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  Chapter One


  There is nothing more depressing for a middle-aged lovelorn woman with bald patches on her head than to find herself in an English seaside resort out of season. Wind ripped
  along the promenade, sending torn posters advertising summer jollities flapping, and huge waves sent spray high into the air.


  Agatha had lost her hair when a vengeful hairdresser had applied depilatory to it rather than shampoo. It had grown back in tufts but leaving distressingly bare patches of scalp. Not wishing the
  love of her life, James Lacey, to return from his travels and find her in such a mess, Agatha had fled from Carsely to this seaside resort of Wyckhadden to wait for her hair to grow.


  She had booked into the Garden Hotel, advertised as small but exclusive. She now wished she had chosen somewhere plastic and bright and modern. The Garden Hotel had not changed much since
  Victorian times. The ceilings were high, the carpets thick, and the walls very solid, so that it was as hushed and quiet as a tomb. The other residents were elderly, and no one feels more
  uncomfortable among the elderly than a middle-aged woman who is rapidly approaching that stage of life herself. Agatha could suddenly understand why middle-aged men often blossomed out in jeans,
  high boots and leather jackets and went looking for a young thing to wear on their arm. She walked a lot, determined to lose weight and remain supple.


  One look around the dining-room of the Garden at her fellow guests made her start to ponder the sense of getting a face-lift.


  The town of Wyckhadden had prospered during a boom in the late nineteenth century, and its popularity had continued well into the twentieth, but with the advent of cheap foreign travel,
  holiday-makers had declined. Why holiday in Britain in the rain when sunny Spain was only an hours plane flight away?


  So on this windy day, two days after her arrival, she was charging along a deserted promenade, head down against the wind, wondering how soon she could find a sheltered spot to enjoy a cigarette
  and get some of the excess of oxygen out of her lungs.


  She turned away from the restless sound of the heaving sea and made her way up a narrow cobbled street where the original fishermens cottages had now all been painted pastel colours like
  in an Italian village and had cute names like Home At Last, Dunroamin, The Refuge and so on, showing that they had been bought by retired wealthy people. Tourism might be on the wane, but property
  prices in seaside resorts in the south of England were high.


  She came to a tea-shop and was about to go in when she saw the non-smoking sign on the door. The government was planning to ban smoking in pubs, Agatha had read in the newspapers. Not a word
  about the dangers of alcohol, she thought, as a particularly strong gust of wind sent her reeling. People who smoked did not drive off the road or go home and beat up their wives. Drunks did. And
  with the fumes from more and more cars polluting the air, she thought that smoking had become a political issue. The left were anti-smoking, the right pro-smoking, and the lot in the middle who had
  given up smoking wanted everyone to suffer.


  She saw a pub on the corner called the Dog and Duck. It looked old and pretty, whitewashed with black beams and hanging baskets which swung in the wind. She pushed open the door and went in.


  Inside belied the outside. It was dark and gloomy: stained tables, linoleum on the floor, and if there was any heating at all she could not feel it.


  She had wanted a coffee, and pubs these days sold coffee, but she felt so low she ordered a double gin and tonic instead. We dont have ice, said the bartender.


  You dont need it, snapped Agatha. This place is freezing.


  Youre the only one thats complained, he said, scooping up her money.


  Should be written on the British flag, thought Agatha sourly. Youre the only one thats complained was always the answer to the slightly less than timid customer who
  dared to complain about anything.


  Perhaps she should admit defeat and go home. She lit a cigarette. The pub was nearly empty. There was only she herself and a couple talking in low voices in a corner, holding hands and looking
  at each other with the sad intensity of adulterers. They probably met here, thought Agatha, knowing that no one they knew would see them.


  There must be some sort of life in this town.


  The pub door swung open and a tall man came in. Agatha studied him as he went up to the bar. He was wearing a long dark overcoat. He had a lugubrious face and large pale eyes under heavy lids.
  His hair was black, like patent leather, smooth across his head. He ordered a drink and then turned and looked curiously at Agatha. He was far from an Adonis, and yet Agatha was suddenly conscious
  of her face, reddened by the wind, and her head tied up in a headscarf because she had not wanted to wear her wig.


  He walked up to her table and loomed over her. Are you visiting? he asked.


  Yes, said Agatha curtly.


  Youve picked a bad time of year for it.


  Ive picked a bad place, retorted Agatha. I think people only come here to die.


  His pale eyes gleamed with amusement. Oh, we have our fun. Theres dancing in the pier ballroom tonight. He sat down opposite her.


  How on earth do people get to it? asked Agatha. Surely anyone trying to get along the pier in this weather would be blown away.


  I tell you what. Ill take you.


  I dont know you!


  He held out a hand. Jimmy Jessop.


  Well, Mr Jessop . . .


  Jimmy.


  Jimmy, then. Im a bit old to be picked up in a crummy pub by someone I dont know.


  He seemed amused by her glaring eyes and haughty manner. If you normally go on like this you cant have any fun at all. If you go to a dance with me, what terrible thing could
  happen to you? I am probably the same age as you, so Im hardly going to try to take off my clothes and rape you.


  You dont need to take off all your clothes to rape someone.


  I wouldnt know, never having tried it.


  Agatha suddenly thought of another gloomy evening alone at the Garden.


  Oh, why not. Im Agatha Raisin. Mrs Agatha Raisin. Im staying at the Garden Hotel.


  And is there a Mr Raisin?


  Dead.


  Im sorry.


  Im not.


  He looked surprised but then he said, Ill pick you up at eight oclock. The piers close to your hotel, so we can walk. Want another one? He pointed to her empty
  glass.


  No, Id best get back. Agatha just wanted to escape from him, to return to the hotel and figure out whether she should really go. If she changed her mind, she could always
  ask reception to tell him that she was indisposed.


  She gathered up her handbag and gloves. He stood up and held the door open for her.


  Till tonight, he said. Agatha mumbled something and scurried out past him.


  Back in her hotel room, she stood before the long glass on the wardrobe door and studied her reflection to see if there was anything about her that should make some strange man
  invite her out. Her head was tightly wrapped in a headscarf, her face without make-up was shiny and her nose was still pink with the cold. Her eyes looked even smaller than usual. She took off her
  coat and unwound her headscarf and looked dismally at the tufts of hair on her head. No, he must be weird. She would not go. She looked at her watch. It was nearly lunch-time. She washed her face
  and then sat down at the dressing-table  kidney-shaped, with a triple mirror and a green silk flounce to match the slippery green silk cover on the large bed. A flappers
  dressing-table, thought Agatha. She wondered whether there was any new furniture in the hotel at all. She carefully applied make-up and then put on a glossy brown wig. Not bad, she thought. Now if
  Jimmy Jessop had seen her looking like this . . .


  She gathered up her handbag again and then a paperback as a barrier in case any of the geriatrics in the dining-room tried to start up a conversation, and made her way down the thickly carpeted
  stairs with their brass risers. A fitful gleam of sunshine stabbed down through a large stained-glass window on the landing, chequering the Turkey-red carpet on the stairs with harlequin
  colours.


  The dining-room was high-ceilinged with long windows overlooking the sea.


  She took a table in the corner and covertly surveyed the other diners. There was an elderly man whom the waitresses addressed as Colonel. He had a good head of snowy-white hair and a lined,
  tanned face. He was tall and upright and wearing an old but well-cut tweed jacket. Glancing over at him and obviously trying to catch his attention was a lady with improbably blonde hair. She was
  heavily powdered and her lipstick was a screaming red. She was wearing a low-cut blouse which showed too much shrivelled and freckled neck. There was another man, small and crabby-looking with a
  dowagers hump. Then two elderly women, one tall and masculine in tweeds, the other small, weedy and rabbity-looking.


  What an advertisement for euthanasia, thought Agatha sourly.


  The food when it arrived was good, solid English cooking. That day the main course was pork tenderloin glazed with honey, served with apple sauce, onions, roast potatoes, boiled potatoes,
  cauliflower cheese and peas.


  It was followed by toffee pudding and lashings of Devon cream. Agatha ate the lot, and she groaned as she could feel the band of her skirt tightening. She would need to go for another long walk
  or she would feel lethargic and heavy for the rest of the day.


  This time, as the tide had gone out, she went down on to the shingly beach where great grey-green waves crashed and surged.


  She had a sudden memory of a piece of poetry learned at school.


  
    
      But now I only hear


      Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,


      Retreating, to the breath


      Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear


      And naked shingles of the world

    

  


  Agatha brightened. It was grand to be able to remember things, if only a fragment of poetry. That was one of her fears, that her memories would be lost to her one day.


  There was something hypnotic about the rise and fall of the waves. The wind was slowly dropping and pale sunlight gilded the restless sea. She walked miles before she turned back to the hotel,
  feeling energetic and refreshed. She may as well go to the dance on the pier with the mysterious Jimmy Jessop. It was unexpected, a little adventure.


  Her mind was thoroughly made up when the blonde woman met her in the reception area and fluted, We havent been introduced. I am Mrs Daisy Jones.


  Agatha held out her hand. Agatha Raisin.


  Well, Miss Raisin . . .


  Mrs.


  Mrs Raisin. The colonel, that is dear Colonel Lyche, has suggested we all get together after dinner for a game of Scrabble. There are so few of us. Miss Jennifer Stobbs and Miss Mary
  Dulsey are very keen players. And Mr Harry Berry usually beats us all.


  Too kind, said Agatha, backing away, but Ive got a date.


  I thought you were a business woman when I saw you. I said to the colonel 


  I mean a date. A fellow.


  Oh, really. Another time, then.


  Agatha escaped up to her room. Surely a dance on the pier was infinitely preferable to an evening playing Scrabble with that lot!


  At seven oclock, she picked up the phone and ordered sandwiches and a bottle of mineral water to be served to her in her room.


  When the elderly waiter creaked in with it ten minutes later, Agatha tipped him lavishly because he looked too old and frail to be carrying one of the heavy solid-silver trays the hotel used for
  room service.


  She ate quickly and then put on an evening blouse and a black velvet skirt. She carefully put on her wig and made up her face. Then she swung open the wardrobe door. The wardrobe could have been
  turned into a room in another type of hotel, she thought. It was one of those vast Victorian mahogany ones. Hanging there was her mink coat. She took it out, her hands caressing the fur. Should she
  wear it? Or would some animal libber spit at her and try to wrench it off her back? Or was it safe to consign it to the perils of the pier ballroom cloakroom? If she put on a cloth coat, then she
  would need to wear a cardigan over her evening blouse. With a feeling of sin, she wrapped it round her, remembering when she had bought it in the dear, dead days when fur was fashionable. Then she
  tied a silk scarf over her wig to anchor it. The wind might rise again.


  When she went downstairs, Jimmy was waiting in the reception, wearing white evening shirt and black tie under another long black coat.


  Dressy affair? asked Agatha.


  We always dress up in Wyckhadden, he said. Were pretty old-fashioned.


  What kind of dancing is it? asked Agatha. Disco?


  No, ballroom.


  As they walked along the pier, Agatha saw a poster. BALLROOM DANCING FOR THE OLD-TYMERS, it said. And then in smaller letters, Old-Age Pensioners, Half-Price.


  This placell make me old before my time, thought Agatha, and suddenly wished she had not come.


  They checked their coats in at the desk and then walked into the ballroom. The dancers were all middle-aged or elderly, performing a lively military Two-Step. Shall we? asked
  Jimmy.


  Agatha looked longingly at the bar. I could do with a drink first.


  Right you are. He led her over to the bar. Gin and tonic?


  Agatha nodded. He collected their drinks and they sat down at a small table next to the dance floor.


  A couple came up to join them, a tall redhead with big hair, big bosoms and hard eyes so mascaraed that they looked as if two spiders were resting on her face. Her partner was small, wearing a
  bright red jacket and white trousers. Ows our Jimmy? asked the redhead.


  Agatha, said Jimmy, this is Maisie and Chris Leeman. Agatha Raisin.


  Mind if we join you? asked Maisie, and she and Chris drew up chairs and sat down as well without being asked. Fetch me a brandy and Babycham, Chris, theres a
  love, said Maisie. She turned to Agatha. I havent seen you before.


  Im on holiday, said Agatha.


  Where you staying?


  The Garden.


  Oh, theres posh for you. She nudged Jimmy in the ribs. Got yourself a rich widow, eh?


  What awful people, thought Agatha. If only I could escape. Chris came back with drinks. He asked Agatha what she was doing in Wyckhadden and Agatha explained again that she was on holiday.


  Odd place for a holiday. Most people come here to die. Chris nudged Maisie in the ribs and she shrieked with laughter.


  Dance, Agatha? asked Jimmy.


  Yes, please. Agatha rose from the table and gratefully joined Jimmy in the Saint Bernards waltz. Why am I such a snob? she fretted. But I really cant bear Chris and
  Maisie and if thats the kind of friends he has, I dont want to see any more of him after this evening. Jimmy was dancing expertly and exchanging greetings with other couples on the
  floor. He seemed to know an awful lot of people, but then Wyckhadden was a small place. Have you lived here very long? asked Agatha, executing a neat pirouette. Amazing how the steps
  came back to one.


  All my life, he said.


  I never asked you if you were married.


  I was, said Jimmy. She died.


  Long ago?


  Ten years.


  Any children?


  Two. Ive a son of twenty-eight and a daughter of thirty-two.


  And what do they do? asked Agatha, wondering if she could steer him away from Chris and Maisie after this dance finished.


  John, my son, is an engineer. Not married. Joan is married to a university lecturer at Essex University. Got two kids. Very happy.


  The dance finished. A tango was announced. To her relief, Agatha could see Chris and Maisie taking the floor.


  They sat down again. A couple danced past. Taking a night off from the villains, Jimmy? called the woman.


  He laughed and nodded.


  What did she mean? asked Agatha.


  Im a police inspector.


  Agathas eyes gleamed. Im by way of being an amateur detective, she said. She proceeded to give him several highly embroidered accounts of her various
  cases. She was so carried away by her stories that she failed to notice he was looking more and more uncomfortable.


  She was just in the middle of what she considered a highly enthralling account of a murder case she had been involved in when Chris and Maisie returned to the table.


  Care to dance, Maisie? asked Jimmy, seemingly unaware that Agatha was in mid-sentence.


  Agatha turned a mortified pink as Jimmy led Maisie on to the floor. Dance? suggested Chris.


  Why not? replied Agatha gloomily.


  Chris turned out to be one of those showy ballroom dancers, all swoops and glides that seemed to have nothing to do with the music. He smelt so strongly of Old Spice that Agatha figured he must
  have bathed in the stuff.


  For the rest of the evening, Jimmy kept introducing Agatha to couples and somehow Agatha ended up dancing with the man while Jimmy danced off with the woman. Agatha was hurt. A police inspector
  should have been delighted to find out she was a fellow crime buster.


  At last the evening was over. Jimmy helped Agatha into her mink coat and led her outside. The wind had risen again. Ferocious gusts swept the pier and the lights that decorated it bobbed and
  ducked in the wind. Agatha scrabbled in her coat pocket for her silk scarf. But as she took it out and tried to put it on her head, the wind snatched it from her hands and sent it dancing into the
  sea.


  Oh, dear, mourned Agatha. That was my best scarf.


  What? he shouted, trying to make himself heard above the scream of the wind and the thundering of the sea.


  I said . . . And then Agatha let out another scream. For a really treacherous gust of wind snatched off her wig. It caught on the rail of the pier and she ran to rescue it. But
  just as she was reaching for it, another gust of wind loosened it from the rail and it was carried away into the roaring blackness of the night.


  She walked back to Jimmy, drawing her collar up as far around her ears as she could. The swinging lights of the pier illuminated the wreck of her own hair.


  Ive lost my wig, mourned Agatha.


  My wife died of cancer, shouted Jimmy.


  Its not cancer, wailed Agatha.


  They scurried in silence, side by side, to Agathas hotel. Agatha said in the shelter of the porticoed entrance, Thank you for a pleasant evening. Forgive me for not asking you in
  for a drink, but I am very tired.


  I hope you enjoy the rest of your holiday, he said stiffly, and with that he turned and left. Mrs Daisy Jones was in the reception as Agatha, head down, scuttled for the
  stairs.


  Good evening, Mrs Raisin.


  Agatha grunted by way of reply and scurried up the stairs. She dived into her room like an animal into its burrow. Sanctuary. What a horrible evening. And that wig had cost a fortune.


  She had a feeling of panic. What on earth was she doing trapped in this hotel? She would check out tomorrow and move on.


  In the morning, Agatha was just finishing her breakfast when she saw Daisy Jones heading for her table. Agatha raised a copy of the Daily Mail as a barrier, but
  undeterred, Daisy said cheerfully, I couldnt help noticing your hair last night. What happened?


  Its the result of a nervous illness, said Agatha, who no longer wanted to brag about her exploits.


  Daisy sat down and leaned over the table. Thick white powder filled the seams and cracks in her face and her small thin mouth was heavily painted. I know someone who can help you,
  she whispered.


  Im told by doctors that my hair will soon grow back, said Agatha defiantly. Her head was now wrapped up in a blue scarf.


  Have you heard of Francie Juddle?


  Whos she? asked Agatha.


  Well . . . Daisy gave a little titter and looked furtively around. Shes the local witch, but she performs wonders. She took away Mary Dulseys warts.


  And where does this witch live?


  The pink cottage in Partons Lane, just at the far end of the town. If you walk to the very end of the promenade and turn left, youll find it. Its the third cottage up from
  the sea.


  Thank you, said Agatha politely but dismissively.


  Do try her. She has occult powers. We are having another game of Scrabble tonight in the lounge after dinner. Please join us.


  If Im free, said Agatha, picking up the paper again.


  When Daisy had left, Agatha found her curiosity about this witch was roused. A visit to her would liven up the day. Besides, the very thought of packing and moving on somewhere else filled her
  with lethargy.


  Half an hour later, wrapped up in her mink coat, she made her way along the promenade. It was a steel-grey day without a breath of wind. Great glassy waves curled on the shingle and then
  retreated with a long dragging sound.


  The evening before flashed before her mind. At least she could not think that Jimmy had gone off her when she lost her wig. He had gone off her long before that. Her old determination and energy
  were returning. By the time she returned to Carsely, James Lacey would see a happy, healthy Agatha with a full head of hair. In various Victorian iron-and-glass shelters along the promenade, the
  elderly huddled together, staring out at the sea. Theyre waiting for Death to arrive, thought Agatha with a shudder. Come in, Number Nine, your times up.


  She hurried past them, her head down. At the end of the promenade was Partons Lane. She walked up to a pink cottage and knocked at the door with the knocker which was a brass devils
  head.


  After a few moments the door was opened by a plump little woman with smooth features and light-grey eyes. She had thick black hair worn up in a French pleat.


  Yes?


  For one brief second, Agatha forgot Daisys name. Then her face cleared. Daisy Jones at the Garden Hotel suggested you might be able to help me.


  Youre supposed to phone for an appointment, said Francie Juddle. But youre in luck. Mrs Braithwaite was supposed to call, but she died.


  Agatha blinked in surprise but followed her in.


  She expected to be led into some sort of dark sanctum dominated by a black-velvet-draped table with a crystal ball on top, but she found herself in a cosy little parlour with some good pieces of
  furniture, a bright fire, and a large cat, white, not black, sleeping on a hooked rug in front of it.


  Sit down, said Francie, nodding in the direction of a winged armchair beside the fire. Agatha sat down, first removing her mink coat. You shouldnt be wearing a thing
  like that, said Francie.


  Why?


  Think of all the little animals that died to keep you warm.


  I didnt come here for a lecture on animals liberation.


  Francie settled herself in a chair opposite Agatha. She had very short legs in pale glassy stockings.


  So how can I help you?


  Agatha unwound the scarf from her head. Look at this.


  What happened?


  Some wretched woman shampooed me with depilatory. It should be growing back.


  Oh, Ive got something thatll fix that, Francie said, smiling.


  Could I have some? asked Agatha impatiently.


  Of course. Eighty pounds.


  What!


  Itll cost eighty pounds.


  Thats a lot, said Agatha, for something that might not work.


  Itll work.


  I suppose people come to you about all sorts of things, said Agatha.


  Everything from warts to love potions.


  Love potions! Surely there isnt such a thing.


  There is.


  Francie, it is Francie, isnt it? . . . Were both business women. Ive spent a fortune on cosmetics which claim to reduce wrinkles and they dont, lipsticks which
  are supposed to be kiss-proof and arent, so why should I believe in your hair restorer?


  Francies eyes twinkled. Youll never know until you try.


  How much is the love potion?


  Twenty pounds.


  So love comes cheaper than hair restorer.


  You could say that.


  But, said Agatha, if this hair restorer works, you could be making a fortune.


  I could be making a fortune out of a lot of my potions if I decided to go into the manufacturing business, but then I would have all the headache of factories and staff.


  Not necessarily, said the ever-shrewd Agatha. All you need to do is sell the recipe for millions.


  I am expecting a client soon. Do you want the stuff or not?


  Agatha hesitated. But the thought that her hair might never grow back again was beginning to make her feel panicky. All right, she said gruffly, and Ill take the love
  potion as well.


  Francie rose and went out of the room. Agatha rose as well and went to the small window and looked out. Sunlight was beginning to gild the cobbles outside. The wind had risen again. She was
  beginning to feel silly. What if she gave James Lacey the love potion and it made him sick?


  Francie came back with two bottles, one small and one large. The small one is the love potion and the large one is for your hair, she said. Apply the hair restorer every
  night before you go to bed. Put five drops of the love potion in his drink. Are you a widow?


  Yes.


  I give seances. I can get you in touch with the dear departed.


  Hes departed but not dear.


  Thatll be one hundred pounds.


  I dont have that amount of cash on me.


  A cheque will do.


  Agatha took out her cheque-book and rested it on a small table. Do I make it out to Frances Juddle?


  Please.


  Agatha wrote out the cheque and handed it to her. Then she put on her coat, picked up the two bottles and put them in her handbag and made for the door.


  Get rid of that coat, said Francie. Its a disgrace.


  Agatha glared at her, and left without replying. How could anyone know what that coat meant to her? It had been her first expensive purchase ever, after she had clawed her way out of the
  Birmingham slum in which she had been born and climbed the ladder of success. To her, the coat had been like gleaming armour, signalling the arrival of a new rich Agatha Raisin. And that had been
  in the days before wearing fur was considered a sin.


  Outside, the sun was shining down and people were walking about, quite a number of them young. It was as if Wyckhadden had suddenly come to life. Agatha decided to go back to that pub where she
  had met Jimmy. She could not bear the fact that he had suddenly and inexplicably gone off her.


  She pushed open the door of the pub. It was the lunch-hour and it was busy with office workers. But she found an empty table and sat down after collecting a gin and tonic from the bar.


  Unless she hurried, she would miss lunch at the hotel and she did not feel like trying any of the pub food, which smelled horrible. She finished her gin and tonic just as the pub door opened and
  Jimmy came in. He shot her a brief look and then turned around and walked out.


  Agatha felt quite weepy. But then, she consoled herself, she had thought him weird the way he had picked her up. So why should she be surprised by his odd behaviour?


  She walked back out into the sunshine, but glad of the warmth of her coat, for the wind was cold.


  She was making her way towards the hotel when she passed a group of young people who were sitting on a wall drinking beer and eating hamburgers. One of them, a young girl with noserings and
  earrings, suddenly flew at Agatha, clawing at her coat and screaming, Murderer.


  Alarmed, Agatha gave her an almighty push and sent her flying and then set off at a run.


  Once in the hotel, she hurried up to her room and lovingly hung the precious coat away in the wardrobe.


  Enough was enough. One more day and she would check out.


  After dinner, she reluctantly joined the other guests in the lounge, where the colonel was opening the Scrabble board.


  The tall masculine woman turned out to be Miss Jennifer Stobbs and the small weedy one, Miss Mary Dulsey. The old crabby man, Harry Berry, smelt of mothballs and peppermints. Daisy Jones was
  flirting coyly with Colonel Lyche.


  So few guests, said Agatha.


  Were all residents, apart from you, said Jennifer. She had a heavy, sallow face with a bristle of hairs above her upper lip. Her hair, streaked with grey, was close-cropped.
  Get a lot of guests in the season and at weekends.


  Are you any good at Scrabble, Agatha? asked the colonel. Agatha was momentarily startled by the use of her first name. The members of the old-fashioned ladies society in her
  home village of Carsely addressed one another as Mrs this and Miss that.


  Average, said Agatha, and then remembered dismally the cosy evenings spent with James playing Scrabble when they had been engaged.


  She played as well as she could, but the others were not only dedicated Scrabble players but also crossword addicts, and so Agatha did badly compared to them.


  Did you go to Francie? asked Daisy.


  But Agatha was already ashamed of having spent one hundred pounds on what she believed was probably two bottles of coloured water and so she lied and said, No.


  Oh, you should, shes very good.


  Another game started. Agatha tried harder this time but still had the lowest score. Thats it for this evening, said Colonel Lyche. Agatha was surprised to find out it was
  just after midnight.


  She refused the colonels offer of a drink and went up to her room, thinking that they had all been good company, and once you got to know the elderly, it was amazing how much younger they
  became.


  She took off her blouse and put it in her laundry bag. Then she removed her skirt and went to the massive wardrobe to hang it up.


  She swung open the door.


  Then she screamed.


  
    
  


  Chapter Two


  Her beloved mink coat was hanging in shreds and it had been daubed with red paint.


  She backed away from the wreck of it. Agatha found she was trembling. She clenched her shaking hands and then was overtaken with an outburst of anger. There would only be the night porter on
  duty. She would call the police. She looked up the local phone book, pressed 9 for an outside line and dialled Wyckhadden police station.


  Evening, Wyckhadden police, said a bored voice.


  Agatha curtly snapped out the details of the desecration of her fur coat. Anything else damaged? asked the voice, still as bored.


  Agatha looked wildly around the room. Not that I can see.


  Dont touch anything. Well have someone along directly.


  Agatha began to look around the room. Nothing else seemed to have been touched. Even her jewel case, open on the dressing-table, still had all her pieces of jewellery in it.


  She called the night porter and explained tersely what had happened and that she had called the police. Ill be up right away, he said.


  After a few moments, there was a knock at her door. The night porter was young for an establishment such as the Garden Hotel, being somewhere in his forties. He had an unhealthy open-pored grey
  face, a droopy moustache and dyed black hair. He stared in awe at the wreckage of Agathas coat. Did you forget to lock your room? he asked.


  I did not forget. I was playing Scrabble with the others. I locked my door and kept the key in my handbag.


  Some of our residents are very forgetful, he said.


  I am not senile! howled Agatha. If I say I locked my door, then that is what I did!


  Elderly people do not sleep very well and somehow the other residents must have sensed something was going on. The door to Agathas room was open. Mrs Daisy Jones, wrapped in a pink silk
  quilted dressing-gown, appeared, peering in, shortly followed by the colonel, still dressed. They both exclaimed in horror over the vandalism.


  I blame the welfare system, said the colonel. Theyve got young people down here whove never done a days work in their lives. The rest of the
  residents soon crowded in, chattering and exclaiming.


  I think you should all go away, said Agatha desperately. The police will want to dust the room for fingerprints.


  Which of you is Mrs Raisin? called a voice from the doorway. The residents parted to reveal a squat burly man in a tight suit and anorak and a policewoman who looked as if she was
  half asleep.


  The residents shuffled out into the corridor. Detective Constable Ian Tarret, said the man, shutting the door on the elderly residents. This the coat?


  That was the coat, said Agatha bitterly.


  Lets begin at the beginning, Mrs Raisin. You are a visitor?


  Yes. Ive only been here a few days.


  Why Wyckhadden? Know people here?


  No, I wanted somewhere for a holiday, that was all.


  Have you worn the coat since your arrival?


  Yes, I wore it to a dance on the pier last night. I went with Inspector Jimmy Jessop.


  I thought you didnt know anyone in Wyckhadden.


  He picked me up in a pub, said Agatha, and despite her distress she maliciously hoped that bit of gossip would get round the police station.


  Now, there are people around who attack women wearing fur. Anyone have a go at you?


  Yes, this morning, on the prom, just before I got to the hotel. There were some young people sitting on a wall. A girl with spiky hair, noserings and earrings attacked me.


  Didnt you report it?


  Would you have done anything about it?


  Certainly. You should have reported it. Anyone else make adverse comments?


  Agatha thought guiltily of the witch of Wyckhadden, Francie Juddle. She did not like to confess she had been consulting a witch. And what if it came out that she had asked for a love potion?


  No, she lied.


  Well have the fingerprint men along in the morning.


  Why the morning? Why not now?


  Were a bit pushed. Lots of work.


  A crime wave in Wyckhadden?


  Its not that. Its lack of funds. Were only a small station. The forensic boys have to come from Hadderton, the main town. Perhaps youd like to drop into the
  station in the morning and make a full statement.


  Yes, said Agatha wearily.


  Is the coat insured?


  No. I mean if Id been at home it might have come under the house-contents insurance, but I never thought of taking out travel insurance to go to a place like this.


  Youll know better next time, he said in a heavy, sententious way that made Agatha want to hit him.


  Agatha looked at the policewoman. She was sitting on the bed, her chin drooped on her chest, her eyes closed. Your policewomans asleep, she said.


  Constable Trul! barked Tarret.


  I wasnt asleep, she said. I was thinking.


  Tarret turned to the night porter. Well go downstairs. Youd better tell us who could have had access to a key to this room.


  Agatha saw them out. She felt like a drink but this hotel was too old-fashioned to have anything modern like a minibar. She slumped down in a chair. She shouldnt have lied about her visit
  to Francie. Her eyes narrowed. It was Francie who had criticized her coat. Such as that horrible girl on the prom who had attacked her would hardly stroll into an expensive hotel. Her mind made
  feverish by the wreck of her coat, Agatha suddenly decided it could not have been anyone else but Francie. The residents of the hotel had all been playing Scrabble with her. Daisy Jones had left at
  one point to powder her nose, as she delicately put it, but she had gone in the direction of the Ladies on the ground floor. Then the colonel and Mr Berry had left the game on two
  occasions to buy drinks. But by no stretch of the imagination could she imagine either elderly gentleman nipping up the stairs to slash her coat.


  It must be that dreadful Francie, Francie who was probably lying in smug sleep at that very moment.


  Agatha decided to go and wake her up. If she was the culprit, then she might still have some evidence of red paint on her hands or under her fingernails.


  She put on a warm anorak and headed downstairs. Tarret and Trul were still questioning the night porter. Got to get a breath of air, gabbled Agatha.


  As she walked along the deserted promenade under a small chilly moon, she felt that if she could solve The Case Of The Vandalized Mink Coat, that would show Jimmy Jessop she was a brain to be
  reckoned with.


  The night was very still and the silence of the town, eerie. Her own footsteps sounded unnaturally loud.


  Her courage was beginning to fail. What if Francie didnt answer the door? What if the neighbours reported her to the police? But the thought of impressing the hitherto unimpressed Jimmy
  spurred her on.


  As she turned into Partons Lane, she noticed that the street light at the corner was out, making the entrance to the lane pitch-black. She stumbled slightly on the cobbles. Getting to the pink
  cottage, she raised her hand and knocked loudly on the door. The door gave and swung slowly open.


  Agatha felt superstitious dread flooding her. It was as if the witch had known she was coming and had magically caused the door to open. She went inside. Francie! she called.


  The witch was no doubt upstairs asleep. Agatha fumbled around the hall looking for a light switch and at last found one at the foot of the stairs. Feeling more confident and thinking it might be
  an idea to surprise Francie asleep and study her fingernails and hands before waking her, Agatha started to creep up the stairs, which were as thickly carpeted as those at the hotel.


  She gingerly pushed open one door. The bathroom. She tried another. A box-room. Another door. In the light from the stairs, Agatha could see it was a bedroom. She felt around inside the door for
  a light switch, found it, and clicked it on.


  Lying half in, half out of the bed was Francie Juddle. Blood from a great wound on her head had dripped on to the white carpet, leaving a dark stain. The white cat was crouched on the edge of
  the bed. When it saw Agatha, with one spring it flew straight at her face. Agatha screamed and tore it off.


  Her first instinct was to flee. But Francie might still be alive. Agatha could not bring herself to touch the body. There was a phone extension by the bed. Fingerprints, she thought. My
  fingerprints will be everywhere. Why didnt I wear gloves? How do I explain my call?


  She had forgotten the number of the police station. She dialled 999 and in a trembling voice asked for police and ambulance and then went down to the small hall to wait.


  Agatha wished from the bottom of her heart that she had never left Carsely. She crouched in a small chair in the hall. It would come out that she had visited Francie. And how was she to explain
  what she was doing at Francies cottage at this time of night?


  She heard car doors slam outside the cottage. Detective Constable Tarret came in followed by his sleepy policewoman.


  What is this about? he demanded. What are you doing here?


  Its Mrs Juddle, said Agatha. Shes upstairs in the bedroom. I think shes dead.


  The ambulance men came in at that moment.


  Show us, said Tarret.


  Agatha led the way upstairs and to the bedroom, pointed at the door and stood back while the police and the ambulance men went in. Jimmy Jessop came up the stairs.


  He glanced at her. In there, said Agatha faintly.


  She retreated to the hall. Soon the scene-of-crime men arrived with their equipment, then the pathologist with his black bag. Francie must be dead, thought Agatha. There was no rush to bring her
  out to the ambulance. More police arrived to cordon off the outside of the cottage.


  Agatha began to wonder whether she should slip off back to the hotel. After all, they would know where to find her. But she stayed where she was. The trembling had stopped and now she felt
  exhausted.


  Inspector Jimmy Jessop came down the stairs. Id better ask you to accompany us back to the station, he said. Constable Trul will take you there. His eyes were
  flat and expressionless.


  The policewoman came down the stairs. Lights were on in all the neighbouring cottages. As she was led out, a flashlight went off in Agathas face. The local press had arrived. Agatha
  cringed and tried to hide her face. She got in the car. Another flashlight went off.


  Numb now with shock and exhaustion, Agatha was borne off to the police station and put in an interviewing room. Constable Trul brought her a cup of milky tea and a digestive biscuit and then sat
  in the corner, her hands folded in her lap.


  Agatha sipped the tea and wrinkled her nose in disgust. It was the sort of stuff in a thin paper cup that came out of a machine. She pushed it away and laid her head on the desk and immediately
  fell asleep. She was awakened three quarters of an hour later by someone shaking her shoulder. It was Jimmy Jessop. She looked up at him blearily.


  Now, Mrs Raisin, he said, lets get this over with. We all need our sleep.


  Agatha sat up, blinked and looked around. Jimmy sat down opposite her along with Detective Constable Tarret.


  Is the tape in? asked Jimmy over her shoulder and Trul gave a sleepy Yes.


  To her amazement, Agatha heard herself being cautioned and then Jimmys flat emotionless voice asking her if she wanted a lawyer.


  No, said Agatha. I havent done anything.


  I have a report here that your fur coat was vandalized. In your preliminary statement, you said nothing about Mrs Juddle. So why did you go to see her in the middle of the
  night?


  Agathas mind went this way and that. Then she decided that the truth was the only thing that would serve.


  I didnt tell the police I had been to Francie because I was ashamed to say I had been consulting the local witch. Agatha unwound the scarf from her head and bent it forward.
  Some hairdresser shampooed my head with depilatory instead of shampoo and my hair didnt seem to be growing back properly. Mrs Daisy Jones at the hotel recommended Francie. I went
  along to her and bought a bottle of hair tonic. While I was there, she made several remarks about my coat.


  Exactly what did she say?


  I cant remember exactly. She said something about all the little animals that had been killed to make it and that I shouldnt be wearing it. I was upset after the coat had
  been vandalized. I thought I would go and wake her up and see if she had any red paint marks on her hands or under her nails. I knocked at the cottage door, hard. The door swung open. I went
  upstairs to look for the bedroom. I wanted to surprise her asleep. I wanted to look at her hands. But when I pushed open the bedroom door and turned on the light, I saw her the way you found her. I
  should have checked to see if she was still alive, but I couldnt bring myself to do that. I phoned for the police and ambulance and then went downstairs to wait. Look here, said
  Agatha with some of her usual energy, if Id bumped her off, I would simply have run away. My fingerprints are over everything.


  So Mrs Juddle gave you hair restorer. Anything else?


  No, lied Agatha, thinking of that bottle of love potion which was still in her handbag, glad she had not left it in the hotel room for the police to find.


  So lets go back to the beginning again . . .


  Jimmy carefully took her through her story several times, obviously hoping she would slip up or come out with another bit of information.


  At last, she was fingerprinted and told she was free to go but cautioned not to leave Wyckhadden.


  A police car drove her the short distance to the hotel. She went up to her room and wearily opened the door. The room was in chaos. At first she thought she had been burgled until she realized
  there was fingerprint dust everywhere. Because of the murder, the forensic team had been sent in immediately. There was a knock at the door. She opened it to find the night porter standing
  there.


  I forgot to tell you, he said, his eyes darting around the room, that the police took your fur coat away for evidence. Heres the receipt.


  Thanks, said Agatha.


  Whats this about a murder?


  Do you mind? I want to sleep. Agatha shut the door in his face.


  She was too tired to take a bath or shower. She creamed off her make-up, undressed and went to bed, but decided to sleep with the lights on in case darkness should bring back the horrors of the
  night too vividly.


  Agatha was awakened early in the morning by the shrill sound of the telephone. It was a reporter from the Hadderton Gazette. Cant talk now, she said and hung up. Then
  she phoned the switchboard and told them that no calls were to be put through to her room and then fell asleep again. She drifted in and out of sleep, vaguely aware that from time to time someone
  was knocking at her door.


  At last she rose about noon and had just bathed and dressed when the phone rang. I told you not to put any calls through, she snapped.


  Mrs Raisin? This is Inspector Jessop. I am downstairs and would like a few words with you.


  Agatha hung up, checked her make-up carefully and adjusted the blue scarf around her head, then went downstairs.


  We ll go into the lounge, said Jimmy. Its empty at the moment.


  No police sidekick? said Agatha. Is this a friendly call?


  Hardly.


  They walked into the lounge and sat down in huge armchairs by the long windows. On a coffee-table in front of them were spread the days papers. Nothing in the press yet,
  said Jimmy. Too late for them.


  When did she die? asked Agatha. I mean, the other residents will tell you I was in the hotel all evening.


  Were waiting for the report. It is very hard to pinpoint the actual time of any death.


  Have you found out how someone could have got into my room and slashed my coat?


  No, it could have been a previous resident. Were checking the maids. Of course, theres a passkey. About last night, lets start again now you are rested. Why should
  you think a woman whom you had consulted about hair tonic should have slashed your coat, all because of a few off remarks?


  I was rattled by the vandalism. I was furious. Oh, I may as well tell you the truth. I didnt like the way you went off me at that dance after I told you I was an amateur detective.
  I wanted to show you what I could do.


  Thats madness, said Jimmy coldly. I wouldnt put it past you to bump off someone or slash your own coat. Women of your age who fancy themselves as amateur
  detectives will sometimes do anything to get publicity.


  I do need a lawyer. If there was a witness to this conversation, I would sue you, shouted Agatha.


  You must admit it looks odd. We had a murder in Wyckhadden twelve years ago and thats it. You arrive, and suddenly we have two incidents connected to you.


  I am not a freak and I am not mad, said Agatha in a thin voice. Did you come here for the sole purpose of insulting me?


  He passed a large hand over his face.


  Im so tired I dont know what to think. But youre right. My remarks were unprofessional and out of order. He leaned behind him and pressed a bell on the wall.
  Ill get us a drink.


  I havent had breakfast yet.


  The manager, Mr Martin, came bustling up. Inspector, the press are outside and are troubling our guests. Could you ask them to move on?


  Jimmy rose to his feet. Ill do what I can. Bring Mrs Raisin here a gin and tonic and me a half-pint of lager.


  This has never happened to me before, said Mr Martin crossly. He was a plump man in a tight suit with a high colour.


  I have never had a coat slashed before, said Agatha crossly. Are we getting these drinks or not?


  The manager strode off, his fat shoulders stiff with disapproval.


  Through the window, Agatha could see Jimmy talking to the press. A waiter came in with the drinks. Agatha suddenly realized that the police had made an oversight. They had not searched her
  handbag. If they had, they would have found that wretched love potion. She opened her handbag and took the small bottle out, planning to shove it down the side of the armchair and then recover it
  later. But a shaft of sunlight through the windows lit up the glass of lager Jimmy had ordered. Why not? thought Agatha. And I hope it poisons him. Probably only sugar and water. She looked around
  the empty lounge and then tipped half the bottle into the lager. Then she remembered Francie had said five drops. Agatha stared anxiously at the lager. It had turned a darker colour. She shoved the
  bottle down the side of the armchair.


  Jimmy came back in, sat down, and took a hefty pull from his glass. Theres no moving the press. But I tried.


  Agatha looked at him anxiously. Lager all right?


  I suppose so, said Jimmy. Funny sort of back taste, but theres all these odd foreign lagers around these days. Where was I?


  You were insulting me, said Agatha. You were saying I probably ripped up my own coat and then went out and killed Francie Juddle.


  Im sorry. I told you. Look, Ill tell you what got up my nose about you. No, I dont think you did it because as you say, you would hardly put your fingerprints over
  everything and then phone the police. The fact is . . . I told you about that other murder we had in Wyckhadden?


  Yes.


  It was a disaster. A woman in one of the old fishermens cottages was found dead, beaten to death, quite savagely, an old woman. Her jewellery had gone and the contents of her
  purse. We suspected the grandson who had form, and we were closing in on him. He shared a flat with two other neer-do-wells in the council estate at the back of the town. But along comes
  this Miss Biddle, a local resident, spinster in her fifties. Had read every detective story ever published and fancied herself as the local Miss Marple. It was common enough gossip around the town
  about the grandson, everyone saying they were pretty sure he did it. So she decided to go and confront the grandson herself, lying to him, telling him she had proof positive he had done it. So he
  bashes her to death. We catch up with him in Brighton and get him on both counts. Miss Biddle used to waylay me on the street, bragging about how she had solved the case of the missing cat
  or had found someone elses lost handbag, so when you started up at the pier dance about all your adventures, I thought, oh God, weve got another one here.


  If you check up with Mircester police, they can confirm my stories, said Agatha frostily.


  I did phone Mircester police this morning and talked to a Detective Inspector Wilkes. He didnt exactly confirm your stories about being the great detective. The way he put it, it
  was more like you had a habit of blundering into things.


  After all the help Ive given them! Agatha was outraged.


  Anyway, Agatha, said Jimmy, suddenly smiling at her, keep out of this one.


  As soon as you give me permission to leave this hell-hole, Im going, said Agatha. She picked up her gin and tonic and took a swallow and shuddered. Too early in the
  day for me.


  Its two in the afternoon.


  Ive missed lunch.


  Come on and Ill take you for a bite of something.


  Agatha stared at him. He was smiling again. Was there something in that love potion after all?


  Ill just go up and get my coat.


  Once in her room, Agatha unwound the scarf from her head, picked up the bottle of hair restorer and rubbed the lotion into the bald patches. If that love potion could make Jimmy smile at her
  again, then there might be something in the witchs products. Then she wound the scarf round her head again, put on her coat, and went downstairs.


  Arent you supposed to avoid socializing with suspects? she asked.


  I have a few hours off, and if anyone sees us, theyll only think Im grilling you for more information.


  Have you questioned the other residents of this hotel?


  The police have been taking statements from them all morning.


  They went outside. The press clamoured to know if Agatha was being arrested.


  No, said Jimmy curtly. And dont follow us or youll get no more information out of me. And move away from the entrance of the hotel. Ive already warned
  you. But cameras clicked in Agathas face and a television camera was shoved in her face. Head down, and taking Jimmys arm, she walked with him along the promenade.


  He turned up one of the side streets and led her to a small caf. There was a NO SMOKING sign on the door. Agatha thought that perhaps she should have asked the witch for a cure for
  smoking.


  They sat down at a table. Agatha picked up a small menu. The caf specialized in light snacks. She ordered quiche and salad and Jimmy ordered a pot of tea.


  So you were playing Scrabble with the other residents? began Jimmy.


  Yes, I told you.


  What are they like?


  I havent really got to know them that well. It was Daisy Jones who recommended Francie. She seems quite keen on Colonel Lyche, but he doesnt notice her. He seems pretty set
  in his ways. Then theres Jennifer Stobbs and Mary Dulsey and Harry Berry. What did we talk about? Well, Scrabble, letters, words. Nothing personal apart from Would you like another
  drink, Mrs Raisin?


  Did any of them leave during the game?


  Daisy Jones went to powder her nose but she used the downstairs loo. Colonel Lyche went to get drinks from the bar. So did Mr Berry. I dont suppose any of them have a horrible
  past.


  Were digging into it. Francie Juddle kept an appointments book. They all consulted her.


  Ah! Agathas eyes gleamed.


  Daisy Jones consulted her because she ran seances and Daisy wanted to get in touch with her late husband. The colonel has a liver complaint. Jennifer Stobbs asked for a love
  potion.


  Who for? I mean, who was she going to use it on?


  She insists it was for a friend. Mary Dulsey for warts, Harry Berry for rheumatism.


  What a gullible lot!


  You went to Francie yourself, said Jimmy.


  Did she have me in her book? asked Agatha.


  Yes, hair tonic. Agatha heaved a sigh of relief. No mention of love potion.


  But apart from the residents at the hotel, Jimmy was saying, an awful lot of the townspeople went to Francie.


  Did she make a good living out of it?


  Yes, I believe she was a wealthy woman, but were checking with her solicitor to see how much she left.


  What about family?


  She has a daughter, Janine, who will probably inherit and who may take over the business.


  Its probably her.


  Doubtful. She visited her mother often and appeared very fond of her.


  Is she married?


  Yes, to a layabout called Cliff Juddle.


  Juddle! Did she marry her cousin, or what?


  Something like that. The Juddles are gypsies.


  So couldnt this Cliff have bumped her off?


  Anythings possible, said Jimmy. But folk say that Janine is a very bossy woman, very tough. If Cliff killed the mother hoping to get his hands on the daughters
  money, he wouldnt have much of a chance. Janine holds the purse-strings.


  What does she do?


  Same as her mother, but over in Hadderton. She may move here because the mothers was the more profitable business. Theres a lot of old residents in Wyckhadden and the old
  have ailments and some of the older generation are superstitious. We raided a couple of her seances but could find nothing phoney, like muslin, or tapes, or thugs under the table to make it move.
  Mind you, these things do leak out and I always felt she had been forewarned.


  But there must be trickery somewhere!


  Oh, Im sure there is but we were never able to find any.


  Agathas quiche arrived. After she had eaten it she still felt hungry and looked longingly at the display of cakes.


  Like a cake? asked Jimmy, following her gaze.


  Well . . .


  Ill have one as well.


  Oh, in that case . . .


  May as well make a good job of it, thought Agatha, ordering a slice of chocolate fudge cake. The menu boasted, We sell the best gateau cakes. I wonder what the French tourists make
  of that one, thought Agatha.


  The cake was delicious.


  So do I still have to stay in Wyckhadden? asked Agatha.


  Yes, Im afraid you do. And I forgot to tell you, my detective sergeant, Peter Carroll, will be on duty soon and he wants to ask you a few more questions. Ill walk you round
  to the police station when youre ready.


  Arent you coming?


  Im going home for a couple of hours sleep. Ready to go?


  Detective Sergeant Peter Carroll was a thin-faced man with a courteous manner which belied his seemingly endless capacity for asking probing questions. Agatha described again
  the events of the previous night, although now the whole thing was beginning to seem unreal. The interview room had a high window through which sunlight shone. Dust motes floated in the sunbeams.
  The table at which Agatha sat was scarred and stained with the rings of many coffee cups and cigarette burns. The walls were painted that sour shade of lime green so beloved by bureaucracy in
  Britain.


  Agatha was beginning to feel sleepy again. So we go back to the reason you left in the middle of the night to wake up a woman you just thought might have vandalized your coat.
  Why? asked Carroll.


  I am by way of being an amateur detective, said Agatha. Carroll consulted a fax on the papers in front of him and gave a brief cynical smile. Probably a fax from Wilkes telling
  them Im an interfering busybody, thought Agatha. Since Mrs Juddle had criticized my wearing of the coat, I thought she might have had something to do with it. I thought if I paid her
  a surprise visit, she might still have traces of paint on her hands.


  There was a knock at the door and then it opened and Tarrets head appeared around it. A word, sir.


  Excuse me. Carroll went out. A policewoman seated in the corner by the tape machine stared stolidly ahead. Agatha stifled a yawn. Oh, to be home in Carsely in her own cottage with
  her cats. She had been silly to run away. She wondered if James thought of her.


  Back in Carsely, James Lacey switched off the computer. He felt restless and bored. He had a dull feeling he refused to recognize that Carsely without Agatha was a lifeless
  sort of place. No one seemed to know where she had gone. The vicars wife, Mrs Bloxby, probably knew but she wasnt telling anyone.


  He decided to switch on the television and watch the teatime news. Another government scandal, another murder through road rage, and then the announcer said, Police in Wyckhadden are
  investigating the death of a local witch. Mrs Frances Juddle was found battered to death in her cottage. She was found by a visitor, a Mrs Agatha Raisin. There was a still photograph of
  Agatha in a police car. Mrs Raisin from the village of Carsely in Gloucestershire is reported to be a friend of Inspector Jimmy Jessop, who is in charge of the case. Film of Agatha
  leaving the hotel with Jimmy, then a long shot of Agatha and Jimmy walking along the promenade, arm in arm. The announcer then went on to describe Wyckhadden as a quiet seaside resort where a great
  many retired people stayed. Interviews with various neighbours of Francie Juddle, all expressing shock. James watched, bemused. Agatha had never mentioned Wyckhadden. And surely, if she had been
  friendly with a police inspector, she would have bragged about it.


  He switched off the television and went out and along to the vicarage. Mrs Bloxby answered the door to him. Why, Mr Lacey! How nice. Come in. We dont see much of you these
  days.


  Ive been busy. Whats this about Agatha?


  She felt the need of a holiday.


  I have just seen her on television.


  James told her about Agatha and the murder of the witch of Wyckhadden.


  Poor Mrs Raisin. Murder does seem to follow her around.


  It said on the television news that Agatha was a friend of some police inspector.


  I saw the television news. How shocking! Poor Mrs Raisin. But I never heard her mention anything about a police inspector.


  But why Wyckhadden?


  I may as well tell you, said Mrs Bloxby, now that you know where she is. She didnt know anything about Wyckhadden. She just closed her eyes and stuck a pin in the
  map.


  She might have told me where she was going.


  Why? asked Mrs Bloxby gently. You have not been close for quite a time.


  But were neighbours!


  No doubt shell tell us all about it when she returns. Tea?


  No, I dont want any more of your filthy tea, Agatha was saying to the policewoman. The sun had gone down. The interview room was cold.


  The door opened and Carroll came in again. We got someone for cutting up your coat.


  Who was it? asked Agatha.


  It was that girl you told Tarret about, who attacked you on the prom. Her names Carly Broomhead. We picked her up. She still had traces of red paint on her hands. Her sister works,
  or rather worked, now, as a maid at Garden Hotel. Shes been fired.


  It would be someone like her, said Agatha bitterly. I can sue her until Im black in the face, but shell never be able to pay for another
  coat.


  At least weve got that out the way and know its not connected with the murder.


  Oh, isnt it? In my opinion, anyone who slashes a coat is quite capable of bashing someones head in.


  Just leave investigation to the police in future, Mrs Raisin. Youre free to go but keep yourself available for further questioning. He turned to the policewoman and said,
  Interview with Mrs Agatha Raisin finished at eighteen hundred hours. Switch off the tape, Josie, and leave us for a moment.


  When the policewoman had gone, Carroll leaned forward and said, Jimmy Jessops a decent man.


  I am sure he is, said Agatha stiffly.


  He was shattered by the death of his wife. I dont want him getting hurt or mucked about by the likes of you, see?


  Why dont you concentrate on police work and mind your own damned business, said Agatha, standing up.


  I am concentrating on police business and I dont like the way you went out at one in the morning and found that body.


  Are you charging me?


  Not yet.


  Then get stuffed.


  Agatha stormed out. As she hurried back to the hotel, she realized with a little shock that she had not had a cigarette that day. She opened her handbag and took out a packet of Benson &
  Hedges. Then she took a deep breath of fresh air and put them back. She was free of the stuff at last.


  When she got back to the hotel, she was relieved to see that no press were waiting outside. The manager, Mr Martin, was waiting for her. If you would just step into the
  office, Mrs Raisin.


  She followed him into an office off the entrance hall.


  I am very distressed that a member, or rather, a former member, of my staff should have been party to the destruction of your coat, Mrs Raisin. We will not be charging you for your stay
  here.


  Thank you, said Agatha. I plan to make it as short as possible.


  Our offer does not cover drinks, he said awkwardly.


  Ill remember that, said Agatha drily. Then she remembered the bottle of love potion she had thrust down the cushions of the armchair in the lounge. She was all at once
  anxious to retrieve it. Thank you. She got to her feet and went out.


  The colonel was reading a newspaper in the lounge and sitting in the armchair on which Agatha had sat earlier. Daisy Jones was sitting opposite him, knitting.


  What are you doing? cried Daisy shrilly as Agatha plunged her hand down the side of the armchair on which the colonel was sitting.


  I left my medicine, said Agatha, retrieving the bottle, although she was tempted to shock Daisy by saying, Just having a feel.


  These are distressing times, said the colonel. We are going to play Scrabble tonight as usual, all the same. Do join us.


  Thank you.


  Why not, thought Agatha. Murder and mayhem may have arrived in Wyckhadden but the Scrabble game goes on.


  
    
  


  Chapter Three


  Agatha rubbed some more lotion into her bald patches before winding a chiffon scarf around her head and then went downstairs for dinner. After calling out Good
  evening to the others, she picked up a paperback and began to read to ward them off. She would see enough of them over the Scrabble game.


  The meal was roast pork, roast potatoes, apple sauce, and various vegetables. It had been preceded by Scotch broth and rolls and butter and was followed by meringues and ice cream. I
  shouldnt even be eating half of this, thought Agatha, but what the hell, its been a bad time and I need some comfort.


  But the heavy meal had the effect of making her feel sleepy again. Only ambition to find out something about these other residents forced her into joining their Scrabble game.


  She refused the offer of a drink from the colonel. Mary Dulsey shook out the Scrabble tiles and old Harry put on a pair of gold-rimmed glasses and laid out pen and notebook to log the
  scores.


  Its nice the weather has cleared up, said Daisy brightly. Oh, thank you, Colonel, to that gentleman, who had returned with a tray of drinks.


  Arent we going to discuss the murder? asked Agatha.


  But its our Scrabble game, said Jennifer.


  The others were carefully sorting their tiles in rows. I dont know what Im supposed to do with this lot, grumbled Mary.


  They found out who vandalized my coat, said Agatha.


  We know, said the colonel. Mr Martin told us. Agatha, you have the highest tile. You start.


  Agatha looked at her letters. She leaned over the board and put down HOG. You have a T there and a U and another H, reproved Daisy. You could have put THOUGH.


  No helping, barked the colonel, and Daisy blushed and whispered, Sorry.


  Agatha looked round the bent old heads in amazement. Why werent they talking about the murder? But they had all been interviewed that morning, had probably discussed it among themselves,
  and now all they wanted was their usual game of Scrabble. Perhaps the best thing would be to try to tackle them one by one on the following day.


  When the first game finished, she excused herself, saying she was tired, and went up to her room.


  Again she slept with the light on.


  In the morning, she went down for breakfast and approached Daisy Jones. Mind if I join you?


  Daisy cast a longing look at the colonel but he was barricaded behind the Daily Telegraph. Yes, do, she said with obvious reluctance.


  Do you know I was the one who found poor Francie Juddle? started Agatha.


  Yes, it was in the newspapers this morning.


  What did you go to her for?


  Daisy looked uncomfortable. Then she said, Francie gave seances. She said she could get me in touch with my dead husband.


  And did she?


  Yes. I mean it was scary to hear Hughs voice.


  No trickery?


  I suppose there must have been. I dont want to talk about it.


  But 


  No, I really dont want to talk about it. There are things one shouldnt dabble in.


  I just wonder, said Agatha slowly, if she knew your late husband. I mean did he come to Wyckhadden with you when he was alive?


  Yes, we came every summer. Daisy sighed. I suppose thats why I decided to retire here. So many happy memories. But Francie never met my Hugh. Lets talk about
  something else. What about you and the inspector?


  I met him for the first time this week, said Agatha. He took me to a dance on the pier.


  What was that like? asked Daisy wistfully. Is it still the same?


  I suppose it is.


  Hugh and I used to go to the dances there. I tried to get the colonel to take me, but he said he had no time for such nonsense.


  She looked so sad that Agatha said impulsively, We can always go together one evening. I mean you and me.


  Oh, you are good.


  It seems as if Im stuck here for a bit. May as well.


  Daisy gave a surprisingly youthful giggle. I wonder what theyll do without me at their Scrabble game?


  They ate a companionable breakfast.


  I think Ill go for a walk, said Agatha.


  When should we go to the dance? asked Daisy eagerly. Theres one on tonight.


  May as well go then, said Agatha, but already regretting her impulse.


  Agatha went upstairs to get her coat. She decided to wash and blow-dry her hair before she went out and then apply some more of that lotion. She shampooed her hair and then examined her scalp.
  On the bald patches was now growing a faint fuzz of new hair. Its a miracle, thought Agatha. When I get back to Carsely, Ill get this hair lotion analysed and I might be able to make
  a fortune if it really works.


  Feeling quite elated, she wound a pretty chiffon scarf around her head in a sort of Turkish turban, put on her coat and headed out of the hotel. It was very cold and windy, but Agatha was
  determined to exercise and return to Carsely a new, thin Agatha. She set out in the opposite direction she had gone before, to the east rather than the west. She kept away from the sea-wall, for
  the tide was high and occasionally a great wave would break over the wall. The air was full of the sounds of screaming sea-gulls and crashing sea. Reaching the end of the promenade in that
  direction, she turned back and headed west, past the hotel. She turned up into the centre of the town where she found an elegant little boutique. In the window was a short black silk chiffon dress,
  cut low and with thin straps. Bit chilly for Wyckhadden in winter, thought Agatha. But she knew she still had smooth shoulders and a good bust. Wouldnt do any harm to try it on.


  She emerged twenty minutes later with the dress in a bag. It was too good for the pier dance, but for a candle-lit dinner with James Lacey . . .


  Agatha found her steps leading her to that pub where she had first met Jimmy. It was just about lunch-time and he might be there.


  She pushed opened the door of the pub and went in. It smelt like all dingy pubs, of stale beer and Bisto gravy.


  No Jimmy. A couple of business men at one table, the adulterous couple at another, three youths propping up the bar.


  She went over to the bar and ordered a gin and tonic. She took out her wallet to pay for it when a voice behind her said to the bartender, Ill get that, Charlie. And half a pint of
  lager for me. She turned quickly and saw Jimmy smiling down at her.


  Thank you, said Agatha. How are things going?


  He paid for the drinks and then they sat down at a table. The motive seems to have been robbery, said Jimmy.


  Oh. Agatha was disappointed. She had been nursing a dream where it would turn out one of the residents at the Garden had committed the murder and she would solve it.


  Her daughter, Janine, says she kept a large amount of cash in a padlocked metal box. The box was found this morning on the beach where it had been thrown. It was empty.


  Forced?


  No. Her keys were missing as well. Janine said she kept a key to the box with her car keys.


  So it was not just some ordinary burglary. I mean, it wasnt some lout off the street. Someone knew where she kept the money.


  Looks that way.


  Any sign of what struck her?


  Some sort of poker or cosh or bottle. Forensic are still working on that. Been shopping?


  I found a pretty dress in a boutique in the town. I think its too good to wear tonight, however.


  Whats happening tonight?


  Im going with Daisy Jones from the hotel to the pier dance.


  Good for you.


  I wish Id never agreed to it, said Agatha gloomily.


  We havent ruled out that it might be one of them at the hotel, although it seems farfetched.


  The colonels very fit, said Agatha. Come to think of it, apart from old Mr Berry, theyre all pretty fit.


  Find out anything about them and Francie Juddle?


  Only from Daisy Jones so far. She says she went to Francie to get in touch with her dead husband. Agatha leaned forward, her eyes gleaming with excitement. Heres a
  strange thing. She said that the voice she heard at the seance sounded like that of her dead husband, Hugh, but she said Francie never knew Hugh.


  She did, you know. She logged everything in her yearly appointments books and kept them all. Weve got police going through them. Hugh Jones did go to her.


  What for?


  A cure for impotence.


  So she would know what he sounded like! said Agatha.


  By all accounts, our Francie was a great mimic.


  But a mans voice!


  She could have had an accomplice. Were going on Crime Watch tonight to appeal to people who consulted her to come forward.


  What did old Mr Berry go to her for? Oh, you said it was rheumatism.


  He also wanted to get in touch with his dead wife.


  Its a cruel business, that, said Agatha, conning people that way.


  Oh, there are a lot of believers. They cant let go of the dead.


  Did you ever feel that way . . . about your wife?


  No, you see much as I missed her dreadfully, I didnt and I dont believe in seances. From my experience, people have to mourn and get it over with or they can go crazy.
  Theres a lot to be said for a good old Irish wake.


  No hope of you being at the dance tonight, Jimmy?


  He rubbed a weary hand over his face. Im working flat out. I only nipped in here  he flushed slightly  well, just for a break. Ive got to be
  going.


  That love potion must really work, thought Agatha. She knew he had meant that he had come to the pub in the hope of seeing her.


  Ill walk with you, said Agatha.


  I dont think thats wise, said Jimmy awkwardly. Youre still a suspect and I got a bit of a rocket from the force crime officer over at Hadderton when he
  saw us both on television. Theyre digging up a lot of colourful stuff out of your past, Agatha. I mean your husband being murdered, and all.


  Oh, God.


  Whos this chap, Lacey, you were thinking of marrying?


  Just someone. I mean, it didnt work out.


  Not still carrying a torch for him?


  Agatha stared at the table. No.


  Good. He patted her hand.


  Agatha sat smiling to herself after he had left. She liked his thick white skin and his sleepy eyelids and his tall figure. What would it be like being married to a police inspector? She began
  to imagine their wedding, but when she got to the bit where James Lacey asked for a dance with the bride and told her he had always loved her Agatha snapped out of it. It would be typical of such
  as James Lacey to tell her he loved her when there was no chance of doing anything about it.


  She left the pub and bought the newspapers and then went to the caf she had gone to with Jimmy for lunch, not wanting to return to the hotel for one of their mammoth meals.


  She sat and read the newspapers. On the front of two of them was a photograph of Janine Juddle. In an interview, she said she would be moving to Wyckhadden to carry on her mothers
  business of helping people. She said she would ask the spirits of the dead to rise up and find the murderer of her poor mother. Janine was a hard-faced blonde. Beside her in the photograph was a
  surly-looking man with close-cropped hair. The husband. Now he could have done it, thought Agatha. Janine might hold the purse-strings, but ready money had been stolen and who better to know that
  it had been there than the son-in-law.


  Agatha wondered how long it would be before Janine started her business in Wyckhadden.


  She went for another long walk and then back to the hotel. She felt she ought to go into the lounge and see if she could grill any of the residents, but she was suddenly very tired. She would
  see enough of them later.


  Agatha went down for dinner wearing a red satin blouse and a long evening skirt. She had tried on the little black dress but decided again that such glamour was definitely
  wasted on Wyckhadden.


  Daisy Jones was resplendent in an evening gown of pink net covered with sequins. When had she last seen a gown like that? wondered Agatha. The fifties. But it was the sight of the others that
  made Agatha blink. Old Mr Berry was wearing a greenish-black evening suit and the colonel was also in evening dress and black tie. Jennifer Stobbs was wearing a black velvet trouser suit and Mary
  Dulsey was exposing a lot of wrinkled skin in a strapless green silk gown.


  Were all going, Daisy shouted over. Isnt this fun?


  Just what I need, thought Agatha bitterly. A night out with a bunch of wrinklies. That was the awful thing about socializing with the old. You could no longer keep up the pretence that you were
  young and dashing any more. Let me see, thought Agatha gloomily. Im in my fifties; Daisy, about mid-sixties; Mary and Jennifer the same; the colonel, oh, about seventy-odd; and Mr Berry,
  definitely in the seventies. And the way time rushes by these days, it wont be long before Im one of them and the tragedy is that Ill still feel about twenty-five.


  But after dinner, as they all set out together into a calm frosty night, Agatha felt her spirits rising. They were all like excited teenagers. But their spirits were dampened as they walked
  along the pier past the closed shops and amusement arcades to come up against a poster advertising that it was disco night. Young people were already walking along the pier in the direction of the
  dance hall.


  Dear me, said Daisy in a little voice. I suppose we may as well all have a drink and just watch. But I did so want to dance.


  They left their coats and, crowding together, they walked into the ballroom and gathered round a table at the dance floor. The colonel took their orders for drinks and went off to the bar.


  They look like a lot of savages, growled Jennifer. She really should shave that moustache, thought Agatha impatiently. No reason to let herself go like that. She did not feel
  exactly glamorous herself with her hair tucked up under a red scarf to match her blouse. She had arranged it in the Turkish-turban style but she still felt like an old frump. The colonel returned
  bearing a tray with their drinks.


  This isnt a good idea, whimpered Mary. I can hardly hear myself think.


  A group of youths were sniggering and staring at them from the other side of the floor. Then one, a tall youth in a leather jacket and jeans, detached himself from the group. He walked over to
  their table and then, turning, winked at his friends, and said to Agatha, Want to dance, sweetheart?


  Dammit, I will not be old before my time, thought Agatha rebelliously.


  Sure, she said, getting up on the floor.


  Agatha was a good disco dancer. Her long black skirt had a long slit up the side which opened as she danced, showing the world that Agatha Raisin had a smashing pair of legs. She gave herself up
  to the jungle beat of the music, forgetting that this young punk had only asked her for a joke, although he was a superb dancer. She was dimly aware that people were cheering, that people were
  clearing a space around them.


  When the dance finished, Agatha returned to the table, flushed and happy.


  I dont know how you do it, marvelled the colonel.


  Come on and Ill show you, teased Agatha, not for a minute expecting him to take her up on her offer.


  I would be honoured, said the colonel formally.


  As the colonel started to throw himself about, hands waving, legs kicking with abandon, Agatha was reminded of James. James danced like that. At one point, she looked over the colonels
  shoulder and saw with glad amazement that Daisy and Harry Berry had joined the dancers, as had Mary and Jennifer.


  After that, various young people asked them to dance. They were no longer oddities. They were regarded as fun, and Agatha thought it was amazing that young people with noserings and spiky hair
  and terrifying clothes, when you got to know them, mostly always turned out to be nice and ordinary.


  They stuck it out gamely to the last dance. Well, Im blessed, said the colonel as they walked along the pier. I cant remember when Ive enjoyed myself so
  much in ages.


  Highly elated, old Harry was performing dance steps along the pier. Daisy caught Agathas arm. Could I have a quiet word with you when we get back?


  Sure, said Agatha, stifling a yawn. But not too long. Im beat. Come up to my room.


  In Agathas room, Daisy looked at her pleadingly. I was jealous of you tonight, Agatha.


  Oh, why? Agatha unwound her turban and peered at her scalp. By all that was holy, her hair was growing.


  Well, the colonel paid you a lot of attention.


  Youre keen on the colonel?


  Yes, very.


  But what can I do? asked Agatha. Hes not keen on me, I can tell you that. He just wanted a bit of fun.


  My clothes are very old-fashioned. I realized that tonight. And my hair. I wondered if you could go shopping with me tomorrow and sort of make me over.


  Gladly, said Agatha. Well set out after breakfast. Itll be fun.


  And so it will, she thought in surprise. Agatha had run her own successful public relations firm but had taken early retirement. But taking someone in hand and improving their image had been
  part of her job. Life had suddenly acquired colour and meaning again. And what was more, she hadnt had a cigarette. She took a full packet out of her handbag, opened it, broke up all the
  cigarettes and threw them in the waste bin.


  In the morning, after breakfast, Agatha found that Mary and Jennifer wanted to join the shopping expedition. She led them through to the lounge. Wed better
  prepare a plan of action first, she said. Are you game?


  They all nodded. Well, for a start, youve all got old-fashioned hair-styles, said Agatha, but fortunately you all seem to have strong, healthy hair that will take
  tinting. I think I need to start off with taking you all to a good hairdresser and getting you all styled. Then a beautician. Face and skin are important.


  You cant do anything about wrinkles, said Jennifer.


  Oh, yes, you can, said Agatha, and Im not talking face-lift. Do you know of a good hairdresser? I mean, one you havent gone to?


  We all just go to Sallys in the High Street.


  Ill ask the manager. Agatha went through to the office. Mr Martin listened to her request and said, Theres a retired couple in Wyckhadden. He was a hairdresser
  and she was a beautician. They still do some work privately.


  I dont know . . . began Agatha doubtfully.


  He used to be Jerome of Bond Street.


  Good heavens, said Agatha faintly. I forget how old I am myself. I used to go to Jerome. He was very good. Can you give me his number?


  Supplied with the number, Agatha phoned up. Jerome was delighted to hear from her. She could bring her ladies along and he and his wife would get to work.


  In all her crusading zeal, Agatha had quite forgotten about the murder. By the end of the morning, Daisys hair was a shining honey-blonde and her wrinkles had been smoothed out with a
  collagen treatment. Jennifer had a short smart bob and her moustache had been removed and her eyebrows shaped. Mary had a pretty arrangement of soft curls and a smoother face.


  Chattering happily, they all had lunch in a restaurant on the promenade and then Agatha led them round the shops. I hope you all can afford this, she said guiltily.


  They all said yes, they could. Agathas mind returned to murder. Jennifer had paid for all her purchases from a wallet bulging with cash while the rest used credit cards, and Jennifer was
  a powerful woman. And as her mind returned to thoughts of murder, so did the craving for a cigarette return with force. No, not pink, Daisy, she said as Daisy held up a blouse for her
  inspection. Blue, maybe. And you need a different size of bra.


  Whats wrong with the one Ive got on?


  Its too tight. Its giving you bulges where you shouldnt have bulges.


  I mean its not as if I gave up smoking, Agatha argued with herself. It gave me up, so to speak. I didnt sign the pledge. Just one puff would be heaven. Well, maybe later.


  Somehow the idea of Scrabble seems a bit flat, said Jennifer in her deep voice. But I suppose thats all weve got on the cards tonight.


  But when they returned to the hotel, it was to find that the colonel had taken the liberty of booking seats for them all at a production of Gilbert and Sullivans Mikado and had
  arranged an early dinner.


  This is like a girls dormitory, thought Agatha in amusement as Daisy and Mary and Jennifer called in at her room to ask her to vet what they were wearing.


  They all went downstairs together. By George, ladies, youve youthed, said old Harry, his eyes twinkling.


  That blue suits you, Daisy, said the colonel, and your hairs pretty. Daisys eyes shone and she squeezed Agathas arm.


  The theatre was an old-fashioned one bedecked with plaster gilt cherubs and a large chandelier.


  The colonel, who had been carrying a large box of chocolates, passed it along, and there was much fumbling for spectacles as they tried to read the chart of flavours.


  Agatha had never seen a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta and feared it would all prove to be a bit arty-farty, but from the overture on, she was riveted. In that evening, for a brief time, she
  became the child she had never really been. It was a novelty to her to have the capacity of sheer enjoyment. Pleasure for Agatha had always been bitter-sweet, always had a this-wont-last
  feeling. But that evening, the glory of escapism and warmth and security seemed to go on forever.


  As they filed out after the performance, the colonel could be heard saying to Daisy, The Lord High Executioner could have been better, but Agatha could find no fault with
  anything.


  They went to a nearby pub for drinks. The colonel told an amusing story about a Gilbert and Sullivan performance in the army. Jennifer made them laugh by saying she had once played Buttercup in
  Pirates of Penzance and had forgotten all the words and so had tried to make them up.


  It was only when Agatha was undressing for bed that she suddenly thought it curious that not one of them had mentioned the murder, or was curious about the murder. Maybe they considered it bad
  form. Maybe their elderly brains had already forgotten about the whole thing.


  But in the following week, as she went out with her new-found friends, she, too, discovered that, for the first time, she wasnt much interested in finding out who had murdered Francie,
  largely because she was convinced the culprit was the son-in-law and the police with the aid of forensic would soon arrest him. And Jimmy had not called, not once.


  James Lacey was shopping in Mircester when he ran into Detective Sergeant Bill Wong. Bill was looking round and chubby, a sure sign he had no love in his life. When Bill was
  smitten by some girl, he always slimmed down.


  I see Agathas got herself involved in another murder, said Bill. Heard from her?


  No, said James. Have you?


  Not a word. I thought she would have been on the phone asking me to help. Why dont you go down there and see her?


  I cant manage it. Im thinking of going abroad again. Friends of mine have a villa in Greece and theyve invited me over.


  Poor Agatha, thought Bill. James was hardly the impassioned lover.


  When he got back to police headquarters, he got a telephone call from the baronet, Sir Charles Fraith. Whats our Aggie been up to? demanded Charles.


  I only know what Ive read in the papers, said Bill. Then I gather Wyckhadden police have been checking up on her background.


  If youre speaking to her, give her my love.


  Why dont you go and see her?


  Shooting season. Got a big house party. Cant get away.


  Poor Agatha, thought Bill again. I hope she isnt too lonely.


  Agatha was taking a brisk walk along the pier ten days after the murder when she saw the tall, slim figure of the colonel in front of her and quickened her steps to catch up
  with him.


  Fine morning, said Agatha. It had turned quite mild for mid-winter, one of those milky grey days when all colour seemed to have been bleached out of the sea and the sky, and even
  the sea-gulls were silent.


  Morning, Agatha, said the colonel. All set for the dance tonight? More our style.


  He pointed to a poster advertising OLD-TYME DANCING. Yes, weve all got new gowns to dazzle you, said Agatha. Colonel, why do none of you ever talk about that dreadful
  murder?


  Not the sort of thing one talks about, said the colonel. Nasty business. Best forgotten.


  You went to Francie, didnt you?


  My liver had been playing up and my quack couldnt seem to come up with anything sensible. Kept telling me to stop drinking. May as well be dead in that case. Went to Francie. She
  gave me some powders. Havent had any trouble since.


  Agatha thought that as the colonel did not drink very much, and had probably received a bad health scare to slow down his drinking, it was probably due to that rather than Francies
  powders that he hadnt had any more trouble.


  What did you make of her? Francie, I mean.


  All right. Id expected a lot of mumbo-jumbo. But she seemed a sensible sort of woman. Im surprised her daughters moved in and set up in business so
  quickly.


  She has?


  Yes, there was a small ad in the local paper this morning.


  Agathas detective curiosity was roused again. That is odd.


  I dont think its odd, said the colonel. Tasteless, maybe. I think shes cashing in on the publicity about her mothers death.


  I wonder if people will go to her, mused Agatha.


  Bound to. There was also a bit in the local paper about Francies cures, saying there was a lot to be said for old-fashioned herbal medicine.


  Thats what she used? Herbs?


  Or grass.


  Grass?


  Grass. Pot. Hash. We had a lady who was resident at the Garden  shes dead now, poor old thing. She was subject to fits of depression and so she went to Francie, who gave her
  something. Well, after that, whenever she had taken some of what Francie had prescribed, she used to get all giggly and silly. Ive seen the effects of pot and I thought Francie had given her
  something with hash in it.


  Didnt you report it?


  Old lady had terminal cancer. I thought, if it keeps her happy, so be it.


  And yet you went to her yourself?


  She seemed to be all right generally. Mary was plagued with warts and she cured those, things like that. I had high blood pressure once, everything seemed to outrage me  politics,
  modern youth, you name it. I went on a diet and decided not to worry about anything, interfere in anything, just look after myself. Worked a treat. Thats why I let things like this murder
  alone.


  Did you know Daisys husband?


  Met him once. Gloomy sort of fellow.


  What did he die of?


  Lung cancer. Sixty-cigarettes-a-day man.


  Agatha, who had been fighting with the craving for a cigarette, felt the longing for one sharply increase. Odd that the minute she heard something awful about the effects of cigarettes, the
  longing for one should hit her. Maybe thats why the cigarette manufacturers didnt balk at putting grim warnings on cigarette packets. They probably knew that at the heart of every
  addict, theres a death wish.


  Youve done wonders with the ladies appearance. The colonel strolled on with Agatha at his side. He seemed happy to change the subject. Daisys looking
  really pretty.


  Thinking of getting married? teased Agatha.


  What me? By George, no! Once was enough.


  Wasnt it happy?


  Wonder if those chaps have caught any fish? The colonel waved his stick at men fishing at the end of the pier. So the subject of his marriage was closed.


  As they turned back and walked towards the hotel, Agatha stumbled and he tucked her arm in his. Better hang on to me, he said. Dont want you twisting an ankle before
  this evening. You should wear flats.


  I always like a bit of a heel, said Agatha. She looked towards the hotel. There was a flash at one of the windows. Could be binoculars, thought Agatha. I wonder whose room that
  is.


  When they went into the warmth of the hotel, to the Victorian hush of the Garden with its thick carpets, thick curtains and solid walls, Agatha felt all her old restlessness coming back. She
  went up to her room and unwound the scarf from her head. There was not enough hair covering the hitherto bald patches. She shook the bottle. Only a little left.


  She could kill two birds with one stone. She could go along and have a look at this Janine and see what she was like and also see if she had any of her mothers hair lotion left. She
  didnt want to use up the last little bit in case it turned out that Janine didnt have any and that last bit must be kept for analyses.


  She brushed her hair and decided there was no longer any reason to wear a scarf.


  Agatha called in at the dining-room on her way out to tell the others she would be skipping lunch. The waistband of her skirt felt comfortably loose for the first time in months and she did not
  want to sabotage her figure with one of the hotels massive lunches.


  Where are you going? asked Mary.


  Im going to see Francie Juddles daughter.


  They all stared at her. Why? asked Jennifer.


  Its my hair. Remember I had these bald patches? Francie gave me some hair tonic and it worked a treat. Im going to see if she has any of her mothers stuff
  left.


  Agatha turned away and said over her shoulder, If shes such a witch, she may even be able to rouse the spirits of the dead to tell me who murdered her mother.


  There was a sudden stillness behind her, but she went on her way. They probably all thought her visit was bad form.


  
    
  


  Chapter Four


  Agatha felt quite excited as she made her way along the promenade to Partons Lane.


  At the cottage, a surly-looking young man answered the door. You got an appointment? he demanded.


  No.


  Well, youll need to come back. Two oclocks the first free appointment.


  Put my name down, said Agatha. Agatha Raisin.


  Right you are.


  You wont forget?


  Naw.


  So thats that for the moment, Agatha thought. She made her way to the pub where she had first met Jimmy. To her surprise and delight, he was sitting at a table with a half-finished glass
  of lager in front of him.


  Agatha! He rose to his feet. Sit down and Ill get you something. The usual?


  Thanks, Jimmy.


  Jimmy returned with her drink. So how are things? he asked.


  Ive been jauntering around with the people from the hotel. Were going to the dance tonight. Have they found out when the murder was committed?


  Cant ever be exact. She hadnt had any supper. Nothing in her stomach to indicate shed eaten anything since lunchtime. The pathologist thinks it might have been
  between five and six oclock, going by rigor mortis and all that sort of business.


  Oh, but that means it could have been done by one of them at the hotel. Surely the neighbours saw who went in and out?


  Theres the problem. The cottages on either side and across the road are weekend cottages. And the only permanent resident four doors away is nearly blind.


  But someone carrying a cash box and emptying out the contents and throwing it over the seawall would surely be noticed?


  Not really. Have you been around Wyckhadden at six oclock? Its the ideal time for a murder. All the shops and offices are closed and everyone indoors having their tea. Only
  the really posh still have dinner in the evening down here. The murderer could have transferred the money into coat pockets and then just have dropped the empty box over the wall. It was high tide
  and the sea would have been up.


  But the appointments book. Was anyone booked in for six?


  She always took the last appointment at four-thirty. That was a Mrs Derwent, who took her little boy along whos got trouble with asthma.


  What about the weapon? Surely that would have been dropped over the sea-wall with the box?


  Maybe. But theres everything down there at low tide that could have been used  empty bottles, iron bars, bits of wood. The seas rough and the pebbles would have
  scoured any evidence clean away.


  So are you looking for anyone?


  We suspected Janines husband, Cliff. But he has a cast-iron alibi. He was playing bowls from early afternoon to late evening at the bowling alley over at Hadderton. Masses of
  witnesses.


  Rats.


  As you say, rats. Dont worry about it, Agatha. At least your lot at the hotel seem to be in the clear.


  Why?


  Its a young mans murder. Im sure of that. That blow that killed her was done with one brutal bashing to the head.


  Theyre pretty spry, and Jennifer Stobbs, for example, is still a powerful woman.


  Its usually someone with a bit of form, and theyre all respectable people who dont need the cash. It takes a lot of money to pay the Gardens prices, year in,
  year out. Your hairs grown back in. Very nice.


  I wonder if it was that lotion I got from Francie.


  I think it would probably have grown back in anyway. Ill need to go.


  Were all going to the pier dance tonight, said Agatha hopefully.


  If I find a spare minute, Ill drop in. But dont waste time worrying about who did the murder. If you ask me, it could have been anyone. She had so many clients over the
  years and one of them could have seen her putting money away in that box and talked about it at home. Some youth hears about it and tells his pals. Ive a nasty feeling this one isnt
  going to be solved.


  Agatha walked back to Partons Lane. Again the young man answered the door. Are you Cliff? Janines husband? asked Agatha.


  Yes. He led her into the living-room and said, Wait there.


  The white cat was lying on the hearth. It saw Agatha and bared its pointed teeth in a hiss. Agatha eyed it warily in case it flew at her again.


  Janine came in. She had dyed blonde hair piled up on top of her head. She had hard pale blue eyes fringed with white lashes, a thin, long nose and that L-shaped jaw which used to be regarded as
  a thing of beauty in Hollywood actresses of the eighties.


  What can I do for you? she asked, smiling. The smile was not reflected in her hard, assessing eyes. Agatha felt that every item she was wearing had been priced.


  Your mother  excuse me, my condolences on your sad loss  sold me some hair tonic. I wonder if you have any left.


  No, Im sorry. I threw a lot of that stuff out. I dont deal so much in potions. I have seances, palm-reading, tarot, things like that. I could read your palm.


  How much?


  Ten pounds.


  Pretty steep, thought Agatha, but she was anxious to ingratiate herself with Janine.


  All right.


  Give me your hands.


  Agatha held out her hands. You have a strong character, said Janine. Like getting your own way.


  I dont need a character assessment, said Agatha testily.


  You have suffered a bereavement recently, a violent bereavement. Agathas husbands murder had been in all the papers. There are now three men in your life. Each
  loves you in his own way, but you will never marry again. There has been a great deal of danger in your life up until now, but that is all gone. You will now lead a quiet life until you die. Nor
  will you have sex with anyone from now on.


  How can you tell all that? Agatha was feeling angry.


  There is an affinity between us. You found my mother. There is a psychic bond between us. That is all.


  What a rotten ten pounds worth, thought Agatha, and then was about to say something when she was hit by an idea.


  You said you do seances, she said.


  Yes, I call up the spirits of the dead.


  So who does your mother say murdered her?


  It is too early. Any day now. She is getting established on the other side.


  Cant be unpacking anyway, thought Agatha sourly.


  Look, theres six of us along at the Garden Hotel. Would you consider doing a seance for us if the others are agreeable?


  Certainly.


  At the hotel?


  No, I always do seances here.


  Ill bet you do, thought Agatha. Too many tricks to carry along.


  She said aloud, Ill check with the others and let you know.


  She paid over ten pounds. How much do you charge for a seance?


  Two hundred pounds.


  Blimey.


  It takes a lot out of me.


  And a lot out of everyone elses pocket, thought Agatha as she stumped along the promenade some minutes later.


  When she arrived at the hotel, she took a look in the lounge. Mary was on her own by the fire, knitting. Agatha decided to join her. Mary rarely said anything. Jennifer always acted as
  spokeswoman for both of them.


  Taking off her coat, Agatha sat down opposite her. Mary gave her a brief smile and went on knitting. She must have been quite pretty once, in a weak, rabbity sort of way, thought Agatha.


  I went to see Janine, said Agatha.


  Francies daughter? What was she like?


  Read my palm at great expense and talked a lot of bollocks. Still, it might be a hoot if we all went along to one of her seances.


  Do you think those things are real?


  I cant see how. But it might be fun. She charges two hundred pounds, would you believe? Still, split up amongst six of us, it isnt too bad.


  I wonder if she can tell about the living? I mean, if her spirits can tell about the living.


  I doubt if she can any more than I can bring myself to believe she talks to the dead. Why the living?


  Just someone I was keen on a long time ago.


  A man? asked Agatha, who often wondered whether Mary was in a relationship with Jennifer.


  Of course, a man. I often wonder where he is and what he is doing.


  Didnt it work out? asked Agatha sympathetically, thinking of James Lacey.


  It all went wrong. Marys large brown eyes filled with memories. But for a while, we were so happy. I was on holiday with my parents here, in Wyckhadden, and it was at
  this very hotel that I met him.


  How old were you?


  Twenty-two, said Mary on a sigh. A long time ago. We got friendly, we walked on the beach, we went to dances.


  Did you have an affair?


  Mary looked shocked. Oh, nothing like that. I mean, one didnt . . . then.


  And so how did it end?


  I gave him my address. I was living in Cirencester then with my parents. He lived in London. I waited but he didnt write. He hadnt given me a phone number, but I had his
  address. At last I couldnt bear it any longer. I went up to London, to the address he had given me. It was a rooming-house. The people there had never heard of him.


  Maybe he gave you a false name?


  It was his real name, the one he gave me, because he had a car. He had just passed his driving test and was very proud of his new licence. It had his name on it, Joseph Brady. I described
  what he looked like and I even had a photo with me, but the people in the rooming-house said he had never lived there and one lady had been there for the past ten years! He had said he was an
  advertising copy-writer. When I got home, I phoned all the advertising agencies that were listed. I went off sick from work to do it. Nobody had heard of him. I couldnt get over him. I went
  back to Wyckhadden year after year, always hoping to see him.


  Was he on his own here at the hotel? asked Agatha.


  Yes.


  You didnt notice the address on the driving licence?


  She shook her head.


  What about the hotel register?


  I didnt like to ask.


  Agatha rose to her feet. Ill try to find out for you.


  How?


  Im sure they have all the old books locked away somewhere. What year was this?


  It was in the summer of 1955, in July, around the tenth. But dont tell Jennifer.


  Agatha sat down again. Why?


  I met up with Jennifer ten years afterwards. My parents were poorly and I came here on my own. I told her all about Joseph. She told me I was wasting my life. We became friends. She had,
  has, such energy. I was working as a secretary. She told me to take a computer programming course. She said it would get me good money.


  What did Jennifer do?


  She was a maths teacher at a London school.


  Teachers arent well paid, Agatha pointed out. Why didnt she take a course herself?


  Jennifer has a vocation for teaching.


  I see, commented Agatha drily.


  So I did very well but then my parents died, one after the other, and I had a bit of a breakdown. Jennifer moved in with me in the long summer vac and looked after me. Then she suggested
  I should sell my parents house and take a flat with her in London. It seemed such an adventure. I got a programming job with a City firm.


  But you must have met other people, other men, said Agatha.


  At first, Jennifer gave a lot of parties but the people that came were mostly schoolteachers. I invited people from the office but they didnt seem to enjoy the parties and they
  stopped coming.


  Didnt you make friends with any of the women in the office?


  Sometimes one of them would suggest we had a drink after work, but Jennifer usually waited for me after work and so . . .


  Jennifers a leech, thought Agatha.


  She stood up again. Ill see what I can do with the records.


  Agatha went into Mr Martins office and asked him if it would be possible to look up old records. He said all the old books were down in the cellars and she was welcome to try but he could
  not spare any of the staff to help her. He handed Agatha a large key and led her downstairs to the basement and then indicated a low door. Down there, he said. Youll
  find them all stacked on bookshelves at the back of all the junk.


  Agatha unlocked the door and made her way down stone steps. The basement was full of old bits of furniture, dusty curtains, even oil lamps. She picked her way through the clutter to the piles of
  bound hotel registers, stacked up on shelves in a far corner. To her relief, the date of each was stamped on the outside.


  She had to lift down piles of books to get at the one marked 1955. She sat down on a battered old sofa and opened it, searching until she found July.


  She ran her fingers down the entries, glad it was such a small hotel so she did not have a multitude of names to look through. And then she found it, Joseph Brady. Agatha frowned. He had given
  his address as 92 Sheep Street, Hadderton. What on earth was someone with a car who lived in Hadderton and who could easily have motored over every day doing spending a holiday in an expensive
  place like the Garden Hotel?


  She took a small notebook from her handbag and wrote down the address, put the book back, went upstairs and returned the key to the office and went into the lounge where Mary was still
  knitting.


  Ive found it, said Agatha.


  You have? Just like that? And after all these years . . .


  The funny thing is hes given an address in Hadderton, and Haddertons so close.


  She held out the piece of paper. I cant believe it, whispered Mary.


  We may as well lay your ghost. Well go tomorrow.


  It might be a good idea if we didnt tell Jennifer, said Mary.


  Will that be difficult?


  I dont think so. Ill say Im going with you to look at a dress.


  Right you are. Ill ask the others what they think about the seance when we all meet up tonight.


  Jennifer was scornful of the idea of a seance and said so, loudly. Daisy said she had decided that things like that were best left alone. But the colonel showed unexpected
  enthusiasm and said it sounded like a bit of a lark. Harry said it would be interesting to see what fraudulent tricks Janine got up to. Daisy capitulated to please the colonel. And so
  it was decided that Agatha should arrange it for an evening in two days time. She phoned Janine, who said she would expect them all at nine in the evening.


  After dinner, they set out to walk to the dance. They were all unusually silent and Jennifer was openly sulking. She obviously did not like the idea of the seance, but did not want to be left
  out.


  Although they all danced amiably enough that evening, there was an odd sort of constraint which Agatha could not understand. She kept looking towards the doorway of the ballroom, always hoping
  to see Jimmy arrive, but the evening wore on and there was no sign of him. At last, Daisy said she had a bit of a headache and would like to return to the hotel and the others agreed.


  And what was all that about? wondered Agatha as she got ready for bed. Could it be that the idea of the seance frightened one of them and that inner fright had subconsciously communicated itself
  to the others? Could it be remotely possible that one of them had committed the murder?


  And why hadnt Jimmy come? Maybe the love potion wore off after a while.


  In the morning, Agatha and a guilty-looking Mary took a cab to Hadderton. No trouble getting away? asked Agatha.


  No, not this time, but she did somehow make me feel guilty.


  Worse than having a bullying husband.


  Oh, you mustnt say that, Agatha. Jennifers the only true friend Ive ever had.


  They fell silent as the old cab rattled into Hadderton.


  Sheep Street, called the taxi driver.


  Ninety-two, called back Agatha as the cab slowed to a crawl. Sheep Street was lined with red brick houses. Some were smartened up with window-boxes and with the doors and
  window-sashes painted bright colours. But the others were distinctly seedy. And ninety-two was one of the seedy ones.


  Shouldnt we just leave it alone? pleaded Mary as Agatha paid off the cab.


  May as well go through with it now were here. Agatha marched determinedly up to the front door and knocked on it.


  He probably left here years ago, said Mary.


  The door opened and a very old woman stood there, peering up at them. Were looking for Joseph Brady, said Agatha.


  Come in. She shuffled off into the interior and they followed her. The living-room into which she led them was dark and furnished with battered old chairs and a sagging sofa.


  This is Mary Dulsey and I am Agatha Raisin, began Agatha. Mary knew Joseph when he was much younger. She always wondered what became of him. Do you know him?


  Hes my son.


  They both looked at the old woman. She eased herself into an armchair. Her hands were knobbly with arthritis and her face was seamed and wrinkled.


  Mary seemed to have been struck dumb. Where is he? asked Agatha.


  Mrs Brady gave a wheezy little sigh. Doing time.


  Why, what for? asked Agatha, ignoring Marys yelp of distress.


  Same old business. Stealing cars. She peered at Mary. How did you know him?


  Mary found her voice, albeit a trembling voice. It was years ago, in 1955. At Wyckhadden. At the Garden Hotel.


  Mrs Brady nodded. That would be about the first time he got into trouble.


  With the police? asked Agatha.


  Yes, she said wearily. He was working as a car salesman for a firm in Hadderton. Hed just got his driving licence. He stole a car and he stole the money from the
  firms office. He said afterwards that he had planned to go to a posh hotel and look for a rich girl. The old eyes looked sympathetically at Mary. Was that you, dear?


  I suppose so, said Mary miserably. We werent rich. My father was only a lawyer.


  That would be rich to Joseph. We never had much, see. Well, the police got him a couple of days after he came back. How he thought hed get away with it, I dont know.
  Hed left the stolen car in a side street, as if someone else had pinched it. But hed left his fingerprints all over the office at the car firm and the police found the rest of the
  money hidden in his room. He swore hed never do anything like that again. He got a light sentence, but it was hard to get work with a criminal record. He left home one day shortly after
  that. Said he was going to Australia. Then, four years later, he wrote to me from prison. Cars again and a longer sentence. Then it was burglary. The latest was stealing cars and driving them over
  to some crooked dealer in Bulgaria.


  Have you a recent photograph? asked Agatha.


  Mrs Brady rose painfully from her chair and lifted a cardboard box down from a shelf beside the fireplace. She rested it on a small table, and putting on a pair of spectacles, began to look
  through the photographs. She lifted one out and handed it to Mary. That you, miss?


  Mary looked down at a picture of herself and Joseph on the prom at Wyckhadden. Yes, she said in a choked voice. One of those beach photographers took that picture. One for
  me, one for Joseph.


  Heres one taken before his last sentence. Mrs Brady handed Mary a photograph. Agatha joined Mary and looked down at it. The Joseph in this picture was baring a set of false
  teeth at the camera. He was nearly bald and his weaselly face bore little resemblance to the young man on the prom.


  Agatha looked at Marys shocked face. Thank you for your time, Mrs Brady. We are really sorry to have troubled you.


  Ill see you to the door, she said. Funny, there was always some girl or another over the years that hed said he was going to marry, but the law always caught
  up with him first.


  Out in the street, Mary walked a little way with Agatha and then broke down and cried and cried, saying over and over again in between sobs, How could you have done this to me,
  Agatha?


  But you wanted to find him, protested Agatha, but feeling guilty all the same. It would have been better to have left poor Mary with her dream intact. A cold wind whistled down
  Sheep Street. Wind chimes hung over a door tinkled their foreign exotic sound.


  Lets find a pub, said Agatha.


  They turned the corner of Sheep Street and found a small pub. Agatha ordered brandies. Mary drank and sobbed and sobbed and drank. Agatha waited patiently. At last Mary dried her eyes and blew
  her nose.


  All these years, she said, Ive carried this bright dream of Joseph. One day he would come back if only I kept going to Wyckhadden. I put up with Jennifer because I
  had this dream. Now I have nothing.


  I wish I had left things alone, said Agatha. But how were we to know hed turn out to be a criminal?


  Its not really your fault. I had to know, said Mary. Ill have to tell Jennifer.


  Why?


  Shell know something is up with me.


  Oh, well, tell her if you must, said Agatha, suddenly weary of the whole business. There was a cigarette machine in the corner of the pub. She looked at it longingly. But it was
  years and years since she had gone so long without a cigarette. Stick it out, Agatha!


  Back at the hotel, Agatha found Jimmy waiting for her. He looked curiously at red-eyed Mary, who darted past him and up the stairs. Whats up with her?


  Lets go for a walk and Ill tell you about it.


  Once out on the promenade, he took Agathas arm and said, You smell of brandy. Starting early?


  Consoling Mary. As they walked along, Agatha told him about Joseph.


  Poor woman, he said when Agatha had finished. I could have found all that out for her.


  I never thought of asking you. Mary didnt think for a minute that he was a criminal.


  Agatha then told him about the seance. Weve still got our eye on Janines husband. You should be careful.


  I thought he had a cast-iron alibi.


  Im always suspicious of people with cast-iron alibis.


  Why did you call to see me, Jimmy?


  I wanted to ask you out for dinner tonight. Theres this new Italian restaurant.


  I would love to.


  Thats fine. Ill pick you up at eight. Id better walk you back now. Ive a lot of paperwork to do.


  Tired after all the mornings emotion, Agatha planned to lie down that afternoon and then enjoy a leisurely time getting ready for her date. She was just about to pull
  her sweater over her head when there came a peremptory knocking at the door. She tugged down her sweater and went to open it. Jennifer stood there, her fists clenched and eyes blazing with anger.
  I want a word with you, you interfering bitch!


  Come in, said Agatha wearily.


  Jennifer strode into the room. You have destroyed Marys happiness. She needed that dream.


  Agatha looked at her in sudden dislike. You destroyed Marys dreams, she said furiously. Youve hung on to her like a leech for years. What chance did she ever
  have to make other friends with you around?


  How dare you? Who nursed her back to health after her parents death? Who steered her into a profitable occupation?


  You did. So much easier than doing anything about your own life. Youre not angry, Jennifer. Youre frightened. As long as Mary had the dream of Joseph coming back, you were
  safe. Without her dream, shes going to look back on a wasted life.


  Jennifer turned an ugly muddy colour. Just keep out of her life or itll be the worse for you.


  She strode out and slammed the door. Agatha sat down, her legs shaking. Now there was surely someone who could have committed murder. She tried to have a nap that afternoon but could not sleep.
  She was torn between leaving Wyckhadden and escaping from what looked like an ugly situation with Jennifer and staying and finding out more about the murder. And then there was Jimmy. After
  Charless fickle unfaithfulness and James Laceys coldness, it was wonderful to have some man really keen on her. Perhaps they could get married.


  Agatha phoned Mrs Bloxby at the vicarage in Carsely. How nice to hear from you, cried Mrs Bloxby. Were all wondering when youre coming back. Not getting too
  much involved in this nasty murder?


  Agatha settled down to tell her all about the murder, the residents at the hotel, her growing friendship with Jimmy, and the row with Jennifer.


  I wouldnt blame Jennifer too much, said Mrs Bloxby when Agatha had finished. I have met many women like Mary. If it hadnt been Jennifer, it would have been
  someone very like her. Or it could have been a bullying man. You will probably find that her parents were rather domineering. And this Jimmy of yours sounds hopeful.


  Hows James? asked Agatha abruptly.


  He seems very well. Mrs Bloxby was not going to tell Agatha that James had been asking about her. Let Agatha progress with Jimmy.


  And my cats?


  Doris Simpson is looking after them very well. Were all missing you.


  Just a few more days and then Ill probably be home.


  When Agatha rang off, she suddenly remembered Janines grim remark that she would never have sex again. Well see about that, thought Agatha as she shaved her legs, and
  then rubbed Lancmes Pome body lotion into her skin.


  The evening began as a success. Jimmy told stories about his job in Wyckhadden and Agatha replied with tales of Carsely and the residents, although she did not mention
  James.


  He drove her back to the hotel and then turned and gathered her in his arms. Oh, Agatha, he said huskily and kissed her. Agatha replied with a passion that surprised her. Damn that
  witch. She would prove her wrong. Cant we go to your place for a nightcap? she whispered.


  Right, he said in a choked voice. He drove up to the back part of the town and parked outside a trim bungalow. Like two people squaring up for a fight, they walked up the path side
  by side, the tension rising between them. It shouldnt be like this, thought Agatha. We should still be laughing and giggling.


  He led her into the bungalow, neat, sparse and brightly lit. The bathrooms there, he said. Ill use the other one.


  Two bathrooms, said Agatha, striving for a light note. How posh.


  I took in lodgers at one time. Now I cant be bothered.


  Agatha went into the sparkling-clean bathroom with its Nile-green bath and loo. She undressed and ran a bath. She wished she had a night-gown or dressing-gown. She finally emerged from the
  bathroom wearing nothing more than a black lacy slip.


  Where are you? she called.


  Here!


  She followed the sound of his voice and found herself in a bedroom. Jimmy was lying in a double bed, the duvet up to his chin, his face grim. Oh, well, here goes, thought Agatha. At least
  Im about to prove Janine wrong.


  She climbed into the bed beside him. The sheets were slippery and cold and his body was cold. She began to kiss him.


  At last he turned away from her. Im sorry, Agatha. I cant. Not yet. I thought I could but I cant.


  Ill go, then, said Agatha in a small voice. He did not reply. She climbed out of bed and looked back from the doorway. He was scrunched up on his side, his eyes tight
  closed.


  Agatha found her way back to the bathroom. She put on her clothes and went into the hall, where she had seen a phone and phone books. She looked up taxis in the Yellow Pages and phoned for a
  cab. They asked for the address. Fortunately for Agatha, it was stamped on one of the phone books because she did not have the slightest idea where she was.


  As she waited for the cab, she wondered whether she should go in and console Jimmy. But she felt rejected, felt a failure. What a rotten day.


  She heaved a sigh of relief when she heard the cab pulling up. As it cruised through the silent night-time streets of Wyckhadden, she felt small and grubby and unwanted. Stay for the seance and
  then go home, home to Carsely.


  Agatha went down for breakfast the following morning. They all, with the exception of Jennifer and Mary, greeted her amiably enough. Marys eyes looked puffy with
  weeping.


  Im too upset about myself to worry about her, thought Agatha, angry with herself for still feeling guilty about Mary. Im the dream murderer, she said to herself. First Mary then
  Jimmy, and all in one day. Damn that Janine. Thats what made me rush Jimmy.


  She ate a light breakfast of poached eggs on toast. Again, as she sipped her coffee, she thought longingly of how good a cigarette would taste. There was no cigarette machine in the hotel
   nothing so vulgar. But there was one on the pier which had, remarkably enough in these wicked days, not been vandalized.


  A good walk would take her mind off things. She walked miles that day along the beach by the restless sea. Then she returned to the hotel to tell the manager that she would be
  checking out on Saturday, in two days time, and to get her bill ready. The sudden relief that she had made a definite decision to go home brightened her up. As she was getting ready to go
  out for the seance that evening, there was a knock at the door. Agatha looked round the room for something to use as a weapon, decided she was paranoid, and opened the door and backed away from it
  quickly when she saw Jennifer standing there.


  I came to apologize, said Jennifer gruffly. You only did it to help Mary. She had to know.


  Thats all right, then, said Agatha, relieved. Looking forward to the seance this evening?


  Not particularly. Though I wouldnt mind exposing her as a fraud.


  But I thought you believed in her mothers medicines!


  Theres a lot to be said for old country remedies. But when it comes to fortune-telling and seances, Ive never believed in that tommy-rot.


  Neither do I, said Agatha, who had no intention of telling Jennifer shed had her palm read. But thats why I think it will be quite fun  I mean, to see
  what tricks she gets up to. Daisy believes in seances, I gather.


  She did for a bit, but then she decided that Francie was a charlatan.


  How did she come to that conclusion? I wonder. It was she who sent me to Francie in the first place.


  Oh, I think she believed in her potions. Id better go and get ready. What are you wearing?


  I dont feel like dressing up tonight, said Agatha. The weathers turned awfully cold. I wish I still had my fur coat.


  A lot of people dont approve of the wearing of fur, said Jennifer. It could happen again if you got another.


  Youre right, said Agatha ruefully. Theyll soon be stoning us in restaurants for eating meat, and all the animals will be killed off and well be left
  with only token species in zoos.


  Samuel Butler said if you carried that sort of argument to its logical conclusion, well all end up eating cabbages which have been humanely put to death.


  Whos Samuel Butler? Someone in this nanny government weve got?


  He was a Victorian philosopher.


  Oh, said Agatha uncomfortably. She hated having the vast gaps in her literary education exposed.


  Ill leave you to it. Jennifer held out her hand. No hard feelings?


  None at all. Agatha felt her hand seized in a crushing grip like a mans.


  After Jennifer had left, and Agatha had just finished dressing, her phone rang. She ran to answer it. Jimmy? she said.


  No, its Harry here, creaked the elderly voice. Were all ready to leave. The colonels booked two taxis. Too cold to walk.


  Be right down, said Agatha. She replaced the receiver. Jimmy might at least have called.


  They set out in their taxis. Agatha wondered what had happened between Mary and Jennifer to heal the breach. Mary was looking quite cheerful and once more she and Jennifer
  seemed the best of friends. Well, thought Agatha, I suppose Marys too old to change the habit of a lifetime.


  Janines husband ushered them in. They crowded in the small hall removing coats and hats. Then he guided them through to a back room. It was brightly lit and furnished only with a round
  table covered in a black velvet cloth.


  They seated themselves round it. This is jolly exciting, said the colonel. If it looks like ectoplasm, its probably our Agatha having a sneaky cigarette. They
  all laughed except Agatha who said, I havent had a cigarette in ages. Im cured.


  The room became filled with strange sounds. What on earth is that? asked Harry.


  Whales, said Daisy. Its a tape of the noises whales make. You can buy one in these Mystique shops.


  Mary gave a nervous laugh. I never knew any whales.


  I saw some performing dolphins in Florida once, said the colonel. Jolly clever beasts. Do you know . . .


  He broke off because Janine had entered the room. She was dressed in a long white muslin gown, very plain, with long tight sleeves and a high neck. Agatha eyed her curiously. How could she hold
  this seance, agree to this seance, with her mother so recently dead? And yet, thought Agatha, peering at her closely, despite her heavy make-up, her eyes had the red, strained look of someone who
  had done a lot of weeping recently.


  Shall we begin? she said, sitting down. Please hold hands and keep holding hands. The circle must not be broken. The overhead lights were turned off. Now there was
  only a bluish light shining down on Janine and spotlights that lit up their joined hands around the table, but leaving their faces in darkness.


  Agatha was between Daisy and the colonel.


  There was a long silence. The whale sounds died away. Janine sat with her head back.


  Then she closed her eyes and said in a crooning monotone. Who is there?


  And then a mans voice said, Hello, Aggie?


  Agatha tensed.


  Its me, your husband Jimmy Raisin.


  Agathas skin crawled. Jimmys accent had been a mixture of Cockney and Irish, just like this voice. Her mind raced. Of course his murder had been in all the papers and his
  background.


  Im waiting for you, Aggie, he said. It wont be long now.


  Can I ask him something? said Agatha.


  Janine sat with her eyes closed. So Agatha said, Do you remember our holiday here in Wyckhadden, Jimmy? Thats why I came back.


  And thats how I knew where to find you, said the cocky voice cheerfully.


  Agatha relaxed. She and Jimmy had never been in Wyckhadden.


  Thats funny, she said. Because we were never . . .


  Someone else wants to get in, intoned Janine.


  There was a long silence. A gust of wind suddenly howled down the lane outside. Appropriate atmospherics, thought Agatha cynically, and yet she was aware of the tension building in the room, of
  the colonel holding her hand so tightly that she could feel her wedding ring digging into her finger. Silly and old-fashioned to keep wearing a wedding ring, she thought inconsequentially. She
  cleared her throat. Nothing was happening. The woman was a charlatan. It was time to leave.


  And then a low moan escaped Janines lips and she began to rock backwards and forwards. A thin line of grey smoke escaped from between her lips and hung in the bluish light above her head.
  Cant be cigarette smoke, thought Agatha. Wonder how she does that? But there was something eerie and unearthly in the moaning. Janines eyes were tightly closed. Then a thin voice
  sounded from Janines lips.


  Hello, daughter. I have now completed my journey to the other side.


  Mother. How are you?


  Restless, wailed the voice. My death is not yet avenged.


  It will be, mother. Who killed you?


  I know who killed me.


  There was a tense silence and then Mary screamed and leapt to her feet. What is it? asked the colonel. Whats up, my dear? Dammit, Ive had enough of this
  nonsense. He walked over to the door and switched on the light.


  Someone kicked me hard, said Mary.


  You have broken the circle and broken the spell, said Janine furiously. I cannot do anything more.


  You cant expect us to fork out two hundred pounds for this charade, said the colonel.


  Janines husband came into the room. Whats going on?


  These people broke the circle just when I had got in touch with mother and now theyre refusing to pay. Janine suddenly buried her head in her hands and began to cry.


  Cliff suddenly looked menacing. Well see about that.


  Yes we will see about that, said the colonel wrathfully. Either we all leave peacefully or I will call the police to escort us out of here.


  Let them go, said Janine, drying her eyes. Let the bastards go. They made for the door. I put a curse on you all, said Janine.


  Daisy gave a terrified little squeak and pressed against the colonel.


  We may as well walk, said the colonel when they were all gathered outside. What did you think of all that, Agatha? Did that sound like your
  husband?


  It did a bit, said Agatha, but he was murdered and the murder background was in all the papers. Besides, Id never been in Wyckhadden before and neither had
  he.


  Daisy shivered as they walked along the prom which was glittering with frost. She cursed us.


  She only cursed us because she didnt get any money, said the colonel soothingly. I think what we all need is a drink and a quiet game of Scrabble.


  While they played Scrabble, Agatha began to wonder about that supposed conjuring up of Francies spirit. Surely it meant that Janine suspected one of them. And had someone really kicked
  Mary? Or had Mary been frightened that she was about to be exposed? But Mary was a dainty little thing. Agatha could not imagine her striking such a blow as to kill Francie. And yet a desperate
  woman could have struck that blow. But why was Francies door unlocked? Had the murderer a key and then gone away, leaving the door unlocked? Jimmy had said nothing about the body
  having been moved. Therefore whoever had killed her, had killed her in her bedroom.


  So her thoughts raced on and she got chided by the others for playing badly. None of this elderly lot could be guilty, thought Agatha. Just look how they all concentrated on the game.


  At last they all went up to their respective rooms and were enclosed in the hotels usual expensive night-time hush. When Agatha passed the reception desk on her way up, she noticed the
  night porter was asleep on a chair behind the desk. Anyone could come or go without his noticing, thought Agatha bitterly. He had probably been asleep when that wretched girl walked in and
  sabotaged my coat.


  The morning dawned, clear and frosty with a pale sun shining down on a calm sea.


  After breakfast the colonel, who seemed in good spirits, suggested they all take a stroll along the pier. I want to show you a bit where the pier is becoming definitely unsafe, he
  said. These old Victorian piers are part of Britains heritage. Perhaps, if you all agree with me, we could get up a petition.


  Well wrapped up, hatted and gloved and wearing warm coats, they all walked along the pier  like some geriatric school outing, thought Agatha.


  The colonel stopped them half-way along. Now I want you all to lean over and look down at the piles. They are covered in layers of seaweed but definitely rotted in some parts. The sea is
  very calm today, so you should all be able to get a good look at what Im talking about.


  They dutifully leaned over. Glassy rolling waves surged under the pier.


  Whats that white thing in the water? asked Jennifer.


  Where? asked Mary.


  Just there. Jennifer pointed. Then she said huskily, Oh, my God.


  The white thing rolled over on a wave and the dead face of Janine stared up at them, her blonde hair floating out about her head, her muslin dress floating about her body.


  
    
  


  Chapter Five


  Mary was sobbing into Jennifers flat chest. Shes not wearing that padded bra I recommended, thought Agatha numbly. Daisy was trembling and weeping. Harry Berry
  was sitting on the boards on the pier, his old head in his hands. And the tall figure of the colonel could be seen striding off down the pier to call the police.


  Agatha fumbled in her handbag for her change purse. She extracted three pound coins and a fifty-pence piece and walked to the cigarette machine. She put in the coins and pressed a button. A
  cigarette packet rattled down into the tray below. Agatha picked it up, stripped off the wrapping, extracted a cigarette and put it in her mouth. She lit it up and took a deep draw. Her head swam
  and she felt dizzy. She staggered to the rail and hung on, but she took another puff. A sea-gull alighted on the rail next to her and gazed at her assessingly with its beady prehistoric eyes.


  Some teenagers came down the pier, laughing and chattering. One of them spied the figure of Harry and stopped. Whats up, guv? he called. Want us to call a
  doctor?


  Harry shook his head. Theres a body in the water, he said hoarsely.


  Cor! The teenagers ran to the rail.


  If it wasnt that husband of hers, it was one of us, thought Agatha. Surely we were the last to see her.


  The wail of police sirens tore through the air. Blue lights flashed at the end of the pier. The tall figure of the colonel came into view. Beside him walked Detective Constable Ian Tarret and
  Detective Sergeant Peter Carroll. Behind them came more police.


  Stand back! ordered Tarret. Who spotted the body?


  Agatha found her voice. We did. Us from the hotel.


  His eyes bored into her. You again. Move along, he said to the teenagers. The rest of you stay where you are.


  Agatha began to shiver. Then she saw Jimmy hurrying along the pier, his long black coat flapping. Tarret led him to the rail and pointed down.


  If I may make a suggestion? said the colonel.


  Yes? Jimmy looked at him, his eyes first sliding past Agatha. As none of us had anything to do with this outrage, I suggest as we are all elderly and the day is cold, we
  should be allowed to return to the hotel where we will await your questions.


  Agatha, despite her shock, did not like being included in that elderly.


  Very well, said Jimmy. He called forward a policeman. Go with them and keep a watch on them until I can get to them.


  They helped Harry to his feet. Then they followed the policeman down the pier past gawping onlookers and so to the hotel. Mr Martin, the manager, came to meet them. What now? he
  cried. In a few succinct sentences, the colonel told him. We will all foregather in the lounge, he said. Is the fire made up?


  Not yet. Mr Martin rubbed his hands in distress. This is terrible, terrible.


  Get someone to light the fire, barked the colonel.


  They trooped into the lounge and collapsed into chairs around the fire. I think tea with a lot of sugar, said the colonel, pressing the bell on the wall.


  Agatha lit another cigarette. I quit once. I can quit again, she told herself with the true optimism of the addict.


  Mary had stopped crying but she was very white. Daisy kept letting out odd little whimpers of distress and looking to the colonel for sympathy. But the colonel was watching the hotel servant
  lighting the fire, his head sunk on his chest.


  Through the long window, Agatha could see Janines husband hurrying along the pier. He would tell the police about the seance. She turned to the others. I wonder if it was the
  husband after all.


  No one replied. Tea arrived and the colonel poured. They all helped themselves to milk and sugar and digestive biscuits.


  I wonder what happened? I wonder who did it? Agatha asked desperately.


  Put lots of sugar in your tea, Daisy, urged the colonel.


  Agatha looked at them in bewilderment. All of them were avoiding eye contact with her. Were they all in it?


  Jimmy Jessop came into the lounge. The manager has kindly let us use the office, which will save all of you going down to the police station. I will take you one at a time. You first, Mrs
  Raisin. You will all have to come to the police station later on today to make official statements.


  Agatha followed him into the office, where Detective Sergeant Peter Carroll was waiting. Jimmy looked at her as if he had never seen her before. The dead womans husband said you
  were all at a seance last night. Begin there and tell us what happened.


  So Agatha began. She described the seance. She described how she had heard the supposed voice of her dead husband. I always thought the voice of the dead was supposed to come from the
  mediums mouth, she said, but this voice was in the room.


  And what did this voice say?


  Just a lot of rot, said Agatha. How was I, things like that.


  And then?


  And then the supposed voice of Francie filled the room. She got to the point when she told Janine she knew who had murdered her and then Mary screamed. She said someone had kicked her.
  The colonel said we werent paying, Cliff got ugly, the colonel threatened to call the police and so we all got out of there. We went for a walk on the pier this morning and Jennifer spotted
  the body in the water, or rather she said something like, Whats that white thing? and when we looked over, the body turned in the water and we saw it was Janine. The body was
  below the surface but the water was clear and glassy so we all saw it was her.


  Nothing else you can think of?


  Like what?


  Like what were the reactions of the others when you all saw the body?


  Harry Berry slumped down and sat on the pier as if his legs had given way. Mary was holding on to Jennifer and crying. Daisy was squeaking and whimpering. The colonel went off to call the
  police.


  And you?


  I went and bought a packet of cigarettes from the machine on the pier. Id given up smoking, but suddenly, more than anything, I wanted a cigarette.


  That will be all for now. Send the colonel in.


  Agatha rose. Jimmy, could I have a word with you in private?


  Carroll glared.


  No, you cant, said Jimmy coldly. Send the colonel in.


  All Agatha had wanted to do was to apologize to him for rushing him. Feeling very low, she told the colonel to go in and sat by the fire. She lit another cigarette and stared moodily at the
  others. It was odd. Surely it was odd that this second murder, this murder of a woman they had all seen last night, should not be discussed amongst them. She got up and went to the window. A boat
  was bobbing by the pier. She watched, fascinated, as the body of Janine was lifted aboard. A team of divers arrived. Why? They had the body. Evidence, of course. They would be searching on the
  sea-bed for some sort of weapon. How did she die? And if someone had thrown her from the pier, where was her coat? It had been bitterly cold last night. Janine would not have gone out wearing
  nothing but a thin muslin gown. Cliff could have killed her, thrown the body in the sea, and the currents could have carried it round to the pier.


  Surely Cliff was the murderer. He stood to gain not only Janines money but the money she had inherited from her mother, and she must have inherited Francies house and money or she
  would not have moved into that house in Partons Lane.


  If only the police would decide it was Cliff. If they did not arrest him, then she would be trapped in Wyckhadden. She thought of her cottage, of her cats, Hodge and Boswell, of James Lacey, of
  her neighbours, and she began to tremble and her eyes filled with tears.


  Going up to my room, she said gruffly.


  No one replied.


  Agatha went upstairs. She collapsed on the bed and in a minute she was fast asleep.


  She was awakened two hours later by a knocking at the door. She struggled up off the bed and went to answer it. A policewoman stood there. You are to accompany me to the
  station.


  Wait a minute, said Agatha, thinking of Jimmy. Id better put some make-up on.


  She went into the bathroom and quickly cleaned her face and put on fresh make-up. Then she remembered that love potion. Francie had said five drops. Five drops would leave enough to analyse when
  she got home. She slipped the bottle into her handbag and went out to join the policewoman.


  Back again to the station, back to the interview room. Agatha sat down on a hard chair. The policewoman came in with a tray with a teapot, milk and sugar and a china mug, and a paper cup of
  coffee. She handed Agatha the paper cup. Whos the tea for? asked Agatha, looking at the coffee with distaste. Thats for the inspector, was the reply.


  Lucy! called a voice from outside in the corridor. Lucy put the tray down on the table and went out. Agatha could hear her speaking to someone outside. Quick as a flash, Agatha
  whipped out the bottle of love potion and, with one eye on the door, tipped a little into the teapot.


  The policewoman came back in and picked up the tray and departed. Agatha sat alone. She was just about to rise and shout down the corridor for someone when the door opened and Tarret and Carroll
  came in, accompanied by a policewoman. Tarret and Carroll sat opposite Agatha, the policewoman switched on the recording machine, and the interview began.


  This time the questions were more searching. The police had learned from the others that the seance had been Agathas idea. Why?


  It seemed a bit of a lark, said Agatha weakly.


  A lark that led to murder. Now lets go over everything from the beginning.


  After an hour of close questioning, Agatha began to wonder if people confessed to the murder of someone, a murder they had not committed, out of sheer weariness and a sense of unnatural guilt
  caused by the beady, suspicious eyes of detectives.


  At last she was free to go but told not to leave Wyckhadden.


  As she was leaving the police station, she was called back by the desk sergeant. The inspector wants a word with you. He buzzed her through the door beside the desk and then led
  her along a corridor to a room at the end, opened the door, and said, Mrs Raisin, sir.


  Jimmy rose to meet her. Agathas eyes flew to the tea-tray, which was balanced on the top of book shelves. Had he drunk any?


  Sit down, Agatha, said Jimmy. Ive got a minute or two free.


  Im sorry about the other night, said Agatha. She decided to tell him the truth. I went to see Janine to see if I could get more of that hair tonic of her
  mothers. She didnt have any but she offered to read my palm. She said I would have no more adventures. She also said I would never have sex again. I wanted to prove her wrong. You
  mustnt worry about it. It doesnt mean theres anything wrong with you. It happens to lots of men.


  Jimmy looked at her intently. Youre not just saying that to comfort me? About it happening to a lot of men?


  No, it really does. I thought you would know that.


  He smiled. Its hardly the thing men talk about and in this station, you would think we were all a virile lot, to hear the stories in the canteen. The fact is, my wife was my first
  and my last.


  There you are! said Agatha. It stands to reason. If it werent for this wretched murder, we could take it slowly, become friends first.


  We could still manage that. Im afraid youre trapped here for a bit longer.


  How did she die?


  She drowned, or so the preliminary examination suggests. Her husband said she couldnt swim.


  Has he been arrested?


  No, hes been taken in for questioning, but I dont think we can hold him.


  Why?


  Some elderly lady in one of those boarding-houses on the front is awake for a good part of the night. She said it was around two in the morning. She saw Janine hurrying along the prom in
  the direction of the pier.


  Surely not in that white dress. It was freezing cold.


  The witness said Janine had a big black cloak on, and they recovered a cloak from the sea. Then she said she saw Cliff. He ran a little way after her. She turned round and shouted,
  Go back to the house. Leave me alone. I know what Im doing. She said Cliff turned back. She sat at the window, reading and occasionally looking out. She said she sat there
  until dawn and never saw either of them again.


  But, exclaimed Agatha, if Janine said she knew what she was doing, somehow that suggests that Cliff knew who she was going to meet.


  Thats what we thought, said Jimmy. But so far Cliff is sticking to his story, which is that Janine had received a phone call. She got up and got dressed. He said he
  was sleepy and it was only when he heard the street door slam behind her that he thought it was odd.


  He ran after her but she told him to go home. He says he doesnt know who phoned or who she was meeting.


  But that phone call could be traced.


  It was made from a phone-box at the entrance to the pier, so were none the wiser. Were under a lot of pressure. The newspaper headlines will be screaming about the witch
  murders tomorrow and already the towns filling up with photographers and reporters and television crews with their satellite dishes. Ive got the chief constable on my back. The
  superintendent from Hadderton is coming down to take over. Im relieved in a way. It takes some of the pressure off me.


  You know what I find odd? said Agatha. That lot at the hotel. First theres the seance, which Mary broke up as soon as the supposed spirit of Francie was about to
  accuse someone. Then they dont talk about the murders, none of them do. This evening the colonel will probably suggest a game of Scrabble. They will make little jokes about the meaning of
  words, Harry Berry will add up the scores, I will be bottom of the league as usual, and that will be that.


  The colonel did say that the whole business was distasteful and best forgotten about. Its maybe the way his generation goes on.


  Rubbish, said Agatha roundly. No one can ignore two murders.


  Thanks for coming to see me, Agatha. Id better get to work again, but Ill call on you as soon as I get some free time.


  Agatha gathered up her handbag and gloves. She took a quick glance at the tea-tray. The cup had been used.


  He opened the door for her and bent down and kissed her cheek. You wont be bothered with press at the hotel. Mr Martin is not allowing any of them to stay.


  When Agatha went into the dining-room that night, she found their numbers had been augmented by a man and woman. She studied them closely. They were sharing a bottle of claret
  and talking in low voices. The woman had short-cropped dark hair and was wearing a pin-striped trouser suit. The man was in a respectable charcoal-grey suit and modest tie. But there was a certain
  air of raffishness about him, and when Agatha entered the dining-room his eyes raked her up and down and he whispered something to the woman, who looked at Agatha as well.


  Agatha sighed and turned about and went to the managers office. I thought you werent going to let the press into the hotel, she said.


  I havent, said Mr Martin. Ive been very strict about that. The life-blood of this little hotel is supplied by the residents.


  Youve got two of them in the dining-room right now. Man and a woman.


  But that is a Mr and Mrs Devenish, over here from Devon.


  Did you ask for any identification?


  No, we dont, if people are British. They sign the registration form and the visitors book.


  Mr Martin surveyed her with disfavour. I have been manager of this hotel for fifteen years, Mrs Raisin, and I pride myself on being a good judge of character.


  And I pride myself on being a good judge of the press. Come with me, said Agatha wearily.


  If you make a scene, I will never forgive you. But Mr Martin followed her from the office. Agatha went straight up to the table where the couple were sitting. Which
  newspaper do you represent? she asked.


  The man and woman exchanged quick glances. Were just here on holiday, the man said.


  Then you will not mind if Mr Martin here asks you for some sort of identification. I am sure you would not like me to call the police in to check your credentials.


  Okay, then, said the woman with a shrug. Were from the Daily Bugle. So whats wrong with that?


  Ill leave you to deal with it, said Agatha to the outraged manager and went back to her table.


  As she watched the press being told to leave, Agatha began to think again about the hotel residents. Just supposing one of them was a murderer. Did ordinary people such as they suddenly become
  murderous, or was there something in their backgrounds which would give her a clue? How could she find out? The police would simply check their records and if none of them had a record, they would
  not probe any further. Mary had suffered a nervous breakdown. But so did lots of people. She had learned a lot about Mary because of her love for Joseph Brady. The best way to get the others to
  talk was to get them alone. She decided to start with the colonel.


  The colonel finished his dinner first and went through to the lounge. Agatha knew he would soon be followed by the rest and then that wretched Scrabble board would be brought out. She followed
  him into the lounge.


  Colonel, said Agatha, I wonder if I could ask you a favour?


  Certainly.


  I am upset and uneasy. This second murder has really frightened me. I wondered if I could persuade you to come for a walk with me and perhaps stop somewhere for a drink? I know its
  silly of me, but I feel I have to get out of the hotel and I am frightened to go on my own.


  He rose gallantly to his feet. Ill tell the others.


  Do you mind if we dont? I dont feel like a crowd. You are such a sensible gentleman. I feel if I could talk to you about things, I would not feel so frightened.


  Of course. Shall we get our coats? Its cold out.


  When they emerged from the hotel, they blinked in the glare of television lights and flashlights. We have nothing to say, said the colonel firmly, taking Agathas arm and
  shouldering his way through the pack. No, really. This is harassment.


  Agatha prayed that some more enterprising reporter would not break away from the pack and follow them. But the press too often hunted together, which is why a lot of them often missed out on
  stories, and they were left in peace.


  A thin veil of cloud was covering the moon and the air felt damp. Rain coming, said the colonel.


  The weather has been very changeable, said Agatha, thinking two brutal murders have been committed and here we are, talking about the weather.


  Ive been thinking, began the colonel.


  Yes? said Agatha eagerly.


  That last Scrabble game, Harry put down damn. Now I pointed out we werent allowed any swear words and if you remember he became quite angry, so I let it
  go.


  Its a verb, said Agatha crossly, as in damn with faint praise.


  The colonels face cleared. How clever of you. I shall apologize to Harry.


  It was James Lacey who had quoted that once, thought Agatha bleakly.


  I think we should go to the Metropol for a drink, said the colonel. Its rather a flashy sort of modern place, but the cocktail bar is suitable for ladies.


  The Metropol catered for the smarter, flashier, more painted geriatric. Womens faces were grouted with layers of foundation cream. Facelifts were still rare in England.


  I like trying new cocktails, said the colonel, studying a card on the small plastic table. Theres one here, the Wyckhadden Slammer. Lets try two of
  those. He signalled to the cocktail waitress, a large elderly woman with a truculent face, and ordered the drinks. When they arrived, they turned out to be bright blue in colour with a great
  deal of fruit and with little umbrellas sticking out of the top.


  I wanted to talk about the murders, began Agatha.


  Now why does a pretty lady like you want to talk about nasty things like that? said the colonel roguishly. This is quite good. He sipped his cocktail. Wonder
  how they get that blue colour?


  I keep wondering who did it?


  Oh, Id leave that to the police. They may seem to be plodding but they are very thorough. Theyll get there.


  Have you no curiosity about the murders?


  The colonel took another sip of his blue drink. Not really. You see, Im pretty sure it was the husband.


  Agatha decided to try another tack. Have you and the other residents known each other long?


  Years, I suppose. We all used to come here on holiday and then, as we retired, we decided to stay.


  Its an expensive hotel.


  Mr Martin is only too keen to give us special rates. Cant get people in the winter. Then theres all those silly people who go abroad for their holidays now. Why?


  Sunshine?


  Pah, all that does is cause skin cancer. The British skin was never meant to be exposed to the sun.


  Did your wife come here with you?


  Gudren enjoyed it here, yes. When I was in military service we travelled a lot, but we always tried to get here when I was on leave.


  Dont any of you stay with your families?


  I have a son. I stay with him at Christmas. Daisy goes to her sister then, Harry to his daughter, and  let me see  I think Jennifer and Mary stay on.


  Do you ever quarrel? I mean, spending so much time together, year in and year out.


  Quarrel? I dont think we have anything to quarrel about. The colonel looked genuinely puzzled.


  Agatha gave a little sigh. She was not going to get anything else out of the colonel. She would need to try one of the others. She refused his offer of another drink and said she was feeling
  tired. They walked back to the hotel.


  Press have given up for the night, said the colonel cheerfully.


  Lets hope some big story breaks and takes them somewhere else, said Agatha. Oh, theres Jimmy. The tall figure of the inspector could be seen standing on
  the hotel steps.


  Ill leave you to it, said the colonel.


  Agatha, said Jimmy with a shy smile. I was hoping to have a word with you. The others are playing Scrabble in the lounge. Lets go to our pub.


  Our pub, thought Agatha cheerfully. I cant wait to try that love potion on James Lacey.


  Now, whats happening? asked Agatha when they were seated over drinks.


  Jimmy sighed. Were going to have to release the husband. We havent anything on him.


  Dont you have anything at all? What about all the wonders of forensic science? Isnt there anything? A hair? A fingerprint?


  A lot of people called on Janine. Trying to sort out all the evidence is a nightmare.


  What about the appointments book?


  There isnt one. Thats disappeared.


  It must have been someone pretty powerful who threw her off the pier.


  Not necessarily, said Jimmy. Weve found threads of her white dress in the pier rail where she went over and bruises on her ankles. It looks almost as if someone
  pointed down at the water and said something like, What can that be down there? Janine leans over. The rail is quite low. Someone grasps her ankles and just tips her over.


  It must have been someone who knew she couldnt swim.


  Yes, thats what made us sure it was the husband.


  What I would love to find out, said Agatha, twiddling with the stem of her glass, is if there is anything in the background of any of them, I mean the people at the hotel,
  that would cause them to commit murder.


  Weve gone into that pretty thoroughly. Mary and Jennifer are a couple of single ladies who seem to have led boring and respectable lives. Daisy and Harry, the same. The colonel had
  a hard-working career in the army.


  Northern Ireland?


  Yes, like everyone else, but if youre starting to think about some sinister plot by the IRA, remember it wasnt the colonel who was murdered.


  Why would anyone kill Francie and then her daughter? said Agatha, half to herself. The pair of them must have got to know a great deal about their clients. Maybe they got to
  know something they shouldnt and tried a bit of blackmail. She brightened. Im sure thats it. Now if it was the husband, he might know what it was, and if he
  isnt saying anything, it might be information hes keeping back to use himself.


  The inspector looked at her fondly. Youre as good as a book, Agatha. But Cliff, despite his appearance, is a weak creature. He was bullied by his wife, from all accounts. It was
  her work that kept him and she never let him forget it. Janine changed her will right after her mothers death. Weve just found that out.


  So Cliff does get the lot.


  On the contrary. He was left nothing. Everything goes to the Spiritualist Society of Great Britain.


  Blimey. So whats Cliff going to do for money?


  Probably go back to working on the fairgrounds, which is where Janine met him.


  Agatha sat silent for a moment. Then she said, Thats it!


  Thats what?


  The reason for the missing money. Janine and Francie were gypsies, and gypsies do not like paying the tax man. There must have been a hell of a lot of money in Francies box. Cliff
  must have taken it.


  But Cliff didnt know about the changed will, or so he says, and Janine was still alive when Francie was murdered, so I dont follow your line of reasoning, Agatha.


  Agathas face fell. Neither do I, now I come to think of it.


  He patted her hand. Lets talk about something more pleasant. Im taking the day off on Sunday. Would you like to go for a drive?


  Yes, that would be nice. Where?


  Just along the coast. Stop somewhere at a pub for lunch.


  Id love to.


  Ill pick you up at ten.


  After Agatha said goodbye to him, she walked into the hotel and looked into the lounge. They were playing Scrabble over by the fire, the group illuminated by the soft light
  from an old-fashioned standard lamp with a fringed shade, all of them crouched over the Scrabble tiles on the low coffee-table. The furniture in the lounge was heavy and Victorian, upholstered in
  dark green velvet. The velvet curtains of the same colour were closed over the long windows to shut out the night. Had they all subconsciously decided to shut out the world by not talking about it?
  Agatha had never even heard them discuss anything in the newspapers except for a few brief remarks about the coverage of the murder. Then, almost as if their heads were on pulled wires, they all
  turned their faces and looked at her. Agatha had an odd feeling that she was intruding on the meeting of some secret society.


  Then Daisy called, Come and join us.


  Agatha shook her head, smiled and said goodnight.


  As she undressed in her room, she began to speculate about a future with Jimmy. Mrs Jessop, she repeated to herself as she ran her bath. I could be Mrs Jessop and I will ask James Lacey to give
  me away. So there!


  Sunday was a glorious day, all wind and glitter. It had rained heavily the day before and now everything was drying out in the sun. It was a yellow day, watery yellow sunlight
  shining in puddles and dancing on the choppy waves of the sea.


  Agatha experienced a feeling of relief as they drove away from the hotel. In bad weather, as on the day before, the hotel became oppressive, like being locked away in a time warp. Although the
  others were friendly enough, the women no longer asked her advice on clothes or make-up and the colonel no longer seemed interested in outings to the theatre or anywhere else. The days are passing,
  thought Agatha as Jimmy drove his VW Polo along the coast road. I wonder if James Lacey misses me.


  So you havent heard from her? James Lacey was saying after church to Mrs Bloxby. And yet theres been another murder. I thought she might have
  come home to have a look at her cats. Then I thought she might have phoned me to consult me about the murders.


  You havent been exactly friendly with Mrs Raisin, said Mrs Bloxby. Why dont you drive down and see her?


  I might do that, said James. Yes, I might just do that.


  After three hours driving, he arrived at Wyckhadden and went straight to the Garden Hotel. He was told at the desk that Mrs Raisin had gone out and they did not know
  when she was expected back. Mrs Raisin? said a tall, elderly man who had been passing the desk.


  Yes, Colonel, said the manager. This gentleman is asking for Mrs Raisin.


  Gone out with her boyfriend, said the colonel. That inspector.


  James Lacey did not wait. There was no point. Agatha had always been a damned flirt.


  So thats the real story of why we didnt get married, Agatha was saying later over dinner. It wasnt just because my husband turned up
  at the wedding. I really think James didnt care for me at all.


  I hate to say this, Agatha, said Jimmy, but youre right. If he had really loved you, he would have married you when everything settled down.


  They had talked all day with an easy companionship. Agatha was beginning to think more and more that marriage to Jimmy might be pleasant. There had to come a point in life to put away immature
  dreams of love and settle for friendship.


  She only wished she could stop playing scenes over and over in her head where James would be shocked and jealous when he learned of her forthcoming marriage.


  As Jimmy drove slowly back to Wyckhadden, Agatha said, Theres a fairground.


  In a field beside the road ahead of them was the fairground, the lights sparkling against the night sky. They had passed it on their road out but it had been silent and deserted.


  Want to take a look around? asked Jimmy. Its probably crawling with Francie Juddles relatives.


  I like fairgrounds, said Agatha.


  Then lets go. He drove off the road and into the car park.


  Not many people.


  Wrong time of year, and there was a terrible weather forecast.


  Im surprised its open on a Sunday, said Agatha as they walked between the booths.


  They are usually open. They do stay closed until late in the afternoon on a Sunday, the idea being that everybodys had time to go to church. What do you want to try? Its one
  of those old-fashioned fairs. Not much in the way of exciting rides.


  Theres a Ferris wheel, said Agatha, pointing upwards. Id like to try that.


  Its late. Some of the things are closing already. But well try.


  The Ferris wheel was still operating. Jimmy paid for two tickets and they climbed into one of the seats. The man who had sold them the tickets fastened a safety bar across their chair.


  Were the only ones, said Agatha. I wonder if hell bother operating it. They sat for about five minutes with nothing happening. Lets get
  off, Jimmy was just saying when, with a jerk, the Ferris wheel started up. The wheel sent them climbing higher. The winds getting strong, said Agatha, clutching
  Jimmys arm.


  Then, when their chair lurched and swung to the top, the wheel suddenly stopped dead.


  They often do this, said Jimmy, putting an arm around Agatha. Itll start up in a minute.


  A great gust of wind sent the chair rocking. Jimmy leaned over the edge. Whats happening? he shouted, but the increasing wind tore his words away.


  Agatha clung on to him. A blast of icy rain hit her cheek. Ahead of her she could see the lights of Wyckhadden and then, as if a hand had drawn a great veil over the town, it was swallowed up in
  the approaching storm.


  The chair they were sitting on began to bucket and lurch. Down below, the lights of the fairground were beginning to go off one by one. Then the lights on the Ferris wheel went out, leaving them
  stranded in the increasing ferocity and blackness of the storm.


  Jimmy held Agatha close and said, Im going to climb down. You stay here and hang on like grim death. He loosened the protective bar in front of them and lifted it.


  Dont leave me, shouted Agatha.


  Ive got to get down. He shrugged off his coat and then kicked off his shoes.


  He swung himself out of the chair and began to climb down the struts of the Ferris wheel. Agatha leaned over to try to watch him but the chair gave another huge lurch and she screamed and hung
  on with both hands.


  What a way to die, she thought miserably. She wanted to drag Jimmys coat over her but was frightened to loosen her grip on the chair. She prayed desperately, the soldiers prayer.
  Dear God, if there is a God, get me out of this!


  She was now drenched to the skin. How long since Jimmy had started to climb down? Ten minutes? An hour?


  Why hadnt she worn gloves? Her fingers were becoming numb. What if she couldnt hold on any longer? She raised one hand and struggled to find the bar and fasten it back in front of
  her but the swaying of the chair was so violent that she gave up the attempt.


  Oh, James, wailed her mind, will I ever see you again? What will happen to my cats?


  And then she felt herself falling and let out a long wail of terror.


  But then her panic receded. The Ferris wheel was starting to move. Down and down she went. Blue lights were beginning to flicker along the coast road. Jimmy had a mobile phone in the car. He
  must have called for help.


  At long last the Ferris wheel lurched to a halt and there was Jimmy with several fairground people. And suddenly the fairground was full of police cars and an ambulance.


  Youre going straight to hospital, said Jimmy.


  Im all right, said Agatha, through chattering teeth.


  You might be suffering from hypothermia.


  What happened?


  Ill let you know as soon as I can, said Jimmy.
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