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Foreword by R. W. Green

There is evil in the air and sinister intent when two people meet to plan the murder of a complete stranger. Most murders, as any police officer will tell you, are committed by a friend or relative of the victim, or at least someone the victim knew. Most murders also happen on the spur of the moment, in the heat of an argument, and in around one third of all murders in England, the perpetrator is under the influence of drugs or alcohol.

It is, therefore, particularly heinous for two people, both stone-cold sober, to sit down together and devise a callous scheme for the murder of another … unless, of course, the person with whom you are scheming is M.C. Beaton. Then, it’s a lot of fun. That’s not to say that M.C. Beaton – Marion – didn’t take her murders seriously, but her infectious sense of humour was always difficult for her to suppress. Even when discussing the darkest moments of the most despicable crimes, there would usually be something to smile about.

When I first started working with Marion, she was recovering from an illness that made sitting at a keyboard putting her ideas into words utterly exhausting. Having known her for many years, it was a pleasure for me to be able to help, and I was amazed at how, having written scores of books over her forty years as a novelist, she was able to keep coming up with new ideas – new murders to test the formidable Agatha Raisin.

Marion encouraged me to chip in ideas, too, and we’d take the ones she liked the sound of, change them round a bit and mould them into something we could work with. Others she would dismiss out of hand as being ‘just too silly’. She liked to have fun with the plot but she knew where she wanted to draw the line and needed me to understand that as well. The ideas generally manifested themselves as ‘scenes’ in her head. These scenes weren’t only murders but also included mishaps and pitfalls that she would inflict upon Agatha, then we would work forwards or backwards from that scene to weave it into the plot. I know it’s not unusual for a writer to visualise how a story will unfold in this way. In fact, it’s pretty much essential for writers to be able to ‘see’ settings and events and to ‘hear’ conversations in their heads, using their imagination to bring their characters to life. Working so much inside your own head is probably why so many authors describe writing as a solitary activity, yet every author needs someone – a friend, a loved one, an editor – who understands what they are writing and can give reassurance, encouragement and guidance.

Can you imagine how lucky I was having Marion to share my ideas with, and how fantastic it was for me to be able to absorb hers? In many ways, it was like being able to talk directly to Agatha. Marion put a lot of herself into Agatha, although any of her own character traits were exaggerated out of all proportion. Agatha says and does things that Marion never would have but may often have wanted to. This meant, of course, that Marion always knew how Agatha would react to a situation, because she was able to imagine how she would want to react herself. Marion knew everything there was to know about Agatha. One day, with the usual tea and biscuits laid out before us, the Rudyard Kipling poem ‘The Female of the Species’ was mentioned and Marion was quite positive that Agatha knew all about it. ‘She knows her Kipling,’ was how she put it, ‘and she’s also very keen on Agatha Christie.’

That led to a very intriguing idea about which Marion became quite excited but, as happened with so many ideas that were veering off at an odd tangent, it was dismissed with a wave of her hand and the comment ‘It’s good, but not for this book.’ That idea, that scene, then became another incident to be stored away for use in another Agatha Raisin adventure. Marion never liked to waste a good idea when she knew that there would always be an opportunity to put it to proper use. It became another moment in Agatha’s future, another scene to weave into another plot. Marion, you see, had no intention of retiring, and no intention of ever letting Agatha retire, either. The inhabitants of Carsely, Mircester, Ancombe and Comfrey Magna, along with all of the other fictional and actual places in Agatha Raisin’s Cotswolds, will never be allowed to sleep soundly in their beds. There will always be a murderer on the loose somewhere in the vicinity and Agatha Raisin will always be snooping around to track them down.

Sadly, Marion is now no longer with us. I miss my visits with her and the time we spent tossing ideas back and forth. She’s still able to make me smile, though. Whenever Agatha faces up to some objectionable bloke like DCI Wilkes, I can hear Marion saying, ‘She’s had enough. Now she tells him to …’ and precisely what she tells him to do often has to be toned down quite a bit. So Down the Hatch has kept me, and I hope will keep you, in touch with M.C. Beaton through the inimitable Agatha Raisin and her wonderful cast of supporting characters. Never was laying plans for a murder more fun.

R. W. Green, 2021




An Introduction
from M.C. Beaton on the
Agatha Raisin Series

The writing road leading to Agatha Raisin is a long one.

When I left school, I became a fiction buyer for John Smith & Son Ltd on St Vincent Street, Glasgow, the oldest bookshop in Britain – alas, now closed. Those were the days when bookselling was a profession and one had to know something about every book in the shop.

I developed an eye for what sort of book a customer might want, and could, for example, spot an arriving request for a leather-bound pocket-sized edition of Omar Khayyam at a hundred paces.

As staff were allowed to borrow books, I was able to feed my addiction for detective and spy stories. As a child, my first love had been Richard Hannay in John Buchan’s The Thirty-Nine Steps. Then, on my eleventh birthday, I was given a copy of Dorothy L. Sayers’s Lord Peter Views the Body and read everything by that author I could get. After that came, courtesy of the bookshop, Ngaio Marsh, Josephine Tey, Gladys Mitchell, Eric Ambler, Agatha Christie and very many more.

Bookselling was a very genteel job. We were not allowed to call each other by our first names. I was given half an hour in the morning to go out for coffee, an hour and a half for lunch, and half an hour in the afternoon for tea.

I was having coffee one morning when I was joined by a customer, Mary Kavanagh, who recognised me. She said she was features editor of the Glasgow edition of the Daily Mail and wanted a reporter to cover a production of Cinderella at the Rutherglen Rep that evening, because the editor’s nephew was acting as one of the Ugly Sisters, but all the reporters refused to go.

‘I’ll go,’ I said eagerly.

She looked at me doubtfully. ‘Have you had anything published?’

‘Oh, yes,’ I said, lying through my teeth. ‘Punch, The Listener, things like that.’

‘Well, it’s only fifty words,’ she said. ‘All right.’

And that was the start. I rose up through vaudeville and then became lead theatre critic at the age of nineteen.

After that, I became fashion editor of Scottish Field magazine and then moved to the Scottish Daily Express as Scotland’s new emergent writer and proceeded to submerge. The news editor gave me a tryout to save me from being sacked, and I became a crime reporter.

People often ask if this experience was to help me in the future with writing detective stories. Yes, but not in the way they think. The crime in Glasgow was awful: razor gangs, axemen, reporting stories in filthy gaslit tenements where the stair lavatory had broken, and so, as an escape, I kept making up stories in my head that had nothing to do with reality. Finally, it all became too much for me and I got a transfer to the Daily Express on Fleet Street, London.

I enjoyed being a Fleet Street reporter. I would walk down Fleet Street in the evening if I was on the late shift and feel the thud of the printing presses and smell the aroma of hot paper and see St Paul’s, floodlit, floating above Ludgate Hill, and felt I had truly arrived.

I became chief woman reporter just as boredom and reality were setting in. That was when I met my husband, Harry Scott Gibbons, former Middle East correspondent for the paper who had just resigned to write a book, The Conspirators, about the British withdrawal from Aden.

I resigned as well and we went on our travels, through Greece, Turkey and Cyprus. Harry was now engaged in writing a book about the Cyprus troubles. We arrived back in London, broke, and I had a baby, Charles. We moved to America when Harry found work as an editor at the Oyster Bay Guardian, a Long Island newspaper. That was not a very pleasant experience.

But I longed to write fiction. I had read all of Georgette Heyer’s Regency romances and thought I would try some of the new ones that were coming out. I complained to my husband, ‘They’re awful. The history’s wrong, the speech is wrong, and the dress is wrong.’

‘Well, write one,’ he urged.

My mother had been a great fan of the Regency period and I had been brought up on Jane Austen and various history books. She even found out-of-print books from the period, such as Maria Edgeworth’s Moral Tales. I remember with affection a villain called Lord Raspberry. So I cranked up the film in my head and began to write what was there. The first book was called Regency Gold. I had only done about twenty pages, blocked by the thought that surely I couldn’t really write a whole book, when my husband took them from me and showed them to a writer friend who recommended an agent. So I went on and wrote the first fifty pages and plot and sent it all to the agent Barbara Lowenstein. She suggested some changes, and after making them I took the lot back to her.

The book sold in three days flat. Then, before it was even finished, I got an offer from another publisher to write Edwardian romances, which I did under the name of Jennie Tremaine because my maiden name, Marion Chesney, was contracted to the first publisher. Other publishers followed, other names: Ann Fairfax, Helen Crampton and Charlotte Ward.

I was finally contracted by St Martin’s Press to write six hardback Regency series at a time. But I wanted to write mysteries, and discussed my ambition to do so with my editor at St Martin’s Press, Hope Dellon. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Who’s your detective?’

I had only got as far as the rough idea and hadn’t thought of one. ‘The village bobby,’ I said hurriedly.

‘What’s his name?’

I quickly racked my brains. ‘Hamish Macbeth.’

I had to find not only a name for my detective but a new name for myself. ‘Give me a name that isn’t Mac something,’ suggested Hope. She said that M.C. Beaton would be a good name, keeping the M.C. for Marion Chesney.

So I began to write detective stories. We moved back to London to further our son’s education and it was there that the idea for the first Agatha Raisin was germinated, though I did not know it at the time.

My son’s housemaster asked me if I could do some home baking for a charity sale. I did not want to let my son down by telling him I couldn’t bake. So I went to Waitrose and bought two quiches, carefully removed the shop wrappings, put my own wrappings on with a homemade label, and delivered them. They were a great success.

Shortly afterwards, Hope, who is very fond of the Cotswolds, asked me if I would consider writing a detective story set in that scenic area. I wanted the detective to be a woman. I had enjoyed E. F. Benson’s Miss Mapp books and thought it might be interesting to create a detective that the reader might not like but nonetheless would want to win in the end. I was also inspired by the amusing detective stories of Colin Watson in his Flaxborough novels and Simon Brett’s detective, Charles Paris.

Agatha Raisin will continue to live in the Cotswolds because the very placid beauty of the place, with its winding lanes and old cottages, serves as a constant to the often abrasive Agatha. I am only sorry that I continue to inflict so much murder and mayhem on this tranquil setting.




Chapter One

The scream stopped her in her tracks. It was sharp, shrill and chilling – quite the most horrendous noise that Agatha Raisin had heard since she had left her office for her lunchtime power walk. Summer was beginning to spread its rejuvenating light and verdant carpet over the Cotswolds, and Agatha was well aware that the season for strappy tops and floaty frocks was already upon her, yet she was not quite in summer trim. There were still a few stubborn pounds to lose before she could carry off the sleeveless red dress with the pinched waist, or the butterfly-print skirt, both of which she had bought a size too small as an incentive to lose her winter weight gain. With every passing year, it seemed this was becoming an ever more challenging battle to win. The navy blue suit skirt she was wearing felt tight around her waist and a little too snug across her hips, even though she had persuaded herself when she dressed that morning that it would ease off during the course of the day.

Agatha sighed and looked over towards Mircester Park’s children’s play area. Was it from there that the scream had come? A small army of thin-limbed youngsters was swarming over climbing frames, dangling from bars, attempting to catapult each other off see-saws, darting from swings to roundabouts and from slides to something that looked like the bridge of a pirate ship. And they were screaming. Why did children scream like that? At their age, Agatha would have had to have a very good reason to run around screaming, or she would have been given a good reason in the shape of a clip round the ear. In a play park back then, if you fell over, you fell on concrete or tarmac. Grazed elbows and skinned knees were commonplace. The kids she was watching were careering about on some kind of rubberised, knee-and-elbow-friendly surface. Children were spoiled nowadays – cosseted, mollycoddled. Even a clip round the ear had been outlawed. Their lives were so much easier.

On the other hand, Agatha shrugged as the discussion swam around in her head, wasn’t that just how it should be? Their lives should be easier. No one should use discipline as an excuse to beat children. Every parent should want a better life for their child than they had themselves. That was progress, wasn’t it? Wasn’t that how all parents should see things? Agatha decided that, never having had children, she wasn’t really qualified to comment, even in her own head. She had never regretted not becoming a mother. She was pretty sure she would have been a good one – or was she too focused on her own needs, too obsessed with her own success, too selfish ever to devote enough time to a child or enough energy to being a caring parent? No, she decided, she had worked hard to leave behind her early life in a Birmingham tower block; she had forged a stellar career in London; she had built up a hugely successful PR business and then she had moved to the Cotswolds and established a well-respected private detective agency. Agatha Raisin could do anything she put her mind to, and had she chosen to become a mother—

The scream came again.

This time, there was no mistaking the direction. It had come from behind the tall hedge bordering the path along which Agatha was walking. She ran towards a black wrought-iron gate set in the hedge, thankful that she had changed her fragile office high heels for more robust low wedges before taking her walk. Bursting through the gate, she found herself in an area of flat open lawn. There were three people there, dressed in white. One was a grey-bearded man lying on the grass, one was an elderly lady collapsed in some distress and the third was an old man, tending to the woman. Agatha rushed over to the woman, who was breathing heavily, clearly distressed, her eyelids fluttering.

‘What happened?’ asked Agatha, kneeling to talk to the man, who was cradling the woman in his arms.

‘My wife collapsed,’ he explained, then nodded towards the figure lying on the grass, ‘when she saw him.’

‘I’ll be fine …’ the woman gasped, looking up at her husband. ‘A little thirsty …’

Agatha reached into her handbag and handed the woman a small plastic bottle of mineral water that was to have been part of her calorie-controlled lunch. She also grabbed her phone, calling for an ambulance while heading towards the man spread-eagled on the grass.

‘Yes, an ambulance, please. Mircester Park, at the …’ she glanced up at a sign above the door of a neat pavilion that overlooked the lawn, ‘Mircester Crown Green Bowling Club. One woman collapsed and one man …’ she looked down at the grey-bearded man on the ground, ‘looks dead.’

Agatha stooped to feel for a pulse, first on the inside of the man’s left wrist and then at his neck, just as her friend Bill Wong, a police officer, had once taught her to do. She held little hope of finding a pulse, and indeed there was none. The skin felt chilled and slightly damp, and one of her rings snagged on the beard when she lifted her fingers from his neck, causing the face to tilt in her direction. It was the face that had told her he was dead. The eyes stared up at her, cold, blue and lifeless. He had the bulbous, thread-veined purple nose of a man who was no stranger to alcohol. There was redness and blistering around his mouth and a trail of vomit running down through his beard into a fetid pool by the side of his head. His right arm was stretched towards a bottle of rum that lay just out of reach, as though it had slipped from his hand, and where the contents of the bottle had spilled out, the grass, immaculately smooth and green across the rest of the lawn, was scorched yellow. She freed her ring from the stringy beard hair and the head clomped back down on the grass.

A handful of other white-clad figures now appeared, drifting hesitantly across the grass like ghosts come to claim one of their own. There were gasps of horror and some quiet offers of help.

‘No, stay back,’ Agatha ordered, ‘and don’t touch him. He’s been poisoned.’

She stood to take a proper look around. She was standing on the large, almost impossibly flat grass square of a bowling green. It was surrounded by a shallow ditch that in turn was surrounded by a gravel path and, on three sides, the tall hedge that separated it from the rest of the park. On the fourth side, the gravel path widened in front of the pavilion, which served as a clubhouse. It had a thatched roof, more reminiscent of Carsely, the village where Agatha lived, than the larger town of Mircester, but the thatch sat on walls of whitewashed brick rather than the mellow Cotswold stone of Agatha’s cottage. To the left of the clubhouse was a small rose garden, and beyond it a substantial tool shed. Agatha gave a gentle nod of approval. Bathed in soft sunshine – and despite the whitewashed brick – the setting was quietly pleasant, tranquil. The current circumstances, however, were not. She turned back to the elderly couple.

‘How are you feeling?’ She crouched to talk to the old lady.

‘I’m fine,’ she breathed weakly. ‘Please help me up. Charlie, you be careful of your bad back.’

‘Don’t worry about me, sweetheart,’ said her husband. ‘You should stay where you are.’

‘Your husband’s right. You shouldn’t try to get up.’ Agatha gave her best attempt at a sympathetic smile, decided it was probably coming over more as a patronising pout and switched it off just as the sound of approaching sirens could be heard. ‘The paramedics will be here any second. Let them check you over. Did you know him?’ She nodded towards the body on the grass.

‘We knew him all right,’ the old man replied, ‘and we hated the sight of him. That’s the Admiral – at least that’s what he liked to be called – and I hope you never have the misfortune to meet such a foul, bullying loud-mouth. Loved the sound of his own voice, he did.’

‘Well.’ Agatha noted the venom in the man’s voice. ‘He doesn’t have much to say for himself any more, does he?’

A young police officer was first through the gate with a paramedic hot on his heels. The medic made for the Admiral until Agatha put him right.

‘Don’t waste your time with him! He’s past any help you can give him. Get over here. This lady needs attention.’

The police officer took one look at the corpse and, to Agatha’s disdain, turned a very unattractive shade of pale green.

‘Why don’t you go and deal with those people?’ She pointed towards the white-clad spectators. ‘Keep them back, ask them if they saw anything, that sort of thing.’

Just then, the tall, slim figure of Detective Constable Alice Peters walked purposefully across the grass.

‘Good afternoon, Mrs Raisin.’ She surveyed the scene. ‘What’s been going on here, then?’

‘I’ve really no idea, Alice,’ Agatha admitted. ‘I heard that lady scream and rushed in here to find her in a swoon and a corpse on the bowling green.’

‘Okay, I’ll take it from here.’ Alice bent over the dead man, feeling for a pulse. ‘Can you hang around for a while longer? We’ll need a statement from you.’

‘Of course.’ Agatha watched Alice check on the old lady and talk to the young constable. She moved with an easy grace, and Agatha had to admit she was a very pretty young woman. She had long legs but generally wore loose-fitting dark trousers, which, Agatha surmised, were practical for the type of work she did but probably also helped to hide the fact that her legs were actually a bit on the skinny side. Although she wasn’t as tall as Alice, Agatha prided herself on having long legs that were also pleasingly shapely. She caught sight of herself as a distant reflection in one of the clubhouse windows, turned sideways and sucked in her stomach. Yes, her legs were certainly her best feature, even if she didn’t have quite the same athletic figure as Alice.

She peered at the gathering throng of onlookers, held back by yet more recently arrived police officers at the gate. The spectators were craning their necks to catch a glimpse of whatever was going on. She half hoped to see Bill Wong. Bill was a detective sergeant and the first person she had befriended when she had originally moved to the Cotswolds. His Chinese surname came from the fact that his father was originally from Hong Kong, although his mother was English and Bill had lived in or near Mircester all his life. Having outgrown the slightly podgy look he’d had when they first knew each other, he was now a very handsome young man – and engaged to Alice Peters. Was she jealous of Alice? Agatha mulled the question over for a moment and decided that she was, just a little. Even though she had to admit that Bill was a bit young for her; even though she might never have seriously considered a romance with him; even though Alice and Bill looked pretty much perfect together, she was still a teensy bit jealous. That, she decided, was a robustly healthy emotion for any woman, and it didn’t stop her from liking Alice. She was a lovely girl and she seemed to make Bill very happy, which was really all that mattered, wasn’t it?

Her ponderings were brought to an abrupt end by the sound of a grating, depressingly familiar male voice.

‘Agatha Raisin! Always in the middle of it all whenever there’s trouble.’ Detective Chief Inspector Wilkes strolled across the lawn. He was a tall man with an awkward, lanky frame draped in an ill-fitting off-the-peg suit; despite his undernourished appearance, unsightly rolls of jowly fat spilled over his shirt collar when he lowered his head to talk to Agatha. ‘I wouldn’t have thought this was your sort of thing. No press, no TV cameras, no limelight for you to bask in.’

‘I wouldn’t have thought this was something for you either, Wilkes – no pens to push, no beans to count, no backhanders on offer …’

‘Be very careful, Mrs Raisin.’ Wilkes wagged a warning finger at her. ‘I will not tolerate you slandering me in public.’

‘You need a manicure.’ Agatha took a step back from the rag-nailed finger, raising her eyebrows when Wilkes’s nostrils flared angrily, ‘and you really should do something about that nose hair.’

‘This is all well below my pay grade,’ Wilkes seethed, ‘but I won’t have my officers wasting time here when they are needed elsewhere, so don’t try to turn this accident into one of your pathetic pantomimes!’

‘Accident?’ Agatha fixed him with her dark, bear-like eyes. ‘How do you know it was an accident?’

‘Pah!’ Wilkes waved his hand at the corpse and bent to pick up the bottle. ‘You’d have to be a fool not to see that this is just some old soak who drank himself to death.’

Agatha recoiled from the smell from the Smuggler’s Breath Dark Rum bottle, wrinkling her nose.

‘And you’d have to be a fool not to see that this man’s been poisoned. There’s more than just rum in that bottle – and why are you handling it without gloves? You’re supposed to treat every sudden death as a crime scene until you know otherwise.’

‘Don’t try to tell me my job!’

‘Well, somebody has to!’

‘May I take that, please, sir?’ Bill Wong stepped between Agatha and his boss, carefully grasping the very top of the bottle with his white-gloved fingers. ‘Forensics will want to take a look at it. Mrs Raisin, Constable Peters is ready to take a statement from you now.’

Neatly done, Bill, Agatha thought to herself, glowering at Wilkes before walking over to talk to Alice.

‘Get this mess sorted out, Sergeant,’ was the last she heard from Wilkes. ‘Don’t waste any more time here. I want you back on the Wellington Street burglaries.’

Alice was looking over at Bill when Agatha joined her. He smiled at them both before being buttonholed by Dr Charles Bunbury, the pathologist. Agatha had once believed Dr Bunbury to have the most interesting job imaginable, yet whenever she had spoken to him, he had managed to make it sound a humdrum mix of tedious procedure and interminable form-filling. Meeting him was about as interesting as finding an unopened pair of tights behind your dressing table. Although you know they’re useful, it is undoubtedly one of the least exciting things that will happen to you that day, even if it’s a particularly dull Wednesday. Agatha thought she saw a faintly forlorn look on Alice’s face, and guessed that it had nothing to do with Dr Bunbury.

‘Seems like Bill’s a busy man,’ she said.

‘He rarely gets a break,’ Alice sighed. ‘We hardly see each other at all these days.’

‘That’s not ideal, is it?’ Agatha sensed there was more that Alice wanted to say. ‘Are you two okay?’

‘Oh yes.’ Alice nodded, but then her lip trembled and tears welled in her eyes, to be quickly wiped away. ‘But he’s moved out of his flat and back in with his parents. They insisted it would help him to save money before the wedding. Once we’re married, they want me to move in too.’

‘For goodness’ sake don’t go.’ Agatha shuddered, thinking of the Wongs’ gaudily decorated house and immediately remembering the endemic smell of fried food that clung to everything in the place. ‘If you do, they may never let you out of their clutches.’

‘That’s what I’m afraid of, and …’ Alice gave herself a shake. ‘But this isn’t the time or place. Can you tell me how you came to find the body?’ She stood with her notebook at the ready.

Agatha rummaged in her handbag, retrieving a pen, and a business card on which she scribbled quickly before handing it over.

‘Give me a call,’ she said. ‘I put my home number on the back. I’m not much of an agony aunt, but at the very least we can have a couple of drinks and bad-mouth men together.’

‘Thanks.’ Alice smiled. ‘I’d like that.’

‘I didn’t actually find the body,’ Agatha began, ‘but I was walking through the park – I’ve been going for midday walks to help me stay trim – when I heard a horrible scream. At first I thought …’

After taking Agatha’s statement, Alice left to follow the elderly couple to hospital. Agatha walked round the bowling green, taking everything in. She was no stranger to the sight of dead bodies, having become entangled in a number of murder cases, but there was something bizarre about the white-clad figure lying on the grass. She stopped at the clubhouse, where the handful of members who had arrived earlier were watching.

‘Was it you what found the body, young lady?’ asked one old man whose thick glasses made his eyes look like some strange kind of oyster. Agatha might normally have passed him by without even a nod or a smile, but ‘young lady’ had won her over.

‘Not me. The lady they took to the hospital and her husband found him. I rushed in when I heard her scream. It’s a terrible business.’

‘Oh, terrible, yes terrible an’ no mistake.’ The old man shook his head and a gentle breeze lifted a few long wisps of white hair that were combed over his scalp.

‘Did you know the dead man?’

‘Of course. That were the Admiral. Everyone in the club knows the Admiral. Harry Nelson were his real name. Fine lad he were.’

‘Don’t talk such rubbish, Stanley Partridge!’ A woman with tightly permed white hair tinged a delicate shade of pink stood with her fists clenched in anger. ‘A drunken monster is what he were – an absolute monster!’

‘Now, Marjorie, we mustn’t talk ill of the dead,’ said Mr Partridge softly.

‘He were no monster. A tragedy, that’s what this is.’ A small man with jet-black hair looking so suspiciously out of place perched above his ancient, wrinkled face that Agatha was immediately convinced it must be a wig joined in the debate. ‘The Admiral were the best thing that ever happened to this club!’

Several people now began talking at once, and seeing Dr Bunbury saying goodbye to Bill Wong and preparing to leave, Agatha excused herself from the bowls group, hurrying over to her friend.

‘So what’s the verdict, Bill?’

‘Ah, hello, Agatha.’ Bill grinned. ‘Sorry about DCI Wilkes. You two really know how to get under each other’s skin, don’t you?’

‘He’s an idiot. Our dead man was poisoned, wasn’t he?’

‘Dr Bunbury was in no doubt about that,’ Bill admitted. ‘He certainly drank something that did him no good. We’ll know more after the post-mortem, and once we get the test results back on the contents of the bottle.’

‘Accident or suicide or …’ Agatha raised an eyebrow.

‘There’s nothing to suggest he was murdered, if that’s what you’re getting at.’ Bill shrugged. ‘We’ll talk to the people here and take a look at the premises to see if that sheds any light on what happened.’

‘But you can’t rule out murder?’ Agatha sounded a little too eager to hear the very worst news, and Bill felt too harassed to humour her.

‘We can’t rule out anything, Agatha, but it doesn’t look like murder.’ He waved her away and headed towards the pavilion. ‘I don’t know how many times I’ve said this in the past, but I’m saying it again now. You have to leave this to the police. You really mustn’t get involved. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do. You’ve given your statement. If we need anything else from you, either Alice or I will be in touch.’

‘Bill, about Alice, I—’

‘Not now, Agatha.’

‘Yes, we took the soil samples from the sites you marked on the map.
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