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    Chapter One


    Foot-and-mouth disease had closed down the countryside. Country walks and farm gates were padlocked. The spring was chilly and wet, with the first daffodils hanging their yellow heads under torrents of rain.


    The thatch on Agatha Raisins cottage dripped mournfully. She sat on the kitchen floor with her cats and wondered what to do to ward off a familiar feeling of approaching boredom. With boredom came nervous depression, as she well knew.


    An interesting-looking man had moved into the cottage next door, formerly owned by her ex-husband, James, but interest in any man at all had died in Agathas bosom. She had not joined the other village ladies in taking around cakes or home-made jam. Nor had she heard any of the gossip because she had just returned from London where, in her capacity as freelance public relations officer, she had been helping to launch a new fashion line for young people called Mr Harry. All it had served to do was make middle-aged Agatha feel old. Some of the skinny models  heroin-chic was still the fashion  had made her feel fatter and older. Her conscience had disturbed her because she knew the clothes were made in Taiwan out of the cheapest material and guaranteed to fall apart at the seams if worn for very long.


    She got to her feet and went upstairs to her bedroom and studied herself in a full-length mirror. A stocky middle-aged woman with good legs, shiny brown hair, and small bearlike eyes stared back at her.


    Action, she said to herself. She would put on make-up and go and see her friend Mrs Bloxby, the vicars wife, and catch up on the village gossip. Agatha put on a foundation base of pale make-up, reflecting that it was not so long ago when bronzed skin had been all the rage. Now that the unfashionable could afford to go abroad in the middle of winter, it was no longer smart to sport a tan or even to wear brownish make-up. She plucked nervously at the skin under her chin. Was it getting loose? She slapped herself under the chin sixty times and then was cross to see a red flush on her neck.


    She changed out of the old trousers and sweater she had put on that morning and decided on a biscuit-coloured linen suit over a gold silk blouse. Not that this sudden desire to dress up had anything to do with the new owner of the cottage next door, she told herself. At least, as the clich went, time was a great healer. She hardly ever thought of James now and had given up any hope of seeing him again.


    Back downstairs, she shrugged into her Burberry and picked up a golf umbrella and went out into the pouring rain. Why on earth had she worn high heels? she wondered, as she picked her way round the puddles on Lilac Lane and headed for the vicarage.


    Mrs Bloxby, a gentle-faced woman with grey hair, opened the door of the vicarage to her. Mrs Raisin! she cried. When did you get back?


    Last night, said Agatha, reflecting that after London, the formal use of her second name sounded odd. But then the village ladies society of which Agatha was a member always addressed one another formally.


    Come in. Such dreadful weather. And this foot-and-mouth plague is frightening. Ramblers have been told not to walk the countryside, but they wont listen. I really dont think some of those ramblers even like the countryside.


    Any foot-and-mouth around here yet? asked Agatha, taking off her coat and hanging it on a peg in the hall.


    No, nothing round Carsely . . . yet.


    She led the way into the sitting-room and Agatha followed. Agatha sank down into the feather cushions on the old sofa, took off her shoes and stretched her wet stockinged feet out to the fire.


    Ill lend you a pair of wellingtons when you leave, said Mrs Bloxby. Ill get some coffee.


    Agatha leaned back and closed her eyes as Mrs Bloxby went off to the kitchen. It suddenly felt good to be back.


    Mrs Bloxby came back with a tray with mugs of coffee.


    Whats the gossip? asked Agatha.


    Er . . . James was here when you were away.


    Agatha sat bolt upright. Where is he now?


    Im afraid I dont know. He only stayed for an afternoon. He said he was travelling abroad.


    Rats! said Agatha gloomily, all the old pain flooding back. Did you tell him where I was?


    Yes, I did, said the vicars wife awkwardly. I told him where you were living in London and gave him your phone number.


    He didnt call, said Agatha miserably.


    He did seem in a bit of a rush. He sent his love.


    Thats a joke, said Agatha bitterly.


    Now drink your coffee. I know its early, but would you like something stronger?


    I dont want to start down that road, especially for a creep like James, said Agatha.


    Have you met your new neighbour?


    No. I saw him when he moved in, I mean from a distance, but then I got the chance of this PR job and took off for London. Whats he like?


    Seems pleasant and clever.


    What does he do?


    He works in computers. Freelance. Hes just finished a big contract. He says hes glad its over. He was commuting to Milton Keynes and back every day.


    Thats a long haul. No murders?


    No, Mrs Raisin. I should think youve had enough of those. There is a small mystery, however.


    Whats that?


    Alf was recently asked to perform an exorcism, but he refused. Alf was the vicar. Alf says he only believes in the divine spirit and no other kind.


    Wheres the ghost?


    Its a haunted house in Hebberdon  you know, that tiny village the other side of Ancombe. It belongs to an old lady, a Mrs Witherspoon, a widow. She has heard strange voices and seen lights in the night. Alf has put it down to the village children playing tricks on the old lady and has suggested she call in the police. She did that, but they couldnt find anything. But Mrs Witherspoon sticks to her story that she is being haunted. So, do you want to investigate?


    Agatha sat for a moment and then said, No. I think Alfs probably right. You know, sitting here Ive decided to stop rushing around, finding things to ward off boredom. Time I broke the pattern. Im going to become domesticated.


    Mrs Bloxby looked at her uneasily.


    You? Do you think thats a good idea?


    The gardens full of weeds and this rain cant go on forever. Im going to potter about and do a bit of gardening.


    Youll get fed up soon.


    You dont know me, said Agatha sharply.


    Possibly not. When did you make this decision?


    Agatha gave a reluctant grin. Five minutes ago.


    Her stubborn pride kept her from revealing that Jamess visit and the fact that he had not tried to contact her had hurt her deeply.


    As the wet spring finally dried up, it did indeed look as if Agatha Raisin had settled into domesticity at last. Tired of lazy gardeners, she had decided to do the work herself and found it alleviated the pain she still felt over James. The ladies of the village of Carsely informed Agatha that her neighbour, Paul Chatterton, was a charming man but not at all sociable. For a moment, Agathas competitive instincts were aroused, but then she thought dismally that men meant pain and complications. They were best left alone.


    She was sprawled in a deck-chair in her garden one sunny day, covered in a careful application of sunblock and with her two cats, Hodge and Boswell, at her feet, when a tentative voice said, Hello.


    Agatha opened her eyes. Her neighbour was leaning over the garden fence. He had a thick shock of pure white hair and sparkling black eyes in a thin, clever face.


    Yes? demanded Agatha rudely.


    Im your new neighbour, Paul Chatterton.


    So? What do you want? asked Agatha, closing her eyes again.


    I wanted to say hello.


    Youve already said that. Agatha opened her eyes and stared at him. What about trying goodbye?


    She closed her eyes again until she felt he would have fully appreciated the snub. She cautiously opened them again. He was still standing there, grinning at her.


    I must say you make a refreshing change, he said. Ive been besieged by village ladies since I arrived, and now I decide to be sociable, I happen to pick on the one person who doesnt want to know me.


    Bother someone else, said Agatha. Why me?


    Youre the nearest. Besides, I hear youre the village sleuth.


    Whats that got to do with it?


    I read in the local papers that theres some old woman over at Hebberdon who is being frightened out of her wits by ghosts. Im going over there to offer my services as a ghost buster.


    Agathas recently dormant competitive instincts rose. She sat up. Come round the front and Ill let you in and well talk about it.


    See you in a few minutes. He waved and loped off.


    Agatha tried to get to her feet, thinking that old-fashioned canvas deck-chairs like the ones in Green Park in London had been expressly designed to make one feel old. She found she could not struggle out of it and had to tip it sideways and roll over on the grass to get to her feet. She gave it a furious kick. Youre for the bonfire, she said. Ill replace you with a sun-lounger tomorrow.


    She hurried into the house, stopping only in the kitchen for a moment to wipe the sunblock from her face.


    Agatha hesitated before opening the door to him. She was wearing a faded house dress and loafers. Then she shrugged. Men! Who needed to bother about them?


    She opened the door. Come in, she said. Well have coffee in the kitchen.


    Id rather have tea, he said, trotting in after her.


    What kind? asked Agatha. Ive got Darjeeling, Assam, Earl Grey, and something called Afternoon Tea.


    Darjeeling will do.


    Agatha put the kettle on. Arent you working at the moment?


    No, Im between contracts. Going to take a brief holiday.


    Agatha leaned against the kitchen counter. Pauls intelligent black eyes surveyed her and Agatha suddenly wished she were wearing something more attractive, or, at least, had some make-up on. He was not strictly handsome, and yet there was something about that white hair combined with black eyes in a white face and a long athletic figure which, she thought, would disturb quite a lot of women  except, of course, she reminded herself, Agatha Raisin.


    I believe my cottage once belonged to your ex-husband, James Lacey, he said. The kettle began to boil. Agatha lifted down two mugs and put a tea-bag in one and a spoonful of instant coffee in the other.


    Yes, she said. She stirred the tea-bag, lifted it out and put the mug down in front of him. Theres sugar and milk in front of you.


    Thanks. Why Raisin? Did you get married again?


    No, that was my first husbands name. I kept on using it even when I was married to James. Are you married?


    There was a short silence while Paul carefully added milk and sugar. He stirred his tea. Yes, I am, he said.


    And so where is Mrs Chatterton?


    Another silence. Then he said, Visiting relatives in Spain.


    So shes Spanish?


    Yes.


    Whats her name?


    Um . . . Juanita.


    Agathas bearlike eyes narrowed. You know what I think? I think youre not married at all. I think there isnt any Juanita. Look, I invited you in here, not to get into your trousers, but because Im interested in this ghost thing.


    His black eyes sparkled with amusement. Are you usually this blunt?


    When Im being lied to, yes.


    But there is a Juanita. She has long black hair 


    And plays the castanets and has a rose between her teeth. Forget it, snapped Agatha. So what do you plan to do about the haunting?


    I thought Id run over there and offer my services. Care to join me?


    Dont see why not, said Agatha. When shall we go?


    What about now?


    Okay. Finish your tea and Ill get changed.


    No need for that. Your housewifely appearance might reassure Mrs Witherspoon.


    Tcha! said Agatha. She left the kitchen and ran upstairs. She put on a cool pink-and-white-striped shirtwaister dress and then carefully applied make-up. She longed to wear high heels, but the day was hot and swollen ankles would not look chic. She sighed and pushed her feet into a pair of low-heeled sandals.


    She was half-way down the stairs when she realized she had forgotten to put on tights. A hot day minus tights would mean the straps on her sandals would scrape across her feet and the skin of her thighs under the short dress might stick to the car seat. She went back to her bedroom and struggled into a pair of tights labelled One Size Fits All, reflecting that whoever put that slogan on the packet had been thinking of a skinny fourteen-year-old. She looked in the mirror. The effort of putting on the tights in a hot bedroom had made her nose shine. She powdered it too vigorously and got a sneezing fit. By the time she had finished sneezing, her make-up was a wreck, so she had to redo it. Right! A last look in the full-length mirror. God! The buttons at the bosom of her shirtwaister were straining. She took it off and put on a white cotton blouse and a cotton skirt with an elasticated waist.


    Fine. Ready to go. One more look in the mirror. Damn. She was wearing a black bra and it showed through the white cotton. Off with the blouse, on with a white bra, blouse back on again.


    Resolutely not looking in the mirror this time, Agatha darted down the stairs.


    You shouldnt have gone to so much trouble, said Paul.


    I havent gone to any trouble, growled Agatha.


    You were away ages and I thought . . . Never mind. Lets get going. Youd better take a pair of wellingtons.


    Why?


    Because theres still foot-and-mouth around and she may live near a farm and we might have to wade through disinfectant.


    Right, said Agatha. Ive got a pair by the door. Whose car? Yours or mine?


    Ill drive.


    His car was a vintage MG. Agatha groaned inwardly as she lowered herself down into the low seat. She felt as if she were sitting on the road. He set off with a roar and Agathas hair blew forward about her face.


    Why is it in films, she said, that the heroine in an open car always has her hair streaming behind her?


    Because shes filmed in a stationary car in a studio with a film of landscape rolling behind her and a studio fan directed on her hair. If its bothering you, I can stop and put the top up.


    No, said Agatha sourly. The damage is done. Whereabouts in Hebberdon does this Mrs Witherspoon live?


    Ivy Cottage, Bag End.


    Agatha fell silent as the countryside streamed past, the ruined countryside, the countryside destroyed by foot-and-mouth. If she had still been in London, she wouldnt have given a damn. But somehow she now felt she belonged in the countryside and what happened there affected her deeply.


    Hebberdon was a tiny picturesque village nestling at the foot of a valley. There were no shops, one pub, and a huddle of cottages. Paul stopped the car and looked around. Ill knock at one of the doors and ask where Bag End is.


    Agatha fished out a cigarette and lit up. There was a hole where she guessed the ashtray used to be. Still, it was an open car. He could hardly object.


    He came back. We can leave the car here. Bag End is just around the corner.


    Getting out of the car to Agatha was reminiscent of getting out of the deck-chair, but she managed it without having to roll out on the road.


    They walked round into Bag End, a narrow lane with only one cottage at the end. Agatha took a final puff at her cigarette and tossed it at the side of the road. Paul retrieved it and stubbed it out. Youll set the countryside alight in this weather, he complained.


    Sorry, mumbled Agatha, reflecting that she was not really the countrywoman she had thought herself to be. How old is this Mrs Witherspoon?


    Ninety-two, according to the newspapers.


    She might be gaga.


    Dont think so. Lets see anyway.


    Ivy Cottage was indeed covered in ivy which rippled in the summer breeze. The roof was thatched. Paul seized the brass knocker and gave it a good few bangs. After a few moments, the letter-box opened and a womans voice shouted, Go away.


    Were here to help you, said Paul, crouched down by the letter-box. Well lay the ghost for you.


    Im sick of cranks. Sod off!


    Paul grinned sideways at Agatha. Sounds like a soul mate of yours. He turned back to the letter-box.


    Were not cranks, Mrs Witherspoon. We really do want to help.


    How can you do that?


    I am Paul Chatterton with Agatha Raisin. We live in Carsely. Were going to spend a night in your house and catch your ghost.


    There was a long silence and then the rattle of bolts and chains. The door opened. Agatha found herself looking upwards. She had imagined that Mrs Witherspoon would turn out to be a small, frail, stooped old lady. But it was a giantess that faced her.


    Mrs Witherspoon was a powerful woman, at least six feet tall, with dyed red hair and big strong hands.


    She jerked her head by way of welcome and they followed her into a small dark parlour. The ivy clustered round the leaded windows cut out most of the light.


    So what makes you two think you can find who is haunting me? she asked. Her head almost touched the beamed ceiling. Agatha, who had sat down, stood up again, not liking the feeling of being loomed over.


    Its worth a try, said Paul easily. I mean, what have you got to lose?


    Mrs Witherspoon turned bright eyes on Agatha. You said your name was Raisin?


    He did. And yes, it is.


    Ah, youre the one from Carsely who fancies herself to be a detective. Your husband ran off and left you. Hardly surprising.


    Agatha clenched her hands into fists. And what happened to yours?


    He died twenty years ago.


    Agatha turned to Paul and began to say, Maybe this is a silly idea after all . . . but he hissed, Let me handle it.


    He turned to Mrs Witherspoon. We would be no trouble, he coaxed. We could sit down here during the night and wait.


    Dont expect me to feed you, she said.


    Wouldnt dream of it. Well come about ten.


    Oh, all right. Ive lived in this cottage all my life and I am not going to be driven out of it.


    What form do these hauntings take?


    Whispers, footsteps, a sort of grey mist seeping under the bedroom door. The police have been over the place, but theres no sign of forced entry.


    Have you any enemies? asked Agatha.


    Not that I know of. Im a friendly sort. Never anything about me to upset people. She fastened her eyes on Agathas face with a contemptuous look as if to imply that there was a lot about Agatha Raisin to get peoples backs up.


    Paul edged Agatha to the door, seeing she was about to burst out with something. Well be back at ten, he said.


    I dont think I want to help that old bitch, she railed, when they got into the car. Believe me, Count Dracula wouldnt even frighten that one.


    But it is interesting, protested Paul. As a child, didnt you want to spend the night in a haunted house?


    Agatha thought briefly of the Birmingham slum she had been brought up in. There had been so much earthly terror and violence that as a child she had little need to scare herself with things supernatural.


    She sighed and capitulated. May as well give it a try.


    Ill bring a late supper and a Scrabble board to pass the time.


    A Ouija board might be better.


    Havent got one of those. What would you like to eat?


    Ill eat before we go. Lots of black coffee would be a good idea. Ill bring a large Thermos.


    Good, then. Were all set.


    They drove back into Carsely under the watchful eyes of various villagers.


    I saw Mrs Raisin out with that Paul Chatterton, complained Miss Simms, secretary of the ladies society, to Mrs Bloxby when she met her outside the village stores later that day. I dont know how she does it! Heres all of us women trying to get a look in and she snaps him up. I mean ter say, shes no spring chicken.


    I believe men find Mrs Raisin sexy, said the vicars wife and tripped off with her shopping basket over her arm, leaving Miss Simms staring after her.


    Would you believe it? Miss Simms complained ten minutes later to Mrs Davenport, a recent incomer and now a regular member of the ladies society. Mrs Bloxby, the wife of a vicar, mark you, says that Mrs Raisin is sexy.


    And what prompted that? demanded Mrs Davenport, looking every inch the British expatriate she had recently been  print dress, large Minnie Mouse white shoes, small white gloves and terrifying hat.


    Only that our Mrs Raisin has been driving around with Paul Chatterton and the pair of them looking like an item. Under the shadow of the brim of her hat, Mrs Davenports face tightened in disapproval. Had she not presented Mr Chatterton with one of her best chocolate cakes and followed it up with two jars of home-made jam? And hadnt he just politely accepted the gifts without even asking her in for a coffee?


    Mrs Davenport continued on her way. The news rankled. In the manner of British expatriates who lived on a diet of rumours, she stopped various people, embellishing the news as she went. By evening, it was all round the village that Agatha was having an affair with Paul Chatterton.


    At six oclock that evening, Agathas doorbell rang. She hoped that perhaps it was Paul inviting her out for dinner. Detective Sergeant Bill Wong stood on the doorstep. Agatha felt immediately guilty. Bill had been her first friend when she had moved down to the country. She didnt want to tell him about the search for the ghost in case he would try to stop her.


    Come in, she said. I havent seen you for while. How are things going?


    Apart from chasing and fining ramblers who will try to walk their dogs across farmland, nothing much. What have you been getting up to?


    They walked into the kitchen. Ive just made some coffee. Like some?


    Thanks. Thats the biggest Thermos Ive ever seen.


    Just making some coffee for the ladies society, lied Agatha.


    I hear James was back in Carsely  briefly.


    Yes, said Agatha. I dont want to talk about it.


    Still hurts?


    I said, I dont want to talk about it.


    Okay. Hows the new neighbour?


    Paul Chatterton? Seems pleasant enough.


    Bills round face, a mixture of Asian and Western features, looked at her curiously. Agathas face was slightly flushed.


    So you havent been getting up to anything exciting?


    Not me, said Agatha. I did some PR work in London, but down here Ive been concentrating on the garden. I made some scones. Would you like one with your coffee?


    Bill knew Agathas baking was bad, to say the least. He looked doubtful. Go on, urged Agatha. Theyre awfully good.


    All right.


    Agatha put a scone on a plate and then put butter and jam in front of him.


    Bill bit into it cautiously. It was delicious, as light as a feather. Youve really excelled yourself, Agatha, he said.


    And Agatha, who had received the scones as a gift from Mrs Bloxby, smiled sweetly at him. Youll never believe how domesticated Ive become. Oh, theres the doorbell.


    She hurried to open the door, hoping it would not be Paul Chatterton who might start talking about their planned vigil at the haunted house. But it was Mrs Bloxby.


    Come in, said Agatha. Bills here. She hoped Bill had finished that scone.


    But to her horror, as she entered the kitchen with Mrs Bloxby, Bill said, I wouldnt mind another of those scones, Agatha.


    Oh, do you like them? asked Mrs Bloxby. I gave Mrs Raisin some this morning because Id made too many.


    Coffee? Agatha asked the vicars wife.


    Not for me. The attendance at the ladies society is not very good, so I called round to make sure you would be at it this evening.


    I cant, said Agatha, aware of Bills amused eyes on her face.


    Why not?


    Ive got to see a man about some PR work.


    Working again so soon? I thought you wanted a quiet summer.


    Oh, well, its just a little job.


    What is it this time? Fashion?


    Its a new anti-wrinkle face cream.


    Really? Do you think those creams work?


    I dont know, said Agatha loudly. Its all too boring. Can we talk about something else?


    There was a silence. Agatha felt her face turning red.


    Youre getting quite a name for yourself in the village, teased Mrs Bloxby. Its all over the place that you and Paul Chatterton are an item.


    Nonsense.


    You were seen out in his car.


    He was giving me a lift.


    Oh, is your car off the road?


    Look, said Agatha, I was leaving to go to Moreton and he came out of his house at the same time and said he was going to Moreton as well and offered me a lift. Thats all. Honestly, the way people in this village gossip.


    Well, said the vicars wife, a lot of noses have been put out of joint by your apparent friendship with him. Why should you succeed when so many others have failed? Id better go.


    Agatha saw her out and then returned reluctantly to the kitchen. You havent let me have another of those scones yet, said Bill.


    I must have made a mistake and given you one of Mrs Bloxbys scones instead of one of my own, said Agatha, who, once she was in a hole, never knew when to stop digging.


    Then Ill have one of yours.


    Agatha went through the pantomime of opening an empty tin. Sorry, she said. Mine are all finished. What a pity.


    She put another of Mrs Bloxbys scones in front of him.


    Have you heard of a Mrs Witherspoon who claims she is being haunted? asked Bill.


    Yes, it was in the local papers.


    And you didnt feel impelled to do anything about it?


    No, I want a quiet life. Shes probably gaga.


    Shes not. I went a couple of times to investigate. The police couldnt find anything. Ive got this odd feeling youre hiding something from me, Agatha.


    Dont be silly.


    I mean, I ask you about this new neighbour of yours and you dont tell me he took you down to Moreton.


    What is this? demanded Agatha. The third degree?


    Bill laughed. I still think youre holding out on me. Well, Im sure a bit of ghost-hunting wont hurt you.


    I never said 


    No, you didnt, did you? I would ask you about this face cream and where you are meeting this man, but I dont want to stretch your imagination any further.


    Bill!


    He grinned. Ill see you around.


    Agatha sighed with relief when he had left and went upstairs to take a shower. She felt hot and clammy after all her lies.


    Now what did one wear for ghost-hunting?


    
      
    


    Chapter Two


    By the time Agatha went downstairs that evening, she left the bedroom behind her in a mess. She had tried on just about everything in her wardrobe, veering from the chic to the shoddy, and had finally settled on wearing a pair of comfortable woollen trousers, a checked shirt and a cashmere sweater.


    Dont get interested in men again, she told herself severely and looked so grim when she opened the door to Paul that he took a step back and asked her whether anything was the matter. No, nothing, said Agatha. Ill get the coffee.


    I forgot to tell you. Sometimes I prefer tea, and this is one of those sometimes.


    Agatha threw him a filthy look and went through to the kitchen and picked up the huge Thermos. At least all the coffee she had made should keep her awake.


    Well take my car, she said firmly. The evening was chilly and she did not relish the idea of bucketing through the lanes in Paul Chattertons MG.


    Outside, Paul loaded a picnic basket into Agathas new Audi. Youve brought a lot, commented Agatha.


    I havent eaten yet. Have you?


    I had something, lied Agatha. Somehow she felt guilty about having wasted so much time changing in and out of clothes and putting on full make-up with mascara and eye shadow and then wiping it off and replacing it with a lighter maquillage. Her stomach gave a rumble and she added quickly, But only a sandwich.


    Just as well Ive got enough for two, he said.


    Agatha drove off, wondering how many curtains in the village were twitching as they cruised past.


    Isnt this exciting? said Paul.


    Yes, said Agatha doubtfully. She didnt believe in ghosts. Old houses, such as her own and Mrs Witherspoons, were full of creaks and noises. Ahead of her lay a sleepless night with a man she didnt really know.


    They arrived at Ivy Cottage and unloaded the car. Mrs Witherspoon answered the door wearing a voluminous scarlet dressing-gown which clashed with her red hair.


    Oh, its you, she said ungraciously. Go into the living-room and settle yourselves. If you need the bathroom, its the door off the landing. Otherwise, dont bother me, and dont wake me. Im a light sleeper.


    Youd think she didnt want us to find her ghost, grumbled Agatha after Mrs Witherspoon had retreated upstairs.


    Never mind. Im going to eat. Paul opened up the hamper, took out several plastic boxes, and plates and knives and forks. Theres cold chicken, salad and French bread, he said cheerfully. Help yourself, and then well have a game of Scrabble.


    Agatha ate gratefully and accompanied her plate of food with several cups of strong black coffee. Paul had brought a Thermos of tea.


    So what brought you to Carsely? asked Agatha.


    A desire for somewhere pretty and quiet. I usually live in London but its become so noisy and crowded and dirty. Besides, Carsely is only an hour and a half away, so its not exactly isolated.


    Have you always worked with computers?


    Yes, I was lucky. I started right after university. I got in pretty much on the ground floor.


    What exactly do you do?


    Im a programmer. What about you? Retired?


    Mostly, although I still take the odd job. I had my own PR firm in London but I sold up and took early retirement, said Agatha, stressing the word early.


    And how did you get into amateur detection?


    By accident, said Agatha. You know, things happen and I get curious.


    How do you go about it?


    Go around asking questions. The police dont often have time to get to know people and people will talk more freely to a civilian than they will to the police. Agatha had an impulse to brag, which she quickly suppressed. She had an uneasy feeling that Paul found her more amusing than attractive.


    After they had finished, he neatly packed the plates away. So much for Juanita, thought Agatha. Bachelors are always neat and domesticated. She suddenly remembered James Lacey and felt a stab of pain. Her eyes filled with tears.


    Whats the matter? asked Paul.


    I bit my tongue by accident.


    Nasty, that. Lets play Scrabble.


    He arranged the board and tiles on the table. He started. He put down xenon on the board.


    Thats not a word, said Agatha crossly.


    It is, you know. Its a gas. Here!


    He took out a copy of the Oxford Dictionary and handed it to her. Agatha looked it up. Okay, she said sulkily. The game progressed. Paul won easily. They started another. An old marble clock on the mantel ticked drearily and then its rusty chimes sounded midnight.


    The time crawled by. Paul won two more games. Im bored, said Agatha.


    Why dont you have a sleep? Ill keep watch.


    Ill stay awake a little longer. The house is very quiet. I wish we could do something amusing to pass the time.


    He smiled at her. Well, there is something we could do.


    Agatha felt a frisson of sexual tension. And whats that? she asked.


    Ive a pack of cards. We could play poker.


    No, thats even more boring than Scrabble, and you only want to play to make me look as silly as youve made me look over the Scrabble board. Does Juanita really exist?


    Of course she does.


    So why isnt she with you?


    I told you, shes visiting relatives in Spain.


    So you did. Its getting cold in here. Whats that?


    Cold white mist was beginning to seep under the living-room door. Agatha stared at it as it crept around their legs.


    Come on, said Paul, getting to his feet. Someones playing tricks. Nip upstairs and see if Mrs Witherspoons all right and Ill search the downstairs.


    Do I have to?


    Go on.


    Paul opened the living-room door and crossed the small hall to the kitchen at the back. Agatha mounted the stairs, her feet feeling like lead. Mrs Witherspoon! she called in a quavering voice and then louder, Mrs Witherspoon.


    A door at the top of the stairs opened and a terrible apparition stood there, tall and white, with a green face and staring red eyes. Agatha screamed. She tumbled down the stairs and yanked open the front door. She got into her car, fumbling for her keys. She was dimly aware of Paul shouting something, but shed had enough. She roared off and did not stop until she had reached her own cottage. She did not feel safe until she was in her own bed with the duvet pulled up over her ears. Despite her fear, she fell into a heavy sleep from which she was aroused two hours later by the phone ringing. Assuring herself that ghosts surely did not know how to use the telephone, she answered it.


    Pauls voice sounded down the line. Could you come and pick me up? You left me stranded.


    I saw an awful thing . . . began Agatha.


    That awful thing was Mrs Witherspoon in a face pack. Shes furious with you. Youre not very courageous for a detective.


    See you soon. Agatha slammed down the phone. She dressed hurriedly and went out to set off again for Hebberdon, feeling like a fool. Paul was waiting for her on the doorstep.


    Im sorry, said Agatha as he packed the picnic basket in the car. But how was I to know it was her? And all that cold mist.


    That, I am convinced, was nothing more than carbon dioxide gas. Theres no sign of anyone having broken in and the windows were all closed and locked. She says no one else has a key, but they must have. He got into the passenger seat. Anyway, youve blown it. Shes so furious with you, she doesnt want to see us again.


    Ive said Im sorry, shouted Agatha, moving off. What else can I say? He began to laugh. Whats so funny?


    You, he spluttered. You should have seen your face.


    Have you not considered, said Agatha coldly, that if someone is ruthless enough to frighten that old woman to death, they might have wanted to put an end to us?


    No, I dont think so. I wanted to find out if she had much money and who would inherit, but she told me to mind my own business. I think we should go over to Hebberdon later today and ask the locals about her.


    Agatha felt ashamed of herself, and that shame was making her cross and irritated. She did not like not being in control, but grudgingly admitted to herself that to refuse to go on investigating would be childish. All right, she said ungraciously. What time?


    Oh, well get some sleep first. Say, eleven in the morning?


    Right.


    He began to laugh. You must admit, it was very funny. You ran off screaming like a banshee!


    Drop it. I feel a fool.


    Well, he said, conciliating, who would expect old Mrs Witherspoon to go in for a face pack at her age?


    That carbon dioxide gas. At least we know theres someone human behind it. It was carbon dioxide, wasnt it? asked Agatha.


    It might be. But surely the police would have thought of that.


    I dont know. This government has been closing down so many country police stations that the police that are left are overloaded with work. Anyway, tomorrows another day.


    When they set out again the following morning, Agatha resolved that nothing about this ghost would scare her again. But she felt rather shy of Paul. He did not seem to feel in the least awkward around her, but then why should he? Probably regarded her as some sort of middle-aged eccentric, all right for a bit of amusement, only good enough to play Dr Watson to his superior brain. Agatha mentally checked her appearance. She was wearing a scarlet cashmere sweater over a pair of jersey wool trousers and flat sandals. She edged the sweater down a bit over her stomach. Time for more exercise and diet. What a bore ageing was! Things drooped and sagged and bulged unless one worked ferociously on them. The flesh under her chin was really showing a slackness which alarmed her. She had slapped herself again under the chin sixty times that morning and had performed several grimacing exercises in order to try to tighten the flesh up, which had resulted in a red neck. She hoped the red had faded. And yet why should she mind what Paul thought of her appearance? Because hes a man, she thought dismally, and she was mentally tied to her generation who considered every man as a prospective lover.


    Here we are, said Paul, cruising to a stop. What we want to suss out is whether Mrs Witherspoon is regarded as eccentric and also who would get the house if she died. I mean, someone must be trying to frighten her to death.


    Then someone doesnt know her very well, commented Agatha.


    Shes got high blood pressure.


    How do you know that?


    I went to the loo and checked out her pills in the bathroom cabinet.


    So where do we start? asked Agatha, looking around.


    The pub, I suppose.


    They got out of the car. The pub, a small square Victorian building, was called The Railway Arms. Didnt know there was a station here, said Agatha.


    There probably was in the days when trains stopped everywhere. The Hereford line is quite close.


    Agatha looked at her watch. Its early yet. Dont suppose it gets many people at any time.


    Its a free house. Hasnt been bought up by a brewery yet. They probably get ramblers when there isnt a foot-and-mouth epidemic. Come on.


    Arent you going to lock your car?


    No, itll be all right.


    I would if I were you, said Agatha. I see youve got a CD radio fitted.


    Oh, stop worrying and lets get started.


    They walked together into the pub. The walls, once white, were now yellow with nicotine. A few framed photographs of steam trains hung on them. There was a scarred wooden bar along one wall and a few wooden tables and upright chairs were dotted about. A man with a balding head and a large beer belly stood behind the bar.


    Whatll you have? asked Paul.


    Gin and tonic.


    Right. Ill have a tomato juice. Its a bit early for me.


    I havent no ice, said the barman.


    I would be amazed if you had, said Agatha.


    The barman put their drinks on the counter. Visiting? he asked.


    Were both living over in Carsely, said Paul. Funny, that business about Mrs Witherspoon. We read about it in the papers.


    You dont want to pay no heed to that, he said.


    Why? asked Agatha.


    Because shes an old bitch whatd say anything, remarked the barman.


    Thats interesting, said Agatha. But you strike me as a very intelligent man. Do you work here or are you the landlord?


    I own this pub. He stuck out a hand. Barry Briars the name.


    Agatha took his hand. He held hers and leered at her.


    So, Mr Briar, said Agatha, tugging at her hand until he released it, do you mean Mrs Witherspoon made the whole thing up?


    Course she did. She likes the attention, see? Afore this, her was always calling the police out for something or another.


    Like reporting you for serving drinks after hours? said Paul.


    Theres that. But theres other things.


    Like what? asked Agatha. Here, let me buy you a drink?


    Ta. Ill have a malt. Briar helped himself to a double measure and Agatha reluctantly paid up. Like theres Greta Handy at Pear Cottage. Her got the satellite TV in and Mrs Witherspoon reported her to the council for defacing an old building and they made her take the satellite dish down. Then theres Percy Fleming, him at Dove Cottage. Hes a writer. He had a shed put in his garden for a place to work. Said he could keep all his computer stuff and manuscripts, like, and use it for an office. Even had the phone put in. Tasty liddle place, it were. Mrs Witherspoon reports him to the council and says he hasnt asked for planning permission and its got to go. He paid lawyers and got his way, but it cost him a mint.


    Goodness! said Agatha, looking suitably enthralled. Does she have any family?


    She has a daughter, Carol, lives over Ancombe way. And a son. They never talk.


    Whys that?


    Well, Carol is in her late sixties and never married. She says she never had a chance. Her mother scared them all off. When she got the courage to leave, it were too late, poor old cow.


    So she made all this ghost business up? asked Paul.


    Course she did. She likes the fuss. Police and newspapers running around.


    The phone rang in the back premises and Briar went to answer it. Agatha and Paul carried their drinks over to a table.


    So what do you think? asked Paul.


    Seems like hes telling the truth, said Agatha.


    What about that mist?


    She probably faked that herself. Look, if she was really frightened, she would have been anxious for our help, but she was pretty reluctant.


    Drink up and well try those two neighbours she riled up.


    Greta Handy was a small, round, muscular woman. Her thick grey hair was scraped up on top of her head and she was wearing a mans pullover with a pair of torn and faded jeans. When she heard the reason for their call, she invited them in. They stood helplessly in her low-beamed living-room, wondering where to sit. A large dog of mixed breed was stretched out on a sofa and somnolent cats occupied the two easy chairs. The stuffy air was redolent of cat and dog, and various bowls of half-eaten cat and dog food were spread about the floor on the hair-covered carpet. A large television set dominated the room. Agatha noticed a digital box on top of the video machine.


    So you got satellite after all? she said.


    Yes, that silly old woman. What a fuss. The engineers just took the dish off the wall and put it on a stand in the shrubbery.


    So what about this ghost business? asked Paul.


    Load of rubbish, if you ask me. Shes run out of people to make trouble for, so she made the whole thing up. Im amazed the police ever listened to her. I went round there and told her, I said, You ever interfere again and Ill stick the bread knife in you. So she calls the police. Never said anything like that, I told them. I mean, you say things in the heat of the moment that you dont mean, but if Id told them Id actually threatened her, they might have arrested me. But she didnt bother me again.


    Outside, Agatha and Paul took grateful breaths of fresh air. May as well try the other one, the writer, said Paul.


    When they rang the bell at Dove Cottage, there was no reply. Perhaps we should go round the back, suggested Agatha. He may be in his shed.


    They walked along a narrow path at the side of the low thatched cottage. The front garden had been a riot of flowers, but the back garden consisted only of a square of lawn and the shed. It was a square wooden structure with a double-glazed window. Sheds like these cost a lot, said Agatha. I wonder what he writes.


    Maybe he writes under another name, one wed recognize. Paul rapped on the door of the shed.


    A tall, stooped man opened the door. He had thick silver hair worn long, a black velvet jacket open over a white shirt and silk cravat, and black velvet trousers. Go away, he said in a reedy voice. I am not buying anything.


    Were not selling anything, said Paul. I am Paul Chatterton and this is Mrs Agatha Raisin. We spent last night in Mrs Witherspoons house, trying to lay the ghost for her but without success. General opinion around here so far seems to be that she is making the whole thing up.


    Come in, said Percy. They walked up the shallow wooden steps and into an office-shed which looked a miracle of order. Neat files in different colours filled the shelves and a computer and printer stood on a metal desk. Percy sat beside the desk and waved Agatha and Paul into two hard chairs facing him. I am glad you have come to me, he said, making a steeple of his fingers and looking wise  or trying to look wise, Agatha thought. I am a writer and I have a writers eye for detail.


    Probably cant write very well and must have a private income, reflected Agatha. She knew from long experience that successful writers rarely glorified their trade.


    Do you write under your own name? she asked.


    No, he said proudly. I am Lancelot Grail. He opened a drawer in his desk and took out a paperback which he handed to her. The cover showed a muscular man stripped to the waist, wielding an axe and being threatened by a dragon.


    Oh, now I know who you are, lied Agatha, anxious to keep him helpful. So what can you tell us about Mrs Witherspoon?


    To put it bluntly, she is a bitch from hell, he said. Ah, I shock you by my plain speaking, Mrs Raisin, but that is what she is. She reported this shed to the planning officer and I had to employ a lawyer at Great Expense to clear things up. I told her to mind her own business in future and she told me to go and . . . His face turned a delicate pink. Well, I will not sully your ears with such language. Of course shes making it all up. Shes lonely and bored and her hobby is creating fuss and chaos.


    Agatha felt disappointed. Three people in this small village all said roughly the same thing. It looked as if there was no case and no case meant no more outings with Paul.


    Paul got to his feet. Thank you for your time. So you really believe theres nothing in it? We thought someone might be trying to frighten her to death.


    Her! My dear fellow, all the dragons of Gorth could not frighten that old hag.


    Whats Gorth? asked Agatha.


    It is a planet in my latest book. I would offer you a copy, but on the other hand, I feel people should buy my books and not expect free copies.


    Wouldnt dream of it, said Agatha in all sincerity.


    As they approached his MG, Paul said ruefully, Nothing to investigate after all.


    Agatha looked at the parked car. Im afraid there is.


    What?


    She pointed to the soft top of the car, which Paul had left up. Someone had sliced through it with a sharp knife. Paul gave an exclamation and opened the car door. My CD player has gone.


    He looked wildly around. Who could have done this?


    Agatha took out her mobile phone. Ill call the police.


    Bill Wong made a detour into the ops room on his way out of police headquarters in Mircester. He rather fancied the new blonde recruit called Haley. She was just taking a call. He heard her say, Any units in the area of Hebberdon. Car-radio theft. Owner a Mr Paul Chatterton.


    Bill stood deep in thought while she gave further instructions. Not so long ago, a policeman from the nearest village would have been sent, but with the government closing so many rural stations, calls went out to patrol cars. Chatterton. Now that was Agathas new neighbour and Hebberdon was that village where the old woman had been frightened by a ghost. So Agatha was investigating that business after all.


    A patient policeman took down the details of the theft of Pauls radio-cum-CD player. Well do our best, sir, he said, finally closing his notebook. But in future, you should keep your car locked.


    And what difference would that make? demanded Paul angrily. They assumed it was locked anyway and just sliced through the roof. Someone must have seen something. Its such a small village.


    They turned and looked up the winding road and then down but nothing moved in the patchy sunlight. Lets try the pub, suggested Agatha.


    Just leave the investigating to us, said the policeman. I have your phone number, Mr Chatterton. Well let you know if we find anything.


    He stood there until they drove off.


    I feel sick, said Paul. I love this car.


    Then you should take better care of it, snapped Agatha.


    Are you always so insensitive and rude?


    They arrived back in Carsely in an angry silence. Before she got out of the car, Agatha tried to heal the breach. Look, Paul, Im sorry I made that crack about you taking better care of your car.


    But he sat at the wheel, staring straight ahead.


    Agatha climbed out and stomped off into her cottage. Rats, she thought. Ive blown it. She walked through to the kitchen and opened the back door and let her cats out into the garden. She made herself a cup of coffee and followed them out and sank down into the deck-chair. Now what should she do? To tell the truth, she admitted to herself, she had rather enjoyed stealing a march on the other women of the village by cruising around with Paul Chatterton. She probably wouldnt have a chance to talk to him again. Now that there appeared to be no mystery to solve, he would probably take on another work contract.


    The doorbell shrilled from the front of the house. She tried to struggle to her feet and ended up rolling the whole deck-chair to the side so that she fell out on to the grass. She hurried through the house. Please let it be Paul, please let it be Paul, went her mind. Im sure its Paul. She threw open the door.


    Bill Wong stood on the step.


    Agathas face fell.


    Expecting someone else? asked Bill.


    No, no. Come in. Another visit, and so soon! Come through to the garden. Coffee?


    No, its a flying visit.


    They walked into the garden. Ill bring out a chair, said Agatha. Try the deck-chair, she added, malicious in her disappointment. Its very comfortable.


    She carried out a hard kitchen chair. Bill settled himself in the deck-chair.


    I heard a report from Hebberdon that your neighbours car was broken into.


    And you came all the way here just for that!


    I wondered what you two were up to. The only thing that would take you to Hebberdon, Agatha Raisin, is ghost-hunting.


    Oh, well, you may as well hear it all. Okay, Im sorry I didnt tell you, but I thought you wouldnt want me to interfere.


    Quite right. Anyway, what did you find out?


    Nothing much. I made a fool of myself.


    His brown eyes smiled up at her from the depths of the deck-chair. You? Never! What happened?


    Paul persuaded Mrs Witherspoon to let us spend the night. At first it was all very quiet and boring. Then this cold mist began to creep into the room. I ran upstairs to see if Mrs Witherspoon was all right. There was this horrible sight with a green face and a long white gown. I ran screaming out of the house. Paul phoned me to say that the apparition had been Mrs Witherspoon in her nightie with a face pack on. No wonder she looks so sour. Youre not supposed to sleep with a face pack on.


    Bill chortled with laughter and stroked Boswell, who had jumped on to his lap.


    Anyway, Agatha went on, we went there today to ask around. Mrs Witherspoon doesnt want to have anything to do with us. We were told by three of the neighbours that she was only doing it to get attention.


    And you believe that?


    I think that old ratbag would do anything to upset people.


    Maybe. The police sat it out in that cottage a couple of nights but nothing happened. This cold mist . . .?


    Probably carbon dioxide, dry ice; they use it on stage sometimes.


    Well, thats something. Didnt you find that odd?


    After what the neighbours say, I suppose she was playing tricks on us. The stuffs pretty easy to get, presumably.


    The doorbell rang. Excuse me, said Agatha. This time, she did not expect it to be Paul, but it was the man himself who stood there.


    Oh, Paul, said Agatha faintly. I did say I was sorry.


    Its all right, he said, his black eyes gleaming with excitement. Ive just had a call from the police. Theyve found my radio.


    Come in. Ive got a detective friend here. She led the way through to the garden. Bill, this is Paul Chatterton. Paul, Detective Sergeant Bill Wong.


    Paul sank down on to the grass beside Bill. Yes, the police have just phoned. They found my car radio and CD player in a dry ditch beside where my car was parked.


    Thats odd, said Bill. Maybe someone came along and whoever stole it just dropped it.


    Or Mrs Witherspoon, anxious for more attention, did it herself, said Agatha.


    Come on, Agatha, protested Bill. Shes an old lady!


    A very fit old lady and very strong, said Agatha.


    Anyway, said Paul, Im going over to Mircester to identify it and pick it up. Feel like coming?


    Bill noticed the way Agathas face lit up, and his heart sank. Paul was a very attractive man. Bill didnt want to see Agatha getting hurt again.


    Wait a minute, he said. Lets finish talking about this haunted-house business. Bills almond-shaped eyes gleamed. Was there any more mist?


    No, none at all.


    Did you search around? Any canisters?


    Nothing.


    Any wet patches on the floor outside the room where you were sitting?


    I didnt look. Why?


    Dry ice does not really need to be wet with water to give off a visible vapour; it will freeze water vapour in the air near it, producing visible vapour all by itself. However, if you add water, it works at an accelerated rate and youll get a lot more mist.


    So you think there might be something in this? asked Paul.


    Probably not. Funnily enough, the police on both occasions came to the conclusion that she wanted attention. Ive got to go. To Agathas irritation, he rose out of the deck-chair in one fluid movement. Bill was young, in his late twenties. Oh, God, her inability to get out of that hell-chair must be the first creaking signs of age.


    Agatha walked him to the door. Be careful, whispered Bill.


    Of what? Ghosts?


    Of falling in love again.


    I wont. He says hes married.


    Lets hope that damps your ardour.


    Agatha retreated into the house. Going to the loo, she shouted. She nipped quickly up the stairs and put on fresh make-up.


    Well take my car, she said to Paul when she made her appearance in the garden again.


    Fine. He rose to his feet. I think Ill buy myself an old banger for driving around. Id better take care of my MG in future.


    Honestly, thought Agatha, I bet hes even got a name for the damn thing.


    
      
    


    Chapter Three


    I would have thought theyd want to keep your CD player for forensics, said Agatha as she drove competently along the Fosseway to Mircester.


    Its a minor crime, said Paul. They wont bother. I wonder if Mrs Witherspoon is schizophrenic.


    What makes you say that?


    In some of the initial newspaper reports it referred to crashes and bumps and things falling down. Poltergeists are people with the knack of telekinesis. They can move objects with their minds. Usually its a three-year-old or someone in their forties, dont ask me why. Its something to do with the pineal gland. But schizophrenics also can manage it.


    See any pills in her bathroom cabinet to do with that?


    Nothing but diuretics, pain-killers and high blood pressure pills.


    Oh, well, said Agatha, case closed. It seems as if she only wanted to draw attention to herself.


    I dont know about that, he said slowly. Shes a crusty old lady but I wouldnt have thought she would have needed the attention. She struck me as being pretty self-contained.


    They both fell silent. Agatha thought, should I ask him out for dinner? A nice candle-lit dinner? Eyes meeting across the table. Agatha, I would like us to be more than friends. Dear Agatha . . .


    Are you listening to me? Pauls voice suddenly cut through her dreams.


    No, I wasnt. What did you say?


    About this evening . . .


    Ah, two minds with but one single thought.


    What about this evening? asked Agatha in a husky voice.


    If youre up to it . . . Oh, I dont know . . .


    Im up to anything, said Agatha, her hands suddenly clammy on the wheel. When did she last shave her legs? Did her toenails need cutting?


    I thought it might be an idea to sit outside the cottage tonight and watch it. I mean, if someone else other than Mrs Witherspoon is behind these hauntings, we might see someone hanging about the house. In fact, it might be exciting. Be a good chap and say yes.


    I am not a chap, said Agatha, irritable in her disappointment. Why did fellows never speak the script one had written for them?


    But going on with the investigation meant going on in his company. All right, she said.


    Grand. Well pick up the machine and then get a bite to eat. My treat.


    Agathas spirits, which had plummeted, soared up again.


    While Paul was led off to identify his CD player and sign the relevant papers, Agatha asked the sergeant at the desk whether she could use the loo. Once inside a white-tiled institutionalized toilet smelling strongly of disinfectant, she opened her capacious handbag and got to work, cleaning off the make-up she had so recently applied and adding a new coat of foundation, powder, blusher and eye shadow. Then she sprayed herself liberally with Ysatis and returned to the reception area. Where would he take her for dinner? Surely somewhere nice.


    Paul finally reappeared, accompanied by Bill Wong and a small blonde policewoman whom Bill introduced as Haley. Ive asked them to join us, said Paul cheerfully. Bill says the Dog and Duck does a good meal.


    Agatha stifled a sigh. Bills taste in food was appalling.


    The Dog and Duck was one of those pubs that the modern taste for smart bistro-style hostelries had passed by. A snooker table dominated one end of the room. Fruit machines flashed and blinked in the dim smoky light. The bar was crowded with plain-clothed and uniformed police and CID. A menu was chalked up on a board. Agatha gloomily read it. Lasagne and chips, curry and chips, egg, sausage and chips, hamburger and chips, fish and chips, and quiche and chips. So much for her idea of a romantic evening.


    Bill started to ask Agatha how various people in Carsely were getting on and when she had finished replying, she noticed, with extreme irritation, that Paul appeared to be flirting with Haley, who was giggling appreciatively.


    Haley had a round face and narrow blue eyes. Her hair was what Agatha privately described as cheap blonde  but what man had ever been put off by that?


    Pauls ever so clever, said Haley. Hes promised to come round to my place one day and help me with my computer.


    Oh, said Agatha sharply. I thought all you police were computer-literate these days.


    I only know the basics, said Haley. She pulled out a notebook. Here! Let me write down my address and phone number for you.


    Agatha and Bill watched her gloomily as she wrote down her details and handed them to Paul.


    How old are you? asked Agatha abruptly.


    Twenty-seven, said Haley. She giggled again. Ever so old.


    Youve a long way to go before you are as old as either me or Paul, said Agatha sweetly.


    Terrible for a woman to be old, said Haley. I mean, doesnt matter so much for men. I fancy older men. Heres our food.


    The food was as awful as Agatha had thought it would be. She had ordered fish and chips, thinking that even this pub could not muck up such a simple dish, but the fish was thin and dry and the chips of the frozen variety.


    She watched with horrified fascination as Haley dredged her lasagne in ketchup and began eating with every sign of relish.


    Bill and Paul had both ordered sausage, egg and chips.


    Haley ate steadily and then leaned back with a sigh of satisfaction. That was good.


    She surveyed Agatha. I hear youre a bit of a Miss Marple.


    A vision of Miss Marple as played on television rose before Agathas eyes and she began to feel ancient.


    I have done some detective work, yes, she said.


    Anything at the moment?


    Came to nothing, said Agatha, pushing her plate away. We were supposed to be investigating a haunted house.


    Haley clutched Pauls arm and let out a shriek. Im ever so afraid of ghosts.


    Have you seen one? asked Paul, smiling down at her.


    No, but my gran has. She was up in this old hotel in the Highlands of Scotland once and she woke up during the night and saw a man standing at the foot of her bed.


    Was he wearing a kilt? asked Agatha cynically.


    Yes, he was. And he looked ever so fierce. My gran, she got the Gideon Bible out of the drawer beside the bed and held it up and he disappeared.


    Gosh! said Paul. How scary. I remember hearing a story about . . .


    He proceeded to relate several ghost stories while Haley alternately giggled and shrieked and clutched his arm more tightly.


    Agatha was relieved when Bill finally looked at his watch and said, I have to go.


    I dont, said Haley, and Agathas heart sank.


    But we do, said Paul firmly. Its been a delight to meet you, Haley.


    You will let me know when youre coming round?


    Absolutely.


    What a disgusting meal, said Agatha as they drove off.


    Yes, wasnt it? Anyway, wed better get back and prepare for our night watch.


    What time do you want to set out?


    About midnight.


    Do you really think we should?


    Why not? Lets have a go anyway. Is Haley Bills girlfriend? asked Paul.


    Not yet, and possibly not ever after the way you went on tonight.


    Oho! Jealous, Agatha?


    Dont flatter yourself, Humbert Humbert. You didnt give Bill a chance.


    She didnt give Bill a chance. Dont lets quarrel. I think we should park outside the village and wear dark clothes.


    Agatha looked at her watch as they neared Carsely. Eleven oclock. Just time to get something to eat to make up for having barely touched the fish and chips, and then get changed.


    She resolved not to torture herself any more by trying on outfit after outfit. It was time to grow up and move on. Dressing for men meant never feeling secure, never feeling comfortable.


    She had eaten a microwaved curry, without ever reflecting on the irony of a woman such as herself who could sneer at pub food and yet hardly ever prepared a decent meal. She put on a pair of black trousers, a black sweater, flat shoes and the minimum of make-up and was ready when Paul rang her doorbell.


    Paul thought briefly that there was something rather sexy about grumpy Agatha. Her skin was good and her mouth generous, her bust and hips very beddable, but then he concentrated on the night ahead.


    Fortunately it was quite warm and the sky above was clear.


    Like Agatha, he was dressed in black trousers and a black sweater. I hope youve got something for your head, she said. That white hair of yours shines out like a beacon.


    Ive got something. Well need to use your car again. Im taking mine to the garage tomorrow. Ive ordered another top for it, but Ill also buy something to run around in, the type of old banger I wont care about too much if it gets vandalized.


    You should get a security alarm put in that old MG of yours, said Agatha.


    I probably will. He put a heavy bag in the back seat of Agathas car and then got into the passenger seat at the front.


    Whats in the bag? asked Agatha.


    Some refreshments and a pair of binoculars. Its going to be a long night.


    As they approached Hebberdon, Paul said, Slow down. Theres a good place. That farm entrance under the trees. Reverse into it.


    Agatha went in, nose-first. Dont you know women drive forwards, not backwards?


    They got out of the car. We have to walk through the village to get to her place, said Paul. But I dont think anyone will be awake.


    That did seem to be the case as they walked past silent dark cottages. Even the pub showed no signs of life. Theres a field opposite with a pretty high hedge, said Paul. Well settle down there and watch.


    They squeezed through a gap in the hedge. Ground should be dry, said Paul. Look, if we settle down here, theres a big hole in the branches right opposite. Well get a good view.


    Mrs Witherspoons cottage was all dark. Somewhere an owl hooted. Paul opened up his bag and took out a bottle of malt whisky and two glasses. Drink?


    Maybe I shouldnt, said Agatha. Im driving.


    The effects will have worn off before morning. Go on.


    All right, just a small one. Have you ever noticed, said Agatha, how many people urge one to drink? I mean, its always drink. Say you dont like fish. No one says, Oh, go on, have one. Why not half a fish? Go on, why not a fish finger? No, its always drink, like drug pushers.


    You only had to say no, said Paul mildly. Cigarette? He pulled out a packet.


    You smoke! exclaimed Agatha with all the delight of one member of an endangered species meeting another.


    From time to time.


    They sipped their whisky and smoked and stared across at the cottage. Nothing moved, nothing happened.


    What happened to your marriage? asked Paul, filling up her glass again.


    It just fell apart. James was a genuine copper-bottomed bachelor. We didnt get on. What about your marriage to the supposed Juanita?


    Well, shes in Spain a lot and Im here, but we get on pretty well when we meet up.


    Children?


    No. You?


    No, none.


    So what brought you to the Cotswolds?


    Its pretty, said Agatha. Its pretty everywhere you look. Londons not the same. Its getting violent and dirty. Of course, I notice all the faults when I go up on business but maybe if I still lived there, I wouldnt pay all that much attention to whats wrong. Sometimes Carsely seems a bit boring and I get restless, but something always happens. Theres murder and mayhem here, just like in the cities.


    And what about men?


    What about them?


    I mean, do you have a lover?


    No, said Agatha curtly.


    And yet your reputation in the village seems to be that of a sort of Cotswolds femme fatale.


    There are women in Carsely whove got nothing else to do but invent stories about me. Im just a stuffy middle-aged woman.


    He filled her glass again. Agatha felt dimly that she ought to protest but the whisky was soothing and warming and she had always maintained she had a strong head for drink.


    I wouldnt call you stuffy. He had put on a black woollen cap to eclipse his white hair. His black eyes glinted in the darkness. He leaned forward and surprised her by planting a warm kiss on her lips. Agatha gazed up at him, mesmerized. He bent his head towards her again. A twig snapped.


    He straightened up and whispered, That came from across the road.


    Agatha tried to get up and stumbled and fell. Her head swam. Shhh! He deftly put bottle, glasses and binoculars back in his bag. He pulled her to her feet. Lets get over there.


    He nimbly eased through the gap in the hedge. Agatha weaved after him. There was a metal dustbin outside the cottage gate, ready for collection. Agatha stumbled into it and the whole thing rolled over with a crash.


    Now thats torn it. Paul seized hold of her as a light went on in an upstairs window. Run!


    With his arm around her waist, supporting her, he hustled her through the village and out to where her car was parked. He took the keys from her and unlocked the doors. Despite her drunkenness, Agatha noticed he had had the forethought to bring his bag along with him. Ill drive, he said.


    He drove off, not accelerating until he was well away from the village. I shouldnt have drunk so much, mourned Agatha.


    My fault, he said. Im sure there was someone there.


    Could have been a fox or a sheep.


    Maybe. Get some sleep and well try again another time.


    So you think hes lying about being married? asked Mrs Bloxby the next day. Why should you think that?


    Agatha shuffled her feet like a schoolgirl. Well, he kissed me.


    Oh, Mrs Raisin. Really. You said you had both been drinking. The fact that he is married does not necessarily stop him from making a pass at you. Havent married men ever made a pass at you before? You must have attended a lot of boozy functions during your PR work.


    But that was London and this is a village!


    And when did village life ever bestow sainthood on a married man? Wishful thinking can be very dangerous. I mean, before you left him, did he kiss you again or say any endearments?


    No-o. But wed both had a fright, what with me knocking the dustbin over. Anyway, where is this mysterious wife?


    Probably in Spain, just like he said.


    You do spoil things, remarked Agatha crossly.


    I care for you. I dont want to see you getting hurt.


    Agatha sighed. You cant fall in love without getting hurt.


    Now, listen to me, falling in love is an addiction for you. Your trouble is you do not really like yourself half enough. So the minute you find your brain empty of some obsession or other, you race around trying to fill the gap.


    Thank you for sharing that with me, Oprah Winfrey.


    I mean it. Oh, never mind. I didnt mean to upset you. Ill say a prayer for you.


    Agatha shifted awkwardly in her chair, suddenly embarrassed. Mrs Blockley hardly ever pulled what Agatha privately thought of as the God bit on her.


    I mean, saying that she was trying to fall in love. Ridiculous!


    But when Agatha left the vicars wife, she could feel the first chill wind of reality creeping into her brain. Better to forget about that kiss.


    As the day dragged on, she began to wonder about his marriage. She hadnt been inside his cottage. Maybe he had photographs of the two of them. Maybe there were some Spanish things lying around. She could call on him. Why not? He had said they would try again another time.


    She fed her cats and made herself a couple of sandwiches for lunch and then headed for the cottage next door.


    Paul looked surprised to see her, but said, Come in. Have you any more news?


    Nothing. I wondered when you wanted to try again.


    I dont know, he said uneasily. Want a coffee?


    Please.


    He went through to the kitchen. Agathas eyes roamed around the room. No photographs. Crowded bookshelves, nice leather winged armchair, chintzy sofa and easy chair, a computer desk with computer and printer, a pleasant oil painting depicting a rural scene over the fireplace and a faint smell of tobacco smoke. James would have hated that, thought Agatha. He never liked her smoking in the house. Agatha felt herself relax. It was a bachelors house, of that she was sure.


    Paul came back with a tray with mugs of coffee. I know you like yours black, he said. I cant talk very long. Im waiting for a phone call.


    About work?


    Hesitation. Then he said, Yes, something like that.


    Uneasy silence while Agatha sipped her coffee and tried to think of something to say.


    The phone rang. Do you mind . . .? said Paul.


    Agatha stood up. See you soon, she said.


    She left, feeling empty. Mrs Bloxby was right. That kiss had meant nothing. Still, there was nothing in that cottage living-room to show he was married.


    For the next two days, Agatha mooched around, feeling time lie heavy on her hands. She had seen nothing of Paul. She had tried to phone him, but there had been no reply. On Saturday evening she set out for the vicarage to attend a meeting of the ladies society, glad of something to do.


    Mrs Bloxby opened the proceedings, Miss Simms read the minutes, and Agatha went off into a dream where Paul Chatterton was telling her he loved her and only jerked out of it when she realized she was being addressed. The catering? Mrs Bloxby was saying, looking directly at her. Fund-raising for Alzheimers Society?


    What? asked Agatha.


    You should be interested, sniggered Mrs Davenport, implying that Agatha showed signs of having the disease.


    Im sorry, said Agatha. My thoughts were elsewhere.


    Were joining forces with the Ancombe Ladies Society on June tenth to raise money. Its to be a sale of work. We need someone to do the catering.


    Okay, Ill do it, said Agatha, thanking her stars that she had enough money to hire a good catering firm.


    Excellent! The meeting moved on and Agatha relapsed back into her dreams.


    During the tea and cakes afterwards, Agatha found herself accosted by Mrs Davenport. A word of warning, she said. About Mr Chatterton. He is married, you know.


    Thats what he says. But its only to keep the old frumps of the village from bothering him, said Agatha.


    Like you? said Mrs Davenport sweetly and moved away.


    Agatha eyed her narrowly. Mrs Davenport had gone back to wolfing the delicate little ham sandwiches supplied by Mrs Bloxby. Agatha slid off into the kitchen, where more sandwiches and cakes were laid out on the kitchen table, ready to be brought into the drawing-room. Agatha opened the fridge and searched around until she found a bunch of hot chilli peppers. She quickly sliced them up and put them on as many of the little sandwiches as she could and then picked up the plate and carried it back into the drawing-room.


    You shouldnt have bothered, said Mrs Bloxby. I made too many. Theyve all started on the cakes.


    A pity to waste such good food, said Mrs Davenport, sailing up, her massive bust making her look like the figurehead on a ship. Ill take a few. She took about six on to her plate.


    Agatha slid to the back of the crowd. There were two remaining chilli pepper sandwiches. She popped them in her handbag.


    Mrs Bloxby swung round in alarm as Mrs Davenport, red in the face, gasping and spluttering, staggered about the room. The plate with most of the sandwiches still uneaten had fallen to the floor. One of them had broken open, revealing the chilli peppers. While the other women rushed to get Mrs Davenport a glass of water, Mrs Bloxby looked around the room for Agatha Raisin.


    But there was no sign of her.


    Agatha decided on Sunday that it was time she attended church again. The fact that Paul might be there, she told herself, was nothing to do with it. She owed it to Mrs Bloxby to put in the occasional appearance.


    The day was cloudy and overcast, threatening rain. She put on a soft wool suit and her Burberry over it, collected her umbrella and made her way to the church where the bells were pealing out under the lowering sky.


    The church was full. Although the government kept saying the foot-and-mouth plague was under control, pyres of dead animals still smoked and smouldered across Britain, and, as usual in times of adversity, people went to church.


    Agatha managed to squeeze into a pew near the front and then regretted it. If she had sat at the back of the church, she would have been able to see if Paul was at the service.


    She kept twisting her head around until she had to give up because Mrs Davenport was in the pew directly behind her and looking daggers.


    So while most of the congregation sang the hymns, said the prayers and listened to the sermon, Agatha Raisin wrapped herself in a dream of announcing her engagement to Paul Chatterton in The Times, where with luck James Lacey would read it.


    Finally it was over. Agatha got to her feet. I want a word with you, boomed Mrs Davenport.


    Not now, hissed Agatha, pushing her way down the aisle. She could see Pauls white head of hair ahead of her.


    Outside the church, she stood suddenly stockstill. For Paul was standing talking to the vicar, his arm around the waist of a small pretty woman with long dark hair.


    Realizing that people were pushing to get past her, Agatha moved reluctantly forwards. It couldnt be. Could it?


    She suddenly didnt want to know. A crowd had gathered around Paul and the woman with him. Agatha tried to edge past but Paul, taller than the people surrounding him, saw her and shouted, Agatha!


    The crowd parted. Agatha walked slowly forward. Agatha, my wife, Juanita. Darling, this is my neighbour, Agatha Raisin.


    How nice to meet you, said Agatha with a crocodile smile. Juanita was young, possibly in her early thirties, and that was young to the likes of Agatha Raisin. Her golden skin glowed with health and her wide brown eyes were fringed with thick lashes. The only consolation  and it wasnt much  that Agatha could notice was that her long black hair was thick and coarse. She was wearing a neat little black suit which emphasized her generous bust and her trim waist.


    Are you staying long? asked Agatha.


    Juanita laughed and said with a pretty accent, I think it is time I spent as long as possible with my husband.


    Im just next door, Agatha forced herself to say. Call on me if I can be of any help in any way.


    Juanita thanked her and Agatha made her way home, legs as heavy as lead, mind snapping, You old fool.


    She was blindly fumbling in her handbag for her house keys when a voice behind her said, You look awful. Been to a funeral?


    Agatha swung round. Roy Silver, Agathas ex-employee who now worked for a big public relations firm in the City, stood there.


    Roy! exclaimed Agatha, more delighted to see him than she had ever been before. Come on a visit?


    Just for the day. He gave her a peck on the cheek.


    Well, come in and make yourself at home.


    Roy followed her into the kitchen. I should use the living-room more often, said Agatha. Ill just feed the cats and well go through and have a drink. Youre looking well.


    Roy did indeed look marginally better than his usual weedy self. He was wearing a sweater, checked shirt and jeans and his limp hair had recently had a conventional cut. In fact, said Agatha, bending down and filling two feed bowls, you look quite respectable. No studs, no earrings. Is this the new image?


    Im handling a baby food account and theyre very square.


    And no raincoat. Did you drive down?


    Yes, the roads arent too bad on Sundays. Hows foot-and-mouth?


    Hanging on. Agatha straightened up. Come through. Whatll you have?


    A G and T, thanks. Small, Im driving.


    Okay, sit down and Ill get some ice.


    So, said Agatha after she had fixed their drinks, What brings you?


    Ill be honest with you, said Roy.


    Makes a change.


    Still taking on freelance work?


    From time to time. What have you got?


    You know Dunster and Braggs?


    The chain store, yes. Everyone knows them.


    Theyre launching a new line, Youth Fashion. Boss wants your ideas.


    I know what Youth Fashion means, said Agatha gloomily. Same as Mr Harry clothes. Cheap clothes made out of T-shirt material and all of it made in the sweat-shops of Taiwan.


    Wed pay well. He wants you to start as soon as you can.


    If you wait until I pack a suitcase, you can drive me up to London.


    Roy looked at her in surprise. I never thought it would be this easy. What gives?


    Just bored, thats all.


    No murders?


    Not one. Oh, there was this house that was supposed to be haunted, but it turned out to be just some old lady trying to get attention. Ill go and pack.


    Agatha was gone for a month, taking her cats with her this time. Paul Chatterton landed a short contract with a firm in Milton Keynes, which meant he had to leave early in the morning and did not return until late in the evening. Mrs Bloxby called on Juanita as part of her parish duties and found the lady highly discontented.


    Its so boring here, was Juanitas complaint. I want to go back to Madrid. Paul could get work there. I should have married someone nearer my own age and a Spaniard. Thats what my mother said. If only Id listened to her.


    Mr Chatterton will soon have finished his contract, said Mrs Bloxby, and then hell be able to take you about. Maybe you could go to London for a visit.


    I dont want to go to London, said Juanita. I want to go to Madrid.


    Outside, the rain was drumming down, making puddles in the grass. Its sunny in Madrid.


    In vain did Mrs Bloxby try to rope her in to take over the catering duties that Agatha Raisin had so cavalierly forgotten about. All Juanita would say was that it was boring.


    After three weeks, she arrived at the vicarage carrying her suitcase and asked for a lift to the station. Mrs Bloxby pleaded with her to at least stay until Paul came home that evening. Juanita said stubbornly that she had made up her mind. If Paul wanted her, he knew where to find her.


    So Mrs Bloxby drove her to the station and waved goodbye to her as she boarded the London train.


    Now Mrs Raisins dreams will start up again, thought Mrs Bloxby crossly. I only hope Mr Chatterton decides to follow his wife.


    But when she spoke to Paul that evening, he heard her in silence, looking angry and resigned.


    Why dont you go after her? suggested Mrs Bloxby.


    My wife insists on living with her mother and three brothers. We had a flat of our own in Madrid for four weeks after we were married and then we moved to London. She would not settle and kept making excuses to go home. At first I kept going over there, but I could not get her to move out of the family home again. Shes thirty-two and yet they all treat her like a child and so thats the way she behaves. The last time she said she had heard the English countryside was pretty and why didnt we live there? So I bought this cottage, but this is the result. Damn women. Wheres Agatha, by the way?


    Working in London.


    I might be going up there for a day. Know wheres shes staying?


    No, lied the vicars wife and silently asked God to forgive her. Agatha had phoned her with the address of the service flat she would be staying in.


    Agatha was happy to be back. Her conscience, never usually very active, had nonetheless continued to jab her over promoting clothes which were shoddy and badly designed. Summer had arrived at last and the taxi bearing her home from Moreton-in-Marsh station cruised down under the arches of green trees which leaned over the Carsely road.


    After she had released the cats from their travelling boxes into the sunshine of the garden, she took a deep breath of sweet air and then went indoors to unpack.


    At least the time in London had got Paul Chatterton firmly out of her head. Juanita might be fun to know, a change anyway from nasty trouts like Mrs Davenport.


    The expensive block of service flats she had been staying in  expensive mainly because they allowed pets  had boasted a gym and Agatha had made good use of it. Her waist was trim and her stomach flat  well, nearly. She changed into a pair of sky-blue shorts and a blue-and-white gingham blouse and walked along to the post office-cum-general stores to buy groceries.


    She was paying for the groceries when she noticed a bundle of local papers on the counter. The headline on the top one said: OWNER OF HAUNTED HOUSE FOUND DEAD. Agatha bought a copy and hurried home with it. She stacked away her purchases and settled down at the kitchen table to read the story.


    Mrs Witherspoon had been found by her daughter lying at the bottom of the stairs with her neck broken. Daughter Carol Witherspoon, aged sixty-seven, of Holm Cottage, Ancombe, said that she had not heard from her mother and became worried because her mother usually phoned her every Friday. She had let herself into her mothers house with her key and had found her dead. Mrs Witherspoon had reported to the police on several occasions that her home was haunted. Agatha pushed the paper away and sat deep in thought. The staircase, she remembered, had been carpeted, and the stairs themselves, shallow.


    Of course something or someone might have frightened Mrs Witherspoon so much that she had lost her footing. Even so, how did she manage to break her neck? She had shown no signs of suffering from brittle-bone disease. Her back had been ramrod-straight.


    The doorbell rang. Agatha went and opened the door and looked up into Paul Chattertons black eyes. Oh, its you, she said weakly. Come in. She peered round him. Wheres your wife?


    Gone back to Spain.


    Oh. Agatha walked ahead of him into the kitchen. He noticed idly that she had long smooth legs, not a varicose vein in sight.


    Youve lost weight, he said.


    There was a gym at the flats I was staying at. I used it as much as possible. Coffee?


    Youve forgotten. Tea, please.


    Agatha plugged in the kettle. Would you do me a favour, Paul? Just before I left I bought four decent garden chairs. Theyre stacked in the shed at the bottom of the garden. Heres the key. Could you bring out two of them?


    Sure. He took the key and headed off out into the garden to a rapturous welcome from the cats.


    Agatha made tea for him and coffee for herself and carried both into the garden to where Paul had set up two garden chairs with comfortable cushioned seats and backs.


    Did you have time to read about Mrs Witherspoon? he asked. I find it all very odd.


    So do I, said Agatha, suddenly happy. What are we going to do about it?


    
      
    


    Chapter Four


    Agatha Raisin listened to her conscience, which was currently telling her not to have anything further to do with Paul. The rest of her mind was just glad to see him. Not for a moment would she admit to herself that she dreaded loneliness. She prided herself on being a self-sufficient woman. She only knew that she was glad that he was back, glad his wife was in Spain, and glad that the investigation had started up again.


    The problem, said Paul, is where to begin.


    Theres the daughter, said Agatha. She lives over at Ancombe. But its too soon after her mothers death to go calling.


    I wonder when the funeral is, said Paul. Id like to see who turns up for it. Now the daughter didnt like her mother, so a call from us wouldnt shock her or upset her. We can just say were friends of her mother and that we would like to pay our respects at the funeral.


    We could do that. Ill get the phone book.


    Better if we call in person.


    I know, but Ill get the phone book and find out her address.


    Agatha came back after a few minutes. Ive written it down. She lives at Four Henry Street. I know Henry Street. Its in a council estate at the far end of the village.


    No time like the present. Lets go.


    Id better change.


    Pity, he murmured, eyeing her legs.


    Are you a flirt, Paul?


    Just an appreciative comment.


    Agatha went upstairs and changed into a long summer skirt, remembered him looking at her legs and changed into a short one, thought that might look as if she was giving him a come-on, and changed back into the long skirt, worried that it looked frumpy, and put on a blue linen dress with a medium-length skirt, redid her make-up and finally went downstairs.


    You were ages, complained Paul. I nearly went up to look for you.


    Im here now, saw Agatha, reddening slightly under his gaze.


    So lets go.


    Most of the council houses on the estate had been bought by the residents from the government, and to advertise their new home-owning status, some had added picture windows and fake Georgian porticoes. Number Four, unlike its neighbours, had a neglected air. The garden was weedy and the front door and window frames were badly in need of fresh paint.


    Paul pressed the bell and then knocked on the door. I dont think the bell works, he said.


    The door was opened by a large, bony woman with grey hair. A strong smell of whisky emanated from her and her faded blue eyes were red-rimmed and watery.


    What? she demanded.


    We were friends of your late mother, said Paul. We wondered whether you could tell us the time of the funeral so we could pay our last respects.


    I dont know. Ask Harry. Hes in charge of arrangements.


    Whos Harry?


    My brother.


    Where can we find him? asked Agatha.


    Oh, come in. Ill write the address for you. Hes over in Mircester. I havent seen him in years.


    They followed her into a dingy living-room. Agathas sharp eyes noticed a half-empty whisky bottle and glass behind a chair. Carol went over to a table by the window and began to search among a pile of papers until she found a notebook. Here it is, she said, opening it. Number Eight-four Paxton Lane. She scribbled the address on a piece of paper and handed it to Paul.


    When did you last see your mother? asked Agatha.


    You mean before I found her dead?


    Yes.


    The Saturday before that. I always went over on Saturdays, God knows why. All I ever got was a mouthful of abuse. Did Harry go near her? You bet your life he didnt. Didnt give a monkeys for her and yet she leaves it all to him.


    Carol began to cry, tears rolling down her face and cutting channels in the thick make-up she was wearing. They waited in awkward silence until she finally blew her nose and wiped her eyes. Mother never forgave me for leaving, she said. Wanted me to stay there like a slave. Well, I showed her!


    Were you ever bothered by the hauntings your mother was complaining about? asked Agatha.


    No. I think she dreamed all that up to try to get me to go back and live there. I feel sick about the whole thing. Ive got to go to the inquest.


    Whens that? asked Paul.


    Mircester Coroners Court tomorrow at ten in the morning. How come youre friends of hers? She didnt have any friends.


    We called on her to help lay her ghosts, said Paul.


    Then youre fools. There werent any ghosts. She was my mother, God rest her soul, but she was a nasty old bitch.


    So thats where well go tomorrow, said Paul. Itll be interesting to see who turns up at the coroners court.


    Arent we going to see this Harry?


    Hell be there tomorrow.


    But we might not get a chance to speak to him, said Agatha.


    Maybe hell be at work.


    With his mother so recently dead? Oh, if youve got better things to do . . .


    Dont sulk. Lets go.


    Hes a lot better off than his sister to live here, commented Paul when Agatha parked in Paxton Lane. These little gems of houses are all seventeenth-century.


    I wish wed asked her what he worked at, just in case he isnt at home, said Agatha.


    Too late now. Come on.


    There were no gardens in front of the houses, only small paved areas, but all were decorated with bright tubs of flowers.


    Paul rang the bell. A curtain twitched at the side of the door and then after a few moments, it was opened.


    Mr Harry Witherspoon? asked Paul.


    Yes, who are you?


    We are friends of your mothers. We would like to pay our respects at the funeral.


    He was surprisingly short in stature, compared to his tall mother and sister. He had thick grey hair and a round face criss-crossed with red veins. A small toothbrush moustache decorated his upper lip. His grey eyes were wary.


    The funerals on Friday, he said. Saint Edmunds in Towdey. At eleven oclock. No flowers.


    Agatha remembered that Towdey was a village near Hebberdon. The door began to close.


    Might we have a word with you? asked Paul.


    The door reluctantly opened. Come in, but just for a minute. Have to get round to the shop.


    And what shops that? asked Agatha as they followed him in.


    Mircester Antiques in the Abbey Square.


    The parlour into which he led them was furnished with various pieces of antique furniture. Paul recognized a pretty George III table and a Sheraton cabinet.


    Harry did not ask them to sit down. He took a position in front of the marble mantelpiece. Who exactly are you?


    I am Paul Chatterton, said Paul, and this is Agatha Raisin. We visited your mother to see if we could catch the ghost for her.


    Oh, that nonsense. She was old, you know, and I think her mind was going. Her death was a mercy in a way.


    When did you last see her?


    I dunno. Might have been Christmas.


    That long, exclaimed Agatha.


    His eyes narrowed.


    I dont see what I do or when I last saw my mother is any business of yours. Now, if you dont mind . . .


    Not much there, remarked Paul as they got into the car.


    You know, were both assuming it was murder, said Agatha. Maybe it was just an accident after all. Lets go round to police headquarters and see if Bill is in.


    At police headquarters, they were put into an interview room and told to wait. To their surprise, after a long wait two detectives entered, neither of whom was Bill.


    Isnt Bill here? asked Agatha.


    This is our investigation, said one. I am Detective Inspector Runcorn and this is Detective Sergeant Evans. We gather from DS Wong that the pair of you spent a night at Mrs Wither-spoons house at Hebberdon to see if you could lay the ghost for her. Is that true?


    Yes, said Paul.


    Runcorn consulted notes in front of him. You are Paul Chatterton and you are Mrs Agatha Raisin?


    They both nodded.


    Okay, said Runcorn. I gather you didnt find any ghosts.


    Thats right, said Agatha. But there was this weird white mist, you know, like dry ice.


    Well start with Mr Chatterton, said Runcorn. Did you think the old woman was gaga?


    On the contrary, said Paul. I thought she was very clear-minded and remarkably fit for her age.


    Not infirm or tottering in any way?


    Agatha butted in. Those stairs shes supposed to have fallen down, she said eagerly, they were shallow and well-carpeted.


    In a minute, Mrs Raisin. Now, Mr Chatterton. Were you both there all night?


    Agatha relapsed into a sulky silence.


    I was there longer than Mrs Raisin, said Paul.


    Why was that?


    Paul grinned. Mrs Raisin had a fright and ran away.


    What frightened her?


    I . . . began Agatha.


    Runcorn held up his hand. Mr Chatterton?


    When the mist began to seep in from under the door, I told Mrs Raisin to run up the stairs to see if Mrs Witherspoon was all right. Mrs Witherspoon appeared in a long night-gown and green face pack. Mrs Raisin screamed, ran out of the house and into her car and drove home. I had to phone her later and ask her to come back and pick me up.


    The three men laughed heartily, bonding together in that moment in their shared amusement at the idiocy of women.


    And after Mrs Raisin had left, did anything else happen?


    No, Mrs Witherspoon told me to let myself out, that she never wanted to see either of us again. I waited for a bit and then, as I said, I phoned Mrs Raisin.


    Interesting, that.


    What I think . . . began Agatha desperately.


    Both detectives rose. Thank you for your time, Mr Chatterton. Well be in touch if we can think of anything else to ask you.


    Just wait one sodding minute! howled Agatha Raisin. I am not the invisible woman. I have solved cases for you before. This is the twenty-first century. How dare you all go on as if I dont exist and have nothing to contribute? Where is Bill Wong?


    Lunch break, said Runcorn. He held the door open for them and as Paul passed him, gave him a sympathetic pat on the shoulder.


    You werent much help, raged Agatha outside.


    Calm down. You couldnt really have added anything, could you?


    I could have asked a lot of useful questions.


    Such as?


    Such as, who apart from daughter Carol had a key? Is there any other way into the house? Its very old. There could be a secret passage.


    Youre romancing, Agatha.


    No, I am not! she howled, causing several passers-by to turn and stare.


    Remember the Roundheads and Cavaliers? asked Agatha, lowering her voice. All around us are old places with secret rooms and passages. I remember hearing there was one old place over near Stratford and they discovered when they were lining the chimney that there was a secret room half-way up the inside of the chimney. Also, how much is the house worth? Its a thatched two-storeyed cottage, and very roomy inside. Its got beams and an ingle-nook fireplace in the living-room, all those little features that so delight estate agents.


    I went through to the kitchen when you went upstairs, said Paul. Theres a very large extension been built on to the back of the house.


    Furthermore, pursued Agatha, it really gets my back up when I am ignored because I am a woman.


    Never mind. Lets try that awful pub. Bill might be there and you can fire all your questions at him.


    Bill was there, tucking into a plate of greasy egg and chips. Agatha sat down while Paul went to the bar to get them drinks and launched into a bitter tirade about her treatment.


    Bill heard her out and then said mildly, Theres nothing I can do about it, Agatha. It isnt my case.


    But you know something about it?


    Maybe.


    Who has keys to the house?


    The daughter. No one else.


    What about son Harry, who gets everything?


    He says he doesnt have a key. When the hauntings started, Mrs Witherspoon got all the locks changed. She gave a key to Carol, not to Harry.


    Why?


    I gather Harry only called round infrequently and phoned before he did so.


    Whats his financial situation like?


    Theyre looking into that.


    Oh, are they? Agathas bearlike eyes gleamed. So theyre not sure about it being an accident?


    I think theyre just checking out all the possibilities. Its a quiet time at the moment, otherwise they might not have become so curious.


    The stairs were shallow and carpeted.


    I heard that. Theres something else.


    Agatha looked over at the bar. Paul was still busy trying to get the barmans attention. She suddenly wanted to know a few facts he didnt.


    What else?


    She was evidently offered quite a large sum of money for the place, from Arkbuck Hotels.


    Go on. For a cottage?


    Its not only quite a large cottage but there are several acres of ground at the back belonging to Mrs Witherspoon. I gathered they planned a sort of expensive country retreat with a genuine Tudor cottage front and a new building, faked-up Tudor, at the back. But she turned down their offer.


    Did she leave a lot of money?


    She left close to a million pounds, plus stocks and shares.


    The old bitch! exclaimed Agatha. Her poor daughter lives in a run-down council house.


    Agatha, Agatha. I suppose its useless of me to tell you to stop poking your nose into police cases.


    Paul returned with the drinks in time to hear the last remark. No use at all, he said cheerfully. Heres your drink, Agatha. Bill tell you anything?


    Not much we didnt know, said Agatha.


    Ive got to get back, said Bill. See you.


    So what did he say? asked Paul.


    Agatha fought a silent war with herself. Why shouldnt she keep the information to herself and investigate herself, as she had done in previous cases? But he was wearing a sky-blue linen shirt open at the neck, and his silver hair and black eyes were such an alluring combination.


    She caved in. Buy me lunch and Ill tell you.


    He looked up at the menu on the blackboard.


    No, you dont, said Agatha. Not here!


    He grinned. All right. Theres a French bistro on the other side of the square thats supposed to be pretty good. Come on.


    Agatha was hungry but found to her disappointment that the bistro still favoured nouvelle cuisine, tiny amounts of food exquisitely arranged on beds of that vegetable that Agatha so loathed  rocket.


    Stop grumbling, said Paul, and tell me what youve got.


    Agatha relayed what Bill had told her. Great! exclaimed Paul when she had finished. When we get home well look up the headquarters of this hotel chain and go and see them.


    Wont take us long to finish, said Agatha gloomily. Its about a mouthful per course.


    When the bill arrived, Paul blinked a little at the cost of the meal, only glad that they had not had any wine. You and I are in the wrong jobs, Agatha, he said as they left the restaurant. We should open a restaurant and starve the customers at great expense.


    Bloody French, muttered Agatha, still hungry.


    Youre a racist, Agatha.


    Not I. Anyway, the French are about the last race on earth you can insult because they dont give a damn what anyone says about them.


    Back in her cottage in Carsely, Agatha went through the London business directories without finding the headquarters of Arkbuck Hotels. Try the Internet, said Paul.


    Agatha switched on her computer. After a few moments, she said, Ive got them. Theyre in Bath.


    Well, thats not too far from here. Lets go.


    When they reached Bath, the terraces of Georgian houses were gleaming white under a darkening sky. The head offices of Arkbuck Hotels were situated in an elegant house in the Royal Crescent.


    Posh, murmured Paul. I expected something a bit seedy.


    They walked into the reception area where an efficient grey-haired lady sat behind a Georgian desk, the sort of woman who, before the advent of computers, Agatha thought, could type eighty words a minute on an old Remington.


    Paul introduced them and said they were interested in finding out about the bid for Mrs Witherspoons cottage in Hebberdon.


    Agatha expected to be told that everyone was busy, but to her surprise the receptionist said, I think Mr Perry is free.


    Who is Mr Perry? asked Agatha.


    Our managing director. Wait here.


    She walked up an elegant staircase. Paul studied photographs of the firms hotels on the walls of the reception area. Doesnt look as if theres anything sinister about this lot, he said. Converted manor houses, that sort of thing.


    The receptionist came down the staircase again, followed by a leggy secretary, who said, Come with me. Mr Perry will see you now.


    The secretary was wearing a very short skirt. Agatha noticed Paul eyeing the long legs walking up the staircase in front of them and felt a stab of jealousy. It just wasnt fair on middle-aged women. If she eyed up a young man she would be considered a harpy. But a man of the same age, provided he had kept his figure, would never be regarded with the same contempt.


    The secretary led them through her office on the first landing and opened a door, ushered them in, and closed it behind them.


    Mr Perry was a man in his fifties with a smooth, glazed face, small grey eyes, and large bushy eyebrows. He was impeccably tailored and he rested his manicured hands on the desk as he rose to meet them. What can I do to help you? he asked in an Old Etonian accent, and Agathas inferiority complex gave a lurch somewhere in the region of her stomach. She sometimes wondered if it was the inferiority complexes of people like herself that kept the British class system alive and well, rather than any behaviour of the upper classes. I mean, why should she feel inferior?


    She realized with a start that Paul had said something and both men were now looking curiously at her. She shut her mouth, which had a distressing tendency to droop open when she was worried about something.


    Agatha? prompted Paul.


    What?


    I was just explaining to Mr Perry the reason for our interest in Mrs Witherspoons cottage. And why dont you sit down?


    Agatha sat down in a chair facing Mr Perry.


    What you are really saying, said Mr Perry, is that you believe theres something fishy about the old womans death. You learned we had been trying to buy the house from her and thought, aha, sinister hotel chain will go to any lengths.


    Something like that, said Agatha, too taken aback to be anything other than honest. But that was before we came here. It all seems very respectable.


    He looked amused. The reason we wanted the place was because of the acreage at the back, and that, combined with the age of the house, made it seem ideal for our purposes.


    But how did you even know about the place? asked Agatha. I mean, you wouldnt know about that land at the back unless someone had told you.


    Exactly.


    So who told you?


    I dont remember all the details. I did not approach Mrs Witherspoon myself. But well have the file somewhere. He pressed a button on the intercom. Susie, get me the file on . . . He looked at Paul. Name?


    Ivy Cottage, Bag End, Hebberdon.


    Thats Ivy Cottage, Bag End, Hebberdon, said Mr Perry into the intercom.


    Agatha eyed a large glass ashtray on Mr Perrys desk. Mind if I smoke?


    Not in the slightest. Would you like coffee?


    Please.


    He pressed the intercom again. After youve found the file, Susie, bring us some coffee.


    Does she mind that? asked Agatha curiously.


    Mind what?


    Being asked to make coffee?


    Oh, no, were a very old-fashioned firm.


    Susie came in and handed her boss a file.


    Mr Perry opened it. Now, let me see. Ah, yes, we have a letter here. From the son, Harry Witherspoon.


    Indeed! exclaimed Agatha, her eyes gleaming with excitement.


    We were misled. We were under the impression that it was his to sell. He sent us photographs of the house and grounds.


    Its his to sell now, said Paul.


    I dont think we would want it. Ah, Susie. Coffee. Excellent. Just put the tray on the table.


    Agatha looked curiously at Mr Perrys face. Had he had plastic surgery? He looked up and caught her staring. I was in a car crash, he said. They did quite a good job on my face, but not quite natural, dont you think?


    Agatha turned red with embarrassment. Looks fine to me, she said gruffly. Why wouldnt you want the cottage?


    It would take a great deal of restoration, and a cottage like that is a listed building. I could not see us getting planning permission. It has quite a history. Our man found out about it when he was doing his research. During the Civil War, that is Roundheads and Cavaliers, a certain Cavalier, Sir Geoffrey Lamont, fled the Battle of Worcester and took refuge there. It was rumoured he was carrying a fortune in jewels and gold with him. He did not know that his host, Simon Lovesey, had become a Cromwell sympathizer, and Lovesey betrayed him. Sir Geoffrey was hanged on Tower Hill.


    And what happened to his fortune? asked Agatha.


    Nobody seems to know. Shortly after betraying him, Lovesey died of consumption, which was what they called tuberculosis in those days.


    They helped themselves to coffee and talked about the price of houses until Mr Perry said he had an appointment in a few minutes and so they took their leave.


    Do you think there is buried treasure? asked Agatha excitedly as they drove back.


    Not for a moment.


    Oh, you! No romance in your soul. Id like to search.


    Well, you cant. I am not breaking into Ivy Cottage.


    We might not need to break in. Look, when we go to the funeral, Harrys bound to have laid on some sort of reception at the house.


    So?


    So we join the other mourners and I get the key out of the front door and take it to a locksmiths, nip back and replace the original.


    I think theres an easier way, said Paul. Im sure Harry will put the house up for sale as soon as the funeral is over. All we need to do is to wait a few days, find out which estate agent, and say we want to look the house over. In the meantime, it might be an idea to find out more about the history of the house. But dont go dreaming of buried treasure. If there had been anything, it would have been found ages ago. There might be a secret way into the house.


    Lets go and see Mrs Bloxby and find out if theres a historical society which might have details about Ivy Cottage, said Agatha.


    Theres a historical society in Towdey, said Mrs Bloxby. Do you know Towdey?


    I know its quite near Hebberdon, said Agatha, but Ive never actually been there.


    Its quite big, a bit like Blockley. Used to be a mill town in the eighteenth century. I dont know who runs the society, but you could drive over there and ask.


    Well do that, said Agatha. I suppose wed best go to the inquest tomorrow. Bound to be a verdict of accidental death.


    But Agatha and Paul were in for a surprise.


    The following morning found them both sitting at the back of the coroners court in Mircester.


    Theres a jury, exclaimed Paul.


    Dont they always have one? asked Agatha.


    Not always. The coroner summoned a jury, and the very inquest means the police arent satisfied about the cause of death.


    But I thought they always had an inquest when theres a sudden death and the deceased hadnt visited their doctor recently.


    Shhh! Heres the coroner.


    Agatha stifled a giggle. The coroner looked as if he were dead. He was a tall thin man with a cadaverous face and stooped shoulders. His skin was yellowish and he gave a brief smile to the jury that looked more like a rictus.


    The first witness was the policeman who had arrived on the scene at the same time as the ambulance. He said he found the deceased lying at the bottom of the staircase with her head at an awkward angle. She was in her night-clothes. The ambulance arrived at the same time. The body was examined for signs of life. None were found. Mrs Witherspoons daughter had found her mother lying at the foot of the stairs and had summoned the emergency services.


    Had the policeman suspected foul play? No, he said. The daughter, Miss Witherspoon, had said her mother suffered from high blood pressure and had probably had a seizure. Mrs Witherspoons doctor, Dr Firb, had been summoned, but had refused to sign the death certificate.


    The next on the witness stand was Dr Firb. He said that he had refused to sign a death certificate, preferring to wait for the police pathologists report. Did you think the death suspicious? asked the coroner.


    Not really, said Dr Firb. But the circumstances seemed odd. She was admittedly an elderly lady suffering from high blood pressure, but she was very good about monitoring her blood pressure and taking her pills, and remarkably fit. I could see no signs of a stroke. Her neck appeared to have been broken. I assumed that was because of the fall but I wanted to be sure.


    There were various other questions regarding the late Mrs Witherspoons mental and physical health which the doctor answered at great length while Agatha stifled a yawn. The coroners court was hot and dusty. The long Palladian windows looked as if they had not been washed since the eighteenth century and only weak shafts of sunlight penetrated the grime.


    Agathas eyes began to droop. Soon she was asleep and only woke when Paul nudged her in the ribs an hour later and muttered, Youre snoring.


    Eh, what? said Agatha loudly.


    All eyes turned on her and she blushed. Carol Witherspoon was weeping on the stand.


    I do not want to prolong your ordeal, said the coroner gently. I understand you went over to see your mother as usual?


    Carol scrubbed her eyes fiercely with a damp handkerchief.


    Yes, I did, she said loudly. She glared around the courtroom until her red-rimmed eyes focused on her brother, Harry. And its more than he ever did!


    To whom are you referring?


    My brother. Harry. Never bothered about her, hardly ever went to see her and she leaves the lot to him! Well, I tell you this. He probably killed her!


    I understand you are overwrought, Miss Witherspoon, but I would advise you to be careful with what you say.


    A lone reporter from a local paper, who had been yawning on the press bench, straightened up eagerly and began to scribble furiously.


    Im saying it all looks odd to me, howled Carol, now beside herself with rage. His business is on the rocks. Have you found out about that?


    Remove the witness, said the coroner.


    A policewoman led the enraged Carol away from the witness stand.


    Youve missed the best bits, hissed Paul.


    The coroner addressed the jury. You will disregard the accusations of the last witness. You have heard the various reports. It appears that Mrs Witherspoon, despite her age, was fit and well up until the time of her death. Before that, she had felt herself threatened by mysterious hauntings. The pathologist has stated that the deceased died of a broken neck. It might appear that Mrs Witherspoon died of a fatal fall down the stairs of her home, Ivy Cottage, in Hebberdon. Nonetheless, there was a black bruise on the front of her neck, commensurate with a sharp blow to that region of the body. The forensic report states that there were no fingerprints on the banister. The steps were thickly carpeted. Had Mrs Witherspoon fallen, she would surely have clutched at the banisters at some point to try to break her fall. Neither could the forensic team find any marks anywhere on the staircase which might match the fatal wound on her neck. You may retire to consider your verdict.


    The jury took only fifteen minutes to come to their decision. Murder by person or persons unknown.


    Agatha looked around the court for Harry Witherspoon, but he had disappeared.


    He cant sell the house now, whispered Paul. Not until they find out who did it.


    Back in Carsely, Agatha said, Its all so obvious.


    What is? asked Paul. Its begun to rain and your cats are out in the garden. Will I let them in?


    Open the door and theyll come in if they want. Theyre odd cats. They like rain. Obvious? I mean, its obviously Harry who did it. He must have known he was due to inherit everything. His business is in trouble, Mother is old but looks likely to go on for a good few years.


    Dont let it stop us from looking for other suspects.


    Like who?


    Percy Fleming.


    What! The fantasy writer? Why him?


    Just a thought. Maybe he got carried away with dislike of her and thought he was one of the characters in his books, Thor the Avenger, or something.


    Wait a bit, said Agatha. Were forgetting the hauntings. I cant see Harry messing about with dry ice and bumps in the night. Why would he want to drive her out of a valuable property he knew he stood to inherit?


    Could be he wanted to frighten her to death, said Paul.


    He knew her. She was his mother. He must have known it wouldnt be easy to frighten her. I feel restless, said Agatha. Lets have something to eat and drive over to Towdey. She opened the lid of a large freezer chest and pulled out several frosted packets and tried to scrape the ice off them to see what they were.


    Never mind, said Paul quickly. He was sure the stuff Agatha was looking at had been in that freezer chest for years. Well go now. Theres bound to be somewhere in Towdey we can get a meal. Ive got a car.


    I know. The MG.


    No, I got one for running around.


    The cats came in and wound their wet bodies around Agathas legs. Shut the door before they get out again, said Agatha. She picked up her handbag. Lets go.


    The village of Towdey was buried down in a fold of the Cotswold hills. The sun had come out again and mellow terraces of Georgian houses gleamed in the watery yellow light. Pauls car, an old Ford Escort, crunched over a mat of straw at the entrance to the village, left there from the days when it had been soaked in disinfectant at the height of the foot-and-mouth epidemic.


    Paul followed the sign directing them to the centre of the village. Oh, look, he said. Theres a pub and its got a menu on a blackboard outside.


    He parked in front of the pub and they both got out and studied the menu. Whatever happened to cheap village meals? moaned Agatha. Its got things like sea bass and fillet steak at awful prices. I dont feel like eating a grand meal.


    Lets try it anyway, said Paul. Maybe theyve got a bar menu inside with simpler things.


    The pub was Tudor, older than the surrounding eighteenth-century buildings. It was low-beamed and dark inside. A barman with an accent like Inspector Clouseau asked them what they wanted. Paul explained that they wanted a light snack and they were told to go through to the public bar, all with that hard-eyed look and slightly curled lip that the French do so well.


    The public bar was across a stone-flagged passage from the lounge bar where the posh meals were served.


    The lounge bar had been empty but there were a good few people in the public bar. It was a long low room with a bare wooden floor and several tables and chairs. There was no one behind the bar but there was a bell on it with a little sign saying RING FOR SERVICE. Paul rang. Inspector Clouseau appeared.


    Ye-e-es? he drawled.


    The cheap menu, please, said Paul, becoming irritated.


    A plastic laminated card was handed to him. Paul read out the brief menu: Cod and chips, lasagne and chips, egg and chips or chicken curry.


    Prices? asked Agatha.


    Extraordinary.


    High?


    Very high for the junk listed here.


    Paul handed the menu back. Forget it, he said.


    Clouseau flounced off.


    Well go somewhere else later, said Paul.


    How on earth can they survive? demanded Agatha angrily as they walked outside. I mean, the pub isnt even on the tourist route. She half turned back. Maybe its a front for something.


    One case at a time, said Paul, drawing her away. Lets walk along a bit. There might be a shop and we can ask about the historical society.


    They walked along past rows of cottages. There were no gardens at the front but there were climbing roses hanging in front of the doors of some, growing out of tubs.


    Theres a shop, said Paul. Towdey Grocery and Post Office.


    But the shop was closed. Must be half-day. Paul peered in the window. Arent some British shopkeepers amazing. They seem to have learned nothing from the Asians.


    Look! Agatha pointed to one of the cards in the window.


    Among cards offering gardening services, baby-sitting, second-hand lawn-mowers, washing machines and bicycles was a neat card headed TOWDEY HISTORICAL SOCIETY. Underneath was typed: Roundheads and Cavaliers. Historical discussion on the royalist connections of Towdey in the Seventeenth Century. Meeting: Wednesday evenings at 7:30 p.m. in the Church Room.


    And thats this evening, said Paul with satisfaction. May as well go to our respective homes and get something to eat.


    He might at least have offered to whip me up an omelette, grumbled Agatha to her cats as she defrosted a microwave meal and hoped it was something she felt like eating. The frost had been so thick that she could not read the label.


    She felt uneasily that they were wasting time going to this historical society. Ten to one, Harry Witherspoon had murdered his mother.


    
      
    


    Chapter Five


    Agatha Raisin lay in a scented bath and wondered whether it was all worth getting out of it, getting dressed, and going to the Towdey Historical Society. This was not because she was sure Harry was the murderer, but rather because she felt a need to relax  a rare need. Normally Agatha never felt comfortable just slopping around, doing nothing. The fact was she was fed up with herself for always going to endless lengths to prepare herself and dress up for men who were not worth the effort. Paul is married, remember that, she told herself severely.


    Her cats, Hodge and Boswell, sat on the edge of the bath and stared at her solemnly as if agreeing with her thoughts.


    Hidden treasure and secret passages. It all reminded her of the comics she had read as a child. Still  someone had got into that house . . .


    With a sigh, she rose out of the now tepid water and dried herself. She then studied her body in the mirror. Her breasts were still high, and she had no cellulite or stretch marks. But there was a slackening of the skin at the waist, at the stomach, and under her chin. She decided to do some waist exercises the following day. She had always had a thick waistline. No sense in letting it get worse.


    She rebelled against the idea of wearing pretty underwear. Why bother when she was going out with a married man? She put on a pair of white cotton knickers and a white cotton bra and then went through to the bedroom and selected a comfortable linen trouser suit and white blouse. Agatha resisted the temptation to put on high heels. She was just making her way downstairs with the cats running in front of her when the doorbell rang. She looked at her watch. Paul was right on time.


    Ready? he asked when she opened the door. You look really nice.


    Well, thought Agatha, you never could tell with men. Maybe one looked more available with the minimum of make-up.


    Do you really think anything will come out of this? she asked.


    Might do. Its worth a try.


    It was still light as they drove off, but a grey evening with flashes of sheet lightning over to the west and the occasional rumble of thunder. Maybe we should have checked out where the church room was before we left Towdey, said Agatha.


    The church is at the end of the main street and the church room is bound to be next to it.


    Heard from your wife?


    Juanita? No. No news is good news. Heard from your ex? Gossip round the village says youre still in love with him.


    I havent heard from him and I dont want to, said Agatha harshly.


    They continued on to Towdey in silence.


    Paul parked in front of the church. It had a grey Norman tower and the west door had a Norman arch over it. Old gravestones, some of them slanted at crazy angles, stood on the rough grass of the churchyard. A heavy drop of rain struck Agathas cheek and the thunder rumbled closer.


    Lets find that church room, cried Agatha. Its just about to pour.


    An elderly man and woman walked into the churchyard. Are you going to the historical society? asked Paul. We dont know where the church room is.


    Follow us, said the old man.


    Theyre a bit historical themselves, said Agatha as they slowly followed the couple round the corner of the church and up shallow steps to an open door. There were six more elderly people already seated in a small square room, and three middle-aged punters, fidgeting and yawning.


    A tall slim man was arranging some papers on a lectern facing the audience. When he saw Agatha and Paul, he walked forward to meet them. I am Peter Frampton, he said. Nice to see two new faces at our little gathering.


    Paul introduced them while Agatha covertly studied Peter Frampton, deciding he was quite attractive in a scholarly way. She put his age somewhere in the early forties. He had beautifully barbered grey hair, all waves and curls. His face was thin with a good straight nose and his pale grey eyes were heavy-lidded.


    There are two seats at the front, Peter was saying. I dont know why it is, but nobody wants to sit at the front.


    Well break the pattern, then, said Paul, ushering Agatha forward.


    Are you interested in the Civil War? he asked.


    Very, said Agatha.


    Good, good. Just about to start.


    A great flash of lightning whitened the room and several members of the audience screamed.


    Its just a storm and it will soon pass, said Peter, taking his place behind the lectern. Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Some of you have told me that you have insufficient knowledge of the Civil War. I think therefore tonight I will concentrate on the Battle of Worcester, 1651, which was the final act in the Civil War, which began in August 1642. Now the Cavaliers were so called from the Spanish caballeros, and the Roundheads because they were considered lowly Puritan artisans, not gentlemen, with cropped heads. The Cavaliers favoured flowing locks. Now to the battle.


    On August 28, part of the Parliamentary Army 


    Who they? quavered an old voice.


    The Roundheads.


    Arr.


    They crossed the river Severn at Upton. By nightfall 


    The door to the back of the hall opened with a bang. Agatha twisted round to look at the newcomer and then nudged Paul in the ribs. Have a look, she whispered. Its life, but not as we know it, Jim.


    A girl stood at the entrance. Behind her in the churchyard, rain drummed down in silver rods. Her thick brown hair was worn on top of her head and held in place with silver combs. Her face was white and her lips purple. She had painted thick black lines around her eyes. She was wearing a sleeveless leather tunic with heavy silver baroque jewellery and tight black leather trousers with knee-high boots which had silver clasps down the side and enormously high heels.


    Come in, Zena, and close the door, said Peter, looking not in the slightest taken aback by this vision.


    The thunder crashed but Peters voice rose above it. After half an hour, Agatha realized that he was still at the Battle of Worcester and showed no sign of moving on to the Royalist history of Towdey.


    By the time he had got to the end of the battle, where the Cavaliers were routed and King Charles had escaped, the thunder was rumbling off into the distance. Around ten thousand Scottish prisoners were stripped of their possessions. Some were placed in prisons around the country, others were transported to New England, Virginia and the West Indies to work on the plantations and iron works. Others were sent to work on the drainage schemes on the fens. Many of the English prisoners were conscripted into the army and were sent to Ireland.


    I hope this lecture has gone some way to fill in the gaps in your knowledge. Shall we break for tea, and then I will take your questions.


    A woman rose from the audience and whipped off a white cloth on a trestle-table revealing a tea urn and plates of sandwiches and cakes. Agatha stood up and looked around for Zena but she was nowhere in sight. She must have left more quietly than she had arrived.


    May as well get some tea, said Paul. The elderly were rapidly piling up their plates with mounds of sandwiches and cakes. Are you interested in history? Paul asked an elderly gentleman. Not me, he said cheerfully. Me, I comes for the food.


    Theres not much left, grumbled Agatha. Bloody gannets.


    Their need is greater than yours, said Paul. How would you like to have to manage on an old age pension?


    I wonder why that odd-looking girl called Zena decided to show up?


    Who knows? Maybe checking on her grandmother. She looked dressed for the disco rather than a historical society meeting.


    Paul looked around. Peter Frampton has gone missing as well, he said. I hope hell be back to take questions.


    Theres another door behind that screen at the back of the room, said Agatha. Maybe he went there.


    Oh, here he is again, said Paul as Peter emerged from behind the screen.


    While you are enjoying your tea, he announced, are there any questions? Agatha put up her hand. Yes, Mrs Er . . .


    I thought this was going to be a lecture on the Royalists in Towdey, said Agatha.


    It was. But several members said they would like to know a bit of the background of the Civil War. Perhaps next week.


    Paul put up his hand. Can you tell us a bit about Sir Geoffrey Lamont?


    In a moment. Mr Bragg had his hand up first. Mr Bragg?


    Why werent there none of them fairy cakes this time?


    Mrs Partlett is on holiday. She usually supplies them. She will be back next week.


    A ferocious discussion on the merits of fairy cakes erupted. Paul put his hand up again.


    Mrs Harper, said Peter.


    Paul glared his annoyance.


    I would like to read out the minutes of the last meeting, quavered Mrs Harper in a nervous voice.


    My apologies. I forgot. Do proceed.


    Paul sank back in his chair. This is getting interesting, whispered Agatha. Hes deliberately avoiding answering your question.


    And so it seemed. For the minute Mrs Harper had finished, Peter said, Well, that wraps it up. See you all next week.


    Paul rose to his feet but Peter scurried off behind the screen and they heard a door slam.


    Thats that, said Agatha. Well find out where he lives and tackle him at his home.


    Lets ask some of the locals about Ivy Cottage. Mr Bragg, said Paul, approaching that elderly gentleman.


    Yuss?


    Can you tell us anything about the history of Ivy Cottage?


    Where her was killed?


    Yes.


    It be an old place. Tudor.


    We know that, said Paul impatiently. Werent there supposed to be jewels hidden there?


    Oh, that old story. Naw. Nary a one, I reckon. If there was anything, it was stolen long afore I was born and that werent yesterday. He laughed, spraying Paul with cake crumbs.


    We might be interested in buying it, said Agatha.


    Then you should see Mr Frampton. He were arter it, but the old girl wouldnt budge.


    Agathas eyes gleamed with excitement. Do you know where Mr Frampton lives?


    Third cottage down from the pub. Faggots Bottom.


    Agatha blinked at him. That cant be the name of the place!


    That it is. Always was. Course Mr Frampton just has a number outside. Didnt hold with the name.


    A watery sunlight was sparkling off raindrops on the old trees surrounding the churchyard when they left.


    So what do you think? asked Paul when they got into the car.


    It could be a front, the historical society, I mean, said Agatha, ever eager to discover major crime syndicates in the Cotswold villages.


    He laughed. No, you werent paying attention. He gave a very good lecture. He was passionate about it. He doesnt really care if most of the audience only come for the eats.


    But what about that girl who came in? Totally out of place.


    She may be a relative. Stop speculating and see if we can get some facts.


    They drove slowly past the pub and counted off two cottages and stopped outside the third.


    Theres a light on, anyway, said Agatha. Must be at home.


    Unless he left it on as security.


    They got out of the car and walked to the cottage door. Agatha rang the bell.


    The door opened and Peter Frampton surveyed them impatiently. Is it important? he asked.


    We wanted to ask you about Ivy Cottage, said Agatha.


    Well, what about it?


    Do you mind if we come in for a moment? asked Paul.


    Just for a minute, he said reluctantly.


    He turned away and they followed him into a small dark living-room. He did not ask them to sit, simply stood facing them.


    The story of Sir Geoffrey Lamonts jewels, said Paul. Any truth in that story?


    I believe there is, or rather was. There is a short history of the village published in the nineteenth century. Evidently one of the owners around 1884 practically had the cottage dismantled looking for the treasure, but nothing was found.


    What about secret passages?


    Peter Frampton threw back his head and laughed. None of those. I once got Mrs Witherspoons permission to search Ivy Cottage, but there was nothing odd there. No jewels, no secret passage.


    Well, thats that, said Agatha, disappointed. Thank you for your time.


    So where do we go from here? asked Agatha as they drove off. No wicked hotel owner, no sinister man from the historical society.


    Someone killed her and it was probably Harry. Lets concentrate on Harry.


    Not much good. The police will have been concentrating their efforts on Harry and I dont see that we can find out anything they cant. What about the daughter? She may have known she wasnt going to get anything and murdered her mother in a rage.


    Lets leave it until tomorrow. Im tired.


    And Im hungry, said Agatha, hoping he would ask her out for dinner.


    Ill leave you to your microwave meals. Paul laughed and Agatha repressed an impulse to hit him.


    Agatha slept heavily and woke to the sounds of cleaning. Doris Simpson, who did for Agatha, had obviously arrived.


    Agatha washed and dressed and went downstairs just as Doris emerged from the kitchen. Morning, Agatha, said Doris, who was one of the very few women in the village to use Agathas first name.


    Come into the kitchen and join me for a coffee, Doris. I want to know if youve heard anything.


    I made a fresh pot of coffee. Doris sat down at the kitchen table. I let your cats out into the garden.


    Thanks, said Agatha. Hows Scrabble?


    Scrabble was a cat Agatha had rescued during one of her cases. Feeling that three cats were too much, she had given Scrabble to the cleaner.


    Scrabbles blooming, said Doris. She helped herself to three spoonfuls of sugar and then a generous topping of milk. Dont know how you can drink it straight black like that. What do you want to know?


    Have you heard any gossip about Mrs Witherspoon?


    That old woman that got murdered? She did get murdered, didnt she? There was a bit in the paper this morning. I didnt see it, but someone in the village told me.


    Yes, it came out at the inquest. So, heard anything?


    Too early yet, Agatha. You see, up till this morning, everyone thought it was an accident. But Ill ask around. I hear youve been seeing a lot of your neighbour. She tilted her head to one side and peered at Agatha through her glasses.


    Ive been asking around about Mrs Witherspoon and hes been helping me.


    Doesnt do to mess with married men.


    Im not messing with him, said Agatha crossly. And Ive met his wife.


    Oh, that Spanish woman. Very rude, she was. Told one of my ladies that Carsely was a living grave and she wasnt ever coming back.


    I think shes very temperamental, said Agatha cautiously. She wants her husband to live in Spain.


    What does he think about that? asked Doris.


    Agatha shrugged. Dont believe he wants to, but its none of my business.


    The doorbell rang. Ill get it, said Agatha.


    She opened the front door to Detective Sergeant Bill Wong. Official? asked Agatha.


    Semi, he said, following her indoors. I wondered if you had unearthed anything.


    Nothing much. Coffee?


    Yes, please. Morning, Doris.


    Morning, Bill. Ill get on with my work, Agatha. I was going to feed the cats for you, in case you wanted a long lie-in, but I couldnt find any tins of cat food.


    Ill get some from the shop this morning.


    When Doris had left and had plugged in the vacuum cleaner and was busily cleaning the living-room, Bill said, She doesnt know you feed your cats on fresh fish and pt, now does she?


    Agatha turned pink. I give them a little treat from time to time. So what have you found out?


    Its hard to pin-point the exact time of death, but from eight that evening until midnight, Harry Witherspoon was in an amateur production of The Mikado in Mircester. Hes in the chorus. He attended the back-stage party after the show, which went on late.


    But she was found in her night-gown. It could have happened during the night.


    From the contents of her stomach, the pathologist suggests she probably died around eleven oclock.


    Rats! He never left the theatre?


    Not according to witnesses. Have you got anything?


    Agatha sighed. Nothing. We spent a dreary evening at the historical society at Towdey.


    Why there?


    Ivy Cottage is an old house. During the Civil War, a Cavalier, Sir Geoffrey Lamont, fleeing the Battle of Worcester, took refuge there. He was supposed to be carrying a fortune in jewels and gold with him. His host, Simon Lovesey, unknown, I suppose, to Lamont, was a Cromwell sympathizer and turned him in. Nothing was ever heard of the fortune. Legend has it that the fortune is somewhere in the house.


    Sounds like a Boys Own story. Hidden treasure! scoffed Bill. Anyway, Simon Lovesey probably became richer or gave the booty to Cromwell.


    I suppose, said Agatha. Dead ends all round. But the fact remains that even before her death, someone was able to get into the house. There may even be a secret passage.


    Agatha! I am sure generations of owners have turned the place upside down looking for the jewels. So if there was a secret passage, theyd have found it.


    Maybe. But would they talk about it? I mean, if they were looking for jewels and only found an old secret passage, would they bother talking about it?


    Youre clutching at straws, said Bill.


    You havent even got a straw to clutch at, commented Agatha, lighting a cigarette. Nothing from forensics? No footprints anywhere?


    Nothing of use.


    What about the daughter, Carol? She needs money. She might have thought she was inheriting something, or maybe she knew she wasnt and killed her mother in a fit of rage, and she has a key.


    Shes a sad creature and has been treated badly by her mother but she doesnt seem the type to plan such a murder. Whoever did this was cold and calculating. Dont worry. Theyre working on it.


    They? Not you?


    No, the case is being handled by Detective Inspector Runcorn.


    Oh, him! Nasty chauvinist.


    Agatha, its no use trying to talk like an old-fashioned womens libber when you fall for any man who crosses your path.


    I do not! I have not fallen for Paul!


    The doorbell rang. Ill get it, called Doris.


    Its Mr Chatterton, she called.


    Bill grinned as Agatha squawked and ran for the stairs. Tell him Ill be down in a minute.


    When Agatha came back to join them, Bill noticed the pretty summer dress and the newly applied make-up.


    Its seems no ones getting anywhere, said Paul. He turned to Bill. Will you be at the funeral tomorrow?


    Not my case. Ive no doubt Runcorn, whos in charge of it, will be there. Paul flashed a warning look at Agatha. How could they steal the house key and not be observed?


    Id better get on, said Bill. If I hear anything interesting Ill let you know.


    Thats odd, said Agatha after he had left.


    Whats odd?


    Usually he warns me to stay clear and leave it to the police.


    Then take it as a compliment to your detective abilities.


    My detective abilities are not doing much for me in this case.


    What can we get that the police cant? said Paul. Ill tell you. Gossip. I think we should drive over and see the neighbours again.


    You mean Greta and Percy?


    Yes, them.


    Worth a try, I suppose. She raised her voice. Im going out for a little, Doris.


    Dont forget to get food for the cats.


    I wont. Come on, Paul.


    As they drove into Hebberdon, Agatha said, We should remember that Greta threatened to stick a bread knife into Mrs Witherspoon.


    Youve met Mrs Witherspoon. Seems just the sort of thing a lot of people must have said to her. But saying and doing are two different things. Oh, look at the roses! He pointed to where rambling roses in pink and white tumbled over the doorways of two cottages. Its almost as if God is compensating us for the dreadful autumn, winter and spring of rain and more rain.


    Agatha grunted. She always felt uneasy when people mentioned the God word. But she had to admit to herself that she became so used to the beauty of the Cotswolds that she was apt to take it all for granted  except two days after a visit to London.


    Well, heres Pear Cottage. Lets start off with Greta.


    Greta answered the door to them, wearing trousers and a sleeveless shirt. Agatha was struck anew at how muscular Greta was. Although small and round, there seemed to be no spare fat on her figure.


    Oh, its you again, she said. So its murder. Not surprised. Could have murdered the old bird myself. Come in.


    They followed her into her living-room and sat down.


    The police seem to think that her son Harry did it, said Paul.


    That little pussy-cat! Know why he kept away from her? She terrified him. Old folks round here say she beat him when he was a boy. Thats why he turned out the way he is.


    What way? asked Agatha.


    Well, hes a poof, isnt he?


    Do you mean he is homosexual? said Agatha.


    Stands to reason. Not married.


    Agatha suddenly thought of James, who had remained a bachelor until his middle age, when he had married her.


    The fact that he is not married, said Agatha in a cold voice, does not mean that he is homosexual. Furthermore, if he is, it does not mean that he is lacking in either brains or courage.


    Greta snorted with contempt. Youre one of those bleeding-heart liberals.


    Paul suppressed a grin. He wondered if Agatha had ever been accused of such a thing before. But seeing that Agatha was about to renew the attack, he said quickly, Did you happen to hear any stories about a secret passage to Ivy Cottage?


    Not that I member. Why?


    Someone was trying to frighten her. I mean, we spent the night there and there was carbon dioxide gas coming under the door.


    Did that herself to get the attention.


    Maybe, said Paul. On the other hand, if someone else was doing it, there may be a secret way in. And what about this old story about treasure being hidden in the house?


    Thats all it is. Just an old story.


    On the night she was killed, Agatha put in, masking her dislike for Greta, you didnt see or hear anyone around? Any strangers reported in the village?


    You should leave detecting to the police. Dont you think theyve asked around? Theyve had men going from door to door.


    Agatha had had enough. She stood up. Thank you for your time. Come along, Paul.


    Paul meekly followed her out.


    Bitch! said Agatha loudly.


    Shut up. Shell hear you and we might need her again.


    Heaven forbid, said Agatha. Anyway, Ive got a good idea.


    Like what?


    Like Harry is now prime suspect, alibi or not. I bet the police still think he might have sneaked over to Hebberdon when no one was looking.


    What? Dressed as a citizen of Titipu?


    Say the show finished at ten. Hed still have time to get his make-up off and drive over and then nip back again in time for the party.


    Whats all this about, Agatha?


    He might be glad of our help. If he wanted our help, he might let us search the house.


    Long shot.


    Maybe. But Ill ask him at the funeral tomorrow.


    I think your timings wrong.


    Why? He must have hated his mother after the way she brought him up.


    Not necessarily. Mothers are mothers.


    And by all accounts, this one was a right mother, as they say in New York.


    Tut, Agatha. Shouldnt speak ill of the dead.


    Why not? Im just joining the legions who havent a good word to say for the old bat. Lets see if Percy is in his shed.


    Percy Fleming was delighted to see them. A real-live murder and practically on ones doorstep, he said cheerfully. Are you sleuthing? The police have been round but I couldnt really tell them anything.


    We were wondering whether you knew of any hidden passage in Ivy Cottage, said Paul.


    Ive heard about the treasure but never a word about a secret passage.


    And you didnt hear or see anything or anyone around on the night of the murder?


    Not a thing. But I have a Theory.


    That being? asked Agatha.


    The daughter did it. Yes, she found the body. But what was she doing on the night of the murder? I asked one of the coppers. He said she was home all evening. Neighbours say her lights were on and heard her television going on until late. But I say, whats to stop her from leaving the lights on and the telly on and nipping over to Hebberdon?


    I didnt see a car, said Agatha. How did she normally get over here?


    His face fell. She took the bus, which arrives here in the morning, stayed with her mother and then took it back again at two in the afternoon.


    But the buses dont run in the evening, do they?


    No. But she could have hired a car.


    So she could, said Agatha, suddenly weary. It was hot inside the shed and Percy was wearing a very strong aftershave. Well, thanks for your help.


    Waste of space, grumbled Agatha as they walked back to the car. What now?


    Nothing till the funeral tomorrow.


    
      
    


    Chapter Six


    A light drizzle was smearing the window-panes when Agatha woke up the next morning. She struggled out of bed and began to rummage through her wardrobe to find something suitable to wear for the funeral. Church of England meant all black was not necessary, but bright colours might be regarded as offensive. Then she had to wear suitable gear for any nimble action, such as stealing the key and rushing off to get it copied. She opted finally for a dark brown silk trouser suit and a white blouse. She could wear heels with it but carry flat shoes with her in a bag.


    She peered anxiously at her hair. A line of grey was showing at the roots. Agatha let out a squawk of dismay. A picture of Juanita with her long black hair rose unbidden in her mind.


    She went into the bathroom and rummaged along a shelf of hair conditioners, shampoos and dyes. Forgetting that she had found in the past that to colour her own hair instead of going to the hairdresser was often a mistake, she found a packet of brunette colour shampoo rinse and began to apply it.


    Agatha was just reaching for the hairdrier when the doorbell rang. She looked at her watch and found the time was ten-thirty. Must be Paul. Rats! She wrapped a towel around her head and put a dressing-gown on over her underwear and ran down and opened the door.


    Wont be a minute, she said to Paul.


    You look like more than a minute. Hurry up.


    Agatha ran back upstairs and dried her hair and brushed it into a smooth bob, scrambled into the trouser suit and blouse and surveyed herself in the mirror. The rain had stopped and a watery shaft of sunlight shone in and lit up her hair. She now had red roots.


    Agatha! shouted Paul impatiently from the bottom of the stairs. Agatha seized a brown suede hat with a floppy brim, jammed it on her head and ran downstairs.


    You look like an agitated mushroom, commented Paul. I assume youre somewhere under that hat. Lets go.


    As he drove them towards Towdey, he glanced sideways at her. The suns out and its quite warm. Women dont really need to wear hats to funerals any more.


    I like this hat, said Agatha truculently. Its the height of fashion.


    Could have fooled me.


    Are you always this rude?


    No, but youre a good teacher.


    They both relapsed into silence until they reached the church.


    Paul parked beside the church wall and they got out and walked through the graveyard. Dont suppose shell be buried here, said Paul, looking around.


    Why?


    No room left. Have you noticed when anyones buried on television its usually in some old English churchyard? Doesnt happen these days. The places are fairly walled up with the English dead.


    A mischievous breeze danced across the churchyard and whipped Agathas hat from her head and sent it flying. Ill get it, said Paul and set off in pursuit. He returned with a sodden hat. You cant wear it. It ended up in a puddle. He looked at her hair. Quite fetching, you know. Brown hair with red roots.


    Agatha angrily took the wet hat from him and placed it on top of a gravestone.


    Theres Runcorn just going into the church, hissed Paul.


    And Carol, said Agatha in surprise. She looks quite smart and cheerful. Lets see who else has turned up.


    They entered the gloom of the church. It was quite full. Agatha saw Greta Handy and Percy Fleming sitting side by side. She assumed the rest were curious villagers.


    Peter Frampton has just come in with that peculiar girl, Zena, whispered Paul.


    Agatha and Paul had selected a pew at the back of the small church so that they would have a good view of everyone present. Peter walked up the aisle with Zena on his arm. She was wearing a dull red dress of Indian cotton and long wooden beads with clumpy boots. Her hair was worn down and brushed straight and nearly reached to her bottom. She turned her head and looked back down the church. Her make-up was brown with purple eye-shadow and purple lips.


    Odd couple, murmured Agatha. Could be his daughter.


    Doubt it, said Paul. Hey, what if there isnt any reception?


    Drive to Ivy Cottage afterwards and hope there is.


    I wonder whether they still begin with Dearly Beloved, we are gathered here together . . . and so on. Probably not. I hate these modern translations of the Bible. They lack the beauty of language in the King Jamess Version and the absolute faith that underlies the words.


    Solemn music from the organ sounded out in the church. The coffin was carried in. Harry was one of the pallbearers. The others looked as if they had been supplied by the undertaker.


    The service began. It was simple and dignified. The vicar gave a short sermon. Old-fashioned hymns were sung. No one read a eulogy. There was no one evidently hypocritical enough to praise the dear departed.


    Everyone stood while the coffin was carried out and loaded into a hearse.


    Agatha and Paul followed the congregation out to the church door, where Harry and Carol stood side by side.


    Agatha nervously expected an outburst but Harry said, Thank you for coming. Carol and I would appreciate it if you would join us at Ivy Cottage for some refreshments. We would like a word in private with you.


    Do we go to the graveside first? asked Agatha.


    No, Mother is being cremated. The funeral people see to that.


    This sounds hopeful, said Agatha as they walked back to the car.


    Could be. Or maybe they just wanted to warn us off. Dont you want your hat?


    Leave it, said Agatha. Did you notice how friendly Carol and Harry seemed?


    Could be an act, said Paul.


    But Carol was looking almost happy. And smartly dressed.


    Well, well find out what it is they want to talk to us about.


    If theyre friendly, said Agatha, we can just ask for permission to search the house.


    Better not leave it to chance.


    They waited in the car until all the guests and finally Carol and Harry had left and then drove to Ivy Cottage.


    The refreshments consisted of sherry and sandwiches. Agatha eyed them hungrily. But Paul whispered, Get the key.


    Then give me your car keys. Ill need to find a key-cutting place. Theres one in Moreton.


    Or theres the cobbler in Blockley, said Paul. That would be quicker.


    Why they had imagined the key would simply be there, dangling in the lock, was beyond Agatha. Furthermore, there were four locks on the front door. She went through to the kitchen in the back premises but found two women cutting sandwiches and arranging them on plates and retreated.


    Paul looked at her in surprise when she rejoined him. That was quick.


    I havent been anywhere, said Agatha crossly. We should have realized they wouldnt just leave the keys in the door and the front door has four locks.


    Well need to rely on their goodwill. Have a sandwich and Ill see if theres a simpler way in from the back.


    I tried that. Theres women in the kitchen.


    Nonetheless, Ill look around.


    Paul left and Agatha was joined by Percy Fleming. Im surprised to see you here, said Agatha.


    I like attending funerals, he fluted. I bring the sombre note and ritual into my books.


    I dont see Peter Frampton here, said Agatha, looking around.


    Oh, the historical-society man. He goes to events in Towdey Church because hes from Towdey.


    Whos that girl with him, Zena something?


    Zena Saxon. She just appeared, so to speak. Wonderful wardrobe, dont you think? Todays outfit was pure sixties commune.


    But wheres she from?


    Shes got a cottage in Towdey, left to her last year by an aunt. Where she was before, I dont know. She and Peter are an item. Quite shocking, considering the age difference.


    Hes a handsome fellow.


    But Stagey-looking, dont you think? Percy often seemed to put capital letters on some of his words. Quite obsessed with the seventeenth century. Oh, heres that dreary copper. He moved away and his place was taken by Detective Inspector Runcorn.


    I hope youre not doing anything to interfere with our investigations, he said.


    Simply paying our respects.


    A word of warning to you, Mrs Raisin. Its only in books that old biddies from villages can help the police. In real life, theyre a pain in the arse.


    Just like you, said Agatha savagely. Sod off.


    Im warning you.


    Agatha turned and walked away. She went up to Carol, who had just said goodbye to Greta Handy, and whispered, You wanted to see us?


    Could you wait a moment? The others will be leaving soon.


    But it was an hour before everyone left and Agatha was just thinking she would have to deal with Harry and Carol on her own when Paul reappeared.


    Right, said Harry after he had said goodbye to the last guest. Please sit down.


    Agatha, tired of standing, sank gratefully into an armchair.


    Its like this, said Harry. Although I have an alibi, the police still suspect me. Neither Carol nor I can get any money until were totally cleared.


    I thought Carol didnt inherit anything.


    Carol threw her brother a radiant smile. Dear Harrys arranged with the lawyers that I get half of everything. We got talking, you see, and found out how Mother had deliberately turned us against each other.


    If you do get the money, said Agatha, looking at Harry, will you keep on your business?


    No, Ill sell it. I was pretty successful until the last two years. Rising business rates and falling sales have crippled me. I spent too much money at auctions buying antiques that no one seems to want.


    So what did you want to see us about? asked Paul.


    The police arent trying hard enough because they think its me or Carol. I remember reading about you, Mrs Raisin. So we want you to find out who killed Mother. When we get the money, well pay you for your trouble.


    Oh, thats all right, said Agatha with the airy unconcern of the new rich, weve been investigating anyway. What we did wonder is if you could let us explore the house. You see, whoever was trying to frighten your mother must have found a way of getting in here. Might be a secret passage or something like that.


    Perhaps later, said Harry, after a glance at his sister. We need to finish up here.


    Then if we borrowed the keys from you, we could come back when no ones around, said Paul.


    I dont think you need to do that, said Carol. I mean, the question is, who murdered her?


    But dont you see, said Agatha, exasperated, if it wasnt you or Harry, then someone else must have had a way of getting inside the house.


    Harry rose to his feet. Carol and I are feeling a bit shaky after the funeral. Can we leave things for the moment? And without waiting for a reply, he walked across the room and held the door open for them.


    Well! exclaimed Agatha as they got in the car. What did you make of that?


    Very odd, said Paul. I mean, they want us to find the murderer and then they both stick their heels in at the very idea we might want to search the house. Never mind, Ive got a key.


    You have! How? Where from?


    There are two doors out to the back. One from the kitchen, which has several locks and bolts, but there is one from a scullery. Its a dusty old door and I dont think its been used for years. But it had a key in the lock. I slid it out. I told the women working in the kitchen that Id dropped my notebook when we were ghost-hunting, which gave me an excuse to search around. Once Id got the key, I broke the speed limit to Moreton and got it copied. So lets try tonight.


    Pity well need to crawl around with pencil torches.


    Ive been thinking about that. Neither Carol nor Harry lives near here. Unless you were actually walking past the house, you wouldnt be able to see any lights. Well switch them on and start our search. If anyone does happen to be, say, walking their dog in the middle of the night and gets suspicious, theyll ring the bell at the front and we can beat a retreat from the back.


    Agatha was suddenly mesmerized by his arm nearest her on the wheel. He had slung his jacket in the back of the car before driving off. It was a tanned and muscular arm. She felt a strong sexual frisson and then she remembered Juanita. Forget him. Maybe somewhere out there was an unmarried man, charming and kind and intelligent, who would be prepared to throw in his lot with Agatha Raisin for life.


    Agatha had not considered black de rigueur for a funeral but decided it was necessary for house-breaking. The evening was warm and humid but she did not have a black blouse and settled for a thin black sweater worn with black trousers and flat black shoes. Paul was to call for her at two oclock. Just before he came, she decided that she might as well play the part properly, and putting her hand up the living-room chimney, she collected a handful of soot and blacked her face.


    Paul, calling for her at exactly two oclock, reeled back when he saw her and said faintly, Trick or treat.


    Its no use us wearing black with our faces shining white, said Agatha defiantly.


    Oh, go and wash it off. If anyone should be up and sees you in the car looking like that, theyll be gossiping about it in the morning all over Carsely.


    But after Agatha had scrubbed off the soot and put on make-up and they were driving through Carsely, Mrs Davenport looked down from her bedroom window and saw them. Her lips tightened in disapproval. Mr Chattertons wife should know what he was up to with that harpy. They probably thought they were avoiding gossip by driving off to some hotel for their assignation. But the wife was in Madrid. I wonder if Mrs Bloxby has Mrs Chattertons home address, mused Mrs Davenport.


    As before, they parked outside the village and then walked towards Bag End and so to Ivy Cottage.


    It stood, dark and sinister, in the moonlight. A light breeze sent the ivy rustling and whispering. Agatha looked at the house uneasily. You dont think it really is haunted? she asked.


    Nonsense. Lets go round the back.


    He unlatched a gate at the side of the house. The hinges sent out a creaking noise which sounded eerily loud in the silence of the night.


    Agatha suddenly wished she were home in bed with her cats for company. She felt small and lonely and isolated. She wondered what Paul thought of her.


    Right, said Paul, switching on a pencil torch. Heres the back, and the scullery door should be along here next to the kitchen one. Agatha followed the dancing beam of the torch until it lighted on the scullery door.


    I dont like this, she whispered. I dont think this is a good idea.


    Shhh! He took a key out of his pocket and inserted it in the lock. Very hard to turn, he muttered. I should have brought some oil. He gave a wrench and the key turned with a rasping sound.


    Paul moved quietly into the scullery followed by Agatha, who closed the door behind them.


    I think the first thing we do is look for a cellar, he said. Good place to start.


    They walked through the kitchen and into a stone-flagged passage which led to the front of the house. This might be it, said Paul, stopping before a low door. Thank goodness the keys in the lock.


    He opened the door and shone the torch around inside until he located a light switch. The dim light of a forty-watt bulb lit up a flight of steep stone steps.


    Down we go, said Paul cheerfully.


    Agatha followed him slowly, always listening for the wail of an approaching police siren.


    Paul found another light switch at the bottom of the steps. Agatha joined him and they stood shoulder to shoulder surveying the cellar. It was crammed with old trunks and boxes. Itll take us years to get through this lot, mourned Agatha.


    Were looking for a hidden passage, remember?


    Agatha sighed. Ill search along two walls and you take the other two.


    I wonder . . .


    What? demanded Agatha impatiently, anxious for the search to be over.


    If someone got in from outside, it might have been by way of a tunnel from the garden.


    But theres a huge acreage out there!


    I mean, there might be some sort of trapdoor on the floor.


    If there was, Mrs Witherspoon would have found it.


    Not necessarily, said Paul. A lot of this junk must have come with the house. Look at the name on this trunk, Joseph Henderson. He bent down and rummaged in a box. There are schoolbooks here dated 1902! I think she just left all this stuff untouched.


    But you would think Harry and Carol would have come down here when they were children.


    Might have forbidden them to do so. Paul moved over to another section of the cellar, searching in boxes. No, here we have Harrys schoolbooks and some dolls which must have belonged to Carol.


    The floors dusty, said Agatha, suddenly interested. Look around and see if any of the boxes have been moved. She backed into an old rocking horse and let out a squeak of alarm as the horse dipped backwards and forwards as if it still had a child on its back.


    An hour passed as they searched and searched. Hopeless, said Agatha, sitting down on a trunk. Her arms ached from moving piles of stuff around. Paul came and sat down next to her.


    Weve moved everything and looked underneath, he sighed.


    Except that wooden chest over there, said Agatha. Too heavy. I couldnt budge it.


    Whats in it?


    I didnt look.


    Agatha!


    Well, Im tired and Im frightened well get caught.


    Wait till I look in the chest. Where is it?


    Under that pile of old curtains. I put everything back the way it was.


    Agatha fumbled in her pocket and took out a packet of cigarettes and a lighter. Paul, who was heading in the direction of the chest, turned round. No cigarettes, Agatha. The smell of smoke will linger.


    Agatha sulkily put her cigarettes back in her pocket and stifled a yawn.


    Paul heaved aside the curtains, which sent up a cloud of dust, making him sneeze. He opened the lid of the large chest. More curtains, he said, lifting them out.


    Anything underneath? asked Agatha.


    Nothing. Wait a bit. There are scratch marks on the edge of the wood at the bottom.


    So what? demanded Agatha, craving a cigarette.


    Paul fished in his pocket and drew out a knife. His head disappeared inside the chest. The bottom comes up. You can prise it up, he said.


    Agatha, suddenly excited, went to join him.


    Paul struggled and strained and lifted out the bottom of the chest. Look at that, he said, straightening up.


    Revealed was a trapdoor in the floor, and on top of the trapdoor was what looked like a new ring fastened to it.


    He heaved on the ring. The trapdoor eased up and then fell against the side of the chest with a crash. Paul swore and they both waited in silence. Its all right, said Paul with a shaky laugh. I doubt if anything can be heard from this cellar. Im going down. Look at those wooden steps, some of them look new, as if recently repaired.


    He made his way down, shining his torch, and Agatha followed him. They found themselves in a stone passage. The air was dry and musty and the ceiling so low, they had to half-crouch to walk along it.


    What if the air is so bad that well die? said Agatha, hanging on to the end of his sweater as she followed him.


    I forgot the canary, he joked. The airs okay. In fact, its getting a little bit fresher. Maybe were near the end.


    They went along in silence. Dead end, said Paul. But more steps. Ill go up first. Theres bound to be another trapdoor.


    He mounted the steps. Agatha waited anxiously. She heard him grunt as he strained to lift something. Then there was a thud. Come on up, whispered Paul. Weve come out somewhere.


    Agatha began to climb and then squawked as twigs and leaves fell down on her. Sorry, called Paul. Im trying to move stuff away. It was covering the trapdoor.


    Agatha emerged into the gloom of a thicket. If we crouch down, we can get out of here without tearing our clothes, said Paul. Theres a sort of tunnel through the bushes.


    Agatha followed the beam of his torch. Outside the thicket, they found themselves quite a way away from the house in a remote part of the garden which looked as if it had never been tended. Thick grass and bushes grew all around.


    Now we know how someone got in, said Paul.


    Lets get out of here. Agatha looked around uneasily. Im beginning to get the creeps.


    All right. Down the ladder with you and Ill replace the trapdoor and try to get as much of the camouflage back on the outside of the lid before I do. Dont want anyone to know weve been here.


    Agatha waited at the bottom of the stairs until Paul closed the trapdoor and joined her with the torch.


    With Paul leading the way, Agatha followed him at a half-crouch to avoid bumping her head on the roof. But halfway along the passage, he came to an abrupt stop. What is it? hissed Agatha.


    Theres an alcove here, a niche. Sort of thing you get in railway tunnels for the workmen to back into when a train is coming. He shone the torch in. Nothing here. He shone the torch upwards. I think this is a sort of chimney, like an old ventilator. But its now got blocked at the top. If you stand on my clasped hands, Agatha, and I heave you up, you could feel around and see if anythings been hidden up there.


    Oh, all right, muttered Agatha. But I wont feel safe until I get out of here.


    Paul heaved her up. Agatha thrust up her hands and dislodged dry leaves and rubble. A stone hit Paul on the face and he lost his hold on Agatha just as her hand located a piece of iron sticking out of the inside on the alcove. She hung on desperately, but the iron spike or whatever it was began to give. She tumbled down on to Paul and they both fell on to the floor as more stones and leaves clattered down on them.


    Youre a heavy woman, grumbled Paul, pushing her off him. Ive dropped the torch and the damn thing has gone out. Help me feel around for it.


    On their hands and knees they groped around, until Paul cried, Ive got it, and at the same time, Agatha said, Theres a packet or something or other here. Must have fallen down. Shine the torch.


    Ill see if its still working. Good, it is. What have you got there?


    The thin beam of the torch shone on a dusty leather-wrapped package. Must have fallen out of somewhere, said Agatha. Lets take it with us. I dont want to spend any more time in this house. Not the jewels, anyway. Feels like some sort of book.


    She felt relieved when they were finally up the stairs to the cellar and then up and out of the cellar and out of the house. They hurried to the car.


    I hope no one saw us, panted Agatha when she finally sank into the car seat. Now, what do we do? We should tell the police about that passage. Thats how someone got into the house to frighten her.


    We cant tell them, said Paul. Theyd want to know how we found it. Lets get back to your place and have a look at what weve found.


    Once back in Agathas cottage, she placed the leather package reverently on the kitchen table. Paul carefully unwrapped it, revealing a leather-bound book. He opened it. Its a diary! he said. Its Lamonts diary.


    Does it say anything about his treasure? asked Agatha.


    Lets see. Its a detailed account of the preparations for the Battle of Worcester and an inventory of provisions and arms. He turned the pages. Then theres a description of the battle.


    Skip to the end, said Agatha excitedly. Hed hide the treasure when he knew the battle was lost.


    Dont rush me!


    Paul turned the pages to the end of the book with what seemed to Agatha maddening slowness.


    Here we are, said Paul. He must have written this last bit when he took refuge with Simon Lovesey. Such Gold and Jewels as I had with me, I buried in Timmins Field, north of Worcester, before making my Circuitous Way to Hebberdon to seek Refuge. I have not told Mine Host this although he pressures me for Information in an odd way. I shall hide this record until I am sure that his Sympathy with Our Cause is safe.


    Paul closed the book, his eyes shining with excitement. So now we know where the treasure is.


    Lets go and look for it tomorrow, cried Agatha. If we find anything, we can see if Lamonts got any remaining descendants alive.


    Timmins Field, mused Paul. Timmin was probably a farmer.


    Ive got an Ordnance Survey map of the Worcester area, said Agatha. She hurried off and came back with the map. But although they searched the names of all the farms to the north of Worcester, they could not find the name Timmin.


    The farm could have been sold to other people ages ago, said Paul. We need some seventeenth-century maps.


    Well go to the records office in Worcester tomorrow, said Agatha. Wed better get some sleep.


    She saw him to the door. Youre a Trojan, Agatha, said Paul, smiling down at her. This is the most exciting thing that ever happened to me!


    He flung his arms round her and bent and kissed her on the lips.


    Agatha blinked up at him in a dazed way.


    Goodnight, he said gently. See you at ten in the morning. Get a good sleep.


    Agatha carefully shut the door behind him and then danced up the stairs to bed, her heart racing. He would divorce Juanita and marry her! James Lacey would see the announcement of their wedding and she hoped like hell he suffered!


    Murder was forgotten as the excited pair set out for Worcester in the morning. The sun shone down on the Vale of Evesham, stretching all the way to the Malvern Hills. Agatha was driving. She was in control. She had a handsome man beside her who had kissed her last night and she was off on a treasure hunt.


    The first cloud appeared on the horizon of her mind when she parked outside the records office and Paul said cautiously, Worcesters a very big place. Must have been relatively small by comparison in the seventeenth century.


    Dont be a downer, said Agatha. Timmins Field, here we come.


    Inside the records office, they asked for maps of Worcester for the period covering the mid-seventeenth century.


    Rats! said Agatha as they both bent over it. Worcester is small.


    Lets see. North, said Paul. Look north.


    His long finger moved to the north of the city. There it is! he cried. Timmins Field. Timmin must have been a tenant farmer. Its part of the Burnhaddomm estate.


    Lets go, said Agatha, beside herself with excitement. We should buy a metal detector first. We 


    Agatha, said Paul, I think we should look at a present-day map of Worcester. That field might be covered over by now.


    Oh, Ive brought the map with me. Agatha fished it out of her capacious handbag.


    They opened it up and compared it with the seventeenth-century one.


    Its been built over. Its a shopping mall. And houses for miles around as well.


    Well go and look anyway, said Agatha, determined. Timmins Field might be a car park now or something that could be dug up.


    But Worcester continued to spread out since 1651, said Paul. I think we should look at eighteenth- and nineteenth-century maps first.


    Why?


    Think, Agatha. Any building on that field means the ground would be dug up. Deep digging to make cellars for houses. The treasure would be found, and believe me, whoever found it would keep quiet about it.


    They got the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century maps and pored over them. Look here, said Paul. The nineteenth-century one. Rows and rows of houses right over where Timmins Field was, and even a church.


    That cant be right. They wouldnt bulldoze a church!


    Paul got to his feet and returned with a map of Worcester dated 1945. Theres your answer, he said. That area was bombed during the war. Lets return all these maps.


    Outside, Agatha said stubbornly, I still want to see it.


    As you wish, but its hopeless. You drive, Ill direct you.


    Agatha finally pulled up outside a giant shopping mall. How big would you say Timmins Field was? she asked.


    Six acres, I guess.


    Well, that monstrosity is over six acres. Youre right. With all that building and digging, the treasures long gone.


    And were left with a valuable record of the Civil War and we cant tell anyone how we got it, said Paul. Lets have something to eat and decide what to do next.


    I want comfort food, junk food, said Agatha.


    Then turn around and go back a bit. I saw one of those all-day breakfast places.


    Agatha, having demolished a plate of egg, sausage, bacon and chips, sat back in her chair with a sigh. Now, I can think. First of all, well need to figure out what to do with that book of Lamonts.


    I only glanced through it. Its closely written and full of detail, as far as I could judge. Well need to find out if there are any descendants of Sir Geoffrey Lamont, and if we find even one, just post the book to them anonymously.


    Theres something that is really worrying, said Agatha.


    Whats that?


    The secret passage. You noticed that the stairs had been repaired. I think Harry and Carol knew about the passage. They certainly didnt want us to look for it. We cant tell the police or well need to explain what we were doing in the house. Even if we found a way of tipping Bill off and the forensic team got down there, theyd find our fingerprints all over the place. We didnt wear gloves.


    If either Harry or Carol knew about it, why would they want us to find the murderer for them? I mean, if one or both of them murdered their mother?


    Agatha scowled horribly. Then her face cleared. What if, she said, just what if neither of them committed murder at all, but had been using the passage to try to frighten their mother to death?


    Paul shook his head. Wont do. They both knew their mother would not be easily frightened.


    Wait a minute! Ive just thought of something. Why was Harry offering her house for sale to that hotel chain before she died?


    I think wed better go and ask him, dont you?


    They called at the shop first but it was Saturday afternoon and there was a CLOSED sign on the door.


    Funny, that, said Agatha. A lot of tourists come to Mircester. You would think hed stay open on Saturdays.


    Better try his home, said Paul.


    At that moment, Mrs Bloxby was studying Mrs Davenport. You say you want Mrs Chattertons address in Madrid? Why dont you ask Mr Chatterton?


    I would do, said Mrs Davenport crossly, if he were ever at home, but hes always out with that Raisin woman. Disgraceful, I call it, a woman of her years, and with a married man, too.


    In an even voice, the vicars wife said, Mrs Raisin and Mr Chatterton are of the same age. They are investigating this murder. That is all. I hope you will keep this in mind and not go around the village spreading malicious gossip.


    Thwarted, Mrs Davenport left the vicarage. How could she get that address? Who else might have it? Then she thought of Miss Simms, the secretary of the ladies society. She had a list of addresses. Juanita had attended one meeting. Perhaps Miss Simms had taken a note of the address. She headed for the council house estate. She could not understand why such a respectable body as the ladies society should have a secretary who was an unmarried mother and lived on a council estate. Definitely Not One of Us, thought Mrs Davenport grimly as she walked up the neat garden path leading to Miss Simmss home and rang the bell.


    Oh, its you, said Miss Simms. Im just going out.


    I wondered if you had Mrs Chattertons address in Madrid.


    I dunno. Ill have a look. Come in. Hey, wait a bit. Why not ask her husband?


    He is never at home.


    Then just shove a note through his door.


    Mrs Davenports bosom swelled. Be a good little girl and see if you can get me that address. Chop-chop.


    Shant.


    I beg your pardon? declared Mrs Davenport in the tones of Edith Evans saying, In a handbag?


    I said I wont give it to you, so shove off, you old trout. Ive got a feeling youre out to make trouble.


    Well, really!


    Mrs Davenport stormed off.


    Shes out to make life hell for our Mrs Raisin, thought Miss Simms. Better warn her.


    But at that moment the doorbell rang again and it was Miss Simmss new gentleman friend who travelled in soft furnishings, and somehow the whole scene with Mrs Davenport was forgotten.


    Harry opened the door of his home to Agatha and Paul. Its you, he said. Find out anything?


    Not yet, but we want to ask you something.


    Come in.


    He turned round to face them. What is it?


    Why did you try to sell your mothers house to a hotel chain before she was murdered?


    He had been scowling, but his face cleared. Oh, thats easy. My business was failing and I wanted to see if Mother would bail me out. She told me, calm as anything, that she had invested unwisely and she had no spare cash. I pointed out that the house was too big for one person. She could sell it, move into sheltered accommodation and live off the interest on the money she could bank from the sale of the house.


    Mother said she wouldnt get enough to make her want to move. I said I would prove to her how much she would get. I approached the hotel company. At first they were interested, but then they found that to make the necessary alterations would need planning permission and they were pretty sure they wouldnt get it. Mother seemed delighted at my failure. But then, she always loved me to fail, he added bitterly.


    Have you thought of any enemies she might have had? asked Paul.


    She must have made scores. She delighted in making peoples lives a misery. Theres Barry Briar, for one.


    The landlord?


    Yes, him. Mother was teetotal and disapproved of drinking. She was always trying to find ways to get him closed down. Then she was always rowing with people in the village.


    And you dont know of any secret passage into the house?


    There is no secret passage. I would have known about it.


    What about Peter Frampton?


    Whos he?


    He runs a historical society in Towdey. He was trying to buy the house.


    Never heard of him.


    Agatha and Paul couldnt think of any more questions. They left after promising to let him know if they found out anything about the identity of the murderer.


    I still think of him as prime suspect, said Agatha. I think we should contact that amateur theatrical group and find out if there was any way he could have got over to Hebberdon that evening.


    Its that passage thats bothering me, said Paul. The police must have gone over the whole house, even before her murder.


    Before the murder, they probably didnt take her seriously enough to do any real search.


    But after the murder?


    Everything in that cellar was very dusty. Runcorn didnt impress me as the brain of Britain. Anyway, theyd open up the chest and just see curtains. You know what we should do, Agatha?


    What?


    We should go back there tonight with gloves on and go exactly everywhere weve been and wipe it clean. Then we can get Bill over and say were sure an old house like that would have a secret passage and had they looked.


    And while were wiping it clean, we could be wiping away traces of the murderer as well.


    Anyone with murder in mind would have got rid of fingerprints.


    All right. But I hate the idea.


    At midnight that evening, Mrs Davenport stood screened by bushes at the end of Lilac Lane and peered along at the cottages of Paul and Agatha. She had been watching on and off all evening. Her patience was rewarded just as the church clock tolled out the last stroke of midnight. Paul Chatterton came out and went to Agathas cottage. She came out. He kissed her on the cheek. He was carrying a travel bag. They both got into Agathas car and drove off.


    Juanita Chatterton has got to be told. It is my duty, Mrs Davenport told herself.
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