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She wanted to scream. The desire to do so came over her at intervals when she was not fully occupied with something that took all her concentration, and she felt that if only she could indulge it, could go to some huge open empty space and fill the silence with her own pain, there would be relief. For it was pain. She must acknowledge that.

Why? Why did she have this urge? Was it a common desire? Could it be a symptom of extreme frustration? Was it the same impulse that drove young men to become vandals? Did everyone have a tendency to violence, only masked by a veneer of civilised self-control? What would happen if she gave way to her compulsion? Suppose she came downstairs one morning, as usual, and put on the kettle for breakfast, then bellowed at the top of her voice? There would be no words: only a banshee wail, a sound like ‘Eeeee—’ going on and on. She’d turn red, as actors do at moments of high drama, their blood pressure rising, one must assume, a professional hazard, no doubt. But she was not an actress, or not in a professional sense, only in the way that everyone, she now supposed, must be in order to cope with their lives, and if she gave way the verdict would be that she had broken down at last.

Perhaps she had, or was about to, but why now, after so long? And perhaps no one would respond: if anyone heard, they would think the noise came from the radio or television, not from someone’s troubled soul, any more than help could be expected if you were attacked. People minded their own business, did not get involved, respected privacy, and expected the same in return. In the end, you were alone, and it was terrifying. No wonder young people formed groups and went round in gangs. Yet solitude was an agreeable state, and peaceful, a condition where fear was absent, but it left you vulnerable to your thoughts. Surrounded by others, keeping active, anxieties could be held at bay.

Alone now, driving along, she tried a small scream in the car, gripping the wheel, staring at the road ahead, not wanting to put anyone else at risk, not even herself. No one would hear; if they did, they might think it was her radio. But the scream, thus uttered, was muted; she maintained control, and what she wanted to do was to lose it.

Isabel slowed down, nearing the West Country town that was her destination. It was a bright, cold day, with occasional flurries of snow, and she had driven nearly a hundred miles from the once rural, but now commuter, almost suburban village where she lived. No one knew where she was: when she left the house, Douglas, who daily caught an early train to London, had already gone; she had stuck a Post-it note to the fridge warning him that she might be late and if so, would telephone. He would think she had gone to the shop, as usual on a Tuesday. Since their marriage, she had never done anything unexpected until now. Even opening Gifts Galore with Joanna had been well discussed in advance. However, when Douglas learned the facts, he would agree that she had a responsibility in this matter and could not walk away from Emily’s predicament, which required her physical presence.

The police station was not difficult to find. She’d been given directions on the telephone and, having managed not to make a mistake in the one-way system in the unfamiliar town, drove in between tall iron gates to where there were several parking slots for visitors.

She had never been inside a police station before, and she had not seen Emily since she was a small child with fair, curly hair. What would she be like now? And what had she been doing to get herself arrested? Assault and disorderly conduct, the solicitor’s secretary had said on the telephone. Emily had not been granted bail, but Isabel’s intervention might make a difference, and anyway, Emily needed her, for her mother was dead and it seemed that there was no one else.

There was a father somewhere, but no one had heard from him for years. After he left her, Emily’s mother had gone to Spain where she married a man who was a musician; she had lived with him until her death from an unspecified illness some years ago. Isabel had learned about this from a letter Emily sent her which stated the stark fact. Isabel had written to her at her mother’s address, but had had no reply. For a while she had felt that she should try to trace Emily; later, she forgot about her, until yesterday when the telephone call sharply reminded her.

Shock was her first reaction. What had Emily been doing? Surely by now she was pursuing some career, might even be married? Neither activity precluded either assault or disorderly conduct, which Isabel assumed meant, in this case, getting drunk and being rowdy in a public place. What could she do about it, even when she learned the details? The deed was done, and Emily had been arrested. Various reasons for saying this was not her business had entered her mind as she heard herself tell the telephone voice that she would come next day, arriving as early as she could. It was impossible to drive down that night, she stated firmly. This would have meant giving Douglas an explanation, which even now she had avoided. It would have made scant difference, said the woman on the telephone, for before she could arrive, Emily would be tucked up in her cell and, it was to be hoped, asleep, in preparation for her appearance before the magistrates the next day. Time enough tomorrow, the solicitor had said. And now tomorrow was today.

I am not responsible for Emily, Isabel told herself, locking the car. I am not a relative, nor an aunt, only a godmother, because I was her mother’s friend.

What am I going to find, she wondered, walking through the police station doors, hesitating, seeing there were several other people waiting for attention. She took her turn behind a woman reporting a lost dog and a man who was required to produce his driving licence and proof of car insurance. By the time her turn came, she was in a trance, almost forgetting the reason for her visit.

Once this was established, she was led to the regions beyond the front office, and into a small room. There, a few minutes later, she met Emily again.

She would never have recognised her friend’s daughter: where was the attractive child with the mass of fair curls whom Isabel remembered from when the families were neighbours more than twenty years ago? Now she saw, shambling into the room, an ill-dressed, overweight young woman with a shaven head, haggard and exhausted, who could have been any age but was, in fact, twenty-three. What could have happened to her to bring her to this state? Isabel was horrified.

‘Emily,’ she said, and ‘well—’ her voice trailing off, for it wasn’t well, at all.

‘They asked me who I’d like informed,’ said Emily. Her voice was flat and slurred. ‘I couldn’t think of anyone.’

But you had two brothers, Isabel thought: and, somewhere, perhaps, a father. And a stepfather. Where were they?

‘Well, you remembered my address,’ Isabel answered brusquely. ‘What’s been happening to you, Emily?’

A woman police officer had brought them cups of strong milky tea. Emily gulped at hers while Isabel, trying not to notice the noisy slurping, sipped her own. The same officer had told Isabel that Emily had been arrested while demonstrating against the construction of a new road; she had been living in a tent on the site, and when ejected, had, allegedly, become disruptive and violent, throwing stones and, eventually, hitting a security guard on the face with a sturdy stick.

‘I had to do it,’ Emily said now. ‘They took away my home. I’d lived on the site for months. I’d got friends.’ She swallowed, and then said, ‘They took my tent away. That’s theft.’

‘But where’s your real home?’ Isabel asked.

‘I hadn’t got one. Just the tent,’ said Emily.

‘But after your mother died – what happened then?’ Surely there had been some money?

Emily shrugged. ‘I wasn’t living with her,’ she said. ‘Things didn’t work out. I shared a flat with people, but I had to leave.’

She’d written about her mother’s death from Spain; presumably she’d simply been there for the funeral. Isabel was silent. Had she really understood? Emily seemed to be saying that she had feared to lose her only home, a tent, and had aggressively defended it.

‘Didn’t you realise you were committing a criminal offence?’ she asked.

‘I had a bed last night, didn’t I?’ said Emily, and she grinned a strange, wild grin which made Isabel’s flesh creep. ‘Where else was I to go?’

And what was Isabel to do now? Emily was due to appear before the magistrates that afternoon. Unless bailed, she would probably be sent to prison. That had been made quite clear to Isabel before she even met the girl. Or woman. Emily’s manner and accent were those of a teenage drop-out, but that was not what she was – well, a drop-out, maybe, but no teenager.

‘What made you take up this protest?’ Isabel asked, and Emily launched into a rehearsed discourse about the environment, much of which made perfect sense but it was recited almost parrot-fashion. ‘I’d my friends, too, you see,’ she added.

What friends, wondered Isabel, and where were they now? None seemed to be supporting her. Perhaps they were occupying other cells in the police station. She would have to go to court and see what happened there.

If Emily were to be allowed bail, she, Isabel, would have to guarantee it, and she might have to take Emily home with her, unless the magistrates forbade her to leave the area. Perhaps they would.

Clutching at this possibility, Isabel made ready to attend the hearing.

If he’d known of her existence, he’d have sent her presents at Christmas and on her birthday, even though he had never seen her. But no one told him she’d been born.

Hadn’t he a right to her? She was his daughter. He found out about her when she was four and he came back to England. On a whim, he had returned to the village where Alice, her mother, lived with her elderly parents. He’d been sorry for her when he discovered what her situation was. She was born in her parents’ middle age; her father, starting with very little capital, had anticipated the potential of plastic containers for perishable foods, and had built up a thriving business which he had sold soon after his sixtieth birthday, making a small fortune. After this, he had undertaken the chairmanship of another company. His wife, who had once been his secretary, had done his paperwork at home, and other tasks arising from charities they supported. As they grew older and Alice finished her education at Northtown High School, they saw no need for her to go to university but sent her to a secretarial college, requiring her to live at home and take care of them. She had dutifully complied, while working in a museum, mainly in the stacks, maintaining and repairing artefacts and pictures kept in store. He had met her in a pub one evening. Alice often went there, seeking social contact, he discovered.

She’d been an easy conquest. At the time, he was not long out of prison, unemployed and not looking very hard for work. He’d picked her up. She was sitting at a tiny table on her own, drinking vodka. Of course, it didn’t smell on the breath. Her parents mustn’t know she drank.

After he had met her on several consecutive evenings in the pub, he’d learned that Alice’s father wanted some decorating and repair work done in the house, and he had volunteered for it. An appointment was made for him to estimate, and when he met her parents, he implied that he could oblige them as he was waiting to go abroad to a new position; he had no ties or other obligations.

The size of the rather ugly Victorian house was a surprise.

There was money here, lots of it, and the unmarried daughter was the only heir.

He made a good job of redecorating the high-ceilinged rooms; he had done plenty of casual work in his wavering career and the task was well within his powers. He told Alice that he had sold up everything and was living in lodgings, and it was not many days before she persuaded her parents to offer him the flat above the stables, so that while he did the work, he was on the spot. She still left the house daily for her own job but now she did not need the pub, for there was purpose in her return home.

She did not fall in love with Godfrey, but for a brief period she experienced lust. Without difficulty, he seduced her in his stable flat, pinning her down on the thin mattress where he slept dreamlessly each night. The narrow bedstead was iron, like a prison bed. This was where the gardener-cum-chauffeur her parents had once employed had lived. Now, an elderly man came twice a week to keep the weeds at bay, and each season a schoolboy did the mowing.

There were corners of the garden which Alice tended. She liked flowers and grew sweetpeas and roses, blocks of cornflowers and larkspur. Godfrey found this quite an endearing trait: one that he could tolerate.

He’d tell her the job abroad had fallen through. Then he’d marry her and be quids in for ever.

His plan failed.

The old man had thrown him out.

Not physically: he was too frail for that, but he had sent for Godfrey, who was still living in the flat although the work he had contracted for was finished. He had been paid a weekly sum, in cash; the paint, paper, and other materials he had used had been billed direct so that Godfrey had not been able to work a racket on charging those up profitably. Even so, he was living free, and soon, he calculated, he would be the couple’s son-in-law.

‘It’s time for you to leave,’ the old man said. ‘You have done the work to my satisfaction and there’s an end to it. I will give you a reference if you need one, but I’m sure you’re anxious to get another post abroad, are you not? Since that was your plan when you first came here as my daughter’s friend.’

‘Well – er – I haven’t yet applied elsewhere,’ he said.

‘No, I thought as much,’ the old man said. ‘You expected to remain here, did you not? Expected to make a fool of my silly daughter and stay permanently. I knew what was in your mind as soon as you moved into the flat,’ he added, and as Godfrey instantly denied such plans, he held up a hand, like a policeman halting traffic. ‘Don’t waste your breath on excuses. I’ve met men like you before and I’ve protected my daughter from fortune hunters. She gets not a penny if she marries without my consent.’

‘She’s of age.’ Godfrey thought she must be thirty.

‘The condition applies, whatever her age,’ her father said. ‘And to protect her after that, everything is left in trust.’

This was a shock, but even so, there would be the house, the benefits. And the boredom. That was inevitable; she was tedious already.

‘I shall give you a thousand pounds in cash on condition that you depart before my daughter returns from the museum, that you leave her no message, and that you undertake not to contact her again,’ said the old man.

Godfrey did it. A thousand pounds now was easy money after six weeks’ free board and lodging, with pay and with some sexual gratification on the side. It took him to Toronto, where he got married and stayed until his wife, who ran her own letting agency, threw him out. After that he had several tries at business, but each venture was a failure. Eventually, when a scheme inviting subscriptions to a non-existent magazine was exposed, he fled back to Britain with his profits before he could be arrested. In the plane, he thought about the house in Fordswick once again, and about the girl who’d been so hot for him. And about the money.

Was she still there? Had she married, with or without the old man’s approval? Were the old parents dead?

If nothing better turned up, he might go there and find out.

Life is a journey punctuated with crossroads and side turnings. One wrong decision and the traveller may find there is no space for going back, though there may be an opportunity, further ahead, to take a lane leading away from the false trail he has been pursuing. Perhaps it will convey him, by a longer route, to the destination which was his aim, but perhaps it will lead him to a dead end or along confusing byways until he has lost his way completely. The choice may not always be his; life can throw obstacles into his path – a fallen tree, a mandatory alternative route – and he must look for signs to guide him in the right direction.

Alice’s choice had been to use Godfrey as a means to change her own monotonous existence and escape the bondage to her parents which ordained her life. She had never before met a man who showed any lasting interest in her. She had lost touch with her few school friends, and did not win new ones at the secretarial college. Alice was not someone people remembered or sought out. Her colleagues at work found her quiet, dull, and dependable; as her duties at the museum lay behind the scenes, she rarely came in contact with the public, so her social skills did not improve. When she and Godfrey met, she was on the prowl, desperately seeking someone who would rescue her. She had even considered responding to a lonely hearts advertisement in the press, but many required use of a telephone, and she could not have strangers calling her at home; nor could she suddenly start receiving unexplained letters. It was even difficult to go out at night, though sometimes she did manage a concert or a film, alone, but pretending to her parents that she was meeting Mary, a friend she had invented. Mary provided an alibi for her meetings with Godfrey, before he moved in.

Quite soon, she realised that he was not going to rescue her in the sense that she required. He did the work he was engaged to carry out, and effectively, but there was no talk of seeking another job overseas, or anywhere else, come to that, and it became clear that her parents did not like or trust him. Her father minutely inspected the bills from the builders’ merchants, questioning everything, and any hopes Godfrey had of buying surplus materials and selling them on the side were soon proved to be in vain. Her mother did not appreciate his manner, though Godfrey was extremely polite to her; he overdid it, Alice thought.

She did not care for the sex. At first it was exciting, in an alarming way, because it was a new experience, and she hoped it would improve with practice; after all, it was supposed to be what life was all about. But Godfrey was rough and impatient, so that her eager anticipation turned to reluctant dread. She had finally stopped slipping out at night after they had spent one Sunday afternoon in the stable flat. Lying beside her, sweating, sated, and smoking a cigarette, which she hated and which he always did after sex, he led the conversation round to the possibility of his staying on, doing the flat up to make it more comfortable, buying a large bed. She saw what was in his mind and knew she could not go along with any thought of marriage. He had said he could get a job locally, or travel daily up to London. The next thing would be his asking her father to find a post for him.

For all she knew, he might already have a wife. He had told her nothing more about himself and never mentioned any family. If she asked about his childhood he changed the subject. Perhaps he was an orphan, had been in care, she thought, and was not far off the mark.

She did not discover that she was pregnant until after he had gone away, suddenly departing without warning. Then she made her one bold stand. This, at least, she could accomplish: produce a child and bring it up, and now she was glad that Godfrey was not there to have a part in it.

Her parents spoke of their shame and disappointment. She endured a long sermon from her father about unscrupulous men wanting to ensnare wealthy wives, and another from her mother who wondered how she could have been so stupid.

‘If you had to behave like that, couldn’t you have been more careful?’ she demanded. ‘The doctor would have prescribed a contraceptive without question.’

But how could Alice go to the health centre, where she was known, with such a request?

Belatedly, it occurred to her that Godfrey must have thought that she had done so. Hadn’t he even realised that she was a virgin? Surely it was obvious. They did still exist, after all; she was sure there were others as old as she was.

When her little daughter was born, the joy she felt was unimaginable. This small, perfect creature was her own creation, and she did not have to share her with another soul. What was surprising was her parents’ response. At first grim with disapproval, and going nowhere near the hospital, both were captivated by the baby as she turned from a tiny infant into a rounded, chubby little individual who would smile and gurgle. For the first time in her life, Alice knew true happiness.

So that when Rowena was four, and he returned, her heart turned over in dismay.
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Isabel knew she should warn Douglas that she would be late arriving home and would have Emily with her, but it was not an easy call to make. She decided to ring before he came back himself, and leave a message on the answerphone, thus avoiding explanations at this point.

Douglas liked people to be conventional. Their own two sons had not openly rebelled in any major way; Matthew was now a systems analyst while Toby was in his final year at Southampton, reading law. When he saw Emily, Douglas would have a shock, just as she had done, but she couldn’t simply give the girl some money and tell her to check into a guest-house until her next court hearing, for the terms of her bail were that she resided with Isabel in the meantime. Besides, it would be so cruel. How could she abandon this poor, bewildered girl? And what had brought her to this state?

Driving home with her, Isabel was aware of how the girl – or woman: she was no girl – smelled. It was a mix of odours: sweat, and other body smells. Isabel had even contemplated renting a hotel room and insisting she have a bath, then buying her some clothes before she took her home, but this was a grown woman, not a child; she could not so humiliate her. And besides, she must be deeply wretched to be in such a plight.

She seemed, however, to be untroubled, sitting beside Isabel in the car. She had said nothing since they left the court, merely smiled and climbed meekly into it, her shabby hold-all in the rear.

‘I expect you’re hungry,’ said Isabel. ‘We’ll get on to the motorway, and then we’ll stop at a service station.’ Maybe, in the washroom, she could persuade Emily to use what facilities there were, but until she put on fresh clothes, nothing much could be done about the smell. Isabel felt like Professor Higgins in Pygmalion, confronted by Eliza. She concentrated on driving, watching the signs, anxious not to take the wrong turning, avoiding conversation. Just as she was thinking she would play the tape loaded into her car stereo, Emily began a soft humming: hymn tunes, Isabel recognised with amazement, one after another until eventually they ceased and, glancing sideways, she saw that her passenger had fallen asleep.

After that, Isabel drove faster, putting the miles behind her, anxious to get back to safe, familiar territory, planning how she would run a deep, hot bath, offer a shampoo for those cropped locks, produce a nightdress, postpone further plans until the morning.

She would have to talk to Douglas as soon as they were alone. She must explain. But how to begin? Her message on the answerphone had been elliptical, to say the least.

‘I may be very late,’ she had said. ‘Midnight, or even later. I can’t explain now, but don’t worry, and don’t wait up.’

Would he? She did not know. Sometimes she wondered if they knew one another at all, these days. They never quarrelled. If they disagreed about anything, the matter was dropped, and usually, where decisions had to be made, if differing views prevailed, a compromise was reached. This must be how most marriages which lasted evolved. Douglas would not be pleased to see Emily; she was hardly an attractive guest, though cleaning her up would improve her, and Emily herself could scarcely object when Isabel proposed such action. Gaol, after all, was the alternative.

Isabel concentrated on driving through the darkness of the night. It was very cold; she hoped it would not snow again. Emily slept on, and the miles rolled by. Useless to fret about how best to explain: Douglas would consider any godmotherly duties were long since discharged and that she was foolish to have become involved, but he would not refuse to have the girl in the house, though after seeing her, he might want to lock up the silver and Isabel’s few pieces of jewellery.

Isabel had no idea about how Emily had spent the years since her mother’s death. Her thoughts kept returning to the girl’s physical squalor; it was difficult to avoid reflecting on it, since the stale smells from her body and her clothes were increasing in the warmth of the car. She opened the window to admit a current of fresh air, but at last she had to stop. As the signs for a service area appeared, she pulled into the inside lane, preparing to turn off the motorway.

Emily did not stir as the car slowed down and Isabel looked for a parking slot close to the buildings. Even when they stopped, and Isabel turned the engine off, she slept on. What to do? Though she could buy coffee and sandwiches to take away, Isabel could not lock the girl in the car while she did so, and in any case, she must make her visit the washrooms.

She put a hand on Emily’s wrist which, in its tangled, dirty woollen sweater, protruded from her felted khaki coat, and shook her.

‘Wake up, Emily,’ she said, and repeated, ‘Emily – wake up.’

She had to keep on shaking her and speaking to her loudly before at last she roused Emily, who appeared confused. She seemed to have forgotten what had happened to her, and who Isabel was. Isabel was growing impatient as she tried to explain where they were and why they had stopped. However, once she understood, Emily obediently clambered out of the car and set off towards the building which housed the caféteria and the toilets.

Isabel, locking the car, caught up with her, ready to guide her inside, but it seemed that she knew her way about, heading straight for the sign pointing to the female facilities.

‘I’ve been here before,’ she said brightly. ‘I stopped here on the way down to the site. Stayed the night. It was warm and dry.’

It would be, Isabel supposed. She was pleased to see that when she emerged from the cubicle, Emily made an effort to wash her face as well as her hands. Isabel combed her own hair and touched up her face, as an example more than anything, for who would notice at this time of night? It made her feel better, though, and she brightened as they went into the caféteria. It would work out. Somehow she would reclaim Emily and return her to mainstream life.

They both had sausages and chips, with tea for Emily and coffee for Isabel. The place was almost deserted at this hour, but there were a few individuals lingering at tables, hoping to sit the night out, Isabel supposed. You could, she thought: you could sleep in your vehicle, if you had one.

‘When you were here before, were you with friends?’ she asked, sitting opposite Emily at a table near the wall.

‘No. I had a lift. I met the friends later,’ Emily said. ‘At the site. It was great.’

‘Where had you come from?’

‘London.’

‘Oh?’

But Emily did not want to tell her any more. She was tucking into the sausages and chips as if she had not eaten for a month. Perhaps she hadn’t, or not properly, thought Isabel, though no doubt the police had been obliged to feed her while she was in custody. She was so fat. She hadn’t starved while in her tent or up the tree, which, it seemed, had for a time been her perch.

Isabel was also appreciating her meal. She had already driven nearly three hundred miles today and still had over sixty to go. It wouldn’t do to fall asleep at the wheel.

Emily ate a piece of apple pie while Isabel drank a second cup of coffee, hoping it would keep her awake for the rest of the journey. The meal had revived the younger woman and she began singing again as they drove on: still hymns. Isabel did not ask her about her choice of music. Perhaps the Salvation Army had been earlier rescuers.

Was she an obsessive conservationist or a straightforward drop-out?

‘We’re nearly home,’ Isabel said at last. The persistent humming and the constant repetition of Abide With Me, always a rather depressing air, which Emily had settled on for some miles, was getting on her nerves. When they turned into the driveway of the house to which Isabel and Douglas had moved from London three years ago, lights were on downstairs, but Douglas had gone up to bed. Isabel unlocked the front door, ushering her companion inside and whispering to her to be as quiet as possible. If he were asleep, she would be spared an explanation till the morning and then there would not be much time before he had to leave for the station: indeed, he might depart without discovering, until his return in the evening, that they had a guest.

But it was not to be. He, despite her reassuring message, was anxious because this unexplained absence was so unlike Isabel, and was listening for her. In his green towelling robe, he appeared at the top of the stairs while she and Emily were still in the hall.

‘Who – what – ?’ he began, descending, a magisterial figure, bare-legged but wearing slippers.

‘Oh Douglas, I’m sorry if we woke you,’ said Isabel. ‘You remember Emily Frost, don’t you?’ She spoke brightly, in what her sons called her hostess voice.

Douglas, nourishing his resentment at not knowing why Isabel had behaved so unpredictably, had tried to keep awake, but had finally dropped off, and was now in the fuddled state of one who has woken suddenly. He had been genuinely concerned because it was a bitterly cold night, and wherever Isabel had gone, it was no weather for her to be out driving on her own. He did not remember Emily, and what he saw now standing in his hall was an obese figure of indeterminate sex, wearing a greatcoat which must have come from army surplus over baggy tracksuit trousers and filthy trainers. The round head was cropped so short that it looked almost bald. A small gilt horse dangled from a single earring, and shadowed eyes stared at him out of a pallid face.

Isabel saw his total mystification. She, after all, had at least known whom she was going to see when she set off that morning, even though the reality was so astonishing.

‘She was only a child when we last saw her,’ she said, and even to herself she sounded like a reassuring nurse. ‘I’ve brought her here because she has no home at the moment,’ Isabel continued. ‘You go back to bed and I’ll explain in the morning.’ Or, if you insist, as soon as I’ve dealt with Emily, she added mentally.

Douglas, for once outmanoeuvred, turned without a word and did as she suggested. Both of them were sure that he would not go to sleep.

Emily was giggling like a child. Isabel wondered if she had taken some drug; those capacious pockets could contain all sorts of things, but there hadn’t been much chance for her to delve into them without Isabel’s noticing, and surely the police would have searched them thoroughly, confiscating anything suspicious? Perhaps it was just reaction; Emily, at least, was rested, having slept for most of the journey.

‘Come along,’ said Isabel, leading the way upstairs.

The house, built about fifteen years ago, had two bathrooms, which was a relief, as Emily could be kept out of theirs. Isabel opened the door of the second one and said she would find some towels.

‘You should have a bath before you go to bed, Emily,’ she said firmly. ‘I’m sure you didn’t have the chance of one while you were in custody.’

‘I don’t know when I did last have one,’ Emily said sunnily. ‘Or a shower. It wasn’t top priority, where I’ve been.’ She seemed to bear no resentment at the implied criticism of her personal hygiene.

‘No – I thought not,’ said Isabel. ‘Perhaps you’d undress in the bathroom and leave your clothes there. We’ll see about them in the morning.’

‘Oh, they’re all right,’ said Emily.

‘Have you any spare underclothes?’ asked Isabel.

‘Yeah – but not washed. They’re in here.’ Emily indicated her shabby rucksack. Isabel assumed it contained all her possessions.

There was no chance that any of Isabel’s underclothes would fit Emily.

‘Take them out and leave them with those you’re wearing outside the bathroom door, and I’ll put the washing machine on now,’ said Isabel. ‘Here’s your room,’ she added, opening a door across the landing. ‘The bed’s made up.’ She always kept the spare room ready for an unheralded guest. She wondered when Emily had last slept in a bed.

She fetched two big, soft towels and put them in the bathroom, where Emily was slowly undoing her enormous khaki coat. ‘It might be a good idea to wash your hair,’ Isabel suggested. ‘There’s some shampoo in the cupboard.’ Drying those wisps, which though barely visible could still be host to nits, would be no problem. She reached up and took it down, and a bottle of bath essence, some of which she poured generously into the tub. Then she went into the spare bedroom, drew the curtains, and turned down the bed. The duvet cover was a new one, printed in a pale impressionistic flower design. It was pretty, as was the room. Would Emily appreciate it, or would she rather be back in her field?

It didn’t really matter. Isabel was exhausted, but she knew she was beyond sleep herself, and she still had to give Douglas some account of why she had brought this unwashed young woman home with her. She could postpone the moment by bustling about, ensuring the welfare of her guest, although scurrying was not her style.

On the landing, Emily’s heap of discarded garments grew as she shed what she had on, casting them, as instructed, outside the bathroom door on top of those which were in her bag. As a matter of sheer curiosity, Isabel would have liked to know when she had last removed them, but the answer might be too dispiriting. When the pile had stopped mounting and the door had closed, she carried them all down to the kitchen and put the lighter clothing – tracksuit, a single shrunken felted vest, and some knickers – in the machine. There was no bra. The thick sweater would have to be washed separately. The dreadful coat was beyond reclamation; she did not want to leave it in the house lest it was host to parasites, so she stuffed it straight into a bin bag and put it out with the rubbish. Some other coat must be found for Emily.

What was she going to do about her own work tomorrow – or rather, later on today? She knew Joanna could not go in again as she had an appointment in Birmingham to see some manufacturers, but she couldn’t abandon Emily with scarcely any clothes. Perhaps one of Douglas’s old anoraks would tide her over.

Returning to the house, she put the kettle on. A hot drink might settle her, she reflected, and perhaps Emily would like one, too. Leaving it to switch itself off, she went upstairs. Sounds of splashing came from the bathroom, but luckily no singing. Isabel decided to get undressed herself; she would like a bath, too, after her long, exhausting day, and perhaps it would clear away the aura of Emily’s smells which seemed to linger in her nostrils.

In the bedroom, Douglas was sitting up in bed, his steel-rimmed glasses on his nose, aggressively reading a life of William Gladstone. He had been plodding through the book for weeks. What would Gladstone, saviour of prostitutes, make of Emily, wondered Isabel, who had also wondered about Gladstone’s motivation.

Douglas put a marker in the page, closed the book, took off his spectacles, and spoke.

‘Well? Are you going to explain?’ he asked.

‘Of course, but not now. I must make sure she’s in bed and has all she needs,’ said Isabel. ‘I’m going to have some camomile tea. Would you like anything?’

He didn’t care for herbal teas, or Horlicks, or any of the other comforting brews she sometimes drank. Outwardly calm, Isabel was often unable to still her restless mind, which churned away at night, magnifying legitimate worries and inventing needless others.

‘No,’ he said, and added, ‘Thank you.

He had a right to be annoyed about the disturbance to their routine which she had introduced.

‘I’m sorry, Douglas, but I couldn’t leave her with nowhere to go,’ she said. ‘Do try to go back to sleep. I won’t be long, and I’ll be as quiet as I can.’ A postmortem, after all this, would be hard to bear.

She left him to it, and went to run her own bath. The house, which should have been tranquil at this hour, was riven with muted sounds – her own bath running, Emily’s, in the other bathroom, now draining away, and, downstairs, the washing-machine trundling her clothes around.

Isabel had put out her largest, loosest nightdress for Emily. If it ripped, too bad. She went downstairs and brewed the camomile tea. Emily would like this, she was sure: it went with her recent life style. She squeezed lemon into it, spooned some honey into Emily’s but not her own, and took the mugs upstairs.

Emily was now in bed. The pleasant fragrance of Morny’s French Fern – the talcum powder in the second bathroom – emanated from her. This was a big improvement on her previous emissions.

‘Thanks, Isabel,’ Emily said. ‘You’ve been great.’

Her eyes suddenly filled and her cheeks reddened but Isabel was too tired to cope with tears now.

‘Let’s leave all that until we’ve had some sleep,’ she said. ‘Don’t hurry up in the morning. Douglas leaves early – he’ll probably be gone before you wake up.’

Emily nodded. Blinking, she accepted the mug Isabel handed her.

‘Goodnight,’ Isabel said, and left her to it, hastening to the bathroom.

Some contests you have to win, and she won hers, that night. Despite his resolution, Douglas had dropped off, with Gladstone on the floor and his glasses on his nose. Isabel managed to rescue them without his waking.
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When Emily woke up the next morning, she had no clothes to wear.

It was early. Her watch, beside her on the night table, said six o’clock. It was a practical watch which also revealed the date, and had an in-built alarm; Daisy, another conservationist, had stolen it one day when they were in town collecting Daisy’s benefit. Daisy, who had helped Emily before, had lifted several watches while Emily, to cause a distraction, asked the assistant about a stereo player. They’d got away with it; Daisy had kept one watch for herself, given another to Emily, and sold the rest.

They had slept a lot at first, while they were in the trees, but latterly the teams sent to rout them out had woken them at dawn and they had had to be alert to dodge pursuit along their rope walkways. Emily had soon moved into a tent. Some had burrowed underground and dug caverns where they waited to be flushed out like vermin. Emily couldn’t have done that; it was too claustrophobic. Now, although she had sunk into bed grateful for its warm, womb-like welcome, with the soft pillow beneath her unaccustomed head and the duvet over her, she felt suddenly oppressed. She pushed back the bedding and stood up, rested after her sleep in the car and from the night, and went to the window, pulling back the curtains. It was going to be a fine day; the rising sun spread a golden glow beyond the trees at the end of the garden. She wondered what they were: a few leaves clung to them. They were not sturdy oaks, like those which had been felled around her on the site. The central heating had not yet come on and she shivered, dressed in just the thin cotton nightgown Isabel had provided. She looked around the room, then opened the fitted wardrobe which ran along one wall. Hanging in it was a man’s tweed jacket. Emily put it on, and, bare-footed, went downstairs to explore the lower part of the house.

Douglas, coming into the kitchen later for his breakfast, found her sitting at the table eating cornflakes, which were piled high in a bowl. A steaming mug of instant coffee was beside her.

‘Hullo,’ she said, as he came in. ‘Thank you for letting me stay. Shall I make you some coffee?’

Angry words had been springing to Douglas’s lips as he entered the room and saw the strange young woman he had encountered in the small hours of the morning ensconced as if she owned the place, but her greeting briefly disarmed him.

‘I can manage, thank you,’ he replied, refilling the kettle before pouring out the muesli which would not promote cholesterol in his system.

‘It’s lovely, having electricity,’ Emily said, brightly. ‘I’d forgotten its convenience.’

‘Had you, indeed?’ said Douglas. ‘Where have you been living, then? In a tree?’

‘Oh, that’s so funny,’ Emily chortled, almost choking on her cornflakes. She beamed at him. ‘Hasn’t Isabel explained?’

‘Not yet,’ said Douglas grimly. ‘You both arrived too late. Suppose you do it now?’ He put two slices of wholemeal bread into the toaster, and set his coffee cup, with its individual filled filter, on the table, then sat facing her.

Emily, who had spent weeks confronting police officers and security guards, not to mention sheriff’s men, was not intimidated by this tall, thin man with, she had to admit to herself, rather a cross expression, and angry brown eyes beneath thick, dark brows. She would tell him what he wanted to know while he ate his breakfast. She had finished hers, unless she were to have a second bowlful of cornflakes; they were so crisp and delicious; you couldn’t keep such stuff dry, sleeping out.

‘It’s like this,’ she said, and was about to tell him when he looked at his watch.

‘There’s no time now,’ he said. He hadn’t yet fed his tropical fish, kept in a tank in his study. ‘I’ll hear about it later. I have a train to catch.’

Emily was glad of the reprieve. She felt he might not like her story.

Douglas, a conventional man, a senior civil servant who lived by rules, had shuddered at the sight of this goddaughter of Isabel’s, now wearing his old sports jacket. Where had she sprung from? Isabel, an only child, had no nieces or nephews; he did not remember her acquiring responsibility for any godchildren, but she could be secretive and might have kept it to herself. Dimly, he remembered a wedding they had been to, many years ago, when a school friend of hers had married a painter. Was this the product of that union? The glimpse he had had of her last night from his position on the upstairs landing had been far from reassuring; indeed, had it not been for Isabel’s sketchy introduction, he would have been confused as to the gender of the visitor. She looked anything but trustworthy, and even in his jacket resembled those shiftless folk who lived off the taxpayer, vagabond scroungers who evaded honest work. Casting an anxious glance around his kitchen, he prepared to leave the house. Isabel would have some explaining to do when he came home this evening.

Upstairs, awake, but unaware of Emily’s presence in the kitchen, Isabel stayed in bed until she heard him leave. By the time he returned, she would have dealt with the day, done something about Emily’s clothing, and decided how best to present the fait accompli to him.

She had to go to work. The success of the gift shop she and Joanna had opened several years ago depended on their cooperation and the dovetailing of any extra helpers they engaged. They sold framed prints, small items of porcelain and pottery, basketwork, novelties, and greetings cards. Their trade fluctuated, but with Christmas over, it had slackened off.

‘I have to go out,’ she told Emily, who was reading the paper in the kitchen when Isabel came downstairs. She explained about the shop.

‘Can’t I help?’ asked Emily.

‘Well—’ Isabel hesitated. The alternative was to leave the girl here on her own, with the television, surely a novelty after her outdoor life, to amuse her, and there were plenty of books in the house. What would she do with her if she took her to the shop? For one thing, it was very small, and Emily was large, though as yet not revealed as clumsy. ‘We need to sort you out some clothes. I’ve washed what you had on yesterday. You could do with a few new things.’ Probably the best plan was to take her into Northtown, give her some money and send her shopping, but meanwhile she would need covering. Nothing of Isabel’s would fit her, but Douglas had a tracksuit which he wore when cycling. Not being one for squash or working out, he bicycled for exercise. That, and one of his old raincoats, would do for now.

They would have to hurry. Isabel wound into action, giving Emily the tracksuit trousers, a green sweater of Toby’s and an old anorak. She rescued Douglas’s sports jacket, one he was very fond of, and replaced it in the wardrobe. They left together, the girl, now clean, fresh-faced and looking healthy, passable enough, and Isabel in her charcoal pleated skirt and big sweater, wearing a scarlet jacket for the journey.

Emily sat beside her in the car, as excited as a child, her mood very different from the day before. She seemed to have cast her problems from her.

‘I’ve been nowhere for ages,’ she said. ‘Just the fields. Mind you, I like them. I like nature.’

So do I, thought Isabel, but not in the raw, not tooth and claw.

They entered the outskirts of Northtown, where Gifts Galore was situated among a row of shops which included a unisex hairdresser’s, a delicatessen, a florist, a record shop, a travel agent and a chip shop. Isabel parked in a side street, and as they walked towards the shops, Emily looked about her with interest. To her, this edge of town shopping area seemed very lively. The delicatessen was busy, even at this hour; it had built up a reputation and proved that small, specialised shops could hold their own against the supermarkets.

‘Their bread and pâté are famous,’ Isabel told Emily, seeing the girl glance at the window. ‘People come from miles away to shop there, and some spill over on to us, which is good.’

‘Cross fertilisation,’ Emily remarked.

‘Exactly.’

They reached the shop, and Isabel opened the door.

‘Be careful, Emily,’ she warned. ‘Much of our stock is breakable.’

‘I am quite large these days,’ said Emily. ‘A cow in a china shop, eh?’

‘I wouldn’t have said that.’ Isabel was dismayed. The girl must be self-conscious about her weight, but she was still smiling in her sunny way. She seemed to have a lively wit and a happy disposition, which was lucky if she was to be their guest for any length of time.

‘I put weight on, living as we did,’ said Emily. ‘Some people got thin, but I didn’t.’

Isabel did not answer. She had picked up the post from the mat inside the door and was leading the way through to the small back area where she hung up her coat. There was a small sink, a kettle, and outside, in the tiny back yard, a lavatory. Isabel indicated all this to Emily, then suggested that she might take a walk around the neighbourhood, see what it offered, and perhaps look for a few things to wear at one of the charity shops, which would open soon.

‘You can tell me what you’ve seen and how much it costs, and we can decide about it later, but you’ll need pants and socks, or tights,’ she said. ‘It’s a bus ride into the centre of town to Marks and Spencer. They stay open later than we do – we’ll go down there after I’ve locked the shop and kit you up.’

‘Don’t bother,’ said Emily. ‘My own stuff’s fine. I’ll be going back to my friends once my case has been heard. Or when I get out of gaol, if they send me there. I’ll find my mates soon enough. There are always sites for us. Besides, I haven’t any money.’

‘My treat,’ said Isabel. ‘I’m your godmother, remember?’

Isabel had some sympathy with Emily’s views, but not with her methods, though she saw that it solved the problem of finding friends and a purpose without doing anything to earn one’s keep.
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