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Chapter One



The amber lights of the street lamps lit up the white fronts of the houses, now divided into expensive and much sought-after flats. The façade of each one was unblemished. White, carefully and expensively maintained.


Four steps led up to the wide glass-panelled front door of each block. There was a row of half a dozen names denoting who lived in the flats above. The hallway, lit from dusk till dawn, threw a discreet golden light down the steps to the pavement below.


Lights too were showing in the windows above. Some curtains were drawn, some were still open, partially revealing the interiors.


Famous people lived in one or two of the flats, well-known names and personalities. The rows of cars, each in its own parking area, matched the class of flat. BMWs, one or two Rolls, large Rovers, some chauffeur-driven. Also here and there a high-seated Range Rover, almost always looking clean and shining, showing no hint of ever being driven through muddy rain-soaked country lanes. Perhaps they never were. They were merely a fashion, a whim.


Even the road running by the flats looked cleaner than other parts of this huge coastal town. No crisp packets blew about, no food containers littered the pavements or gutters. No children ran about to scatter the crisp packets. The flats were too small to house families. The inhabitants were mostly retired, late middle-aged and wealthy or at least comfortably off. One could almost hear the conversation that might go on inside. Talk of concerts, latest West End plays, galleries, racing perhaps? Horses, not dogs!


This rarefied atmosphere was valuable. Not only to the flat dwellers, but to the estate agents who grew fat on the commission they received when the flats changed occupants, as they frequently did, with the prices usually rising.


The cold February air had, one could guess, no effect upon the rooms behind the lighted windows, no effect at all. Central heating, double glazing and, in some cases, air-conditioning were all playing their expensive part in keeping the sea-chilled winter at bay. Just as the warm sea breezes of summer could be let in at will, or kept out at will!


The only thing that couldn’t be held at bay was the constant stream of traffic along the lighted sea front. Cars, lorries, motor bikes – the traffic flowed by these expensive well-kept flats relentlessly. One reason perhaps why the flats were not quite such a frightening price as they once were, why the glamorous names were giving way to the ordinary unknowns.


This had, to some extent, wiped off the smug smiles from the estate agents’ faces.


Not completely, though.


The flats still sold like hot cakes!


Agnes slid the Porsche neatly into her usual parking space outside the flats. As she locked the car and heard the reassuring ‘clonk’ it flashed across her mind that by now she certainly should be able to park expertly in the space provided. It was a year and nine months since she had moved into one of the two top flats in the building. Parking the car was almost a reflex action. She dropped the locking device into her handbag and took out her front door key.


Pausing on the top step, she looked across the road to where the amber lights shone on the green railings that separated the Esplanade from the drop down to the shingle below. Little beyond the railings could be seen, but the waves as they met the shingle made a noise like applause – a thousand hands clapping.


Agnes glanced at her watch. Twenty to nine. The February night was chilly and foggy. The mist rolling across the road from the sea looked like smoke and added to the chill.


She opened the front door, sending a stream of light down the four white-painted stone steps. The flats’ central heating was welcoming. Agnes was about to shut the door behind her and make for the lift when a voice, calling from the street below, stopped her. She opened the door wide and peered down into the misty dimness.


‘Please, Mrs Turner! Mrs Turner, don’t close the door. Wait for me, please!’


It was Amy Horrocks. She lived one floor below Agnes. She was hurrying, almost running, which was not easy for her as she was not young and suffered from back trouble. She reached the steps, leant for a moment on the white-painted pilaster, then began a laboured climb up the steps, still talking, almost crying.


‘Thank you, thank you! I was being followed all the way from the church!’


‘Are you sure, Amy? Why should anyone follow you? Were they muggers or what?’


Amy had not the breath to reply.


As Agnes turned to shut the door, two people passed the bottom of the steps. A man and a woman. They were talking animatedly, and did not even look up at the open door directly above them.


Agnes watched them go by, then closed the door. She turned to Amy Horrocks who was leaning against the mail shelf, trembling. Agnes noted the sweat on her top lip and forehead. She was deathly pale.


‘They’ve found out where I live, or were trying to. Now they know, Agnes, now they know!’


Agnes put the front door key into her bag and, taking Amy Horrocks firmly by the arm, propelled her into the lift. As she pressed the button for the top floor her companion protested.


‘Oh, please don’t worry about me, Mrs Turner – Agnes. I’m all right, really I am!’


‘Amy, I’m taking you up to my flat. You certainly don’t look all right.’


After they had been greeted by an ecstatic Polly, Agnes sat Amy Horrocks on the settee, went to the kitchen, and came back with a small glass of brandy. She drew up a table and pushed the glass towards her still shaking guest who, though protesting, picked up the glass and took a sip, a very small sip, hardly wetting her lips.


To Agnes’s surprise, Polly, not normally a great greeter of guests, jumped up on to the settee and sat close to Amy, leaning against her, as if to comfort.


‘What makes you think you were being followed, Amy? Did they, or he or she – or whoever it was – speak to you or try to stop you, or catch hold of you?’


‘No, no. It started just as I left the church. There were two of them, just behind me. When I hurried, they hurried. When I slowed down because I was so breathless they did the same.’


She took a little more brandy.


‘But what did you mean when you said, “They’ve found out where I live,” Amy? Who has found out where you live? And what if they have?’


At this question Amy Horrocks appeared to become more agitated. She got up, pushing away the still affectionate Polly, and in spite of Agnes’s offer of more brandy she would not stay but crossed the room, opened the door and made her way across the small hall and opened the front door of the flat. She turned then and stammered out her thanks.


‘It was good of you, Mrs – Agnes. Thank you. I was very unnerved, very. I hardly knew what I was saying – just nonsense, I am sure!’


Agnes shrugged her shoulders and watched Amy walk down the stairs, not bothering to use the lift just to go down the one floor. She walked carefully – favouring her back, Agnes supposed. Or because she was still shaking from what Agnes felt must be an imagined threat.


Back in the flat Agnes fed Polly and noticed the brandy still on the draining board. She poured herself a brandy and ginger ale, one of her favourite drinks, and sat down in front of the television.


Ten o’clock news, then Polly’s short stroll and bed. Agnes had been to a drinks party and the nibbles had been very good, more than adequate to take the place of supper.


Yes, Polly’s walk, then bed if there was nothing on television. That was the routine. One year and nine months of it.


Oh, there had been breaks, one or two. One weekend, one week abroad . . .


The death of her friend Madge Hillier had been a great blow to Agnes, who was not one to make new friends easily. She was finding life much lonelier in this flat, once the door was shut. It was turning out to be a solitary place in spite of there being other residents around. The few sounds she could hear around her, doors shutting, windows closing, the click of an electric switch being turned on or off, seemed to add to her sense of alienation.


Was she restless enough to think about moving again? The flat would sell easily enough. Probably make money. Property was going up and up these days. But where to go!


Agnes switched off the television. Her thoughts had almost obliterated the news on the screen.


‘Come on, Polly, walkies, walkies!’


During the short walk she always took Polly for before bedtime, her thoughts of moving did not go away.


Indeed they had been a bit persistent lately. Maybe . . .


Back indoors she took Polly’s collar off and gave her her night-time biscuit. Agnes then made herself a hot drink and sat down to watch the later news, determinedly concentrating on what she was seeing and not letting her preoccupation get in the way of the newsreader or the pictures on the screen. Polly jumped up and cuddled up beside her, warm and lovable.


As Agnes got ready for bed her thoughts veered away from herself and returned to Amy Horrocks. Had she really been followed? Those two people, the man and woman who she had seen walk by, certainly had not looked as if they were following anybody.


But the things Amy had said, her obvious state of shock! Agnes’s curiosity was certainly stirred. As she turned on her side, nestled her head into her pillow and murmured a ‘Goodnight’ to Polly, she felt she would like to know more about quiet little Amy Horrocks. As always, gathering knowledge about other people’s secret lives fascinated her.





Chapter Two



The next day, the day after Amy’s little drama, was wet and windy. Polly had to make do with a short walk in the afternoon and Agnes was home, glad to be out of the driving rain, just after three. Even Polly didn’t appear to have enjoyed the weather much and showed her pleasure in being home by drying herself on the carpet before Agnes could get at her with her rough towel. She did manage to dry her feet and legs and rub the mud off them before Polly took a flying leap on to the settee.


Agnes changed her slacks and shoes and hung her short mac in the bathroom. She was just going into the kitchen to make herself a cup of tea when the telephone rang. It was Amy Horrocks, asking Agnes if she would like to come down and have tea with her.


‘Please do, Agnes. I felt I was so rude to you after all your kindness. I should have explained – I mean, told you what it was all about, why I . . .’


Agnes was quite willing to go down and take tea with Amy. Indeed she rather looked forward to hearing whatever story she had to tell. Maybe it would be interesting, give her something to think about, take her mind off her own boredom.


‘Please bring little Polly. I do like her, Mrs Turner, I mean – Agnes.’


Amy Horrocks always had difficulty over using first names with all the residents of the other flats. Agnes felt it was probably due to a lack of confidence, low self-esteem. She would persist in the application of Mr, Miss or Mrs long after they had addressed her as ‘Amy’.


Agnes was pleased Polly was asked. Polly loved exploring new rooms and it would be nice not to have to leave the little dog on her own. Polly was a very sociable creature and, judging by her behaviour yesterday, had taken to Amy.


Half an hour later Agnes was sitting in Amy Horrocks’ flat which was directly under her own. Polly, let off her lead at the request of her host, had followed Amy into the kitchen, from where Agnes could hear noises of tea being made and a lively conversation taking place between the two. When a few minutes later a trolley was wheeled in Agnes was pleased to see a plate of dainty ham sandwiches and a selection of cakes. Because of the intermittent rain and Polly’s delayed and shortened walks while the rain held off, she had not managed to get herself a proper lunch and had had to manage with a glass of milk and some biscuits. She said this to Amy Horrocks, whose face lit up with a relieved smile.


‘Oh, I’m so glad! I never seem to know about tea, what to give people, not that I ask many.’


She flushed with pleasure.


Neither Amy nor Agnes broached the subject of yesterday’s little drama while they were drinking their tea and Agnes was eating most of the sandwiches. Polly caused a diversion by jumping on to the settee next to Amy and pinching her ham sandwich. Normally Agnes would have given her a good scolding for such bad behaviour but Amy seemed so delighted and amused that Polly got off with a caution only.


It was Amy who brought the matter up. She began with more apologies for her behaviour. In fact, she rambled on for so long about how she had not explained to Agnes why she had been so upset that it seemed the reason for it all would never be explained. Again and again Agnes tried to steer the flow of words, to make more sense of what had triggered off the incident the evening before. Amy’s hands were now clasped in her lap, the half-empty cup of tea growing cold in front of her.


‘You will hate me when I tell you what I’ve done, what I did. It was a terrible thing to do.’


Agnes tried to reassure her.


‘Of course I won’t hate you, Amy. Of course I won’t.’


She poured Amy another cup of tea and put it in front of her. Polly still sat beside her.


‘Drink that. It’s still hot. You must try to calm down. What you did, or think you did, can’t be so terrible. It’s probably just in your mind.’


Amy put the cup and saucer down with a clatter.


‘It was so terrible! More terrible than you can imagine – and I was being followed, Agnes. I know I was. I know I was!’


She looked at Agnes, her eyes red-rimmed, her expression tragic.


‘I killed my mother, Agnes. I did. I killed my own mother, I murdered her and they know I did!’


Agnes put her teacup down with almost the same clatter as Amy had. There was a moment’s silence. Agnes put out a hand, and took Amy’s.


‘Who are those people you thought were following you? Do they know you feel you were responsible for your mother’s death?’


‘I don’t feel I killed her. I did, Agnes, and the people are my brother and his wife! They have been trying to find me. Now I believe they have.’


‘Perhaps you had better begin at the beginning, Amy. Tell me the whole story.’


Amy looked at her, leaned back and closed her eyes for a moment, then looked down at Polly, still close at her side. She stroked the little dog’s head gently. Polly gazed up at her. Agnes knew her brown eyes would be full of animal sympathy. Amy drew a deep breath, sat up, straightened, and started her story.


It took an hour. Agnes listened and tried to ignore Amy’s need for unnecessary explanations and tearful excuses. Her story ended with entreaties to Agnes to tell her what to do about her brother and his wife who obviously were intent, she was sure, on seeing how much money they could make with their accusations. Rather than going to a lawyer or seeing that justice was done, even perhaps going to the police!


What to do! Agnes, at the end of the story, had no advice to offer.


‘I must think it all out if I am to help you, Amy. They are blackmailers, no less! That is, if they are accusing you of influencing your mother to change her will when she was mentally unstable.’


Agnes left to give Polly a run. Amy wanted to come out with her, but Agnes needed to be alone in order to think out the cold facts of this horrendous tale, without any emotional interruptions. She had at the moment no idea what advice to give Amy as how to handle her relatives, or what to do about the frightening position in which she found herself.


The skeletal outline of the whole thing was to Agnes fascinating and rather thrilling.


Amy Horrocks had a brother who seemingly had been his parents’ pride and joy. Three years younger than his sister, he seemed to have completely stolen her limelight and, although they were not unkind to their daughter, the parents had little or no time to listen to her plans or ambitions. When she announced that she was going to train as a nurse, it raised no objections from either of them and very little interest, though Amy remembered that her mother had remarked, ‘Nurses come from all classes nowadays and, if the television is anything to go by, the majority can’t speak the Queen’s English.’


Amy had trained in London and over the years had gradually achieved promotion. Apparently she loved nursing and was happy in all her posts. One sad little remark, almost as if Amy were making a confession of her own shortcomings, particularly struck Agnes with its similarity to her own youth.


‘I never had boyfriends. The others in my class always seemed to have dates. I didn’t, but I didn’t mind, Agnes. I loved my work and it was enough. It satisfied me. Anyway, I was too shy to . . .’


Her brother married, divorced, then married again. An Australian girl. Amy’s father died and her mother, without her husband and her beloved son, seemed to lose interest in life and became more and more depressed.


At last Amy had to stay at home to be with her. Giving up her post as Surgical Ward Sister was a terrible and totally unappreciated sacrifice. It was her son, now living in Australia, that Amy’s mother missed and grieved for. Amy seemed to be classed as a necessary evil. She suggested again and again that her mother sell the big house, buy a small bungalow, or even that she might be happier in a hotel or a residential home.


Nothing would move the old lady and at last, after a few years of boredom and misery, Amy had an idea that might at least solve some of their difficulties. If her mother would not move from her big house, Amy would make it a suitable place for herself to live in. She would turn the house into a residential home. Money was getting tighter and tighter. This would, if carefully run, bring in enough to maintain the house and keep the two of them financially secure.


Agnes, as she had listened to Amy’s story, could not help but admire the way she had tackled the task, dividing some rooms into two, making the large sitting room a double-bedded ward. One bedroom for her mother, one for herself. Alterations to the kitchen, additions of bathrooms, showers, lavatories. Permissions from the Council, fire precautions, ramps for wheelchairs, a thousand things to cope with.


Agnes realized, as she listened, that Amy’s enthusiasm was kept high by the hope that her plans would enable her to return in some degree to her great love which would always be, as Agnes’s love had been long ago, nursing. Her mother too would be looked after if she became more difficult. Maybe the other residents would raise her spirits?


For about three years all went well. There was room for eight patients. The home became well known in Esher and its reputation for good care, good food and general value for money ensured that Amy never had an empty bed. She managed with one retired trained nurse on night duty and two semi-trained during the day, with Mrs Meaner and a help in the kitchen. Mrs Meaner was Amy’s prop and stay – fat, jolly, a good plain cook who could turn her hand to any invalid diet directly it was explained to her. Amy’s brother was kept informed of all the arrangements.


Then the double blow fell on all her aspirations. Amy’s mother had never been enthusiastic about the home, but suddenly she developed a hatred for it. From being quiet and reticent, grumbling occasionally, but reasonable to a degree, she became extremely aggressive and bitter.


Word spread about her mother’s behaviour. Soon there were several unoccupied beds and the home was in danger of closing down. Her mother’s attitude made the other guests feel that Mrs Horrocks was against the whole idea of changing her house into what she called a ‘boarding house’ with paying guests.


During her tearful and sometimes rather muddled explanation of what had eventually led to what she considered her ‘terrible crime’, Amy related an incident which to her seemed of little importance and which she only mentioned in order to highlight her mother’s ability to handle her own affairs when she, Amy, had been working at the hospital and had merely used her mother’s house as a place to live outside the hospital in order to keep her mother from feeling too alone after the death of her husband.


Six months after her father’s death Amy had arrived home at about seven o’clock in the evening. She was ready to spend it, after supper, either talking to her mother, telling her about the day’s happenings on the ward, or watching television.


Her mother rarely showed much interest in her daughter’s work, but this evening she had done so, even asking questions. Amy remembered all this because her mother’s attitude had been so unusual. Then the reason had bubbled over. Mother’s Day had come and gone. Amy had taken her mother out to dinner to mark the occasion, sent her a card by post, but . . .


‘Do you realize I didn’t even get a card from your brother, nor any flowers! Nothing! It’s that new wife of his. She doesn’t like me.’


Amy had tried to placate her mother, give some excuses. He was busy or had muddled the dates. Mrs Horrocks would have none of it.


‘No birthday card either. Nothing. Well, after all I have done for him – loving, forgiving, financial help – that’s it, that’s absolutely it!’


Outbursts like this from her mother often took place. Amy was used to them. They could be aimed at the grocer for not delivering on time, the local postman, anyone. And these people were never forgiven.


Amy could not believe she would act this way about her beloved son. Surely it was a storm in a teacup. Amy decided she would write or telephone him to see if she could prompt him to make up for his forgetfulness. She had telephoned Australia, but had got short shrift from her brother.


‘Well, I can’t remember her all the time. She’s got you, for goodness sake. We are busy here! I’ve plenty on my plate, believe me, Amy!’


His wife had started a beauty culture shop. Amy had let it go. What could she do anyway? Then later another small incident had occurred that stuck in Amy’s memory, even through the trauma, guilt and fear of her final and terrifying act.


She had come home from work ready for another boring evening. She cooked supper and brought in two trays: plaice and chips and peas for her mother who would not eat alone during the day and sandwiches for herself because she took advantage of the hospital lunch, which was usually very good. She was just settling herself on the settee with her tray. The television was on and her mother was watching Coronation Street, her favourite programme, with her usual rapt and undivided attention.


Amy was just about to start her meal when she noticed a gold gleam in the crack of the cushions beside her. She put her tray aside and stuck her fingers down beside the seat and picked up a Parker pen, a gold Parker pen. She placed it on the table and waited for the end of the soap opera. Her mother would not take at all kindly to being interrupted then.


‘Mother, look. Whose is this? It’s certainly not mine. Is it yours? It looks like gold. Probably is!’


She handed the pen to her mother who obviously recognized it at once and was not best pleased.


‘That’s Mr Robinson’s. He must have left it.’


Amy had been surprised. Her mother had given no hint that she had seen her lawyer or wanted to see him. Amy had asked her but had got a brusque reply that it was none of her business and that if she wanted to see him she would do so, wherever and whenever she wished. They must return the pen.


Amy must see to that.


The situation in the residential home became more desperate as Amy’s mother’s behaviour became increasingly bizarre and unmanageable. Amy was at her wits’ end. Then something happened to help Amy and what she now thought of as ‘her poor demented mother’, culminating in the – to Amy, dreadful – result that was eventually revealed at the end of the teatime story told to Agnes Turner, with so many emotional interruptions.


A man and a woman arrived unannounced one morning, bringing with them an elderly lady. They introduced themselves as Mr and Mrs Bennett and the elderly lady as the woman’s mother, Mrs Coleman. They had been rather diffident in their request, obviously under the impression that Amy’s residential home would probably be full up and they would be very lucky if she had a vacancy. They wanted a single room for their mother for three weeks while they were away on holiday in Athens, the daughter explained.


‘My mother is quite sprightly and able to do everything for herself, but she hates being alone in our rather isolated house.’


Amy had been delighted and even more so when her fees proved acceptable. Mrs Coleman moved in on the following Friday and seemed to be of no trouble, cheerful and independent.


One thing she asked Amy to do was to put her pills out for her in the morning. Two blood pressure pills, one aspirin and one small white pill she laughingly referred to as her ‘pee pill’. She had handed the little bag containing the bottles and boxes to Amy who doled out the first morning’s medicine and discovered something else in the bag which had rather surprised her.


A brown glass bottle, unlike the modern plastic ones, containing about eighty Nembutal tablets, or rather capsules, yellow in colour. The ancient label read in letters almost obliterated by time and usage: ‘One or two to be taken at night.’


She had not put this bottle back in Mrs Coleman’s bag. Nembutal was almost never given now, the barbiturates were no longer used as sleeping tablets. The quantity of yellow capsules in this container could be considered lethal so Amy locked it up in her drug cupboard, intending to give it back when Mrs Coleman was discharged from her care in three weeks’ time.


Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, she forgot to do so. A very pleased and grateful Mr and Mrs Bennett called for their mother and departed, saying that she had been so happy here at Homewood. They hoped that Amy would accept her as a resident when and if they wanted to go away again. Though three weeks’ fees was only a drop in the ocean, it had boosted Amy’s morale a little.


A few weeks went by fairly quietly, as far as her mother was concerned, and four paying residents were just keeping the wages paid. Amy still had Mrs Meaner, who had agreed to take a little wage cut. She was a kind soul, who confessed to the age of sixty-five though Amy had her doubts and thought seventy-plus would be nearer the truth. However, she lived in a small house about five minutes’ walk from Homewood, up one of the small streets that ran at right angles to the High Street, so no transport was needed.


As Amy narrated to Agnes, things were quiet. Her mother did not get up or dress, just lay in bed, sometimes sleeping, sometimes gazing vacantly across the room. Her hands, which were becoming more and more deformed by arthritis, picked and pulled at the sheets. Her life seemed without purpose or reason. Then one day her behaviour changed.


Amy was downstairs working out the week’s menus with Mrs Meaner when there was a loud crash from her mother’s room. She dashed upstairs and burst into her mother’s room to find her stark naked, blood running down one arm. The window was shattered. She had used her white china water jug to break the window. She still held the handle of the jug in her hand. Her mother turned and with all her might threw the piece of jagged china at Amy. It just caught her face. She felt a slight pain as it hit her, and a little blood ran down her cheek.


The auxiliary nurse was behind her. They had rushed in and grasped the old lady’s arms and after a monumental struggle had managed to get her on to her bed. By this time she was screaming and shouting out swear words which Amy did not think her mother even knew, much less would utter. The cut on her arm was superficial. Amy had cleaned the wound and bandaged it. In answer to the auxiliary nurse’s question, ‘Shouldn’t we call a doctor?’ she had answered a firm, ‘No.’


This incident was the first of many. Amy knew her mother was getting more and more violent and she dreaded to think of having to put her somewhere where restraint would certainly be used.


It was after several of these awful scenes that, while cleaning out the drug cupboard where all dangerous drugs were kept under lock and key, Amy came upon the bottle of yellow capsules left by the mother of the holiday pair. The Nembutal. As Amy reached this part of her story, she broke down completely. Agnes had to wait while Amy sat forward, her elbows on her knees, hands over her face, the tears running through her fingers. Agnes sat beside her and, in an uncharacteristic gesture, put her arm around Amy’s shoulders. She was curiously excited by the buildup to what she could see was an inevitable climax.


Amy managed at last to continue. Her mother was now incontinent and could barely be left for even minutes at a time. Amy managed to get a bed with cot sides from the local Red Cross but this was not safe. Restless, inarticulate, violent, Amy’s mother managed to climb over the cot sides when she was left for a few minutes and took a bad fall to the floor which luckily only resulted in a few nasty bruises. The doctor when called was as helpful as he could be. Heavy sedation was really all he had to offer and this often only worked for a short time. A locum was taking Dr Harris’s place for three weeks while he was away on a course and Amy had great hopes that he might have more to offer her mother than Dr Harris.


Alas, he did not. Indeed Amy told Agnes he simply dismissed the problem as almost inevitable at the patient’s great age and said they must handle the situation as best they could. He saw another patient before he left but did not mention coming to see Mrs Horrocks again. ‘Call me if you want me,’ had been his message, though Dr Harris had at least called in weekly to see Amy’s mother.


It was after a truly awful night that Amy finally began to feel that her mother’s quality of life was nil. She lay on her back screaming all night. Nothing would stop her. Amy called the locum doctor. It was very early in the morning. He was not best pleased. Amy, almost as distressed as her mother and worried sick, had asked him, almost beseechingly, ‘Is she in pain? Why is she screaming?’


He had made a cursory examination and shaken his head impatiently.


‘No, no. Your mother is suffering from senile dementia, Miss Horrocks. She will be noisy. There is little one can do in these cases.’


He had left and Amy had sat with her mother, thinking she could not stand another night like last night. She found herself thinking, then leaning over the cot side and saying, ‘This is not fair, Mother. I can stop all this for you and I will!’


Amy had been calmer then, looking at Agnes as she talked and not crying any more. Her eyes were wide open and red-rimmed.


‘I opened the capsules one by one into her milk. Thirty tablets I stirred in. I think they were one and a half grains each.’


Agnes looked down at Polly, thinking of Amy confessing her guilt. Thirty tablets. That was enough to finish the old lady off and quite right too. What a life! Poor Amy.


According to Amy, and Agnes had no reason to doubt her, her mother had become quiet and peaceful and after a few hours had died. Agnes knew how powerful Nembutal could be. Long ago, when she had started nursing, barbiturates, of which Nembutal was one, had been given to make people sleep, to cure insomnia. Soon after she had started training, all the barbiturates had disappeared. Seconal, Nembutal, Sodium Amytal, no longer used. Was it fate that had made Mrs Coleman leave that bottle behind? Amy believed so and, as she finished the long and painful story, Agnes believed it too. But then, in Amy’s place she would have done exactly the same, but a good deal sooner – of that she was very sure!


Robert, Amy’s brother, did not come to his mother’s funeral. Excuses poured down the phone. His wife’s new venture, he couldn’t leave her, not at the moment anyway. Later perhaps. He was inquisitive about the will and it was obvious that he still thought of himself as his mother’s favourite, as Amy did until Mr Robinson produced the will and she found that her brother had been cut out entirely. Everything was left to her. The house, whatever money her mother had left. When he heard, Robert was beside himself.


‘You knew she had changed her will, you must have. Perhaps you did it yourself, got her to do it. That’s it, isn’t it?’


Agnes felt that Amy Horrocks was overreacting quite considerably.


She felt the story Amy had dreamed up about being followed by her brother and sister-in-law was pure nonsense.


If her relatives had really been searching for her to seek revenge, surely they could have found out where she had moved to from the buyer of Homewood, or from Mr Robinson. Presumably he had negotiated the sale of the house, either as a dwelling place or, perhaps even more advantageously, as a residential home.


Amy seemed genuinely to feel that she was being threatened by her brother, and, with her imagination running riot, she had really believed she was being followed. Her nerves and anxious manner could be symptomatic of some mental condition.


However, the fact that it was all in Amy’s imagination was proved a few days later when she told Agnes that her brother had telephoned her from Australia saying he was coming over to England as soon as they had enough money for the fare, emphasizing the fact that his mother appeared to have left him nothing at all and he wanted, as he put it, ‘to look into this’. His wife’s beauty venture was not doing at all well and Amy would have to ‘cough up’, as he elegantly put it, or they would never be able to scrape together the money.


‘Anyway,’ he had added, ‘some of her money is mine, if not all of it!’


‘So, it couldn’t have been them, Agnes. I must have been stupid to think it, but I was a bit frightened and felt guilty too, and you never know with my brother what he will do.’


The usual facile tears followed this remark as Agnes agreed.


‘I never dreamed, Agnes, that Mother would alter her will and leave everything to me. Robert was always her love, her favourite.’


‘Well, she did leave everything to you, Amy, so be thankful and enjoy it, for goodness sake!’


‘But I killed her, Agnes, I can’t forget that. I gave her those tablets and I killed her.’


‘Think of it this way, Amy. You put the poor old lady out of her misery. Think of it like that.’


Amy nodded tearfully, perhaps realizing from Agnes’s tone that she was getting a bit tired of going over the matter again and again.


A week passed and Amy stopped talking about her ‘terrible crime’. Agnes noticed she was regaining her small amount of self-esteem. She was managing to address the other residents by their Christian names and dropping the nervous ‘Mr’ and ‘Mrs’ as she had used before. Maybe telling, confessing the whole affair to Agnes, had helped her more than she realized. Gradually she stopped talking about her past until something dramatic happened that brought the whole matter back again with a bump.





Chapter Three



One rainy afternoon, Agnes came in with Polly and found Amy standing outside her door waiting for her. Her face was tense and pale. She burst out with her news almost before the lift doors had closed behind Agnes and Polly.


‘I was being followed that night, from the church, Agnes. I really was – and who do you think it was?’


Agnes did not even hazard a guess. Indeed Amy Horrocks gave her little time to.


‘It was Mr and Mrs Bennett, you remember – the daughter and son-in-law of Mrs Coleman, the lady who left the Nembutal behind.’


Agnes’s boredom with the story was for the moment arrested. She led the way into her flat, took Polly’s collar and lead off and turned back to Amy.


‘Whatever did they want and how come they were following you? What for?’


‘They told me on the telephone that they had tried to get in touch with me before, they didn’t say why.’


‘Didn’t you ask them, for goodness sake?’


Amy Horrocks shook her head.


‘I asked them, but they didn’t want to talk about it on the telephone, so I asked them to tea tomorrow. They seemed eager to come so I . . .’


She looked pleadingly at Agnes who guessed what was coming.


‘Do please come to tea with them, Agnes. Suppose it’s the Nembutal, suppose they want to ask me something about it?’


‘But what could I do to . . . what could I say? I only know what you have told me. I’d be of very little help to you.’


‘Yes, but you’d give me support, just being there.’


‘All right, I’ll come, Amy.’


Agnes was not quite as reluctant as she made herself sound. There was a tiny tinge of intrigue here. What could these people want? Was it something to do with the drug? Could they have heard of Amy’s mother’s death so soon after their mother’s stay and put two and two together?


Amy’s face was bright with relief because Agnes had agreed to come, to be there to support her, whatever the Bennetts’ questions were about. Perhaps it would be another matter entirely. Perhaps the old lady had left something else behind, some jewellery maybe? Agnes dared not suggest this to Amy in case she started another state of panic. Panic was something always lurking just round the corner with Amy.


Agnes took Polly on their walk a little earlier than usual the next day and afterwards left Polly in her own flat. After all, Agnes reasoned, perhaps Mr and Mrs Bennett might not be dog lovers, and anyway Polly would create a diversion that would probably help Amy but not the visitors. She rang Amy’s doorbell at a quarter to four. Amy’s face lit up when she saw it was Agnes waiting to come in.


‘Oh, Agnes, I am so glad. I thought you might change your mind and decide you didn’t want to come after all. I would have understood, but I . . .’


Agnes walked through to the kitchen where Amy was putting cups and saucers on the tea trolley. She looked at the little repast Amy had laid out.


‘Oh, Amy, not sandwiches, just a plate of biscuits. That looks too much for such a visit. I should just have biscuits. After all, it’s not a party.’


‘Oh, do you think so? I’ll take the sandwiches away then.’


She lifted the plate of dainty sandwiches and put them on the working surface, covering them with another plate, then changing her mind said, ‘I’ll cover them up, Agnes, and we can have them for our supper if you like.’


She tore off a strip of Clingfilm from the roll in a plastic holder on the wall and neatly covered the plate of sandwiches.


‘There,’ she said and looked at Agnes, her face anxious.


Her hands were trembling a little, Agnes noticed, as she put the plate down.


‘Oh dear, Agnes, isn’t it all awful. If only . . .’


Agnes caught herself almost smiling as she followed Amy back into the sitting room. After all, in spite of Amy’s timid manner and wide-eyed look of innocence, she had taken the old lady’s Nembutal and killed with it. Not bad going for such a mouse-like little woman. She composed her face and sat down in an armchair. The doorbell rang. Amy cast her an anxious look and left the room to go and greet the dreaded guests.


There was nothing at all ‘dreadful’ about the two people Amy guided into the room to introduce to Agnes. Mrs Bennett was what Agnes always thought of as a ‘saucy’ little woman. Inclined to plumpness, white softly curled hair that looked natural, shiny and healthy. No make-up – perhaps just a trace of pink lipstick. Her husband, a prosperous, quite good-looking man. They were, Agnes guessed, in their early fifties.


Everybody sat down and there was some overlapping conversation until Mrs Bennett turned to her husband, laying a hand on his arm. They were sitting together on the settee. She smiled.
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