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 PART ONE

 April

The Song of the Lords-and-Ladies Fairy


Here’s the song of Lords-and-Ladies  
(in the damp and shade he grows):  
I have neither bells nor petals,  
like the foxglove or the rose.
 Through the length and breadth of England,  
many flowers you may see —   
Petals, bells, and cups in plenty —   
but there’s no one else like me.


 




In the hot-house dwells my kinsman,  
Arum-lily, white and fine;
 I am not so tall and stately,  
but the quaintest hood is mine;
 And my glossy leaves are handsome;  
I’ve a spike to make you stare;
 And my berries are a glory in September.  
(BUT BEWARE!)

Cicely Mary Barker




 Chapter One

Crantsford was the last place in which Ellen expected to see a young teenage girl begging for money.

The prosperous small market town didn’t lend itself easily to being a backdrop for the tired figure hovering outside the Patisserie. Its narrow, winding roads, some cobbled and lined either side with pretty Georgian bay windows displaying old-fashioned jars of humbugs, Jacques Vert separates and Lladro china, gave off an air of Easy Street; the young girl, on the other hand, smacked of Queer Street.

Ellen sensed that the girl hadn’t much experience in what she was doing, and turned away at the uncomfortable sight of passers-by offering little more than stony disapproval at the sight of an outstretched hand in their midst. She cupped her own hands around her eyes and peered through the window of the travel agent’s where Hermione was cruising the shelves for the holiday of a lifetime. She could see one of the assistants approaching her, ready no doubt to humour the old lady once more. They were quite used to her regular flights of fancy. Last month it had been talk of a trip on the Orient Express.

A few moments later Hermione came out onto the street with a bundle of glossy brochures. ‘Egypt,’ she said briskly, ‘I rather fancy the look of the Nile.’

‘And I rather fancy a cup of tea. Shall we?’

Ellen linked arms with her elderly friend, not because  Hermione was in any way fragile and unable to cross a road alone, but out of love and gratitude — there had been times during the two years since Roger had left her when Ellen herself had been more than a little fragile and it had been Hermione who had been there for her, sure footed and rock solid.

They crossed the road and came upon the young girl. With nobody else on the pavement outside the Patisserie there was no avoiding what Ellen had tried earlier to ignore.

‘Twenty pence?’ the girl said, her voice unsure as if she knew she was pushing her luck.

Ellen reached into her bag. Excluding the money she had set aside for that morning’s treat with Hermione, she knew she had only twelve pounds with her and that was to last until after the Easter Bank Holiday. She opened her wallet and pulled out a pound coin, but then hesitated. It suddenly felt too much. The girl would think her ostentatious, would probably thank her lucky stars to have stumbled across someone so gullible. Visions of the girl, later that day, high on some mind-altering drug flitted through Ellen’s head. You read such stories, of children doped up to the eyeballs to simulate hunger and deprivation, when in reality ...

Oh, to hell with reality!

She dropped the coin into the proffered hand and tried to smile in a sympathetic and understanding kind of way.

‘Thank you,’ the girl said, but there was no smile. Ellen felt annoyed, not with the girl for failing to show gratitude, but with herself for confirming the hypocrisy of charity. Sure, I’ll give you money, but here’s the deal — in return you have to make me feel good about it.

‘Very commendable of you,’ Hermione said as they pushed open the door to the Patisserie and waited for a  waitress to come and show them to a table. ‘Though it might have been of more use to the girl to have invited her in with us. She looked unspeakably hungry to me.’

‘I’ve a table free now in the window,’ a waitress greeted them importantly in a larger than necessary frilly pinny, the size of which Hermione and Ellen had long since decided denoted that this particular waitress was superior to the rest of the staff, who all wore tiny plain aprons. ‘How many are you?’ she asked Ellen.

Ellen hesitated. For most of her life she had rationalised and analysed to the point of what she thought was absolute certainty in any decision-making process and then more often than not had regretted the outcome. And since she had been on her own she had grown worse, analysing everything she and everyone else did and said; questioning motives, seeking out hidden agendas and exploring all possible means of justification. Hermione called it her ‘rationalising to the point of inertia’. But just recently she had tried hard to act with more spontaneity. She thought of the pound coin she’d just given away and seized her moment.

‘Three,’ she answered quickly, and without risking a look at Hermione she turned and went back outside onto the street.

Hermione took her seat in the window and decided not to be put out at being deprived of Ellen’s undivided attention. She watched Ellen approach the girl. She read the young girl’s body language — surprise first, followed quite rightly by suspicion and then shoulder-shrugging submission as Ellen led the way. For all Ellen’s dithering, when she made a decision there was no stopping her.

There was no danger of heads turning as the door opened, or of voices being subdued, for the girl in her ill-fitting clothes looked as badly dressed as most of the  teenagers in Crantsford, if not better than some. And mercifully she seemed clean enough and had nothing skewered through her nose or eyebrows. Hermione picked up one of her glossy holiday brochures and shuddered at the thought of some of the youngsters in the town who apparently had more bodily parts pierced than a pin-cushion.

‘This is Jo-Jo,’ Ellen said brightly.

‘Hi,’ the girl said awkwardly. She looked older than she had outside, but paler.

Hermione lowered her brochure. ‘Well, Jo-Jo,’ she said, ‘this would seem to be your lucky day. There are still plenty of meringues left on the trolley over there, I see.’

‘I’m not big on meringues,’ Jo-Jo said, stowing a large . rucksack under the table and sitting on the edge of the chair — she had the look of being ready for flight, just in case.

Hermione raised an eyebrow. ‘Correct me if I’m wrong, but in my day it was beggars who couldn’t be choosy.’

‘And even in your day I’m sure that beggars suffered from allergies. I get a rash from egg whites, if it’s any business of yours.’

Hermione instantly warmed to Jo-Jo. She loved a dash of hostility and this girl had it in spades. That was the trouble with being old: too often you were treated with reverence and respect, nobody ever told you to shut up. It was amazing what you could get away with once you got past sixty. Ellen was one of the few people who wouldn’t let her get away with too much nonsense. The same was true of Matthew, who had always been blunt and to the point. Last week he had been especially blunt. He’d called Hermione to ask how she was and when she had  asked after his current girlfriend he’d replied tersely, ‘Mind your own business, I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Pot of tea for three?’ asked the waitress with the pinny.

Both Hermione and Ellen looked at Jo-Jo, each suspecting, each dreading, that she would want something different — something more expensive.

‘What?’ she said, when she realised she was being stared at.

‘Tea or coffee?’ Ellen urged.

‘Earl Grey would be great.’

‘Expensive tastes for one so impoverished,’ Hermione muttered. Both she and Ellen exchanged looks of concern. They only treated themselves once a month to this luxury of having morning tea in town, a luxury comprising a couple of cream meringues — justified on the grounds that they could not make them successfully at home — and a pot of the Patisserie’s cheapest tea. Never did they squander money on the more expensive teas that the tearoom’s proprietor, Miss Astley, kept in large Chinesy-looking tins on the glass shelf above the rows of cups and saucers. It was out of the question: neither had money to throw so recklessly down the drain.

‘Normal tea will be fine,’ Ellen told the waitress. If Jo-Jo was going to take her for a ride it would be a very cheap ride.

The order was completed with the addition of two meringues and a modest hot cross bun for Jo-Jo, and was brought to the white-clothed table with bustling speed and efficiency that spoke of Miss Astley having impressed upon her staff that time was money.

It was only when Jo-Jo had wolfed down her bun before Ellen and Hermione had even reached for their  pastry forks that Ellen realised quite how hungry the poor girl was.

‘Would you like another one?’ she asked, overcome with shame.

Jo-Jo nodded and then she fainted.




 Chapter Two

‘I’m all right,’ Jo-Jo mumbled weakly. ‘I’m all right.’

‘Sure you are,’ responded Ellen, kneeling on the floor beside her. ‘People go around fainting all the time.’ She tried to ease the girl into a sitting position. ‘Let’s get you back onto your chair and do something about trying to get your head between your knees. I think that’s what you’re supposed to do.’

‘No!’ said Jo-Jo, her voice suddenly more forceful. She pushed Ellen’s hands away from her. ‘I told you, I’m fine. Now leave me alone.’

‘Is anything the matter?’ It was Miss Astley, a solid chunk of a woman with too much eye-liner and a short navy-blue skirt slightly concertinaed below the curve of her pot-bellied stomach. She was accompanied by the large pinny, who must have summoned the great lady from her den at the first sign of trouble. An audience of curious onlookers were casting surreptitious glances over their china cups towards the scene of the commotion.

‘Nothing that a glass of water won’t put right,’ Hermione answered smoothly, straightening the tablecloth and picking up a knocked-over bowl of sugar cubes.

‘Would that be still or carbonated?’

Hermione gave Miss Astley a withering stare. ‘I think you’ll find tap water is generally still.’

There was nothing else for Miss Astley to say and,  giving Jo-Jo a reproachful look, she turned away and stretched her lips into the professional smile that she reserved for her less troublesome clientele.

‘I really don’t know why we bother coming here,’ Hermione said huffily, in a voice designed to be heard some several yards away.

Ellen ignored Hermione’s stage-managed attempt at pique. She was watching Jo-Jo retrieving her rucksack from under the table. ‘What are you doing?’ she asked, when the girl got to her feet.

‘Look, you’ve done your bit for society and I’ve had something to eat, so that makes us quits and happy all round.’ She moved towards the door. ‘And thanks,’ she added, sounding as if she meant it.

‘But you can’t go yet,’ Ellen called after her. ‘You need to have something else to eat, you need ...’

‘Let her go,’ Hermione said. ‘After all, what else do you want to do? Offer her a bed for the night?’

Ellen watched Jo-Jo step outside onto the street. She couldn’t bear the thought of abandoning her and leaving her to the mercy of a way of life that would inevitably turn her into little more than a depressing statistic.

There but for the grace of God go I, she thought miserably.

The girl slung her bag over one shoulder, looked first to her left along the narrow road, which would take her to the bottom of Lower Market Street, and then to her right, which would lead her up the hill towards Church Walk and eventually onto the main road out of Crantsford. While she seemed to weigh up which road to take a group of women appeared and gathered round the tearoom window. They peered in through the small panes of glass to see if there were any free tables and when they  finally pressed against the door and stepped inside Jo-Jo had gone.

‘Perhaps now we can get on,’ said Hermione, pushing her pastry fork into the crisp meringue in front of her. With one eye on her brochure, she said, ‘Did you know that the temple at Abu Simbel was rescued from the floodwaters of — ’

‘Don’t you care at all?’

‘I care very much,’ Hermione said slowly, her hooded eyes staring straight at Ellen. ‘That’s why — ’

‘I’m not talking about some rescued temple,’ Ellen said sharply, ‘and you know jolly well I’m not.’

‘Whose is the glass of water?’ the pinny said, once again at their table.

‘You’re too late!’ Ellen said crossly.

The pinny looked confused. ‘I’ll leave it anyway, shall I?’

‘Oh, do what you want.’

‘My, you really are bothered by her, aren’t you?’ Hermione said, when the glass had been plonked down and they were left alone. ‘The question is, why?’

Ellen said nothing and then she jabbed at her meringue. Small powdery chunks exploded off her plate and onto the tablecloth. ‘I don’t know,’ she said at last. ‘I really don’t know. She just seemed so pathetic. And here I am, worried half out of my mind every time my bank statement slips through the letter-box, and yet compared to the Jo-Jos of this world I’m probably sickeningly well off.’

‘Aha! Do I detect the first signs of some fledgling socialist tendencies coming to the fore? Tendencies which a stable marriage and comfortable middle-class background have kept at bay all these years?’

‘Oh, be quiet!’

Hermione chuckled and looked affectionately at Ellen. ‘Maybe the Jo-Jos of this world are a good influence on you. But I’d like to point out, though, that she didn’t seem too impoverished. Her clothes were clean enough and there was nothing backward about her in her choice of tea.’

‘Appearances can be deceiving.’

‘Indeed they can,’ Hermione said, casting an eye about the Patisserie.

They sat in companionable silence for a while. When they’d both finished eating, Ellen said, ‘I’m fed up with having no money, I mean really fed up. And living here doesn’t help.’ She inclined her head towards Miss Astley’s other customers, with their trim carrier bags of expensive goodies carefully positioned on the floor beside their chairs.

‘I know,’ Hermione said. She glanced down at her right hand, where up until a week ago her third finger had worn a ring that her father had given her for her twenty-first birthday. Now the heavy-knuckled finger was naked, its loose skin deeply channelled where the ring had once been. She placed her hand on her lap, out of sight, and tried to think positively: at least now there was sufficient money in the bank account to pay off the builder who had patched up the roof last month.

‘So what are we to do?’

‘Do, Ellen, my dear? Why, I only wish I knew. Perhaps we ought to take to the streets like our young friend. Or maybe we could set ourselves up in a knocking shop. I’m a little past my best, but heaven only knows there are enough strange men out there who might take some perverse pleasure in — ’

‘Don’t flatter yourself.’ Ellen laughed lightly, wishing that Hermione wouldn’t be so flippant at times. ‘But  seriously, though, we have to find some way round the problem that doesn’t include lying flat on our backs and thinking of England.’

‘Was that what you did with Roger?’

Ellen kept her eyes down and folded her paper napkin neatly in four. There were times when Hermione had an irritating knack of aiming her arrow with unerring accuracy. Sex had certainly become a problem between her and Roger when towards the end of their marriage Roger had decided that he wanted to be more adventurous. Dressing up as a school-girl at the age of thirty-seven had not appealed to Ellen and with visions of having to perform this ritual regularly for her husband she had begun to go off the idea of sex altogether. Eventually Roger had got tired of her reluctance to play along with his flights of fantasy and had sought his pleasure elsewhere; secretly, of course, until one day he had simply announced over supper that he had met a woman who had literally made all his dreams come true. Shock and fear at losing her husband and their twenty-year marriage and the only life she’d known had driven Ellen to extraordinary limits, making her plunder the agony columns in magazines for help and advice, which all, to a single voice, urged any woman in her position to take her courage in both hands and play the tart in bed. For two miserable and agonising months she had tried it, only to find a note on the mantelpiece one morning after coming back from the supermarket. Roger had not only left her for the accommodating Charmaine, who worked as his dental nurse at the surgery, but they were leaving the country. The note had gone into considerable detail — she had always viewed that A4 piece of paper as not only a coward’s way out, but as Roger’s final confession — explaining that he was tired of their marriage and of  capping teeth in Crantsford; he wanted a new life and was setting up home in Provence with Charmaine.

For the first six months after Roger had gone Ellen had been unable to stomach anything with a French connection. Irrationally she had blamed croissants, baguettes and Perrier water for the loss of her marriage. She also blamed Peter Mayle. For who else had planted the idea of Provence in Roger’s confused brain? The writer’s tales of fragrant lavender fields and garlic-smelling plumbers and good-for-nothing builders must surely have been responsible for seducing her husband away from her. But it wasn’t long before she had realised that Peter Mayle and his charming come-right-in-the-end tales had had no more to do with the end of her marriage than she had.

‘There’s one very obvious answer to solving your financial problems,’ Hermione said, sensing that she had set her friend off down the tortuous track of Memory Lane.

‘Yes?’ Ellen said, lifting her head to meet Hermione’s faded blue eyes. ‘So, what’s your latest brainwave then?’

‘Marry Duncan.’

Ellen prodded at the cubes of sugar in front of her with her unused teaspoon and smiled. ‘I’m not so sure Duncan’s the marrying kind.’

‘Everyone’s the marrying kind at some time or other. Have you considered him as a potential husband?’

Ellen laughed. ‘Well, of course I have. He’s ideal husband material. He’s single, about my age and a respected solicitor with a reputation — ’

‘And loaded, up to his legal lawsuits,’ interrupted Hermione, ‘to say nothing of the gorgeous Queen Anne manor house he lives in.’

Ellen continued to play with the sugar cubes, stacking them on top of each other into a wobbly pyramid.  Without looking up she said, ‘Would you be very shocked if I told you that if I ever marry again it will be for money and not for love? ... I tried the love thing and look where it got me.’

‘Seems perfectly reasonable to me,’ Hermione said. ‘I just wish I could do the same. Do you think there’s any chance of Duncan falling for you?’

‘I don’t know. He’s so quiet it’s difficult to know what he’s thinking half the time.’

‘I hope by quiet you don’t mean dull?’

Ellen sighed. ‘After what Roger put me through I’ll settle for dull any day.’ She reached for her bag. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Time to pay and let our fertile imaginations cool down. Oh, what’s this?’ She picked up a pound coin from beside the plate that Jo-Jo had used.

‘Should we think well of the girl, or put it down to carelessness?’ asked Hermione.

 



Johnny Foreigner was hot and airless and Ellen and Hermione quickly wound down the windows. Johnny Foreigner was Ellen’s car, and being unfortunate enough to be French — a Peugeot 205 — it had come in for its share of abuse after Roger had run off to France and had subsequently been renamed.

‘We didn’t get to discuss Egypt,’ Hermione said, when Ellen had negotiated her way through the one-way traffic system and paused at the lights at the top of Church Walk. As they turned green and Ellen slipped into first gear she was conscious that anybody who didn’t know Hermione well might wonder if the seventy-eight-year-old woman wasn’t showing signs of senile dementia with all her talk of holidays that could never be. But it was harmless enough. Whereas some people dreamed of winning the Lottery each Saturday night and revelled in  idle speculation as to how they would spend their winnings, Hermione simply let her mind wander from country to country, indulging herself in the harmless fantasy of exploring new territories from the safety of her armchair. Even Ellen had sometimes joined in with the game, allowing herself to be drawn into talk of a cruise for the pair of them around the Norwegian fjords. Hermione would speak of cocktail parties and sitting at the Captain’s table for dinner, while Ellen contented herself with the happy thought of escaping the financial mess in which Roger had left her.

‘Well, well, well,’ Hermione said, with a ring of pleasure in her voice, ‘and who do I spy pounding the road out of town with her thumb catching nothing but the wind?’

There was no mistaking the figure with the rucksack slung over its shoulder. The only difference now was that Jo-Jo had removed a layer of clothing and as she turned round at the sound of their approaching car a ripple of wind caught her thin white T-shirt and flattened the fabric against her young body. What Ellen had suspected earlier on the floor in the Patisserie when she had tried moving Jo-Jo was now confirmed. By her reckoning the girl had to be at least four months pregnant. She slowed the car and pulled over.

‘Going our way, young lady?’ Hermione asked through the open window.

Jo-Jo shifted her rucksack as though trying to hide behind it. ‘I might be,’ she said, pushing her long hair out of her eyes as the warm spring wind whipped it up from her shoulders.

‘Well, hurry up and get in, and let’s have no more nonsense from you. We’ll sort out the details later, but if you play your cards right I’m sure my well-meaning  friend here will provide you with a bed for the night.’ Hermione turned and faced Ellen. ‘That was what you had in mind, wasn’t it?’




 Chapter Three

‘Shall I drop you off?’ Ellen asked Hermione, knowing full well the answer.

‘There’s no hurry,’ the older woman replied. ‘I’ll toddle home later.’

Yes, thought Ellen, why go home now when things were just getting interesting?

‘Is she your mother?’ Jo-Jo asked Ellen, catching her eye in the mirror from the back of the car.

‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you?’ Ellen said, with a sideways glance at Hermione.

Hermione humphed. ‘What rubbish. I’m infinitely better than any mother. Have I ever made demands on you or made a nuisance of myself?’

‘Never, thank goodness.’ Ellen smiled. She indicated left to leave the main road. There were three signs at the top of the small unadopted road they turned into. The smallest one was a dead-end sign and beneath it was another — Beggarman’s Lane. The irony of her address never failed to make Ellen wonder at the way her life had turned out. The most obvious sign was a large, well-positioned cream board with green lettering on it spelling out the words Spring Bank Dried Flowers, and in one corner there was a simple depiction of a jug containing an arrangement of blooms. The sign still looked brand new although it had been in position now for several months. For Ellen it was yet another reminder of the  many changes she’d been forced to accept. Sometimes she resented the sign — that was on a bad day when her anger for Roger could not be stifled; on other days she would indulge in a little back-patting and allow herself the luxury of imagining herself as Businesswoman of the Year. The reality was quite different, of course: she had yet to reach a point where she could even pay herself a regular salary.

There had been no rain for over a week and as Johnny Foreigner bumped its way down the steep incline of the potholed lane a gauzy cloud of dust was left hanging in the air behind the car. The narrow lane curved gently round to the left and brought them to a tiny white-rendered cottage with a low, sloping roof and a front door that was painted black; either side of the door was a window and a matching pair above. It was the archetypal house painted by every primary-school child who had ever picked up a brush — all it needed to make it complete was a splodgy yellow sun wearing a smiley face in the top right-hand corner.

Directly opposite the cottage was a grassy bank, dotted with daffodils, which fell away to a stream, and beyond this there were trees bordering the edge of a field where local people walked their dogs. On the face of it, it looked a dream hideaway cottage, but for Ellen there had been times when it had been more like a nightmare — the cottage from hell, she’d called it when she’d moved in and discovered just how damp and dilapidated the place was. Wet rot and dry rot abounded, but these were defects she could tolerate; they were small fry compared to the more obvious horrors that had demanded her immediate attention. She had spent weeks scraping off the mould from the kitchen walls and twice as long in ridding the entire cottage of the foul stench of urine, the  source of which was the minuscule bathroom on the first floor. The previous occupant had been a man who had lived alone in the house — and died in it — for nearly half a century and whom Ellen was sure had never acquainted himself with even the most basic of household cleaning products. She had cursed him daily for his lack of hygiene, especially his inability to aim anything into the toilet, preferring instead, it seemed, to leave his mark like a tom cat on the filthy sodden green and yellow lino that partially covered the bathroom floor.

But at least all the cursing and constant elbow grease had taken her mind off Roger.

When Roger had done his disappearing act, Ellen had had no idea of the mess he’d left behind him. She’d been aware of the second mortgage that he had taken out on their home — had even been a party to it, as joint owner of Orchard House — understanding that the money borrowed from the bank was to enable Roger to expand his recently acquired dental practice. What she hadn’t been aware of was that when she had signed the papers giving her agreement to this transaction she had also given him carte blanche to borrow further amounts of money. Within days of his disappearance she had discovered that over the previous year Roger had been spending money secretly like a drunken sailor home on leave. It was mind-boggling how much he’d spent on weekends away in Amsterdam and Paris with Charmaine. But worse was to come: Roger had developed a drug habit, which had not only drained away their savings to nothing but also the hope of making him responsible for the debts he’d left behind.

Ellen still didn’t know what had shocked her more — that Roger had been leading a double life, or that she had  been stupid enough to believe in all the dentistry conferences he had suddenly felt so compelled to attend.

And while trying to come to terms with the emotional trauma of the loss of her marriage, she was forced to sell her home — her lovely dream home — find a new one and a way of earning a living.

She parked the car alongside the barn where over a wide, studded door hung a similar sign to the one at the top of the lane — Spring Bank Dried Flowers.

‘Here we are,’ she said, unnecessarily.

Jo-Jo got out first. Ellen and Hermione watched her wander across the thin strip of road to the sloping bank. She dipped her hand in the water. ‘It’s freezing!’ she yelled back at them, as if they were in some way to blame.

‘Are you sure you know what you’re doing?’ Hermione asked Ellen, as they walked towards the cottage. ‘She’ll make a dreadful house guest.’

‘I like that. It was you who invited her to come back with us.’

‘I was only voicing what was already in your mind.’

Ellen ignored this truth and unlocked the cottage door. It was pleasantly cool inside and she hung her bag on the back of the door where she kept her coats — gone were the days of a cloakroom the size of a small bedroom. She mentally slapped her wrists: Orchard House was long gone and Spring Bank Cottage was her new home. She looked about her at what doubled as her sitting room and dining room. Hanging from the two beams that ran the length of the cramped room were enormous bunches of dried flowers — a clever device for covering up the ominous cracks in the ceiling. Either side of the fireplace were two armchairs she’d covered with yellow and blue fabric bought from the market in Crantsford — last year’s  colours but a classic in its own right, the stallholder had insisted. She’d made scatter cushions from contrasting fabric and used these to make a pretty feature of the window-seat that overlooked the front garden and the stream beyond. To the left of the window she’d managed to squeeze in one of the few remaining pieces of furniture from her marriage: a large dresser that had stood perfectly in the kitchen at Orchard House. Here it dominated the small room like a towering oak tree in a tiny walled garden. She should have sold it, along with the other pieces of furniture that had had to go, but sentiment had got the better of her. Opposite the fireplace and nestling against the wall was a chunky pine table; this was where she ate her meals, struggled with her paperwork and sometimes fell asleep.

‘So what exactly do you intend doing with her?’ Hermione asked, settling herself into one of the armchairs.

‘Jo-Jo, you mean?’

‘Who else?’

Ellen sat on the window-seat, and peered out through the square panes of glass. Jo-Jo was lying on the grassy bank, her trousers rolled up and the sleeves of her T-shirt pushed up to her armpits. She looked so at home lying among the daffodils; so childlike. Ellen suddenly longed for her own child.

At the age of nineteen Simon would hardly like to be described as a child, and coming to the end of his second term away at college he was now more of an adult than Ellen felt herself to be at times. They had always been close and if she let herself dwell on how much she missed him she felt wretched at the thought of being separated from him ... She’d already lost so much.

‘She’s pregnant,’ she said, returning her attention to Hermione.

‘Does that make a difference?’

‘Oh, Hermione, she’s so young to have fouled up her life already.’

‘So it’s better to wait until you’re older, is it?’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘I do, but it’s only your opinion that she’s made a mess of things. She might not think she has. How old were you when you had Simon?’

‘That’s different. I got married as soon as — ’

‘How old?’

Ellen shrugged. ‘Twenty, as well you know.’

The point made, Hermione moved the conversation on. ‘I suppose you’ll keep her here for tonight and then persuade her to go to some kind of authority-run place tomorrow. Who do you think we should get in contact with?’

‘Perhaps we should be trying to persuade her to go back to her parents.’

‘Don’t even think about it,’ said an angry voice from the open doorway.

Ellen stood up awkwardly. ‘Would you like a drink?’

Jo-Jo nodded and followed Ellen to the kitchen.

Ellen took a carton of orange juice down from a shelf beside the cooker and snipped off the corner with a pair of scissors. Juice spurted over the work surface.

‘My gran was always doing that.’ Jo-Jo laughed unexpectedly, her features instantly softening. She turned away and picked up a cookery book, Easy Meals For One.


Ellen wanted very much to pursue this tiny piece of accidentally offered information, but the expression on Jo-Jo’s face told her that it would be an unwelcome  intrusion. And, anyway, what right had she to pry into Jo-Jo’s life? She would give her a bed for the night and tomorrow she’d set about organising a more permanent base for her and that would be that. By this time tomorrow she would have done what Jo-Jo had described at the Patisserie as her bit for society. She handed the girl her glass of orange juice. ‘Would you like a biscuit?’

‘I’d prefer a sandwich.’

‘Of course.’ How utterly stupid she was being. Here she was handing out well-meant crumbs of hospitality when what this girl really needed was a damn good meal inside her. The absurdity of what she’d instigated now hit her. Just what had she thought she was doing, acting like Lady Bountiful on the streets of Crantsford, offering food and then a bed for the night? Had she gone completely round the bend?

‘Cheese and pickle okay?’ She hoped it was. It was either that or a few sad-looking lettuce leaves and the tail end of an out-of-date cucumber.

‘That’d be great and ...’

Ellen waited for her to carry on. ‘Yes?’ she said, when the silence became uncomfortable.

Jo-Jo swallowed. ‘I just wanted to say thank you. There’s not many who’d do this. I mean, I could be a drug-crazed psycho for all you know.’

‘You mean you’re not?’ called Hermione from the sitting room, where she was flicking through her travel brochures. ‘How very disappointing.’

Jo-Jo and Ellen looked at each and both smiled. ‘Is she for real?’ Jo-Jo whispered.

‘And some.’

Ellen made two rounds of sandwiches for Jo-Jo and they joined Hermione in the sitting room. While Jo-Jo ate, Hermione kept up a rapid fire of questions to which  Jo-Jo either shrugged her shoulders in response or lied blatantly with an inscrutable expression on her face. When Hermione asked her where her family lived she made it obvious that she had had enough and in a bored voice said, ‘I am not of this planet.’

To which Hermione replied, ‘And just how do you go about getting yourself pregnant on your planet? The same way we earthlings do, with the tried and much-tested act of sexual intercourse?’

Jo-Jo froze. She looked accusingly at Ellen. ‘I knew you’d guessed,’ she said.

‘So why the secrecy?’ asked Ellen gently. ‘In a matter of weeks you’ll find it even more difficult to conceal the fact that you’re pregnant. Is the baby the reason you’ve run away from home?’

‘The baby’s a way out,’ she said, cramming the last of the sandwiches into her mouth. ‘A blessing, you could say.’

‘Well, I’m glad you’ve been blessed so abundantly,’ Hermione said drily. ‘Ellen, my dear, this could be the answer to all our problems. We’ll get ourselves pregnant and then run away and all our troubles will be over. I don’t know why the idea hadn’t occurred to us before.’

Jo-Jo scowled and wondered why she’d allowed herself to be talked into accepting help from these two women. The younger one was okay but the older one had to be a head-case. Still, a proper bed for tonight would be better than another night spent in that churchyard. It felt like weeks since she’d slept in her own bed, whereas it was only yesterday that she’d left home. Her mother had discovered the pregnancy-test kit in her bedroom, which she’d forgotten to throw away, and then all hell had broken loose when her step-father had been told. She had known her mother would be too weak to stand up for  her, she had expected that — two nervous breakdowns and a decade of tranquillisers had kept her firmly under her husband’s thumb. Maybe when she got herself sorted she’d write to her mother, just to let her know she was okay. Or perhaps it would be better to ring when he was out at work. She felt sad at the thought of her mum in that miserable house all alone with nothing but the telly for company.

‘You mustn’t mind Hermione,’ Ellen said softly. ‘She’s an old lady and we have to humour her.’ She frowned at Hermione. Hermione frowned back and stuck out her tongue.

Jo-Jo laughed. ‘You’re a right pair, you really are.’ After a few seconds she said, ‘It’s no big deal why I left home. I just don’t get on with my step-dad, that’s all. He likes to push people about. Mum isn’t able to stand up to him, but I won’t put up with it ... and never will. I’m not going back.’

‘He sounds a delightful man, your step-father,’ Hermione said. ‘Perhaps we should arm ourselves and plan a rescue attempt for your mother.’

Ellen ignored Hermione and leaned towards Jo-Jo. ‘What about the baby’s father? Does he even know that you’re pregnant?’

‘He knows all right, but he doesn’t want anything to do with it, or me. It wasn’t like we were together ... It wasn’t serious.’

Hermione noted the twisted hands in the girl’s lap and decided that, for now, enough questions had been asked.

 



An hour later, when Jo-Jo had wallowed in a bath and had been instructed by Ellen to take a nap in Simon’s tiny bedroom, Hermione gathered up her holiday brochures and said it was time she was going.

‘I’ll run you back,’ Ellen said, already reaching for her keys.

‘You’ll do no such thing. My legs are more than capable of making the short walk home. I’ll give you a ring in the morning to see what you’ve decided to do with our young friend.’

A few minutes after Hermione had left, the phone rang.

‘Ellen, it’s me, Duncan.’

‘Hello, Duncan.’ She wanted to add, ‘We were only talking about you earlier’, but remembering what the conversation had been about she thought better of it. ‘How are you?’ she said instead.

‘I’m fine. Look, I was wondering if you’re not working tomorrow whether you’d like to come over for lunch.’

‘Oh.’

‘Is that a no?’

‘No. I mean, yes. Yes, I’d love to. You just surprised me, that’s all.’ This was the first time Ellen had been invited home and the tempting picture of an elegant Queen Anne house shimmered enticingly before her eyes.

‘We always like to have people round on Good Friday — it’s a bit of a thing Mother has, roast lamb and a table of guests to share it with.’

The Queen Anne house instantly vaporised and was replaced with the far from pleasant image of the indomitable La Carter. ‘What time shall I come?’ Ellen asked, squeezing her eyes shut to block out the vision of Duncan’s mother about whom she had heard so much from Hermione.

‘It’s twelve for twelve thirty, but don’t worry about driving, I’ll come and pick you up.’

Ellen replaced the receiver in its cradle and smiled. Of course Hermione had been right this morning in the  Patisserie — she had done a darn sight more than merely consider Duncan as a potential husband. What fool wouldn’t? But was there really any chance of winkling the eligible Duncan out of his tightly fitting bachelor shell?




 Chapter Four

As Hermione walked home the thought occurred to her that perhaps she shouldn’t have left Ellen alone with a person they knew so little about, but crossing the main road to join the Crescent she dismissed this as absurd. Jo-Jo may have tried earlier to come across as bolshie and street-wise but there was a naïvety and overall honesty to her bearing that gave one no reason to suspect her capable of taking an axe to her good Samaritan and making off with the family silver and credit cards.

Much good it would do the girl anyway, for Hermione knew better than anyone how hard up Ellen was these days. Her dried-flower business was still in the early stages of getting off the ground and Hermione suspected that it would be a while before Ellen’s financial position improved dramatically.

She was now halfway along the Crescent — a road that bore no resemblance to the shape suggested by its name, but which was a quiet through road and home to some of the largest and most interesting houses in Crantsford. Most of the properties had been built at the turn of the century for the wealthy local industrialists of the era, but nearer the main road where Hermione was now walking stood a few recent additions. Built to individual designs and constructed of Cheshire brick, the modern properties blended in with their surroundings pleasantly enough, and in Hermione’s opinion they deserved nothing like the  outrage that had greeted their arrival from some of the more conservative-minded inhabitants of the Crescent.

She slowed her step as she drew level with one of the newer homes on her right — Orchard House. She stood still and cursed Roger under her breath.

Ellen and Roger had moved into Orchard House a month after the builders had moved out. Hermione had seen the removal van arrive late in the afternoon when she had been on her way back from Crantsford — in those days she had thought nothing of walking into town for her shopping, but recently her legs and back had started to object and she now used the local bus service or relied upon Ellen’s generosity to drive her to the shops. Which was how she had got to know Ellen. It had been raining one morning when Hermione had set off with her basket and umbrella and as she’d come to the end of the Crescent a small red car had pulled up alongside her. An attractive fair-haired woman had wound down her window and asked Hermione if she wanted a lift into Crantsford. ‘I’m still finding my way around,’ she’d said, as Hermione had climbed into the passenger seat, ‘so shout if you think I’m going the wrong way.’

They had taken to each other instantly and had quickly settled into a comfortable routine of tea and cake while listening to the afternoon short story on the radio in Ellen’s luxuriously fitted kitchen. Afterwards they would give their verdict on the writer’s talent, or lack of it, until it was time for Ellen to start thinking about feeding the men in her life, Simon and Roger.

Simon was the kind of son for whom any mother would willingly suffer. Tall, fair, well-mannered and heartbreakingly good-looking, he was also the kind of boy for whom most girls would willingly suffer. Hermione was sure that Simon’s father’s absconding to  France just as he was about to sit his A-levels, had upset him more than he would admit but, all credit to the lad, he’d not only kept his head and sailed through his exams but had been there for his mother in moments of crisis. For one so young he was particularly clear-sighted and self-possessed, but with none of the arrogance usually associated with these qualities. It was hard to imagine how any father could have turned his back on such a delightful son.

Hermione was not by nature a vindictive person, but she felt sure that she would never forgive Roger for what he had put Ellen and Simon through ... or for the disruption to her own life. She missed Ellen now that she worked full time and lived just that little bit further away. Ellen usually had only one day off a week — Thursday — and it wasn’t enough for Hermione. She wanted things how they used to be when she’d had Ellen all to herself. Damn Roger! He’d spoilt everything. And damn him for making her realise what a selfish person she was becoming in her old age.

She moved along the road until she came to the Lodge, set back some thirty or so yards from the pavement. Early-flowering cherry trees lined the curving driveway and Hermione could see that even though the blossom was barely a week old there was already a sprinkling of delicate pale pink petals lying on the lawn beside the smooth black tarmac — this, too, had only made its appearance last week and gave the impression of having been laid by an experienced carpet-fitter.

The Lodge was one of the oldest properties in the Crescent and during the past six months it had been the focus of much speculation. It was by far the largest and most elegant of the houses in the road and had stood empty for almost a year before a buyer was found. Now  it was in the process of being transformed into what had been advertised in the local press as ‘A retirement home of distinction for the distinguished’. Rumour had it that the alterations and building work were nearing an end, and certainly there had been far fewer comings and goings of noisy tradesmen’s vehicles just lately which would support this theory. In more recent days there had been quieter visitors to the Lodge. Several spotlessly clean cars had made appearances, bearing men in suits and brightly coloured ties as well as a woman with a scarf tucked artfully around her neck. They all carried briefcases and were too engrossed in what they were discussing to notice Hermione peering through the hedge at them as they walked the grounds comparing notes and nodding energetically into their mobile phones. She had named them the Management.

When planning permission had been sought for the change of use of the house the residents in the Crescent had all been assured that they would not be affected or inconvenienced in any way. Hermione had often wondered in what way anyone would think they could possibly be inconvenienced. Was the Management worried that the residents of the Crescent would be offended by the sight of a dead body being removed from the Lodge, and were they even now devising some discreet method of disposal of their future clients when they were no longer a viable proposition?

She pressed on towards Laburnum House, turned into the gravelled driveway and automatically stooped to tug at a clump of dandelions. She flung them, roots and all, into a massive rhododendron bush, its swelling buds on the verge of unfurling and showing tantalising glimpses of brilliant pink flowers, peeping out from beneath their protecting wrappings. She carried on round the house,  through the courtyard and to the back door where she let herself in.

The telephone was ringing, but by the time she’d made her way through the garden room — stepping round and over discarded wellington boots, secateurs and gardening gloves — before reaching the kitchen and finally the hall, the ringing had stopped. Perhaps she should sell another piece of jewellery and buy herself a mobile phone. She laughed at this improbable idea and went to look for Botticelli and Giotto.

She found them in the sitting room, curled up in her favourite armchair, asleep in the sunlight flooding through the south-facing bay window. The large panes of glass were almost opaque with neglect. Neither of the cats stirred when Hermione approached, until she clicked her tongue at them. Giotto, black and white with a completely white face, opened his eyes and stretched out his front paws. Then Botticelli lifted his mackerel-striped face at the disturbance and he, too, stretched. Together they jumped to the floor and rubbed themselves against Hermione’s legs, lifting the hem of her skirt with their heads, purring rhythmically.

‘Good boys,’ Hermione said, commandeering the armchair. She picked up the faded needlepoint cushion on which Giotto had been sleeping, and which she’d made almost twenty years ago, repositioned it into the small of her back and sank gratefully into the old chair. She was tired, and putting her exhaustion down to the surprisingly warm temperature of the day she closed her eyes and permitted herself a late-afternoon doze.

She dreamed of the Lodge next door and of rows of upright chairs that tilted forwards at the touch of a button, sending the occupiers sprawling to the floor.
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Duncan dropped into second gear and approached Crantsford Hall carefully through elegant cast-iron gates, the spearhead tips of which were painted gold. He drove slowly along the cobbled driveway, brought the car to a stop alongside the garage block and hesitated a few moments before turning off the engine. He rested his head against the restraint and closed his eyes to concentrate better on Mahler’s ‘Kindertotenlieder’. He felt enormously happy. Not only did he have his new BMW at last — he’d waited patiently for more than three months for this particular model — but he had the prospect ahead of him of four days off work during which time he planned to play several rounds of golf and see Ellen.

When the CD came to an end he reluctantly opened his eyes, gathered up his briefcase and the evening paper from the passenger seat, locked the car, taking care to set the alarm, and strode over towards the house. He let himself in through the heavy oak door and walked across the stone-flagged floor.

‘Is that you, Duncan?’

He ignored the question and placed his briefcase neatly beside a bow-fronted chest of drawers, straightened an out-of-place tulip in the vase on top, glanced briefly at the mail waiting for his attention on a large silver plate, then sought out his mother. He found her in the dining room at the other end of the Georgian table apparently attending to the oak panelling with a feather duster.

‘What on earth are you doing, Nadia?’

‘Please don’t you use that tone of voice with me, Duncan, not after the day I’ve had. I’ve been let down. Mrs Harmen hasn’t been in today. Not so much as a phone call. Not a word. Nothing. I’m completely worn out and I’ve a good mind to cancel lunch tomorrow. It’ll be a miracle if I can get out of bed in the morning after all  the cleaning I’ve done today, never mind put a meal together. You’ll have to ring round and explain to everybody. Tell them I’m ill. They might even send flowers.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Duncan said, balling his fists behind his back. He was furious that his good mood had been so roughly taken away from him, and, recognising that his mother was playing the part of helpless-woman-gone-to-pieces, he said, ‘I need a drink.’ He turned away and marched to the drawing room where he spun the top off the whisky bottle, poured himself a good measure and tossed it back. He didn’t know which had angered him most, his mother or his near loss of control just now.

By the time Nadia joined him he’d drunk another glass of whisky and had calmed down sufficiently to say, ‘Don’t worry about tomorrow, everything will be fine. You can lie in and I’ll see to lunch.’

She smiled. ‘What would I do without you, Duncan?’

‘What indeed?’

 



Hermione could hear ringing. A vague persistent ringing. After a while it stopped, but then it started up again by which time she was fully awake and aware that it was the telephone she could hear. She hurried out to the hall and picked up the receiver.

‘Where on earth have you been?’

‘Asleep, as a matter of fact.’

‘What, all afternoon?’

‘Matthew, is it really any of your business what I choose to do — ’

‘I’m sorry, I was concerned, that’s all. I tried this morning and earlier this afternoon. Are you sure you’re okay?’

Hermione smiled. ‘I’m fine, really. In fact, I’ve had quite a day.’

‘So what have you been up to? Ram-raiding the local post office?’

‘Matthew, you really are one of the most irritating and rude men I have the misfortune of knowing.’

‘It’s your own fault. As my godmother you should have played a more active role in my upbringing.’

‘Yes, forty-two years ago I should have drowned you in the font!’

Matthew laughed. ‘So that’s all the thanks I get for ringing to see how you are and to ask if I can come and stay with you on Saturday.’

‘What, the day after tomorrow?’

‘Is there a problem?’

‘Well, I had thought I might go hot-air ballooning for the Easter weekend, but I suppose I could put it off until another time. Why are you coming?’

‘To see you.’

‘Rubbish. When you come to see me you never ring, you just arrive. Why is this visit different? Why the advance warning?’

‘If you must know I’ve been asked to do a commission for some neighbours of yours, the Buchanans. What are they like?’

‘I’ll let you work him out for yourself, but she’s sweet, a bit of a Dizzy Nora.’

Matthew groaned.

‘And they’ve more money than you’d ever know what to do with. Now if you’ve nothing more to tell me I’m in dire need of the lavatory. Goodbye.’

‘Hermione.’

‘Yes.’

‘Take care, won’t you?’

‘Matthew, the day I can’t manage the loo is the day I shoot myself.’

‘I didn’t mean that, you silly old woman.’

‘I know. I just don’t like people being sentimental these days.’

‘I’ll see you on Saturday, then. Late, probably about ten. I’ll eat on the way.’Bye.’




 Chapter Five

When Ellen woke up she could hear music, a faint trickle of sound coming from downstairs. For a split second she thought that Simon must have arrived home in the middle of the night and that he was in the kitchen beneath her making himself a gigantic sandwich, the radio blaring beside him. ‘It helps me concentrate,’ he’d say, in his typical youthful fashion, whenever she turned the volume down in her typically parental way.

But realising that her bedroom floorboards weren’t actually pulsating to the beat of something fast and furious, Ellen abandoned the idea that it was Simon downstairs and decided that Jo-Jo was up and about.

Ellen hadn’t seen anything of Jo-Jo all yesterday evening. She’d slept right through from what was supposed to be a late-afternoon nap till now. The poor girl must have been exhausted to have slept so long.

Ellen pushed back the duvet, got out of bed and padded downstairs. She found Jo-Jo in the small narrow kitchen. She was already dressed, in the same clothes that she’d been wearing yesterday. She was getting herself something to eat while listening to the radio and swinging her narrow young hips. She looked as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

‘Hello.’

Jo-Jo started and turned round. ‘I’m sorry,’ she mumbled guiltily, her mouth full of what Ellen took to be  toast and Marmite, judging from the things spread over the work surface and the smell from the toaster. ‘Did I wake you?’

‘You did, but I should have been up anyway. How are you? Did you sleep well?’

‘I slept brilliantly and I feel great. Well, great for a pregnant runaway. I helped myself to some bread, do you mind?’

Ellen shook her head. ‘Have another slice of toast while I make us some tea.’

‘No,’ Jo-Jo said. ‘You go and sit down and I’ll make you some breakfast.’ She hesitated and then laughed. ‘Bloody hell, I sound just like I do at home.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s what I have to do with Mum. Sometimes she’s like a child and you just have to treat her like one.’

Ellen cleared the table in the sitting room while Jo-Jo filled a tray of breakfast things and carried it through. ‘You’re very domesticated for your age,’ Ellen said, slightly amused at the situation.

Jo-Jo shrugged. ‘I’ve been doing it for years. Or, rather, I’ve been covering up for Mum for years. My step-father can’t stand it if things aren’t done the way he likes and Mum’s so far gone she hasn’t got a clue about organising a meal or the house. So when I finish school I pick up something from the shops and shove it in the oven and peel a few veg. Then all Mum has to do when he gets back from work is serve it up for him.’

Ellen was shocked. ‘But how long has that been going on?’

‘Ages. Well, for as long as I can remember.’

Ellen didn’t have the nerve to ask how Jo-Jo thought her mother might be coping without her.

They ate in silence for a while until Jo-Jo said, ‘I’ll  wash up for you when we’ve finished and then I’ll get going, see if I can find a hostel or something.’

After a pause Ellen said, ‘Yes. I suppose that would be best.’

Jo-Jo looked up at her. ‘Best?’ she repeated, disappointed. She had thought, had hoped, that maybe she could ... Oh, but what was the use? She’d got a bed for the night and something to eat, what more could she expect? This wasn’t some fairy-tale where the poor little runaway lands on her feet in the land of plenty and ends up marrying a handsome prince — or even, to be politically correct as Alan would insist, ends up with a person of above-average means and well-enhanced looks.

Ellen dusted the crumbs of toast off her fingers and then pushed her plate away from her. ‘Best all round,’ she said at last, her voice firm and determined. ‘After all, I’ve done my bit for society, I’ve contributed my two penn’orth to the kitty for the great unwashed. Nobody could accuse me of not having helped.’ She didn’t like the sound of the words coming out of her mouth, but she had to distance herself from Jo-Jo and her problems. She had enough of her own.

She started gathering up the mugs and plates, crashing them onto the tray. ‘Well, what else can I do?’ she asked, her eyes anywhere but on Jo-Jo’s face.

‘You could let me stay, until I get myself sorted?’ Jo-Jo whispered, hardly daring to ask. ‘I could help you. I — I can cook quite well.’

Ellen sank into her chair. ‘But I can’t afford to have you here. I can only just keep a roof over my own head and occasionally Simon’s, never mind anyone else’s.’

‘How about just for the weekend?’

‘Go home, Jo-Jo,’ Ellen said, exasperated. ‘Just go  home and sort out this awful mess with your parents. Get social services involved, get — ’

‘Anyone so long as it’s not you, is that it?’

‘That’s not fair.’

‘No, but then, so they tell me, life isn’t. Now if you don’t mind I’d like to stick to my agreement. I’ll wash up and then go, and you needn’t ever think of me again.’

‘Oh, don’t be so dramatic.’ Ellen relented. ‘Put that tray down, and heaven help me for my stupidity.’

Jo-Jo did as she was told.

‘You can stay here over the Easter weekend but then on Tuesday we’re going to have to find you a more permanent place in which to live. Don’t interrupt, I haven’t finished yet. And I’ll let you stay these next few days on the condition that you ring your mother and let her know you’re safe. Agreed?’

Jo-Jo nodded.

‘And perhaps you should see a doctor. I don’t want you fainting on me again.’

Jo-Jo gave another little nod.

‘Good. Now, get cracking with that washing-up!’

Ellen followed a smiling Jo-Jo to the kitchen.

The phone rang. It was Hermione.

‘So how’s our little runaway? Not left town with all the silver, I hope?’

‘No,’ replied Ellen, watching Jo-Jo squeeze a long thin yellow snake of economy washing-up liquid into the sink. ‘Not so much!’ she cried out, alarmed at the extravagance. ‘Sorry, Hermione, what did you say?’
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