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CHAPTER ONE

MAY’S DOC MARTENS tripped over the step and brought her into a small room which smelt of stale cigarette smoke. Five women, all apparently bored out of their minds, looked up at her and then looked away.

‘Hi!’ said May. ‘Is this right for Quality Cleaners?’

One of the women nodded. She had two-tone hair and obviously knew her way round a vacuum cleaner. ‘There’s a pile of application forms over there. You have to fill one in.’

‘Blimey,’ said May, picking one up. ‘It’s long.’

‘Yeah,’ said the woman. ‘You have to push it under the door when you’ve finished.’

‘Oh. How unusual.’ May didn’t carry a handbag, but she patted her pockets hopefully. ‘Um, has anyone got a pen I could borrow?’

No one moved for a moment, then one of the women, who was about the same age as May, put down her book. May recognized it as one on the Booker Prize shortlist. ‘I have. Here.’ The girl rummaged in an ancient shoulder-bag and produced a fountain pen.

May regarded her more closely. What sort of cleaner – or potential cleaner – read proper books and wrote with a fountain pen? She was berating herself for stereotyping cleaners when she noticed a new-looking holdall under the girl’s chair, as well as a soft-topped suitcase and a small vanity case. Another time, May would have been intrigued as to why anyone would bring luggage to an interview, but for now she was too concerned with filling in the form for idle speculation. She smiled at the girl and took the pen.

‘Thanks.’

May’s block capitals were inclined to let her down on forms, but she made a special effort with this one. She needed the job so badly. Well-paid, unskilled jobs were as rare as rubies – and to May, infinitely more precious.

When at last she’d devised answers for almost all of the many questions, she returned the pen. She gave her an I’m-friendly-please-talk-to-me kind of smile, but the girl’s lips just flickered and she went back to her book. The chance of conversation gone, May settled back to inspect the competition.

There was the woman who had shown her the forms, older than May, possibly too old to fulfil the ad’s ‘young and enthusiastic’ criterion. There was a mother with a toddler on her lap, who was undoubtedly young, but whose dark circles under her eyes and totally worn-out expression seemed to make her lacking in the enthusiasm department.

There was the girl who’d lent her the pen. She was young, obviously intelligent, but, in her navy-blue suit, little pearl earrings and black velvet headband, looked far too ladylike to be applying for a job as a cleaner.

Still, I hardly look the part myself, thought May, for the first time giving her own clothes a critical appraisal. She had put on her best pair of dungarees, the ones with only a tiny splatter of blue paint on them, and her jumper was clean, if a bit baggy at the sleeves. Her Doc Martens, worn with scarlet socks, were quite shiny.

She sighed regretfully. She didn’t have any of her smarter, more conventional clothes on her boat, and had rushed to the interview almost as soon as she had spotted the advertisement. It had been on one of the sheets of newspaper she was about to light the stove with, and although May was not superstitious, it had seemed as if fate was offering her a helping hand. She had leapt on to the Tube before all the ‘opportunities to be part of a team’ were taken. But even in the right clothes she felt she had little chance of convincing this ‘new branch of an established business’ that she could get a grip of that stubborn limescale.

No, if the advertiser had any sense, he’d employ the remaining two women who had competent expressions and the sort of clothes which fitted naturally under nylon overalls. You could tell, just by looking at them, that they could dismantle a rebellious cistern and have it working before you could say ‘Harpic’.

May curled her feet under her chair and looked about for some distraction. She picked out all the paint which was lodged under her nails and examined her fingers. There was something about living on a boat which made hands permanently dirty, so if anyone wanted to shake May’s she curled her fingers so they wouldn’t notice the grime.

If only she’d brought something to read. The woman with the baby had joined it in a nap – she probably needed it more than the baby did. The girl in the navy-blue suit was still reading; the others stared blankly into space. Inevitably, in spite of her best efforts to think only pleasant thoughts, her brain replayed the dreadful record of the last twenty-four hours.

It had started with Mike, the new owner of the boatyard, calling on her. ‘I’ve been checking the books. You – or rather The Rose Revived – owe over a year’s mooring fees. It comes to three and a half thousand pounds.’

May had collapsed on to the stove, but it was too hot for sitting on, so she had to get up again.

‘I want at least five hundred up front and the rest paid within three months. I need the space, May. I can’t moor a seventy-foot narrowboat for nothing. It’s pay up or sell up.’

‘I haven’t got that sort of money! This is my home you’re talking about!’ she had squeaked. ‘It’s not some disposable asset!’

All her protests had been in vain. Mike hadn’t bought the boatyard for charitable reasons. He told her that she’d get more if she sold her boat privately than if he was forced to call in the bailiffs, but that was no consolation. No wonder May had lost her rag when she went to work at the Union Flag that evening. Usually, however sexist, racist, or grammatically incorrect the customers’ remarks were, she managed to keep her mutterings for when she was under the counter refilling the shelves with mixers.

But last night, when her world was in shards about her, she tipped a pint of mild over the head of a particularly obnoxious punter. She wasn’t surprised, or even especially sorry, when the head barman ordered her to leave just as soon as she mopped up the mess.

Well, at least I’ve had some recent cleaning experience, thought May with an optimism born of desperation.

May pressed her arms into her churning stomach. Could you actually die from boredom and anxiety, she wondered. In a moment I’m going to be thoroughly un-English and start up a conversation.

Just then, the inner door opened and a tall, incredibly glamorous young woman came out.

‘’Ow d’you get on then?’ asked one of the women May classed as professional cleaners.

The girl collapsed into a chair. ‘God knows! He stared at my legs so long, I thought I must have a ladder in my tights or something!’ She stretched them anxiously in front of her, examining the black Lycra for flaws.

‘’Ardly surprising, the amount of them you’ve got on show!’ said one of the other women. ‘He needs cleaners, not bleedin’ Tiller Girls.’

‘I know! I know! This is quite the wrong outfit,’ said the owner of the legs. ‘But I came on impulse. The money seemed so good.’

In a tomato-red jacket and little black skirt – probably ‘designer’, May thought – she added much-needed decoration to the drabness of the room. Her dark hair was short, cut exquisitely, so it framed her heart-shaped face, making her eyes huge and doe-like.

The woman who’d been asleep woke up and hitched her still-sleeping toddler further on to her lap. ‘He’s a leg man, is he? ’E should have put that on the form. I might as well go now. I thought the money was too good to be true.’

‘Oh no! He really does want cleaners! He asked me to wait.’

‘You don’t look like a cleaner, if you don’t mind my saying,’ said May, chewing her lip, aware of her own sartorial shortcomings.

‘We don’t all ’ave wrinkles in our stockin’s like Nora Batty,’ said the mother. ‘But I don’t reckon there’s any point my staying. If he wants night work, I can’t do it. And for that money he probably does.’

‘Night work?’ asked May, suddenly panic-stricken. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Office cleaning, at night or very early in the morning,’ said another woman impatiently. ‘Haven’t you done this sort of work before?’

‘No,’ said May.

‘Are you working now?’

‘No,’ she said again.

Yesterday she had had a job, albeit a horrid, badly paid one, a narrowboat which was also her home, a mooring which she had thought of as secure and an easygoing lifestyle. She had already lost the job, and if her ‘youth and enthusiasm’ weren’t enough to get her another, she might lose everything else too.

‘Nor am I,’ sighed the glamorous one. ‘But then, I’m an actress. I’m used to it.’

‘Don’t they call that “resting”?’ asked May.

‘No one who’s actually experienced it would. When you’re not schlepping around to one unsuitable interview after another, you’re having voice lessons, or dance lessons, or any other sort of lesson which might put you ahead of the others. And if you’re not doing that, you’re ringing your agent who sends you for more unsuitable parts just to get you off her back. Eventually you’d be grateful for a non-speaking role as a cucumber sandwich. Restful is the last thing it is. I thought cleaning might be an easier way of earning a living.’

Several of the women regarded the actress as if she were one lipstick short of a make-up kit.

‘You don’t need to do the splits to clean a toilet, that’s for sure,’ said the woman who had spoken first.

Everybody laughed, including the actress. ‘Shame,’ she said. ‘I can see it now, “Sally Bliss, princess of the privies”. I do a wicked lambada.’

The feeling in the room softened towards her. No one had expected such a glamorous creature to be able to laugh at herself.

‘Well, I was pushing my luck applying,’ said one of the efficient-looking women. ‘The ad did say “young”. And if ’e’s asked Miss Lovely-Legs to stay, I reckon he wants more than cleaning. I’ll stick to the job I’ve got.’ She gathered up her belongings. ‘Piss-poor wages, but at least I know they only want me to wash the floors.’

After she had gone, silence fell again, as oppressive as the air and heavily laced with anxiety.

Sally twisted a ring round and round on her finger. ‘Do you think that’s true? I mean, I know I’m an actress and all that, but I draw the line at being a topless waitress or something.’

‘’E’s offering good money,’ said the woman with the child. ‘But if he wanted topless waitresses, ’e’d ’ave asked for ’em. There was enough questions on that form.’

‘True,’ said Sally. ‘But why, when none of my work experience was at all relevant, did he even want me to hang around to be interviewed, let alone ask me to stay?’

‘Well dear, I reckon you should watch yourself.’ She picked up her child’s dummy which had fallen to the floor. ‘Me, I’ve got three other kids, varicose veins and no energy.’ She started to gather up her things. ‘If he wants to interview me, ’e can write a letter.’Ere, Dustin, ’ave yer dummy.’

Another woman got to her feet. ‘I’ll give you a hand. I don’t think there’s much point in my staying, neither.’

 ‘Am I next?’ said the last professional-looking one. And, as no one else volunteered, she got up and knocked on the door.

The girl who was reading put her book down, looked at her watch, sighed, and picked up her book again.

May was about to go mad from boredom. She turned to the actress. ‘Hello, I’m May.’

‘I’m Sally, Sally Bliss.’

‘You look a bit fed up, if you don’t mind me saying so.’

Sally sighed and pulled a face. ‘This is the second interview I’ve had today. Piers, that’s my boyfriend, was madly keen on me going to the first, for a play about Chernobyl that I was totally wrong for. He doesn’t know about this one. Still, I daren’t go home without some sort of gainful employment, or he might throw me out.’ She laughed to show that she was joking, but obviously wasn’t.

Sally couldn’t afford to be thrown out just now. When she’d saved enough for the three months rent required as a deposit, she could find a flat of her own. Then she would have the huge satisfaction of leaving Piers, and he’d have to find someone else to polish his ego. But until then she was stuck with her role as biddable girlfriend. Which, she admitted, flexing her toes inside her shoes, was a part she was typecast for. Sometimes she feared it was the only role she would ever fully master.

May wasn’t sure how to react to Sally’s problems with Piers, so she said, ‘What sort of things did he ask you? The interviewer, I mean.’

The girl who was reading looked up.

‘Well, nothing much about cleaning. He asked about me, really. He didn’t seem to mind that I’m an actress. Said he was looking for go-ahead sort of girls.’

‘Girls!’ said May. ‘That’s not very PC, is it?’

‘Welcome to the real world!’ said the professional-looking woman as she came out of the interview room.

‘Did you get the job?’ Sally asked her.

‘Nah. He more or less told me straight that I was too old. Experience counts for nothing with the likes of him.’ Justifiably indignant, she left the room.

‘Excuse me,’ said May to Sally. ‘Are you sure he didn’t – you know …?’

The girl in the corner lowered her book again.

‘I swear! Honestly! You’ll find out for yourself in a minute.’

The girl with the book got up. ‘Do you mind if I open the door? I need some air. I feel a bit sick.’

‘No, go ahead. It’s frightfully stuffy in here,’ said Sally.

‘You do look a bit pale,’ said May.

‘I’m all right – fine, really. It’s just that I always feel sick when I’m nervous. I need this job so badly.’

‘So do I,’ said May. ‘If I don’t get it, I’ll lose my home. Well, my boat – but I live on it, so it comes to the same thing.’

‘You live on a boat?’ said Sally. ‘That sounds very –’ wary of giving offence, she sought for the right word ‘– romantic?’

May laughed ironically. ‘I don’t know about that. Though I suppose that was what I thought when I first saw it.’

‘Oh?’

May realized, having started, she’d better finish her story. ‘I bought it from a boyfriend and apparently he hadn’t paid for the mooring in ages. I’ve only just found out. That’s why I’m here. I’ve got about three months to raise the money.’

‘At least we’re not competing with each other,’ said Sally. ‘In my business it’s awful when you’re up for the same job as a friend who probably needs the money just as badly as you do. At least the ad said he needed a team.’

‘A team of what?’ said May, flippant with nerves. ‘Performing poodles? I know nothing about cleaning. I haven’t a hope of getting this job. Perhaps I should go now, rather than wait to be turned down.’

‘You might not be turned down,’ said the girl with the book.

‘I hope I’m not. The only other job I saw advertised was for a traffic warden. Desperate I may be, but I don’t think I could hack that.’

Sally considered. ‘I don’t know. The hat is quite attractive. And you could meet all sorts of celebrities and they might offer you a part in a West End show, just because of your beautiful eyes.’

May’s eyes narrowed with scepticism. ‘Oh, right …’

The girl with the book was fidgeting in her seat.

‘You go next,’ said May, thinking she looked so nervous she might very well throw up if she wasn’t put out of her misery soon.

‘Oh no. I’ve already been. I’m just waiting to hear. It’s your turn.’

‘Oh Christ! Is it?’ Tripping slightly in her big boots, she got to her feet and went into the office.

Just visible behind a pall of smoke was a man in a suit. He had the build and slick good looks of a nightclub bouncer and looked nauseatingly prosperous. He had shadowed, penetrating eyes which, May feared, could differentiate between a woman who could clean and one who couldn’t instantly and accurately. Some women, May acknowledged, would find him attractive.

He indicated that May should sit down and she noticed that he had a ruby ring on his little finger – a reassuring sign that he knew how to make money.

‘Now, my dear,’ he began. ‘You are?’

‘May Sargent.’

He extracted May’s form from among the others on his desk. He scanned it briefly before looking back at May.

‘I’d like to know a little bit more about your background before I tell you about the business I’m setting up. I see you live on a boat.’

‘Er – yes.’

‘With your parents?’

‘No.’

‘And where do your parents live?’

May’s outspoken manner and feminist principles had lost her a job only yesterday. ‘In Hertfordshire,’ she said meekly.

‘See a lot of them?’

‘Umm – well, not as much as they’d like.’

He looked again at May’s form. ‘So you live on your own, on this boat?’

‘Yes.’

He nodded. ‘So tell me, May, why did you apply for this job?’

‘I need the money.’ Though honesty wasn’t always the best policy, May hadn’t had a chance to think up a better reply.

‘Wouldn’t your parents lend you money if you needed it?’

Why did people keep thinking her parents were the World Bank? Mike had suggested she asked them for money. ‘I’ve left home. And I can keep myself.’

‘Can you? You’ve done quite a lot of courses, haven’t you?’

This was more familiar. Her failure to find a career being examined by critical eyes. Guilt and frustration made May defensive. ‘Only three.’

‘But you’re not working in any of these areas now?’ His ruby ring hit the paper dismissively.

‘No … My parents …’ She couldn’t say her parents forced her into doing them. Her parents wouldn’t force her into doing anything, but it was to please them that she’d considered being a tour guide, a dental nurse and a hotel manager. ‘My parents felt they were a good idea.’

The man regarded May with unnerving intensity. Eventually, he spoke. ‘Well, May, although you look scruffy you talk nicely, very nicely, in fact.’

May gulped.

‘And you’ve got a good general education, and as I’ll provide a uniform, your clothes needn’t be a problem.’

‘Oh, good.’

‘You’ve read the advert, so you’ll know that this is a new venture for me. I’m planning to extend my range of businesses to include a cleaning service for the more upmarket client. It’s going to be called Quality Cleaners. Which is why I’m looking for young ladies.’

May smothered her wince with an insincere smile.

‘My clients need something more than just the old fashioned Mrs Mop. They may need flower arranging, a spot of catering, waiting at table, things like that. Things which I think you can offer.’

‘I can’t do any of those things!’ Then, seeing doubt flicker across the man’s face, and with it her chances of a job, she hastily added, ‘but I’m sure I could learn.’

‘I’m certain you’re really a very accomplished young lady if you put your mind to it.’ His smile sent shivers of unease up May’s spine. ‘So, tell me, my dear, if I offered you a job, would you take it?’

‘As a cleaner?’

‘Of course. I wouldn’t ask you to do anything you didn’t feel capable of.’

‘And you wouldn’t need me to work at night, or anything like that?’ After the conversation in the waiting-room, May thought she ought to make sure.

The bonhomie melted away. ‘There may be a little work after office hours, but nothing out of the ordinary, and nothing that ain’t kosher. I’ve always kept on the right side of the law. I asked for cleaners, I want cleaners.’

‘Right,’ said May humbly. ‘Of course.’

‘So, do you want the job, or don’t you?’

May cleared her throat. ‘Are you offering it to me?’

He shook his head. ‘I’m asking if you want it?’

‘Yes. Yes, I do. Very much.’

Accepting this as a submission, the man smiled. ‘Very well. If there’s anyone else waiting, send them in. Otherwise please wait.’

May crept away, wondering if the job as a traffic warden was such a bad idea after all.




CHAPTER TWO

‘WELL GIRLS, YOU’LL be glad to hear that I can offer you all positions with Quality Cleaners.’ The girls, who had virtually given up hope of ever finding out if they had jobs or not, looked up. ‘I’ve made out contracts for you all.’ He handed them all wodges of green self-carbonated paper.

Harriet, the girl who had been reading, glanced at hers. There seemed to be approximately seven pages of small print. A closer look showed that it was full of typing errors. The smell of it made her feel sicker than ever.

‘If you’d like to read through them first,’ their new employer was saying. ‘It’ll take a while. But –’ he smiled in a mirthless, knowing way. ‘– I’m sure as sensible young ladies, you don’t want to sign anything you haven’t read.’

I can’t face it, thought May. I just can’t. It’s probably just full of stuff about pension contributions anyway, and I’m not planning to stay that long.

I know I ought to read it, thought Harriet. But it’ll make my head ache. It can’t really be committing me to anything very dreadful, can it?

‘You could of course decide that I’m trustworthy, offering you good jobs on good terms …’

‘I’ll trust you,’ said Sally, who never read her contracts and wasn’t going to start now. That was what her agent was for. ‘Give me a pen.’

‘We’re probably mad,’ muttered May, taking the pen Sally handed to her.

‘I am, certainly,’ said Harriet, so quietly, nobody heard.

‘That man is such a slimeball!’ said May, clutching a piece of paper with the address of their first assignment on it. It was for the following day.

They stood on the steps of the building around Harriet’s luggage having signed their contracts and received a brief pep-talk from their employer – ‘Call-me-Keith’ Slater – along the lines of, I-am-a-successful-businessman-and-you-too-can-be-rich-and-powerful.

‘If we’re going to work together we’d better get to know each other,’ May went on, turning to Harriet. ‘My name’s May Sargent.’

‘Harriet Devonshire.’

‘You know mine,’ broke in Sally. ‘And if I don’t find a loo soon, I won’t be answerable.’

‘Let’s find a café – with a loo – have a cup of coffee, and recover. We can arrange where to meet tomorrow,’ said May.

‘Good idea,’ said Sally. ‘There’s somewhere just round the corner. Follow me, but hurry!’

She had led them away from the corner of Shepherd Market where Quality Cleaners occupied the attic of a very smart address, to where the area lowered its standards sufficiently to admit a greasy-spoon café.

They collected their cups of coffee from the counter and sat down at the only table which didn’t need clearing.

 ‘Sorry girls,’ said Sally, when she was back from the ladies’. ‘It’s gone downmarket since I was last here.’

‘But it’s very cheap,’ said May. ‘And I, for one, can’t afford to be choosy. Talking of which, why did Keith choose us, instead of all those professional-cleaner types. I mean, I hardly look like a Quality Cleaner.’

‘You will do when you’ve got your fuchsia-pink jumpsuit on,’ said Sally, sipping her coffee, which she took black.

‘Not to mention the baseball cap, the firm’s name embroidered tastefully in gold,’ said Harriet, who seemed unused to mixing with women of her own age, and was trying hard to adopt the casual, friendly manner of the other two.

May made a face. ‘Yuk! He didn’t mention having to wear jumpsuits and baseball hats! He just said it didn’t matter my looking scruffy as he’d provide the clothes. But still,’ she persisted. ‘He didn’t ask me a single question about how to clean venetian blinds, or any of that stuff.’

‘Nor me,’ said Sally. ‘I was all ready to recite a creme cleanser ad I was in once. He didn’t give me the chance.’

‘And I’m a hopeless cleaner,’ May went on. ‘I just don’t seem to notice dirt, or so my mother always says. I told him I couldn’t do flower arranging, or anything like that.’

Sally was horrified. ‘Flower arranging? I just stick them in a vase and wait for them to die.’

Harriet smiled shyly. ‘Well, I’m a brilliant flower arranger, and cleaner. I’ve been doing it since I was twelve. I’d be happy to pass on any tips.’

‘It’s not so much tips I need,’ said May, ‘as a whole foundation course. He must be mad, taking me on, when he had a whole roomful of experienced professionals.’

‘We’re young and enthusiastic,’ said Sally, quoting from the advertisement.

‘And we all speak the Queen’s English,’ said Harriet.

‘What?’ said May, horrified.

‘Really?’ said Sally.

Harriet realigned the sugar, ketchup bottle and vinegar into an orderly clump. ‘Didn’t he tell you he’s aiming for the titled market? He gave me the impression that if a client didn’t have an entry in Debrett, he wouldn’t send them a cleaner. He wants us because we’re “ladies”.’

May shuddered. ‘I really hate being called that, it makes me feel like a public convenience.’

Sally made a face. ‘You mean three years of drama school learning to project to the back row of the stalls has given me the perfect voice to be a Quality Cleaner?’

Harriet stirred her coffee. ‘It seems so.’

‘I’ve never heard anything so overtly snobbish in all my life,’ said May. ‘If I didn’t need the money, I wouldn’t have anything to do with it. It’s against my principles.’

‘I can’t afford principles,’ said Sally. ‘I’d be quite happy to be a kept woman, but my boyfriend says it’s wrong to keep pets in London flats.’ An edge of anxiety added to the brightness of her smile.

‘But he can’t found his new business on the likes of us, just because of the way we speak!’ said May, still outraged. ‘I mean, I daresay most of the clients will be out when we’re there anyway. As far as they’re concerned we could be dropping aitches like fag-ash all over the place.’

‘He did ask if I smoked,’ said Harriet.

 ‘He was probably just going to offer you a cigar,’ said May.

‘Well, whatever the reason he took me on, I’m just so pleased to find work so soon after coming to London – even a job like this,’ said Harriet.

‘What sort of work did you do before?’ asked May.

‘Housekeeping, I suppose.’ The avid curiosity on the faces of May and Sally obliged her to elaborate. ‘I lived with my grandparents. I kept house for them.’ She lowered her eyes as if hiding something.

May and Sally exchanged glances. ‘So what did you do, May?’ asked Sally, tactful enough not to persist. ‘Before you hit skid row?’

May shrugged. ‘I’ve never had a career as such, just a series of jobs in between a series of courses. Until yesterday, I worked in a pub. And in the summer I painted canal-ware – you know, roses and castles on wooden spoons – and sold it to gift shops.’

‘I still think living on a boat must be romantic,’ said Sally.

May exhaled sharply. ‘I suppose I thought so yesterday. Today, I just think it’s hellish expensive and fraught with anxieties.’ She played with her teaspoon, suddenly thoughtful.

Harriet wiped her thumb along the edge of her cup, in case she had left lipstick on it, even though she wasn’t wearing any. ‘I don’t suppose either of you know where the YWCA is? Or whether I could walk there from here?’

‘I haven’t a clue. Sorry,’ said Sally.

‘Why do you want to know?’ asked May. ‘If it’s not a rude question.’

‘I need somewhere to stay – just until I can sort out some permanent lodgings.’

 ‘I would offer to let you stay with me,’ said Sally. ‘But my boyfriend’s terribly protective of his privacy.’ She didn’t add that Piers surrounded himself only with the influential and the glamorous. He would condemn Harriet as a waste of space and May as a harridan who didn’t shave her legs, and was therefore quite unfit for civilized company. ‘He’s quite famous, you see.’

‘What for?’ demanded May. ‘What’s his name?’

‘Piers Fox.’

Harriet and May exchanged blank stares.

‘Never heard of him,’ May said cheerfully.

‘Nor have I, although of course, coming from the country …’

Sally sighed. ‘Actually, I’d never heard of him either, before I met him. He’s a journalist and quite well thought of.’

‘Oh.’

Separately, the other two tried to think of something pertinent to say about journalists, and separately, they failed.

May again took refuge in a change of subject. ‘You could always come and stay with me,’ she said to Harriet. ‘At least until you’ve found your feet.’

‘It’s very kind, but I couldn’t possibly impose.’

‘Nonsense! You can’t go and stay at some hostel when you’re new to London. I’d be more than happy to introduce you to life on the canals. Unless the whole idea gives you the heebie-jeebies.’

‘It would be wonderful,’ said Harriet, who couldn’t afford heebie-jeebies any more than Sally could afford principles. ‘If you’re sure. But I would insist on paying my way.’

‘I wouldn’t want you to pay.’

 ‘But if you need money badly enough to work as a cleaner,’ said Harriet quiet but firm, ‘you need every penny you can get. I won’t come otherwise.’

May sighed. ‘You’re right, of course. It just seems so wrong to take money from my friends.’

Harriet blushed. ‘I’d have to pay someone for board and lodging. It might as well be you.’

May became more cheerful. ‘And if Mike at the boatyard sees I’ve got someone living with me, he might feel more hopeful about getting his money. I’ll let you pay the same as the YWCA – if you know what that is.’

‘I’ll find out,’ said Harriet firmly.

‘Let’s go then. Let me show you your new home,’ said May. ‘Come with us, Sally?’

Sally was tempted. She looked at the gold watch which Piers had once hidden in a fortune cookie. As always, it reminded her of the good times, long gone. She shook her head. ‘I’ve got to get back in time to cook something for supper.’

‘It’s only four-ish,’ said Harriet, sympathetic to the tyranny of meals, but more accustomed to coping with it. ‘There’s loads of time.’

Sally shrugged. All her gestures were expansive, dramatic, expressive. ‘I suppose so. But I’m such a ghastly cook and Piers is terribly gourmet.’

‘Do come,’ said May. ‘We really need to make some sort of plan for tomorrow, and I’m sure Harriet can tell you a recipe you can run up in five minutes.’

‘I can, actually,’ said Harriet.

Once Sally would have cooked Piers’s supper because she loved him. Duty on its own wasn’t a good enough motive. ‘Oh all right then, why not. But I mustn’t forget to get the recipe.’

May beamed. ‘Good-oh. Can I carry that bag for you, Harriet?’ Not waiting for Harriet to reply, she picked it up and led the way out of the café.

May walked with fast, purposeful strides. Even Sally, in two-inch heels and carrying Harriet’s vanity case, covered the pavement with surprising speed, efficiently weaving in and out of oncoming pedestrians. Harriet, in black-patent courts and with a suitcase to cope with, followed more sedately, more accustomed to wearing sturdy brogues or wellington boots. She had a blister on her heel.

‘You’ll soon get used to the Underground,’ May shouted across the aisle to Harriet, when they were finally on the Tube to Paddington. ‘It just takes practice!’

Harriet smiled weakly, convinced she would never get over the feeling that it was the London Underground which controlled her movements, and not her.

‘Have you any idea where this place we’re doing tomorrow is, Sally?’ yelled May above the train’s racket.

‘Not a clue,’ replied Sally cheerfully. ‘But you can guarantee it’s not in an area we’d any of us visit voluntarily.’

‘Let’s face it, we’re none of us really here voluntarily,’ said May.

‘I am,’ said Harriet, almost unaware she had spoken aloud. ‘I’ve run away from home.’

The wind rushing past the train was deafening, but unfortunately for Harriet, May was adept at lip-reading. ‘What?’ May bawled. ‘Did you say you’d run away?’

Harriet winced and nodded, wondering how on earth the words had escaped her. ‘I’ll tell you later.’ She studied a scuff mark on the toe of her shoe, pondering on the vastness of the step she had taken when she’d left the safety of a comfortable, rural home for the chaos of London.

May led them out of the station, past a slip-road full of taxis, a surprisingly tasteful floral clock, over a bridge, and then into a car park.

‘Where are you taking us!’ said Sally.

‘Trust me,’ said May with a chuckle. ‘Here, over this fence, then through that gap.’

Harriet, convinced that at any moment she would be attacked by the trained guard dogs which advertised their existence from small plaques along the fence, squashed herself and her luggage between a wall and the boards which surrounded a building site.

The canal, which up until then had only appeared in brief, black glimpses, opened out into a basin. Three rickety pontoons, loosely attached, reached out from the bank, a cluster of vessels clinging precariously to each of them.

‘That’s my boat, there.’ May pointed to where a high, black hulk covered in ripped tarpaulins and slimy polythene lay like some revolting, bloodsucking river creature.

‘Oh, my God,’ breathed Sally.

‘Can you see it?’ went on May, unaware of her companions’ consternation. ‘It’s The Rose Revived.’

Harriet’s country heart sank. What had she let herself in for? The thought of staying in a hostel, which had seemed so desolate when it was her only option, suddenly seemed infinitely preferable to sleeping in the belly of a giant slug.

‘It’s breasted up against that black one, Shadowfax.’ May went on glibly.

Harriet and Sally both located The Rose Revived at the same time and released a simultaneous sigh of relief. May’s boat was mostly hidden by Shadowfax, but even with a very restricted view, they could see it was as different from it as could be, given that the two craft shared the same basic dimensions.

‘We have to cross the lock,’ said May. ‘Be careful.’ Showing an alarming lack of care herself, she clattered across, bags tucked under her arm.

The other two followed gingerly to where May was waiting for them.

‘Come on. We have to climb over Shadowfax – if you can in that tight skirt,’ she said to Sally. ‘Give me your suitcase, Harriet. Oh, there’s Mike.’ May turned towards the buildings. ‘Hi Mike!’ she yelled. ‘I’ve got a lodger and a job! I’ll come and tell you about it later!’

Mike shouted something unintelligible back and waited to see Sally get on the boat.

Sally, having reached the end of the pontoon, placed a high-heeled foot on the gunnel of Shadowfax and swung herself easily aboard. Not for nothing had her limber, high-kicking legs earned her a part in a West End show.

‘It’s so narrow!’ she exclaimed when she had stepped neatly across to The Rose Revived, and, to the severe disappointment of Mike and a jogger on the towpath opposite, had adjusted her skirt. ‘Can I go in?’

May unlocked the door, and bending her head, Sally went through. ‘Oh May! You are lucky!’

Harriet, not wishing to leave her belongings unattended in this alien territory, waited anxiously on the bank until May returned. May heaved up her bags and coaxed Harriet to follow them.

Once safely in the small well-deck, Harriet took a good look at her temporary home. Like Shadowfax, The Rose Revived had a black hull, but its cabin sides were bright blue, with white handrails. Several large windows broke up the superstructure, framed by white-painted shutters.

Harriet leaned over the side. The name of the boat was painted on each side of the bow, in large, fancy letters of the style used on old-fashioned grocers’ vans, with a coloured roundel at each end. It looked clean and well-cared for, and an encouraging column of smoke curled from the black, brass-banded chimney.

Harriet’s much-tried spirits rose. Life had not led her to expect much of it, but this was promising.

‘Do come in!’ called Sally through the door. ‘It’s super!’

Harriet negotiated herself and her baggage through the double doors and stepped down into the saloon. Her spirits rose a notch higher. The warmth, the glowing varnished pine, the shiny black stove, were instantly welcoming. To her eyes, even the dust, the overflowing wastepaper basket, the clothes hung over the stove to dry, had a seductive charm which warmed her heart as much as her body.

The house Harriet had left that morning was immaculate. Dust was never allowed to settle on the beeswaxed antique furniture or the Meissen figurines. The tapestry cushions, lovingly embroidered by her grandmother, were not for sitting on but for plumping up. The formal arrangements of shop-bought flowers her grandmother favoured were always disposed of before they dared to drop their petals.

The Rose Revived was uncritical. It allowed people to shed their clothes, to muddy its somewhat grimy carpet, to leave books open face down on the tops of bookcases. Harriet smiled.

It was extremely narrow – seventy feet of length and less than seven of width gave it the dimensions of a narrow railway carriage. But it was anything but claustrophobic. The walls were clad in pine tongue-and-groove boards, varnished to a warm gold. There were more than enough windows to let in the sunshine and the straw-coloured linen curtains added to the sunny effect.

‘My room’s through there,’ said May, waving a hand. ‘Beyond the kitchen. You’d have to sleep here, in the saloon.’

There was a banquette about six feet long, which Harriet realized was her bed. A table was fixed to the wall opposite the stove, and was obviously part of a longer table, sections of which hung flush against the wall. Prints of birds were nailed to the bulkheads. A piece of driftwood stood in one corner, happily gathering dust.

‘It’s lovely.’ Harriet sank down on to the cushion-filled banquette and eased off her shoes. ‘Really lovely. Are you sure about letting me stay?’

Warmed by her new friends’ appreciation, May smiled expansively. ‘Of course. For as long as you like. But you can see why I applied for the job? If I don’t pay something off towards those mooring arrears, I’ll have to sell The Rose.’

‘Oh, May,’ said Sally.

May bit her lip as she realized how near she was to crying. Hunger, anxiety and fatigue had conspired to sap her usual energetic optimism. ‘But never mind,’ she went on brightly. ‘As I told Mike, I’ve got a job and a lodger. Now, who’s for some baked beans on toast? I’m starving.’

‘Oh, not for me!’ said Sally. ‘I’m dieting.’

May turned her attention from her own problems to inspect Sally’s greyhound figure. ‘Why?’

‘You don’t need to,’ said Harriet.

‘Oh, I know. I’m all right now. But if I don’t watch it like a hawk, I balloon up to nine stone. Ghastly.’

‘How tall are you?’ asked May.

‘Five-seven. But as an actress you have to be slim.

Besides, Piers …’ Sally, feeling suddenly disloyal, left her sentence unfinished.

‘I’ll get those beans on the go,’ said May after a moment, and retreated to the galley.

May not only loved her boat, she was inordinately proud of it. With help from her parents – darling, precious, but oh so worried about their only daughter – she had bought out the man she had shared it with for a while, and had been its sole owner for three months. But having already had help to buy the boat, May had instantly rejected Mike’s suggestion that she ask her parents for the mooring fees. She had caused them enough anxiety one way and another. This battle she would tackle on her own.

‘How did you get into boats in the first place, May?’ Sally asked.

May punctured the tin of beans and sighed. ‘I suppose you could say it was a man. I was walking along the Oxford Canal towpath with an old school friend. It was autumn and the leaves were just turning. Anyway, this narrow boat was chugging along and this man was throwing a rope round a bollard. There was a small plastic cruiser in the way, and he did it so well. We got talking, and it went on from there.’ She started turning the handle of the tin-opener. ‘Looking back, I can see it was the lifestyle more than the man that I fell in love with. He met someone else, and my parents helped me to buy him out.’

‘Weren’t you heartbroken?’ asked Sally sympathetically.

May shook her head. ‘Nope. He was beginning to seriously get up my nose. He never did anything. When this girl came along, all pre-Raphaelite hair and flowing Indian dresses, I was only too glad to see the back of him.’ She unhooked the tin-opener and fished out the lid of the can. ‘My parents were so relieved!’

Harriet could well believe this. ‘Have you done much to the boat since it’s belonged to you?’

‘Oh yes. The inside was more or less bare. I put in the table and the side-bed, and made cupboards under those steps. I sanded down the bulkheads, varnished them, and generally made it more homely.’

‘You are clever,’ said Sally.

‘I had help. The bloke on Shadowfax is an ace carpenter and joiner, he showed me how to do everything. Difficult to work with though, as he’s more or less nocturnal. It’s no wonder he finds it hard to get work.’

But it was more than just joinery, Harriet could see. Signs of May’s personality were everywhere. The pictures she liked, the books she read, the cups of tea had she left to get cold, combined to a homogeneous whole, harmonious, comfortable and warm.

‘One bit of toast or two?’ called May.

‘Two please, if I may,’ said Harriet.

‘Are you sure you won’t have any, Sally?’

‘Oh go on then, just a few.’

When the baked beans were eaten, and several pints of tea drunk, Sally uncurled her long legs, stretched and got to her feet.

 ‘I really must go. It’s been lovely meeting you both and everything. If it wasn’t for the thought of telling Piers, I’d be quite looking forward to being a cleaner.’

‘I know what you mean.’ said May. ‘My brothers’ll tease the life out of me when they hear.’

‘Teasing I could cope with,’ said Sally. ‘But Piers’ll think I didn’t try hard enough to get the play about Chernobyl.’

In a way, he would be right, she thought. If she’d worn her grey sack dress, clumpy shoes, and an earnest expression, she might have done better. Except that she hated her grey dress, didn’t have any clumpy shoes and wasn’t quite happy with her earnest expression. She felt it made her look like a mother whose child’s socks aren’t really white, not someone who cares about global issues.

‘Still, there you go.’ She picked up several sheets of paper scrawled with directions back to civilization and some neater ones on how to prepare a meal in five minutes, said goodbye to her new friends, and exposed her legs once more.

‘More tea?’ May asked Harriet.

‘No thanks. I’m awash as it is.’

‘Did I tell you how to work the loo?’

‘Yes thanks,’ said Harriet, vowing in future to perform as many bodily functions when she had access to proper plumbing as was physically possible. ‘Now I’m going to wash up.’

Worried about her water supply, May tried to dissuade her. ‘No, don’t! Come and sit down and we can have a good talk. I’m sure you need to – I mean, you did say you’d run away …’

She cleared her throat and started again. ‘You cleaning up last night’s supper dishes will make me feel horribly guilty.’

Harriet shook her head. ‘Please don’t feel guilty, and let me do them. Washing up helps me relax.’

Finding this hard to believe, May perched on the stove, which was at the perfect temperature for sitting on. ‘You must be dreadfully tired. You can’t want to start washing up now. Sit down and have a chat.’

‘I’m not much good at chatting, I’m afraid. I’d rather clean your kitchen.’ Harriet smiled. ‘I’ll tell you the whole gory story sometime, but not now. I promise I won’t waste water,’ she added.

May grinned, pleased that her lodger had grasped the basics of boat life so quickly. ‘I’ll go and see Mike then, and see if I can sort out my mooring problem. But I’ll find you some bedding first, and then if you want to go to bed you can.’

Some time later, Harriet heard May tiptoe past where she was stretched out on her narrow but surprisingly comfortable side-bed. She was blissfully warm inside a sleeping bag and was weighed down with as many blankets as May could find.

Her bedroom at home had been in the attic – freezing in winter, stifling in summer. Apart from a few minor points, she thought boat life would suit her well. But although she was so tired, she knew she wouldn’t settle until she had performed one last ritual.

She emerged from her cocoon of bedclothes and ferreted inside her bag for a torch, a lined A4 pad and a pen. Having retrieved what she wanted, Harriet started to write.

Dear Matthew, How is school? I am writing this by torchlight because I am staying on a boat and I don’t want to run down its batteries. The boat is on a canal in London …




CHAPTER THREE

THE FLAT WAS cold. The heating wasn’t timed to go on until half-past six, an hour before Piers was due home. Elephant grey, bare floored, and minimalist, it was a stark contrast to the cosy environment Sally had just left.

Of course, it was marvellously stylish not to have curtains or ornaments and only books if they were behind the flush-fitting, matt-black cupboards. And it wasn’t as if there weren’t a couple of paintings – huge, enigmatic statements against famine or war, which had cost so much money and were so difficult to relate to. But never, even if she braved Piers’s wrath and turned up the heating, would it be cosy. And it had no personality. It could have belonged to any up-and-coming young journalist.

Sally wasn’t in a position to argue about the décor or the heating, so she just pulled on the brightly coloured patchwork cardigan her mother had knitted her, and went into the kitchen to cook his supper.

How was he going to react to her new job? Would he understand that being the star of West End farce didn’t necessarily qualify her for a part in a play about a nuclear disaster? Would he throw her out from the sheer embarrassment of having a girlfriend who was a cleaning lady, or would the fact that she would be earning good money make it acceptable?

When she and Piers had first met she had been earning a substantial wage as the lead, albeit for the third cast, in a hugely successful farce. He’d seen her in the show, wangled an invite to a cast party, and swept her off to a restaurant on the Thames. Afterwards he’d taken her for a row on the river. She had trailed her hand in the water, watched the willows sway gently in the evening breeze and fallen in love.

Sally opened the door of the fridge and sighed deeply – because there was a mouldy tomato clinging to one of the shelves as much as for times past.

For Piers, an out-of-work actress was not at all the same thing as a high-kicking French maid in a short skirt and frilly apron. The romantic gestures which had so enchanted her had ceased at about the same time as the show had folded. He no longer sent her roomfuls of flowers, or hid presents in her food. Now, he stuck Post-it notes to her mirror reminding her to pick up his dry cleaning and forgot her birthday.

‘Never mind,’ said Sally, cutting the rind from a lump of Brie which was well past its best, as per Harriet’s instructions. ‘I’ll soon earn enough to get a place of my own. Then I can paint the walls pink and have the heating on whenever I like.’

The next morning, Sally was late – and not only because it had taken her a lot of time deciding what to wear until the fuchsia-pink jumpsuits materialized. It was because Piers had reluctantly agreed to give her a lift. And having done so, demanded that Sally cook him breakfast – three rashers of Canadian back bacon, and a ‘grown for flavour’ tomato, grilled and served on the wholemeal, multigrain bread he bought from Harrods.

Dawdling over his Cuban coffee was his rather unsubtle way of punishing her for taking such a lowly job. He had been impressed by the money, and was pleased for her sake that she had a job and could therefore make a contribution to the household. But he didn’t want people to know that his girlfriend cleaned for a living. Not that he put it in so many words, of course, but Sally got the message.

May and Harriet were waiting patiently outside the tall Victorian house when she dashed up.

‘God! I’m so sorry. I got held up. Did Slimeball notice?’

May shook her head. ‘He hasn’t turned up himself yet, and as he’s got the key we can’t get in until he arrives.’

‘And he’s supposed to be bringing some sort of overalls to wear until our jumpsuits are ready,’ said Harriet. She looked, thought Sally, a lot less stressed than she had yesterday.

Just then, a very flashy black car swung into a parking space across the road, mounting the pavement in order to do so and totally disregarding the ‘Residents’ Parking’ sign. The numberplate read K81 THS.

By the time the girls had worked out that this was a personalized numberplate, the Keith in question had got out, pulled three carrier-bags from the back and then locked the car by remote control.

‘Morning, girls.’ He flashed a much-used, ready-to-wear smile at them. ‘Let’s get the show on the road.’

The hall was narrow, dusty and dark, made darker by the lavish use of brown paint and purple wallpaper. The walls were high and cobwebs looped their way across them like forgotten Christmas decorations.

‘It’s a bit manky,’ said Keith. ‘It was a forced sale and I bought it cheap. Needs a bit doing to it, of course. But a bit of redecoration and I’ll make a tidy profit.’

 ‘A bit manky’ seemed a vast understatement. Harriet wondered how on earth they would reach the cobwebs. May considered again the advantages of being a traffic warden, and Sally mentally started to explain to Piers why she couldn’t stick even one day as a cleaner.

Drifts of dead bluebottles meandered along the windowsills like seaweed along a tideline. Broken lino covered the floor, and patches on the wallpaper indicated where things had been ripped off the walls. In estate agents’ jargon, it was ‘ripe for restoration’. Anyone else would describe it as a tip.

‘The immersion will heat up in a bit,’ said Keith, finding a switch. ‘But you can boil the kettle if you must.’

‘We must,’ said Harriet firmly. ‘Hot water is absolutely essential. Have you got cleaning materials?’

Small pearl earrings and velvet bow notwithstanding, she presented a very determined figure. She was wearing a pair of May’s jeans and had rolled up her sleeves.

Keith reached for one of the carrier bags. ‘I got cleanser, washing-up liquid, toilet cleaner, and a packet of cloths, what more do you want?’

‘Bleach, soda crystals and rubber gloves,’ said Harriet.

‘And our overalls,’ said Sally, emboldened by Harriet’s firmness.

‘Ah, yes, overalls. I haven’t got them yet. I’m having ’em made. But it doesn’t matter what you look like for this job, because you’re not going to see the client.’

‘But we’ll get our own clothes dirty,’ said Harriet. ‘And you promised us protective workwear.’

Hearing his own words repeating on him like yesterday’s curry, Keith refrained from commenting that her jeans and May’s dungarees appeared to be exactly that.

 ‘Tell you what I’ll do,’ he said eventually. ‘I’ll pay you a bit extra for getting your own clothes cleaned.’

‘And the rubber gloves?’ asked Harriet. ‘This house is in a really terrible condition. If you want us to clean it, you’ll have to give us the tools for the job.’

Keith, who was beginning to look, if not exactly threatened, as if there was something else he ought to be doing, felt in his back pocket for his wallet. He pulled out a couple of ten-pound notes.

‘Tell you what. There’s a shop on the corner. You buy anything you need that isn’t here. I’ll be along at four to see how you’re getting on.’

He reappeared at five. By that time the girls were exhausted and filthy. The house, however, was a great deal cleaner. Harriet reckoned another day should finish the job.

‘You done very well,’ said Keith, having slid his finger along the picture-rails like a music-hall mother-in-law. ‘I’ll give you that.’

‘But our clothes are ruined,’ said May.

‘Not to mention our hands,’ murmured Sally, who in spite of the gloves had managed to break several nails.

‘Of course we need at least another day to finish,’ said Harriet.

Keith looked aghast. ‘What? Just how long does it take three women to clean a house?’ he enquired sarcastically.

‘That depends on the state of the house,’ said Harriet who was finding her emotional feet. ‘We could do this one in two days. It would take most people a lot longer.’

Keith surveyed the three women who regarded him so coolly, wondering if employing people with posh accents was really such a good idea. Along with the accents came a lot of uppity-dyke ideas. Fortunately for him, Sally was an expert at reading body language. She had also been programmed to ingratiate herself with men from babyhood and found it hard to break the habit. Besides, she had no particular desire to spend another day in Tufnell Park losing layers of skin and fingernails in buckets of hot water.

‘You’re the boss,’ she said with a smile as practised as Keith’s own, but a lot more charming. ‘If you’re satisfied …’

Keith shot her a relieved glance, recognizing a ‘real woman’ among the rabid women’s libbers. ‘Exactly – er – Sarah?’

‘Sally.’

‘Exactly, Sally,’ Keith continued. ‘I think you’ve done a fine job, and I’ve got other jobs lined up for you tomorrow.’

‘In other words,’ said May behind her hand to Harriet, ‘he’s got someone who’ll pay him, so he doesn’t have to pay us out of his own pocket.’

He produced three pale pink, deckle-edged sheets of paper with ‘Quality Cleaners’ printed at the top. ‘You can sort out between you who goes where. But I will be asking the clients for comments, so no funny business.’

Harriet’s expression took on that of her grandmother when faced with the fact that her cat had failed to digest its dinner.

Keith, recognizing just in time where his best interests lay, backtracked hastily. ‘Not that I anticipate any problems, girls. I’m a good judge of character and I know you’re all first class.’

‘Yes,’ said May.

Keith held out the pieces of paper with a somewhat desperate air. ‘Yes, well, here you are.’

 ‘Um, I don’t suppose,’ said Harriet firmly, in spite of the effort it obviously took her to speak, ‘you could pay us for today’s work? I’m new in London and I need to pay for my digs.’

Keith, whom the girls all now thought of and referred to as ‘Slimeball’, regarded them thoughtfully.

‘I don’t see why not. You’ve done a good job, and I pay good work well. Here.’ He handed each girl a twenty-pound note from his back pocket.

‘But this isn’t enough,’ began May.

‘Something to keep you going,’ he said. ‘On account, as it were. After all, your contract did require you to work a week in hand.’

‘Did it? Oh,’ said Sally, and pocketed her money.

‘Now girls, wanna lift to the Tube?’

Sally went back with Harriet and May to The Rose Revived. Piers was eating out that night, and so she wasn’t obliged to rush back and cook for him. She recklessly bought a bottle of cider with some of her housekeeping money which they drank with the fish and chips bought on the way home. They sat in the saloon of the boat. It was wonderfully cosy after the freezing empty house they had been cleaning all day.

‘I’m knackered,’ said May tipping the last of the bottle of cider into three glasses. ‘Totally and utterly cream crackered.’

‘It was dreadful!’ said Sally. ‘I thought we’d be dusting a few knick-knacks, not cleaning the Agean Stables, or whatever it is.’

‘How come you know so much about cleaning, Harriet?’ asked May. ‘All that technical detail about washing walls from the bottom up, and soda crystals? It was amazing.’

 ‘I was responsible for keeping my grandparents’ house clean, not that it was ever allowed to get dirty. And my grandmother would occasionally lend me out to the vicar’s wife. She used to clean for locals who had too many children and not enough time.’

‘Sounds most unusual for a vicar’s wife,’ said Sally. ‘I thought they spent all their time on committees.’

‘She is unusual. She used to give the mother enough money to take her kids to the pictures and give them popcorn and choc-ices, and then blitz the house while they were out,’ said Harriet. ‘She was wonderful to me …’ She hesitated, and then went on. ‘Especially when I had Matthew.’

‘Matthew?’ said May and Sally in unison.

‘You’ve got a baby?’ went on Sally.

Harriet shook her head. ‘Not any more, he’s nine, nearly ten.’

‘So where is he?’ asked Sally.

‘At school. Boarding school.’

‘How ghastly!’ said Sally.

May had stiffened. ‘I don’t approve of boarding school.’

‘Nor do I,’ said Harriet bleakly. ‘My grandparents sent him.’

Now she had started, Harriet felt the need to talk about Matthew, to explain the strangeness of her upbringing. She’d lived a life of secrecy for so long that the thought of telling May and Sally everything had a cathartic appeal.

Parental oppression, while not something May had actually experienced for herself, was something she knew about. She unbent. ‘Your grandparents? Why them?’

 ‘My mother died when I was three. She’d run off and married someone quite unsuitable, so they hadn’t seen me before. They brought me up. But, as they said, bad blood will out, and I went and got pregnant after a one-night stand. At the time, I didn’t like to point out it was their blood which had escaped. Anyway, now they’re bringing up Matthew.’

‘But why are you letting them? Why didn’t you bring him up on your own?’ May demanded.

Harriet looked at her, wondering if she could make May understand the impossibility of her situation.

‘It’s not that easy. I stayed at school to do A-levels, but they never let me learn to type, or anything useful. The only thing I’m any good at is art and it isn’t a life-supporting skill – at least, not yet it isn’t. Though I hope one day it might be. Besides, Matthew was happy.’

May found this highly indigestible but struggled with it. Mothers were notorious for making sacrifices for their children.

‘So you’re an artist?’ asked Sally.

‘I would never call myself that, but it’s why I ran away. I think if it wasn’t for my desperate need to paint, I would have just chugged along with my grandparents until Matthew was grown up. But not being able to learn more, to paint, was killing me. Which is why I came to London. I thought there might be more scope here.’

‘But you didn’t try and stop them sending Matthew to boarding school?’ asked May, trying not to sound censorious.

Harriet sighed. ‘I did, but it was no good. Besides, his going to boarding school gave me a chance. I couldn’t have escaped to London if I had had Matthew with me.’

‘What about his father?’ asked May.

 ‘He doesn’t know Matthew exists. I didn’t want him to know.’

‘So you brought up a baby on your own?’ Sally was seriously impressed. ‘How brave!’

Harriet shook her head. ‘No. My grandparents brought up my baby – as they brought me up. I was merely his nanny.’

‘How awful,’ breathed Sally.

‘Well,’ went on Harriet, determinedly bright. ‘It taught me how to clean.’

There was an awkward silence. Neither Sally nor May felt able to comment on what seemed to them an appalling situation, and sensing that the last thing Harriet wanted was them both gawping at her with sympathy, May changed the subject.

‘The one snag about living on a boat,’ she said, usually reluctant to admit there were snags, ‘is that you can’t sink into a lovely hot bath at the end of a day like today.’

‘What?’ Sally was horrified. ‘You mean you can’t wash?’

‘Oh there’s a shower,’ said May. ‘But it’s not terribly efficient.’

Which, Harriet discovered a little later, was one way of describing three or four jets of tepid water played to the accompaniment of the pump, which sucked the water deafeningly from under your feet almost before it got there. When she finally emerged, cleaner but not exactly relaxed, May made another confession.

‘I go home for a bath as often as I can,’ she explained. ‘But in between times, I don’t wash much. It’s one of the advantages of living alone.’
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