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Part One 

The Cinderella of Charmouth Close

In which we are introduced to two young ladies and their mothers
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CHAPTER 1          EASTER IN EASTLYME
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At Charmouth Close, a Ministry of Defence property with two houses and room for many more, fourteen-year-old Chloe Belford went over to Mr Ormondroyd’s to ask if she could take Kafka for a walk. It was nine in the morning on Maundy Thursday.   Unbidden, the dog emerged from the microchipped dog flap and greeted her with a gentle, welcoming, bark. Chloe stroked him. ‘I need to ask Mr O for permission, Kaff?’ She knocked. 

Gerald Ormondroyd opened the door, leaving it ajar. ‘Hello, my dear. I’m going out. I won’t invite you in. Kafka would love a walk. I’ll fetch his lead.’

‘Thanks, Mr Ormondroyd.’ 

At the moment, Chloe’s mood was black. This morning she’d heard her mother on the phone talking about a job in Wiltshire. ‘Three month posting, is it? Yes, we need to do it. I have someone in mind. Vicky’s sister. She’ll mind the fort. We’ve had her before.’

Joan was the worst housekeeper they had ever had. She and Jono would have to run away to make the point.  

It was typical of how things were done at the Belfords’. Their parents had always been economical with information. Emmeline would talk freely about what her daughter should and shouldn’t do, and had plenty to say about Muriel Mizen and the other women of the village, but was guarded about her own activities. The twins’ father, a colonel in the army, was no better. He’d just returned from the Middle East. He was delighted to see them all, but rebuffed any questions about what he’d been doing. No doubt he’d soon be off again. Chloe needed to find out what they were up to, mainly by eavesdropping.

Chloe and Kafka reached the car park and passed the little cafe, now opening up. They stepped onto the shingle, where she unclipped the dog’s lead. He set off and scampered through the waves before hurtling back and forth, greeting her afresh.

This was a special beach, her domain, an almost endless mix of sand, shingle and rock set on the Dorset coast midway between Exmouth and the Old Harry Rocks at Swanage.

Chloe appreciated her good fortune in living here, with easy walking to Lyme at spring tide lows. The beach was one of the most accessible and popular spots on the Jurassic Coast. 

#2

Kafka had been a surprise arrival six months ago. Chloe had visited next door and found a golden labrador lying listlessly by the fireplace.

‘You have a dog, Mr O!’

‘Yes my dear. Say hello, Kafka. Sit down, Chloe. Come and get to know him.’ 

‘Where’s he come from?’ 

Kafka rose and came over. He whined softly.

‘He was a service dog, Chloe. But he became ill. So I’m looking after him.’ 

‘He seems all right to me. Apart from looking sad.’

Gerald Ormondroyd reached over and patted the dog. ‘He was poisoned and has lost his sense of smell. I can’t say more than that, my dear. But if you can be his friend, I’ll be very pleased.’

It was love at first sight. Chloe knew at once, they would be besties. She took him to the beach nearly every day, and then back home, sometimes for several hours. Mr Ormondroyd was happy to share Kafka with his young neighbour. Perhaps he’d accepted the dog knowing that she would be glad of a companion. 

On the beach, just out of range of the tide, Chloe sat down on a rock and tossed pebbles into the sea. She had just put something together. Dad had been going to Jordan for months. Then Mum started going away, and that was when that housekeeper arrived. As always, no one explained why.

‘Your mother should be back in time for a late supper,’ the housekeeper said. She was a sixtyish, schoolmistressy, person who talked with a cut-glass accent. She wore a grey cardigan and seemed to have a limited wardrobe. She kept her bedroom door locked. ‘You call me Joan. Your mother’s handed over to me. And I want to know where both of you are, and where you’re going, at all times.’

Jonathan, her brother, was not keen to accept this restriction on his movements. He was strong and confident, and occasionally foolish. To celebrate the new rules, he arranged a football game with his mates at the Rec. At the right moment, he left the house by the window. When he came back, the housekeeper appeared at once and thumped him. ‘I gave you your instructions. If you break them again, I’ll smack your bottom in front of your friends. I mean it.’  

‘You wouldn’t dare. It’s illegal,’ Jonathan shot back. ‘Child abuse!’

‘You won’t trifle with me, young man. I’ll do it in private, for twice as long. Well deserved punishment. I’m responsible for your safety, and I want you alive at the end of the month.’

‘Mum hasn’t even explained why we have to have you,’ Chloe said.

‘That’s true. She hasn’t had time, but I’m sure she’ll tell you what she can, when it’s safe to do so.’

‘Where did you come from?’ Jonathan asked.

Joan didn’t reply. 

The new housekeeper banned the children from using the landline, tersely answering all calls herself. She revealed little of interest to prying ears. One day Chloe had a chance to check Last Caller when Joan was in the shower. She wrote down the number and later rang it back. The caller was at Salisbury Police Station. 

Her parents might not tell her much but Chloe made up for it by watching everything, like a detective. At that time, Novichok was in the news on all the channels. Her mother left at 6 am each morning for an unknown destination. The phone was busy every day, calls which she was not allowed to answer. 

Fortunately, her mother’s spell of duty ended, and slowly the newspapers dropped the Novichok Affair. Joan left without a goodbye. She was the least popular housekeeper the children had ever had. But one enduring factor weighed heavily with Chloe. Her parents still behaved as if there was a war on.

Chloe was resting on a rock. ‘It’s a hard life, Kafka.’

The dog looked up and nodded. He was the most intelligent dog she’d ever known.

‘What happened to you?’ she asked him. She tapped his nose gently. He reared away, but didn’t bark. ‘They did something to you, didn’t they?’ 

He nodded, or appeared to.

‘I think you’re a super-clever dog, and I’m glad you’re my friend.’

Kafka placed his forepaws on her knees for an intimate love-in.
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#3 

IN MID-AFTERNOON, CHLOE was reading in her room, when she heard her mother calling her. She went to the top of the stairs. ‘Darling, you need some exercise.’

‘I don’t. I had a long walk with Kaff this morning.’

‘I need you to go down to the hotel.’ Emmeline held out a piece of paper. ‘I’ve got a message for Mizen.’

‘Mrs Mizen? 

‘Her Nibs, yes. I want you to go now.’

‘Why? Phone her, Mum. Or you could text her?’

‘I want you to go. Watch for her reaction. You might enjoy it.’

Chloe came downstairs and took the note which her Mum thrust at her. It was on an A5 sheet folded once. Once she’d left the close, she stopped to read the message.

Listen, Chuck, if you want me to do anything for the Rotary, don’t ever ask Clinche to ask me. I will do nothing for that woman.

Emm

Rubbish, Chloe decided. What was so important about it that Mum had to send her out now? It was further proof that she didn’t want her to know anything about what she was doing. Or was it that she wanted to stir things up?  Lady Clinche loathed all the local children and for some reason had appointed herself Youth Club Leader. But what business was that of Emmeline Belford?  

Chloe resumed her journey.

Muriel Mizen was General Manager of Eastlyme’s overblown Cliff Towers Hotel, close to the Jurassic Beach. Chloe took a while to find her, but there she was on the third floor, brandishing some repulsive cleaning fluid. Overdressed as always, she looked hot and flustered. 

‘Chloe. What a surprise.’ She gave a welcoming smile. She liked Chloe.

‘A message for you, Mrs Mizen.’ 

Putting down the bottle, the good lady opened the note and read it. She reacted as if she’d been shot. ‘Tear it up, dear,’ she said, handing it back. ‘She can go to hell.’

The girl took a step back. ‘Who? Mum?’

‘Clinche, I mean.’ Mrs Mizen realised who she was talking to and stiffened. ‘Yes, thank you for bringing this, dear.’

On the way out, Chloe spotted her bête noire, Genny, carrying a tray of glasses from the lounge bar. Muriel’s daughter was a tall and graceful girl in a rich tartan skirt and expensive lace shirt. Chloe, shorter and with a touch of puppy fat, was in wrecked jeans and a plain T-shirt. The girls were in the same tutor group at Lymebank School. Genny was cock-of-the-walk there, or tried to be. She and her gang intimidated several of their classmates, and gave some of the teachers a hard time too. The girl wasn’t pleased to be discovered like this. 

It was Chloe’s turn. ‘Has your Mum got you working here?’ she grinned.

Genevieve looked her up and down, and sneered. ‘No way.’   

‘It looks like you’re working to me.’ 

‘I’m the world’s least efficient employee, child. I could drop the tray and say you pushed me.’

Chloe stepped back. ‘You’d better not. What’s she paying you?’

‘I told her I wanted ten quid an hour.’ 

‘You’ll be lucky.’ 

‘She said, if yesterday was anything to go by, I wouldn’t get any money at all.’ Genny lifted the tray. Chloe watched her in alarm. Would she really throw it at her? 

A young woman wearing a mackintosh and dull blue trousers approached them. ‘Can I get a drink?’ she asked Genny.

There was no one manning the bar. 

‘You can get something if you’re a resident. Ask at Reception.’

‘If I’m not?’

‘You could ask for coffee, I think,’ Chloe suggested. 

Genny gave her rival a hostile glance. ‘The bar’s shut. Try Reception.’

The woman shrugged and went over.

‘Why are you here, Cordelia?’ Genny asked.

‘My Mum sent your Mum a message. Having a go at Lady Clinche.’

Genny curled her lip. ‘That old snakepit.’

‘Genevieve.’ Her mother had come down the stairs. ‘Get those glasses to the kitchen. They want to finish their shift.’

Genny stared at Chloe. ‘Why don’t you push off?’
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CHAPTER 2          MRS JONES GETS A JOB
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The weather that April was sunny but cold. A dry north wind persisted for much of the month. Cliff Towers Hotel had been busy during the Easter holidays. Muriel Mizen decided to take on a night porter for the first time.

A young woman had begun coming into the lounge bar early each evening.

On her first visit, she started by ordering a glass of lager. No doubt she appreciated the hotel’s superb sea views and olde-worlde Christie-like grandeur. Visible beyond the Fossil Beach lay the Cobb at Lyme. To the east, the wedge-shaped hump of Portland stood out in the distance.

The guest was unremarkable, dressed in a T-shirt and cheap cotton trousers, with little makeup. She didn’t use a phone or laptop, but occupied herself reading and making notes from a book. After an hour or more, she ordered another coffee. She always left before the bar closed.

The following week the woman repeated her routine, but one night asked for a snack at half past ten. Matt, the barman, said the restaurant had closed but he could find her something from the kitchen. He told Mrs Mizen about the new visitor. She liked to know everything that happened in her hotel.

The next night, Muriel approached the guest – who spoke first. ‘You don’ have good service here in the evening.’ The young woman had an East European accent. 

‘There’s not the call for it dear,’ Muriel said. ‘It’s not peak season. Most of our guests eat around seven o’clock. You’ve spent a lot of time here this last fortnight. There’s food on the bar menu if you order before nine. How long are you here?’

‘I have left my husband,’ the woman said. ‘I was in Bristol.’

Muriel sat down, and they talked. The young woman was in hiding from her husband. He was violent. And she had to study. ‘I have place, London School of Economics. September. But exams to pass.’ Muriel thought the guest must be highly intelligent, someone who knew her own mind. Muriel sympathised with a woman who was having a tough time with her husband; she was envious. She would like to have studied at LSE. 

‘You don’ have staff in the evening,’ the younger woman repeated.

Muriel apologised. But that was how it was.

‘I have an idea you can think about, Ms Mizen. You got the summer coming up. Good weather, people come to the English sea. Heritage Coast, all that, I read about. I can be night porter. All hotel skills, qualified, Belgrade Hotel Skadarlija, references. Fit. I got good physical, you know, self-defence, can deal with guests – just not my husband.’

Muriel nodded. ‘What wage would you be looking for?’ she asked. The reply delighted her. ‘What’s your name, dear?’

‘In my country, Serbia, it is Srna Joric, but in Bristol they call me Mrs Serena Hill. If I work here, I change my last name so my husband does not find me.’

Muriel looked pensive. ‘He must be a terrible bully.’

‘Yes, he is,’ Srna replied.

Muriel found George in his study on the fifth floor and told him about the proposal. 

‘She felt right, did she?’ George asked. Her husband was short and compact, with a neat brown beard. Muriel’s mother had described him as cuddlesome.

‘She’s got a work permit, good references, she’s lived in Bristol all her married life. But she wants to stay out of her husband’s way. Work and study. She needs free bed and board. Until September. It would suit us well.’

‘Forty pounds a week suggests the workhouse to me,’ George said, as he relit his pipe. ‘What’s the catch?’

‘She’s desperate for somewhere to live. She’s worried about her husband. We give her the basement room and meals. I can tell she’s genuine. An abused woman. I’ve known a few. Good hotel references. It’ll take the heat off you, George, having to help at night.’

‘It would be worth it for that,’ George said. ‘Give her a try. But if she’s not up to it, send her on her way.’

He waited for Muriel to leave, then phoned the golf club.

––––––––
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#2

MURIEL WAITED TWO DAYS before she called the woman in, asking her to bring in all her documents. Srna Joric produced her Serbian passport, her work permit and National Insurance details. Muriel found nothing wrong.

‘When could you start, Serena?’

‘When you like, Ms Mizen. I would like to be Mrs Jones. Like Joric, my last name, Serbian, but English. So you accept this?’

‘Yes, all right,’ Muriel said. ‘I will keep your secret. I shall tell only my husband. The staff will call you Mrs Jones. It’s a common name. Your secret will be safe with us.’ She consulted a checklist on her desk. ‘Oh. One thing. Can I have your mobile number, dear?’

‘Phone? My husband broke it, Ms Mizen. I get another one soon. Do I need one for job?’

Muriel made a decision. She had history with the Inland Revenue. One day when she was in her late teens, she'd gone out with one of their young staffers. The Longs had been farmers and agricultural suppliers. Her father complained that the Inland Revenue was always on his back, challenging their figures and making life difficult. Muriel Long was already a little miffed that Johnny Rainbow seemed a lot more interested in the farm than he was in her. After a chat with her father, the Long family did some digging. Johnny, they discovered, worked for the Revenue. Without a fuss, Muriel made herself unavailable, subtly suggesting some other clients – long-time rivals of the Mizens – for Johnny to go and bother. They’d had quite enough trouble with taxmen.

Yes, she would pay her new employee cash-in-hand, and the tax people would never know. Muriel’s new night porter accepted the tatty basement room on offer, and moved in on Monday morning.

Naturally, after she'd made a decision, Muriel worried that it was the wrong one. Was the woman up to doing the job?

Events made up her mind for her. By Wednesday morning, the kitchens were much cleaner and tidier. The furniture was immaculate; the carpets looked new. Fresh, warm, air flooded the hotel. It became clear that her night porter, like a retiring elf, was responsible for this unexpected transformation. The taxman didn't need to know about the hotel's dynamic new assistant.

––––––––
[image: ]


#3

HAVING RELIEVED THE evening receptionist at 9 pm, Mrs Jones was on desk duty until 10.30 pm. After that she was on call, accessible by phone. Her duties included porterage, and acting as night chef and room service waitress. She was responsible for safety, security and overall night supervision. 

On Saturday evening the bar was busy with most seats occupied. Two rough-looking customers – non-residents – had been in the bar for over an hour drinking pint after pint. They sat on a sofa, with their feet on the table. Matt, the barman, told them off but they ignored him. Match of The Day had started. Matt watched them. Worried now, he asked Mrs Jones at the reception desk to call the boss. He didn’t imagine this slight-looking woman would be much help. Though she might be tougher than she looked. 

Matt positioned himself behind the bar and hoped for the best. Two newcomers, hefty men wearing ill-fitting suits, came into the lounge and recognised the drinkers. ‘There they are,’ one shouted. ‘Cheats. You owe us money.’ They came up to the drinkers and hovered over them.

‘Fuck off. We don’t owe you anything.’

‘Five hundred quid we want, or we’re taking you to the cops.’

Mrs Jones had heard the racket and came towards the drinkers. Matt felt paralysed. Should he call the police? How long would that take? 

The men started bickering. Glancing at the night porter, Matt saw that she had steely eyes and a hard neutral stare. Did she have the confidence he lacked? 

‘Fuck off,’ said the first drinker as one of the newcomers stepped towards him. Mrs Jones came forward. ‘You fuck off as well,’ the second drinker shouted at her. He stood and spat at her, but she sidestepped. Matt advanced as well, feeling no choice but to intervene.

The taller of the new arrivals grabbed the arm of the fellow sitting on the left, trying to pull him to his feet. As the man rose he aimed a punch at his adversary’s midriff. Now the other two joined in. A glass of beer fell out of the second drinker’s hand and crashed onto one below, smashing both.

As Matt stepped forward again, Mrs Jones snarled, ‘Leave to me.’ In a flash she’d shoved one of the suits out of the way and grabbed the first drinker’s wrist. ‘Ouch.’ the man cried in sudden pain. Mrs Jones grabbed the other drinker’s wrist as well. Moving too fast for them, she brought the two drinkers face to face and shoved one to head butt the other. There were screams of pain. The fight stopped.

‘We go out,’ she announced. ‘Now.’ She steered the first drinker with his wrist behind his back; the two visitors grabbed the spitter and followed. She propelled them all out and stood at the door barring them from coming back in. Matt followed. ‘You get out. All of you. Take money from them if they owe. I lock door now. Go.’ 

She turned. She saw Matt behind her and nodded.

‘Thanks, Mrs Jones,’ he said. That was scary.’

She was icy calm. ‘Is okay. You clean up glass now.’

‘We need to tell Mrs Mizen.’

‘We leave her alone. I tell her later. All sorted. You did well.’ 

Matt was relieved. The new night porter had just saved his reputation.
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ON WEDNESDAY EVENING, Muriel found out from one of the guests about Serena’s exploits in the bar. She couldn’t wait to tell George.

‘This night porter of ours, dear, guess what happened?’

‘She told you to take a running jump?’

‘Nope.’ Muriel stood, beaming proudly.

‘Her husband has arrived and she’s gone off with him?’ Muriel shook her head. George knew this would wind her up: ‘She’s actually a tax inspector?’

Muriel went purple for a moment. She told him about the fight in the lounge bar. ‘Without even coming running to me.’

‘Count your lucky stars, then, dear. For all I know, she’s on the run from the police. Make sure she can’t get into the safe. But if you’re sure she’s straight, give her a rise.’

‘Right, George. I’ll put her up to £50 a week. Pro rata for overtime.’

He grinned. ‘You might not like this quite so much, my love. I have some important games coming up at the golf club. Let’s hope you’ve made a good choice, because I’ve had enough of being the night shift dogsbody.’ 

A week later, Muriel needed to check Serena’s paperwork. She couldn’t find the documents. Roger must have misfiled them, she decided. He was usually to blame. He denied it, as expected. If Mrs Jones hadn’t been a perfect employee, Muriel would have followed it up. Of course she would.

Part Two

The Summer Holidays

In which Emmeline plans her daughter’s future 
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CHAPTER 3          HOW TO TRAIN A FEMINIST
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Chloe had a successful summer term. She came top in many subjects and won the Year Nine Prize. She made some more friends, organised a gang of like-minded kids – boys as well as girls – and stopped Genny Mizen and her toadies bullying the rest of the year.

Nationally there was, as ever, talk of crisis. Brexit was the obsession of the moment. Everyday life continued, and whoever had organised the nastiness at Salisbury appeared to have vanished.

With her sunny disposition, Chloe looked forward to a wonder summer holiday. Term was over. Now was her time. 

Chloe understood that her mother’s posting in Wiltshire had ended, and she was going to be home more than expected. Now, Emmeline intended to spend more time on her daughter’s education. For some years she’d had been working on a development similar to the force-feeding of geese, with Chloe as the goose. To prepare these animals for the dinner table, corn feed is pushed into their stomachs in excessive amounts, the practice of gavage. This creates oversized but tasty livers. Chloe didn’t know this or she would have become a vegetarian on the spot. 

Emm’s hard work had already borne fruit: Chloe was a competent cook, bed-maker and cleaner. She was a reliable dishwasher-upper, online shopping orderer and dogsbody. She was bright; she needed to be. Her mother had established dominance over the girl from an early age. That is not to say that Chloe was lacking in character or determination. ‘Mum,’ she’d said two weeks ago, ‘you ought to come to Prize Day. They expect all the parents of prizewinners to come. And they’re delighted when you come.’

‘No, Chuck,’ Emm stated. ‘Get used to winning things. You don’t want people smarming all over you. Say “Thank You”. That’s all.’

Her parents did attend the prizegiving, but Chloe didn’t know that until she spotted them when she was accepting her prize. There they were, skulking in the back row of the hall.

The teachers thought Chloe had a hard time with her mother. Few people would stand up to Professor Belford. Even in Whitehall, they warned colleagues when confronting ‘that Professional Yorkshirewoman – the one from Dorset’. Chloe wasn’t aware of it, but her mother had always been fiercely protective of her. She expected twice as much from her as from anyone else.
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EMMELINE ORMONDROYD Belford, the Home Office scientist, was also its leading feminist. Tom Belford, forty-five years old, and Emm’s husband of sixteen years, was, by contrast, a mild-mannered man. No soldier who’d reached the rank of Colonel would ever be a pushover, even to his wife, but he chose to leave eccentricities of behaviour to her. One in the family was quite enough. Emm had once attempted to beat him up, but he convinced her, by example, rather than words, that it would not be a good idea.

Tom was a good-looking fellow with short, lively, ginger hair. He had regular features and a relaxed, confident manner. Having recently returned from his latest assignment, he was expecting a new deployment. This wouldn’t be anywhere near Eastlyme. The Belfords had agreed that they would not willingly move until the twins had finished their school careers. 

Currently, six weeks of unstructured freedom would allow their idle children to run riot. Fortunately Farmer White had agreed to take Jonathan on at the farm as he did last year. But Chloe needed structure. The girl had acquired a wide range of useful skills. Emmeline had also taught her to think for herself – which was now becoming a nuisance. Now, the family needed a housekeeper. Emmeline told the children her plans. Joan Mackenzie was willing to come again.

‘Don’t, Mum,’ Jonathan shouted. ‘If you bring her back, I will run away from home.’ 

‘And so will I,’ Chloe joined in. ‘I mean it.’ 

‘I know where we can go, Clo. But we’ll have to rough it.’ 

Their mother dropped the matter. The twins kept up the pressure. Chloe pointed out the unsuitability of all the housekeepers they’d had so far. The twins’ aunts had shown they weren’t to be trusted; Emm had fired one woman for snooping; another had an insane husband who’d followed her to the Belford’s house and tried to beat his wife up in the kitchen. Jonathan had fought the man off. They found one excellent housekeeper, but she walked out after Aunt Millicent rang up from Yorkshire several times, checking up on her.

‘You’re wasting your time, Mum,’ Chloe said. ‘And money. I mean, you’ve taught us to behave like adults. I’ve been a babysitter for a year now. They trusted me to look after their young kids. Why don’t you trust me? It’s paradoxical.’

Emm laughed. ‘Good try, Chuck. Remember, we’ve had trouble with security, because of our work. I’m high profile, although the office does what it can to keep my whereabouts secret. People have tried to kill me more than once. Suppose I was away and you answered the door? You’d make a perfect hostage.’ 

‘Did you get Joan from the SAS?’

‘You’ve made your point,’ Emmeline declared. ‘We’re not having her back. No one bosses me around.’

––––––––
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ON THE FIFTH FLOOR of Cliff Towers Hotel, Genevieve was enjoying a long lie-in on this first morning of the summer holidays. For the next six weeks, she was going to do exactly as she pleased. Her mother was too busy to bother with her, and her father was a softie.

George was in his study making a phone call. Muriel wanted him to help her plan the day. At last he joined her in the family kitchen. ‘I’ve had enough of your family,’ she complained.

‘My family?’ he grinned.

‘Roger. Ugh. And Genevieve.’ She poured herself more tea.

‘The grandmas are behaving themselves, then?’

‘Would they ever,’ she retorted.

George always preferred to stress the positive. ‘You’ve done your share, Muriel. Let me –’ 

‘Oh no, dear. We’re not having a stranger running the hotel. I can manage, if you’ll cooperate.’

‘Our other businesses do need a lot of attention, dear.’ 

‘I’m not asking for your help in the hotel. It’s Roger and Genevieve who are the problem, and your mother is beyond repair.’

‘What would you like me to do?’ he asked.

‘I just want you to support me, George.’

The Mizen family, seven of them, lived on the top floor of the hotel. Roger was an ongoing disappointment. His hotel work was abysmal. Generally, he failed every task. Muriel had decided it would be best to pair him off with his long-term fiancée, Alexandrine. Although bone idle, Alex (as everyone called her) at least had some brains. They could even make this the wedding of the year. It was Muriel’s enduring ambition. 

‘I need to tell you, George. Dot and I’ve agreed. Roger has got to get on and propose to Alex or we’ll boot both of them out. If he does, we’ll get them started. If he doesn’t, they can get flats in Bridport, together or on their own, and stay away from here until they’ve got jobs.’

‘Why not make them go further? Margate? Berwick?’

‘Will you back me on this?’

‘Of course I will, sweetie. We should have done this long ago.’

‘Genevieve is driving me mad. You’ve got to be firmer with her.’

‘I’ve told you the answer, Muriel. She needs to go to boarding school. She’ll find her feet there. It’s your fault for keeping her in her cocoon. There’s not enough to challenge her here.’

‘She is going to boarding school, George. I told you last week. I just didn’t tell you where. Can we afford Benningford?’

He laughed. ‘Bloody hell. No wonder you didn’t tell me.’

Muriel stroked her cheek. ‘Thing is, they’ll reject her if she gets a bad report from Lymebank.’

‘According to you, Lymebank will be only too pleased to get rid of her.’ 

‘I’m going to try. If not, there’s another school that takes all the misfits.’

George frowned. ‘St Trinians? She’d be a natural.’

‘Everyone talks about mental health,’ she moaned. ‘What about mine?’

Muriel went up to her room in the west tower to tidy up and rest. Her mind, though, was racing. Why, she wondered, was her daughter so different from all the other children? Why couldn’t she be more like Chloe? Of all the village children, Chloe Belford was the role model she wanted for her own daughter. The child was thoughtful, talented and polite. She would swap the pair around if she could. Then, suddenly, she had a brilliant idea. 
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#4

EMMELINE, DRESSED IN jogging pants, trainers and a golfing jacket, was coming out of the pharmacy at the top of Lower Sea Lane. She saw Mizen scurrying up the road towards her. What was the woman up to now? she wondered. Mizen was always frazzled about something. Emm couldn’t ignore her. 

The woman arrived out of breath ‘Hello Emm,’ she started. ‘I was coming to see you. I’d like a word.’

‘Oh aye?’ Blunt Yorkshire mode was the best way to deal with her, Emm found. Rudeness helped. Muriel expected it.

‘I’ve been trying to think of ways to keep Genevieve occupied.’

‘Oh aye.’ 

‘Yes, dear. I want to put her on a training programme to learn hotel skills. After all, she may be running the hotel one day.’

Emm suppressed a snigger. 

‘The difficulty,’ Muriel was saying, ‘is that she doesn’t want to do it, but she said she would if there were other girls there as well. Genny is very competitive, you see, so if Chloe was coming . . .’ 

‘These girls are fourteen, Muriel. You do come up with some daft ideas sometimes.’

‘What have you arranged for Chloe then, Emm?’

‘There’s a cadet school up in Yorkshire for the officers’ kids,’ Emm improvised. ‘I’m thinking of putting Chloe in for that.’ But Emm knew the camp wasn’t happening this year. ‘Tell you what, let me think on your idea. Happen it’s not your worst idea ever, Muriel.’

‘Thank you, Emm. That’s very good of you.’ Muriel beamed in gratitude. When you experienced endless put-downs from the Prof, it was nice to get occasional praise. Not your worst idea ever. Praise at last.

For her part, the woman’s response pleased Emm. She’d trained Mizen well. She knew all the woman wanted was cheap labour. Even if it ended in disaster. But Emm saw that there was a definite advantage in this. Chloe wanted to play with her friends, computer games, football even, anything to waste time. Life was too precious for things like that. She decided a regular commitment would keep Chloe busy, something that would allow more time to deal with the Housekeeper Problem. 

Yes, avoiding idleness was always a priority. First, though, Emm needed to be sure that Chloe would not let her down. Was she good enough for hotel work? 

Chloe had put the lunch dishes in the dishwasher. A breeze from the north was flavouring the kitchen with the smell of manure from the farm. Emm shut the window. 

‘Mum, I’m off to the Rec,’ Chloe announced. ‘Football with Jono.’ The boys wanted her to play.

‘No, you’re not off to the Rec,’ her mother said in a strident voice. ‘Football with Jono. You always come back complaining. They stick you in goal.’ 

‘They used to,’ Chloe agreed. ‘Now I make them take their turn.’

‘You’re not going. Not yet. I want you to tell me how you would clean a hotel room. Housekeeping, it’s called.’ 

‘Why, Mum?’

‘Because you’ll be working there soon. Mizen’s.’ Chloe gave a ferocious groan but Emm carried on. ‘I’m giving you a chance to earn some money – won’t take a penny of it. I’ll get you a good deal.’

‘I don’t need this, Mum. Why do I need to work in a hotel?’

‘I want you to prove you’re better at it than Genevieve.’

‘Great.’ 

‘Sarcasm doesn’t suit you. Tell me.’

‘To clean a hotel room?’ Chloe accepted the challenge, mentioning beds and other disgusting things that children shouldn’t know about. 

Emm listened. ‘What else have you forgotten?’

‘It’s just as bad in the bathroom, Mum. I heard yesterday what boys do in the shower –’ She grimaced.

‘Facts of life, dear,’ Emm replied with a grin. ‘Part of your eddication. You’ve had it easy, Chuck. Oh, and while I think of it, when you go there, I want you to be extra nice to Gwen.’

Gwen Williams was Mrs Mizen’s head receptionist, a popular lady who helped keep her boss focused. She also kept Emm informed on hotel and village affairs.

‘Mrs Williams is a good friend of mine,’ Emm went on. I’ll keep Mizen in check for you. Deal?’ 

‘Right,’ Chloe said. ‘Can I go to the Rec now?’

‘All right. On one condition. I happen to know that Muriel has been trying to write a training manual for her new staff. She asked the Idiot Roger and he couldn’t do it. So it will give me great satisfaction to commission you to write it.’ 

‘Mum,’ Chloe blazed, ‘I’m just a kid. I shouldn’t have to do stuff like that.’

‘You can do it. She’ll pay you, and if she doesn’t, I will.’

Chloe shook her head for what felt like an hour. ‘You’re demented, Mum.’

‘Yes, dear, as you say, I’m your Mum. After you’ve done it, you won’t regret it. By the weekend please, darling.’

‘What’s Jono doing?’ Chloe muttered. ‘Nothing.’ 

‘He’ll be working on the farm. He’s not like you.’

‘Yukk.’

Her mother had moved to the hob, where Chloe heard her muttering, ‘Why don’t you start a village baseball team? Get all the boys to join. Teach them how to play. Make sure you’re the captain. Then you can play football with them.’ Subliminal, thought Chloe. Was that it? Something she’d learnt recently. People put ideas into your head when you were only half listening. Particularly mothers, mothers with no dress sense. Who didn’t care what their teenage daughters wore. Emm Belford, blunt and overweight, was no role model. Not for her daughter. 

It wasn’t a bad idea, though. Captain of baseball. How about it? The potential supremo of Eastlyme baseball left the room.

Emm phoned Nicci’s mother. Then she rang Helen’s mother. Both parents had the same thought. Work experience with Mizen would give their daughters something to do and keep them off the streets. Count us in, said the parents. Muriel would now take on four schoolkids for work experience. Emm rang the hotel later and told Muriel what she’d arranged. Cheap and ready labour available now. Four biddable little workers. Chloe would probably outshine the other girls. 

‘What will you pay them?’ Emm demanded.

‘I wasn’t going to pay them. No, that’s not the idea at all.’ 

‘’Come off it, dearie. You know they’ll be working their socks off for you once you’ve shown them what you want them to do.’

‘They will be receiving valuable training, Emm. Free. I might even employ them when they leave school.’

‘Oh wow, Muriel. Not paying them sends the wrong message. You’ve got to give them something to encourage their self-worth. Even Genevieve. You can afford it.’

‘I’m sorry, dear. It’s not on. I can’t afford that.’

Emm held a long silence. Then, ‘Shall I cancel it?’

Muriel paused for even longer. ‘Oh all right then. But they’d better work hard. I hope I don’t regret this. I can manage four pounds an hour.’

‘Good girl. You’ve got some of the best kids in the village under you now, Muriel. Don’t you forget that, dear. I’d like a list of the skills you’ll cover with Chloe. Ta ta, my Precious.’

Emm knew that Mizen could afford it. She’d set up a win-win situation. One other benefit: Chloe was chatty and observant, and would tell her what was going on at the hotel.
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CHAPTER 4          SWEET GENEVIEVE
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Muriel thought about how she would organise a work rota for her work-experience trainees. Each of them could do two or three shifts a week. She saw Tracy Webster passing with supplies for the kitchen, and called her to the office. Tracy was her Management Assistant, an ambitious young woman of Jamaican parentage who, more than any of the others, was willing to provide extra cover. She was training for hospitality management as well as other professional skills.

Tracy had pleased her in another way. Muriel had discussed with George, with her mother Jocelyn, with Gwen and with Tracy, her feeling that the hotel should have a uniform. Of all of them, only Tracy had expressed any support. The young woman had matched her actions to her words and bought a dark blue suit with orange trim that matched Muriel’s notion of what her uniform would be. 

‘I’m bringing some interns in for hotel training, Tracy. Including Genevieve. Chloe, Nicci, Helen. Do you know them all? I wasn’t going to pay them, but – you get the idea. How do you think I should handle the training?’ 

‘I think what I would do,’ Tracy said, ‘have two on at a time. You could compare their work. Set up some competitiveness. She paused. ‘Yes, they’re good kids. Genny’s a bright girl, but –’ 

‘Are you suggesting Genevieve is difficult?’

Tracy grinned. Some things were best left unsaid.

‘Yes, all right,’ Muriel nodded. ‘I’ll handle this myself to start with. Later on, dear, I may get them to report to you. Part of your training.’

Muriel woke early on Tuesday morning. When she’d dressed, she woke her husband. ‘I want you to get Genevieve up, dear. Seven thirty, at the latest.’

‘Go to hell,’ George muttered, ‘dear.’ He went back to sleep.

She found Roger asleep in his room. ‘Wake up,’ she ordered. ‘It’s morning. I want you to wake Genevieve at seven-thirty. Make sure she’s ready for work.’

‘I’m trying to sleep, Mother.’ 

‘You heard.’ She didn’t want to argue. 

Toast, butter and marmalade, coffee: Muriel ate in the family kitchen. Wasting no time, she made her way downstairs, greeting anyone she met.

She checked the hotel kitchen, the restaurant and her office, for anything of concern, then began a more rigorous inspection as she checked each floor. The first and second floors housed many of their quality guests who didn’t quibble about the price of everything. Nothing was too good for them. No cheapos here. Muriel saw that the service trolleys were all in place. Cleaning started for guests who displayed their Make Up My Room cards.       

As always when she patrolled the hotel, she sensed the presence of malevolent spirits. Most people didn’t believe in ghosts, she knew, but this building was sick. Look at its history. Several people had died here, animals too. Birds had been barbecued in a hot air vent, and cats trapped in the bowels of the hotel. Animate nature floated free in the ether, mingling with disquieted spirits. Sadness and despair threatened to engulf her. Some days the lights flickered; at other times they went out altogether. Later they might come back on of their own accord. 

On the third floor, she found a hat on the carpet midway between room 320 and the fire door. A red homburg. Why would people not notice? There would be more problems, she was sure. She was right. On the other side of the fire door, she found a spiders’ graveyard a few feet from the fire doors. Dozens of them. Dead. Cobwebs everywhere. Was this more evidence of diabolical intervention? George pooh-poohed the idea, but Muriel sensed manifestations of evil everywhere.

Waiting for the lift, she saw Mary Millar, her Head of Housekeeping, a dour and precise lady, and a stickler for punctuality. This Gorgon was not averse to telling Muriel off if she ever broke her own rules. Muriel respected her for that, even though she was furious that anyone dared challenge her. ‘Could you get someone to clear away some dead spiders, Mary? Near room 320.’

Muriel took the homburg down to Reception. 

Gwen greeted her. She was a chubby, cheerful presence, and a talented peacemaker between her boss and the grandmas. She was Welsh, and proud of it. ‘A hat. Where’s that come from?’ she asked. 

‘Left on the third floor. Lost Property.’

‘Yes, but Dr Westlake rang up, dear. Had lunch here yesterday. He left a red hat on the stand behind the bar.’

‘Why was it on the third floor then?’

‘Search me,’ said Gwen.

‘Can you ring him? Tell him it’s here. Ask him what he was doing on the third floor.’

‘He said someone nicked it, Muriel. It wouldn’t be him flitting about like a madman. He’s a psychiatrist, for heaven’s sake.’

‘You mean comedian,’ she muttered, ‘if he wears a red hat.’

Muriel’s attention switched to her trainees. Chloe. Eastlyme’s most famous citizen, Professor Emm, had sent her daughter. As Dot Cornish had said more than once, Emm was a woman built like a breeze block, and dressed to match. And always winner of the World’s Worst-Dressed.

Why was Chloe so unlike her? Was this business with under-age trainees worth it, Muriel wondered? It might, if it created a change in Genevieve. Her daughter would need to act up to reach Chloe’s standard or lose face. The girl was a nightmare, self-obsessed. Muriel felt her fists clenching, always a bad sign. She’d set up this challenge now, and it had better work. 

Young Miss Belford appeared in good time, dressed for work in a white shirt and dark skirt. The girl was pretty, Muriel thought, with kindly eyes, though she should do something about that straggly blonde hair. She realised that she’d forgotten to tell her trainees what to wear. After a friendly chat, she took Chloe up to room 203 where the service trolley stood outside. Genevieve was late – after all that.

Muriel said, ‘Our first room, Chloe. Ready to clean. What do you think we have to do?’

Chloe thought hard. Coaching with her mother had helped. ‘Make beds, change sheets if necessary? Clear and clean, and vacuum. Refill the hospitality tray? Look for stains and hairs . . . am I on the right track?’

‘Yes, dear, do carry on.’

Chloe continued. She seemed to know what she was about.

At that moment Genevieve burst in. ‘Why didn’t you say where you were?’ she complained. 

‘At last.’ Muriel oozed contempt. Ignoring her daughter, she finished briefing Chloe. ‘Do your best, dear. On your own. I’ll check it when you’ve finished.’ 

Now she led Genevieve to room 205, and closed the door after they went. She stared at her daughter as though about to explode. ‘Did you put those spiders in the corridor, Genevieve?’

‘What?’ Her daughter did not look guilty.

‘You know what I mean.’

‘I don’t. I don’t like spiders. I wouldn’t touch them. But Mum. There was a banana skin outside the front entrance. I picked it up. My good deed for the day. Someone could have slipped.’

Muriel was puzzled now, rather than angry. ‘Why did you take the hat?’

‘The one I nicked? I returned it. It was a joke.’ 

‘What the devil are you talking about?’

‘What the devil are you talking about, Mum? I’m talking about Nicci’s Dad’s bowler. She brought it in for drama. At school.’

Muriel shook her head violently. ‘Did you take a red homburg and leave it on the third floor corridor?’

‘Of course not. Why would I go to the third floor? There’s plenty of staff would do something like that. Or you could try the grandmas. Would you like me to investigate, Mum?’

‘For heavens sake, child. You have work to do here. Now get on with it.’ She glared at Genevieve and hurried off. She hoped that her daughter would take up the challenge and show that she could do as well as Chloe. Oh for some peace and quiet.
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#2

CHLOE WAS STARTING in the bathroom in room 203 when Genevieve sidled back in. ‘So you’re getting in my mother’s good books already, Clo?’ 

She had a sly smile on her face.

‘No, Gen. I don’t want to be here any more than you. My Mum’s a pain.’ 

‘We’ve got that in common then.’

Chloe looked at her and said nothing.

‘I hope you don’t mind me saying this,’ Genny went on. ‘But you look a bit of an oik.’

‘Because I’m dressed as a skivvy? Dark skirt, white shirt?’ Chloe glared at her. ‘That makes me an oik?’

‘Don’t you think?’

‘You’re not dressed for this,’ Chloe retorted. Genevieve was wearing a purple cashmere cowl with matching flared moleskin trousers, casual but genteel. 

‘I tell a lie,’ Genny said. ‘You look the part, dude. Chambermaid. I’ll employ you when I take over.’  

‘Thanks a bunch.’ 

‘We can work better on this together. Give the old bat a run for her money.’

Chloe thought about this. She couldn’t trust Genny. ‘No, sorry. That’s not what she said. I’m only cleaning my rooms.’

‘Come on, Chloe.’

‘Might as well do what she tells us.’

‘Bitch,’ said Genny. ‘Bye bye, Cordelia.’ It was an insulting nickname her gang had chosen for the Belford twerp. Genny pretended to spit and walked out. 
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#3

MURIEL COULD NEVER work out how to deal with the chaos that occurred every morning after breakfast. Every member of staff came asking what to do next or complaining about something or other.

A queue of people including Chloe was now waiting outside the office for an audience with the boss. She told them all to shut up and frowned at the juniors. 

First to speak was Mary Millar. ‘Those spiders, Mrs Mizen,’ she said in her precise Scots accent, ‘I’m afraid you were wrong. There were no spiders where you said. Dead or otherwise.’

‘I saw thirty-odd,’ Muriel said. ‘Between the fire doors and 322.’

‘It must have been a prank.’

‘If I catch them –’ 

‘You’ve had practical jokers before, Mrs Mizen.’ 

Muriel paused. ‘I have, haven’t I,’ she said. ‘What else are they up to?’ It looked as if Mary had more to say on this matter, and then decided she hadn’t. ‘Be sure, I’ll look into this, dear. It’s got to stop. I shall find out.’ 

A kitchen lad spoke next. 

‘Yes, what is it, dear?’ 

‘Chef says they’ve put Duck on the menu, Miss, but it hasn’t come.’

That would be Roger’s fault. Again. ‘Is Pietro sure? Can he get some?’

‘He tried. It’s too late. Sold out, he says.’

There were plenty of ducks down at the beach, Muriel remembered. They wouldn’t miss a few. ‘Tell him to take it off the menu. Off you go.’ 

Now it was Jack’s turn. An obstinate young man with stand-up cropped hair, he seemed upset. He’d been looking for some log books in the garage. He couldn’t find them. ‘Go and try again,’ Mrs Mizen said. She turned to Chloe. It’s always like this, dear,’ she sighed. ‘That’s why I need people I can rely on. You’ve done well on Housekeeping. I’ll take you to Reception. Gwen will talk to you and then send you on to the restaurant at about 11.30 am. How are you on Waitressing?’

Chloe thought she knew what to do. ‘Mum asked me to write a report saying what a waitress has to do to prepare for lunch, then clear up afterwards.’

‘Oh, did she? A report?’ What a wonderful idea, thought Muriel. That training programme she hadn’t written. ‘Did you write it?’

Chloe said it was five pages long. Typed. It








d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Eastlyme Chronicles

Volume |

The Cinderella of Charmouth Close

Russell Telfer






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





