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			Chapter One

			The Lost Relation

			Agatha burst into the corporate headquarters of Agatha Christie World Tours waving the afternoon edition of The Acorn Register. “The Baileys don’t even have the decency to wait for Amelia Dettmer to be buried before they try to shut down her animal rescue!”

			“Amelia Dettmer died?” Lydia Bigelow, Agatha’s mother, peered over the top of her glasses.

			“The funeral is at two o’clock.” Agatha plopped the newspaper on the dining table that served as her mother’s desk.

			Lydia looked over the top of her glasses again. “Oh my,” she said, then moved the newspaper aside.

			For as long as Agatha could remember her mother was either sitting at this table planning tours based on the life and work of her favorite author, Agatha Christie, or she was gone on one of the junkets she had organized.

			Agatha turned to look out the window of the front room where there was a large oak. As a child she had spent hours gazing out this window imagining her future — one filled with travel and intrigue — not unlike the life she lived up until a few weeks ago.

			But it took just one disastrous dinner to simultaneously end her career at The Agency and her cover job as a sales rep for Global Yarns.

			Agatha picked up the newspaper and reread the article looking for a new clue. Her brow furrowed.

			“Don’t do that,” Lydia said sharply.

			“Don’t do what? Read the paper?”

			“Don’t get smart with me, young lady. You can read the paper, but don’t do that with your forehead. You’ll get wrinkles,” Lydia said.

			“I’m not a ‘young lady,’ mother. I’m a middle-aged woman who needs a job while I get my new career off the ground.” Tucked away in Agatha’s suitcase was an invitation to design a crochet hat for Aneta Genova’s new collection. It was the opportunity of a lifetime.

			“Well you’re not going to find it wrinkling your forehead.”

			Agatha flipped to the classified section to see if anyone still advertised jobs in the newspaper. There was a small notice for a “confidential job” opening. Someone who didn’t want to be named was looking for an investigator. Maybe she could persuade whoever it was that a downsized yarn rep would be perfect for the position.

			Lydia looked at her daughter. She knew she shouldn’t say anything, but she was never good at stopping herself even when she knew better. “Have you thought of dying your hair one of those Easter egg colors like the young people do? It would cover the gray.”

			Agatha let out a long sigh, glared, and got back to the topic that preoccupied her. “It says here that a ‘peculiar’ term in Amelia Dettmer’s will could end up shutting down Q-G-A-R-S-T!”

			“It’s pronounced “Q-Garst,” Lydia corrected.

			QGARST, short for “Quercus Grove Animal Rescue Society and Thrift,” was Amelia Dettmer’s life’s work.

			The “animal rescue society” referred to Amelia Dettmer’s homestead where rescued animals were housed while they awaited placement in forever homes. The “thrift” referred to a converted Army Navy surplus store that was the fundraising arm of the non-profit animal rescue and was known for its unique and hard-to-find vintage items. But according to the article in The Acorn, thrift store sales weren’t QGARST’s main source of revenue.

			Amelia Dettmer was.

			“It will be a shame if a living relation to Amelia Dettmer can’t be found. QGARST won’t get the funds it needs to continue operations.”

			“That would be a shame,” Lydia said.

			Agatha couldn’t tell if her mother was being sarcastic or had stopped listening and thought she should fill the pause with a well-intentioned, but meaningless, acknowledgement.

			“If you were looking for a relation to Amelia Dettmer, where would you look?”

			“Woodlawn Cemetery,” Lydia chortled.

			“Living relations, mother!”

			Lydia looked over the top of her glasses as if she were looking into the past. “Do you remember Amelia’s birthday celebrations?” she asked.

			“Do I ever! I think Mr. Bailey ran for mayor just to try to shut them down! You know, there’s never been a time in the history of Quercus Grove anyone by the name of Bailey was interested in anything that didn’t make them money or advance their social standing.”

			“The Baileys aren’t very well liked,” Lydia said dryly.

			“They aren’t very likable. Mr. Bailey only ever uses his law degree to intimidate and harass, Mrs. Bailey is a social climber of the first order, and whoever said ‘There’s no such thing as a stupid question,’ never had to sit next to their daughter Lynette. If a living relation to Amelia isn’t found, the Baileys will get all of the buildings on Amelia’s property condemned and razed before the flowers on her grave wilt.”

			Although Lydia found Agatha’s speech tiresome, her sentiments about the Baileys were widely shared throughout Quercus Grove. The decades-long war they waged against Amelia had been the topic of many hushed conversations.

			Born on May 7, Amelia’s entry into the world was forever tied to the sinking of the Lusitania. Her immediate family had died when she was a child, and the animals she rescued were the only family she had or cared to have. A self-described “disaster baby,” she celebrated her birthday by hosting a party to which every animal in Madison county was welcome.

			Sitting just outside the city limits of Quercus Grove and the grasp of city inspectors and zoning laws, Amelia’s property line abutted the Baileys’. Her annual birthday festivities — coupled with her year-round rescue mission — caused her yard- and house-proud neighbors immense distress.

			This pleased Amelia enormously.

			The Baileys did everything they could to disrupt the celebrations, but try as they might, the law did not reach beyond their fence.

			Then, several years before Amelia’s death, the Baileys abruptly stopped their harassment of the elderly woman and put their energies elsewhere. Mr. Bailey focused on his law practice, Mrs. Bailey tended her roses, and Lynette became a docent at QGHM&S — the Quercus Grove Historical Museum & Society.

			Agatha’s own memories of Amelia were fleeting. Encountering her in the store was like finding Mary Poppins in the pet food aisle stocking up on cat chow, dog chow, flea powder, and small treats for her family of rescues.

			Amelia — like the weeds Mrs. Bailey worked so hard to eradicate from her yard — maintained a firm grip on life, caring for the wayward and unadoptable pets of Madison County.

			Then, a month before Agatha’s unexpected return to Quercus Grove, Amelia took ill.

			She stayed in her home as long as she could, but was eventually admitted to the hospital. One day, she asked the nurse for a pen and paper, and as Amelia wrote what would be her last worldly communication her heart gave out.

			All agreed on the first 20 letters of her final missive:

			To whom it may concern: QG.

			But whether the twenty-first letter was an “A” or an “H” was vigorously debated in “Hot Takes,” a special community engagement section on the op-ed page that the new editor, Roscoe Edwards had introduced.

			The QGARST camp was certain the letter was an “A,” and Amelia was attempting to communicate an instruction about the rescue. The QGHM&S camp was certain the letter was an “H,” and Amelia was trying to point to a holding in the Historical Museum & Society that would reveal who the relation referenced in the will was.

			“What do you think Amelia was trying to say in her last note? People seem to think it contains a hidden message,” said Agatha.

			“Possibly.” Lydia was annoyed at being interrupted yet again.

			“Maybe it was a secret about the Baileys!”

			“I don’t know what there could be that isn’t already in the public record.”

			“You don’t think they have any secrets?” Agatha’s work for The Agency had taught her that everyone has secrets.

			“I didn’t say that, but The Acorn has reported on every birthday party and luncheon the Baileys have attended for the past 50 years,” Lydia said, “As for Amelia, her family’s roots in Quercus Grove and Madison County are broad and deep. Her mother and father were both certified Pioneers of Quercus Grove. I don’t know what there is to know about Amelia that hasn’t been published in the newspaper or documented in her Pioneers application.”

			“That doesn’t mean there isn’t someone who doesn’t know they’re a relation.”

			Your father was a Pioneer of Quercus Grove, and when I married him, the Historical Society roped me into becoming the chair of the Pioneers Committee. One of my duties was to review every application ever approved. When I read Amelia’s there wasn’t any sign of a relation who might still be living. 

			“So what about Lynette Bailey’s application? Is there anything interesting there?”

			Agatha’s interruptions were wearing on Lydia. “The most interesting thing about Lynette’s application is that one was never submitted.” 

			“If a living relation to Amelia Dettmer isn’t found, it will be a disaster for QGARST. That isn’t right!”

			“It might not be right but it was Amelia’s wish that a living relation be located. Now, I really need to work.”

			Agatha mused on the case of Amelia Dettmer. She knew finding the motivation was key. Usually what propelled a person to act was a personal grievance. What could Amelia’s be?

			Lydia tried to concentrate on her tour, but her thoughts kept straying to her only child. Why had Agatha — who had traveled the world selling yarn for twenty-five years — given it up and returned home to become a crochet designer? If she were destined to live out what remained of her life in Quercus Grove, why hadn’t she just gotten married when she finished college and given Lydia the grandchildren she deserved?

			She looked across the dining table that served as her desk. It had been in her late husband Ralph’s family for over a hundred years. It was at this table she and Agatha had addressed and stamped envelopes for Agatha Christie World Tours, the business Lydia started from scratch after her husband Ralph’s ill-fated business trip.

			Maybe it was the hours they spent working together that made Agatha a world traveler. More than once they met when they were abroad. There was a quick lunch in Istanbul when one of Agatha’s suppliers canceled a meeting as Lydia was arriving for an Orient Express Junket, an amazing dinner in Casablanca when Agatha was scouting Moroccan sources for a line of specialty yarns while Lydia did research for a tour based on Destination Unknown, an underappreciated novel from Agatha Christie’s œuvre, and a quick cup of coffee at the train station in Barcelona.

			Whatever it was, Agatha was past the age she could give Lydia grandchildren without stealing them from someone else. And in the moments Lydia was honest with herself, she was content with her life. Everything was comfortable. She liked being able to take off and travel at a moment’s notice.

			“Where do you think Amelia Dettmer’s relations could be?” Agatha said, “and don’t say the cemetery!”

			“I don’t know about any relations. All I do know is….” Lydia stopped.

			“Go on,” Agatha was curious to learn anything that might reveal a clue.

			“One day I was at the courthouse as the result of that dreadful Officer Hughes citing me for failure to come to a complete stop. My attorney, Marcus Hill, and I were outside the courtroom where my case was about to be heard, and he was consulting with some high-flying criminal defense attorney. I think her name was Carrie, or maybe it was Karen. Anyway, she’s very famous. Amelia Dettmer walked right up to her while we were in the middle of the conference and told that attorney she had a problem that couldn’t wait.”

			“I wonder why Amelia would need a criminal defense attorney?” Agatha mused.

			“As I said before you interrupted, Amelia stopped her right there in the hall. The blood was rushing through my head over the shame of my unjust ticket, so I couldn’t hear most of the conversation, but I did hear the attorney agree to come out to Amelia’s house later that day.”

			“It would seem Amelia Dettmer had something quite pressing to attend to if she took the time to track down this lawyer at the courthouse,” Agatha said.

			“If I had been able to think, that would have been my thought exactly.”

			“So you got your ticket nearly a year ago, and that was about four years after the Baileys stopped harassing Amelia about her birthday celebrations.”

			Lydia peered over her glasses at her computer screen. “Look at the time!” she said, “I need to go.”

			“Go where?”

			“Istanbul. A lovely woman I met at traffic school — Sophia Frickenstein — is coming on the junket with me.”

			“What junket?”

			“The Orient Express!” Lydia said thoroughly aggravated with her daughter.

			“When were you going to tell me about this?” Agatha asked.

			“I was going to tell you when you walked in, but you wouldn’t stop talking about Amelia Dettmer!”

			“What do you know about this Frickenstein woman?”

			“She’s a Quercus Grove Pioneer on one side, Agatha. Just like you! Which reminds me….” Lydia reached in to her purse and handed Agatha a USB stick. “Here’s all the information you’ll need.”

			Agatha’s eyes narrowed. “Information for what?”

			“For the presentation I’m scheduled to give tomorrow, but can’t because I’ll be in Frankfurt.” Her mother gathered up one last stack of papers.

			“And where is this presentation taking place?” Agatha asked.

			“At the Quercus Grove Hotel. It’s the annual Quercus Grove Pioneers Application Form Workshop. It’s the Historical Society’s best attended luncheon.”

			“But I have a commission to design. And it has to be done in two weeks!”

			“I’m only asking you to do two things. One is to deliver this presentation.”

			“What’s the other?”

			“The other what?”

			“You said you were only asking me to do two things. One is the luncheon presentation. What’s the other?”

			Her mother gave her a look that was both piercing and faraway, “You need to watch M. Poirot while I’m gone.” 

			Agatha was about to protest, but there was a knock at the door.

			She opened it to find a tall, impeccably coiffed woman in a tweed suit clutching a coordinating purse.

			“You’re not Lydia!” the woman greeted her.

			“No, I’m not. My mother will be right with you.” Agatha replied.

			“Oh, Lydia, I was so afraid I had gotten the wrong address when this stranger opened the door,” the woman said.

			“No need to worry, Sophia,” Agatha’s mother assured her friend. “We’re going to have a grand time!” Then Lydia turned to her daughter, “Don’t forget the luncheon!”

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
        
        







			Chapter Two

			A Chance Meeting

			“Don’t forget the luncheon!” Lydia’s voice rang in Agatha’s ears.

			Maybe it was just a bad dream.

			Agatha rubbed the sleep from her eyes and looked at the stack of boxes that served as a nightstand. The USB stick her mother handed her as she left for the airport was right next to it.

			It wasn’t a bad dream.

			It was her life.

			*     *     *

			Agatha had listened skeptically when her financial planner explained the advantages of moving back to Quercus Grove. “Think of the money you’ll save on rent!”

			She broached the subject with her mother.

			“I don’t know.” Lydia said. “Things have changed.”

			Agatha soon learned one of the things that had changed was her old room.

			The canopy bed she spent two summers babysitting to save for — gone. In its place, a platform bed with graphic pillows that read My Happy Place, Me Time, and All You Need Is Love and a Dog!

			Also gone were the pink strawberry shortcake walls. Now the room was painted in the latest neutrals with small pops of color here and there — a red vase, a pink flamingo, and a bright green bowl filled with small bits of paper. Agatha grabbed one of the pieces of paper when her mother wasn’t looking.

			“It never pays to kick a skunk.” Hard to argue with that, she thought.

			When they reached the third floor, Agatha found the tiny room where she hid as a child was smaller than she remembered. Furnished with a futon and dozens of cardboard boxes piled on top of each other, there was barely space to turn around.

			“Can’t I stay in the guest room?” Agatha asked.

			“Don’t be silly!” her mother said, “You’re not a guest. You’re family! Besides, I couldn’t ask a guest to climb two flights stairs and stay in a little tiny room with all of these boxes!”

			*     *     *

			Agatha’s thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the door.

			“Yoo hoo!” It was Mildred.

			Mildred Green had joined the household shortly after Agatha’s father, Ralph Bigelow, mysteriously disappeared while away on business. When he was reported missing, authorities made an exhaustive search of the area where he was last seen, but neither he nor his briefcase were ever found. Back in Quercus Grove, a memorial service was held and the circumstances surrounding his demise were never men­tioned again.

			Soon after that, Lydia started Agatha Christie World Tours to “put dinner on the table,” as she liked to say. Meanwhile, in Quercus Grove, Mildred kept both the house and Agatha in order.

			Agatha, looked around the room that stored the remnants of her mother’s life. Just weeks earlier she had been living the dream, her job as a yarn sales rep providing the cover she needed for her work at The Agency. She had her own apartment, one that overlooked a magnificent pool and was an easy walk to the train station. Then, after one too many glasses of wine at an ill-fated dinner, her life’s work unraveled.

			Now she was relegated to a small room on the third floor of the house her great great-grandfather built, in a town that never felt like home.

			“Agatha?” Mildred said, “M. Poirot needs a walk.”

			“Okay, Mildred,” she replied.

			Once she was dressed, Agatha followed her nose to the kitchen where she found fresh coffee, hot pancakes, and a cranky dog.

			“Grrr,” M. Poirot greeted Agatha when she entered the room. A small brown rescue of undetermined breed, with wiry hair that hinted at a terrier ancestor, he weighed twelve pounds and loathed Agatha with all of his heart.

			“My favorite,” Agatha said as she helped herself to a plate of pancakes and a fresh mug of coffee.

			Mildred smiled. “I thought you’d need a good breakfast to get you through the luncheon today.”

			“There must be at least a dozen people dying to become certified Quercus Grove Pioneers,” Agatha said cheekily.

			“You’d be surprised,” Mildred said. “It’s the biggest luncheon they have all year. With the new tablescape competition and Amelia Dettmer passing, it will probably be the best attended luncheon ever.”

			The thought of people fighting to get into the Historical Museum & Society luncheon amused Agatha. When she finished her breakfast, she and M. Poirot set out on his much awaited walk.

			As they made their way around the block, the little dog sniffed each rock and plant in his path. He lingered at the yards of those dogs he counted among his friends while breezing past others that held no interest for him. Twice he lunged after a cat with whom he seemed to have an ongoing dispute.

			“You’re back early,” Mildred said when they returned.

			“Early? It took us half-an-hour to walk around the block!”

			“You’re a magician. It usually takes an hour. Oh,” the older woman reached into the pocket of her apron, “this came for you in the mail yesterday.”

			Agatha eagerly opened the envelope. “The accessory design book I requested on interlibrary loan is in!” she said. “I’m going to go get it right now.”

			“While you’re at it, can you return these?” Mildred said, handing her a stack of a half dozen books.

			“Sure.” Agatha packed up the returns, put on her bicycle helmet, and hopped on the orange five-speed beach cruiser she had picked up for a budget conscious $45 — it even had a basket! Then, as if she didn’t have a care in the world, she set out for the library.

			Agatha rode swiftly until she reached Main and Union. Then she got off her bike and briskly pushed it down the sidewalk all the way to the library, which — thanks to a bond initiative — was larger than she remembered.

			A new wing had been added, and the clock tower and two water fountains had been restored.

			Agatha loved libraries. She loved how cool they were in the summer, how warm they were in the winter, and how quiet they were no matter what the season. As a child, she especially loved having all of that information right at her finger tips, and it was under a table in the school library where she met her future best friend, Henryetta Richardson. Better known as “Hank,” she had studied library science in college and was now the head librarian for Quercus Grove Public Library.

			Agatha walked through the automatic glass doors and made a beeline for the library’s public bulletin board — QGPL News Notes — and began reading.

			There was a meeting of the genealogical society, a talk by the recently hired director of QGARST, and a meet-up of local knitters — crocheters, the posting said, were also welcome.

			Agatha was midway through an announcement about a lecture Mrs. Bailey was giving on the preservation and care of heirloom roses when she felt the breeze of someone rushing past followed by the click of heels going up the marble stairs to the circulation desk. She looked to see who was responsible for the near miss only to find it was her old, alphabetical-order nemesis — Lynette Bailey.

			Unless there was a nail salon squirreled away in the stacks, the fact Lynette was in the library at all was peculiar.

			Agatha lingered at the bulletin board and read an announcement about the upcoming Chocolate & Coffee Festival. She arrived at the circulation desk just as there was a mid-morning rush with a line several people deep and only one library assistant to help.

			Agatha didn’t mind the wait, but Lynette did, and in her usual fashion, she tried to shout her way to the front.

			“Excuse me,” she said too loudly for a dog park, let alone a library. “I’ve been here almost five minutes. If I don’t get the book I requested immediately, Officer Hughes will ticket my car!”

			“I’m sorry ma’am,” the assistant said, “but library policy is to serve people in the order they arrive.”

			“Don’t you ma’am me, Miss whoever-you-are! I’ll have you know….”

			“Ms.,” the assistant corrected her, “Ms. Taylor. Please use your indoor voice.”

			“Do you realize who my father is?” Lynette said. “He is the former mayor. He could have you fired.”

			“The rules of the library are the rules of the library,” Ms. Taylor said coolly.

			People in line murmured approvingly while Lynette crossed her arms and looked at the ceiling. She took a break from staring at the ceiling to survey the line behind her. She glared when she saw Agatha, then resumed her foot tapping and ceiling staring.

			Just then, a second library assistant arrived. She called “next” and Lynette clicked to the counter. “If I get a ticket, it will be your fault,” she greeted the clerk. Then Lynette explained how she had received a notice for a book she had requested on interlibrary loan, and it had arrived while she was out of town.

			“Sorry,” the assistant said after checking, “the book was sent back because you didn’t pick it up.”

			“I was out of town,” Lynette said, exasperated. “How could I pick it up when I wasn’t here?”

			“If I put in another request, it will be here Monday,” the assistant offered.

			“I can’t wait that long.” Lynette tried to peer around the assistant to get a look at the shelves.

			“I better not have a ticket!” she finally said, making a quick turn that caused her to lose her balance. She recovered enough to stumble into Agatha.

			“Watch where you’re going,” she snarled. 

			It’s no wonder she is the center of so much talk, Agatha thought, but her thoughts were cut short when another patron nudged her shoulder. 

			“You’re next.”

			Agatha set her mother’s stack of books on the counter.

			“Oooh, was this any good?” the assistant asked.

			“Was what any good?” Agatha asked, curious.

			“This book, The Lawn Road Flats: Spies, Writers, and Artists. It sounds interesting.”

			Agatha looked at the book the assistant held in her hands. It had a blue cover with a photo of a white apartment building.

			“I don’t know. My mother checked it out,” she said. “Can I take a look at it?” The assistant handed the book back to Agatha who immediately opened it and read the flap.

			After several paragraphs that explained nothing she got to this:

			A number of British artists, sculptors, and writers were drawn to the Flats, among them the sculptor and painter Henry Moore; the novelist Nicholas Monsarrat; and the crime writer Agatha Christie who wrote her only spy novel N or M? in the Flats.

			Whoever wrote the dust jacket copy did not know Agatha Christie’s work or they would have known her spy novels numbered more than one and included Murder in Mesopotamia, They Came to Baghdad, and her mother’s favorite, Destination Unknown.

			Agatha imagined how her mother must have bristled when she read the blurb.

			She handed the book back to the assistant along with the interlibrary loan notice she had received.

			“Accessory Design,” the assistant said, “that sounds much more interesting than A Centennial History of Quercus Grove in Madison County, 1805-1905,” then she went to the interlibrary loan shelf.

			Agatha wondered what gems the Centennial History of Quercus Grove might contain and scribbled the title on the back of an envelope. Soon the assistant returned from the hold shelf with Agatha’s book.

			“This was much easier than my last interlibrary loan request,” the assistant said. “I dread seeing Miss Bailey when she comes in.”

			“She comes here often?” Agatha tried to hide her surprise.

			“Yes,” the assistant sighed. “She usually goes to the genealogy room. Before Miss Dettmer died, she was here once or twice a week, but since Miss Dettmer’s death, Miss Bailey has been here almost every day. Except for whatever took her out of town and made her miss the interlibrary loan. Very strange….” the assistant’s thoughts trailed off.

			Agatha was surprised. Avoiding Lynette was one reason she spent so much time in the school library. She hoped the young woman would say more.

			The assistant looked to either side, then lowered her voice, “The Baileys seem to be counting on getting Amelia Dettmer’s property annexed to the city. I heard Mrs. Bailey tell Lynette, ‘We’ll get that eyesore razed as soon as the will is executed — and it’s your job to see to it a living relation isn’t found!’”

			Agatha said nothing. Working for The Agency taught her that people who spoke freely to her, spoke freely to everyone. She knew anything she said might find its way back to the Baileys who, it seemed, thought Amelia Dettmer had a living relation. It also seemed they were doing what they could to make sure that any living relation didn’t surface before the estate was settled.

			*     *     *

			With her mother’s books returned, her own interlibrary loan completed, and a new clue to follow, Agatha glanced at the clock on the wall. It was quarter after eleven. The luncheon would be starting in less than an hour, and she hadn’t even gone through the presentation or figured out what to wear.

			I’d better hurry, she thought, or I’ll be late.

			“Thanks for your help,” Agatha said, waving goodbye.

			Once outside, Agatha sped off on her bike. By the time she got home she had thirty minutes to get ready.

			She looked over the pioneer certificate application that was in the pile of papers her mother had left for her. The straight-line lineage chart was similar to notes she kept when she worked in the field. She didn’t know why she never thought to disguise them as a family history.

			As her computer scanned the thumb drive, Agatha scanned the open suitcase that served as her closet and pulled out a navy pant suit with ecru piping that always made her look vaguely professional.

			She finished reviewing the slides, grabbed her bike helmet, and headed out the door.

			“Have a good time,” Mildred said.

			It was a short ride to the Quercus Grove Hotel. When Agatha entered the lobby, she surveyed herself in a large mirror. She ran a comb through her hair, pulled out a vintage tube of bright red lipstick, and put some on. Then she made her way to the room where the luncheon was schedule to be held.

			Mildred was right. The turnout was huge. There were at least fifty people waiting to get into the ballroom of the Quercus Grove Hotel.

			Since she was a presenter, Agatha was able to breeze past the long line of people waiting to be seated and go to the front of the room where the table for the Quercus Grove Pioneers Committee had been set up. She was greeted by several people she hadn
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