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            This book is dedicated to my late father, Leonard, and father‑in-law, Jack, who both loved to garden.

            Also dedicated to my dear husband, DJ, and to gardeners and allotment holders everywhere.
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9
            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Josie ran her hand through her hair and gazed out across the allotments, each little plot subtly different from each other, like squares of a handmade quilt where each individual piece of fabric preserved the memory of the person who had once worn it.

         At this time of year there wasn’t much to see; bare soil white-crisped with frost, shapeless lumps of dormant vegetation, naked black branches scratching heavy white sky. But if you looked closer there was life there; tiny green shoots poking bravely through the frozen ground, tightly closed buds waiting on the branches, birds busy on the many birdfeeders hung in the trees. Her gentle movements around her little patch of land didn’t startle the birds as they flew back and forth over her head, welcome colour and life in this monotone winter landscape.

         Josie rubbed her cold hands together and grimaced, partly at the pain of arthritis in her fingers, always worse when cold, and partly at the crusting of mud that showered off them. She realised her short white hair would not only be standing on end but also streaked with mud, but shrugged, unconcerned: who was there to see her? Today, in that dead time between Christmas and New Year, she was alone, her fellow allotment holders wrapped warmly in the bosom of their families.

         Josie picked up the bag of frost-sweetened parsnips that she had just dug up and walked home down the hill as the grey of the afternoon darkened. She was soon embraced by warm stone walls, the jumble of houses snaking up the hill from the square at the heart of the small moor-side town of Kirkby where she had lived all her life. Most houses had small Christmas trees displayed in brackets high above their doors, and the necklace of coloured lights sparkled and danced and made her smile.

         She caught glimpses of happy families through windows as she passed, golden light spilling across the pavement and snatches of laugher or music jumbling together as she passed. 10Her own home was dark and cold when she entered, but she soon had a fire roaring cheerfully and her parsnips roasting in the oven alongside the joint she had put in earlier. Pouring a large glass of red wine, she watched the firelight glow through it, its ruby glow rivalling the baubles on her small tree.

         As she silently said goodbye to the old year and toasted the new one, Josie hoped she was ready for whatever it would bring.

      

   


   
      
         
11
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Josie sat in the doorway of her shed, a well-thumbed seed catalogue on her knee and a steaming mug of tea on an upturned plant pot next to her. It was very cold still, but a multi-coloured bobble hat her granddaughter had given her for Christmas and her late husband’s plaid wool scarf were keeping her warm. She wasn’t sure they went very well together, but she wore the scarf on all but the hottest of days, its hug like his arms around her still.

         Josie sighed, thinking about Keith. The allotment had been their shared passion, and she still expected to look up from planting and see him tying up runner beans or holding up a fistful of bright carrots for her to admire. She always felt closest to him there, using the trowel his hands had held or deadheading the roses he had planted for her.

         He had always liked this stage of the gardening year, planning what they would try new this year, the anticipation before the hard work of digging and planting. Josie still enjoyed the planning, but her favourite time of year was spring when the days were milder and the multi-coloured tulips danced below soft clouds of apple blossom.

         “Fancy a piece of cake with that, Josie?” asked her allotment neighbour, Kara, proffering a tin over the hedge towards her.

         “Only if you’ll join me in a cup of tea to go with it,” replied Josie with a smile.

         “On my way,” said Kara.

         Josie clicked the kettle back on to boil and unfolded another rickety garden chair.

         “I was baking for the school and thought I’d do a few extra,” said Kara as Josie admired the delicate fairy cakes that tasted as good as they looked.

         “Still fundraising, are they?” asked Josie with a grin. “Some things never change!”

         Josie had been the Headmistress at the local primary school until her retirement five years previously and she still took 12a keen interest in the school. Sadly, Keith had passed away two years after her retirement, and they never had the chance to fulfil all the plans that they had made for after she left the demands of her job behind. She sometimes wished she was still working but had no idea how she had ever found time for it as she didn’t seem to have a spare moment in her days.

         “We are saving up for trip to Disneyland Paris in the summer,” replied Kara. “We want to subsidise places for children whose parents can’t afford it, so that everyone gets to go.”

         “What a great idea,” said Josie, warmly. “Flamingo Land was the limit in my day, and the local print company paid for the coach, so it was very affordable for everyone, but Disneyland Paris sounds wonderful. I bet the children are excited!”

         “Well, my two are,” replied Kara. “Ronan is even eating all his vegetables in the hope he will grow tall enough before the summer to go on all the rides!”

         The two friends laughed, Josie thinking of all the ploys she’d used with her own daughter to get her to eat healthily.

         Whilst they chatted, Kara studied her friend surreptitiously, not having seen her since before Christmas. Apart from a ridiculous hat and the ever-present scarf, Josie was, as always, neatly turned out (her gardening clothes better that Kara’s work clothes) but when you looked past that, Kara thought she looked a bit pale and a little thinner than when she had last seen her.

         Kara had known Josie most of her life: she’d been her class teacher at the local school, and then Headmistress there when her own children went to the same school. As a small child, Kara had thought her teacher beautiful, and even now she was in her late sixties, Josie’s face was still almost unlined, and her eyes a rich conker brown behind her glasses.

         “Philip’s given up his allotment,” said Josie, nodding towards the allotment on the other side of Kara’s.

         “Ah, I thought it was getting a bit much for him,” replied Kara. “Whoever gets it is very lucky; been a lot of manure dug into that soil over the years!” 13

         “Don’t I know it” replied Josie, thinking of how the smell had hung like a malevolent presence over the allotments for weeks ever year.

         “I wonder who will get it?” mused Kara.

         “Ah, well, I can tell you that,” said Josie, who was the Chair of the Allotment Association.

         “Thought so,” said Kara with a grin. “I’m hoping it’s an attractive single man…”

         “Well, I don’t know about that, but it is a man. Hugo Haywood-Smith his name is, but I know nothing else about him, apart from he’d been on the waiting list for quite some time.”

         “Sound posh,” said Kara pulling a face. “I need someone who won’t mind getting their hands dirty.”

         “He’ll certainly have to do that, or there is no point him getting an allotment,” replied Josie with a laugh. “Besides, you’ve always just got on and done what ever needed doing without any help!”

         “Yes, but it would be nice not to always have to do so,” said Kara glumly.

         Josie squeezed Kara’s hand, knowing how difficult it was for Kara bringing up two children alone since her divorce.

         “When would you have time for a relationship anyway?” asked Josie with a laugh.

         “I wasn’t thinking about a relationship, just some hot sex between my stints at the food bank and work at the RSPCA.”

         “You still wouldn’t have time,” said Josie, trying not to blush at Kara’s frankness. “Don’t forget you run the Friends of the School as well as chauffeuring the children to their many afterschool clubs. Oh, and then there’s the allotment,” she added.

         “Hmm, I suppose you’re right, I don’t have time even for a quickie! But you might. Hugo sounds like more your generation…,” said Kara.

         Josie spluttered on her last mouthful of tea, liquid and cake crumbs going everywhere. 14

         “Me!” she gasped, hoping Kara would think her red face was from nearly choking and not from embarrassment. “Oh no, I’m past all that. After forty years of marriage, it’s nice to have a bit of time for myself.”

         “Never say never, Josie,” said Kara with a wicked grin, as she picked up the cake tin and headed back to her own side of the hedge.

         Shaking her head to get rid of the unwanted images Kara had put in there, Josie watched her go, and thought how pretty she looked with her curvy figure and waves of long, auburn hair tumbling out from under a bobble hat that was even more colourful that her own.
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            CHAPTER THREE

         

         A heavy fall of snow kept Josie away from her allotment for a few days. She felt uncharacteristically on edge, unable to settle to any task, but a Skype call to her daughter Amy in Australia cheered her up. Amy took her phone outside so that Josie could see her beautiful granddaughter, Mollie, running round their large garden in the sunshine with her new puppy. Mollie was having far too much fun to stop and talk to her, just shouted, “Hi Grandma,” and waved each time she dashed past the phone.

         Once the call finished, the house felt too quiet, so Josie decided she would walk up to the allotments and check everything was okay. As she stepped outside the cold air took her breath away, but she carried on, sticking to the main road that had been gritted and avoiding the treacherous churned-up snow on the pavement.

         The undisturbed snow blanketing the allotments gave it a magical feel, the scruffy huts, tatty water buts and rusty wheelbarrows all a uniform white. A lone sunflower stalk, left to feed the birds, stood sentinel at the entrance, its dried seed head stark black against the whiteness. Here and there a row of overwintering red cabbages or stalks of still green Brussel sprouts poked through the snow giving a welcome splash of colour.

         Josie’s stout boots crunched through the crisp snow as she made her way to her hut, intent on filling up her birdfeeders. She was surprised to see a few other tracks in the snow, not just birds and possibly a fox, but a man’s footprints back and forth along some of the paths. No one was in sight, so after calling out “Hello” and getting no answer, Josie completed her task and then headed home, eager for a hot cup of soup to warm her up.

         A week later, every trace of the snow was gone, replaced by almost warm sunshine and blue skies. Josie was at her allotment early and had been giving everything a good tidy up, cleaning out the shed and greenhouse, and rubbing linseed oil into the 16wooden handles of her gardening tools. She was just cleaning the windows of her greenhouse with diluted vinegar when she noticed a man working at the next but one allotment.

         “I’ll go and say ‘Hello’ once I’ve finished this,” she thought, but by the time she’d rinsed everything down he was gone.

         “Knock, knock,” said a male voice a few minutes later. Josie turned with a smile of welcome and recognised her old friend, and the Society’s Treasurer, John.

         “Hello John, I thought you might have been Hugo, our mysterious new allotment holder. Have you met him yet?” she said.

         “No, not yet, but I see he’s made a good start already,” said John.

         “Oh good. And how are you John: enjoying this better weather?” asked Josie.

         “Well, I’m not sure. Either I’m imagining things, or some of my winter vegetables are disappearing!” he replied.

         “Oh, I hope we haven’t got a problem with rats again,” said Josie with a frown.

         “Rats of the two-legged variety, Josie, I’m starting to think,” said John. “Several of the vegetable I’d left in to overwinter have vanished over the last week or so, and some of the other allotment holders are reporting the same.”

         “Oh no,” said Josie. “We’ve never had that before. As you know, we had a problem with shed break-in’s a few years ago, with easy to sell items going, but no one’s ever stolen produce. Lovely as your veg is, John, I can’t see it being traded on the black market!”

         “No,” replied John with a wry smile. “We need to get to the bottom of it now, before everyone is busy planting their summer and autumn crops; that’s a lot of work to then not have a full harvest at the end.”

         “Yes indeed,” said Josie with a frown. “I’ll email everyone to tell them to be vigilant and see if anyone can throw some light on what’s going on.”

         After John had gone, Josie sat for a while in her shed, perturbed at what John had told her. Crime in the area was very low, and the allotment holders a close community, all of whom 17she knew and trusted. She hoped John had been mistaken but knew that was unlikely as John was very meticulous, and probably kept a spreadsheet detailing the exact number of each parsnip or leek he had planted!

         Dispirited, Josie decided to finish up for the day, for once locking her shed, but stopping short of counting her vegetables. As she walked down the hill, she noticed a handwritten poster fastened to a lamp post and stopped to read it.

         “Missing golden-brown cat with distinctive black markings. Please check your sheds,” it read followed by a phone number.

         “That’s the third missing cat poster I’ve seen in the last few weeks,” thought Josie, shaking her head and deciding she would add the plea to check sheds to her email to all allotment holders.
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            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         John stood for a while and surveyed his plot. Whoever had been stealing his veg didn’t like Brussel sprouts as they were untouched, but some leeks, kale, cabbage, parsnips and broad beans had definitely gone. The thief had been careful not to pull up plants next to each other, so that to a less observant man than him, the theft might have gone unnoticed. In fact, his neighbouring allotment holders hadn’t noticed similar thefts until he’d asked them to check.

         It wasn’t the value of the produce that bothered him – at most they were worth a few pounds – but the fact that someone had been there. It felt like sacrilege, a violation of a sacred space. Since Mary had become ill, the allotment had become his sanctuary, somewhere he could come for a precious couple of hours whilst the carer was with her, somewhere he felt in control.

         In the early days of Mary’s illness, before she became wheelchair bound, she would sit on the bench in the lea of the shed where it was warmed by the sun but out of the wind, and read whilst he pottered about the allotment. He would look up from digging and see her watching him, her hair a sunlight halo and her smile even warmer than the sun. She would blow him a kiss and then go back to her book, and when he stopped for a mug of tea with her, she would tell him about the characters in the story and he would tell her about the plants he had put in.

         She would tease him about his straight rows and joke that his vegetables would not dare to be anything less than perfect and he would laugh with her, admitting he was a bit of a control freak. But now, the one thing he couldn’t control was the only thing that really mattered, and every day he lost a little more of the only women he had ever loved. The bench was still there, but John never sat there, never stopped for tea, just worked hard for a couple of hours until he was calm, taking his frustration at Mary’s illness out on the soil. 19

         Glancing at his watch he realised he had stayed too long and must hurry home, but just then a ray of sunlight spotlighted the bench and he stopped and stared into it, fancying he could see Mary sitting there, could see her sweet smile and hear her laughter. He shook his head to clear it, cross with himself for being so fanciful. He surreptitiously wiped a tear from his eye, blew his nose loudly and then double-checked the locks on his shed.

         As he left the allotments, he closed the padlock on the gate and shook the chain to ensure it was tight. All the allotment holders knew the combination for the padlock, so whoever was getting in must be climbing over the gate. As he walked home with a heavy heart, John made a mental note to add the possibility of CCTV to the agenda for the next AGM.
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            CHAPTER FIVE

         

         Kara read Josie’s email to all allotment holders and laughed. Only John would have noticed a few vegetables were missing! Still, it wasn’t nice to think that someone was stealing the fruits of their hard labour.

         Kara knew her allotment wasn’t the tidiest or the most productive, but it was important to her. She had ‘inherited’ it from her dad, and he still popped round regularly to give her advice, or just chat with her and his old friends the other allotment holders.

         On the weekends when she had the children, if the weather was dry, she’s taken them to the allotment where each of them had their own mini plots, just like she and her sisters had when they were small. Ronan’s was mainly dedicated to creating habitats for insects, and Lily only wanted to plant ‘pretty flowers’, but it was a great excuse to get them outside and involved in nature. They would also eat vegetables if they came from the allotment, even though they wouldn’t touch them in their school dinners.

         During the week Kara could rarely get there, but on the weekends that her ex-husband, Andy, had the children, she could spend all day at the allotment. With one thing and another it had been over two weeks since she’d been there, and worried, not about missing cabbages but about locked-in cats, Kara decided to pop in quickly before she picked the kids up from school.

         Arriving at her allotment, she could see how much everything, especially the weeds, had come on with the slightly warmer weather of the last few days. Kara resolved to make time for the allotment this weekend before everything got too out of hand.

         The shed door was unlocked, but that didn’t surprise her as she often forgot to lock it, but the sleeping bag and camping stove inside were a bit of a shock. Kara stepped back and looked 21around her, but there was no one lurking about. The padlock was on the shelf, and she picked it up, but before she clipped it onto the hasp, she hesitated: what if the person had nowhere else to sleep?

         Volunteering at the food bank as she did, she knew how tough things were currently for a lot of people, and despite today’s sunshine, it was still very cold especially at night if you were a rough sleeper. She knew her dad wouldn’t approve, but she put the padlock back on the shelf, adding to it the KitKat she had in her pocket, and just pulled the door to.

         The weekend came, and with the kids at their dads, Kara had all day free to clear the weeds and get the soil dug over ready for planting or she’d have no vegetables this year. She didn’t have a greenhouse, so as soon as the soil had warmed up a little, she’d be planting her early crops direct into the soil, so it would be good to get it ready.

         Hoping to see Josie and see if anyone had found the missing cat, she’d brought a tin of homemade brownies to share, her ‘signature’ bake and Josie’s favourite. Josie wasn’t around so Kara went straight to her plot, and with some trepidation opened the door to the shed. No one was in inside, and Kara let out the breath she didn’t realise she was holding, but then realised that the sleeping bag and camping stove were still there.

         She whirled around to check that no one had come in behind her and saw instead a jam jar full of snowdrops on the shelf where she’d left the KitKat earlier in the week. An old seed packet was leaned against it with the words ‘thank you’ written across it. Kara picked the jar up and sniffed the flowers, inhaling the faint fresh green smell: the word ‘hope’ popped into her head, and she remembered that was what snowdrops symbolised.

         As Kara got on with the hard work of digging over the soil, she kept looking around for her mystery ‘guest’ but saw no one she didn’t already know apart from Hugo, the new allotment holder. She gave him a wave and then grinned when he waved back, remembering the conversation she’d had with Josie; he 22was old enough to be her father. He did, however, look really nice, with a kind ‘lived-in’ face and thick, wavey grey hair. He was wearing red corduroy trousers tucked into his wellies and a neatly pressed checked shirt under a green body warmer and looked remarkably clean for someone busy digging muck.

         Kara glanced down at her old jeans and baggy jumper and thought she’d wait till she was a bit more presentable before introducing herself. She knew her hair needed a wash and was just scrapped back in a ponytail out of the way, but knowing she was on her own all weekend, there hadn’t been any point making an effort.

         Kara had noticed earlier some bags of horse manure left by the local stables under the ‘Swaps’ bench and went to fetch some to improve her soil. She was lucky that the plot she had inherited was towards the bottom of the allotments and the soil was reasonably good. Towards the top end the soil was heavy, full of clay, which got waterlogged when it rained and cracked and dry when it was sunny. New allotment holders allocated those plots usually swapped for the better plots lower down as soon as any became available.

         It was a struggle to lift the heavy, slippery bag of manure so she had to hug it to her chest, the pungent odour right under her nose making her feel sick. She knew it was sexist, but at times like this she missed her ex-husband who had always been good at the macho things, even if he hadn’t been very good at being faithful. Having struggled with one bag, Kara decided to wait until she could borrow a wheelbarrow to fetch more. Her own wheelbarrow had dropped to bits last summer, and money being tight, she’d not got around to buying another one yet.

         Stopping to stretch her back and survey her handiwork, Kara thought glumly it didn’t look much better, and she certainly looked worse, her jumper covered in manure and curls of hair that had escaped the ponytail hanging around her sweaty face. Having wiped the worst of the mud off her hands onto her jeans, Kara rewarded herself with a brownie, sighing with satisfaction as the rich chocolate melted on her tongue. 23

         “Who needs sex when you have chocolate?” she murmured to herself.

         She hadn’t meant to speak out loud, and looked around quickly, embarrassed, having a distinct feeling she was being watched. However, as the days were short still and the afternoon already growing cold, the allotments were deserted. She helped herself to another brownie and then put the lid firmly back on the tin, knowing that comfort eating was not going to help her slim down in order to, perhaps, attract a new man.

         Kara placed the tin on the self in the shed and picked up her jam jar of snowdrops before going home, once again leaving the shed unlocked.
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            CHAPTER SIX

         

         From his hiding place amongst the trees bordering the allotments, Jack watched Kara. When she’d come to the shed a few days ago, he expected to return once she had gone and find his sleeping bag thrown out and the shed locked. Finding it still unlocked, and a chocolate bar left for him had brought tears to his eyes - it was the first bit of kindness he had experienced in a long time.

         Seeing her arch her back, her hair in glorious disarray and her face and clothing streaked with mud, he thought she was very beautiful. Watching her eat the cake with a look of unrestrained pleasure on her face made him realise that he hadn’t felt joy for a very long time. The only thing he had felt was numb, deliberately not letting himself think or feel anything, just concentrating on getting through the day with as little contact with other people as he could manage.

         At the beginning of the winter he had slept in a hostel, but before long the press of people around him and the weight of all their problems began to suffocate him and he had to get away and be on his own again. He had felt the need to get out of the city too, so day by day he walked north, heading towards the moors and the big skies.

         He hadn’t bargained on the unavailability of places to sleep and the difficulty in finding food: in the city there were always doorways sheltered from the wind and bins overflowing with discarded takeaways. Snow and hunger drove him to shelter in the allotments, and although he didn’t like to steal, he didn’t think anyone would miss a few vegetables when there were so many just left there in the ground to rot.

         Returning to the shed again once the lady had left, he couldn’t believe his luck when he looked in the tin and saw the delicious looking brownies. This second act of kindness somehow unlocked a door in his mind he had not opened in a long time, and, pulling his sleeping bag around him in the 25dark, he allowed his mind to wander back to a time before everything changed.

         He and Julie had married young, childhood sweethearts who had never been out with anyone else. They hadn’t much money, but that didn’t matter, they were happy in their little rented flat, saving hard for a house of their own. Julie was training to be a nurse, studying between shifts, and he worked two jobs, so they didn’t have a lot of time together, and rarely went out. Jack knew it wasn’t much fun, but he was focused on the goal of getting their own house, and thought Julie was too.

         But that future changed the day he came home from work early, his hands full of bags of ingredients for a special meal he planned to cook to celebrate a promotion he’d been given at work. Dumping the bags in the hall, he pulled a bottle of prosecco from them and dashed upstairs to find her. He could hear movement in their bedroom, and headed there, opening the door quietly in order to surprise her.

         Julie didn’t see him, her eyes closed in ecstasy, and her lover didn’t see him either, his back to the door as his naked body pumped rhythmically into hers.

         Jack turned and ran down the stairs, out the front door and just kept running till he couldn’t run any more, trying to get away from the image seared onto his eyeballs. Something in him shattered, shut down to shut it out, and when he woke the next morning, huddled in a doorway, his mind was blank. With no life of his own now, he fell into the cracks between other people’s lives, unseen and unseeing. A homeless man soon becomes invisible, people passing by pretending they didn’t see him. If anyone was looking for him, they never found him, and he drifted in time and place, learning the skills of survival whilst forgetting everything else.

         Jack hadn’t realised he was crying, until the tears splashed onto his hands, leaving a track through the grime. He felt something shift inside him and knew he was ready to let go of the pain, to mourn the life with Julie he had lost. Eventually his sobs ceased, and with a new clarity he could see that she 26hadn’t been happy, and neither had he really. They were just a habit, a life they had fallen into not realising they had fallen out of love. That understanding freed him, and he realised he was ready to live again, move out of this self-imposed half-life and into the sun again.

         Exhausted but calm, he ate three brownies in a row, the sugar hit being what he needed just then. He thought they were the best thing he had ever tasted and he silently thanked the kind lady who had baked them. For the first time in a very long time, he fell straight asleep, and despite the cold, slept solidly until the sunrise woke him.

         Jack watched out of the hut window at a new day dawning and felt like his new life was just beginning.
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            CHAPTER SEVEN

         

         Josie picked up her fork and began to dig over her vegetable beds, digging in plenty of compost from her own compost heap. She wasn’t a vain person, but she was very proud of her compost. After many years of disastrous attempts at compost making that ended up either slimy or terribly smelly, she had somehow got it right. It was such a small thing to give her joy, but it did, each spade full of rich, brown crumbly soil with its earthy smell that brought back memories of woodland walks and made her happy.

         Josie wasn’t very good at baking cakes, but she always thought compost making was like following a cake recipe, getting the right mix of ingredients (plenty of dry brown materiel mixed in with the fresh green), chopping it up small (no large branches), not letting it get too dry, and mixing it well. She had discovered that lifting and turning the material regularly to bring in more oxygen was important, otherwise it went cold and stopped rotting. She always added a large dollop of already made compost to a new heap as it was full of micro-organisms that she fancied would start the composting process quickly – a little like sourdough starter when bread making.

         The final important step was to keep the heap covered to keep in the warmth. Josie used a piece of the old carpet that had been in her house when she and Keith had bought it. It was garish, with swirls of orange and brown and they had replaced it as soon as they could afford to, but it made her smile, reminding her of the happy times they had spent making the house their own.

         As she dug, Josie let her mind wander everywhere and nowhere. Gardening was like that; meditative. Gardeners had been practising ‘mindfulness’ for a very long time before it became trendy. Somehow, however, her mind returned to Kara’s silly comments a few weeks ago. She was pretty sure she didn’t miss sex, but maybe, just maybe, she did miss companionship. 28Not the day-to-day interactions that she had plenty of at the allotments and local shops, but someone to share the ups and downs of each day with, who wouldn’t judge her if she had a moan about someone who had annoyed her, who would rub her back when it ached or just make her a cup of tea when she needed one without being asked.

         Tired with digging, Josie made a cup of tea for herself and sat alone just inside the entrance to her shed to drink it. She could see someone digging over Kara’s plot and was envious of his energy and enthusiasm. She was pleased Kara was getting some help as she was always going out of her way to help others, but with her back aching and her hands sore, today she wished she had someone to help her too.

         Too tired to do anything more energetic, Josie retired to her potting shed for the easier task of planting seeds of early peas, broad beans, cabbage and lettuce, ready to plant out once the soil was warmer.

         As the evening started to close in and she made her way slowly back down the hill to home, Josie noticed another poster for a missing cat. After her email a few weeks ago, most of the allotment holders had replied to say they had checked their sheds and had not found any cats. Although she had done her bit, Josie still couldn’t help worrying about it.

         When her daughter had been small, they had had a lovely cat, a common-or-garden moggy, but with silky-soft fur and a big personality. She was long gone, and Josie hadn’t thought about her for a while, but maybe she ought to get herself a cat again, some company and someone who needed her. She laughed at the thought of a cat needing her, knowing cats didn’t need humans, they just used them and would happily move onto someone else if they offered them a cushier life. Maybe that was what the local cats had done – just moved to a new house with no thought for their poor owners worrying about them.

         Overnight there was a return to sub-zero temperatures and the next morning the allotments were white with frost, each leaf and blade of grass edged with crystals that shimmered 29in the weak sunlight. The ground was too hard to plant, so, having checked the few outside plants were well covered in fleece to protect them, there was nothing else she could do. Josie decided to check the pipes in the allotment’s communal toilet were well wrapped up too and then go home again, reckoning that walking up the hill and back counted as her daily exercise anyway.

         She was surprised to see Kara standing rock still in her allotment staring at the earth, her hands on her hips and her breath a white plume hanging in the frosty air. She was wearing a bright pink bobble hat from which her lovely auburn curls had escaped and her cheeks were flushed with the cold. She brought welcome colour to the muted landscape and although she had a perplexed look on her face, Josie though she looked very pretty.

         “Everything alright, Kara?” asked Josie, and Kara jumped at the sound of her voice.

         “More than alright, Josie,” replied Kara, “just look at this!”

         Josie looked at the earth that Kara was pointing to. It had been dug and dug again so that the soil was loose and free of any large lumps. Although covered in a crisp layer of frost, Josie could see a lot of darker manure evenly spread throughout the soil and wished her own plot was as well prepared.

         “Wow Kara, that looks wonderful. Your gardener has done a brilliant job. Was he expensive, because if not, I think I could do with some help too?”

         “It didn’t cost me anything Josie,” replied Kara. “I haven’t been up for a week and somehow this has just happened! Gardening fairies perhaps?”

         “Not fairies,” laughed Josie, “but there was a man working diligently here yesterday.”

         Kara started at her with wide eyes.

         “What did he look like?” she asked.

         “Well, I was a way off, and it was difficult to tell due to his beard, but he looked to be young – probably around your age Kara,” replied Josie. 30

         “He was very thin, with longish hair tied back in a ponytail and, well, scruffy,” she continued, ignoring Kara’s snort of amusement at being called young.

         “But then you wouldn’t be smartly dressed if you planned to dig all day, would you?” added Josie, realising she had sounded snobby.

         Kara looked at Josie with amusement. She had never seen Josie look anything other than clean and neat, no matter what mucky job she was tackling. Looking at her in the cold winter light, Kara realised that Josie was looking really tired and even thinner than when she’d seen her a few weeks ago. She hoped that Josie was looking after herself, as not only was she very fond of her, but they all relied on her to ensure that the allotments were well managed and the local council, who owned the land, where happy with everything.

         “Do you know who it was, Kara?” asked Josie.

         “No, it’s not someone I know, but I think I have an idea who it could be,” replied Kara, slowly.

         “Well, if you find out, send him my way won’t you,” said Josie with a laugh, before waving goodbye and making her way home.
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