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  Agatha Raisin


  AGATHA RAISIN WAS born in a tower block slum in Birmingham and christened Agatha Styles. No middle names. Agatha had often
  longed for at least two middle names such as Caroline or Olivia. Her parents, Joseph and Margaret Styles, were both unemployed and both drunks. They lived on benefits and the occasional bout of
  shoplifting.


  Agatha attended the local comprehensive as a rather shy and sensitive child but quickly developed a bullying, aggressive manner so that the other pupils would steer clear of her.


  When she was fifteen, her parents decided it was time she earned her keep and her mother found her work in a biscuit factory, checking packets of biscuits on a conveyor belt for any faults.


  As soon as Agatha had squirrelled away enough money, she ran off to London and found work as a waitress and did a secretarial course at evening classes. But she fell in love with a customer at
  the restaurant, Jimmy Raisin. Jimmy had curly black hair and bright blue eyes and a great deal of charm. He seemed to have plenty of money to throw around. He wanted an affair but, besotted as she
  was, Agatha held out for marriage.


  They moved into one room in a lodging house in Finsbury Park where Jimmys money soon ran out (he would never say where it came from in the first place). And he drank. Agatha found she had
  escaped the frying pan into the fire. She was fiercely ambitious. One night, when she came home and found Jimmy stretched out on the bed dead drunk, she packed her things and escaped. She found
  work as a secretary at a public relations firm and soon moved into doing public relations herself. Her mixture of bullying and cajoling brought her success. She saved and saved until she could
  start her own business.


  But Agatha had always been a dreamer. Years back when she had been a child her parents had taken her on one glorious holiday. They had rented a cottage in the Cotswolds for a week. Agatha never
  forgot that golden holiday or the beauty of the countryside.


  So as soon as she had amassed a great deal of money, she took early retirement and bought a cottage in the village of Carsely in the Cotswolds. Her first attempt at detective work came after she
  cheated at a village quiche-baking competition by putting a shop-bought quiche in as her own. The judge died of poisoning and shamed Agatha had to find the real killer. Her adventures there are
  covered in the first Agatha Raisin mystery, The Quiche of Death, and in the series of novels that follow. As successful as she is in detecting, she constantly remains unlucky in love. Will
  she ever find happiness with the man of her dreams? Watch this space!




  
    
  


  Chapter One


  ONE OF AGATHA Raisins greatest character defects was that she was highly competitive.


  Her former employee, young Toni Gilmour, had set up her own detective agency, financed by another of Agathas ex-detectives, Harry Beam. Agatha worked around the clock, taking on every
  case for her own detective agency she could in order to prove that the mature could beat the young hands-down.


  Then there was the awful business about her ex-husband, James Lacey, planning to marry a beautiful woman. Agatha had persuaded herself that she no longer had any feelings for James because she
  had fallen for a Frenchman, Sylvan Dubois, whom she had met at Jamess engagement party.


  But stressed out and overworked, she had taken a tumble down the stairs of her cottage, cracking three ribs and severely bruising one buttock.


  Urged by everyone to take a break, she decided to go to Paris after finding Sylvans phone number through the Internet. They would stroll the boulevards together and love would blossom.
  But when she phoned him, he sounded distant and then she heard a young female voice call out in English, Come back to bed, darling.


  Blushing, and furious with herself, Agatha found her old obsession with James Lacey surfacing again. It was like some disease, gone for long stretches, but always recurring.


  Agatha remembered that James had accused her of never having listened to him. He worked as a travel writer but had said that he planned to write a series of guidebooks to famous battlefields.
  Dreaming of surprising him with her knowledge of his subject, Agatha decided to visit the site of the Charge of the Light Brigade in the Crimea and so take that holiday everyone was telling her she
  needed badly.


  She would go first to Istanbul and take it from there. She had stayed in Istanbul before, at the Pera Palace Hotel, made famous by Agatha Christie in her book Murder on the Orient
  Express, but settled on booking a room at a hotel on the other side of the Golden Horn in the Sultan Ahmet district, under the shadow of the Blue Mosque.


  The Artifes Hotel was comfortable and the staff were friendly. Agatha, although tired after the flight, felt restless. She peered in the mirror and saw the ravages of her competitiveness clearly
  for the first time. She had lost weight and there were dark shadows under her eyes.


  She left her suitcase unopened and wandered out of the hotel. There was an interesting caf close by, the Marmara Caf. She peered in. The walls were lined with carpets. At the end
  of the long caf was a vine-covered terrace.


  But the tables on the terrace seemed full. Agatha hesitated.


  A man rose to his feet and said in English, Ill be leaving shortly.


  Agatha sat down opposite him with a sigh of relief. She saw to her delight that there was an ashtray on the table and pulled out her cigarettes.


  Are you English? she asked her new companion.


  No, I am Turkish-Cypriot. My name is Erol Fehim.


  Agatha assessed him. He was a small neat man wearing a good jacket. He had glasses and grey hair. He exuded an air of innocence and kindness. Agatha was immediately reminded of her friend, the
  vicars wife, Mrs Bloxby.


  She introduced herself in turn and then ordered an apple tea.


  What brings you to Istanbul? asked Erol.


  Agatha explained she was stopping off at the Artifes Hotel until she worked out a way to get to Balaclava in the Crimea. Im staying at the same hotel, said Erol. We
  could ask there.


  Lonely Agatha warmed to the sound of that we.


  It transpired there was a weekend shopping cruise from the Crimea returning to Balaclava on the following day. The helpful Erol said he would go with her to the shipping office. It took them
  ages back on the other side of the Golden Horn to find it. Agatha was grateful for Erols company because nobody spoke English. She booked a double cabin, not wanting to share with
  anyone.


  Back at the hotel, the ever-obliging Erol told her he was busy that evening but he would take her along to the ship early the following afternoon and see her off.


  Agatha phoned her friend Sir Charles Fraith. Where are you? he asked.


  In Istanbul.


  Great city, Aggie, but youre supposed to be taking a rest. Wouldnt a beach holiday have been better?


  I dont like beach holidays. Ive met a nice man.


  Aha!


  Hes really very kind. Reminds me of Mrs Bloxby.


  Aha!


  Aha, what? demanded Agatha crossly.


  He must be a very normal, decent man.


  He is.


  I thought so. If he had been unattainable or mad, bad and dangerous to know, youd have fallen for him.


  You think you know me but you dont! snapped Agatha and rang off.


  In the taxi on the road to the boat the next day, Agatha asked Erol about himself, but she barely listened as he explained he owned a small publishing company. In her mind, Agatha was already
  leaning on the rail of a white cruise ship while a handsome man stood beside her and looked into her eyes as the moon rose over the Black Sea.


  The ship was a shock. It was a Russian rust bucket. In vain did they search for another ship; Agathas ticket was only valid for the tramp steamer.


  Its all right, Agatha said to Erol. Itll get me there. Thanks for all your help.


  She was assisted by the crew over piles of goods. The decks were blocked with cargo. As she stumbled down to her cabin, she noticed that even the fire exits were also blocked with cargo.


  Then Agatha realized to her horror that in her haste she had forgotten to say goodbye to Erol or get his card. She dashed back up on deck but Erol had gone.


  The other few passengers were Ukrainian women, and the crew were all Russian. None spoke English. Soup was all Agatha could eat at dinner. The ship had not moved. She retired to her cabin and
  read herself to sleep.


  When she awoke in the morning, the ship was still at the port. At last it set sail. At first it was bearable as she was able to stand on a tiny bit of the deck that was free of cargo and watch
  the palaces on the Bosphorus slip past, but once the boat reached the Black Sea and there was nothing but water to look at for miles, Agatha retired to her cabin, wondering whether she would
  survive the journey. She had booked a hotel, the Dakkar Resort Hotel in Balaclava, on the Internet before she left the hotel in Istanbul, and had asked for a taxi to meet her on arrival.


  Two days later, when Agatha felt she could not bear another bowl of soup  the only thing she found edible  and shuddered at the prospect of another visit to the smelly toilets, the
  ship finally arrived.


  As she struggled through customs with the Ukrainian women and their massive shopping  some had even bought mattresses  she saw to her relief a taxi was waiting with a driver
  holding her name up.


  Oh, the blessings of a civilized hotel with a smiling beautiful receptionist and a well-appointed room. The receptionist said, I was horrified when you e-mailed us about arriving on that
  boat. Its the Gervoisevajtopolya, famous for being awful. I didnt think you would make it here in one piece.


  Agatha showered and changed. She then went down to the reception and asked the one who had welcomed her to arrange a guide and interpreter for the following day to take her to the site of the
  Charge of the Light Brigade.


  But the next day proved to be a waste of time. In vain did she insist she wanted to see the site of the Charge, which had taken place during the Crimean War on twenty-fifth October 1854, where
  118 were killed and 127 wounded. In vain did she take out her notebook and say she wanted to get to the valley between the Fedyukhin Heights and the Causeway Heights.


  The pretty young translator, Svetlana, persevered with the guide, but he took Agatha to one Soviet World War II memorial after another, all in the Russian Communist style, with muscular young
  men pointing in all directions, while even more muscular women gazed balefully at some unseen enemy.


  The sympathetic Svetlana said she would arrange for her tour bus to pick up Agatha the following morning. And so eventually Agatha found herself on the battlefield. But it was a plain covered in
  vineyards. No skeletons of horses, no abandoned guns, it stretched out mild and innocent under the sun, as if the most famous cavalry charge in history had never taken place.


  Agatha returned wearily to the hotel. Her favourite receptionist gave her a welcoming smile. We have two English guests who have just arrived, she said. They might be
  company for you. A Mr Lacey and a Miss Bross-Tilkington.


  Hell think Im stalking him, thought Agatha. Of all the rotten coincidences! Get me my bill, she said. Im leaving now. And dont tell these English
  visitors about me. How the hell do I get out of here?


  You can get a plane from Simferopol Airport.


  Call me a cab!


  James Lacey wandered over to the window of his hotel room. His fiance, Felicity, was asleep. He was feeling some twinges of unease. What he loved about Felicity was the
  way she looked at him with her large eyes, appearing to drink in every word.


  But on the plane journey, when he was enthusiastically describing the cavalry charge, he felt Felicity shift restlessly in her seat. For the first time, he wondered if she were listening to him.
  The order to charge was given, said James, and a spaceship landed in the valley and some little green men got out.


  Fascinating, breathed Felicity.


  You werent listening!


  Just tired, darling. What were you saying?


  James heard a commotion down below the hotel. He opened the window and leaned out. A woman had tripped and fallen getting into a cab. He only got a glimpse but he was suddenly sure the woman was
  Agatha. A familiar voice rose on the Crimean air, Snakes and bastards!


  James ran down the stairs and out of the hotel, but the cab had gone. He took out his mobile and phoned his friend, Detective Sergeant Bill Wong, back in the Cotswolds.


  Bill, said James, did Agatha say anything about being upset by my engagement?


  No, said Bill. I honestly dont think she was.


  But she was just here in Balaclava. Agatha has no interest in military history. I hope she isnt chasing after me.


  Bill was also a loyal friend of Agathas. Just a coincidence, he said. You must be mistaken.


  James re-entered the hotel and asked the receptionist if a lady called Agatha Raisin had just checked out. The receptionist said firmly she could not give out the names of other guests.


  Agatha decided on returning to Istanbul to take that much-needed holiday and forced herself to relax. She visited several of the famous sites: Ayasofya, the Blue Mosque, the
  Spice Market where James Bond got blown up in From Russia With Love, and the Dolmabahce Palace on the Bosphorus. At the end of a week, she phoned her friend Mrs Bloxby. After telling Agatha
  the village news, Mrs Bloxby said, James called round looking for you just after you left. Hes got a contract to write a series of guidebooks on battlefields. He was just off to the
  Ukraine and after that, Gallipoli. How is Istanbul?


  Great. Eating lots and reading lots.


  When Agatha rang off, she took out her BlackBerry and Googled Gallipoli. The site of the disastrous Allied landings by the New Zealand and Australian and British forces in 1915 was in
  Turkey!


  Should she go? Common sense told her to leave it alone. Fantasy conjured up an image of dazzling James with her knowledge. He wouldnt know she had been in the Crimea. She could backdate
  her visit and say she had been there the year before. So, you see, James, I really am interested in military history. You never really knew me.


  Agatha thought briefly of phoning up the Dakkar Resort Hotel to see if James was still there, but decided that he must be. He had a lot of research and writing to do.


  Agatha managed to find a taxi driver who spoke English. The Allied landings had taken place all the way down the Gallipoli Peninsula, so she settled on ANZAC Beach, site of the Australian and
  New Zealand troop landings to the north of the peninsula, by the Aegean Sea. The taxi driver assured her it was only a few hours trip from Istanbul.


  The rain was drumming down by the time she reached the famous beach. She took photographs, she read the moving dedication on a monument to the fallen soldiers of both sides, and then wearily got
  into the cab thinking dismally that she should have stayed in Istanbul and just read up on the place.


  Her taxi was just moving back out on to the main road again when a car with James at the wheel and Felicity beside him passed her. She ducked down, to the surprise of her driver.


  Bill Wong got another phone call from James that evening. Im telling you, Bill, I saw her at Gallipoli. Shes chasing me! Please find out if shes all right. Im
  afraid shes taking my engagement badly.


  Long afterwards, Agatha was to blame her visits to the two famous battlefields as having been caused by that fall down the stairs. She must have hit her head. How could she
  have been so stupid?


  For back in the familiar surroundings of her cottage in the village of Carsely in the Cotswolds, back to work, Agathas obsession with James faded away.


  She comforted herself with the thought that James had surely not seen her, and besides, she had told everyone that her holiday had been spent entirely in Istanbul.


  Shortly after her arrival home, on a pleasant Saturday afternoon, she decided to visit Mrs Bloxby at the vicarage.


  The vicars wife welcomed her. I know you probably want to smoke, Mrs Raisin, but its quite chilly in the garden. Both of them belonged to the Carsely Ladies
  Society, where the members addressed one another by their second names, and despite their close friendship, the two women found the custom impossible to break.


  Ill live without one, sighed Agatha. Rotten nanny state. Do you know that pubs are closing down at the rate of twenty-eight a week?


  The Red Lion is in trouble, said Mrs Bloxby.


  Never! Our village pub?


  Were all trying to rally round, but an awful lot of drinkers dont want to go to a place where they cant smoke. John Fletcher didnt think it would strike so
  hard.


  Hes got quite a big car park at the back, said Agatha. He could put up one of those marquee things with heaters.


  He hasnt the money for that now.


  Then wed better start raising some, said Agatha.


  If anyone can do it, you can. Agathas past career was that of a successful public relations executive.


  Are you going to Mr Laceys wedding? asked Mrs Bloxby.


  Of course. Theyre being married in Felicitys home village of Downboys in Sussex. I suppose theyll arrange accommodation for us all.


  I asked about that, said Mrs Bloxby. Were expected to make our own bookings. Theres the town of Hewes not too far away.


  Cheapskates! I hope I can still get a room.


  I think you have one. Toni Gilmour has been invited and knowing you were away and the possible shortage of rooms, she booked a double at The Jolly Farmer in Hewes.


  The doorbell rang and Mrs Bloxby went to answer it. She came back followed by Bill Wong. Bill was half Chinese and half English. He had a strong Gloucester accent and the only thing oriental
  about him was his rather beautiful almond-shaped eyes.


  Hello, Agatha, said Bill. Thought I might find you here. Youve been putting the frighteners on your ex.


  I dont know what youre talking about, said Agatha, turning red. How are your parents?


  But Bill was not to be deflected. James phoned me from the Crimea. Told me he saw you. Then when he went to Gallipoli, there you were again. He thinks youre stalking
  him.


  The vanity of men never ceases to amaze me, said Agatha.


  But what on earth were you doing? asked Bill.


  Its coincidence, thats all, said Agatha. I was on holiday. I was Jamess wife, remember, so I learned a lot about military history.


  Oh, really? When was the Battle of Waterloo?


  Mr Wong, said Mrs Bloxby gently. You are surely off duty and not interrogating a suspect. Tea or coffee?


  Coffee, please.


  When she had served coffee, Mrs Bloxby broke the heavy silence between Agatha and Bill by asking Agatha how she would go about fund-raising to save the village pub.


  Anxious to escape any further questions from Bill, Agatha began to talk of running an initial campaign in the local papers and then holding a fte to raise money. Maybe Ill
  get a smoking celebrity she said.


  Bill eventually left and drove into police headquarters in Mircester to start his shift.


  He decided to phone James, who was staying with his future in-laws in Downboys in Sussex.


  I spoke to Agatha today, James, said Bill. I dont know what she was doing at the battlefields, but Agatha likes to compete with people. Youd better watch out.
  Maybe she plans to turn out her own guides. No, I shouldnt think for a moment she was stalking you.


  Detective Sergeant Collins listened outside Bills door. She was jealous of Bill and highly ambitious, so she often listened to his calls, hoping to steal a march on him. But Bills
  call this time seemed to be nothing important. Only some chat about that infuriating Raisin female.


  The days before the wedding seemed, to Agatha, to hurtle past and soon she was in her car being driven to Sussex. Agatha had agreed to let Toni drive because her hip was
  hurting again. A surgeon had told her that she really must begin to think seriously about having a hip operation.


  Toni was wearing a leather jacket over a black T-shirt. A broad leather belt was slung low over her slim hips and her black trousers were tucked into a pair of pixie boots. Her fair hair was cut
  short and layered.


  Agatha glanced at her sideways and sighed. Her own figure, although she had lost weight, seemed to sag even more these days. She had been neglecting her exercises. Sometimes early fifties felt
  young enough to her, but on days like this, seated next to the glowing youth of Toni and going to her exs marriage to a gorgeous girl, she felt ancient. Agathas legs were still good
  and her brown hair thick and glossy.


  The countryside sped past. Half a league, half a league, half a league onwards, muttered Agatha.


  Oh, we got that at school, said Toni. The Charge of the Light Brigade.


  Agatha winced. She had forgotten where the quotation came from.


  Whats in your enormous suitcase? asked Toni. Well only be there for a couple of days.


  Because I dont know what to wear, said Agatha, so I brought as much as I could. I dont know whether to be dressy or smart casual.


  Theyll all be wearing hats like the Duchess of Cornwall, said Toni.


  I havent got a hat.


  Neither have I. You always look smart.


  Hows business going?


  Were actually beginning to make a profit.


  Agatha fought down a surge of competition. Just look where that character defect had got her. Making a right fool of herself. At least she could try to keep clear of James.


  Toni hit that idea on the head by saying, Theres some sort of pre-wedding party tonight at Downboys.


  Why? moaned Agatha. The grooms not supposed to see the bride before the wedding.


  I dont think that bothers people these days, said Toni.


  Why did you book us in at a pub? Doesnt Hewes boast a hotel?


  It has two. But theyve been taken over by Felicitys relatives and friends. I think their accommodation is being paid for. Maybe James didnt know he was expected to
  pay for his side of the church. The Jolly Farmers pretty reasonable.


  I hope that doesnt mean a communal bathroom.


  No, bathroom en suite promised.


  I thought you might have wanted to travel down with Harry Beam, said Agatha.


  Hes following us down. As were sharing a room, its better if we turn up together, said Toni.


  Hewes was an attractive old market town situated by a river. The pub turned out to be a sort of pub-cum-hotel built round an old courtyard.


  Their room was large and pleasant with a low-beamed ceiling, flowery wallpaper and two comfortable beds. There was even a desk with a plug for Internet access.


  What time is this party? asked Agatha.


  Its at eight oclock this evening. Buffet supper thrown in, so we dont need to bother about food.


  How did you find all this out? asked Agatha.


  I phoned up for directions and found out about the buffet supper.


  I wonder if James hoped I wouldnt attend, fretted Agatha. Ive a good mind not to go.


  Dont leave me on my own, said Toni.


  I thought that by this time you wouldnt be afraid of anything, said Agatha.


  Not when Im working, said Toni. But the English middle classes frighten me when I have to meet them socially. I feel they can see right into my council estate
  soul.


  Toni had hardly any time to have a shower and change. Agatha monopolized the bathroom and then covered her bed in dresses and trouser suits, worrying over what to wear. At last
  she settled for a blue-and-gold evening jacket with a short black velvet skirt and high heels.


  Toni was wearing a short white chiffon dress and gold leather high-heeled sandals.


  Agatha felt a pang of envy. Oh, to be young and wrinkle-free again!


  Both were nervous when they set out  Toni hoping she did not make some social gaffe or other and Agatha dreading that James would confront her over her visits to the battlefields.


  Ill lie! she said out loud.


  About what? asked Toni.


  Never mind.


  The village of Downboys was built around a cross-roads. In the centre was an old pub, a church and a small grocery store. It seemed a very gloomy sort of place. Although the evening sky above
  was still cloudless after a sunny day, the trunks of the trees were black with damp.


  Let me see, muttered Toni, squinting down at a piece of paper on her lap. I turn left at the crossroads, then a few yards and a right turn into a cul-de-sac and their house
  is the villa at the end. I can hear music. They must have hired a band. This is it. Damn! The drives crammed with cars. Wed better park here and get out and walk.


  They walked up the drive towards the sound of the jaunty music. Isnt it still usual to have a stag party for the man the night before and a hen party for the women? grumbled
  Agatha.


  I thought it was, said Toni.


  The Bross-Tilkingtons villa was large and Victorian. The front door was standing open. They walked in. A young man wearing nothing more than a bow tie and a leather apron asked them for
  their invitations.


  I didnt know this was fancy dress, said Agatha.


  Im from Naked Servants, said the young man, smiling. He studied their invitations and then said, Go through the house and out through the french windows. The party is
  in the marquee on the lawn.


  God, how naff! muttered Agatha. Am I getting old, Toni? That vision didnt rouse a single hormone.


  Cheered me up, said Toni. Im more at home with vulgar people. And a semi-naked servant is definitely vulgar.


  Agatha hesitated. Maybe Ill go back to the pub and drive back later and pick you up.


  Not like you, said Toni, taking her arm. Lets face the music.


  They walked out through the french windows towards a huge striped marquee on the lawn.


  There was another nearly naked young man at the entrance. He took their cards and bawled out their names but his voice was lost in the sounds of a medley from Mary Poppins being belted
  out by a brass band.


  Food and tables, said Agatha. Lets grab something to eat and drink and sit down.


  Dont you want to circulate?


  No.


  I see Bill Wong over there. Im going to talk to him, said Toni, and then Ill join you.


  Agatha decided to have a drink first. She ordered a gin and tonic and then carried her glass to a table in a corner and sat down. She was soon joined by the members of her detective agency staff
   Phil Marshall, Patrick Mulligan and Mrs Freedman.


  Phil was in his seventies, Patrick, early sixties, as was Mrs Freedman. Agatha, in her early fifties, instead of being glad of their company, felt obscurely aged by it, especially when the crowd
  of milling guests parted to show her the beautiful bride-to-be standing with her arm linked in Jamess.


  And then James saw her. He whispered something to Felicity and made his way to Agathas table.


  Id like a word with you, he said.


  Sit down, said Agatha, trying to smile but feeling as if her face had been Botoxed.


  In private  outside. Cant hear myself think for that band.


  Agatha was about to protest, but at that moment the band launched into the music from The Guns of Navarone. She rose and reluctantly followed him outside.


  He looked the same as ever, thought Agatha miserably  tall and handsome with his blue eyes and his thick hair going a little grey at the temples.


  I cant think of a more polite way of putting it, said James. But were you stalking me?


  I dont know what you mean, said Agatha defiantly.


  Well, let me spell it out for you. I went all the way to Balaclava and saw you fleeing the hotel. Then I went to the ANZAC landings  and guess what? You were just leaving there as
  well. Were you chasing me?


  Agatha opened her mouth to lie, to give a furious denial, but then she thought, what does it all matter any more? Hes getting married.


  You upset me at that engagement party of yours when you said I had never listened to you. I wanted to prove you wrong. I had a holiday due to me. Id taken a tumble down the stairs
  and I think that must have addled my wits. I was going to stun you with my military knowledge.


  James began to laugh. Then he said, Oh, Agatha, you are an original. Lets take a stroll and talk about something else. Youre looking very well. How are things at ?
  Oh, what is it?


  One of the nearly naked young men had materialized beside them. Mr Lacey, he said, your fiance wishes to speak to you.


  All right. Tell her Ill be with her in a moment.


  Whose idea was it to hire the Naked Servants? asked Agatha.


  Felicity thought it would be fun.


  And you were happy with that?


  Agatha, dont needle me. Ill tell you this, said James with sudden passion, if I could think of a way to get out of this bloody forthcoming marriage, I
  would.


  Shoot her?


  Dont be flippant. Stop creeping around us! The latter to a Naked Servant who had appeared beside James and was avidly listening.


  I only came to tell you that Miss Felicity is wondering where you are, said the young man huffily.


  Im coming, said James wearily.


  Agatha sadly watched him go.


  
    
  


  Chapter Two


  AGATHA RETURNED TO her table. Charles, with Mr and Mrs Bloxby, came up to join her, followed by Harry, Toni and Bill Wong,
  and Agathas ex-employee, Roy Silver.


  They put several tables together to form a sort of Cotswold party. The band was taking a break and so they were able to talk.


  Mr and Mrs Bross-Tilkington look such an ordinary staid couple, said Mrs Bloxby. I must admit the Naked Servants shocked me.


  It was Felicitys idea, said Agatha.


  Oh, dear, said Bill. I wonder what James thinks of it all.


  Theres worse to come, said Toni.


  Like what? asked Agatha.


  At the end of the party they have a competition where we vote for the handsomest servant. Then that servant is raffled off.


  You mean, pimped off, said Agatha.


  No, the winner of the raffle gets to sit on the Naked Servants lap. Nothing more than that.


  The vicar, Alf Bloxby, got to his feet. Were leaving, he said.


  Mrs Bloxby didnt protest. Its not really my scene, Mrs Raisin.


  Nor mine either, said Agatha. But I dont want to drag Toni away.


  Oh, you can drag me away any time you like, said Toni. Doesnt Felicity have any young friends? I mean, theres about five people her age and the rest are
  wrinklies and they all seem to be leering at the servants. Its creepy.


  Agatha hesitated. Apart from a few of Jamess friends and his sister, the rest of us here are his side of the church, so to speak. If we all get up and walk out, itll look
  rude. Then we should really thank our hosts and we cant all march up to them together.


  The Bloxbys sat down again. Youre right, said Mrs Bloxby. I wish something would happen to end this party.


  Harry and Toni glanced at each other and then Harry said, Toni and I are going out for a bit of fresh air.


  Just after Toni and Harry had left, Agatha found herself suddenly confronted by a furious Felicity. You leave James alone, she shouted. I know youve been stalking
  him. Youre obsessed with him. Stay away from him!


  There was a shocked silence. You cant say that ones beautiful when shes angry, said Charles. She looked snakelike.


  Any ideas? asked Toni when they were outside.


  We could cut the guy ropes.


  Might cause accidents if the marquee collapsed and smothered people.


  Lets walk round the tent and see if we can think of something.


  They walked around the back of the marquee. The lawn ended in a small river.


  Look at that! said Toni. Over to the left.


  Harry looked and saw kennels with a fenced-off yard. Behind the fence prowled four Alsatians.


  If they got out, said Toni, I bet theyd head straight for the food.


  What if they savage the guests?


  Im sure theyve been trained to only attack when ordered to. What do you think?


  They walked up to the kennels. They do look hungry, said Harry. Mind you, I could just lift this latch on the gate and let it swing open.


  Theres a shed nearby, said Toni. Lets make sure there isnt a kennel man.


  They peered through the open door of the shed. A thickset man lay asleep with an empty bottle of whisky behind him. A pot of boiling water with horsemeat in it stood on the stove.
  Hes forgotten to feed them, said Harry, turning off the gas on the cooker.


  What on earth are the Bross-Tilkingtons doing with four Alsatians?


  They seem to be pretty rich. People get nervous these days. Harry took out a handkerchief and lifted the latch. My dad had an Alsatian once. Theyre really all right.
  Stand back! All theyll want is food.


  The gate swung open. The dogs sniffed. The evening air was full of the smells of food.


  The four dogs moved slowly out of the kennels. Then, moving as one dog, they leaped forward.


  Poor James looks as if he wants to die, said Bill Wong as a roll of drums heralded the start of the raffle.


  Felicitys mother, Olivia, walked up to a microphone in front of the band. She was a square-built sort of woman draped in peach silk. Her hair was so white and so rigidly lacquered it
  looked like a steel helmet.


  Now, ladies, she began. The moment you have all been waiting for. Beside her, with cheesy grins on their faces, stood five Naked Servants.


  And then the dogs erupted into the tent. One jumped on the buffet table while the others scrabbled to join it, finally pulling down the white tablecloth and sending plates of food flying. Guests
  were screaming and fleeing from the tent. Felicitys father was shouting for someone called Jerry.


  Outside the tent, the guests were making rapidly for their cars and soon the night air was full of the sound of revving engines.


  Agatha found Toni at her elbow. Lets get out of here, said Toni breathlessly.


  You didnt, did you?


  Dont ask. Just get in the car, said Toni.


  What I dont understand, said Agatha when she and Toni were lying in their beds later that night, is why James let things get so far?


  Maybe because he and Felicity were travelling a lot. He maybe didnt know just how awful his future in-laws would prove to be, said Toni, stifling a yawn. I mean,
  those Alsatians! Youd think a good burglar alarm system would be enough.


  I wish tomorrow were over, moaned Agatha. I wish I had a hat to hide under. I might nip out early tomorrow and see if I can buy one. Wheres this church,
  anyway?


  Its called Saint Botolphs, said Toni sleepily. Right in the centre of the village. We cant miss it. I saw it when we were driving to the
  party.


  James doesnt want to get married now, said Agatha. He told me.


  Then why doesnt he just do a runner? asked Toni.


  Hes in too deep, said Agatha miserably. I could kill that girl.


  Toni awoke next morning. There was a note on her pillow. Gone hat hunting. If Im late, dont worry. Ill take a cab to the church. Agatha.


  Agatha had done a lot for Toni. She had rescued her from a drunken home and had found her a flat and a car. So Toni felt slightly guilty at enjoying being free of Agathas often
  domineering presence for a short time at least.


  She washed and changed into a straw-coloured raw-silk suit. Toni glanced at the clock. No sign of Agatha. She didnt want to be late getting to the church. She had found out last night
  that there hadnt been a field set aside for the parking and because she was wearing very high-heeled sandals, she wanted to get as near the church as possible.


  At last she decided to leave. She met Bill Wong, who was staying at The Jolly Farmer as well.


  Wheres Agatha? he asked.


  Gone to buy a hat. She said not to wait for her. Shes taking a cab.


  Is she bearing up? I think shes hating all this.


  No, shes fine.


  Had you anything to do with letting those dogs out? demanded Bill.


  Me? No, of course not. Youre not on duty now, Bill.


  Those dogs could have savaged someone.


  But they didnt, did they?


  No, said Bill. Some sort of kennel man appeared and took them off.


  Outside the pub, Toni said hurriedly, Ive got to dash. I hope Agatha makes it on time.


  It was a warm spring day with only a few fleecy clouds on a pale blue sky. But despite the warmth of the day, the old church was cold and damp inside. Toni joined the Cotswold
  contingent, answering muttered demands as to where Agatha had got to.


  James appeared from the vestry with his best man, an old army friend, Tim Harrant. The vicar took his place. The organ played softly.


  Ill go out and see if I can find Agatha, whispered Roy, who was wearing a white suit and a white Panama hat.


  He looks like the man from Del Monte about to say yes, muttered Harry.


  The organ played on. The congregation shifted restlessly. There was a new arrival, but it was only the familys French friend, Sylvan Dubois.


  Suddenly Roy appeared, shouting from the church entrance, Shes coming!


  The organ music died away and the church was suddenly filled with the strains of Youll Never Walk Alone.


  Heads twisted round and then turned back in disappointment as only Agatha Raisin walked in, wearing a peculiar sort of toque embellished with pheasants feathers.


  She and Roy squeezed into the pew next to Toni. Whats happening? hissed Agatha. Wheres the bride?


  Dont know, said Bill. He turned and looked at the entrance. Here comes trouble. Toni, if you had anything to do with letting those dogs out, youre in for it
  now.


  Alarmed, Toni watched as a plain-clothes officer, followed by several policemen, walked up the aisle. The detective bent his head over Olivia Bross-Tilkington and said something. Her sudden
  shriek rose up to the hammer-beam ceiling.


  Then the detective faced the congregation. Miss Bross-Tilkington has met with an accident, he said. I want you to give your names to these police officers, but do not leave
  the area until we tell you, and hold yourselves ready for questioning.


  The vicar was trying to console Olivia Bross-Tilkington. Her frantic eyes raked the congregation, settling on Agatha, who had taken off her hat.


  Thats her! she screamed. Murderess! You killed my daughter!


  She burst into noisy tears and was led off into the vestry by the vicar.


  A table was carried to the entrance. Three policemen sat down behind it and began to take names and addresses as people left the church.


  Agatha slowly approached the table and started to give her name and address but only got as far as Agatha Raisin.


  Go back into the church and sit down until we are ready for you, Mrs Raisin, said the policeman.


  Dazed, Agatha went back and slumped down in a pew. What on earth had happened?


  Agathas friends waited in the pub lounge bar for news. Bill Wong had said he would stay behind and find out what had happened.


  The vicar, Mr Bloxby, said impatiently, Trust Mrs Raisin to get us into a mess.


  Its got nothing to do with her, protested Toni. She was out buying a hat.


  Bill Wong came in. Felicitys been shot, he said.


  There was a general cry of dismay.


  So wheres Agatha? asked Roy.


  She wont be long.


  Who on earth could possibly have shot Felicity? asked Toni.


  Need to wait for the police to get some ideas, said Bill.


  Isnt someone going to buy a drink? asked Charles. I could do with one.


  Thats very kind of you, said Roy. Mines a vodka and Red Bull.


  I didnt mean me, said Charles. There are too many of you.


  Well each buy our own, said Bill. He signalled to the barmaid. After he had given his own order, he went outside and phoned Mircester police headquarters on his mobile phone
  and explained that he might have to stay on for another day. He wanted to go back to the police station, but had been firmly sent away and told it was not his territory.


  At Mircester police headquarters, Detective Inspector Wilkes said to Detective Sergeant Collins, You take over the burglaries on the south side.


  Whats happened to Wong?


  Wilkes told her.


  Collinss eyes gleamed with malice. That Raisin female probably did it.


  Why?


  I happened to be passing Bills room and overheard him protesting that Agatha had not been stalking her ex-husband. But he would say that anyway, being a friend of hers. Now
  theres a motive for murder.


  Well, while we wait for more news, Collins, go about your duties, which, I may add, do not include listening in to other peoples private conversations.


  After two hours had passed and Agatha still had not put in an appearance, Bill Wong could not bear it any longer and left them to see if he could find out anything more.


  Its a good thing its a Saturday, commented Toni. Weve got detective agencies to run. Weve all got to be back by Monday.


  The day dragged on. They all went through to the pub dining room for dinner, with the exception of Patrick Mulligan. He was a retired policeman and said maybe he could get someone along at the
  station to tell him what was happening to Agatha. In the past, he had proved amazing at getting the police to open up to him.


  After dinner, they wearily went back to the bar. Just when they were all about to retire to bed, Patrick reappeared, looking grim.


  Theyre holding Agatha and James for questioning, he said.


  Why? demanded Charles. Surely they must know neither of them could have done it.


  Patrick shook his head. Theyve decided they might have been in it together. Theyre waiting for the full results of the autopsy. But they think it was a bullet from a gun
  fired through the window. The window was wide open and theres a big tree outside. They reckon someone climbed up that tree and shot her.


  Her father said that Felicity was in her wedding gown. She had gone up to her room to make sure her make-up was okay. He heard a shot but evidently people are always shooting rabbits and
  things in the woods round here, and Felicitys room is at the back of the house.


  What about the bridesmaids? Surely they heard something? said Roy.


  They had gone ahead to the church. Dad gets impatient and goes up to see whats keeping his daughter and finds her dead.


  That Frenchman, said Charles. He was late getting to the church.


  Sylvan Dubois? Hes got a cast-iron alibi. About the time they reckon she was being killed, he was filling up his car at a garage just outside Downboys and hes recorded on
  the CCTV camera as clear as day. He drives a bright red Jaguar. Plenty of people noticed it on the road from the garage to the church.


  But couldnt he have filled up the car, gone and killed Felicity and then appeared in the church? asked Toni.


  He was seen hurrying from his car straight to the church, said Patrick. No one saw him anywhere near the house.


  They cant hold James, said Mrs Bloxby. His best man was surely with him all morning.


  Ah, this is where it gets worse. He was seen walking and talking with Agatha in Downboys very early this morning.


  Charles half-rose. Id better get along there and make sure Agatha has a lawyer.


  Her lawyers arriving tomorrow and shes now refused to answer any more questions until he gets here. One of those wretched Naked Servants gave damning evidence that he
  overheard James saying he wished he could get out of the wedding, to which Agatha suggested, Shoot her?


  A groan went up. Toni turned to Harry. Im staying down here as long as it takes to get Agatha out of that police station. She turned to Patrick. If theyre
  still keeping her tomorrow, youd better go back with Phil and Mrs Freedman to keep things going. I hate the Bross-Tilkingtons, she said passionately. I hate their stupid vulgar
  gossiping Naked Servants. What sort of people keep four Alsatians around?


  Roy shifted uneasily in his seat. He owed his present position as a public relations officer for a City firm to the training and help he had got from Agatha when he used to work for her. Agatha
  had grown tired of the public relations business, and before setting up her own detective agency had sold up in London to take early retirement. Ive got an important meeting,
  he said. I cant stay after tomorrow.


  Oh, piss off then, you wanker, snapped Toni, her carefully elocuted vowels slipping back into her former local accent.


  Well, I never. Roy got to his feet and stalked off.


  Were all upset, said Mrs Bloxby. There is nothing more we can do tonight. Lets all go to bed.


  But Roy came back flanked by two detectives. One approached them and said, I am Detective Chief Inspector Boase. This is Detective Sergeant Falcon. This is a very serious case. The
  Bross-Tilkingtons are much respected in this area. We need to take statements from all of you. The owner of this pub has said we may use his office. He consulted a list. Miss Toni
  Gilmour?


  Toni stood up. Come with us.


  Toni followed them into the pub office, a small room furnished with a metal desk, two plastic chairs, three filing cabinets, and a large safe. On the wall behind the desk was a badly executed
  picture of the Sussex Downs.


  Boase was a tall man with a sagging grey face, grey hair and weak, watery eyes. Falcon was smaller and plump with black hair and surprising large blue eyes.


  Now, Miss Gilmour, began Falcon, what were your movements leading up to the wedding?


  Toni told him. Boase took out a cigarette and lit it and puffed a cloud of smoke up to fog the large no smoking sign on the wall.


  Do you still have the note Mrs Raisin left you?


  Im sure I have, said Toni.


  Well get it from you later. Now, we have reason to believe that Mrs Raisin was not happy about this marriage, that she is still obsessive about her ex-husband.


  I dont know of any reason to think that.


  Are you aware that Mrs Raisin followed Mr Lacey as far as the Ukraine and then Turkey?


  No, I was not, said Toni, taken aback. Agatha had merely told her that she had gone on holiday to Turkey, but nothing about having seen James anywhere. I certainly knew she
  had gone to Turkey on holiday, to Istanbul. But she had been there before and is fond of the city.


  The questioning went on. How long had she worked for Agatha before setting up a detective agency of her own?


  A tape recorder hummed on the desk. Toni began to feel really frightened for Agatha.


  Who would you say is Mrs Raisins closest friend?


  We are all close friends, said Toni, but I suppose you could say that Mrs Bloxby is the closest.


  Well have her in. Do not leave Hewes until we give you permission to do so.


  As Mrs Bloxby was told to go to the office, Toni sank down in a chair and said, Wed better get out in the morning and see if we can find out where she bought that
  hat. Then well try and trace her movements from there.


  Do they really want to waste time interviewing all of us? asked Charles.


  Looks like it, said Toni. Im going to bed so Ill be fresh enough in the morning to do some detective work. Lets say we all meet for breakfast at eight
  oclock  thats us detectives  me, Harry, Patrick and Phil. What about you, Charles?


  Charles smiled lazily. Im not a detective.


  Toni thought that she had never been able to figure Sir Charles out. He was a beautifully tailored figure of a man with neat features and fair hair. He was as self-contained as a cat. He came
  and went in Agathas life as he pleased. Bill had told Toni that he thought Charles and Agatha had once had an affair but Toni had never been able to see any signs of it.


  Bill tossed and turned that night. When he had phoned his headquarters again to say that he should be back in Mircester by Monday, Wilkes had demanded to know why he had been overheard saying
  Mrs Raisin had not been stalking her husband. Bill had described Agathas visit to the two battlefields and said it was because Agatha was competitive and wanted to impress her ex with her
  military knowledge. The fact that James Lacey had been there around the same time was sheer coincidence. Now, he felt he had been disloyal to Agatha.


  He wanted to stay on but had been told firmly by Boase that his help was not needed. As Bill had left the Hewes police station, he had seen Patrick deep in conversation with the desk sergeant.
  He had been going to approach him and then decided to leave Patrick to it.


  They all met in the dining room in the morning. Toni had a copy of the Yellow Pages and was marking off all shops likely to sell hats.


  The dining room door opened and a familiar voice said, Pour me a cup of black coffee, someone. Im knackered.


  They all stared with a mixture of relief and amazement as none other than Agatha Raisin walked up to their table.


  Wheres the hat? asked Roy and then gave a nervous giggle as Agathas bearlike eyes focused on him.


  Theyre holding it as evidence, said Agatha. Coffee, please. I wish I could have a cigarette. Stupid nanny state.


  So what happened? asked Toni. Did your lawyer get you out?


  No, my stupid hat got me out. I bought it in Delias Modes in the High Street. The salesgirl told me it was just like the one that the Duchess of Cornwall had worn for the French
  presidents visit to Windsor.


  It certainly looked like roadkill, sniggered Roy.


  It looked all right in the shop, snapped Agatha. Anyway, I still had time to go back to the pub and accompany Toni, but I wanted to be on my own to think. I got a cab out to
  Downboys and was going for a walk when I met James. We walked and talked. Then his best man came looking for him and they left for the church. I sat down on a bench. I wanted some more time to
  myself.


  Villagers passed me. A few stopped, looked at my hat, and asked, Arent you going to the church? The police had been doing a door-to-door in the village after the
  murder. So they collected evidence that I was where I said I was and the taxi driver confirmed taking me to Downboys. Of course all this took a long time to come in and they were reluctant to
  release their prime suspect.


  A policeman appeared and said, You all have to report to the police station to confirm your statements. You first, Mrs Raisin.


  Has my lawyer arrived?


  Yes, he is waiting for you.


  The day dragged on with interview after interview. At last, they found they were all free to leave. I wish I could have a word with James before we leave, Agatha fretted.


  Let it go, said Charles. Just be glad youre off the hook.


  Agatha and Toni went up to their room to pack. I hate to quit like this, said Agatha. Who on earth would want to kill Felicity?


  This is one we have to leave to the police.


  The phone rang. Agatha picked up the receiver. A voice strangled with tears said, This is Olivia Bross-Tilkington.


  Look, said Agatha defensively, Im terribly sorry for your loss, but 


  Im sorry for what I said in church, said Olivia. I want to hire you to find out who killed my daughter. Ive been checking up on you.


  I dont have the resources of the Hewes police, said Agatha cautiously.


  But you have found out things in the past that the police could not. Please, Mrs Raisin, come and stay as our guest.


  Is Mr Lacey there?


  He is leaving in the morning, which in the circumstances is the most unfeeling thing I have ever heard of.


  Agatha made up her mind. Ill be along in the morning.


  She put down the receiver and turned to Toni, her eyes gleaming. That was Olivia Bross-Tilkington. Shes engaged me to find out who killed her daughter.


  Want me to stay with you?


  No, Charles will do. Hes helped me before. Ill just phone him. But Charles was not in his room and a call to reception informed Agatha that he had already left.


  Ill stay, said Toni. For a bit anyway. Youll need an assistant. Ill run along and tell Harry to man the fort until Im back, and youd
  better get hold of Patrick and get him to take over your business.


  As Agatha and Toni drove to Downboys the next day, the weather had broken and a miserable drizzle was oozing down from a grey sky.


  Im not much looking forward to staying with them, said Toni.


  I was just thinking about that, said Agatha. I might suggest we continue to stay at the pub and just turn up every day. We have to find out more about Felicity. Damn James.
  I hope he hasnt left. Maybe he has some idea if she had any enemies.


  The large electronic gates to the Bross-Tilkingtons house were closed. Agatha groaned when she saw the press gathered outside.


  Reverse fast, she ordered Toni.


  When they were once more outside the village, Agatha phoned Olivia Bross-Tilkington and asked if there was a back way into the property. Then she turned the phone over to Toni, who scribbled
  down instructions.


  By approaching the village from a different angle, they found themselves outside a small lodge house where a man was waiting by the gates. He studied their car and then opened the gates.


  Odd, very odd, said Agatha as the car bumped up a narrow road leading to the back of the house. Why all this security?


  Yeah, said Toni. I wonder if they were afraid of something even before the murder.


  
    
  


  Chapter Three


  GEORGE BROSSTILKINGTON WAS waiting for them when they arrived. He was a thickset man with a pugnacious tanned face
  under a thatch of grey hair.


  I dont want you here! he said.


  But your wife  began Agatha.


  I dont care what my wife says. Shove off!


  Olivia appeared behind him. I invited Mrs Raisin, she said. I told you. She has the reputation of being a good detective and I want to know who killed our
  daughter!


  The police 


  I am not waiting for the local plods. Besides, Sylvan agrees with me.


  He what?


  Talking about me? Sylvan strolled into the hall. Agathas heart beat a little faster. Then she remembered the humiliation of that phone call to Paris.


  I encouraged Olivia to call in the services of Agatha, he said.


  Why?


  Why? mocked Sylvan. One would think you did not want the identity of the murderer to be discovered.


  Oh, do what you like, said George and stomped off.


  Im so sorry about that, said Olivia. Poor George is grieving and so he covers it up by getting angry. Her eyes were puffy with weeping. First,
  Ill show you to your room. I was only expecting you, Mrs Raisin.


  Call me Agatha. This is another detective, Toni Gilmour, who is going to assist me. But I think it would be better if we both continued to stay in Hewes. That way we can take a more
  objective view of things.


  Very well. Lets go into the lounge and discuss the matter.


  Toni looked around the drawing room, or lounge, as Olivia had called it. It certainly looked more like a hotel lounge than a room in a private house. There were little islands made up of
  polished tables and tapestry-upholstered chairs embellished with gilt paint on the woodwork. There was no fire burning on the hearth. Instead the grate was decorated with orange crinkled paper. On
  a table by the french windows stood a large vase of silk flowers. A polished yacht wheel emblazoned with the name CYNTHIA in gold letters hung over the fireplace. In one
  corner was a padded leather bar with glass shelves behind it full of all those odd bottles of drink that people usually collect on package holidays, and the shelves were illuminated with pink strip
  lighting.


  Sylvan, Agatha, Toni and Olivia sat down round one of the tables. Toni took out her notebook.


  Why is there a ships wheel over the fireplace? asked Toni.


  That was my husbands first boat. Cynthia was his first wife.


  What happened to her?


  She died of cancer.


  Agatha was painfully aware of Sylvan Dubois. He was every bit as attractive as she remembered, with his thick fair hair going slightly grey, his hooded eyes and his slim figure.


  Now, about your daughter, said Agatha. Did she have any enemies you can think of?


  Everybody adored her.


  Had she been married?


  No.


  But she was very beautiful, said Toni. Surely she must have had a lot of offers.


  Of course.


  So was there a rejected man who might have wanted to kill her? asked Agatha.


  It was the other way round, said Sylvan, his French accent light and mocking.


  What do you mean? demanded Toni.


  She was what you call a dumpee.


  And what does that expression mean exactly? demanded Agatha.


  It means she was engaged two times and two times the fellow called the engagement off.


  Sylvan, said Olivia, beginning to cry, if you were not a friend of my husbands I would ask you to leave.


  How did you come to be a friend of James Lacey? asked Agatha.


  I spilt some beer over him in a brasserie by accident. I apologized and we got talking. I gave him my card and said if he was ever in Paris again to look me up and I would buy him dinner.
  He did. I told him I was going to a friends party and took him along. That was where he met Felicity.


  Olivia dried her eyes. It was love at first sight, she said.


  How do you know the Bross-Tilkingtons? asked Toni.


  I was on holiday in Cannes. I met them there  oh  ten years ago and weve been friends ever since.


  What does Mr Bross-Tilkington do for a living? pursued Toni.


  George is retired, said Olivia. He dealt in real estate. Foreign properties, mostly.


  In Spain? asked Agatha.


  Yes, Spain and other countries.


  A lot of angry people have lost their homes in Spain. Theyve found out that the properties their flats were in had been built on agricultural land and after they had invested their
  life savings, the local Spanish council came along and bulldozed the buildings. A lot of them claim they had been tricked. The estate agents would say, Dont worry about a solicitor.
  Well supply one. And so they never found out about the danger until it was too late.


  None of that was going on when my George was selling houses, said Olivia angrily. May I remind you it was my dear daughter who was killed?


  I thought that maybe, said Agatha cautiously, someone might have wanted revenge on the family by killing the daughter.


  Nonsense!


  All right. Sylvan, are you sure that Felicitys two previous engagements were broken off by the men?


  So I was led to believe.


  Have you their names and addresses? Agatha asked Olivia.


  Ill get them for you. Olivia hurried out of the room. Then they all heard the doorbell and a voice saying, We are sorry to trouble you, Mrs Bross-Tilkington, but my
  forensic team would like another look at your daughters room. And if you are up to it today, we have some more questions to ask you and your husband. Oh, dont leave, Mr Dubois. You as
  well.


  When Olivia and Sylvan had left the room, Agatha whispered to Toni, Lets get out of here. See if that kennel man knows anything.


  They went out through the french windows. The rain had stopped but the lawn was spongy under their feet.


  I hope hes got the dogs safely locked up, said Agatha uneasily.


  Yes, I can see them prowling about behind the fence, replied Toni as they drew nearer to the kennels.


  Theres that little shed over there, said Agatha.


  As they approached the shed, a small burly man came out and stared at them.


  He wore a flat tweed cap, sports jacket, worn corduroy trousers and large battered black leather boots. His gnarled face had a squashed look, as if someone had put a heavy weight at some time on
  top of his head.


  What do you want? he called.


  Agatha approached him. Just a word, she said. Mrs Bross-Tilkington has asked me to investigate her daughters murder. Have you worked for the family long?


  Five years.


  May I know your name?


  Jerry Carton.


  I am Agatha Raisin and this is my assistant, Toni Gilmour. Can you suggest any reason why Felicity was murdered?


  Dunno.


  Why is there all this security? I mean, state of the art burglar alarms, electronic gates and those Alsatians?


  Jerry spat in the direction of Agathas feet. Its a wicked world, lady.


  But not that wicked, put in Toni. I mean, were you asked to be on your guard against any people in particular?


  Why dont you take your questions and shove them up 


  Now, now, admonished Agatha in her best Carsely Ladies Society manner. Ladies present.


  Oh, yeah. Where?


  Come on, said Toni. This moron doesnt know anything.


  Have you got a police record? asked Agatha.


  He took a menacing step towards her. Get out of here or Ill turn the dogs loose.


  Lets go, said Toni urgently, tugging at Agathas sleeve.


  Agatha reluctantly walked back with her to the house. She took out her mobile phone and called Patrick.


  Im still on the road back, said Patrick. Whats up?


  Nothing, said Agatha. I wondered if you could use your police contacts to find out if the kennel man here has a police record. His name is Jerry Carton.


  Ill try. Bills in the car in front of me on the motorway. Ill follow him to Mircester and see if hell look up the files.


  Agatha thanked him and rang off.


  She and Toni walked back into the drawing room. Toni looked around and sighed. This is not what I expected of the middle classes.


  Just like any other class, said Agatha. They come in all flavours and some of them are horrible.


  Did you read any Betjeman at school?


  Agatha thought of the violent comprehensive she had gone to, where most of the day was taken up fighting off bullies and trying to hear what teachers were saying above the racket made by the
  pupils in the classrooms.


  I hope youre not going to turn all intellectual on me, said Agatha. I used to get a lot of that from James. James, she suddenly thought, where are you now?


  Its the poet John Betjeman. I remember reading a poem, The Subalterns Love Song. Betjeman had a crush on a girl called Joan Hunter Dunn. She died recently at
  the age of ninety-two.


  What on earth has that to do with anything? grumbled Agatha.


  Well, said Toni, you know what things were like in my home. I had a picture of the middle classes as portrayed in that poem: a picture of secure, solid homes, money, adoring
  parents welcoming suitable young men to take me to the club dance. But its not like that at all.


  To be fair, said Agatha, the sorts of people who get into trouble so that we have to go detecting are usually not very normal. Then she thought of some of
  Jamess friends and repressed a shudder. She had to admit to herself that she had taken early retirement and moved to the Cotswolds because she had been following a dream of classy
  security.


  There are good people around, she added. Take Mrs Bloxby. People like that.


  Sylvan came into the room. This is all very tiresome, he said. Questions, questions, questions. And now I suppose you have more.


  Agatha glanced at her watch. Why dont I take you to lunch?


  That would be fine. And your pretty assistant?


  Agatha glared at Toni, who said hurriedly, Actually, if you dont mind Id rather go back into the town to find out what I can there.


  We can walk down to the pub, said Sylvan. Ive eaten there before. The foods quite good.


  The pub in the centre of Downboys was called The King Charles. A badly executed painting of Charles II swung in a rising wind outside the old inn. It was a Tudor building,
  whitewashed with black beams, bulging at the front with age.


  Theres a free table just over there, said Sylvan, propelling her towards it.


  Do they take an order for drinks here or do I have to go to the bar and get it?


  We get our drinks first and then a waitress will come round for our order.


  Ill get them, said Agatha. My treat. What are you having?


  A half of lager.


  The bar was blocked by villagers. One man turned round on his bar stool and saw her. He whispered something to his companions and they all swivelled round.


  If youve had a good look, said Agatha, then make way. I want to get my order in.


  They shuffled off their bar stools and left a space for her. Suddenly everyone fell silent. The barman was a small fussy man wearing a blazer, white shirt and cravat over grey flannels. His face
  was fake-tanned and his teeth cosmetically whitened. Agatha guessed  as it later turned out, correctly  that he was someone who had retired from show business to open a pub.


  She ordered a gin and tonic for herself and a half of lager for Sylvan and walked back to the table.


  A buzz of conversation rose again.


  Cheers, said Sylvan.


  Dont you ever speak French? asked Agatha. When she had dreamed about him, he had always murmured to her in French.


  When I am speaking to a French person, yes  otherwise, why bother? He handed her a menu. The roast beef and Yorkshire pudding is very good, he said.


  Agatha thought of her waistline, but she was very hungry, so she smiled and said she would try it.


  Sylvan raised a hand. A waitress promptly appeared.


  What will be your pleasure, sir?


  You, you gorgeous creature.


  The waitress, who was thin and spotty, giggled with delight. As if aware that Agatha Raisins eyes were boring into him, Sylvan gave the order. Agatha detested men who flirted with
  waitresses, or indeed anyone, whilst in her company.


  Im glad of this opportunity to talk to you, she said.


  He smiled. And I am glad of that.


  For a start, you know George Bross-Tilkington. Why all the security?


  Its become a dangerous world. Hes a rich man. There were several burglaries in the village a few years ago. Thats when he began to take precautions.


  And what of Felicity? Ill need to interview her two previous fiancs. Are you sure they broke off the engagements and not the other way around?


  So I was told. Would you like some wine?


  Just a short time ago, Agatha would have said yes, hoping for a romantic lunch, but now she was in full detective mode. No, thank you, she said. I want to keep a clear head.
  So what was Felicity really like?


  Very beautiful.


  I want to know about her character.


  I dont think she had much of a character. She worked so hard on her appearance  beauticians, hairdressers, personal trainer, all that.


  But James is an intelligent man. Surely beauty wasnt enough.


  Felicity had a special talent. Heres our food. I am very hungry. Lets leave the questioning for a little.


  The roast beef was delicious. Agatha ate a bit but then she felt she simply could not wait to find out what Felicitys special talent had been.


  What talent? she demanded.


  She was very good in bed.


  Agatha slowly put down her knife and fork. How do you know?


  He gave a very Gallic shrug and his eyes sparkled with amusement.


  You mean, you had her?


  Again that shrug. Oh, James, thought Agatha miserably, was I not good in bed?


  But that was surely not enough, she protested. He told me he wanted out of the marriage.


  Ah, but he is an honourable man. The date was set, the ring was on the finger. He is much older than Felicity and runs on a different set of ethics. Now, if Felicity had changed her mind,
  she would have cancelled the wedding even at the last minute.


  Did she love him?


  Felicity had so much self-love there was not room for anyone else.


  Bitch! said Agatha. Her eyes filled with tears.


  He leaned across the table and took her hand in a warm clasp. You must care very deeply for your ex-husband.


  Its not that, said Agatha furiously. Whatever I felt for James is long gone.


  She could not explain that the whole business was making her feel old and frumpy. Also, she reminded herself that James had divorced her. No honour there. No sticking to the marriage vows.


  Eat your lunch, he said gently.


  I think Ive had enough, said Agatha, pushing her plate away. I should get back to the house.


  Have a coffee and brandy. You need it. Je ten prie.


  Agatha pulled herself together. Good detectives surely didnt emote all over the place. Patrick and Phil, for example, went doggedly on with their work. Bill Wong, even in the throes of a
  broken romance, never let emotion cloud his judgement. It was all to do with increasing age, she thought miserably. That awful feeling of losing powers of attraction, of growing wrinkles, nasty
  little face hairs, and a stomach that kept insisting on dropping slowly south were all very demoralizing. She must stop regarding Sylvan as a Frenchman she had thought attractive and stick
  rigorously to her job.


  Toni meanwhile had secured the names and addresses of Felicitys ex-fiancs. The first one was Bertram Powell and he worked as a solicitor in Hewes.


  His secretary, a plump young woman with lacquered hair and a power suit, asked if she had an appointment and when Toni said she hadnt one, the secretary gave a thin smile and said Mr
  Powell was busy all that day.


  Toni glanced at her watch. Lunchtime. No sound from the inner office. She thanked the secretary and left.


  She began to check the restaurants near the solicitors office, asking in each one for Mr Powell. She struck lucky at a steak house in one of Hewess cobbled lanes that led down to
  the river Frim. The matre d, assuming that Toni was joining Bertram Powell for lunch, escorted her to his table.


  Hello, said Toni, holding out her hand.


  He rose from his seat, looking puzzled. He shook her hand. The matre d held out a chair for Toni and she sank down into it.


  Who the hell are you? demanded Bertram. He was much older than Toni had expected him to be. She thought he might be approaching fifty. His face was broad and pugnacious and his
  nose looked as if it had been broken at one time. His hair was black and sleek, as black as his small eyes.


  I am a private detective investigating the murder of Felicity Bross-Tilkington.


  Bertram looked suddenly amused. Go on with you. Youre a child.


  Toni handed over her card. Dont be put off by appearances. I am very good at my job.


  A waiter hovered with a menu. Have you something uncomplicated, like steak and chips? asked Toni.


  Of course.


  Toni ordered a well-done steak and chips and a bottle of mineral water. I do not expect you to pay for my lunch, Mr Powell.


  I should hope not. I cant tell you anything about Felicity. We were engaged some time ago.


  Why did you break off the engagement? You were the one to end it, werent you?


  Yes.


  Why?


  Id rather not say.


  The waiter brought Tonis steak. The speed with which it arrived was a bad sign, she thought. It had probably been sitting up on a hot plate in the kitchen for ages. The waiter was an
  extremely good-looking young man with slim hips. Bertram eyed him appreciatively as he walked away.


  Tonis eyes sharpened and she studied Bertrams clothes. He was wearing a dark suit, striped shirt and silk tie, all suited to his job. The suit was exquisitely tailored.


  Why are you staring at me like that? demanded Bertram.


  I was wondering whether you were gay, said Toni.


  You cheeky little . . . Oh, for heavens sake, yes, if it does you any good.


  And that was why you broke off the engagement?


  Yes, her father found out. I didnt know hed put a private detective on to me.


  So why did you break off the engagement and not her?


  She wanted to go through with it. She told her father thats what she wanted. I had only just discovered I was gay.


  But what about sex?


  Felicity thought about little else. She pointed out that we had never had any trouble in that department and that the invitations to the wedding had all been sent out. But I insisted
  everything was off. George Bross-Tilkington was furious. The Bross-Tilkingtons, when you get to know them, are as common as muck. Georges father, old Harry Bross, was a scrap merchant down
  the East End of London. Tilkington was his wifes maiden name. He relished the idea of being the sort of squire of Downboys with his daughter marrying a solicitor. He said a good psychiatrist
  would soon sort me out. I refused.


  So he spread it around the town that I was homosexual. I thought that was me finished, but it backfired on him because I began to get all the gay law cases in town. And were near
  enough to Brighton, Englands San Francisco. Dont mess with the Brosses, young lady. Theyre a scary bunch.


  Anything criminal?


  Not that I know of. George seems to have made a legitimate pile of money out of the real estate business in Spain.


  Have you heard any rumours about why they have so much security at their home?


  No. Its not unusual. Lots of crime around, and people with money get scared of burglars.


  When were you engaged to Felicity?


  Eight years ago.


  And there was someone after you who called it off. Ernest Wheatsheaf Do you know where I can find him?


  At the Southern Bank in the High Street. Hes the bank manager. Bertram called for the bill. He asked for a separate receipt, paid his bill, and hurried off. Toni finished as much
  of her steak as she could, remembered to switch off the powerful tape recorder in her open handbag under the table, paid her bill and went out in search of the Southern Bank.


  Sylvan watched Agatha from under his heavy-lidded eyes as she excused herself and went to the toilet to freshen up. She had a nice high bottom and very long legs, he thought
  appreciatively, and she exuded an air of very strong sensuality of which she seemed totally unaware. Perhaps a little fling might brighten up his visit. George had begged him to stay on.


  At the bank, Toni demanded to see the manager, and was told that he was too busy and someone else would need to deal with her.


  Thats a pity, said Toni. Ive just won the lottery and 


  Oh, wait here, said the woman at the desk by the door. I think hell want to see you.


  In three minutes time, Toni was ushered into Ernest Wheatsheafs imposing office. He was a tall thin man with greying hair. Like Bertram, Toni guessed he must be pushing fifty. Why
  had Felicity never gone for men her own age?


  Ernest seized Tonis hand in a warm clasp. It will be a pleasure to handle your affairs, Miss . . .?


  Gilmour. Toni handed over her card. He studied it, his eyebrows almost disappearing into his hairline. I am actually a private detective hired by Mrs Bross-Tilkington to
  find out who murdered her daughter.


  Then leave my office immediately! You got in here under false pretences.


  Look, Mr Wheatsheaf, said Toni, you may as well practise on me because I am sure you will soon be interviewed by the police.


  He had half-risen to his feet. He sank back into his chair.


  Why?


  You were engaged to Felicity. Theyll want to make sure it was you who called off the wedding.


  But what has that to do with murder?


  Theyll be checking out everyone who might have had a grudge against Felicity.


  You are very young to be a detective.


  Toni opened her briefcase and took out a file with newspaper cuttings. Have a look at those, she said.


  He flicked through the newspaper cuttings, reports of Tonis successes. Although they had been due in the main to the detective work of Agatha Raisin, Toni was prominently featured because
  she was the most photogenic.


  You seem to know your job, miss, said Ernest, but I cannot see how this murder has anything to do with me.


  You seem to me an intelligent man and someone in an important position in this town, said Toni, giving him a charming smile. Its not that the murder has anything to
  do with you  of course not  its just that you knew Felicity and sometimes  quite often, in fact  the character of the person who has been murdered can give a clue
  as to the reason for the murder.


  The weather outside was clearing up. A shaft of sunlight shone through the office window and gilded the fair cap of Tonis hair.


  Ernest suddenly smiled. I can only give you ten minutes but I will do my best. Did you know Felicity?


  No, but her fianc invited me to the wedding. She was very beautiful.


  She was quite plump and she had brown hair when I was engaged to her.


  When was that?


  Let me see, about five years ago. She seemed fresh and innocent and eager to please. I thought she would make a very good wife.


  You werent in love with her?


  I found her very suitable, he said repressively. A man in my position must be careful whom he weds.


  So what happened?


  I found her too . . . er . . . demanding.


  You mean sex?


  He actually blushed.


  Well, yes. It struck me as not being very ladylike. She was furious when I broke off the engagement. In fact, her mother and father threatened me with all sorts of lawsuits. Then she went
  off with her parents to somewhere on the Continent. When she returned a long time after, I forget how long, she had transformed herself into a beauty.


  Wondering whether Ernest might be gay as well as Bertram, Toni asked, Are you married now?


  Yes, indeed, and very happily.


  Can you think of anything to do with Felicity that might drive someone to murder her?


  He said drily, Perhaps her present fianc found that murder was the only way of getting out of the marriage.


  What about the Bross-Tilkingtons? Anything there?


  Ernests secretary put her head round the door. Mr Barnstaple is complaining that you are keeping him waiting, sir.


  Show him in. Good day, Miss Gilmour. I really must get back to work.


  An hour later, Toni and Agatha met up in their room at the pub. Toni had phoned Agatha, telling her it would be a good idea to come back and listen to the two taped
  interviews.


  Its all very odd, said Agatha, after she had heard the tapes. I must talk to James.


  Are you going to phone him now?


  No. I talked to Mrs Bloxby this afternoon and she said he was back in Carsely. I want to talk to him face to face. Ill leave now and come back tomorrow. See what you can find out
  about Sylvan Dubois. Thats an odd sort of friendship. Keep trying to get Olivia on her own. You shouldnt be too much troubled by the press. Theres been a double murder over in
  Brighton, so most of them have hurried off there. Youd better rent a car.


  Back to the Cotswolds drove Agatha, back down the leafy roads leading to Carsely. She was assailed with a sudden longing to forget about the whole thing. Her excellent cleaner, Doris Simpson,
  had been looking after her beloved cats in her absence. How wonderful it would be just to go to bed, have a long lie-in in the morning, and spend a lazy day reading books and playing with her
  cats.


  The old mellow stone houses of the village of Carsely glowed in the late-evening light. The weather was unusually warm and the little gardens were heavy with blossom.


  She parked in front of her cottage and went in to a sulky reception from her cats. She patted them but they oiled away from her and stood expectantly in front of the garden door. She let them
  out, went upstairs and refreshed her make-up, and then walked next door and rang the bell.


  James answered it. They stood looking at each other for a moment and then James said quietly, Come in, Agatha.


  Agatha walked into the familiar room and sank down on the sofa, biting back a yelp as her arthritic hip gave a nasty twinge.


  James slumped down in his favourite armchair by the fireplace. What a mess, he said.


  Why didnt you stay on? asked Agatha.


  Because I had to get away from George and Olivia. At first they accused me of the murder and after I was cleared by the police, the atmosphere was still hellish.


  You could have booked in at The Jolly Farmer with us, said Agatha.


  He said in a low voice, I had to get away. You have no idea what a fool I feel.


  Well, Olivia has hired me to find out who killed her daughter and Im going to do it, so I need some clue as to why someone would want to bump her off. What was she like?


  Very beautiful, as you know. She seemed to adore me. I was flattered by the way she hung on my every word. It was only on that Ukraine trip that I began to slowly realize that when I was
  talking, she was usually thinking of something else.


  Toni interviewed her two ex-fiancs. The first said he broke off the engagement because he was gay, the second because he found her too sexually demanding.


  Now thats ridiculous. Felicity was in fact rather shy.


  But the gay chap said she was oversexed and Sylvan Dubois said she was hot stuff between the sheets.


  There was a long silence while James stared at Agatha. Are you sure about this? he said at last.


  Three of them are surely right.


  Good heavens! She was old-fashioned maidenly towards me. Said we should wait until after we were married.


  James, in this day and age? Didnt you find that a bit odd?


  I was dazzled by her appearance and she seemed so sweet and innocent. When she went for you at that party, I could hardly believe it. But I had already discovered that she was extremely
  stupid, on the cusp of being mentally retarded. I would guess she had received practically no education at all. I had already approached George and told him I did not think I would make a suitable
  husband and he threatened me with every lawsuit under the sun and said if I broke his daughters heart, he would kill me.


  Let me think, said Agatha. I gathered from your engagement party that Sylvan was a friend of yours, and yet he seems to be pretty close to Olivia and George. How did you
  meet him?


  I met him by accident in a brasserie. He spilled beer over me. We began to chat and I found him very amusing. We became friends. Then the next time I was in Paris, he invited me to a
  party at his friends apartment and it was there that I met Felicity.


  Could you have been set up?


  Conspiracy theories, Agatha? I could simply have been polite to the girl and left. The whole mess was entirely my fault.


  When did you propose?


  Two days after I first met her. Im a silly old fool, but it all seemed so romantic  Paris and the most beautiful girl in the world on my arm. Dont glare at me like
  that, Agatha. Youve made a fool of yourself in the past. What about the last one who turned out to be a murderer?


  Charles has been gossiping.


  No, Bill Wong. He worries about you.


  Did you get any hint of a rejected lover anywhere?


  Not even a whiff. I didnt even know about her previous engagements.


  Why dont you come back to Hewes with me, urged Agatha. We could go detecting like we did before.


  Im sorry, Agatha, I have a heavy writing schedule and I just want to forget about the whole thing.


  Agatha got to her feet, her small eyes boring into him. Well, I think youre a wimp, she yelled and stormed out.


  Angry tears ran down her face as she let herself into her cottage. It had been humiliating to hear her ex-husband burbling on about how beautiful Felicity had been and romantic Paris.


  Then she sniffed the air. Cigarette smoke! And she hadnt lit up a cigarette since she got back.


  She took out her mobile phone to call the police and backed towards the front door.


  Is that you, Aggie? called a familiar voice from the kitchen.


  Charles!


  Agatha put away her phone and went into the kitchen, scrubbing at her eyes with a handkerchief as she went.


  Charles was sitting at the kitchen table, smoking a cigarette from a packet of Bensons Agatha had left on the counter. He had the keys to Agathas cottage and dropped in and out as he
  pleased. Agatha had once tried to stop him, but then realized that often she was lonely and Charless company was better than none.


  Charles looked at Agathas red eyes. Been calling on James?


  Yes, pass me one of my cigarettes.


  So what did he say about Felicity?


  She appears to have had the reputation, according to two previous fiancs, not to mention that Frenchman, of being a nymphomaniac. But surprise, surprise. No sex for James till
  after the wedding.


  She may have been a nymphomaniac, but I think she was a narcissist as well. She wanted to star on her wedding day. She probably pictured herself in white and pearls going up the aisle. Do
  you mean to say she was turned down before because of too much sex? Hard to believe.


  Trust you to think so. The first fianc was gay, and the second, I gather from Toni, a stuffy bank manager who thought it was all not very naice.


  Charles leaned back in his chair and blew a lazy smoke ring up to the beamed ceiling. I once knew this girl who was really hot stuff, he said. Got herself a reputation
  around the county. After her last affair was ended and no ring on her finger, I met her at a party. She was a little bit drunk and she confided in me that according to any future man, she was going
  to be the complete virgin. And she did eventually get married. Men can be stuffier than you think, and the old ways still apply  why marry when you can get it all and more without any
  responsibility whatsoever?


  But James is an intelligent man! Why did he leave things until it was too late? He said hed discovered she was very stupid.


  Stupid as a fox, Aggie. She looked gorgeous. Very flattering to a man of Jamess age to have an adoring piece of arm candy. Maybe he wanted children. Felicity was well within the
  child-bearing age. The idea of a son or daughter to carry on the Lacey name maybe blinded him. You never would face up to it, you know, that for a man of Jamess age to still be a bachelor
  meant there was something wrong.


  He married me, Agatha pointed out.


  We all know youre unique. Tell me how he met Felicity?


  Agatha told him what she knew.


  He could have been set up. Do be careful of Sylvan.


  Why? Do you think hes the murderer?


  No, but I think hes a lightweight philanderer.


  It takes one to know one, Charles.


  He smiled. Doesnt it just.


  They sat in silence for a while. Then Agatha said, Id better get back there tomorrow, but Ill call on Mrs Bloxby in the morning before I go.


  Ill come with you, said Charles. He stretched and yawned. Im off to bed. Have they found the gun?


  Patrick says they found the bullet but not the gun. They estimate it came from a Smith & Wesson 686SSR. He says its got a stainless-steel cylinder, L-shaped, and can shoot from
  twenty-five yards. Im off to bed. You do treat my cottage like a hotel, said Agatha crossly.


  Admit it. Youre glad of the company.


  
    
  


  Chapter Four


  MRS BLOXBY WAS eager to hear their news when they called on her the following morning. When they had finished, she said,
  But surely there must be a lot of forensic evidence. If someone climbed that tree, they must have left traces of fibres or hair on the bark.


  Its hard to know anything when one isnt a member of the police force, grumbled Agatha. Im going back down there today.


  Mr Mulligan seems to be able to extract information, said Mrs Bloxby. Wouldnt it be better to send him back there?


  But Agatha felt that she was the one who had been employed to find the murderer and didnt want an employee to steal any of the glory. He needs to run things in the
  office, she said. Ill call in on him before I leave for Downboys. Anyway, its hardly like one of those CSI programmes. Itll take them ages to get any forensics
  results out of the lab.


  Must have been someone who knew the family well, said Charles. I mean, the murderer knew about the bedroom and about that tree. You said she hadnt been having any sex
  with James and she was a bit of a nympho, so she might have been getting it somewhere else, say, from a lover who was in the habit of nipping up that tree and into her bedroom window. What kind of
  tree is it?


  Its an old cedar, said Agatha. You could practically walk up it, and theres great concealment with all those heavy branches.


  If she was that good in bed, Charles pointed out, someone could have become obsessed with her, someone her father wouldnt dream of letting her marry. She may have
  been the bicycle of the village.


  Sir Charles! admonished Mrs Bloxby.


  Its a good point. Agatha sighed. Id better get going. Coming with me, Charles?


  Maybe Ill follow you down.


  Patrick gloomily said that he didnt have much further news, although he had already phoned his contact in Hewes that morning. All he could say was that Jerry did not
  seem to have a criminal record and the police were combing the grounds and dredging the river.


  What river? asked Agatha.


  The river Frim. Its at the boundary of the property. Bross keeps a boat there.


  Agatha checked and found that Patrick and Phil seemed to be coping well and set off on the long journey to Downboys. She stopped on the way for a greasy breakfast, having not bothered to eat
  anything earlier. She phoned Toni and asked her to meet her at the pub at one oclock.


  Toni was in the pub lounge bar. She jumped up as Agatha came in and said, Ive lots of news. Did you find out anything?


  Only the make of gun and that the cedar tree was ideal for concealment and also that forensics will take ages to find anything.


  Tonis eyes gleamed. But the scene of crimes operatives found lots and Im not surprised. They found hairs and traces of fibres from different sets of clothing, beer cans and
  chewing gum.


  What! Have we got an amateur murderer?


  No, weve got the village boys. I chatted up some of the local youth in the pub last night. It seems that dear Felicity was in the habit of doing a slow striptease with the lights
  on and the window open before she went to bed.


  But the dogs! All that security!


  They laughed and said the dogs were pussycats and Jerry is such a drunk he often passes out and forgets to feed them. They take along dog biscuits and meat and things and theyve
  made pets of the beasts. They said you can sneak in and up to the house from the river side. They stopped laughing when I told them that the police were collecting every bit of evidence from in and
  around that tree.


  Did they ever see anyone actually getting into her bedroom by the window?


  One of them, Bert Trymp, a bit older than the others, said one night he was going to try because, to put it in his charming words, she must be gagging for it. Its too difficult to
  leap from the tree to the window, so he carried along a ladder one night and up he went while his mates watched from the tree. Felicity sees his head and shoulders rising above the window and
  screams the place down.


  Bert is arrested but when Felicitys nightly striptease starts to come out, Bross-Tilkington drops the charges fast, makes a donation to the police widows-and-orphans fund, and the
  striptease stops.


  When was this?


  Two weeks before the wedding.


  Are the police questioning Bert?


  I dont know. Gosh, if this comes out in the press, poor James is really going to look like a sucker. No wonder her father was desperate to get her married off


  And what about Jerry? Why wasnt he fired?


  I thought maybe you could find out something from Olivia Bross. Im going to drop the Tilkington. Such a mouthful. Was James able to be any help?


  Not in the slightest, said Agatha bitterly. She played the virgin with him. No sex until after were married. I just dont understand James at all.


  Beautiful people get away with a lot, said Toni, and Felicity was so very beautiful.


  Agatha fought back an irrational impulse to cry.


  Lets go and see Olivia, she said. Are the press still around? Do we need to go the back way?


  No, we can use the front. Only a couple of local fellows.


  Agatha phoned Olivia as they were almost at the villa and told her to open the electronic gates. The rain was falling steadily as they arrived. Toni got out to phone on the intercom, ignoring
  the questions of two sodden reporters. The gates opened and they drove in. The reporters tried to follow but were shooed back by a policeman on duty outside.


  Agatha fretted that the only real bits of investigation had come from Toni and Patrick. She was determined to take over the questioning of Olivia.


  I wonder who cleans this place, whispered Toni. I mean, Im sure Olivia cant clean it all herself


  I should have thought of that, Agathas mind grumbled. But she saw a way of getting rid of Toni. Why dont you leave Olivia to me, she said, and go back into the
  village and ask around.


  Wouldnt it just be easier to ask Olivia who cleans for her? said Toni reasonably. Then Ill take off and question her.


  Oh, all right. Agatha rang the bell. Olivia answered the door herself.


  Oh, do come in, she said eagerly. Have you any news?


  A few leads, said Agatha. I would like to ask a few more questions.


  Lets go into the lounge.


  Before we do that, would you please give us the name of anyone who cleans for you?


  I dont see how that can be of any help, but there are two women, Mrs Fellows and Mrs Dimity. They live together in a cottage called Strangeways behind the church.


  Ill be off then, said Toni. Back later.


  Olivia and Agatha went into the drawing room. Would you like tea or something? offered Olivia.


  No, thank you. I wanted to ask you about that business about the local boys climbing up that tree and watching Felicity as she got ready for bed.


  That was disgusting! cried Olivia. My poor innocent daughter.


  What I really want to know is why your man, Jerry, wasnt sacked after that. Hes supposed to be protecting the house.


  Olivia looked uncomfortable. Hes so loyal to my husband and he swore it would never happen again.


  Now, in the case of both of Felicitys previous engagements, it appears the first was broken off because the man found he was homosexual and the second, because the bank manager
  found Felicitys desire for lots of sex rather off-putting.


  Thats disgusting and none of it is true. It was George, my husband, who declared they werent suitable. Like me, he wanted only the best for Felicity. I can only assume that
  both men are so furious at being rejected that they are now making up stories.


  Could Olivia really be so naive? wondered Agatha.


  Is your husband at home? she asked.


  He has gone out in his boat with Sylvan. He said he needed to get away for a bit.


  Without you?


  Im hopeless. I get so dreadfully seasick.


  Agatha experienced a rare feeling of claustrophobia. The room was overheated, the long windows were steamed up, and Olivia seemed to exude sentimental stickiness from every pore. Agatha reminded
  herself severely that the woman facing her had just lost her daughter.


  I think Id like to have a word with this Bert Trymp. Is he in the village?


  He works at the garage, but hes a coarse fellow and will say anything.


  Agatha was glad to be outside again. The rain was slackening off. It wasnt all that cold and yet Olivia had the central heating blasting away. The more she thought about
  Olivias lack of knowledge of her daughters sex life, the more puzzled she became. George Bross seemed a very domineering sort of man. Perhaps Olivia was simply a doting mother who
  gladly accepted her husbands interpretation of things.


  She drove the short distance to the garage. There was a small showroom to one side, displaying secondhand cars for sale. Behind the pumps was an office where customers paid for their petrol.
  There was no shop in the garage selling groceries. Possibly the grocery store directly opposite had protested at any such idea. She asked an elderly man who was cleaning up discarded rubbish where
  she could find Bert Trymp. In the workshop, he replied. Round the back.


  Holding her umbrella over her head and sidestepping oily puddles, Agatha made her way round to the shed at the back.


  She asked a man in dirty blue overalls if she could speak to Bert Trymp. Bert! roared the man, making Agatha jump. A young man emerged from the shadows at the back of the shed. He
  had a face like a younger John Bull: wide mouth, stocky figure, beer gut. You that detective? he asked.


  Thats me, said Agatha. Is there anywhere we can talk privately?


  Pubs open, said Bert hopefully.


  Bit early for drink, isnt it? asked Agatha.


  Thats why the publl be quiet-like.


  Okay, ask your boss for permission.


  Dont need to. Me das the boss.


  The pub was quiet, with only two hardened drinkers propping up the bar. Agatha ordered a tonic water for herself and a pint of real ale for Bert. They sat down at a table as
  far away from the bar as possible. After Bert had taken a huge mouthful of ale, Agatha asked him, I believe you got into some trouble over Felicity.


  Well, that were her doing. Egging us all on, like.


  The place is well guarded. How was she to guess that you and some randy schoolboys were watching her undress?


  Theres undressing and theres undressing, know what I mean? Her was doing more of a striptease, like. Taking every little bit off slow as slow.


  She still may not have known she was being watched.


  Oh, yeah? Well, one night, her shouts out, Shows over, boys, and pulls the curtains close. Thats a come-on. I thought, Ill have her, that I will. So
  next night, I gets a ladder and climbs up. She screams and yells. We all run for it, but the police are round the next day. Then I gets a visit from old man Bross. He says if it ever happen again,
  hell kill me, but he isnt going to charge me. Im telling you, after that I kept real clear.


  Have you any idea at all who might have killed her? asked Agatha.


  He scratched his head of thick brown hair. See, its like this. Her was provo . . . pro . . .


  Provocative?


  Thats the word. Right little prick teaser. Now, if her ad been found in the woods, like, strangled and raped and all, well, everyone would like, say, herd been asking
  fer it. But shot! Youd best be asking around for folks with guns.


  Meanwhile, Toni was sitting in the parlour of the cosy cottage belonging to Mrs Fellows and Mrs Dimity. Over cups of tea, she had learned that the pair were widows and had
  moved in together to pool expenses. Either they had always looked alike, or proximity and age had given them the appearance of sisters. Both looked to be in their late fifties, and they both had
  the same tightly permed grey hair, round comfortable figures, and small twinkling eyes.


  But we dont know who could have killed Miss Felicity, and thats a fact, said Mrs Fellows, unless it was that fianc of hers.


  Mr Lacey? Why him? asked Toni.


  The women looked at each other uneasily and then Mrs Dimity said earnestly, Well, seeing as how youre investigating for Mrs Bross . . .


  You just call her Mrs Bross?


  Her full names such a mouthful. Like I was saying, on account of that Mr Lacey there were lots of shouting and rows. When Mr Lacey heard about them Naked Servants, he hit the roof
  and called Mrs Bross vulgar. Mr Bross tried to punch him but Mr Lacey pushed him down into a chair and said hed changed his mind and he didnt want to get married. Miss Felicity cried
  something awful. Mr Bross threatened Mr Lacey with breach of promise and everything else. At last Mr Lacey said, tired-like, Dont cry, Felicity. Ill go through with it.
  And Miss Felicity brightened up no end and starts talking about arrangements for the wedding with her mother. To my way of thinking, Miss Felicity was always a bit simple.


  Why all the tight security? asked Toni.


  Its always been like that since they came here. But we know on the day of the wedding, them dogs were locked up and the gates were standing open, ready for the bride to be driven
  to church, said Mrs Dimity. After the local lads were caught spying on Miss Felicity, thats when Mr Bross went raging to Jerry and said he wasnt doing his job right. But
  there were always burglar alarms all over the place and security lights.


  How did the boys get past the security?


  They came in from the river, said Mrs Fellows.


  Are there many boats on the river?


  A few. Mr Bross, he wanted to claim the part of the river at the bottom of his property as private property, but he couldnt get to do that because its a sort of right of way
  for other boats going down to the coast.


  So on the day of the murder, said Toni eagerly, someone could have come by boat and 


  Mrs Fellows interrupted her. No, no. Think about it. If anyone had arrived that way carrying a gun in broad daylight, they would have been seen walking up from the river and across the
  garden.


  Was Felicity maybe cheating on Mr Lacey? suggested Toni.


  Dont think she had the time, and thats a fact, said Mrs Dimity. Mrs Bross said they were always travelling here and there. They hadnt been engaged that
  long. Mind you, during the winter, Mr Lacey went off on his own for about six weeks and Felicity and her parents went to Spain.


  To do business?


  No, just for a holiday, they said. Mind you, we had to keep on cleaning, said Mrs Fellows. Mrs Bross said she didnt want to see a bit of dust when she got back. Wait
  a bit. I member Jerry went with them and some man came to look after the grounds and the dogs. What was his name, Ruby?


  Mrs Ruby Dimity sat in thought. Then she said, Got it. Sean was his name. Just Sean. Didnt learn any other name. Irish as the pigs of Derry, he was.


  What was he like?


  Hard to tell. Kept himself to himself. Didnt even come up to the kitchen for a cup of tea. Tall chap. Youngish. Well, young to us. Maybe about thirty. Brown hair, plain face,
  nothing special, but very fit. Hed walk those dogs for miles.


  Although Toni persevered for a while with more questions, she couldnt get any more information out of them.


  As she was leaving their cottage, her mobile rang. It was Agatha. Find out anything?


  A little bit, said Toni. Where are you?


  In the pub. Berts just left.


  Ill join you.


  You first, said Agatha when Toni sat down beside her. Toni told her about Sean. Agatha brightened. Well, at least thats someone new to pursue.
  Well get back to Olivia and find out where he is, where they got him from. Anything else?


  Im afraid our two cleaning ladies think it might be James. They heard James having one hell of a row over the Naked Servants and saying he wanted out of the engagement and Bross
  tried to punch him and then threatened him. Felicity began to cry and James at last said he would go ahead with it.


  If the police havent got that bit of information yet, they soon will, said Agatha gloomily.


  What about Bert?


  Not much use, except that he said Felicity wasnt just undressing, she was actually well aware of her watchers and doing a striptease.


  Cow!


  Exactly She was the full moo, believe me. Lets get back to the house of horrors and see if we can get an address for Sean.


  Olivia looked puzzled for a moment and then her face cleared. Oh, Sean Fitzpatrick. I remember. He lives on his boat down at the marina in Hewes.


  What is the name of his boat? asked Agatha.


  I cant remember.


  Where is the marina?


  Im not very good at directions. But anyone in Hewes will tell you.


  Thats odd, said Agatha as they drove off.


  Whats odd? asked Toni.


  Well, the funeral should be soon, as soon as they release the body. But Olivia looked quite perky, considering her precious daughter is not long dead.


  Maybe shes just putting a brave face on it, said Toni. Actually, she does look as if shes full of some sort of pills. Shes probably on a heavy dose of
  antidepressants. No ones supposed to grieve these days. Lets find this Sean.


  After asking in Hewes for directions to the marina, they found it at the foot of a long winding cobbled street. Various expensive-looking yachts bobbed at anchor along with smaller craft. There
  was a small stone jetty and on the shore were several trendy boutiques and cafs with tables outside where a few brave people crouched over cups of coffee in a blustery wind.


  Theres an office on that jetty, said Agatha as they both got out of the car. Well try there.


  In the office, a man who looked as if he were dressed for the part of a nautical extra in a film sat behind a desk. He wore what Agatha had seen advertised as a genuine Greek
  fishermans hat on his head and a white Aran sweater over a tattersall shirt with a silk cravat tucked into the neckline. Although surely aware of them standing in front of him, he
  continued to write something on a pad.


  Agatha waited a few minutes and then said crossly, Okay, youve impressed us with the fact that you are a busy man. Weve got it. Were suitably impressed. We want to
  ask you a few questions.


  He looked up, feigning tolerant amusement, and tipped his chair back. He had a craggy face with deep pouches under his eyes. Want a boat?


  No, said Agatha. Or rather, a particular boat. Sean Fitzpatricks.


  Whats he been up to now? Seduced your daughter?


  We are private detectives. I am Agatha Raisin and this is Toni Gilmour. We have been hired by Mrs Bross-Tilkington to investigate the murder of her daughter. Now, where do we find
  him?


  Walk along to your left when you leave here. Its a cruiser called Helena.


  And I wonder who Helena was or is, said Agatha when they left the office.


  There it is, cried Toni, pointing. Thats one really powerful boat. Must have cost a fortune.


  Mr Fitzpatrick! called Agatha.


  There was no movement from the boat.


  Arent we supposed to shout ahoy? asked Toni.


  Cant do that. Id feel like a prat. Mr Fitzpatrick!


  The winds carrying your voice away, said Toni. Why dont I nip on board? He might be asleep or something.


  Agatha wanted to say that she was quite capable of nipping on board herself but her hip gave that awful twinge  the twinge that kept crying out for a hip-replacement operation.


  Go ahead, she said gruffly.


  She watched enviously as Toni leapt on to the deck. Toni called loudly but the only thing that met her ears was the hum of the traffic from the town above the river and the screech of seagulls
  overhead.


  Toni looked across at Agatha, who made impatient well-go-ahead signs. Toni tried the door of the cabin and found it unlocked. She made her way down the companionway past the head, past a table
  in an alcove with a marine chart spread on it and then into the cabin. It was empty. Toni was about to retreat when she realized a cruiser this size must have a bedroom.


  She opened a door at the end of the cabin. Lying on the bed was the prone figure of a man, fully dressed. A hole, like a third eye, was in the middle of his forehead. The exit wound had soaked
  the pillow in blood.


  Toni slowly backed away, her face white. Then she turned and ran up on deck, calling wildly to Agatha, Call the police. Murder!


  A combination of the wind and a mocking seagulls cry drowned out Tonis words, but Agatha saw the girls white face and picked her way gingerly along a narrow gangplank which
  Toni had ignored.


  Hes dead. Shot. Get the police, panted Toni. Agatha took out her mobile and began to dial.


  What are you ladies doing on Seans boat? a voice called.


  Toni heard the voice but not the words. She looked across at the jetty and saw Sylvan Dubois. She started to call to him, but he jumped on the deck. Its Sean Fitzpatrick, I
  think, said Toni. Hes dead. Shot.


  Are you sure? asked Sylvan, making his way to the companionway


  Dont go down there! shouted Toni. Its a crime scene.


  I need to make sure he is dead. Did you touch the body?


  Toni gave a shudder. No.


  Ill just check.


  Agatha rang off and asked angrily, Wheres he gone?


  To look at the body.


  Id better go and see what hes up to, said Agatha.


  The police have arrived, said Toni, waving frantically as two squad cars came racing along.


  Sylvan reappeared and helped them back on to the jetty. You shouldnt have gone in there, raged Agatha. Its a crime scene.


  I know that now, he said with a shrug. But I had to make sure.


  Police poured out of their cars, headed by Detective Inspector Boase. Agatha explained quickly what they had found and why they had been looking for Sean. Boase barked out orders. Agatha, Toni
  and Sylvan were to be taken to the police station and held for interrogation. Their fingerprints were to be taken and their hands checked for gun residue. Agatha was furious.


  They sat and waited in Hewes police station after their fingerprints had been taken and their hands checked for what seemed ages.


  At last the detective inspector returned with Detective Sergeant Falcon. You first, Mrs Raisin.


  Agatha had a sudden sharp longing for James or Charles or even Roy. Charles had said he would follow her down, but in his usual cavalier way, he had not put in an appearance. She belonged to a
  generation when men were supposed to handle difficult situations. She was surprised at herself. Had she not built up two successful businesses? She squared her tired shoulders and sat down in the
  interrogation room.


  Coffee? asked Boase.


  Police coffee?


  Theres a Starbucks next door.


  Great. Black. May I smoke?


  If you must.


  Agatha lit up a cigarette and thanked the gods that this nanny state had seen fit to leave the prisoners or about-to-be prisoners with some indulgences.


  A policewoman came in shortly carrying a tray of cardboard containers of coffee. It would have to be a policewoman who was sent for coffee, thought Agatha. In fact, did one still call
  them policewomen, or was it policepersons or -


  Mrs Raisin! If you have quite finished daydreaming, said Boase. Interview with Mrs Agatha Raisin in the presence of Detective Sergeant Falcon and Police Constable Hathey.
  Time fifteen-hundred and thirty. Begin at the beginning and tell us why you went in search of Mr Sean Fitzpatrick.


  Agatha explained again that Olivia had asked her to investigate the murder. She had learned that Sean Fitzpatrick had taken over guarding the house and grounds while the Bross-Tilkingtons and
  their man, Jerry, were abroad. They were told he had a boat. On locating the boat and getting no reply to their shouts, Toni Gilmour went on board and returned shortly to say Sean had been
  murdered. Mr Sylvan Dubois had come along and gone aboard to check that Sean was really dead. And thats all, she ended defiantly.


  But that was far from all. She was asked to explain all her movements from the time she got up in the morning to what she had been doing before she had called at the boat. She reluctantly gave
  up details of her interview with Bert Trymp and how Toni had found out from the cleaners about Sean. Then she had to go over it all again from the beginning until she snapped, Am I being
  charged with anything?


  No, said Boase. You are simply helping us with our inquiries.


  Then Im out of here.


  Do not leave the area. We will probably wish to speak to you again.


  Agatha sat down in the reception area to wait for Toni. How on earth could James detach himself from a murder case which involved him so closely? She must see him again. He
  surely must have heard something or other. What are you dreaming about? asked Sylvan, joining her.


  I am not dreaming, I am thinking hard. You know the family. Youre friends with them. Surely youve got some idea.


  He spread his hands. They seemed a nice English family. Very hospitable. I dont think George Bross liked Felicity much.


  What! His own daughter?


  Ah, you see, Felicity wasnt his daughter. He got drunk one night and told me. Olivia had an affair once. He loves his wife. Strange, hein? That dumpy little woman with the iron
  hair? They could not have children so he elected to bring her up as their own. He was desperate to get her married off and out of his life.


  Had she done something so terrible?


  Who knows? But she did try to please him and when she turned herself into a raving beauty, that seemed to work for a while.


  Do the police know this?


  I dont think so, and dont tell them.


  Who was the father?


  Youll need to ask Olivia that. But do tell her you did not get the news from me. What about dinner tonight?


  Agatha would normally have leaped at the chance of dinner with this attractive Frenchman, despite the fact that she was still suspicious of him, had she not still been so shaken over this second
  murder. Another time, she said gruffly.


  Toni reappeared and Agatha got hurriedly to her feet. Maybe see you later, she said to Sylvan. He rose to his feet to hold the police station door open for them.


  Dont worry, he whispered, putting an arm around Agathas shoulders and pulling her against his body. Soon this will all be forgotten.


  Unless these murders are solved, not by me, said Agatha, pulling away.


  In the car, Agatha told Toni about Felicity not being Georges daughter. But theres something else, she added.


  Whats that? I had the most awful grilling, said Toni. I almost felt like confessing to the murders just to get it over with.


  You know Sylvan went on to the boat.


  Yes.


  When he hugged me there, I felt the crackle of papers from his inside pocket  a lot of papers. Now, our elegant friend would not go around distorting the line of his tailored
  jacket with a big bunch of papers. What if he took something from the boat?


  I couldnt see any papers lying around, said Toni.


  He might have known where to look, said Agatha. Well go out to the house now and ask Olivia about Felicity. Then maybe we could watch somewhere on the road afterwards
  to see if Sylvan leaves.


  But hes already out of the house, said Toni.


  I know. But he was wearing a light suit and the weathers turning chilly. He may return to change. We wait until he leaves and then return to Olivia. You keep her talking while I
  say Im going to the loo and Ill have a quick look in his room.


  How will you know which one it is? Its a big house.


  Ill follow my nose. He smells of some sort of sandalwood scent.


  I wish we could hide somewhere in the house instead, said Toni.


  Why?


  I would like to hear what Sylvan and Olivia have to talk about.


  Lets ask her about Felicity before we do anything else.


  Olivia at first protested vehemently that Felicity was indeed their own daughter. Then she all at once broke down and sobbed out that Felicity had been adopted. George had
  always wanted children and it had been a great disappointment to him when she couldnt have any. Then he went off on business to Spain one time on his own. A little while later, he confessed
  hed had an affair and that the woman was pregnant. Olivia threatened a divorce, but hed pleaded with her that this was the opportunity to have the child theyd always wanted. At
  last she agreed. He brought the baby home. Olivia had fallen in love with the little baby. George never told her the name of the mother and she didnt want to know.


  Itll be on the adoption papers, said Agatha.


  George said he hadnt bothered about formalities, and for the last six months before the arrival of the baby, I agreed to appear pregnant.


  But how did he get the baby into the country? asked Toni.


  He brought it by our boat.


  There are surely customs checks at the harbour? said Agatha.


  Oh, he said, the men knew him. The baby was fast asleep in a locker and they never looked.


  Agatha stared at her open-mouthed. What else had George been bringing into the country under the noses of the customs men?


  Do you happen to know if the mother was Spanish? asked Toni.


  I suppose so.


  But she was very fair-skinned.


  Some Spaniards are. Oh, please, dont tell the police. We would be arrested and I have had so much to bear.


  They waited until she had recovered. All right, said Agatha reluctantly.


  Who told you? demanded Olivia.


  Agatha racked her brains. Someone in the village? Hardly. The police? No.


  It was Sylvan, said Olivia bitterly. I know it must have been. He never liked me.


  Agatha cleared her throat. Im afraid we have some bad news.


  Bad news? There cant be anything worse than murder.


  Sean Fitzpatrick has been murdered.


  For one moment, Olivia looked as she were about to faint. Her bright red lipstick was the only colour on her white face. Sean, she whispered at last. Why Sean?


  Was he a close friend of your husband? asked Agatha.


  She put out a trembling hand as if to ward off any more questions. Enough. I cant take any more. I am going to take a sedative and go to bed. If the police call, tell them I am
  indisposed and will answer any questions tomorrow.


  Do you want us to help you? asked Agatha.


  Just leave me alone! Olivia rose and stumbled from the room.


  Toni and Agatha waited in silence and then Agatha whispered, I forgot to ask her where her husband was and when hes expected back. That boat of Georges. All this
  security.


  I wonder if he was smuggling in anything more than just one baby, said Toni.


  Could be. It would explain a lot. But not much about Felicitys death. If we wait until Olivia settles down, I could have a look in Sylvans room.


  But hell still have the papers on him, Toni pointed out.


  There might be something else there. Look, Toni, why dont you go back to the harbour and find out what you can about Sean.


  How will you get back?


  Ill phone for a cab.


  Agatha waited and waited in the silent house. At last she rose and made her way up the thickly carpeted stairs. Most of the bedroom doors stood open. Even Olivia had left her
  door open and Agatha could see that she was fast asleep.


  She made her way along a corridor, peering into rooms until she came to a closed door at the end. She tried the handle but the door was locked.


  Agatha fished out a credit card she rarely used and inserted it in the lock.


  It helps if you have a key, said an amused French voice behind her. Agatha turned round, her face flaming.


  I was just taking a look around, she said defiantly. I am supposed to be detecting.


  The police are downstairs, said Sylvan. Where is Olivia?


  Taken a sedative and gone to bed.


  Then you had better go down there and tell them that.


  Agatha had a few brief words with the police downstairs. Boase said he would call again in the morning. Agatha hesitated. Sylvan had not followed her down.


  She felt suddenly weary and rather frightened. She longed to be back in Carsely. Agatha did not know that her wish was soon to be granted.


  
    
  


  Chapter Five


  TONI AND AGATHA had breakfast the next morning. Toni had found out very little about Fitzpatrick. He had kept
  himself to himself, according to the locals.


  Their breakfast was interrupted by the arrival of Detective Sergeant Falcon. Mrs Bross-Tilkington does not require your services any more and she demands that you leave her alone. You may
  submit a bill for the days you have worked for her. We, the police, suggest you both return to your homes, leaving us your addresses. All you are doing is muddying a police
  investigation.


  Agathas protests were weaker than they might have been. Home! Back to her cottage and cats.


  At last she asked, Has Mr Bross arrived back?


  Yes, last night. He also wants you to leave.


  You seem almost relieved, accused Toni when the detective had left.


  Well, I am. I cant seem to concentrate here. Id like to get back to my usual surroundings and have a good hard think. Maybe Ill just phone Olivia and make sure she
  doesnt want us, said Agatha, taking out her mobile.


  Olivia herself answered and began to cry as soon as she heard Agathas voice. The phone was seized from her and Georges voice, truculent with rage, came on the line. Get the
  hell out of here, you old bat, he roared, or Ill make you wish youd 


  Agatha hung up on him.


  It seems that George is the one who doesnt want us. Lets pay our bills, Toni, and get out of here.


  Toni drove to Mircester and then Agatha said goodbye to her and drove herself home. How friendly the Cotswolds did seem after the bleakness of Downboys. It was a brisk windy day and the trees
  lining the steep road down to Carsely seemed to bow down in welcome as Agatha sped past.


  Doris Simpson, Agathas cleaner, was working when Agatha let herself in. She was one of the few people in Carsely who called Agatha by her first name. You look as if you could do
  with a nice cup of tea, said Doris, switching off the vacuum.


  I could do with a stiff gin and tonic. Ill get it. Where are my cats?


  Theyre over at my place, playing with my cat, Scrabble. Ill bring them over after Ive finished here. Will you be going to the meeting in the village hall tomorrow
  night?


  Too tired. Whats it about anyway?


  Thinking of ways to raise money for the pub.


  Oh, dear. Ive got to go. I promised Mrs Bloxby Id do something to help and I forgot all about it.


  Well, just you get your drink and rest up. You really look tired.


  Is James home?


  I saw him yesterday.


  Agatha resisted an impulse to rush next door. Doris had said she looked tired. She went upstairs to the bathroom and let out a squawk of dismay. There were dark shadows under her eyes and two
  nasty hairs growing on her upper lip. She got rid of the hairs and then rinsed her face in cold water. After showering, she applied some skin-tightening cream before carefully making up her face
  and brushing her thick brown hair until it shone. She changed into a white cotton blouse and linen trousers.


  Downstairs, she poured herself a stiff drink and lit a cigarette. Felicitys murder, she reflected, would be the first case she had ever given up on. Her eyes began to close and soon she
  was asleep. Doris came in quietly and stubbed out Agathas cigarette in the ashtray.


  Agatha was awakened two hours later by the sound of Doris returning with the cats. They did not seem particularly glad to see her, but then they never did after she had been away, punishing her
  in their cat way for what they saw as her neglect.


  Im getting old, thought Agatha, after she had paid Doris. Im losing energy. Then she remembered she had barely slept the night before, trying to work out reasons for the two
  murders, and there had been the long drive home.


  Feeling better, she went upstairs again and refreshed her make-up before going to call on James. He answered the door and said abruptly, Come in. Ive just been reading about this
  other murder in the morning papers.


  Let me see, said Agatha eagerly.


  Sit down. Ill get you a coffee.


  Agatha began to read the newspapers. There was very little hard information. There was no background on Sean at all, except that he earned money doing odd jobs  working on other
  peoples boats and occasional carpentry and gardening jobs. No mention of grieving relatives. But the press had got hold of Felicitys previous fiancs and had also interviewed
  the village boys. Without actually saying so, they had portrayed Felicity as some sort of nymphomaniac. Her latest fianc, whom she had nearly married, James Lacey, was unavailable for
  comment. George and Olivia must be furious, thought Agatha.


  When James came back with a mug of coffee for her, Agatha said, I thought the press would be at your door.


  They were yesterday. Theyll probably be back.


  Did you know Felicity was not Olivias daughter?


  No! How did you find that out?


  Its odd. First Sylvan tells me Felicity was a result of an affair Olivia had and then Olivia tells me Felicity was the result of an affair George had, and before I could follow it
  up, the police told me Olivia wanted me to drop the case and told me to get out of town.


  Ill go into the office and ask Patrick to ferret around with his police contacts and see what he can dig up about Sean. Have the police been to see you?


  Yes, they checked up on me yesterday to make sure I hadnt left the village.


  Are you going to the village hall tomorrow?


  Oh, about the pub? I suppose so. If we can raise enough money, it means John Fletcher can find the money to put in an outside smoking area with heaters for the cold weather. I dont
  approve of smoking, but the smoking ban means the end of a lot of village pubs.


  How are you feeling? asked Agatha.


  How do you think? Like a dirty old man.


  Come on. She wasnt a teenager.


  I could only see the beauty, said James sadly and Agatha once more felt old and frumpy.


  Id better get to the office. She rose stiffly to her feet.


  Shouldnt you rest a bit? You look tired.


  Thats all I need, said Agatha bitterly.


  On her way to the office, she was struck with an idea about how to raise interest in the pub extension. The office was empty apart from Mrs Freedman. She said that Patrick and
  Phil were out on jobs. We really need someone else, she said.


  Ill put an ad in, said Agatha. Ill draft it out later. She picked up the phone and began to dial. She phoned every newspaper, magazine and television
  station she could think of, promising them that, as she was still working on the Felicity case, if they would support her in covering the meeting at the village hall, she would tip them off as soon
  as the case was about to break. Then she drafted out an advertisement for a detective in the local papers and gave it to Mrs Freedman to phone in.


  She hoped for publican John Fletchers sake that the press would take the bait.


  Then she left, got in her car and drove back to the Red Lion in Carsely.


  You want me to what? asked John.


  I want you to break down a bit, sob, sniffle, something like that. Look. If you seem sympathetic enough and it gets on local TV, youll get donations. Come on. A sniffle or two is
  worth it.


  Ill feel such a fool.


  Do you want your damn pub or not? snapped Agatha.


  Yes, but 


  So sniffle.


  Mrs Bloxby, who had been elected to the parish council, was on the platform with the other councillors the following evening, along with John Fletcher. Agatha hissed that she
  and James needed chairs on the platform as well; otherwise the press would try to interview James and the pub would be forgotten.


  The village hall was packed and the press had turned out in force. Mrs Bloxby was well aware that Agatha knew how to handle this crowd better than any of them, and so the dismayed members of the
  parish council, who had hoped for their moment in front of the cameras, heard Mrs Bloxby announce that Mrs Raisin would explain why funds were needed.


  Agatha knew the press wanted sound bites, so she started by hammering, This nanny state, the worst this country has known since the days of Cromwell, and then went on to say that
  if the pub, that centre of social life in the village, closed down, then the village would lose its heart.


  Even the anti-smokers in the audience were on her side because the weekly quiz game was disrupted with the smokers nipping outside for a cigarette, not to mention the darts competition and the
  snooker competition.


  Then she called John Fletcher to the microphone. Here is our landlord to say a few words. Poor John is nervous, said Agatha with a laugh. She produced a large handkerchief and
  wiped his face. The handkerchief had been soaked in onion juice from good old-fashioned garden onions. John choked and sniffled and the tears ran down his honest red face. He tried several times to
  speak but was overcome by the effect of the onions.


  There, there, said Agatha soothingly, leading him back to his chair and whipping her handkerchief away from him. She returned to the microphone and shouted, Three cheers for
  John! The cheers were deafening. Agatha signalled to the village band at the side, who broke into a rendering of Jerusalem, followed by Land of Hope and
  Glory.


  James looked on in wry amusement. It was vulgar and at the same time magnificent. Agatha had made arrangements for Boy Scouts to go up and down the aisles collecting donations.


  Agatha had moved the village hall meeting back to the earlier time of five oclock in the hope that it would be easier to get articles in the morning papers. Her luck was in. Film of the
  meeting was shown on BBCs Midlands Today news just before seven oclock.


  Charles was entertaining a lady friend, Tessa Anderson, to pre-dinner drinks in his study because his aunt was in the drawing room with the television sound turned up high.
  Tessa would make a good wife, thought Charles. She was tall, which was a disadvantage as he was only of medium height. But she was a rich divorcee with extremely good looks and a large fortune. Not
  that he was mercenary, he tried to tell his conscience, it was just that the estate ate up money.


  They were sitting side by side on a sofa. He put down his drink and decided the time had come to kiss her. Then the unmistakable voice of Agatha Raisin boomed out of the other room.


  Charles shot up and ran into the drawing room. Tessa, who had closed her eyes in anticipation of that kiss, opened them again and stared about her, wondering where he had gone.


  Bill Wong joined the others who were crowded around the television set in the squad room to watch Agathas performance. Collins joined him. Glad to see shes
  back to doing PR. All she was really fit for anyway. I bet the police down at Hewes are glad shes out of their hair.


  But Agatha had also talked to the newspapers about the murders in Hewes, saying she regretted nothing seemed to be happening to solve the murders and promising a reward to
  anyone who could give her information on Sean Fitzpatrick. Agatha felt sure that, if she could find out about Sean, the trail might lead back to Felicity.


  Agatha felt she had now done all she could do about the Hewes affair as she drove to her office the following morning.


  The next couple of days found her back in the old routine of searching for missing teenagers, cats, dogs, and tracking down faithless lovers or husbands. Mrs Freedman told her she had lined up
  interviews for the following day so that Agatha could hire a new detective.


  There wont be another Toni, mourned Agatha. What a fool I was!


  Why? asked Mrs Freedman curiously.


  But Agatha did not want to tell her that it was her own jealousy of Toni that had made her encourage the girl to set up her own detective agency.


  She began the interviews the following day. The candidates were mostly young, barely educated, and had peculiar fantasies about what the work involved. Mrs Freedman had gone home and Agatha was
  thinking about locking up when the office door opened and Toni walked in.


  Oh, its you! cried Agatha. I thought for one awful minute it was one of those morons after a job here.


  This moron is looking for her job back, said Toni quietly.


  Sit down. What happened? Have you had a row with Harry?


  Worse than that. Betty Talent, that genius who was handling the books, shes decamped and cleared out the bank account.


  Have you phoned the police?


  Yes, I spoke to Bill.


  How on earth did she do it?


  She seemed so ultra-competent. We left all the billing and bookkeeping to her. She had a chequebook for office supplies, petty cash, things like that.


  Was there much?


  Harry had originally put two hundred and fifty thousand pounds of his inheritance into the office bank account and then we had been making money. There was over two hundred thousand
  pounds in the account. Shes gone, vanished. A tear ran down Tonis cheek.


  Where is Harry?


  Said he was going back to Cambridge to see if he could resume his studies. I was frightened to ask you, then I saw your ad.


  Of course you can have your job back, and welcome.


  I trusted Betty, wailed Toni.


  Lets go for a drink and well work out what to do, said Agatha. Was it just the money? Did she pinch anything else out of the office?


  A couple of cameras and a telephoto lens.


  Bitch. Lets go.


  In a corner of The George pub, Agatha, after she had fetched drinks from the bar, pulled out a notebook and pen from her capacious handbag. Let me see, she began.
  Was the office rented?


  Yes. Rent paid. Oh, I should have guessed something. The estate agency phoned up two months ago and said the rent was in arrears. Betty turned very red but said she would go round and pay
  them immediately. I should have suspected something even then.


  Now, office equipment, computers and stuff?


  Still there.


  Well sell that and you continue with outstanding cases and collect the money for any you solve.


  Charles came and joined them. Saw your car outside, he said cheerfully.


  Buy your own drink, said Agatha huffily. She had not forgiven him for running away from Hewes.


  Charles shortly returned carrying a half of lager. Whats going on? he asked. Toni, you look as if youve been crying.


  In a sad little voice, Toni described what had happened.


  When she had finished, Agatha surveyed Charless well-tailored figure. Youve stayed with me a lot, havent you, Charles?


  Yes, dear.


  You have eaten my food, havent you?


  If you can call microwaved curries food, yes.


  So you owe me. Agathas bearlike eyes bored into his face.


  My dear Aggie, if you want to have sex with me, you only have to ask.


  Dont be flippant. Ive got a lot of work and so has Toni. Ive got this pub business to follow through.


  Saw you on the box. Real tub-thumping perfor


  I want you to find Betty Talent.


  But Tonis got the police on to it.


  They wont do much. Oh, have you a photo?


  Toni had a folder and produced one. I gave the rest to Bill.


  Betty Talent was undoubtedly a plain-looking girl with a sallow face and dark brown hair pulled back in a knot.


  Ill do my best, said Charles. Give me her address. Ill start there.


  But instead of going straight to Betty Talents address, Charles waited until the following morning and went to see James Lacey.


  After James had welcomed him, Charles explained that Agatha had bulldozed him into finding the missing Betty Talent, and recounted the story of how Betty had absconded with the money.


  You could always have said no, James pointed out.


  To Agatha? You must be joking. Anyway, thats why Im here.


  I cant see 


  You can pick locks, cant you?


  Yes, but 


  Then get your jacket. Were off to break into Bettys flat.


  The flat was over a grocers shop in Berrys Wynd, one of the narrow medieval streets behind the abbey.


  If the street door is locked, I cant stand in broad daylight picking the lock, complained James.


  We wont know until we try it, said Charles. Come on.


  They crossed the street. Charles turned the handle of the front door. It swung open.


  See, he said. Faint heart never won successful burglary.


  What if theres more than two flats? whispered James.


  Its just a little Pakistani grocers, muttered Charles impatiently as they mounted the stairs. See! One flat. Ill knock first.


  He knocked very loudly. Theres a bell, said James.


  Charles leaned on it. No reply.


  Okay, said Charles. Get to work.


  James pulled out a set of skeleton keys. I remembered you had a set of those, said Charles. Where did you get them?


  I took them off someone a long time ago.


  Does it always take this long? complained Charles after ten minutes.


  Shut up. This isnt a movie and there are two locks here. We really should have checked in the grocery store first. No doubt they own this flat. Maybe theyve already
  re-rented it. Ah, here we go. The door opened.


  They found themselves inside a small two-roomed flat with a tiny bathroom and a minuscule kitchen behind a curtain. Charles started searching in the bedroom while James searched the living
  room.


  Her clothes are still in the wardrobe, said Charles. Very dowdy they are, too.


  Theres hair dye in the bathroom, called James. Shes gone blonde by the look of it.


  Charles wandered back in. Shes left nothing else apart from the clothes. No sign of any personal papers or passport.


  And no toothbrush in the bathroom, said James.


  Charles peered out of the kitchen window and down into the area at the back.


  Thank God for the new lousy rubbish collections. There are bins down there. Feel like some bin diving? We may find some clue as to where shes gone.


  How do we get to the area? asked James.


  I saw a lane at the side of the shop.


  What if someone comes out of the back of the shop and asks us what we are doing?


  They wont because we are going to go into the shop and tell them why we want to search the rubbish and ask them to tell us which is Bettys.


  A large woman in a sari behind the counter raised her hands in horror when they explained about Betty being a thief. She summoned a small boy and told him to show them the bin
  where Miss Talent put her rubbish.


  Now, said Charles, all this recycling is great because we dont want the small green food bin, we want that big grey one.


  James opened the lid. Not much. Wed better tip it over and go through the stuff.


  Carrier bags, said James triumphantly. Look at this. Victorias Secret, Ghost and Armani.


  And look what Ive found, said Charles, holding up a brochure. A cruise on the Southern Cross. Sails to the Caribbean. Wait a bit. Sails tomorrow morning.
  Passengers on board this evening. I bet shes there, all blonded up and dressed up in poor Harrys money. Lets go.


  Wouldnt it be easier just to tell the police and have her arrested? asked James.


  Wheres the thrill of the hunt? Lets find her first and then call the police. Come on. Itll be worth it for Aggie.


  Betty Talent unpacked her new clothes and hung them away in her first-class cabin. She ran her hands down the fine material of the clothes and grinned as she thought about the
  shock Toni would get when she was told all their money had gone. She detested Toni. Toni had always been one of the prettiest and most popular girls in the school.


  She studied her new appearance in the mirror and patted her blonde hair. Gone was shivering, frightened Betty Talent. She felt reborn. There came a knock at the cabin door. She smiled. Probably
  that good-looking purser back again to see if she was all right.


  Betty swung open the cabin door, a welcoming smile on her face which slowly faded. The captain stood there. Behind him stood two police officers, and behind the police officers, two men, one of
  whom she recognized as Charles Fraith. When Toni had thrown an opening party at the agency, Charles had escorted Agatha to it. She also recognized James Lacey because James had invited Toni and the
  other members of the agency to his engagement party, although Betty had not been invited to the wedding. If only I had stolen someones passport, Betty thought wildly.


  As the captain confirmed her name, a policeman charged her with theft. All her sunny dreams came crashing down about her ears.


  It was left to Charles to phone Agatha with the good news. She asked to speak to James, but when Charles held his mobile out, James muttered, Talk to her
  later.


  Whats up with you? asked Charles. You might have had a word with her.


  I dont know, said James. I just wish theyd find the murderer. Ive an awful feeling the police suspect me. I was going to go away on my travels again but
  when I called in at Mircester police headquarters, they called Hewes police, who said I was not to leave the country until they contacted me and gave me permission.


  Charles thought briefly of Tessa. Should he pursue his courtship? But the fact that he had doubts about it made him hesitant. Look, you and I could go to Hewes and do a bit of detecting,
  couldnt we? Better than sitting on our bums and waiting forever.


  I dont see what we can find out that the police cannot, said James.


  Oh, really? Well, we just found Betty. If theyd gone through her rubbish, theyd have found the same clue. And another thing  I dont think the police had even
  been around to her flat or the Pakistanis wouldnt have been so surprised. Theyve got so many government targets to meet, they might drop this case and go on to arresting something
  easier, like a speeding motorist.


  Bill Wong joined Agatha and Toni that evening shortly after they had received the good news. They had left a message for him that they were having dinner in The George, the pub
  across the square from police headquarters. But they had finished their meal by the time Bill arrived.


  That was good work finding Betty, he said. Sorry I couldnt get away earlier. Of course everyone is blaming everyone else for not having checked the girls
  rubbish. Detective Sergeant Collins was supposed to be on it, but she hates you both so, she probably did the minimum. The latest is that the captain is going to refund the money Betty paid for her
  cruise, and just over one hundred and fifty thousand pounds was found in her luggage, along with the missing cameras. He smiled at Toni. So it looks as if you can get your detective
  agency back again.


  Fraid not, said Toni. I phoned Harry as soon as I got the news but he says hes decided to go back to university even if the money is recovered. I dont
  want to run it on my own. Im only sorry that my friend, Sharon Gold, is out of a job.


  Is that the one who changes hair colour every week, and has a pierced navel always on display?


  Thats the one, said Toni.


  Oh, shell do, said Agatha, feeling magnanimous. I need someone who can go round the clubs and pubs and not look like a detective. Agatha was delighted to have
  Toni back again.


  While Toni phoned Sharon with the good news, Agatha asked Bill, Anything from Hewes?


  They wouldnt tell me.


  Ill phone Patrick. Maybe hes dug up something.


  Agatha phoned Patrick and listened hard. When she had rung off, she said, Sean Fitzpatricks real name was Jimmy Donnell, once IRA, but became an informer for British Intelligence
  for a couple of years. So the Hewes police think his murder was nothing to do with Felicitys.


  Agatha scowled horribly. It all doesnt add up. Boats! Felicity was smuggled into Britain as a baby. I wonder if theyve charged George Bross with that?


  I doubt it, said Bill. George is a Freemason and a generous contributor to police charities.


  But think! All that security around the house! Maybe they were smuggling something like drugs or arms in.


  She phoned Patrick again. They all fell silent until Agatha had finished her call.


  Evidently both Sean or whatever his name was and George both had their boats practically taken apart. Nothing there. And that Jerry dog minder hasnt even got a criminal
  record.


  Someone told me that youve been saying to the press that you are offering a reward.


  I thought that might stir something up.


  Agatha, said Bill sternly, I should think youve enough work on your hands at the moment. I assume youve got Tonis cases to clear up as well as your own.
  Just let the police get on with their job.


  Ha, bloody ha.


  Im serious. Leave it alone.


  Agatha did find that all her energy in the following six weeks had to be poured into the work of the agency. Sharon proved bright and willing, although Agatha felt she would
  never get used to the girls appearance. Although chubby, Sharon favoured very tight jeans and boob tubes. Her masses of hair had recently been dyed black with blonde streaks.


  There was no James next door. He had received permission to go off on his travels. With James out of the picture, Charles was no longer interested in detecting anything, finally feeling, in his
  lazy way, he had done his bit finding Betty.


  Agatha found she was not looking forward to a lonely weekend. Toni was going with Sharon to a rock concert. She did not want to impose her company on Mrs Bloxby, knowing that lady was
  overburdened with parish affairs. Even though she was sure of a great welcome at the pub, where the new smoking section had been set up outside, thanks to generous donations and to the free
  services offered by local builders and carpenters, she did not want to go on her own.


  So she received with pleasure a phone call from Roy Silver, asking to visit for the weekend.


  Roy was delighted with his welcome but surprised that nothing had been happening about Felicitys murder. You know, he said, this may be the very first time
  youve been unsuccessful.


  I dont like the sound of that, said Agatha. If it were anywhere in the Cotswolds I might have better luck, but if I go back to Downboys, the Hewes police will resent
  the very sight of me.


  The phone rang. Agatha went to answer it. She hoped it might be Sylvan. She had forgotten he was a philanderer and at the back of her mind there was always the hope that he might ring her
  up.


  But it was Bert Trymp on the phone. Remember me? he asked.


  Yes, of course. You work at the garage in Downboys.


  There was something in the papers about a reward.


  Yes, there was, said Agatha cautiously.


  How much?


  If the news is worth it, five thousand.


  There was a silence. Then Bert said, Youd best meet me down here. On my boat. I live on it. Its called the Southern Flyer. Its an old fishing boat in the
  harbour at Hewes.


  Let me see, said Agatha. Tomorrows Saturday. I could get down there around lunchtime. How can I find your boat?


  You know the one where that fellow was murdered?


  Could never forget it.


  Im five boats along to the right o that. Its an old fishing boat, he repeated.


  Ill be there, said Agatha.


  She told Roy. Im not going to bother Patrick or Phil, she said. There might be nothing in it. But the weathers lovely. Like to come?


  Roy looked anxious. I havent anything nautical to wear.


  Dont even think about it. Any clothes will do.
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