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She was invisible.

For a long time Charlotte did not realise what had happened, for the onset was gradual. Approaching pedestrians headed straight towards her when she walked along the street, not deflecting from her path, so that she was forced to step aside, even sometimes apologising, though no one answered. She must also be inaudible, she reflected.

There were moments, such as at the check-out in the supermarket, or against the grille in the post office, when she was perceived, but usually the cashier or the clerk made no eye contact with her. After all, it wasn’t necessary for the transaction; why should they bother? And it wasn’t as if the post office staff in Granbury had known her before her transformation, for she had moved there only after Rupert’s death and, small and dumpy, unremarkable in every way, she was patently a person of no consequence.

Until Jerry called.

He came one evening after dark, ringing the doorbell hard. Charlotte had been listening to the radio and she thought it was the milkman, wanting to be paid. Even he never looked at her, merely taking the money, and asking if she required the usual at the weekend. But instead of him, a young man stood on the doorstep. He looked straight at her out of large eyes whose colour, though the porch light shone down upon him, Charlotte could not see. A new helper for the roundsman, she supposed.

‘Are you from the milkman?’ she said, and smiled.

‘No,’ said the caller. ‘I’m a young offender. Thank you for smiling,’ and he held out a plastic identity card of what she later thought might be dubious authenticity.

‘Oh,’ said Charlotte, unaware that she had done so, and only briefly startled. ‘I never buy anything at the door,’ she told him firmly. Such youths had rung her bell in the past, but never one with such a pleasant, open countenance. ‘I hope you’ll mend your ways,’ she said, and added, ‘You shouldn’t be calling on people after dark. You could alarm someone.’ Of a nervous disposition, she nearly added.

‘I suppose that’s true,’ said Jerry. ‘Well, thanks,’ and, hefting his shabby satchel stuffed with unattractive merchandise on to his shoulder, he turned away and walked down the short path to the gate.

Charlotte was still smiling as she closed the door. What was his crime, she wondered: simple theft, shoplifting, perhaps? Rupert would have given him short shrift, probably even reporting his visit to the police, declaring that such pedlars might be testing to see if houses were unoccupied so that they, or accomplices, could break in. Surely that nice young man wasn’t on such a mission?

The thought worried her as she returned to her radio programme and her tapestry. Rupert had died six months ago, suddenly, of a heart attack, and after only two years of marriage, she had become a widow for the second time.

That old bat – well, she wasn’t so old – was on the ball about the darkness, Jerry thought, walking down the road, for that was when, unnoticed, you could sometimes find a door or window unlocked and slip inside to help yourself to anything available; there was always something lying around even if you found no cash – a radio or an easily detached video recorder. Jerry enjoyed the excitement of such raids; he wasn’t into drugs or nicking cars. He’d done several opportunist operations like this with Pete. It was Pete’s scam; Jerry did the sweet-talking at the door while Pete went round the back and sneaked inside to take whatever he could find. The woman had seemed all right; a bit more talk and he’d have got her to buy a few things from him. Still, he’d soon find someone else to dazzle with his sales pitch; Jerry’s artless expression and steadfast gaze had got him out of many a past scrape.

While Jerry was knocking on doors and doing his best to sell dusters to whoever answered, Pete was testing for easy entry. Pete was small, slim and agile, and he nipped quickly round the rear of houses while Jerry was busy switching on the charm. They’d mocked up a licence and bought a few dusters and dishcloths at a warehouse sale. As a decoy, Jerry was a useful partner.

Pete, sticking close to the wall of the house, then sliding past the garage, was round at the back before the door was opened. There was no way of knowing, in advance, how many people were at home, so he was alert for movement indoors. Watching the houses was not part of his and Jerry’s routine, for that could attract attention; you had to take your chance, nip in fast while the householder was at the door, kept busy by Jerry and his patter.

These recently built houses were less easy to approach unseen than the older, individual ones with well-planted gardens offering cover to prowlers, and unless Jerry, at the front, had a sale, any snitch had to be swift. A security light came on as he tried the back door; it was unlocked, and he stepped inside; the exterior light illuminated the kitchen as Pete glanced quickly round. Two pans were draining by the sink but there was no purse or handbag visible, nothing to be quickly taken, and then he heard footsteps. Jerry had failed to detain whoever had opened the front door. Pete did not wait; he fled as swiftly and silently as he had come, but he’d remember this house, maybe visit it again. A good few folk locked their back doors at dusk, but not, it seemed, whoever lived here.

He was luckier further down the road, collecting a watch and a transistor radio left ready for the taking. Neither was missed until the following day.

The railway station at Becktham had recently been modernised, its ironwork painted vivid red and blue, even a coffee bar established on the up-line to London. Trains carried commuters back and forth, running frequently at peak times and maintaining a good service throughout the day; a number of Granbury’s regular travellers found it worth driving the extra miles to use this route rather than the nearer station at Nettington, where the car park was filled to capacity soon after nine o’clock when the first cheap fares operated. Charlotte Frost had forgotten about the young offender when, one morning some weeks later, she inserted her Fiat between a Discovery Range Rover and a blue Honda; she had planned to catch the 9.05, but thought she might not manage it when she arrived at the booking-office, for a large man in a dark suit who was making a complicated booking with his credit card seemed impervious to the fact that there were other passengers queuing up behind him. Buying his season ticket, Charlotte deduced, mildly irritated by the delay but content to catch the train due fifteen minutes later, for she had no morning appointment and was planning to visit an art exhibition before meeting Lorna. She decided that the man was insensitive, pompous and boring; he was entitled to receive whatever attention he required, but his was an intricate transaction; couldn’t he have arrived earlier? Standing behind him, her exact fare ready, she wondered about his life. Was his wife bullied into meekness or was he a lamb at home? He was clearly prosperous; was he a city magnate or a lawyer? While she pondered, rapid footsteps pounded up behind her and a breathless woman, streaked blonde hair in some disorder, saw the hold-up ahead, came to an enforced halt behind Charlotte, and stood shifting from foot to foot. She was not merely impatient; she was frantic. The man still stood there, slowly conducting his negotiations while the new arrival chafed.

‘The train will be coming. I’ve got to get to work,’ she told the air, or Charlotte.

‘Go ahead of me. It doesn’t matter if I miss this one,’ said Charlotte, standing back.

‘Oh, thank you,’ gasped the woman, barely looking at Charlotte as she took her place.

At this point the man’s business was concluded and he moved ponderously on. The distressed blonde bought her ticket in seconds, speeding off as the train’s arrival was announced, and Charlotte’s good deed was rewarded, for the clerk produced hers promptly and she, too, was in time to board it. Taking her seat – there was still space, though the train would fill up at the next stop – she wondered briefly about the distraught woman who, like the man, had not allowed enough time to catch her train. Perhaps she had had to take children to school, or the washing-machine had flooded, or some other domestic disaster had delayed her. Charlotte would never know.

She travelled up to London in a different carriage, but, glancing out of the window when the train stopped at Denfield, twenty minutes into the journey, she saw the woman hurry along the platform, still in a rush.

Charlotte enjoyed the exhibition and afterwards took the Underground to South Kensington, where she was to meet Lorna, her stepdaughter, who was a partner in a residential letting agency based nearby. In the cloakroom at the restaurant where they were to meet, Charlotte, who had arrived first, added cautious dabs of blusher to her pale face; she was determined that Lorna should deliver a good report to her brother: they, after all, had lost their father, while she was an interloper, marrying him after the death of their mother, whom Charlotte had never met.

Charlotte had known Rupert slightly for several years; she had worked for a charity which the company he ran had sponsored, not only financially, but also by providing training and work experience. Meeting at a fund-raising function, each had felt the other to be an old friend, when they were really little more than acquaintances, but Rupert, now widowed, had walked her to her car after the event, and somehow or other they had arranged to meet for dinner the following week. He had collected her from the house where she had lived since soon after her husband’s death. One thing had led to another, and because he was now the chairman of his company, Rupert had insisted that they marry. To be openly lovers, he had said, would provoke gossip, and living together without marrying would be even worse. Also, he wanted to give her the security marriage to him would offer. In fact, he loved her, and it had been easy for her, after her first astonishment, to love him in return. Their two years together had been happy, though for Charlotte they were demanding for her new role involved many duties. Rupert’s house was large; its grounds were occasionally used for village events; and there were the visits of his children and grandchildren. In addition, there was the garden, which delighted Charlotte, but it took up time and energy. She adapted as rapidly as possible, doing all she could to make friends with his family; then, abruptly, one fine summer’s day, everything changed when Rupert collapsed and died at a meeting in London.

Lorna had suggested that they meet today. After their father’s death, his children had rearranged Charlotte’s life. By the terms of his will, apart from the pension she inherited, she was to continue living at White Lodge, which was left to his children, for as long as she wished, but if she were to move she was to be re-housed, rent-free, in a style befitting her status as his widow. Felix, Rupert’s son, soon told her that White Lodge must be sold as it was much too big for her on her own, which was true, and, bustled briskly along by him, she was speedily installed in a three-bedroomed modern house in Vicarage Fields, a small development in the grounds of the former vicarage in Granbury.

Charlotte could not object; it was appropriate and comfortable, but it was not hers: after her death it would revert to Rupert’s family.

Granbury’s vicar, whose territory now included three other churches, lived in a modern house in one of the other parishes.

Charlotte’s son Tim, who was in the navy and serving overseas when Rupert died, thought she should have asked for a cash settlement and bought somewhere of her own. She still had money left after paying off the mortgage from the sale of her house when she remarried, but she had gone along with her stepchildren’s arrangements because events had been too rapid for her to think things through calmly. In any case, her capital, in a building society account, had not appreciated as much as house prices. White Lodge was soon sold; probate was not long delayed and it had all happened very quickly.

Number Five, Vicarage Fields, was comfortable, warm and freshly decorated. It was furnished with pieces Charlotte had kept from her former home, and a few new things swiftly bought from John Lewis. Though Lorna urged her to take anything she wanted from White Lodge, Charlotte asked for nothing; she did not want bad blood between herself and Rupert’s children lest in future they disputed her right to any items.

Now, buffeted by the speed of her metamorphosis, she felt herself to be in limbo, invisible, without status, and without even her own identity, for she had a new name, one which had been hers for only two years.

What did Lorna want, she wondered, entering the restaurant, following the waiter to the table which the younger woman had booked. It was an Italian trattoria, and she did not seem to be invisible to the waiter who showed her to her seat; Italians, she reflected, were fond of their families and respected their grandparents.

Lorna, arriving at the restaurant in a rush, gave her a fleeting kiss, summoned the waiter to order a bottle of the house white wine, and dutifully asked about Charlotte’s family. Tim was still aboard his ship somewhere in the Mediterranean while Victoria, his wife, and their children were carrying on their lives ashore in Dorset. Jane was working for a publisher in New York.

Jane hadn’t liked Felix. Charlotte had been aware of that, early on, but the two had rarely met and she could see no reason for the hostility. Felix, dark and saturnine, not much resembling his father, had an arrogant manner which Charlotte did not care for, but she attributed it to a sense of insecurity, for though he seemed successful in his career, it did not match his father’s. In New York, Jane was living with a man she had met through her work; a writer, Ben, a lot older than she was, separated from his wife but not divorced. Charlotte had never met him; photographs showed a thin, pleasant face, and Jane expressed herself as very happy.

Lorna was relieved to learn that all was well with Charlotte’s family; if any one of them were having a crisis, either domestically or to do with their work, she would have felt inhibited about asking for Charlotte’s help, the reason for today’s invitation.

Over fruit salad for Lorna, and zabaglione for Charlotte – she was touched that Lorna remembered how much she liked it and insisted that she have it – this was revealed.

‘Felix and Zoe have broken up,’ Lorna said abruptly. ‘Zoe’s gone off with some photographer she met through work.’ Zoe, Felix’s wife, was a journalist working for a women’s magazine. ‘The kids are in a mess,’ she added. ‘Imogen’s pregnant and has run away from school. She was missing for a while, but she turned up at Zoe’s mother’s, and Nicholas can’t be found.’

‘Oh dear,’ Charlotte said, inadequately. Imogen and Nicholas were twins, aged just eighteen. She’d sent them fifty pounds each on their birthday several weeks ago. Imogen had sent a card, thanking her, but she had yet to hear from Nicholas.

‘The thing is,’ said Lorna, plunging on, ‘with Zoe having bunked off – she’s in Los Angeles with her photographer who’s on an assignment there – I wondered if you’d have Imogen to stay for a while, till she sorts herself out a bit.’

‘Oh,’ repeated Charlotte, now thoroughly dismayed.

‘She’s always liked you,’ Lorna tried, as a lure.

Charlotte and Imogen had seldom met, but Charlotte knew that Rupert had thought the plain, plump girl was overshadowed by her elegant, hyperactive mother and her handsome twin.

‘I suppose this pregnancy is a desperate gesture,’ she said.

Lorna was aware, not for the first time, of Charlotte’s sharp perception.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I think so. But Zoe hasn’t come back. Says Imogen must decide for herself what to do, and she’s got to fulfil her contract.’

‘So she has been told?’

‘Yes.’

‘What does Felix have to say about it?’

‘He’s hit the roof. Furious,’ said Lorna. ‘And he’s furious with Nicholas, too, but he says he’ll turn up when he’s out of money.’

‘When do you want Imogen to come to Granbury?’ she asked, making an effort not to sound as reluctant as she felt.

‘So you’ll have her, then?’ Lorna’s face lit up in relief.

‘For a while,’ Charlotte said. ‘She’ll be bored with me,’ she added, on a more hopeful note.

‘She needs a bit of looking after,’ Lorna said, feeling rather sheepish now that her objective had been achieved.

‘Where is she?’ asked Charlotte. Imogen was a pupil at a boarding school in Sussex and Nicholas was at a sixth-form college in Oxford.

‘She’s with Zoe’s mother, but she can’t stay there. Zoe’s mother’s going on a Baltic cruise on Saturday,’ Lorna said. ‘Imogen can’t stay in the flat alone in the state she’s in.’

Maybe not, thought Charlotte grimly, but she can return to it when her grandmother’s cruise is over.

She asked when that would be, and Lorna seemed vague.

‘Oh – two weeks or so, I suppose,’ she said. ‘Imogen will know.’

Charlotte told herself that Rupert would want her to care for his granddaughter in her hour of need, and what if it were one of her own grandchildren in this extremity? Wouldn’t she expect someone, in the family or outside it, to rescue her? The fact that her own grandchildren were still under ten was irrelevant.

‘When do you want her to come?’ she asked again.

‘Could you take her back with you today?’ Lorna asked. ‘After you’ve done whatever you’ve planned this afternoon?’

Today was only Thursday.

‘I suppose the grandmother has things to do. Packing and so on,’ Charlotte said. She had been wondering why she had been asked to lunch in London when all this could have been settled on the telephone.

‘Precisely,’ Lorna said.

‘Why can’t Felix have her?’ After all, she was his daughter. And Lorna was her aunt.

‘Well, you know he’s away a lot,’ said Lorna. ‘He’s abroad now.’ Felix was a director of a company with interests in West Africa and spent a lot of his time travelling. ‘Besides,’ she added, ‘he’s so angry. He needs time to cool down. He’ll telephone, of course.’ She’d make him. There was no need to tell Charlotte that Felix, too, had been playing away from home. ‘He’s always been so disappointed because Nicholas got the looks and poor Imogen is so ordinary,’ Lorna went on. ‘He had this notion, like all fathers, I suppose, of a pretty little adoring daughter.’

‘I’ve never thought her ugly,’ Charlotte defended Imogen. ‘Nor did Rupert.’

‘No – well – she was very upset when he died,’ Lorna said. ‘That probably didn’t help her state of mind.’

It didn’t help me, either, Charlotte thought.

‘I’m sure she was very fond of your mother,’ she said aloud. Poor girl: she’d been through quite a lot before this break-up of her parents.

‘Yes,’ agreed Lorna. ‘I can’t have her at the moment,’ she added. ‘I’ve got a lot of work on just now and Brian’s in the middle of a big case.’ Lorna’s husband, Brian, was a solicitor specialising in company law.

When their father remarried, and so quickly, she and Felix had been amazed and even shocked. At first they resented Charlotte. After all, their father could have afforded a housekeeper, they reflected, reckoning that they could provide him with all the affection he might need, and unwilling to acknowledge that he might want a sexual relationship. Though Brian had disagreed, they and Zoe had decided that Charlotte had caught him when he was vulnerable. Lorna’s attitude had altered during the brief marriage when she saw its success, and when she realised that Charlotte did not want to usurp her mother’s role. She was quiet, undemanding, dependable and self-effacing, and Lorna trusted her to do her best for Imogen in the short term.

‘Does Imogen know about this plan?’ Charlotte asked. ‘What if she won’t agree?’

‘She has agreed,’ said Lorna. There was no need to describe Imogen’s hysterical reaction to the idea, but after she had calmed down she had seen that there was no better alternative.

‘What about the young man involved?’ Charlotte asked.

‘She won’t say a word,’ Lorna replied. ‘Nicholas may know who he is. Some boy at the school, I suppose.’

What a pickle, Charlotte thought, agreeing to meet Imogen at Marylebone. The grandmother would despatch her there in a taxi; only the train they would catch need be decided. It had all been well thought out. She had been skilfully manipulated into a position from which she could not extract herself without seeming to be very disobliging.

*   *   *

She reached Marylebone well before the time of the train she had selected as convenient; always well organised, she had a timetable in her handbag. Emerging from the Underground, she saw that Imogen was already standing below the departure indicator board, her shoulders slumped, as though beneath the burden of her long straight hair, a large holdall at her feet. She wore a navy fleece jacket and baggy tracksuit trousers. Remaining invisible for a few minutes more, Charlotte studied her as she approached. She looked lost and dejected, and she was very young. Poor unhappy girl, I must make her feel welcome, Charlotte told herself, advancing. She’s having a bad time now and there is worse to come, whatever she decides to do about her present predicament.

‘Hullo, Imogen,’ she called, as she approached, and the girl turned a pale, mutinous face towards her.

The woman with the mane of tangled hair who had been so desperate at the ticket office that morning got into their carriage when they stopped at Denfield on the way back. Still in a rush, she sat down across the aisle from Charlotte, who was in the gangway seat of a set of three, with Imogen, separated by a vacant seat, next to the window, staring out. The woman did not notice Charlotte. Invisible again, thought Charlotte, who throughout her lunch with Lorna had been looked in the eye across the table but whose gaze Imogen had steadily avoided after first greeting her with a sullen ‘Hi.’

The woman left the train ahead of them, but Imogen, even with her holdall, was close behind her, not waiting for Charlotte as she ascended the stairs and crossed the bridge over the track.

‘You wait here with your bag while I get the car,’ Charlotte told her when at last she halted, looking indecisive, outside the station buildings. The girl had dozed off during the journey, drooping against the window, scarcely stirring. Charlotte, who had brought a book, read it with determination if not wholehearted comprehension. She did not view the days or weeks ahead with optimism. Lorna had declared, before they parted, that it was up to Charlotte to get Imogen’s story out of her and talk her through the choices that were before her.

‘After all, you’re not related. You can be objective,’ Lorna had said. ‘There’s not a lot of time in hand,’ she added.

Meaning if the girl was to have an abortion, Charlotte thought.

‘Any decision has to be hers,’ was her reply.

‘Of course,’ Lorna had agreed.

Now, as if she had not heard Charlotte’s instruction, Imogen trudged along behind her with her bag, and heaved it into the boot of Charlotte’s Fiat. The woman with the hair was ahead of them, still walking down the parking lot, but as Charlotte started the engine she drove past them, rather too fast, in an old red Metro.

Her working day was a short one, Charlotte reflected; she had spent the journey gazing out of the window and she, like Imogen, was a troubled soul.
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That evening Lorna telephoned her brother Felix, now in Germany.

‘It was OK,’ she said. ‘Charlotte was only too pleased to help. Imogen will be safe with her. I’ll call her soon and see if they’ve had a good talk, and you should ring, too.’

‘Wretched girl,’ said Felix. ‘She’s done this just to get at me. And Zoe, I suppose.’

‘I doubt it,’ said Lorna. ‘The running away from school, maybe, but not the pregnancy bit, but she’d have been sacked anyway, when they found out. That’s probably pure accident.’

‘Or impure,’ said Felix. ‘I thought girls knew it all these days – safe sex, morning-after pill and all that.’

‘They do, in theory,’ said Lorna. ‘It’s the hormone bit that’s unpredictable.’ And peer pressure, and other unforeseen things, uncomfortable ones like emotions.

‘Do you think she’ll get rid of it?’

‘How do I know?’ Lorna replied. ‘If she talks to Charlotte, I’m sure all the pros and cons will be fully aired. Charlotte is very sensible.’

‘And she owes us,’ Felix said.

‘Oh, come on, Felix. She made Dad very happy and she’s taken nothing that was ours.’

‘The house,’ said Felix. ‘There’s nearly three hundred thousand tied up in that house, bringing nothing in, and she’s only sixty-five.’

‘It’ll hold its value – even appreciate,’ Lorna said. ‘And she’s going to see to its upkeep herself. You’re just thinking of the settlement you’ll have to give Zoe.’

‘It had crossed my mind,’ said Felix.

Lorna did not remind him that she owned half of Charlotte’s house.

‘What about Nicholas?’ she asked. ‘Have you tracked him down?’

‘No. I’ve left messages with his flatmates,’ said Felix. ‘But he hasn’t rung back.’

‘I hope he hasn’t run off somewhere, too,’ said Lorna.

‘No. The flatmate was so cagey that I think he knows where he is,’ said Felix.

‘Did you leave a message about Imogen with the flatmate?’

‘No. We don’t want her foolishness broadcast all over the place,’ said Felix. ‘I just said I needed to speak to him urgently.’

‘Well, he’ll ring eventually,’ Lorna soothed. ‘You could let him know where Imogen is,’ she added.

‘I’ll go down to Granbury when Charlotte’s had a chance to talk to her,’ Felix decided. ‘Make her see some sense.’

‘That’s up to you. I thought you were going to go to LA to try to win Zoe back,’ said Lorna.

‘I thought about it,’ he answered. ‘But what good will it do, if she’s made her mind up?’

‘Can it do harm?’ asked Lorna. ‘At least it shows you want her back.’

‘But do I?’ Felix said, in bitter tones. ‘If I persuaded her, she might take off again.’

They could go on talking in circles like this all night.

‘Look, I’ve got to go now,’ Lorna said. ‘Think it over and talk to me again.’ And you might say thanks, seeing that I’ve sorted out your daughter, however temporary the solution, she thought.

Felix, hurt and angry, did not want to end the conversation. ‘I suppose you’ve got things to do,’ he said.

‘Something like that. People to feed and so on,’ said Lorna, whose husband was even now preparing dinner for the family.

‘Don’t give me that,’ said Felix. ‘I know Brian’s the cook in your house.’ But he laughed as he said it.

‘Take care,’ said Lorna, and hung up.

After her good lunch, a snack was all Charlotte wanted for her supper, but she had a pregnant mother in her care. Nourishing fare must be offered.

It had not taken her long, after she married Rupert, to get used to catering again for others than just herself, even though it was some time since her own family had left home, and now, just as easily, she had resumed the solitary’s pattern of minimum supplies. There were no remains of a leg of lamb or roast chicken in the fridge to fall back on, but there were fresh vegetables, eggs and cheese. She suggested an omelette, and Imogen, who had not said a word since they met, merely obediently following her like a silent shadow, nodded.

Despite her resolution to be patient, Charlotte was exasperated.

‘Imogen, I realise that you are very unhappy and going through a bad patch in your life, but you haven’t lost the power of speech, have you? I know you to be normally well-mannered. Please show me that you haven’t changed and reply so that I can hear you.’

‘Yes, I’d like an omelette, please,’ said Imogen. Then she burst into tears, and rushed upstairs.

Charlotte, who was tired after her day in London and the unexpected way in which it had ended, sank down at the kitchen table in defeat. She would not follow the girl. Let her cry or sulk or both, and if she were hungry, eventually she would reappear. She had put Imogen in the nicer of the two spare bedrooms, where a bed was already made up, as it always was in case, however unlikely it might be, an unexpected guest arrived. Imogen had dumped her bag and then, after Charlotte had taken clean towels for her from the airing cupboard, had gone across to the bathroom, but had soon emerged and followed Charlotte downstairs.

I can only do so much for her, Charlotte decided, and poured herself a whisky. Must I take her omelette up to her, she wondered, while she ate a cheese sandwich. After she had finished it, with no sign of Imogen reappearing, she decided that she should, so she whipped one up, adding parsley and tomatoes, made some toast and laid it all on a tray which she carried upstairs. She knocked on Imogen’s door and said, ‘I’ve brought your supper up.’

There was no reply, and during the few seconds before she decided to try the door, she wondered what she would do if it was locked and Imogen refused to open it, imagining slit wrists and overdoses, so it was a relief when it yielded to her hand.

Imogen was lying on top of the bedspread, fully dressed but without her heavy trainers, which were neatly placed below the window. Her face was tear-stained and she was fast asleep, a deep, exhausted, natural sleep. There was no glass of water or paracetamol packet at her side.

Charlotte took the duvet off the other bed and draped it over her. Then she drew the curtains against the night and tiptoed out, closing the door quietly, taking the tray with her.

Pete, returning to Vicarage Fields on a further opportunist expedition, had seen a number of lights on at Number Five, which he had marked down on his earlier visit with Jerry as a likely target. Figures passed to and fro, two women, and at last the lights went out, but he decided to leave that one tonight and try another time. He turned back out of the close and into the High Street, off which it led, continuing until he came to Meadow Lane and into Church Street.

Meadow Lane was a quiet road with a few old cottages which had been renovated and were now much sought after by couples moving out of London. Charlotte would have liked one of these pretty houses with their established gardens, and Apple Cottage had been for sale when she moved, but at a far higher price than Number Five, Vicarage Fields. She had seen for herself that this ruled it out before Felix had explained that a modern house cost far less in upkeep; with an old place, he said, you were always having to find money for repairs. There was no argument.

Pete remembered that there had been a very elderly man at one of these houses; Jerry had said the man had spoken to him firmly, advising him to go to the Job Centre and look for real work. He’d gone and done it, got a job, though not through the Job Centre, and he’d said he wouldn’t go out nicking any more. Stupid twit, thought Pete. On his previous visit, he had been able to get to the rear of this cottage under the cover of various bushes and shrubs while Jerry sweet-talked the old man, but the back door had been locked. However, Pete had seen that there was no burglar alarm, and that there was a window with a half-light which looked easy to force; he had decided to try it one night. With luck he could reach inside and open the latch. Now was as good a time as any.

He walked up the road with his usual loping stride. Pete did not swagger, as Jerry often did; he was thin but muscular, appearing to pose no threat but in fact wiry and strong. People remembered Jerry, but they overlooked Pete. Reaching the cottage, which was some distance from the nearest street light, an advantage for anyone seeking unlawful entry, Pete opened the gate and went across the short front lawn to the side of the house, which was in darkness. Though his eyes had adjusted, he stumbled at first, almost tripping over the stone border to a flower bed, but immediately a bright security light blazed, and he ducked into the shelter of a large bush. Nothing happened, and he moved cautiously on; cats could set those things off, he reminded himself as he edged round to his target. Another light came on, and Pete swore under his breath. The place was wired up like Fort Knox. He moved close against the wall, calculating that this would remove him from the orbit of the sensor and that the light would soon go out. The window he was aiming for was only a few yards away and he inched towards it, stretching up with his knife to force it open. Pete had done plenty of breaking and entering in his young life, and this should be an easy one. He balanced on the sill, reaching in for the catch of the main window which, after a struggle, he managed to unfasten. Soon he was crawling across the drainer by the sink, lowering himself on to the floor. He felt his way to the back door and opened it: a getaway route was vital, in case the householder should wake up. All this time the outside light was illuminating the interior, but now, abruptly, it went off, and Pete switched on the torch he carried, revealing a pine table, pine fitments round the walls, an electric cooker and a large refrigerator. Hoping to find cash, he opened a few drawers, but saw only cutlery and rolls of plastic bags, foil, J-cloths in a pack, and, in one, a stack of tea towels. He moved on to the kitchen door, opened it, and crossed the stone-flagged hall, entering a large room where there were two armchairs in faded blue linen covers and an oval oak dining-table with four wheel-back chairs set round it. Two matching chairs stood against the wall, and there was a flat-topped desk in one corner. Pete hurried over to pull out drawers, looking for cash, a pension book, credit cards – anything of value.

A slight sound made him turn at the same moment that Howard Smythe, a retired naval captain, eighty-six years old, turned the main light on as he entered the room, and, holding aloft a golf club, demanded to know what he was doing.

Pete’s pencil torch was too slim to serve as a weapon, and he looked round for one, grabbing a heavy paperweight and advancing towards the old man who was blocking his way out. Pete flung it at him and Howard Smythe was forced to duck. Pete pushed past him while he was off balance, but the old man did not fall. He hooked Pete round the ankle with his number four iron and had the satisfaction of seeing the boy trip, crashing to the ground.

Pete was young, with quick reflexes, but Howard Smythe was tall. He stood over him, golf club at the ready, well aware that a householder, in such circumstances, must not use inappropriate force, even in self-defence, or he would be the one to be arrested.

‘You miserable little wretch,’ he said, as Pete, his face pressed against the thick Indian carpet, tried to struggle to his feet. ‘Lie down,’ he added, and, still wielding the golf club, pushed him hard between the shoulder-blades with his slippered foot. ‘Now crawl,’ he ordered, and made Pete move on hands and knees across the room until Howard could reach the telephone, which was on the desk.

The police took fifteen minutes to arrive. They found that the back door was open and by then both captive and capturer were feeling the draught which blew across the hall and into the sitting-room. Captain Smythe, in his ancient Jaeger dressing gown, was sitting in a large wheel-back chair which he had placed across the intruder’s legs. Every time Pete, still lying face downwards on the floor, started to wriggle free, a sharp tap on the shoulder from the golf club caused him to subside.

‘It was a good sight,’ said PC Dawkins, first on the scene, after he had charged his prisoner at Nettington Police Station. ‘The little toe-rag hadn’t had time to take anything. Kept complaining that he’d got his face full of fluff off the carpet, if you please.’

Charlotte, though tucked away in Vicarage Fields, heard the siren of the first police car that hurried to the scene; sounds carried strangely, and when the church bells rang she could hear them clearly, their peals funnelling across a gap between trees and buildings. Oh dear, she thought: trouble somewhere. She sat propped up in bed, spectacles on, reading a short story by Carol Shields. Short stories were just right for reading in bed, she found; you could finish one and then compose yourself for sleep. Tonight, however, after she closed the book, her mind began to dwell on the presence and the problems of her uninvited guest. At some point they would have to discuss Imogen’s plans, if she had any, and if her visit lasted more than just a few days she should see the doctor.

Eventually, Charlotte went to sleep, and did not wake when Imogen, in the early hours, crept downstairs and made herself a hearty fry-up. Charlotte only discovered that the girl had done this in the morning. Imogen had washed up the plates and cutlery she had used and left them to drain, but the last two eggs had gone, much of the milk, the end of a loaf and the two remaining bananas.

She must be feeling better, Charlotte decided, taking bread out of the freezer, and putting on the kettle for her coffee. What was she going to do about her? When would Imogen deign to appear downstairs? And if she did, what then? She couldn’t simply hang about all day doing nothing. If she were younger, useful or interesting tasks could be devised; Charlotte remembered school holidays with her own children and the activities that had occupied them – tennis, swimming, going to museums. But that was a long time ago, and Imogen was not a child.

At this point in her thoughts, the telephone rang. It was Nicholas.

‘I think you’ve got my sister there,’ he said. ‘I’d like to speak to her.’

There were no preliminaries, no lead in to the conversation, so Charlotte wasted no time either.

‘I’ll see if she’s awake,’ she said. ‘Just hold on, Nicholas.’

Irritated by his belligerent tone but relieved that at least he had now surfaced, she went upstairs and tapped on Imogen’s door, then opened it.

‘It’s Nicholas on the telephone,’ she said, addressing the bed, where a humped bundle under the duvet was all that could be seen. ‘I’ll tell him you’re coming to talk to him, Imogen.’

There was a grunt, and then some mumbled words.

‘What did you say?’ asked Charlotte.

‘I said, haven’t you got a cordless?’ Imogen growled. They were virtually the first words she had uttered within Charlotte’s hearing.

‘No, I haven’t,’ Charlotte snapped. ‘But you can take it in my bedroom, to be more private. It’s just across the landing,’ and she went from the room, leaving the door open and going down the stairs.

‘She’s on her way,’ she said to Nicholas.

‘Thanks,’ he managed.

‘Where are you, Nicholas?’ she asked.

‘Nowhere important,’ he replied, and at that moment Imogen’s voice cut in on the other instrument. Charlotte replaced hers firmly. She could dial 1471 after they had finished their conversation, and learn the number he had called from. It might be necessary to tell Felix that his son had made a move; she’d think about that.

How had Nicholas, reported to be missing, known where his sister was?
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Half an hour later, Imogen left the house.

After talking to her brother, she sprang into action. Charlotte heard her running a bath, and while she was in the bathroom Charlotte dialled to discover Nicholas’s number. By its length, she knew the call had come from a mobile phone, so she was none the wiser as to where he was. Soon, Imogen appeared, dressed in clean jeans and a white sweater under the heavy fleece jacket she had worn on the journey yesterday. She had washed her dark hair, which hung damply round her shoulders.

Charlotte offered her the hair-drier, but Imogen said no, it would be all right, thanks. She had to go out and she didn’t have time.

Charlotte managed not to ask where she was going.

‘When will you be back?’ she enquired, instead.

‘I don’t know,’ said Imogen. ‘Maybe I’ll phone you.’

‘Please do. I need to know about meals,’ Charlotte said. ‘Do you know my number?’

Imogen didn’t, and Charlotte wrote it down on a piece of paper.

‘Thanks,’ Imogen said, still not looking Charlotte in the eye.

‘Have you got any money? Or a phone card?’

‘I’ve got a mobile,’ said Imogen, patting her jacket pocket. ‘It wasn’t turned on. That’s why Nick had to ring you,’ she added, grudgingly, rightly interpreting Charlotte’s expression.

Everyone except Charlotte seemed to have one these days.

‘Enjoy your walk,’ was all she said, as the front door closed behind the girl.

Wherever she went from Vicarage Fields, Imogen would have to go into the High Street, but unless Charlotte followed her, there was no means of finding out which way she turned after that. I’m not her keeper, Charlotte told herself; but she was. Imogen had seemed animated at last, however. Making contact with her brother had brought her to life. Perhaps she was going to meet him somewhere now, but she hadn’t taken her luggage, such as it was, so she must mean to return. Charlotte went upstairs into the spare bedroom where the girl had spent the night, expecting to find the bed unmade and discarded clothes flung about the room, but it was scrupulously neat: the bedspread was tidily arranged, tucked up under the pillows; the only sign of occupation was the plain wooden-backed hairbrush and a black comb placed neatly parallel on the dressing-table. In the bathroom, the same high standards prevailed: Imogen’s peach-coloured towel hung on a hook, away from Charlotte’s green one, which was over the heated rail. Her sponge bag was on the windowsill, with her wet pink and white striped flannel folded on top of it. She hadn’t even hung it on the side of the bath. This was the behaviour of a well-trained schoolgirl, and Charlotte felt tears stinging her eyes. What was going on in Imogen’s head?

When Lorna telephoned half an hour later to see how things were, Charlotte reported that Imogen had slept well, was being no trouble, and had just gone out for a walk. She did not add that the girl had had no breakfast, but since she had eaten a large meal during the night, Charlotte thought that was of no consequence.

Imogen had to find the church. She was going to meet Nicholas, but he would not come to the house because of Charlotte’s presence, so they had had to choose a meeting-place which both could easily find. Wherever you were, you could always find the church, he had said. Nicholas had a car – Imogen had not yet passed her test – and they could go off in that for a bit, decide what to do next.

She hadn’t asked Charlotte for directions because that would have revealed where she was going, but if she didn’t come within sight of the church as she walked along, anyone she met would know where it was. Imogen had seen nothing of Granbury when they arrived the previous evening, for by then it was getting dark. She had never been there before; it was about twenty miles from White Lodge, her grandparents’ house, which she had often visited, particularly before the death of her grandmother and several times after her grandfather had married Charlotte. His death had been a great shock to her; Imogen had loved him, and he had always indulged her. With him, she had never felt herself to be ugly, as she did with everyone else, and especially her brother, who had all the looks, as she had often heard people comment when she was younger. She turned right out of Vicarage Fields into the High Street, walking past several houses, a post office with a telephone box outside it, and, set back from a small parking area, a butcher’s and a general store. After passing a row of terraced houses, she came to a side road. Meadow Lane, said a sign, and she decided to go that way. She had walked only a short distance down it – there was no footpath – when a police car overtook her; it slowed down, stopping just ahead of her, and a uniformed officer got out of it, walking towards her, putting his cap on.

Imogen halted. He couldn’t be after her; her brief vanishing trick was over. Going missing wasn’t a crime.

‘Excuse me, miss,’ said the officer, very politely. He was young and fair-headed. ‘Do you live in Granbury?’

‘I’m visiting,’ said Imogen cautiously.

‘There was a break-in at a house down this road last night,’ said the officer. ‘We caught the offender but we think he had an accomplice. Did you see or hear anything suspicious?’

‘No,’ said Imogen. ‘I went to bed early and slept all night,’ she declared, not altogether truthfully, since she had woken feeling hungry and had raided the fridge during the night. ‘I’m staying with my step-grandmother,’ she added. ‘In Vicarage Fields.’ It sounded very respectable.

The officer seemed satisfied.

Did he think she might be the accomplice? Imogen felt affronted at the mere notion of being a suspect and she would not stoop low enough to ask the policeman where the church was. She wondered which house the thief had chosen. In the dull grey light of a chilly morning she glanced at the trim façades, the tidy gardens and spruce boundary fences. Some bore names painted on decorative pottery plaques. She saw Apple Cottage and Candlemakers. One gate-post had Rose Cottage etched in Roman capitals on a dark brown varnished board, and as she paused to glance at it, a man came round the side of the house and walked towards the gate. Embarrassed at being caught staring, she moved on, but he called out, ‘Good morning,’ and she hesitated.

‘Good morning,’ she replied, uncertainly.

‘Not that it is,’ he said. ‘It may rain.’

He was very tall and very old, Imogen observed as he came towards his open gateway. He would know where the church was. She asked him.

‘I’m going there,’ he said. ‘It’s down this way – not far.’ She saw then that he was carrying a small bunch of tiny daffodils. ‘I’m taking these to my wife. She’s buried in the graveyard. Aren’t they lovely? These small ones come out before the main crop, you know.’

Imogen didn’t, but she nodded, and the old man walked round behind her so that he was on the traffic side of the road. Her grandfather had done that, she remembered. When he died, he wasn’t nearly as old as this man.

‘I met a policeman,’ she said. ‘He told me someone’s house was broken into during the night.’

‘It was mine,’ said the old man. ‘But no one was hurt and the thief didn’t manage to get away with anything. That’s something to be thankful for. Wouldn’t you agree?’

‘Yes,’ said Imogen. ‘Certainly. The policeman said he’d been arrested. He thought there might have been an accomplice.’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Howard Smythe. ‘If there had been, he’d have tried to help his friend.’ A second youth, entering the house and using force, might have been too much for him.
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