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Chapter One



Amy was her usual boring self during tea. Agnes sighed and was about to get up and take the tea things to the kitchen when she noticed a thin, coloured folder had fallen to the floor. She picked it up: pictures of rather lovely country houses. Agnes thought it was a ‘Houses for Sale’ list but then she noticed that the first page was headed, in red, ‘Take a Break’. Each of the dozen or so houses, which featured one to a page, looked peaceful and inviting. It was the final illustration which interested Agnes . . . She folded the page back and began to read the particulars. The place offered for ‘Take a Break’ was familiar to Agnes: Brighstone Manor, a very pretty manor house on the Isle of Wight, where Agnes had lived for some time. The actual manor house she hardly knew, she only recognized it because she had motored past once or twice when she had lived there. Actually, she had lived on the Solent side of the Island. The village of Brighstone where the pictured house was situated was on the other side of the Island, a long way away according to people who lived in Ryde or Seaview or Bembridge. Brighstone was miles! That fact had always amused Agnes.


‘The Island . . .’ Agnes smiled to herself as she looked at the pleasant house. When anyone mentioned ‘the Island’ instead of the Isle of Wight, it always reminded her of Jane Austen: one of her characters always referred to it as ‘the Island’ as if no other island existed. The manor house was now a hotel. The terms and particulars were all written below the picture – golf course, swimming pool, a very comprehensive gym, and pleasant company. Agnes smiled again at that claim. How, she wondered, did they know that the company would be pleasant? Anyway, it would be nice to explore the Island again, visit old haunts, revive old memories – some happy, some sad; visit old friends perhaps.


Agnes cleared away the tea things and washed up, then took Polly for a short walk. When she got back, her mind was made up. A week away would be a change, a complete change of people and surroundings. She looked up the number and telephoned Brighstone Manor and booked in for a week, starting on Wednesday – that was in three days’ time. She felt quite thrilled at the thought of getting away. Agnes gave Polly her evening meal. She had asked if they allowed pets and the man on the telephone had been charming.


‘Yes, certainly we make dogs welcome, madam, though I am sure you will understand not in the dining room. We can supply a daily meal for your dog according to your instruction.’


This reply had pleased her. Many hotels did not allow dogs. She turned to Polly, who was now busy pushing her feeding bowl around the kitchen,


‘We are going to the Isle of Wight, Polly – new walks, new smells, new walkies!’ Polly looked up from her empty bowl, perhaps wondering if the long, cheerful sentence meant more food. Then, realizing it didn’t, she wagged her tail furiously and went off into the sitting room to find her favourite squeaky toy. Agnes did not feel guilty about asking Amy to look after the house and animals – there were fewer now and, anyway, it would be a way in which Amy could thank her for all she had done for her brother, Robert.


Amy looked desolated when Agnes said she was going away for a week. She offered to look after Polly and looked more devastated when Agnes said Polly was coming with her.


Agnes found herself getting quite excited as she packed a suitcase for the week away. Several pairs of slacks and tops – it was June and the weather, as always, could be variable. Two reasonably smart dresses to wear to dinner in the restaurant, her very favourite pale green linen suit in case she went out to lunch. She grimaced to herself at these thoughts. She had made few friends during her time on the Island and who did she think would be likely to ask her out to lunch or wish to dine with her? No, she would just not worry about company, but go and renew some of her old memories. Maybe swim, or play golf – she would have to hire the clubs but according to the brochure this would present no difficulty. Golf could be a solitary pastime and being alone was never a worry to Agnes. She liked her own company and found people more irritating than silence. One or two friends perhaps might remember her.


Agnes zipped up her case, then packed a small one for Polly: her food dish, her favourite squeaky toy, a box of Bonio biscuits, several cans and trays of dog food in case she should take a dislike to her usual hard tack, a box of which was also included in ‘Polly’s luggage’. Her bed and blanket could go in the back of the Porsche – and a bottle of water and bowl. This Agnes always carried wherever she was going.


Agnes found the crossing on the car ferry much the same as when she lived on the Island. The only difference was that there were far more large lorries and articulated carriers, carrying food and supplies to the supermarkets that had no doubt increased in number since her own ferry trips. Marks and Spencer, Tesco, Somerfield – the enormous vehicles dwarfed her Porsche. She locked the car, having checked, as she always did, that Polly had water to drink and that one of the windows was open a fraction. She did not like abandoning Polly but it was advised that you left your car during the crossing. She made her way up to the lounge and bought herself a cup of coffee. Sitting, looking around at the rather modern set-up, she found herself hoping that the Island had not changed too much, become too commercialized, gleaming, shining and up to date. Its slowness, its ‘take your time’ attitude, she had loved – no rush, no hurry. Perhaps it had altered. Brighstone Manor, at least in the brochure, had looked like part of the old Island. But perhaps she was wrong to believe that. They drew nearer and she went back to her car.


As she watched the Island grow closer, Agnes was reminded of her husband. Once when they had been coming back from London, or somewhere abroad, she couldn’t remember, there had been a sea mist covering the Island, completely cutting it off from view – just the white sea mist.


‘You see, I’ve always said the Island was only a dream. It doesn’t exist at all, really, we imagine it!’


Then the Island, her husband’s beloved Island, had slowly appeared like a vision. He had put his arm round her shoulders and sighed with – was it mock relief?


‘Oh, there it is, it’s come back out of the clouds!’


Suddenly Agnes missed him, more than she had for some time. She thought she was getting used to being alone, but at this moment she wasn’t so sure.


She drove off the car ferry behind a big, white lorry. When it drew away the scene was at once familiar, even though it was years since she had left. Polly barked at a passing large dog being walked along the path by a woman who glanced into the car. Agnes drove slowly, taking in the houses and streets and remembering past times in her life.


Agnes did not know Brighstone very well, but you could hardly miss Brighstone Manor. The front was impressive, with large sweeping lawns and a wide driveway. The gold of the gravel gleamed in the June sunshine. The equally wide and impressive gates, tall, black-painted and topped with gold paint, opened automatically as Agnes drove her car up to them. They closed silently behind her. As she arrived at the front door, a man in a short white coat came down the six steps and opened her car door with a flourish.


‘May I take your luggage, madam, and park your car?’


Agnes got out of the car and Polly jumped out safely on her lead and wagged her tail amiably at the man. He bent and stroked the dog’s head.


‘A Porsche, madam, a lovely car, my favourite.’


The white-coated man preceded Agnes up the steps with her cases and Agnes wondered if he said the same about all cars, regardless of their make – Rolls, Rover, or whatever happened to arrive at the front door. She fancied he did.


‘There is a dog bed and another small case in the car.’


The entrance hall lived up to the ornate gates. A thick red and royal blue carpet covered the whole area. To the right a well-polished counter, with key and letter racks at its back, was manned by a black-suited, white-bloused, middle-aged woman with neat hair and discreet make-up, who handed the book across the desktop for her to sign, earning Agnes’s pleasure by leaning over and greeting Polly, who, as always, gave an answering tail wag.


‘Oh, a little Jack Russell, one of my favourite breeds – they are such busy little dogs, aren’t they?’ Agnes nodded, signed her name and address in the book and pushed it back to the receptionist, who read the entry with interest.


‘The little dog is allowed everywhere in the hotel except the dining room and we can supply a meal for her if you wish. Dogs are very welcome here – oh, not, I must say, in the swimming pool.’


Agnes laughed, thanked the woman and followed the man in the short white coat up the rather beautiful staircase to her room, which was as well furnished and as pleasant as the hall. The windows looked out on the pool and beautifully kept garden.


Agnes realized that during the time she had lived on the Isle of Wight she must have passed Brighstone Manor a few times, but the place had changed. To the left of the garden the ground rose steeply, the hill covered with trees and tangled bushes. As she looked up to the top of the rise she saw two men walking along. A bicycle passed them so she decided there must be a path or road at the top of the hill. This brought back a vague memory. Hadn’t there been an Upper Lane and Lower Lane in Brighstone? She believed so. It would be fun to go out and explore and find new walks for Polly, and for herself. Meanwhile, dinner was at 7.30 p.m.


Agnes began to unpack, hanging up her clothes and putting her toilet things in the en suite bathroom and on her dressing table. She felt her depression fading away a little and for a moment gave a brief thought to Amy Horrocks, who no doubt was missing her. She tried not to feel too guilty and thought she would send her a card.


Dinner was rather disappointing – not the food, which was exceptional, but the fact that only a few people turned up to eat.


‘It will be busy later in the week, madam,’ the young waitress assured her after Agnes commented on this. Agnes looked at her enquiringly. ‘We have a lot of weekend visitors – people come on Friday and stay until Sunday or Monday. Some stay longer.’


Agnes was pleased to hear this. The large dining room was rather dismal with only half a dozen tables occupied. One or two of these people smiled at Agnes when they saw she was alone and she smiled back, but no one attempted to speak to her when they assembled in the lounge where coffee was served. Agnes did not stay long, she wanted to take Polly out and explore round the manor a little. It was still daylight and a warm evening. Polly would have her meal when they returned.


Agnes went up to her room, to be greeted by a delighted Polly; she put on a light coat and snapped on the nylon lead. The receptionist, still on duty, nodded to her as she made her way across the entrance hall towards the front door. Agnes turned out of the gates toward the wild-looking slope upward. It was rough underfoot but one could see it was a well-used path. To her left as she ascended the trees and bushes got thicker, the ground deeply covered with long-dropped leaves. Polly loved it. She was on the lead extended as far as it would go. She dug in the leaves, used the thick layers as a lavatory – Agnes had her bag and scoop with her but had to admit she couldn’t use it in this terrain. Up, up she walked until she was out of breath and stopped to have a look around. The slope on her right ran down quite a long way and ended in the main road. She could see traffic going to and fro – a bus came, stopped, some people got out and the bus drove away. Agnes tried to orientate herself and realized this was the road she had motored along to get to her destination.


Polly was still rushing around amongst the fallen leaves – new ground, new smells. Now and again she gave a sharp excited bark, imagining a rabbit or something live and chaseable. Reluctantly she put up with Agnes shortening the lead and turning back. Agnes was pleased with the walk. She would explore it again tomorrow and go further up, but now she was tired, ready to sample the comfortable-looking bed.


When they got back a waitress came out from the dining room carrying a small plate.


‘Your dog’s dinner, Mrs Turner.’ She took the cover off the dish, a mixture of cut-up beef and vegetables.


Agnes was impressed and pleased at the attention. ‘Thank you, but I have brought food for Polly.’ But Polly had smelled the meat and her tail was going so fast it was almost invisible. She looked from the dish to Agnes, who took the dish from the girl’s hand. To her amusement, the girl lent down and patted Polly’s head.


‘Enjoy,’ she said, then to Agnes: ‘We will deliver it from the kitchen each evening, Mrs Turner.’


Agnes mounted the stairs carrying the dish. It did smell good – not Polly’s usual food, she had to admit, but after all, both were trying to get out of their usual routine. The walk and this doggy meal were a start.





Chapter Two



Agnes spent the next day driving round the Island, revisiting her old haunts: the flat in Ryde where she had lived, the walks she used to take – no Polly in those days – the restaurants where she had taken friends or had been taken by friends to dine or lunch. Most of the people seemed to have left the Island, or she had lost touch with them. Agnes had to admit to herself that she was not good at keeping up with friends. She was not a letter-writing person, or even one who liked telephoning. She enjoyed, however, going to the places she remembered, some of which brought happy, some unhappy, memories.


Agnes lunched at a hotel in Yarmouth, another familiar place to her. She liked and was enjoying her stay at Brighstone Manor but she wished there were a few more guests there, though now the weekend was approaching she hoped there would be more people arriving for a break. On her way back to the manor she decided she would change and go down to the bar, not something she particularly liked to do alone, but she felt like a drink and Polly was allowed in the bar. Maybe there would be other dogs there, but Polly was a friendly soul and normally liked meeting others of her kind. So far, since Agnes had had her, Polly had never started a dog fight.


The bar was small and rather cosy. The counter was a half-circle of highly polished wood with small dishes of nuts and olives and crisps placed at intervals along its surface. Little mats with pictures of the manor were scattered along the counter and on the tables, six of which were placed along the far side of the bar, two chairs at each, angled so that people sitting drinking at the tables could look out on to the flowery part of the garden. Two white-haired women were seated at one of these tables, talking, smiling and sipping – rather to Agnes’s surprise – half-pints of beer or cider. A large man in tweeds leant on the bar. With him were two golden retrievers, one asleep, head on paws, the other sitting up with alert eyes fixed on Polly. Agnes led Polly past them without trouble and seated herself at the far end of the half-circle. Another pair walked in, obviously husband and wife, the man white-haired, military-looking, the wife neat, well-dressed. Harrods-looking. She went and sat at a table while the man went to the bar to order drinks. Agnes ordered a glass of white wine, picked up the dinner menu also on the bar, and mentally chose what she would have for her meal. The food so far had been very good. Suddenly Polly sat up and gave a short, sharp bark, tail wagging furiously. The cause – a rather glamorous blonde had come in leading a white poodle. She went up to the bar. The barman leant over, his face smiling.


‘Now, you two, no shenanigans in my bar.’


Agnes said, ‘Sit, Polly,’ and the little dog obeyed at once.


‘Sit,’ said the glamorous one to her poodle, who took not the slightest bit of notice. The large man in tweeds grinned.


‘One word from you and he does as he likes, eh?’


The glamorous one ignored the remark, but at last the poodle gave up, settled under the legs of the stool and stopped barking, looking around with beady black eyes.


Tonight’s dinner was delicious and although Agnes ate alone, she enjoyed it. She was no longer used to having dinner at night. Cooking in the evening meant she would miss television programmes she wanted to see, so she had got used to having ‘dinner’ at midday. The large meal inhibited her sleeping so she determined that she would take Polly for a walk afterwards, up the ascent at the side of the manor which gave the little dog so much enjoyment.


The late evening was warm and the sky still blue. Agnes walked slowly up the incline, Polly’s nylon lead let out to its fullest extent to let her nose through the deep layer of fallen leaves, snuffling, occasionally digging and scattering the leaves, busy front paws exposing the sweet-smelling loam underneath. Occasionally a bird would flutter by, making Polly pause in her digging and look up. Agnes continued her walk, going rather further up the incline than she had done before. The path curved a little and she was surprised to find that the ground under her feet became smoother and the path wider and more road-like. She was also surprised to find, just round the bend, a fairly large white-painted house – quite a well-proportioned building, spoiled by a built-on square-shaped garage, doorless and the car parked inside, gleaming red. Agnes wondered whether the owner of the house and car had been instrumental in making the road wider and suitable for the car, taking it down to the main road which she had seen further back. Opposite the house was a slope down, covered with trees and tangled bushes and brambles. The wider road looked boring, so Agnes decided to turn back. She felt tired now and ready for bed. Even Polly walked sedately behind her on the way down. She was nearly back at the entrance to the manor garden when someone walking towards her in the dusk made her jump.


‘Nice walk, Mrs Turner? Lovely evening, isn’t it?’


Agnes peered into the gloom at the man. At first she didn’t recognize him at all, then his face came back to her memory. It was the white-coated porter who had greeted her on her arrival at Brighstone Manor and had parked her car and carried her suitcases, flattering the Porsche.


‘Oh, yes, good evening. Very nice walk, thank you.’


He smiled a little, looking sideways at her. He took a long pull at the cigarette he held in his hand, hidden until that moment. Agnes for some reason disliked his manner. She had to sidestep to get past the man. He began to mount the hill, blowing out a long plume of smoke as he did so. There was arrogance in his walk, as if he was aware that Agnes might be watching him.


The manor house – every room lit up and the trees in the front garden festooned with little lights as well – looked impressive. As Agnes entered, the night receptionist, a rather elderly man, came forward and asked if she required anything. This pleased her. She thanked him and said no. She was glad she had come. Already she felt less bored, less depressive. She gave Polly a biscuit and filled her water bowl. Polly went to her bed, taking her biscuit with her. Agnes spread a small blanket that she had brought from home on her own bed, knowing that Polly would leap on to the bed a little later and sleep at Agnes’s feet, as she always did.


Agnes had her shower. She sank thankfully into the comfortable bed, looked at her little bedside clock – twenty to eleven, earlier than she normally went to bed. Polly gave a little snore: she was already asleep. In ten minutes, so was Agnes.


The next morning when Agnes arrived in the dining room, she found two more tables occupied, one by the owner of the two retrievers, who had been joined by a woman about his own age, presumably his wife. He waved a hand at Agnes as she passed his table and spoke to the woman with him, probably telling her that Agnes also had a dog with her. Or so Agnes guessed.


After breakfast she went back to her room to fetch Polly. Her idea was to put Polly in the car and take her to new ground, but Polly would have none of it and pulled firmly towards the start of the little hill. Agnes gave way to her as she usually did, not suspecting that this time the now familiar walk was to be a little more interesting and puzzling. Polly made her normal dive for the damp piled leaves, relieved herself and made a great deal of scratching up leaves and earth to scatter around. Agnes felt she had never seen the little dog enjoy a walk so much. Perhaps it was the floor of old leaves, the fall of many autumns never cleared away, just left to rot and turn into the perfect compost, smelly, soft and ‘dog perfect’.


Agnes indulged Polly and strolled slowly up the incline, occasionally looking through the trees to the main road where she could see the cars going by, and glancing at the rise to her other side. It was one of these glances that caused her to stop and cross over the path. She could see a corner of a box or some sort of container pushed under a tangle of weeds, almost hidden but not quite. Whoever had hidden it there had not been quite careful enough. Agnes shortened Polly’s lead and went to investigate. She had to push through a little growth of brambles and was glad she had put slacks on this morning.


It was not a box, but a briefcase, a fairly old and worn briefcase, scuffed at the corners. The lid was wet either with rain that might have fallen in the night or with the morning dew. Agnes was about to open the two silver catches, still bright and usable by the look of them, then suddenly she realized how stupid she was being. There might be anything in the case – a bomb even, though she had to admit that this was pretty unlikely. Who would leave a bomb where, if it was detonated, it would do so little harm? Even so, she drew away. It might hold drugs, hidden there to be collected. She decided to leave it and perhaps tell someone about it at the hotel later.


Back at the manor she still felt perhaps she was being rather stupid – after all, it was nothing to do with her. She would feel foolish saying that she had found an old briefcase in the bushes. Probably it had been there for ages. Agnes hated the thought of drawing attention to herself over such a trivial matter. She went to her room, changed her slightly snagged slacks for another pair. She was off to Shanklin to have coffee with an old acquaintance she had played Scrabble with when she lived on the Island. The Scrabble friend was a great lover of Jack Russells and had two of her own – a reason for Agnes to renew the rather nebulous contact. When she had telephoned Mrs Robson, she had told her about Polly and a little of her history. Mrs Robson, in her late seventies or eighty by now, had begged her to come and bring Polly.


‘I can’t walk much nowadays, Mrs Turner,’ she had said. This had made Agnes feel sorry. She had remembered her as lively and sprightly – age could not have been kind to her. This visit was livelier than Agnes had anticipated. Mrs Robson’s two dogs were not young but accepted Polly and very soon the three of them were tearing round the back garden of Mrs Robson’s bungalow. The garden was securely walled in so there was no risk of the trio escaping. Mrs Robson was severely disabled but could walk round indoors and managed to wheel the coffee out into the garden.


‘I’ve got a wonderful friend who walks the boys daily. It’s such a help. She loves them, I think, as much as I do. I’m so lucky, I still play Scrabble – four of us play here once a week,’ she smiled.


Agnes left her thinking two things: would she be as cheerful and lively as her friend if she became as disabled? The second thought was about her house. Was the fact that it was so isolated, once she was in it, making her so depressed? Agnes tried to shake the feeling off. Her mind turned to the briefcase. Perhaps she would go and open it after all, if it was still there, see if it contained anything exciting. Something in Agnes at this moment craved some kind of stimulus. She knew and recognized this feeling and feared it. It often came when she was fending off her dreaded depression.


Agnes got back to the manor at about twenty to six, which gave her time for the luxury of a lie-down on her bed with her favourite book of the moment. Polly leapt up beside her. Both fell asleep. When she woke she grabbed her little bedside clock – twenty to seven. A soft knock on her door. Agnes opened it and outside was Polly’s dinner. The dog smelled it and began to dance about in anticipation. Agnes put down the small plastic mat she had brought with her and Polly set to, making the snorty, slurping noise she always did when she was enjoying her daily meal.


Agnes had a quick shower and changed into a dress. She stood back from the long mirror to get an ‘all-over view’. The dress was a lavender colour, well cut, and it was the first time Agnes had worn it. She was pleased with her reflection. Her figure was good and the new dress showed it off to perfection. Her hair, which as a young nurse had been her despair, was now well cut, showing a few grey hairs, but the treatments and frequency of her visits to the hairdresser had tamed it and now, if it blew about, it fell back into place.


She remembered only too well how she had felt and how she had been when she first started her training: self-esteem nil, shy, retiring, no boyfriends or, come to that, girlfriends either. Agnes always felt she had wasted her youth, but as she looked at herself in the mirror now, she was pleased at what she saw. She left the room, locking the door behind her. Polly would fall asleep after finishing her meal.


As she entered the dining room, she was greeted by a waiter who showed her to her table and handed her the menu with a flourish. Agnes looked around her. There were more people – at least twenty. Some tables had four people, some two. It made the place look more attractive, Agnes thought, but she felt a little embarrassed by the fact that she was the only person seated alone at a table.


Agnes was just consulting the menu when a voice interrupted her. She looked up. It was the man with the two retrievers – she had christened him ‘the tweedy man’ because of the rough tweed suit he had been wearing in the bar. This evening, however, he looked quite different in a dark suit. He smiled.


‘Met you in the bar. Name’s Martin, Martin James.’


Agnes smiled back at him and told him her name.


‘We wondered, my wife and I, if you would care to join us. It’s our fortieth wedding anniversary. It would be nice to add a guest to our little celebration.’


The invitation should be accepted, Agnes felt. It had been so nicely put and the pair looked and sounded as if they really wanted her. The man’s wife was smiling and looking towards them.


‘Thank you, I would like to join you,’ she said. She got up and walked over to the other table.


He introduced his wife – her name was Maureen. He spoke to the waiter who, on Agnes’s instructions, had moved her cutlery, napkin and glass to the Jameses’ table. His quiet order was obviously for another bottle of champagne for one shortly appeared and was thrust into the ice bucket at the side of the table. Agnes’s wineglass was changed by the same waiter for a flute glass, which her host filled. It was a pleasant meal. The conversation was quite interesting – dogs, of course, formed part of it, books and television. The time flew past. The staff, who one could tell knew about the celebration, were particularly attentive. It was nine twenty when Agnes at last excused herself, giving Polly’s walk as an excuse.


Upstairs Agnes changed her shoes and put on a light coat. She decided she would not try and solve the mystery of the briefcase tonight: she did not want to spoil her dress, which had received compliments from both Maureen and her husband. Polly had licked her plate clean. Agnes put the plate outside the door, clipped on the lead and set off down the stairs for Polly’s night walk. There was a full moon and the night was warm and soft. Agnes smiled to herself as she started up the little hill, which had been mentioned at the table this evening. Martin had made a remark about it.


‘You don’t have to take a scoop. They can do their business in the leaves and cover it up.’


This had provoked a rather prim remark from Maureen, who had rebuked her husband, tapping him on the hand.


‘Not at the dinner table if you don’t mind, Martin.’


Martin had apologized and made a little grimace at Agnes.


Agnes was glad she had chosen to have this break; she had needed it. She thought of the case as she passed where it was hidden but made no move towards it. Tomorrow, perhaps, she would investigate. Polly pulled her off to the wooded, leafy side – she had smelled a smell. Agnes let the nylon lead out and stepped into the shadows. She heard light footsteps almost running, maybe from the house at the top of the hill. It was a young girl, a very young girl. Agnes had a good view of her in the moonlight. The girl made straight for the little depression where the briefcase was hidden. Agnes watched. The girl did not even glance her way. After the girl had disappeared into the undergrowth, Agnes heard the snap of the clasps of the briefcase. The girl had been wearing what looked like a tracksuit – black trousers with a white strip running down each leg, white trainers, a black top with a white strip across the chest. When she emerged from the bushes, the change was startling. A short, short skirt, black high-heeled shoes with straps round the ankles, a skimpy low-cut white top. The girl had released her hair, which had been tied back in a ponytail and was now loose and fair and frizzy. She crossed the lane up ahead of Agnes and hurried down the lower lane that led to the main road. When she was halfway down, walking pretty quickly in spite of the shoes, Agnes could move and look down at the wood. A man was waiting at what Agnes presumed was the bus stop. She could not make out, even in the moonlight, how old he was – only that he was a good head taller than the girl. They embraced, then almost at once the bus to Newport drew up. One passenger, a woman, got out and made her way back up the road. The girl and man got into the bus and it drove away.


Where had the girl come from? Agnes felt it must be the house at the top of the hill. She walked further, much to Polly’s delight. There was a light on in a downstairs room. Upstairs the room over the garage was in darkness, but the window was half open. Was that where the girl had come from? Escaped to meet the boy or man? She looked so young in spite of the clothes – the whole, very seductive outfit had looked out of place. She still looked about thirteen or fourteen. Surely the parents must suspect – it would be so easy to catch her clambering on to the garage roof out of her window and down to the garden. Agnes looked at her watch. It was ten to ten. She turned to go back to the manor. She was haunted as she walked back down the hill by the thought of her own youth, hemmed in on all sides by the nuns who had brought her up. Her mind was split between admiration for the bravery of this young creature, and worry about her stupidity and the danger she was putting herself in. By the time she had reached the hotel she was still undecided. Should she tell – protect this girl? Or let her have the life she wanted? By the time Agnes was ready for bed she had arrived at a decision that she would regret. It was none of her business – she would keep the matter to herself. The girl was not her business. Even so, it was quite a long time before she went to sleep, and even then her dreams were troubled.





Chapter Three



The Brighstone Manor Hotel had a very useful and unusual facility. Way out at the back of the manor, well away from the swimming pool, the putting green, the well-kept lawns and flowerbeds, was a large fenced-off area. The rails surrounding it were painted white and at the entrance was a notice reading ‘Pooh Corner’. Rather twee, Agnes had thought when she had seen it on her first morning, but still a very good idea. Agnes was an early riser and was usually up, bathed and dressed by about eight fifteen. Polly, by this time, was ready to ‘relieve herself’ as the lady receptionist had delicately put it when she had explained the procedure on Agnes’s arrival.


Agnes could take Polly down to Pooh Corner, then after the little dog had performed, she could take her back to her room and give her the morning dog biscuit before going down to the dining room to have own breakfast at leisure. On her first morning she had met another ‘dog reliever’ on the way and wished him a ‘Good morning’. He had been wearing his dressing gown and leading a spaniel, but had looked the other way and had not exchanged a greeting. Agnes felt sympathetic towards him when she had later seen him at breakfast with his wife: she appeared to be a lady who certainly would never allow anyone to see her unless she was in her full ‘warpaint’, hair, make-up, clothes all perfectly present and correct. Agnes liked to be properly dressed before anyone saw her in the morning, but she drew the line at heavy blue eyeshadow, sparkling earrings and shoes with three- or four-inch heels.


This morning she had intended to go and look again at a cottage she had passed yesterday on the lower Brighstone road, but Polly had other ideas as she came out of the hotel’s front door and headed to where the Porsche was parked. Polly made for the front gate with great determination – her favourite walk and digging place firmly in her doggy mind. Agnes gave way to her as she normally did, not only for Polly’s sake but because the girl and the scene she had witnessed yesterday had added interest to the hill.


Her feelings were still divided about the girl she had watched running down the path towards the road in those perilous heels, running to meet the bus, to adventure, to her boyfriend, man, lover or whoever it was waiting for her. She looked so young, so thrilled, so excited.


Agnes’s memory was again thrown back to her own youth. No risks were ever taken, her self-esteem was so low she was sure no one, no one, would ever want to put his arms round her, fall in love with her. Terror always accompanied the idea. She was too ugly, too shy, too awkward. She tried to banish all thoughts of that time. If she dwelled on it, it always brought back the dreaded depression, which would overcome her.


The day was sunny and warm. Polly shared her delight on the end of her extended lead. She was where she wanted to be, where she could chase imaginary small creatures, dig, throw up showers of old shiny, rotting leaves, follow smells galore, new and old. Agnes walked slowly, enjoying her pet’s enjoyment, taking in the soft, sweet-smelling air.


When Agnes reached the top of the incline, she looked more closely at the house. There was the window above the garage roof, still open. She could clearly see and understand how the youngster could easily drop the couple of feet from what was presumably her bedroom window on to the garage. The climb down from the roof to the ground would be more hazardous and certainly impossible in a minuscule skirt, fishnet tights, high-heeled chunky shoes and a short, white see-through top that did not cover her midriff. Agnes could not help smiling to herself, rather ruefully. Freedom and danger the young ones craved. Perhaps the girl’s parents were strict, older – ‘In at nine thirty, no boyfriends.’ No wonder the girl kept her rather bizarre clothes hidden away.
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