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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 hour’s 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 fishermen’s 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 don’t have ice,’ said the bartender.




  ‘You don’t need it,’ snapped Agatha. ‘This place is freezing.’




  ‘You’re the only one that’s complained,’ he said, scooping up her money.




  Should be written on the British flag, thought Agatha sourly. ‘You’re the only one that’s 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.




  ‘You’ve picked a bad time of year for it.’




  ‘I’ve 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. There’s 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. I’ll take you.’




  ‘I don’t know you!’




  He held out a hand. ‘Jimmy Jessop.’




  ‘Well, Mr Jessop . . .’




  ‘Jimmy.’




  ‘Jimmy, then. I’m a bit old to be picked up in a crummy pub by someone I don’t know.’




  He seemed amused by her glaring eyes and haughty manner. ‘If you normally go on like this you can’t 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 I’m hardly going to try to take off my clothes and rape you.’




  ‘You don’t need to take off all your clothes to rape someone.’




  ‘I wouldn’t know, never having tried it.’




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




  ‘Oh, why not. I’m Agatha Raisin. Mrs Agatha Raisin. I’m staying at the Garden Hotel.’




  ‘And is there a Mr Raisin?’




  ‘Dead.’




  ‘I’m sorry.’




  ‘I’m not.’




  He looked surprised but then he said, ‘I’ll pick you up at eight o’clock. The pier’s close to your hotel, so we can walk. Want another one?’ He pointed to her empty glass.




  ‘No, I’d 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 flapper’s 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 dowager’s 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 haven’t 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 I’ve 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 o’clock, 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. ‘We’re 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 place’ll 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. ‘’Ow’s 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, there’s a love,’ said Maisie. She turned to Agatha. ‘I haven’t seen you before.’




  ‘I’m on holiday,’ said Agatha.




  ‘Where you staying?’




  ‘The Garden.’




  ‘Oh, there’s 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 Bernard’s waltz. Why am I such a snob? she fretted. But I really can’t bear Chris and Maisie and if that’s the kind of friends he has, I don’t 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. I’ve 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.




  ‘I’m a police inspector.’




  Agatha’s eyes gleamed. ‘I’m 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.




  ‘I’ve lost my wig,’ mourned Agatha.




  ‘My wife died of cancer,’ shouted Jimmy.




  ‘It’s not cancer,’ wailed Agatha.




  They scurried in silence, side by side, to Agatha’s 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 couldn’t help noticing your hair last night. What happened?’




  ‘It’s 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.




  ‘I’m 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?’




  ‘Who’s she?’ asked Agatha.




  ‘Well . . .’ Daisy gave a little titter and looked furtively around. ‘She’s the local witch, but she performs wonders. She took away Mary Dulsey’s 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, you’ll find it. It’s 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 I’m 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. They’re waiting for Death to arrive, thought Agatha with a shudder. Come in, Number Nine, your time’s 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 devil’s 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 Daisy’s name. Then her face cleared. ‘Daisy Jones at the Garden Hotel suggested you might be able to help me.’




  ‘You’re supposed to phone for an appointment,’ said Francie Juddle. ‘But you’re 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 shouldn’t be wearing a thing like that,’ said Francie.




  ‘Why?’




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




  ‘I didn’t 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, I’ve got something that’ll fix that,’ Francie said, smiling.




  ‘Could I have some?’ asked Agatha impatiently.




  ‘Of course. Eighty pounds.’




  ‘What!’




  ‘It’ll cost eighty pounds.’




  ‘That’s a lot,’ said Agatha, ‘for something that might not work.’




  ‘It’ll work.’




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




  ‘Everything from warts to love potions.’




  ‘Love potions! Surely there isn’t such a thing.’




  ‘There is.’




  ‘Francie, it is Francie, isn’t it? . . . We’re both business women. I’ve spent a fortune on cosmetics which claim to reduce wrinkles and they don’t, lipsticks which are supposed to be kiss-proof and aren’t, so why should I believe in your hair restorer?’




  Francie’s eyes twinkled. ‘You’ll 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 I’ll 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.’




  ‘He’s departed but not dear.’




  ‘That’ll be one hundred pounds.’




  ‘I don’t 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. ‘It’s 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.




  ‘We’re 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.
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