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PROLOGUE


It is strange when you look back, how a small, seemingly unimportant incident can trigger off a series of events leading to something that shatters peace of mind and alters many people’s lives.


In this case, if Agnes Turner had not gone back to her hairdresser’s to collect a hairspray she had paid for and forgotten to put into her bag, if she had decided to leave it till her next visit, if she had said to herself, ‘Never mind, I will collect it next week, I’ve got enough to last till then . . .’ If she had said that, thought that, the whole weird, tragic, stupid affair would not have happened. No one would have died and Louise Le Mesurier, occupant of the ground-floor flat in the block where Agnes now lived, who at that moment, the moment of Agnes’s decision, was sitting in front of her dressing-table mirror, outlining her lips with a pink lipstick pencil, would still be alive.


Agnes would not have rescued the dog and set off a flare of hatred that would eventually lead to . . .


But the hairspray was fetched and so Agnes arrived back at her flat about ten minutes later than she would have, and so saw and heard what was to start the snowball rolling downhill, getting bigger and bigger as it rolled, and more and more dangerous.
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A week before her visit to the hairdresser, Agnes had decided to give a small drinks party, just for the other occupants of the flats, six in all. She had slipped a note through each door, omitting one ground-floor flat as they were away in Australia visiting their daughter and son-in-law.


She had suggested six o’clock and the first to arrive were her nearest neighbours on the top floor, number 5. Agnes’s flat was number 6. Major and Mrs Warburton. Mrs Warburton was a small white-haired woman with a low breathy voice. Every remark she made sounded as if she was telling a secret. Indeed she cast her eyes from left to right as she spoke, emphasising the impression. The Major was typical of the breed.


Agnes had moved into her new flat six weeks ago now, and it was Mrs Warburton who had acquainted her with the lives and doings of the other residents. Mr Leeming had lost his wife two years ago and had sold his big house in Devon, had no children and drank rather a lot. Miss Horrocks was said to have been a hospital matron but had to retire early due to ill health. The French lady in Flat 2, according to Mrs Warburton, ‘keeps herself to herself, but is always very smart and has a lovely car.’ Agnes had taken all this in with some boredom, but now, as they were to be her guests for a brief period, was rather glad of the information.


Mr Leeming was the next to arrive and Agnes noticed he already smelt of whisky, so she offered him that.


‘Arthur, Arthur’s my name. Don’t call me Mr Leeming, for God’s sake,’ he said as he accepted his drink and sat down with a bump beside Mrs Warburton on the settee. He downed half the drink in one swallow. The front door bell rang. It was Miss Horrocks. She smiled generously, showing very false teeth.


‘So nice of you,’ she said, looking curiously round Agnes’s flat. She took a seat slightly away from the rest, a straight-backed chair.


‘Oh, wouldn’t you prefer something more comfortable, the armchair?’ Agnes said.


Miss Horrocks shook her head apologetically.


‘My back,’ she said, and accepted the small glass of sweet sherry she had requested.


The French lady from Flat 2 did not put in an appearance. Agnes felt slightly put out. She could have telephoned, said she already had an engagement, at least thanked Agnes for the invitation.


The little party was to Agnes incredibly boring. Most of the talk was about television programmes, then the conversation turned to the flats.


‘The lift acted most peculiarly last week, half stopped between floors.’


Miss Horrocks put her sherry glass down on the table beside her and refused another. Agnes wondered why she didn’t just walk up the one flight, then remembered the woman’s comment about her back and excused her.


‘This cleaner’s not as good as Mrs Jenvy, pity she left.’ Major Warburton threw this into the conversation and was greeted by a small storm of agreement, especially and unexpectedly from Arthur Leeming.


‘Someone trod some dog muck in – well, I suppose it was dog muck. Anyway, it was there for three days.’


This remark caused even Miss Horrocks to vibrate a little.


‘Yes, I saw it, and she doesn’t hoover properly. She should have used 1001 on that mark, that works well on stained carpets.’


Her guests grew increasingly animated. Agnes learned a lot about the flats. Someone banged the door when they came in and out. The front door needed oiling. The paper boy was using the lift, the milkman was unreliable.


Agnes heaved a sigh of relief when they at last departed, but she told herself she had done her bit and she saw no reason to ask them again. As she shut the door on them, she felt a little pang, a little longing for Rose Cottage, her last home, and her dog Mac, and the grassy wild garden.


Rose Cottage, when she had bought it, had been surrounded by fields. Now these fields had been sold by the farmers who owned them to developers. Soon the fields were transformed into estates, bungalows and houses which had sprung up like mushrooms. The leafy lanes had turned into roads with council-cut lawns and faultless flowering cherry trees at regular intervals. Not a scene Agnes had liked at all. But Rose Cottage had fetched a good price and the fields were not so important when Mac died at the ripe old age of seventeen.


Because she loved Sussex, Agnes had determined to stay there. The flat in Hove had been for her the beginning of a new lifestyle, but without her dog, her garden and the few friends she had made, who had also sold up because of the building of the estate, she wasn’t quite sure just what this new life would entail.


Agnes was not a great reader, she didn’t play golf or paint or belong to any institutes or lunch clubs. Now she was settled in her flat and had made the few alterations necessary to her taste, she was bored. As always she needed a purpose in life and at the moment there wasn’t one.


The small drinks party had done nothing to make her feel more lively, more comfortable. She was still a little annoyed about the French woman completely ignoring her invitation. If she was not free that evening, surely it would have been more polite to telephone and say so? Or maybe leave a note.


Agnes had seen the woman a few times on her way into or out of the flats, once arriving in a taxi. Agnes had had the time to admire the well-tailored black suit, the small fashionable hat perched on her short fair hair, the high, high heeled shoes, well-shaped legs and sheer black stockings. Even then though, on the few occasions she passed Agnes, her smile had been brief and rather cold. She had never spoken.


Agnes shrugged her shoulders as she thought of her. Louise Le Mesurier. Perhaps she liked to keep herself to herself. To be fair she hardly fitted with any of the others. In fact Agnes thought her clothes and general appearance were more like her own. Agnes felt if the woman would stop and speak they might find they had perhaps something in common.


A week after the little drinks party, Agnes had an appointment with the hairdresser, her third since she had moved. The first appointment with a salon in Hove had been a near disaster. Agnes was very particular about her hair. Fine and soft, it had to be very carefully cut, so she had only trusted the first hairdresser to a shampoo and set. The girl, in spite of instructions, had used rollers that had made curls and waves rather than the straight hair that fell back into place if it was blown about by the wind or brushed and combed.


The next hairdresser, called rather unfortunately Pretty Heads, was in Brighton. Agnes had visited it once already and she had decided to return and risk a trim. Parking was difficult, but that was a universal problem in Brighton. Luckily, after a little driving around, she found a place a short walk from Pretty Heads. The day was fine, cold and with a slight chilly breeze. Agnes tied on a headscarf after she had locked the car, just in case her trim was a disaster when she left and the light breeze blew it into disarray.


However, the result after the girl had cut the hair a very tiny bit shorter was exactly as Agnes wanted it. She turned her head from side to side, viewed it in the back mirror and was pleased.


‘Very nice. Can I book an appointment for next week, Valerie, just a shampoo and set, and may I have a large Elnet spray?’


Valerie looked pleased, put the spray on the table beside Agnes and went to the desk to make out the bill. Agnes paid and it was not until she reached her car that she realised she had left the hairspray behind. Should she go back and fetch it, or leave it till next week? She hesitated, then made up her mind. She relocked the car and walked back to Pretty Heads. She thought she had enough of the spray at home to last a week, but she wasn’t quite sure.


Valerie had not noticed the Elnet when Agnes walked back into the salon. Agnes picked it up and waved it at the girl, who was just starting another client. She smiled.


‘Oh, I didn’t see it, Mrs Turner, or I would have run after you.’


‘Never mind, it was my fault for being so forgetful.’ Agnes smiled back at her and unhurriedly left. Before she went through the front door, she took the headscarf out of her handbag and put it on, tying the ends under her chin.


‘A little breezy out there,’ she said.


Valerie nodded in reply. Agnes returned to her car and this time started for home.


She parked her Porsche expertly into her reserved parking space outside the large white-painted block of flats. The reserved parking place was an expensive luxury, but every time she drove into it, she felt it was money well spent. The yellow-coated wardens kept a close eye on the parking spaces and, in the seven weeks since Agnes had moved in, only once had she found her space occupied, and the eagle-eyed warden had soon sent that car on its way.


The front at Hove was almost deserted. This was partly because it was lunch-time and partly because the chilly February breeze had now blown in a slight misty rain.


Agnes opened her locking device and heard the reassuring ‘clunk’ of the remote controlled locks. She was about to turn and walk up the four steps to the front door of the flats when she stopped. A high shrill scream had shattered the air.
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It came from across the road opposite where Agnes was standing. She caught a brief glimpse of three youths and two girls. One of the youths was swinging something round, waist high on what looked like a piece of rope. At that moment a large white removal van passed and blotted out her view. Then the girl screamed again. The big van passed and Agnes was able to get a clear and uninterrupted view of what was happening on the other side of the road.


The two other youths were egging their companion on, laughing and staggering about in a way that made Agnes suspect they were drunk, but what was on the end of what she had taken for a length of rope was a small black and white dog.


That was enough for Agnes. Any animal in distress and she was there, to rescue, to help. Hardly looking to right or left, she crossed the road, narrowly avoiding being hit by a red car.


‘Want to die early, love?’ the driver yelled at her.


She hardly heard what he said, but put up a hand in a hasty apology and dashed on. The girl was still screaming. This time Agnes could distinguish the words in between the screams.


‘Give her back to me, you’ll hurt her. Don’t do it, don’t do it, please!’


Agnes took in the close-up of the scene with horror. The little dog was hanging from its collar on the end of a leash which the boy was swinging round. Even as she saw the dog twirl, it hit the thick green-painted balustrade that separated the promenade from the six-foot or more drop down to the sand. She grabbed the boy’s outstretched arm, pulled the loop of the lead from his hand and pushed him with her free hand.


She saw his face for a second. It was white and thin. A livid purple birthmark covered one side, stretching back to his ear and a little way down his neck towards the dirty blue collar of his shirt. His eyes were wide, round and wild. The purple mark made his skin look whiter.


‘Bugger off, who do you think you are?’ His voice was thick, slurred.


Agnes thought again, drink or drugs.


The other two boys were leaning against the railings and making howling noises, like dogs, at the two girls. One girl, the one screaming, rushed forward to where Agnes was holding the puppy. The other girl suddenly turned and ran, her short dark hair blowing back. She did not look round.


The boy made as if to snatch the dog out of Agnes’s arms, but as he came forward so did she; she freed one hand with difficulty, and pushed him with all her might. The attack was unexpected, and the boy stumbled backward a few steps. Behind him was a gap, an opening in the green-painted railings, to give access to ten concrete steps leading down to the beach. As he fell backward, Agnes was propelled forward. She saw him go backward down the steps, yelling, ‘You bitch, you bitch, I’ll get you for this!’


His two companions leaned over the railing and looked at him, still letting out their maniacal howls. Then, as Agnes moved away carrying the dog, the girl following her, they started down the steps to join their mate. One nearly fell – he was unsteady, still yelling. One or two passers-by looked their way but did nothing.


Agnes and the girl waited for a break in the traffic then crossed over the road to the Porsche. Agnes gently handed the dog over while she unlocked the car and motioned the girl to get into the passenger seat.


‘Get in, do you know your way to the vet’s?’


The car glided away from the kerb. The girl nodded, cradling the puppy in her arms. It was moving more now.


‘Yes, she had her injection there only last week. She didn’t like it.’


She was still crying but was more controlled, the tears running down her cheeks. The puppy moved a little, raised its head and coughed.


‘I thought he’d killed her, I really did!’


As they stopped at a red traffic light, Agnes turned and looked at the girl. Fair frizzy hair, good skin, no make-up. Clothes – typical teenager – denim jacket and jeans, hideous shoes. The jacket and jeans were not the cheap variety, so designer clothes. Well-modulated voice.


‘What happened to your friend?’ Agnes asked.


The lights flashed green and the car started forward. The girl sniffed.


‘There’s some tissues in the glove compartment. I said, what happened to your friend?’ Agnes repeated the question.


‘She was frightened, she ran away.’


Agnes made no comment. They drove a little further into Brighton. There were a few more people about now, and the rain had stopped.


‘This is the road. Turn left, the surgery is about four buildings up on the right. It says “Veterinary surgery”. Look, there it is.’


Agnes drove in through the open gate and parked the car, nose to the surgery wall.


‘Stay there,’ she said and went round to the passenger side of the car, opened the door, and gently took the dog from the girl’s arms.


As they entered the waiting room, Agnes was relieved to see it was empty. A white-coated girl was sitting at the desk eating a sandwich but she got up immediately.


‘Run over?’ she said. Agnes shook her head. ‘No, half choked to death. Is the vet here?’ She was afraid the girl would say he had gone to lunch.


‘Yes, he is. Hold on a moment.’ She knocked and then opened the door behind her desk.


‘Mr Singer, emergency.’ The vet, still in his white coat, lunchtime or not, turned immediately from the white-fronted cupboard. ‘What happened? Lay the dog on the table.’


He pointed to a table with a light above it. Agnes gently put the puppy down. It tried to get to its feet but then plopped down again, still coughing.


As Agnes explained what had happened, the vet began gently to examine the little creature which seemed to be recovering more and more as the minutes went by.


The smells of disinfectant, hospital smells, brought back memories to Agnes. Memories of her past as a nurse and also sadder ones of Mac. She stood back a little and placed her hand on the girl’s arm, smiled at her. The receptionist put her head round the surgery door.


‘Could you give me your name and –’


‘You go and give her your name and address and the puppy’s particulars. You said you had been here before.’


The girl reluctantly left the room and the receptionist pulled the door nearly shut behind them. Agnes turned to the vet.


‘What do you think, Mr Singer?’


‘I’d like to give the moron who did this a damned good hiding, but luckily he doesn’t seem to have done as much harm as one would have thought, probably because of your quick intervention.’


The puppy stood up, coughed again and began to wag her tail.


‘She came to you for her injection about a week ago, Mr Singer.’


‘I thought I recognised the young lady. Are you . . .?’


Agnes shook her head. ‘No, I don’t know her name even. I was just parking my car when I . . . My name is Turner, by the way. May she have her collar on again?’ The vet nodded. ‘I’m so glad you were here.’ Agnes fastened on the puppy’s collar loosely.


‘Lucky I was – I usually go home to lunch – but it’s equally lucky you were there to rescue her. The pup could easily have been choked to death.’


An hour later, Agnes was driving the girl home. Her name was Pamela Roberts. The dog’s name was Polly. The girl who had run away was called Tina. Agnes learned all this as she drove, and her own assessment of the girl’s appearance was confirmed as Pamela directed her into the drive of a very upmarket house in the suburbs of Brighton.


‘Do come in, Mrs Turner, please,’ Pamela said.


As she parked outside the front door it opened and a tall, good-looking man came out, followed by an especially tall woman.


‘What’s happened, darling? Are you all right?’


Explanations all round. Agnes was asked in, given tea. They were very pleasant people and grateful to Agnes to an almost embarrassing degree, wanting to compensate her for the vet’s fee. It took some time to convince them that the vet had not charged anything.


Agnes left after a cascade of thanks, even from Polly, who was now completely recovered, frisking around the floor after a toy.


Three days after her visit to the hairdresser, Mr Leeming – or Arthur, as he liked to be called – telephoned to ask Agnes to drinks on the following day.


‘Round about twelve. Just a repeat of your little party, Agnes.’


Agnes thanked him and said she would be delighted, but she sighed as she put the receiver back. Hardly an exciting invitation if it were to be a mirror of her own party.


However, one thought did cheer her up a little.


Perhaps this time the French woman in number 2 might decide to grace them with her presence? That would at least make the party a little more interesting. Somehow, Agnes could not quite imagine Madame Le Mesurier talking about the milkman or the paper boy’s behaviour. Perhaps, though, she would ignore Arthur’s invitation, as she had her own.


Arthur Leeming’s flat was not at all as Agnes had imagined. Perhaps the most characteristic piece of furniture was a large bar cart, filled, on quick inspection, with every kind of drink imaginable. An attractive ice bucket stood on the top shelf with the array of bottles, full of glistening cubes of ice.


Otherwise the room was furnished with taste. Beautifully draped curtains at the window, a charming Queen Anne kneehole desk – walnut, and beautifully polished. Its smallness was perhaps incongruous given Arthur Leeming’s bulk. A tapestry sofa, several wing chairs and small round-topped tripod coffee tables, and a charming sofa table.


It was a surprising room and Agnes suspected the taste may have been his wife’s rather than his, until his casual remark that he had been in the antique trade for years. Clearly he had a good eye for furniture of merit.


The Warburtons were already there when Agnes arrived. Mrs Warburton greeted Agnes with her usual breathy voice and stealthy manner, her husband with his usual banal remarks. He had a habit of repeating himself.


‘Nice to see you again, Mrs, er . . . Nice to see you again!’


There was a light tap on the door, hardly audible, but Arthur Leeming heard it.


‘Why the hell don’t people ring the bell?’


He heaved himself up and went to let in Miss Horrocks.


‘I rang the bell, but it didn’t work – I think . . .’


Arthur Leeming put his hand round the door and pressed. The bell, loud and strident, seemed to be in working order.


‘Well, it didn’t work when I pressed it, Mr Leeming.’


Miss Horrocks walked in with her nose in the air, greeted Mr and Mrs Warburton and sat down in one of the wing chairs without further comment. Agnes was expecting a long discussion on door bells that worked and door bells that didn’t, so broke in.


‘That’s a very pretty little Queen Anne desk, Mr Leeming. I hope you won’t think me rude to mention it, but it’s so charming.’


Arthur Leeming looked pleased and glanced over almost with affection at the little piece.


‘Oh, I’m glad you like it, Agnes! It’s a favourite of mine. Of course, its two foot six measurement doesn’t exactly fit my delicate outline. Indeed I don’t think I could get my knees under it, but my wife used it.’


When her host asked her what she would like to drink, Agnes, who had already seen the large display of bottles, said, ‘May I have a brandy and ginger ale, Arthur?’


Leeming replied with a broad smile, ‘Certainly you may. I’ll join you in the same. Won’t you try one, Miss Horrocks?’


But that lady refused and continued to sip her sweet sherry, with what appeared to be little enjoyment. She was not at all like most of the hospital matrons Agnes had known in her nursing days, and it was not until the conversation had proceeded a little – and under rather, Agnes thought, impudent questioning by Major Warburton – that it was revealed that Miss Horrocks had been a matron of a residential home for the elderly, twenty beds, which she had owned and run herself with, she confessed, some untrained staff.


‘We had a very good name in the area,’ she said, taking a rather bigger sip of her sherry.


Agnes felt a dislike of the Major and his persistent questioning and a sympathy for the rather prim Miss Horrocks, who may or may not have let the ‘hospital matron’ deception take over.


‘I think the residential home is one of our most important institutions these days. You or I may land up in one, Major Warburton.’


Agnes had a mild reproach in her voice at which the Major shrugged.


‘I certainly hope I don’t,’ he said.


‘Perhaps the residential home has the same hope, Major Warburton.’


Agnes could not resist the rather waspish remark. Luckily her reply was almost masked by a sharp metallic rap on the front door, so loud and sharp that it was easily heard by everyone in the room.


Agnes looked with interest as Arthur Leeming left the room. The only guest not yet there was Louise Le Mesurier. She guessed it must be her. She was correct.


‘I’m so sorry, I’m late for your little party. It’s too bad of me, but truly I couldn’t help it, truly, truly. By the way, your bell is not working.’


The French accent was there but almost not, just enough to make the words attractive. As she walked into the room her perfume preceded her.


‘A little too strong, a trace vulgar,’ Agnes almost said out loud, making Miss Horrocks lean forward as if to answer her.


Arthur Leeming, smiling broadly, led his guest into the room as if he had caught her himself.


‘You all know Louise Le Mesurier?’


Everyone nodded and smiled and made the appropriate remarks. Louise Le Mesurier walked gracefully across the room and seated herself in a wing chair with equal grace, crossing one slender leg over the other and revealing a fair amount of thigh.


‘How nice of you to ask me, Mr Leeming!’


There was a trace of French accent there again, but only the merest trace. Agnes noticed her nails, the pale violet varnish. She was wearing a very lightweight tweed suit, beautifully cut, the predominating colours a mixture of soft beige and violet. Agnes wondered whether she changed her nail varnish daily, or with each outfit she wore. The nails looked natural, not false. Her shoes, with slightly lower heels this time, were a matching beige.


‘Tonight, I go to the clothes exhibition at Mandells. Is anyone else going?’


Agnes replied that she had not heard about it.


‘Oh, it is by invitation. I have one. It is for two persons. Would you care to come with me? It is not at all pleasant to be alone, I think.’


Not usually impulsive, Agnes saw her evening flash in front of her. Television and a meal she would have to cook for herself.


‘Yes, I would love to come. I love clothes. May I call you Louise?’


‘But of course. It is at eight. Wine and canapés. I will drive, no?’


Agnes agreed, and for the moment she did not regret her decision although she wondered if she would by the evening.


‘I know you like clothes. I always admire what you wear.’


Agnes was pleased at that remark. Louise put a violet fingernail up to her hair and pushed it back. Her blonde hair was short, very blonde, like Agnes’s, and cut in a certain way, again very like her own cut. The similarity made Agnes wonder if they went to the same hairdresser in Brighton.


They all left at about the same time. Agnes wondered if Louise would mention the unanswered invitation that Agnes had put through her letter box. She did not. She went down the stairs, ignoring the lift.


‘See you tonight, we’d better leave here about seven thirty.’


At seven thirty Agnes rang the door bell of the ground-floor flat. She had changed into a grey trouser suit with a gold lamé collar and matching gold edges to the breast and coat pockets.


‘Do come in. I’m almost ready.’


Louise Le Mesurier disappeared into the bedroom, leaving Agnes time to look round her sitting-room. There were no antiques here. The room was sharp white – walls, ceiling, doors. Two black and white abstracts, one on the wall opposite the windows, one on the wall leading from the hall. They were similar subjects and looked as if they had been painted by the same artist. Lonely and sparse, and rather sad.


A black settee was curiously contradicted by a white settee, both leather. One stood near the fireplace, which was electric, imitation flames surprisingly real. The room was warm, minimalistic and clinical. The curtains on the large windows were silver, tied back with wide belts of the same material.


The only colour in the room was what looked like a Chinese rearing horse, bright pink with a red saddle, about a foot high, on a shelf between the two windows. These looked out on to the front. The sea was just visible over the green railings and the people and cars passing gave the room movement.


‘Right, ready? I like your suit.’


Louise came out of the bedroom wearing a dark mauve dress under a warm-looking lavender coat, a headscarf over her hair, tied under her chin.


‘My hair’s impossible. A breath of wind and I look like a dancing dervish.’ She laughed, showing even white teeth.


‘Mine, too. I’ve found a hairdresser, with an awful name. Pretty Heads.’


Louise looked at her in some surprise.


‘Really? That’s where I go. They are quite good, don’t you think? Never put enough lacquer on though.’


Louise drove a Renault. Very clean and polished. She drove well. There was quite a bit of traffic. The flashing headlights, sometimes not dipped, appeared not to worry her in the least. Neither did she comment or complain about other people’s driving, a habit Agnes found very annoying when driving with some of her friends.


At the dress show Louise was conducted to a front seat by the catwalk, and immediately a girl walked along to them with two glasses of wine, smiling and calling her Madame Le Mesurier.


‘I buy some clothes here, not often. I normally go up to London. I don’t buy quite as much as I used to.’


She turned to Agnes. ‘How old are you, Agnes? I’m fifty-six.’


Agnes was taken aback by the directness of the question. Louise lit a cigarette. Several people looked on disapprovingly, some coughed meaningfully. Louise completely ignored them and flicked her ash on the floor. There were no ashtrays. She continued to look at Agnes, obviously expecting an answer.


‘I’m sixty-one.’ Agnes felt a little shock as she said it.


The dress show was a mixture of the wearable and the bizarre. Different designers. Agnes bought a dress, or rather a two-piece: a straight skirt and rather unusual top with a high fitted collar, in a shade of blue she knew suited her. Louise bought a suit and made an appointment to come in the following morning. The sleeves were a shade too long and she wanted the small gold chain removed from the collar.


The drive home was just as smooth as the journey there. Agnes had been a little worried: Louise had downed three and a half glasses of wine. Agnes never drank more than one when she was driving, but Louise drew into her parking place outside the flats smoothly. They got out and Louise clicked the lock.


‘Which is your car, Agnes?’


Agnes pointed to the Porsche about six yards away, gleaming under the brilliant lights on the front.


‘Oh, a Porsche!’


Louise walked up to it and then peered inside.


‘I would love a Porsche.’


She went round to the other side of the car, then her eyes opened wide, her voice and expression completely changed.


‘Agnes, look at this! How awful, your lovely car. Who could have done such a thing?’


Agnes ran to join her. Scratched deeply along the entire length of the car were the words YOU BITCH.


‘Let’s go into my flat and ring the police.’


‘No, I’d rather not. I’ll deal with this myself, thank you, Louise.’


Her companion looked as if she could hardly believe her ears.


‘Do you know who did this, Agnes?’ she asked.


Agnes did not answer; she walked up the steps and unlocked the front door. In the hall, she turned to Louise, who was still talking, advising.


‘Thank you for a very enjoyable evening, Louise. We must have lunch together one day, if you would care to.’


Agnes moved across the hall, into the lift. As the doors shut in front of her she saw Louise, still standing looking at her in amazement.


When Agnes got up to her flat, the full enormity of what had been done to her beloved car hit her like a personal blow.


Her first thought was that the word had been scratched by the white-faced boy with the birthmark. ‘Bitch’ was the very word he had called her as he toppled backward down the stone steps. But, as she cooled down a little, she realised it could have been someone else. Not the boy with the purple-marked face at all – just a passing vandal.


Agnes had hated Louise being with her, witnessing the hurt the Porsche had received. Her suggestions about the police . . . Police!


She had never dealt with the police when solving her problems. She had her own ways of sorting out justice. This was difficult, though – how would she find the boy? If it was him . . . His treatment of the little dog would have to be added to the damage to her car. If he was guilty of both, then she must find him. How to begin?


Brighton and Hove seemed to have many young hooligans – out of work or layabouts, some of them, with nothing to do but wilful damage . . . Agnes realised she had been standing, still with her outdoor things on, and thinking for ten minutes at least.


She moved towards her bedroom, then knew that sleep would be impossible. She looked at her watch. Ten to eleven.


She went back into the sitting-room, crossed over to the corner cupboard and took out the brandy bottle. Ginger ale she knew was in the refrigerator in the kitchen. Brandy and ginger ale – always her drink in an emotional crisis!


In the kitchen she sat down at the table, sipping at her drink and thinking again of what she would do.


Get the garage to repair the car, that of course!


As she raised her glass to her lips, she saw that she was trembling a little. The dog, and now this – it had been rather an emotional upset!


She finished her drink and began to think more clearly. It had been about lunch-time when those boys had been strolling along the front, looking for someone to irritate or even hurt. Perhaps she would watch? She could see the spot where the two girls and three youths had stood from her sitting-room window.


She could watch for them, then follow them. She might not see them for days, perhaps not at all, but it would be a start! Tomorrow she would take her car to the Porsche garage. It might take some time to get the scratched words removed and the car resprayed, but they would lend her another car meanwhile.


Feeling a little more reassured as to her ability to do something, she went through to her bedroom to get ready for bed.
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The next morning Agnes drove the Porsche to the garage. The mechanic who usually looked after her car was appalled.


‘Oh, Mrs Turner. How awful. You keep your car so beautifully, too!’


He went off to fetch the head car salesman. An urbane, good-looking man, he had sold her the new model when she lived near Lewes, just before she had left Rose Cottage. He and the mechanic studied the marks, the mechanic smoothing his fingers over the area.


‘Fairly big job, Mrs Turner.’ He looked up, almost apologetically. ‘It’s deep. Done with a knife, or scissors, really hard.’


‘Insurance?’ Agnes asked.


He nodded. ‘But I’m afraid you’ll lose your no claims bonus, Mrs Turner.’


He stopped, and looked at Mr Harris, the salesman.


Agnes was getting tired of them. At this moment, she hated the sight of the car. She didn’t want to go into any details.


That beastly boy had done this – she was almost sure in her mind it was he. After all, the use of the same words surely proved a link, and he had threatened to get his revenge.


Well, time might tell. If it was that lout, she would see to it, as she always did. He would receive what she considered a just punishment.


Not just the slap on the wrist that he would probably get if she went to the police and left it to them.


It was not only the damaged car – though that was bad enough. But the picture of that puppy, swinging round and round, choking to death – if she had not been there to intervene . . .


She left in a red Porsche, lent to her by the garage. They expected the repair to her car would take at least two weeks. She did not like a red car, preferring her own more conservative colour, but it could not be helped.


Agnes did some shopping, then drove back to her flat. She had no sooner closed her flat door, when the phone rang.


‘It’s Louise. I saw you come in. They have lent you a car. I do think you should go to the police, Agnes, I really do!’


Agnes did not answer for a second or two, then she quelled her irritation.


‘Thank you for ringing, Louise. Yes, the garage supplied a courtesy car. It’s almost three years older than mine and I hate red!’


She purposely ignored the advice to consult the police, but Louise persisted.


‘They might catch the vandal. He really deserves to be punished, Agnes, no?’


‘No, Louise. I’ll do it my way. So, could we lunch one day next week?’


Louise agreed with quite a degree of enthusiasm. Agnes put the telephone down, went to the kitchen and made coffee. It was rather early yet, quarter to eleven, to start her watching. Nevertheless she seated herself in her window with her coffee and started her vigil. Coincidences had frequently helped her in her life. Maybe she would be lucky again.


Quite a lot of people walked along the front, getting fewer as lunch-time approached. One or two young mothers, some with prams, some with pushchairs, some leading protesting toddlers. Many old people leaning heavily on their walking sticks, mostly women. The females looked stalwart, determined. A few pushed shopping trolleys or dragged them behind them. The men looked frail, trembling, ashamed perhaps of their disability. Four young men, rather noisy, raised Agnes’s hopes. But no, it was not them, not the same three who had tortured the dog and made the howling noises.


Disappointed, Agnes went to the kitchen to prepare her lunch. As she made herself a salad, she reasoned with herself. Perhaps they were just day visitors. No, that couldn’t be true, of course. The damage to the car had been done later. Maybe he lived near here, up one of the side streets. Brighton perhaps. Nothing to do, bored, drinking, doping. They would come along again, she was sure. After all, surely the boy with the birthmark would want to see the result of his work on the Porsche. That was a point. Because of that thought she took her lunch back to the sitting-room and watched while she ate it. No luck though. Perhaps tomorrow? By two o’clock, she gave up.


The next day she had an appointment with the dentist. He kept her waiting for half an hour before seeing her, with profuse apologies. Then she had a small session with the hygienist so it was nearly lunch-time when she arrived back in the flats. She parked in her space and got out.


Immediately, a young police constable came up to the Porsche.


‘Do you live here, madam?’ he asked.


‘Yes, I’m Mrs Turner. Flat 6 – at the top. Agnes pointed up towards her window. ‘What’s happened?’


Then she noticed the large star-shaped hole in the window of Flat 2. Louise’s flat. Louise came out, and greeted Agnes on the steps of the flat.


‘Oh Agnes! I was so frightened, so frightened. I was just bringing a drink for myself and my friend. She has gone home now.’


Louise sounded more French. She was hatless and her fair hair was ruffled by the breeze.


‘When this stone – you call it pebble? – came through the window. The glass – small pieces went all over. It was horrible!’


‘Who would do such a thing!’


Agnes turned to the older policeman who was just coming out of the front door.


‘Don’t know, madam. Some young yob, I suppose. The lady didn’t see much of him, only that his arm was in a sling.’


Louise nodded vigorously. ‘Yes, yes, in a bandage thing, like so.’ She put her hand up to her chest.


‘Still managed a hefty throw, though. That’s a double-glazed window.’ The policeman motioned towards the star-shaped break in the glass.


Agnes hoped Louise would not mention the damage done to the Porsche but that was too much to ask, of course.


‘This lady, my friend, had a rude word scratched on her car yesterday.’


The policeman looked concerned, but nevertheless he merely shrugged his shoulders.


‘Terrible! There is so much of this behaviour about. If you don’t catch the vandal actually doing the damage, it’s difficult to prove.’


Agnes nodded, rather coldly.


‘That’s why I didn’t report the incident. This, though, is rather more serious.’


She looked at the window. Was it that boy again? Did he think she lived in the ground-floor flat? Could be, but then it might not be he at all. Just a passing wilful yob, picking up a pebble from the beach and pitching it at the window.


But the sling? Had the wretched ‘dog boy’ injured his wrist or arm when she had given him a push and he had fallen backwards down the concrete steps?


Not that Agnes regretted it in the least. Serve the despicable creature right. She hoped he had broken a bone at least. Agnes was not a forgiving person, especially where an animal was concerned.


‘I must go,’ she said. ‘I’m expecting a telephone call. I’m sorry you had this horrid thing happen, Louise. Do ring me.’
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