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Phillip Bethancourt was lounging in his London flat, reading last week’s Times Literary Supplement. His girlfriend Marla Tate had that morning left town for a week and a half, and Bethancourt was looking forward to time spent in solitary pursuits such as reading, maybe even watching television. Marla was one of England’s top fashion models so she was frequently called away for location shoots, but circumstances over the past few months had combined to keep her in London, and Bethancourt was feeling rather exhausted in consequence. Marla enjoyed dancing, parties, dining out, the theater—in short, she was not the sort of woman who was very easily persuaded to spend an evening curled up on a couch reading a book. In her absence, Bethancourt planned to do just that. 

He stretched out his legs, settled his glasses more comfortably on his nose, and, his eyes still fastened on the paper, reached out to light a cigarette. At this slight movement, the Borzoi hound at his feet raised his head hopefully. He had not been taken out since the morning, and was quite sure it must be time for the daily park run. In fact, there was no doubt in his mind that the park run was long overdue, but being a dog of great dignity, he was not about to sit up and beg for his treat like a lowly terrier. The dog subsided with a sigh. 

Bethancourt had just decided to purchase three books instead of two when the telephone rang. He answered it with a preoccupied air. 

“Is Phillip Bethancourt there?” asked an unknown female voice. 

“Yes,” said Bethancourt, who was still scanning the last paragraph of a review. “I mean, speaking.” 

“My name is Natalie Padmore. We don’t know each other, but a friend of mine is acquainted with your sister.” 

“Charming,” responded Bethancourt promptly, although inwardly he groaned. Anyone recommended by his sister was unlikely to find favor in his eyes. 

“I took the liberty of ringing you up,” continued Mrs. Padmore, “because my friend seemed to think you had some connections with Scotland Yard.” 

“I have some friends there,” admitted Bethancourt, daring to hope that this was not after all a call to take some unknown woman to dinner and converse politely about his sister and her friends. “Can I be of service in any way?” 

“I know I’m imposing,” went on Mrs. Padmore, “but, you see, a rather curious thing has happened up here. I should explain, I live in Leicestershire, near the Charnwood Forest.” 

“Quite,” said Bethancourt. “Lovely country there.” 

“Yes, it is pretty. In any case, the old headmistress of my school also lived in the village—she came here when she retired. She passed away last week, under what I must call very suspicious circumstances.” 

“I see,” said Bethancourt, whose spirits were rising with every word Mrs. Padmore spoke. He was an avid amateur detective who persistently dogged the steps of his Scotland Yard friends on their more interesting cases. “Have you spoken to the local police?” 

“Yes, of course. They’ve been very nice, but they won’t believe it’s not an accident. They held the inquest the day before yesterday and came up with a verdict of death by misadventure. It’s been very frustrating.” 

“I’m sure it has.” Bethancourt had sunk into a chair and was lighting a cigarette with an air of definite pleasure. “Perhaps if you could tell me what happened?” 

“I’m so sorry,” she apologized. “I’m afraid I haven't been very coherent. Miss Pottlesdon died last Thursday, apparently from eating a poisonous mushroom. She had been out picking mushrooms that day, but Mr. Bethancourt, she was an expert. She and her friend, Miss Carberry, had been picking mushrooms for years with never a mishap. It is inconceivable that Miss Pottlesdon should have selected the wrong kind in the first place, but then to say that she took it home, washed it care fully, and cut it up—well, it’s just beyond belief.” 

“I see what you mean,” said Bethancourt thoughtfully. To him, it was perfectly believable. 

“I know it’s asking a great deal of a perfect stranger,” continued Mrs. Padmore, “but when Debra mentioned you, I thought there might be one last hope. I was very fond of Miss Pottlesdon, and so was my husband. We’d very much appreciate it if you could do anything towards getting the matter cleared up.” 

“Well,” said Bethancourt, still thoughtful. The thing did not sound as promising as he had first hoped; still, it might be worth a look. You could never tell about these things. “I could try to come up this weekend and poke around a bit,” he said cautiously. “I would have to check with my friend at Scotland Yard, of course, to see if he’s free. Beyond that, I’m afraid, there’s nothing else to be done, unless we can turn up fresh evidence working on our own, so to speak. Even Scotland Yard can’t barge in where it’s not wanted.” 

“If you could spare the time, that would be more than I’d hoped for,” said Mrs. Padmore. "It’s awfully good of you.” 

“Not at all,” said Bethancourt, laying down his cigarette and picking up paper and pencil. “If you could give me your telephone number and address?” 

Equipped with this information, he rang off, with promises to let her know about his plans. 

“It’s not much of a case, Cerberus,” he said, addressing the dog. “But it’s the first one that’s mine instead of Scotland Yard’s. We’ll go up and ease the lady’s mind this weekend. It’s only polite.” 
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“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, DO I want to go to the East Midlands for the weekend?” asked Detective Sergeant Jack Gibbons suspiciously. “I thought you were spending the next ten days holed up in your flat with a book.” 

“Something better has turned up,” replied Bethancourt. “It’s my first case, Jack. You’ve got to come and help me with it.” 

“What on earth are you talking about?” said his friend. An alarming thought occurred to him. “Oh, Lord, you haven’t gone and applied for a private detective’s license, have you?” 

“Of course not,” said Bethancourt. “Although,” he added, “that’s not a bad idea. It would keep my family off my back about not having a job.” 

“But then you would actually have to work,” pointed out Gibbons. “Not to mention the fact that you haven’t the least idea how to set about an investigation—” 

“I’m sure I could figure it out,” retorted Bethancourt. “Jack, you’re deliberately sidetracking me. Don’t you want to hear about my case?” 

“I expect you’ll tell me whether I do or not.” 

Bethancourt blithely ignored this reply. “It’s a friend of my sister’s. Her old headmistress ate some poisonous mushrooms and died, and she wants me to prove it wasn’t an accident.” 

“But Phillip,” protested Gibbons, “it probably was an accident.” 

“I know that,” said Bethancourt, his enthusiasm undiminished. “But I can’t turn down my first case, Jack. We’ll go up, have a look around, tell her that we’re terribly sorry but we must agree with the police, and be back by Monday morning. Come on, Jack. It’s off in Charnwood Forest—a perfect country retreat. Some fresh air would do you good.” 

Gibbons sighed. “Where are you staying?” he asked. “With this woman?” 

“No,” answered Bethancourt. “She offered, but I graciously refused. After all, she is a friend of my sister’s, even if she did sound nice over the phone. One can’t go about recklessly promising to stay with people who know my sister—God only knows what that might lead to.” 

“So that means an hotel. Phillip, I can’t afford an hotel. Unlike you, I have to work for my money, and detective sergeants are not that well paid.” 

“Don’t be silly,” said Bethancourt, hurt. “It’s my case—I’ll pay for the lodgings. It’s not an hotel anyway. There isn’t one in the village, and I thought we’d better stay there so as In pick up all the local color. It’s a B and B.” 

Gibbons sighed again. He did not want to spend his weekend on a busman’s holiday detecting in the East Midlands. On the other hand, Bethancourt was his closest friend, and there was no denying that he had been helpful in the past with some of the official cases Gibbons had worked on. 

“Very well,” he said. 

“Splendid! I’ll pick you up after work tomorrow and we’ll go from there. See you then.” 
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GIBBONS WOKE EARLY on Saturday to a grey morning holding the promise of rain. From the open window above his head came the exhilarating scent of fresh air
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