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Rain was sheeting
down in a never-ending grey haze when Ivy Pennington opened the
front door of her 4th level flat to brave another workday. Papers
to file, files to study, she thought with irritation. When she’d
set out on her career as a young accountant, she’d expected that
companies would be a lot more up-to-date where e-filing was
concerned. So she had to have the sodding luck to sign up with a
store that had apparently never heard of computers yet – and in
this day and age! She stepped out into the passage and turned in a
fluid movement to close the door, her above-knee navy skirt
swishing just a little too flippantly for the gravity of her
professional image...

“Meow!”

That was when she
glanced down. At the toes of her stiletto shoes sat a small, black
kitten, staring at her with intent green eyes. The poor little
fellow looked bedraggled from the rain. Ivy reached for it, meaning
to scratch its ears; it backed away a little before allowing her to
touch it.

“You poor little
thing!” She put her briefcase down and returned inside to pour some
milk into a flat tupperware, for lack of a saucer (she didn’t own
such old-fashioned things). When she put it down on the floor she
realized that the kitten had followed her into the flat.

Ha, flat, she
thought sarcastically. This was not a flat. It was a box. The walls
were painted ever so tastefully light-grey in keeping with modern
interior decorating, and while Ivy subscribed to everything that
was fresh and young, somehow the colour grey didn’t seem to make
the grade. She wasn’t even allowed to repaint.

Later, she thought
impatiently, watching the little fellow – she didn’t even know if
it was a tom or a jenny – thirstily lap the milk. Her thoughts were
working on hyperdrive now – she was running late. She’d need a
place for him to sleep; and he needed to get out, to do his
business - that would be a problem, on the fourth floor! And when
she came home from work, she’d have to find out where he
belonged...

The green eyes
lifted to stare at her again, and a tiny pink tongue slipped out
and licked a small black nose. There was a lot of milk left in the
saucer, but the kitten seemed to have quenched its thirst.

“Have you lost
your mommy then?” asked Ivy. “Did you lose your way? Where are you
from?”

“Meow,” came the
quiet response.

Ivy decided that
this couldn’t wait. She took out her smartphone to text her boss –
then remembered that the boss only had a landline. With an
exasperated grunt she dialled his number.

“Oates and Son,
how can we help you?” chirped the voice of the chicklet who manned
the receptionist desk.

“Biljana, please
tell Mr Oates I’m only coming in at noon,” said Ivy. “Family
crisis.”

“Shall I put you
through to him, Ivy?”

Those honeyed
tones! As though being under twenty gave Biljana a preferred – hmm.
Maybe it did, thought Ivy.

“No, just relay my
message to him please,” she said but realized she was speaking to a
line in transit.

“Graham Oates;
good morning.”

Ivy gnashed her
teeth.

“Morning, Mr
Oates. I have to solve a family crisis this morning, it really
can’t wait – so I’ll only be able to come in to work at noon – is
that alright?”

There was a heavy
sigh.

“Oh dear, Miss
Pennington. There’s a lot of work. I hope it’s nothing too
serious?”

“No – that is, not
that serious for me, but it might be in future,” she waffled
frantically. Just accept it and let me go, boss!

“What’s the
matter?”

She had so hoped
he wouldn’t ask! It was none of his business; but to say that to
your boss’s face...

“My niece,” she
invented. “She’s going to have a baby and she’s still in school. I
have to prevent greater disaster.”

A momentary
shocked silence, then, “Well, I’ll see you at noon, Miss
Pennington. Good luck!”

“Thanks!”

Ivy ended the call
and stood for a moment, disoriented. How on Earth had that lie
slipped off her lips? She was a dead-honest person, she never lied!
Well, scrap that good record, she thought acridly. She gazed down
at the kitten, unable to understand herself. She wouldn’t have
studied financial science if she’d had a dishonest hair – hmm.
Maybe she would have, she thought with irony. Maybe,
specifically.

“Come, baby,” she
murmured to the little black cat and scooped him up. He clung to
her collar with little claws, his fuzzy baby hair tickling her
neck. “Let’s find out where you belong.”

The funniest
little sound came from the cat. It sounded like a mini motorbike
trying to start its engine. She realized he was learning to purr,
and it made her smile. Well, she’d better come up with a good
explanation for her boss, backtrack and let him know that it had
turned out to be only a scare and that her niece would be staying
with her for a while until temperaments had cooled... gosh! She was
spinning the lie further! She shook her head at herself, changed
her shoes for more comfortable walking pumps, and left the flat –
this time with a handbag rather than her briefcase, and the kitten
nestling cosily inside on a towel.






It was mid-morning
when Ivy sank into a corner seat at a little bistro. She had asked
all the neighbours in the flat block, papered the neighbourhood
with posters, called the SPCA to hear if there had been a call for
a missing kitten, and made the round of all the local vets she was
aware of.

Apparently the
kitty was a tom. She decided to call him Peridot, after the colour
of his intent eyes. If he didn’t belong to anyone, she supposed she
could keep him. He had been very well-behaved, sleeping quietly in
her handbag. At one stage he had started scratching at the towel;
at which point she had quickly put him into a flowerbed, where he
dutifully did his business and even covered it up. She made a note
to get a cat box on her way home, and a bed for him. And of course
cat food.

And the call
reached her.

“Ivy...”

Oh shucks. Here
was her own lie, coming back to haunt her! Somehow that bastard of
a boss must have investigated with her family...

“What’s up,
Bonnie?”

Bonnie Pennington,
her niece with whom she didn’t have too much contact. Unlike Ivy,
Bonnie wasn’t a fiery redhead but a gentle, sweet-natured brunette.
The kind of kid one would wish to have. She was fifteen now, and
never gave her mother a day of hassle.

That her boss had
bothered her niece, irritated Ivy. To cause Bonnie such -

“Can I come and
stay with you for a while, please?”

Ivy nearly fell
off her chair.

No ways! She
couldn’t take Bonnie in right now – she’d just adopted a kitten!
Argh! What kind of logic was that? But there wasn’t space in her
bachelorette box! It was tiny – just a place to crash, until she
could afford better!

“Why, Bonnie,
what’s the matter?”

“Well, I’m not
sure how it could have happened… there was this boy...”

No, something said
inside Ivy, in disbelief. It’s not what I think!

“... and … we
sort-of fell in love, and we... got together – and... and
now...”

“...you’re
pregnant,” completed Ivy.

“No! I mean – yes,
but it wasn’t like that! Mom wants to throw me out...”

I’m dreaming,
thought Ivy. I’m seriously dreaming.

“Come and crawl in
with me for a little while,” she offered despite herself. “But
Bonnie, there are house rules. Okay? And I have to find us a bigger
pad, can’t have you sleeping in the bathtub forever...”

“In the bathtub?”
squeaked Bonnie, horrified.

“Kidding,” said
Ivy. “When will you be around?”

“After school,”
said Bonnie.

“Fine.” Ivy hung
up and proceeded to stare at the fifth dimension in confusion.
Right.

“Can I help you,
ma’am?”

Oh. She’d been
staring at her waiter without realizing it.

“The bill
please.”

Outside, the rain
was still falling persistently.
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Ivy had cancelled
the rest of her workday, too, much to her boss’s annoyance. She
promised to make a turn at the office just before five and collect
her work so that she could do something she’d promised herself
she’d never do – take it home. She had bought all the necessary
bits for Peridot, including a little red collar. He clawed at this,
trying to take it off.

“You’ll get used
to it,” she informed him.

She had also gone
to the camp shop and obtained an air mattress. Her niece’s visit
was not going to be a permanent arrangement. And she’d bought the
papers – good old-fashioned newspapers, looking for a larger flat,
or accommodation of any other sort.

Now she was home
and sitting down for the first time, Peridot on her lap, and having
a cup of coffee. Only her second, today. In her stressed job, she
would be drinking her fifth, by now.

Her doorbell
buzzed.

“It’s open,” she
called.

The door opened
shyly and in shuffled Bonnie, with her heavy school bag in one hand
and a suitcase in the other. Ha! She’d known! She’d planned this
before going to school!

And behind her
-

Ivy shot to her
feet after all, lifting Peridot back to her shoulder. “What -?”

“This is Jake ,”
said Bonnie, blushing as she gestured to the tall, sloppily dressed
boy. “He’s...”

“... the father,”
completed Ivy acridly. “Pleased to meet you, Jake – I think. Come
in, I have to tell you my house rules too.”

“Er... good day,
ma’am,” said Jake, off-handedly.

“This is Ivy, my
auntie,” Bonnie introduced her generously, then pointed to the only
available beanbag in the place, “make yourself at home, Jake!”

Ivy gnashed her
teeth.

“Put your luggage
over there,” she pointed to the far end, where her bed stood. “Then
sit down and tell me everything.”

“Surely not
everything,” giggled Bonnie.

“Well, no, unless
you’re about to start your own religion I’ll assume this was a
natural conception,” Ivy cut to the point.

Jake sprawled over
the beanbag that Ivy had vacated when the two had entered her flat.
Ivy scowled at him. Peridot had retreated to the top of her
shoulder and was digging his claws into her skin trying to keep his
balance, his tail sticking straight up.

“Aw, that’s so
noo!” Bonnie giggled again. “Didn’t know you had a kitten.”

“Cute,” commented
Jake. “Can I hold him?”

“No!” snapped
Ivy.

“And me?” begged
Bonnie.

“No ways. Pregnant
girls mustn’t handle cats. You mustn’t touch him at all. You know,
toxoplasma and all that.”

Bonnie’s smile
dropped. Ivy could see how the reply sat on the girl’s tongue and
was actively bitten back. Too bad, Bonnie, she thought a little
smugly. Neither of the kids were going to be allowed to touch
Peridot. That was going to be House Rule One.

“Right, kids,” she
said, settling down on the bed next to where Bonnie had dumped her
baggage. Next to the bed, she’d told Bonnie, not on the bed. Aha.
This was not promising to be easy.

“Rule number one.
Nobody touches the cat.”

“Why can’t I?”
asked Jake, slipping into familiarity a little too easily for Ivy’s
liking. She didn’t know what Bonnie had told him about her –
possibly that she was the ‘cute little’ auntie, instantly
destroying any authority Ivy could have started with.

“Because he’s my
cat and you don’t touch him,” she replied. “He’s tiny and he’s shy.
I don’t want him picking up stress habits.”

Jake released a
derogatory snort.

“Second rule,
Bonnie,” said Ivy. “Jake is allowed to pick you up from here and
visit with you at his mansion. Not here. This is a very small
place, and three people breathing is too much, for me at
least.”

“I was just going
to ask you, Ivy,” said Bonnie, worried wrinkles across her
forehead. “Jake ’s father has thrown him out too. Can he move in
here with me too?”

“No,” said Ivy
before she had even recovered from being shocked. “Where in this
box do you see enough space for both of you?”

“He’s brought his
camper mattress,” Bonnie jumped ahead.

“So you were
planning this?” asked Ivy, annoyed. “You simply presumed I’d
agree?”

“Because you’re
such a cool person,” said Bonnie.

“I’m not that
cool,” said Ivy. “He can’t stay here.”

“Where must he
stay then, under a bridge?” asked Bonnie indignantly.

“You two ought to
have thought of that before,” replied Ivy.

Bonnie burst into
tears.






Ivy watched her as
she cried. There was something wrong with those tears. She couldn’t
quite pinpoint it, but the whole thing was starting to smell of a
set-up.

“Look,” she said.
“You can tell Jake about the rest of my rules later. I have to go
pick up some stuff at work. When I’m back I’ll clue you in on
them.” She put Peridot back into her towel-lined handbag and got
up, slipping her high heels on. And she looked pointedly at Jake
.

“What?” asked the
youngster.

“I’m waiting,” she
said.

“For what?”

“You to leave, so
I can lock behind us.”

“But -”

“But if you leave
me alone in here, I’ll be scared,” protested Bonnie. “Someone might
break in! This isn’t the best area!”

“It’s Putney!”
exclaimed Ivy, annoyed. “It’s a flipping brilliant area! Seven
stops away from your home, girl! What the hell do you mean it’s not
a good area?”

“Well, there’s the
Heath; that’s a bit too close for comfort...”

“Should have
thought of that before, too,” snorted Ivy.

“I did, that’s why
I brought Jake!”

Ivy’s patience was
up.

“No!” she snapped.
“That’s enough. Bonnie, see Jake to the door. Jake, it’s time to
go!”

“She told me you
were nice,” grumbled Jake as he picked himself up.

“Where should he
go?” wailed Bonnie.

“The library,”
said Ivy. “The church. Lunar House. The job centre. London’s a
handy city, Jake. Plenty of places where you can get a job.”

Jake slouched to
the door. Ivy studied him as he passed. Deliberately run-down
clothes; jeans frazzled at the lower seams, and hanging low on the
butt. Tennis shoes that yawned. Holes in the T-shirt that was too
old to be from Oxfam. His hair was plaited in dirty-blond
dreadlocks – not very long dreadlocks and not very old ones, she
recognized with relief, but the whole look said, marijuana. Or
worse.

Bonnie shot past
her to see Jake to the door, and flung her arms around him and
engaged him in a downright indecent smooch. Ivy turned away and
pulled a face.

“Cut it short,
kids,” she snapped. “Must I get a bucket of water?”

That did it. They
released each other; Bonnie stared at her in horror and Jake
muttered, “Bitch,” as he left.

“How could you say
that? It’s disgusting!” shot Bonnie.

“Look, girl,”
replied Ivy, more than irritated by now. “Rule number three. You
just never make out like that in front of me, no matter where we
are. I’m really not interested in you demonstrating how you made
that baby.”

“You are being a
bitch,” Bonnie retorted angrily. “God!”

“Bonnie,” said Ivy
with a last strained attempt at patience, “you’re here on
sufferance. Did you think I’d jump for joy? I’ve worked very hard
to get into the position where I can afford even this tiny box. For
once I have my own space. I don’t immediately need dependants. I’m
offering you a spot to crawl into until Bex has calmed down, and
that is all. After that you go home. Understood?”

Bonnie nodded
silently, her whole body stance radiating rebellion.

“Now,” said Ivy.
“You have a choice. You call your mother and let her know where you
are, or I call her, when I’m back. Which one?”

“I’ll call her,”
said Bonnie.

“Fine. Now I’ve
got to go. Make yourself at home – a little bit. There’s coffee,
tea, some bread... see what you can find in the fridge.”

“Okay, Ivy.”






Ivy nodded, picked
up her briefcase, put Peridot who’d crawled out of the handbag, on
his cat litter box, waited for him and stuck him back into the
handbag when he was ready. Then she locked Bonnie into the flat and
headed towards the bus stop.

It was only three
pm, but she needed space. Gosh, what had she taken in? She had to
be mad to agree to shelter that teenager! And Bonnie had become
difficult since she’d last seen her – granted, four years back. Oh
dear!






Ivy wasn’t going
to spend the last two hours of this day at work, not after this
morning! She went into the local library and spent some time there,
then browsed through some shops on the main street, remembering
happy student days when she’d had a lot of time to do this.

The most important
thing was to move into a larger place. Her bachelorette “box”
barely suited her. Three ‘P’s had convinced her to rent it: Price,
price and price. Her plan was to save up and buy the next place she
moved to; not to spend more on a higher rent!

But maybe staying
in an uncomfortably small spot would jog her niece into action to
get out of there again. With grey dread Ivy realized that the ‘for
a while’ in Bonnie’s plea had been meant to cover several years.
And with a baby – Ivy shuddered. No. No, and no!

Bonnie had got
herself into this predicament! She could get herself out of it
again. Ivy strolled into a second-hand bookshop she hadn’t visited
in two years. Her studies had got too busy for her other passion:
Reading. She drifted between the shelves, Peridot sleeping
peacefully in ‘his’ handbag. She was glad the kitten was so
adaptable, then considered that a lot of kittens spent a lot of
time in carton boxes at his age, getting offered for sale or
adoption.

Why had her
sister-in-law thrown Bonnie out? She’d never do that to her own
daughter! And Bex was a nice enough person, difficult at times but
generally fair-minded... but to throw her daughter out because the
girl was in a predicament? May she grow hair where she doesn’t
expect it! she found herself muttering under her breath.

“Can I help you,
Miss?”

She looked up.

“You seem very
intent,” smiled the middle-aged owner of the shop. Ivy peered at
him, taking note that in the two years his greying hair had turned
a bit whiter – and sparser. But his beard was as full as it had
always been.

“Is there
something specific you are looking for?” he prompted.

“A book of hexes
and curses,” growled Ivy, then she laughed. “Nothing really. I’m
just here to distract myself. Got a situation to deal with, so it
helps me to be around books.”

“We have a
self-help section,” said the man and pointed her in that direction.
She studied the books on the shelves. A weathered copy of ‘How to
Win Friends and Influence People’ sat there between gardening,
cookery and other DIY books. The elderly man returned to his desk
at the till.

“Here,” someone
stuck a book into her field of vision. She looked up in surprise,
at a young man with middle-brown hair and stunningly azure eyes.
They held her as though they wanted to hypnotize her. “You might
like this one!”

Ah, she thought,
feeling a little off-balance, a new shop assistant. She glanced at
the book he was holding, then took it. ‘Arcana’, said the gold-leaf
title; surrounded with coiling mandalas and animal sketches. It
certainly looked interesting. She glanced back at the young man and
found that he’d left. Oh.

Those eyes burned
in her mind. A shade of blue she had never seen. And that intense
stare... like a command! Ivy took the book to the till. It was in
pretty good condition; nearly like new. The owner looked a bit
surprised when he couldn’t find where he had marked a price; but he
was quick to make up one. It was nearly as much as for a new book.
Ivy snorted and thought, maybe half of that or two-thirds, tops.
She looked for the shop assistant to hand the book back. The man
was nowhere.

“Let me have
another look at that,” said the owner – his name was on the edge of
her brain, just out of reach though. He took the book again, looked
at it from all sides, then quoted her a price about a third lower.
Ivy sighed, rolled her eyes and paid, pocketing the book. Nice. It
was not usually in her repertoire to allow herself to be ripped off
by the second-hand bookshop.

She continued to
the office, picking up her workload early. Rats, if they’d had
internet, her boss could have emailed it to her! She resolved to
introduce this backward company to the modern world.

Mr Oates had
already left, so there was only Chicky left to deal with.

“How’s your
niece?” she probed.

“Fine,” said Ivy
without enthusiasm, packing up what she needed to take home.

“And is
she...”

Ivy nailed Biljana
with a flat stare.

“It shall remain
to be seen,” she said coldly. “Now if you don’t mind...”

“Was only asking,”
said Biljana sullenly. And she returned to her typing, muttering
“vešterka!”

“Pardon?” asked
Ivy reflexively.

“Witch!” said
Biljana, more audibly, and proceeded to ignore Ivy.

The redhead
snorted. May she break out in spots, she thought acridly. And she
finished raking together what was hers for the night, snapped her
briefcase closed, stuck her nose into the air and clicked out of
the store.

Oates and Son (of
which the current Mr Oates was in fact the son of a long-deceased
Oates senior) was a retailer selling, amongst a selection of other
things, mostly clothing. It wasn’t a chain store; not a franchise;
but a privately owned shop that had been of impressive dimensions a
generation back. In this current climate of financial decline the
shop had been cut back; even so it still had two stories, and – Ivy
sighed – it needed to employ a junior accountant in training for CA
to sort out years upon years of unprocessed finances. It was a
forensic nightmare.

Smile, she
instructed herself. It would certainly look good on her CV, all
this experience. But it was difficult to smile about it when she
didn’t even have the remotest cooperation from Biljana, who was
supposed to log sales into the sales book and enter them into the
Excel file as she had repeatedly shown her. That was all the girl
was supposed to do, except man the till – and people came in and
shopped at far too large intervals. So mainly the teenage
receptionist sat varnishing her nails and reading graphic novels
when she thought Ivy wasn’t looking.

Ivy shrugged
impatiently as she made her way through the drizzle that had been
with her the whole day, to the bus stop and waited there for the
bus. She needed a small vehicle, she thought. Because this was
maddening. It was no problem walking the distance to work on
bright, dry days; but the drizzle was wearing her down, and taking
the bus was tedious. A scooter, or a small motorbike would do
it.

“Meow!” said her
handbag. She lifted Peridot out and smelled immediately that he’d
had an accident on the towel lining. Just a small accident. The wet
type, nothing more serious.

“Did you wet
yourself then?” she asked him, holding him up to eye level. She
sighed. “Sorry, my boy! You’re not having a very peaceful day in
your new home!”

Peridot gave her a
lick on her nose with his tiny, raspy tongue.

“Oh, that’s
alright then,” she smiled, and at that moment the bus arrived. Ivy
boarded, paid and found a seat. There was one right in front; pure
luck.

About seven stops
on, she got off the bus and made her way back to her apartment.
Damn, but she was going to turn that box into a home. For one. And
a cat.

Curse that owner,
that he wouldn’t allow her to paint the walls! May his wife moan in
his ears and his mother-in-law visit upon him, and may his daughter
run away with a drug-using hippie so he’d soften up a bit!

But in fact she’d
have to move anyway. No pets, her lease agreement said. Well,
perhaps it was high time. She ascended the stairs – for four
stories nobody had bothered with a lift – and unlocked her front
door. And nearly dropped everything in shock.

Bonnie and Jake
were both in there, on her bed, doing exactly what they had been
doing that had got them in trouble in the first place.
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Ivy stood
speechless for a second. They ignored her and calmly carried on –
or perhaps they hadn’t heard her.

“What are you
doing there?” she shrieked.

Jake turned his
head.

“F* off, bitch,
we’re busy,” he told her without pausing.

Ivy gasped for
air. And she grabbed the nearest object she could find and lifted
it, to fling at the pair in rage. It was a fork, left lying around
on the kitchen top, amongst a fiendish mess the teenagers had made
helping themselves to her food. She gaped at the pigsty her kitchen
had turned into, in two short hours. And back at the two – calmly
continuing as though she were air. Hell, she’d show them air! She
raised that fork in mad fury, meaning to stab Jake in the bare
butt, and -

There was a flash,
and a smell of something singed, and Jake yelled, rolling down to
the floor clutching his bum. Bonnie screamed too, in fright.

“What did you do
to him?”

“Me?” Ivy gaped at
the youngster who was writhing on the floor. A singe mark was now
visible on his behind, shaped like lightning. He’d have a scar,
thought Ivy disjointedly. Served him right.

“You burnt him!”
yelled Bonnie, outraged. “You branded him!”

Jake had gathered
himself enough that he could make a dive for the bathroom.

“I’ll lay a
charge,” threatened Bonnie. “You injured him!”

This was
enough.

“Out!” exploded
Ivy. “Take your suitcase and go!”

Bonnie stared at
her in shock, then was instantly remorseful.

“I’m sorry, Ivy! I
didn’t mean to shout at you. I’m just under such a lot of stress,
you know, with the baby and all...”






Ivy knocked loudly
on the bathroom door.

“I’ll count to
ten,” she warned Jake. “If you’re not out by then I’m calling the
cops.”

That worked. Two
seconds later a fully dressed Jake emerged from the bathroom,
grabbed his bag that was lying in a corner, and ran out of the
door.

“So!” commanded
Ivy. “Change of rules. He’s not allowed near this apartment block
within a radius of a hundred meters. Understood?”

“But Ivy...”
begged Bonnie.

“And you,” said
Ivy, “are going to clear up here. Every bit of mess you made, and
he made. And you’re going to take my bedding off my bed and take it
down to the laundrette, and bring it back washed and ironed. Is
that clear?”

“But Ivy, I’m not
supposed to work so hard in this condition!” objected Bonnie. She
peered at the mess with an expression that told Ivy that not a
finger would be lifted.

“Did you call your
mother?” asked Ivy.

Bonnie shook her
head.

“Then I’m calling
her,” said Ivy and started dialling. “Get clearing up!”

Bonnie ripped her
own phone out and speed-dialled her mother, beating Ivy to it.

“Hi Mom? It’s me,
Bonnie.” She swept a dirty plate off the box that served as a
coffee table for Ivy’s lounge, and sat down on the space she’d
cleared. The plate shattered on the floor. Ivy watched
speechlessly. “Yes, I’m okay, don’t worry,” trilled Bonnie with
fake bonhomie. “Just spending some days with Auntie Ivy so you can
cool down. Okay? - love you too, Mom!”

“You’re totally
not, you know,” said Ivy, boiling over. Damn that girl! Too
pregnant to clear up after her own backside! And that plate had
been one of the set, the first set she owned, that her best friend
had given her for a house-warming gift.

Ivy had consented
to let her niece stay here for a while – not this rebellious,
belligerent, sarcastic teen with the bad temper. She couldn’t see
herself doing this anymore. No ways. “You’re getting on the bus
back home, right now. Pack your things!”

“But Ivy, you
said...”






Ivy pointedly
started bundling up Bonnie’s belongings which were already strewn
far and wide, and stuffed them into her suitcase. She zipped it
closed and stuck it in Bonnie’s hand.

“There you go.
Bye-bye!”

Bonnie burst into
tears again.

“But it’s already
getting dark out! I’ll be raped!”

“I’ll walk with
you,” said Ivy resolutely.

“Then you’ll get
raped too!”

Ivy laughed
brightly. “Oh no. That only happens to young girls who tangle with
drug addicts.”

“Who says Jake
uses drugs?” challenged Bonnie.

“I can see it! Now
come.” Ivy waited for Bonnie to follow her reluctantly out of the
door.






Ivy returned to
her flat an hour later, having stuck Bonnie safely onto the correct
bus home. She closed her door behind her... and gazed down into
Peridot’s accusing green eyes.

“Meow!”

“Yes, I know, my
boy,” she sighed and located a small bowl, and put some cat food in
it for him, and some milk in another. And she raised her eyes and
looked dazedly at the chaos that reminded her that today had indeed
been real, not just some acid dream or something similarly
crazy.

“I wish there were
some good fairy that could just wave a wand and the mess would
disappear,” she sighed. Gosh, was she tired! But there was no way
she’d be sleeping on that filthy bedding... how dared they? She
ripped the bedding off her bed and carried it down to the
laundrette, dumping it into one of the washers. She threw laundry
soap on top and started the machine. And she realized that if she
didn’t go to sleep very soon, she’d be sleeping in the
laundrette.

To hell with it.
She left the machine to its washing and returned to her flat,
realizing that she had left her door open. For a panicky moment she
searched for Peridot, then located him at his food bowls, tidily
washing his toes with his pink tongue.

“You’re a lovely
cat,” she told him as she straightened the mattress protector which
was all that remained of her bedding and fell onto it. The book she
had bought, ‘Arcana’, lay there on the box that served as a coffee
table; but she didn’t even have enough energy left to reach for it.
She fell asleep without switching off the light. Later on, Peridot
jumped onto her bed and nestled up against her, purring like a
mini-motorbike trying to start up.






Ivy opened her
eyes the next morning to see what that incessant droning was about.
Still halfway in alpha, she saw the apparition of Janet, the
caretaker, going around her bachelorette box with a vacuum
cleaner.

“Are you alright,
dear?” asked the motherly woman. “You looked as though you might
not be well, and then I saw all this mess, so I thought to myself,
Janet, I thought, she’s not well, that young lady. She’s not
feeling well after the ruckus yesterday, and she’s too tired to
clean up.”

“What?” Ivy
blinked, thoroughly confused.

“Your door was
wide open, dear, and your light was still burning. Must’ve burnt
the whole night through. And there you lay, on your bed in full
office clothes...” She came closer and brought a steaming cup of
something to Ivy. It was tea. Ivy propped herself up on one elbow
and thankfully accepted the drink, though she didn’t normally like
tea much.

“I saw that little
rubbish running out of here last night,” added Janet, sitting down
on the beanbag to supervise that Ivy drank her tea. “Don’t tangle
with him, Ivykins. he’s bad news. Every druggie on the streets
knows him. ‘e’s a dealer, he is!”

A dealer! Ivy
shook her head. What it told her about Bonnie was worrying. She
needed to contact Bex.

“You even left
your bedding in the laundry,” added Janet. “Good that I saw you
going down there, dear. I wouldn’t have known otherwise where to
bring it back to.”

Ivy nodded.
“Thanks, Janet.” She glanced at her watch. “Oh heck, is it that
time? I must get to work!”

“Do you always
work on Saturdays?” asked Janet.

“No! Of course
not!” Ivy smiled. “Janet, thank you.” She glanced around her ‘box’.
The place was spotless. “You are a sweetheart!”

“Worried about
you, that’s what,” was Janet’s half-gruff response. “Now you take
today to rest, understand? Wish my own daughter would listen to me
like you do!”

Ivy smiled. She
remembered that Janet’s adult daughters were far away, the elder
married in Sweden and the younger in New York, having been
head-hunted there by a computer company.

“May someone be
looking after your daughters as nicely as you’re looking after me,”
she said. This made Janet beam.

“Incidentally, did
you see a small black kitten around the place?” asked Ivy.

Janet shook her
head.

“I can see you
have a cat,” she answered, pointing to the litter box. “Wouldn’t
keep ‘im if I were you; that’s trouble with old mister Brown. But I
haven’t seen your kitty.”

Ivy was up in a
moment. “I have to find him.”

“Will you be
alright, dear?” asked Janet once more.

“Sure!”

“Then I’ll be on
my way,” said the caretaker and left. Ivy went looking for
Peridot.

A small ‘meow!’
drew her attention to the curtain. High up, nearly at the pelmet, a
small shadow appeared darker than the rest of the curtain, and she
could see tiny claw-tips coming through the material. She lifted
the curtain and there he was, behind it, hanging on for dear
life.

“Oh you funny
little silly!” exclaimed Ivy and freed him from his precarious
perch. She cuddled him against her neck as she went the two steps
to the kitchen to pour him some fresh milk and some more cat food.
This time she offered a smaller portion, wondering if he’d eat it
up and ask for more.

Janet had really
cleaned everything, every last nook and cranny. Ivy marvelled at
this, and accepted it gratefully. She went through her morning
routine – today, mercifully, without time pressure. And then her
eyes caught the newspaper ads that were lying open on her coffee
table box.

That was right:
She had been meaning to search for a place to stay. Because
currently, Peridot had illegal fugitive status in this box. Her
landlord would catch a harry.

She paged a bit,
then an ad caught her eyes.

‘Garden cottage, 1
bed 1 bath, smallish, beautiful setting’ and a rental that was
quite a bit lower than hers.

This was
interesting!

“Coming out with
me again today?” she asked Peridot.

“Meow!”

“Good!” So, no
hard feelings about yesterday. Great! She realized that she hadn’t
changed the towel in her bag for him. Both the towel and the bag
stank. She resolved to stick both into the laundry, found another
sling-bag, lined it with a towel as well and put him into it.

“Don’t get too
used to this,” she told him as she shouldered the bag. A muffled
“meow” came from inside as answer. She could bet her bottom dollar
that this cat understood every word she said!






The cottage turned
out to be perfect. It stood sheltered under enormous trees in a
fairytale garden full of flowers and herbs. It was detached from
the main house which was a bit further down on the large property.
The smell, the feel, the entire atmosphere of the place was
peaceful. And it came – furnished.

It was
irresistible. An antique chaise-longue with carved legs stood under
the window; two equally old high-back chairs from two different
eras complemented it. The coffee table was from nearly black wood,
carved antique, too. The furniture was old and a bit shabby;
nothing she couldn’t fix though. This all stood on a wooden parquet
floor from which some pieces were missing.

“I had a carpet in
here,” the young landlady, who had introduced herself as Alison,
told her, “but it went bad, you know, so I took it out. You’ll have
to bring your own.”

Ivy nodded and
gazed at the windows. Alright: She would put her own curtains up,
because that many flowers were just too much. But the burglar bars
in the windows were pretty; they gave the impression of
hand-wrought iron.

“Oh, those,”
smiled the landlady. “Yes... we found that there were break-ins in
this cottage, so Marc – that’s my husband – he found these on a
fleamarket and welded them on. Somebody has hand-wrought them. You
can really see the hobby-craft,” she added apologetically. “Hope
they don’t offend! They work, at least.”

“They’re
beautiful,” replied Ivy with sincere appreciation.

“You’ll have to
bring your own bed though,” said Alison, leading her further
towards the back part of the cottage.

“Suits me,”
replied Ivy.

The kitchen was a
little run-down, like the rest of the cottage. How Ivy with her
usual standard of pristine, new and young could find this
particularly attractive, she couldn’t explain to herself. It was as
though she were experiencing a world she had never yet been exposed
to.

There were roaches
in the kitchen. She set her teeth and resolved to get rid of them
all. Every place she had ever looked at for renting, had had
roaches. She’d had to clear out her current box from word go.

The bedroom had an
old-fashioned wardrobe standing on feet. The bathroom was in need
of repairs though.

“We’re planning to
redo the bathroom,” said Alison apologetically. “It’s the reason
nobody wants to take the place.”

“When do you want
to redo it?” asked Ivy.

“The problem is a
catch-22,” said Alison. “We need the rental money first before we
can look at that.”

Ivy paused. This
was a problem. The place needed a new toilet seat; the old one had
been removed. The bathroom had been cleaned; this she could see.
But there were broken tiles, a bad crack in the hand basin, and –
she tested – the shower didn’t work. She peered up. The shower head
was calcified up. She reached up and tried to remove it to test
whether the pipe worked. It didn’t budge.

“We’ll need a
monkey wrench to take that off,” said Alison.

Ivy made a note to
price monkey wrenches. She glanced at the bathtub. It was
old-fashioned; it stood on four clawed feet, similar to the
wardrobe. The enamel coating on its inside was stained from age. It
didn’t look appetizing; but then again, it should not be replaced,
thought Ivy, just re-enamelled. It belonged to the place.

She’d had enough
of living in a grey box.

“Would I be
allowed to paint?”

“Anything you
like,” said Alison, sounding relieved that this was one expense she
wasn’t expected to carry. “But please, first show me the colours
you want to use.”

Sure! That was no
problem.

“I have a cat.
Would he be allowed here?” Regardless how beautiful this cottage
was, she thought, she wouldn’t be able to move in here if he wasn’t
welcome.

“I never thought
about that,” said Alison. “A cat?”

“Yes,” said Ivy
and opened her bag for Alison to have a peep at Peridot. The kitten
opened a sleepy eye and his tail-tip twitched. He yawned hugely and
stretched.

“Awww!” Alison
reached out and stroked him with her index finger. “Sure! Bring
him! We have no pets ourselves, we didn’t move in too long ago,
still reeling from...” She shut her mouth, obviously realizing that
she shouldn’t give away too much.
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