
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Ticking the yes box... and a fairy in the bed.

	 

	 

	Betony Field has stuck by the rules and paid her dues while life with a capital L passed her by. A few days before her thirty-fifth birthday, her boyfriend calls it quits, she loses her job, and also her flat. She recovers her life, sans boyfriend, but then Betony decides to blow some of her rainy-day fund on the adventure of her life. There must be a catch, but in the meantime, should she tick the yes box offering sexy fun?
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	Author Notes

	 

	 

	The Fairy in the Bed series has a large cast of characters who wander in and out of one another’s stories. Some of them are major continuing characters, and some appear just now and then.

	For a full list of who is who, who is related to whom, and a timeline for the series, check out Lark Westerly’s home page at https://larksinger.weebly.com

	The players in Betony Buys Adventure are mostly new characters, with the exception of Mab and Derry Warrener, who starred in Horizontal Bunny Hop and showed up in Man Overboard, and a brief appearance by Yvanne Skipton Peckerdale and her sister Giselle, from Sam and the Sylvan and the Counterpoint mini-series. The story of how Yvanne came to know the green gossoon will be told in the Christmas 2019 titles Love Began at Christmas and Under the Christmas Tree.

	 


Chapter One: The Waitress

	 

	 

	The week before her thirty-fifth birthday, Betony Field walked into an odd little café on the corner of Swift Street and Scuttle Lane. She was shivering, partly from cold and damp and partly because she hadn’t eaten anything worth mentioning since the week before.

	She might have picked herself up, tied a knot, and gone on after Jay gave her the not you it’s me spiel. They’d been together for five years, but it really wasn’t going anywhere. She knew he’d leave, but she hadn’t expected him to jump ship just days before she stepped over the hill to nearer-forty-than-thirty. That was the kind of calculated cruelty that didn’t fit Jay’s sure, whatever, personality.

	Jay worked for Lance Brill of Topsy Investments, too.

	Clearly, he’d known something she hadn’t.

	That was just the first blow.

	No job. No home. Alone. It sounded like the twangy beginning of a bad song.

	Betony had no idea what to do, so she’d reverted to an old trick from her childhood and closed her eyes. Sometimes when she did that, she saw featureless darkness. More often, she saw something else.

	Interpreting the things she saw added interest to her otherwise humdrum life. It was like interpreting dreams, except that she saw things when she was awake.

	She liked it best when the vision gave her a man, especially when he smiled at her and held out his hand. It wasn’t always the same man, and it was never one she knew. It was never Jay.

	That day she saw a café.

	A café.

	Maybe she’d noticed subconsciously that a local café was hiring staff?

	Betony cast her mind loose and walked the streets in a meanspirited drizzle. She walked to the corner of Swift and Scuttle, entered the café and sat waiting for inspiration or the offer of a job. None came. She just got colder and more hopeless.

	Why am I here? Was it something Mac said?

	Yes! He said something about taking a swift scuttle to the café and expecting supersonic service.

	A waitress came to the table and stood by with a pen in one hand and a scratchpad in the other.

	Betony felt the quick, professional smile beamed at her bent head.

	She looked up.

	“Ready to order, lovely?” The girl, a redhead clad in a nicely-fitted blue blouse with a darker blue wool vest over the top, was twenty-three at the most.

	Betony noted the monogram on the redhead’s vest pocket. It appeared to be V-S.

	Verity? Velvet? Violet?

	She grabbed the bull by the horns. “I’m looking for a job. Anything open here?”

	“I’m not hiring at present. Would you care to order?”

	She’s in charge? At her age?

	Betony glanced at the specials board. Three different kinds of tea and a dozen versions of coffee, plus a few variations on turmeric, coconut and chilli she’d heard of but never dared to try.

	Her stomach heaved and perspiration beaded out on her forehead.

	Not eating slimmed some people down. With Betony, it just turned her generous figure gaunt. She thought she looked like a down-at-heel Amazon who’d never got the memo about breast reduction.

	The girl’s professional smile morphed into a look of concern. “Are you well, darlin’?” Her accent lilted away from the standard English she’d used before.

	“Not very,” Betony said.

	“I’ll get you a glass of water, shall I?” The redhead turned away, pausing as the bell over the café door sang out.

	A man and a woman entered. The woman’s fair hair was half-hidden under a red beret and her cheeks were flushed with cold. Raindrops clung to her eyelashes. The man’s auburn hair was uncovered, and he had a trench coat with a turned-up collar. He was unbelievable, just like something out of Betony’s better eyelid pictures. They weren’t holding hands, but they might as well have been naked and entwined. They were together, in love and loving it.

	Betony shrank into her damp coat. Go away. I don’t want to have to hate you for being happy.

	The waitress said, “Mab, I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow!”

	“Just landed, Ishlene.” The woman had an Australian accent. If she’d flown overnight from Australia, she had no right to look so alert.

	“Her Majesty would come to share the love, Ishlene,” the man said. He bent to kiss his woman on the neck, and a waft of warm spiced chocolate washed over Betony’s senses.

	For a moment her mouth watered, but then her stomach heaved again and she choked.

	How could he be so beautiful and smell like expensive chocolate to boot? It’s cruel.

	The woman, Mab, glanced over, her eyes narrowing. She seemed about to speak, but Betony pretended to examine the menu. Don’t you dare pity me. If you thought I was drooling over your man, guilty as charged. So would you be, if you were me.

	She thought of Jay. There was a hole in her life where he’d been, but they had never delighted in one another as Red Beret and Trench Coat did.

	The three went into what was presumably the kitchen, but they were out again before Betony had got up the gumption to leave the café.

	The couple, still exuding delight in one another and the wider world, kissed the waitress in parting before they went out. The woman did a forehead-slapping doubletake and darted back in to move quickly from table to table, slipping leaflets into the holders on each. Betony’s table was the last, and the woman tutted as she must have realised she’d miscalculated the number she had left.

	She glanced at the single one in her hand, lifted one shoulder in a shrug, and gave Betony a slip of a smile.

	“Greet you, lassie,” she said, which was rather odd.

	A chime and a waft of wind from the door made her start and drop the leaflet. It spiralled from her hand and flitted under the table.

	“Your Majesty?” The auburn-haired man had stuck his face around the doorjamb. He had a small malformation of his lip. That only added to his appeal.

	Kissing him would be fun. You’d know him in the dark.

	“Coming.” His companion stepped out the door into his arms and this time they were properly gone.

	Betony leaned sideways and picked up the stray leaflet. It had a curly blue logo with the V-S monogram on it.

	What Would You Pay?

	Betony was looking down at it with her brows drawn together when the waitress returned.

	“Sorry about that, darlin’. Those two...” She let the term trail off as she readied herself to take Betony’s order.

	“Just water, thanks,” Betony reminded her.

	“So ‘twas.” The girl moved away with a light dancing step that seemed out of place in a café.

	Betony waited, feeling the clamminess of mixed perspiration and rain on her back as the damp seeped through her coat.

	I ought to go. Find another job.

	She thought about her resume, neatly dotted and crossed from her first job at eighteen to the one that ended six months ago when her boss, the benign steamroller known as Mac T, headed for the islands to retire and explore the possibilities of rum.

	Betony wasn’t sure which islands he meant, but she presumed it was Jamaica.

	 


Chapter Two: The Boss

	 

	 

	“You got plans, Betsy?” Mac had asked as they packed up the office on the last day.

	“Yes, my boyfriend’s boss is looking for staff for a new office. Lance Brill. Topsy Investments. Know him?”

	“Fucking shark.”

	Mac’s comment didn’t bother Betony. It was typical.

	He glared at her under heavy brows. “Don’t work for that fuckwit, Betsy. He’s a slimy git, and he doesn’t know his arse from his elbow.”

	“I have to work somewhere, and my old boss gave me the flick, though he did write me a glowing reference,” she pointed out.

	“Hmph. Look, I never interfere with your life, right?”

	“Not often,” she said cautiously.

	“I know I’m a curmudgeon, but you’re a good maid, Betsy. You ought to be doing something better than working for slimy fuckwits or curmudgeons.”

	“Such as?”

	“Get a man.”

	“I’ve got one. I live with him. I still have to work.”

	Mac’s snort gave his opinion of Jay. “Tell you what, my maid, I’ll set you up with my grandson. How’s that?”

	“The answer’s still no.”

	“Queer bugger, but I tell you, you’d never be bored—look, I’ve got his picture somewhere.” He fumbled with his mobile phone. It was an old one, and he’d never learned to use it properly.

	Betony held up her hand. “No thanks, Mister Tilley. I already have a boyfriend.”

	“He’ll dump you when it suits him. Or you’ll dump him.”

	She stiffened. She liked Mac, and she was sad he was leaving, but comments like that reminded her there might be advantages to a new job with a boss who had at least heard of political correctness.

	“He’s not man enough for you, and you’re too much woman for him.”

	She said nothing, and that seemed to encourage him.

	“What do you say? Like to meet my boy? He’s a fucking fairy, but that won’t bother you.”

	“Thanks, but no thanks.” Betony felt herself blushing, not for herself, but for Mac, who had no social brakes whatsoever. If his grandson was like him, he must be a piece of work. Correction. His grandson was probably living in terror that his grandad would visit him when he had company.

	I hope the Jamaicans can see he’s essentially a decent man.

	“I wish you’d meet my boy,” Mac said, raising his voice over the noise of rain.

	Betony put her hand to her head, frowning. It felt as if someone had flicked her forehead from the inside.

	She said abruptly, “I think I’ll go now, Mister Tilley. I have to get to my interview.”

	The interview wasn’t until the next day, but she was finding this conversation highly uncomfortable. She had an unprecedented urge to do what Mac asked.

	“Run along then, Betsy.” He looked down at her, which was uncommon, since she was taller than most men she met. “You’re a good maid, and I’ll miss you.”

	“I’ll miss you,” she said, putting on her coat. Daringly, she reached up and kissed his cheek. As always, he smelled of peppermint.

	It was odd, since she never saw him eating sweets.

	She moved to the window, where a rainbow arched over the city, pooling into a tangle of colour somewhere near Swift Street. She stood there, looking out for a few seconds, then sighed and turned away.

	Mac was fiddling with his phone.

	“Goodbye, Mister Tilley,” she said again.

	 

	The interview with Lance Brill was a formality. He was nothing like Mac, a twenty-something whiz kid who believed in compartmentalising. He told Betony she’d be perfect for Topsy Investments and set her up in a hutch of an office. He wanted her to find leads among her contacts, and when that didn’t pan out, because she had so few contacts, he set her to data entry and cold calling.

	She didn’t enjoy the work, but she could have lunch with Jay, and they shared the commute.

	She’d dug in, running her small responsibilities with her wonted efficiency until... well, until the day when she’d come to work with a pounding headache and the grey misery of Jay’s defection and found someone had changed the locks.

	WTF?

	 

	Now, a week later, she still had no idea what was happening, but she did know she no longer worked for Topsy Investments. Neither could she live at Topsy-Turvy Estate anymore. The company was restructuring. Brill was MIA. Jay had vanished. She had a week to find somewhere else to live because Topsy-Turvy Estate was an asset of the company.

	Her miserable reflections were disturbed as the waitress returned bearing a glass of water and a bowl of clear golden soup sprinkled with parsley.

	“I didn’t order that,” Betony said.

	“Did you not? It’s on the house, darlin’ and it’s good. I made it meself from a secret recipe given me by an old pixie lady.”

	Betony accepted the soup and took a hesitant sip. Her stomach roiled and settled, and, for the first time in days, she felt hungry. She ate slowly and then drank the water, which tasted better than it should.

	She waited for a few minutes, in case there was a bill. Some cafes didn’t charge for water, but it never paid to assume the best of anyone or anything.

	She caught the waitress’s eye and got a tiny nod in return.

	On the house, darlin’.

	There are still nice people out there.

	Betony got up, feeling her work skirt sticking to the back of her legs. She was hollow and off course, but she felt undeniably better.

	She went to the restroom and tidied herself. It was time to stop vacillating and start looking for work and a place to live.

	No reference from Lance Brill. Probably just as well.

	She wondered if she could excise the last six months from her work history. She wished she could excise them from her life.

	She met her strained blue eyes in the mirror. It was an odd one for a café restroom. It had a curved blue frame and the same monogram of V-S.

	Probably the waitress isn’t called Violet or Vienna after all. Must be the café name. Maybe I really could work in a café. Not this one, unfortunately. I wish—

	She straightened her shoulders and walked back through to the main area. She paused, reluctant to leave, but the waitress was taking an order, and three more people were waiting to come in, so she stepped out past them, hesitated under the eaves, and then forged into the rain.

	The nasty, spiteful drizzle continued, and when her phone rang, it startled her so much, she stepped off the paved area and put one foot in the gutter.

	“Bother,” she muttered as cold water seeped into her boot.

	It was a limp response, but she’d trained herself never to curse aloud. Mac T cursed like a sergeant major, but he didn’t allow foul language from anyone else. It was six months since she’d seen him, but the habit stuck.

	Mac was inimitable and unforgettable.

	She retreated under the eaves to take the call.

	“Betsy?”

	Betony jumped.

	“Betsy? You there, my maid?”

	“Mister Tilley?” Her voice squeaked, and she coughed.

	“None other. Look, Betsy, what the tit’s going on with arsehole Brill?”

	“I don’t really know.” She explained what had happened.

	A familiar bumbling hum crackled through the phone. “Clueless fuckwit. Slimy git.”

	“You might say that,” she said dryly.

	“Meet me at Heathrow at eleven tomorrow night.”

	“I—” She was about to say she no longer had a car but stopped herself in time. “Will do.”

	Mac Tilley snorted like a bull scenting a challenge. “See you there, Betsy. Now don’t worry. I’ll find out what the fuck’s going on and I’ll fix things for you. Restructuring my arse.”

	She ended the call and stepped calmly back into the rain. She had absolutely no doubt he would do as he said.

	 


Chapter Three: The Owner

	 

	 

	Mac Tilley erupted back into Betony’s life. He gusted through lawyers, creditors, shareholders and bewildered Topsy-Turvy tenants like the great storm of eighty-seven, leaving them scrambling for cover.

	In six months it was, as he put it, bought and sorted.

	Betony was exhausted. Mac T grinned his crocodile grin and announced he’d never had a better stoush in his life. He also claimed retirement was for ninnies and vowed to work until he died in harness.

	Mac’s back, everyone agreed, and Topsy Investments, minus Lance Brill and all his works, cruised serenely back into business as a sole trader with a single grateful employee.

	Mac occasionally muttered about getting his grandson off his arse and into the family business, but it never happened.

	Betony sighed with relief, richer by the generous bonus Mac gave her on her re-employment in case I drop off the tree sudden, like.

	Betony stashed that bonus in a rainy-day account, just in case she ever found herself again in an untenable situation.

	Mac wouldn’t live forever. She had to get some goals. She needed a life.

	No job. No home. Alone.

	Never again.

	 

	On Monday, the week before her thirty-sixth birthday, Betony woke to the unwelcome sound of slashing rain, punctuated with snaps of thunder. A shower and breakfast later, the rain still poured. Grumbling, Betony peeped out of her third-floor window. Water sluiced across the road, and the pavement shimmered.

	She was going to get drenched on the way to work.

	Now what?

	She closed her eyes, hoping for something tasty in her eyelid picture gallery.

	Café.

	Nonsense. She had to get to work, and there wasn’t time to go looking for cafés, so Betony tried again.

	Coat.

	That was what she needed. She went to the closet and unhooked the coat she’d worn the day of her lowest ebb. She hadn’t worn it since, because it was an unpleasant reminder. On the other hand, it had also seen the return of the living wage, so she hadn’t got rid of it, either.

	She hauled it on, pulled up the hood and grabbed her bag.

	Coins clinked in the deep coat pocket, and Betony slid her hand inside. That was the interesting thing about coins in a pocket. Until you checked, you couldn’t know if you had half the price of a coffee or a three-course dinner for two. She located three twenty pence coins, but her groping fingers also found paper. A ten-pound note? Betony drew it out between finger and thumb and stared at it for an instant. It wasn’t money or even an antique shopping list. It was a folded leaflet with a blue logo on the top.

	V-S What Would You Pay?

	Pay for what?

	Betony remembered the bright-faced young woman in the red beret dropping the leaflet as her man called her from the door. She remembered picking it up and glancing over it. Then what? She must have put it in her pocket.

	She read the heading again.

	V-S What Would You Pay?

	Pay for what? Medical insurance? A cruise? Jewellery? A life?

	Betony went on staring at the leaflet.

	I don’t have a life.

	That was sad.

	I’m a sad person.

	“I wish I had something nice.”

	Her phone rang.

	Mac.

	She pressed answer.

	“Betsy?”

	“Hello, Mister Tilley.”

	“Don’t come into work today.”

	“I beg your pardon?”

	“Bit of a situation, duckie. Fuckin’ five-car pile-up on the bridge. Paramedics like wasps at a picnic. Get lost, you, I’m—not you, Betsy. Listen, take the day off, okay?” Pause. “I know it’s bloody broken, shit-for-brains! Ow!” Pause. “Listen, Betsy, take the week off. Go on holiday. I’ll call you when I—fuckin’ hell! All right!” The call cut out abruptly.

	Betony stared at the phone.

	No work today.

	Bit of a situation.

	I should see if I can help.

	He would have asked if he’d wanted you.

	Mac was always straight to the point.

	So now what.

	She unfolded the leaflet and read the rest of the text.

	 

	V-S. What Would You Pay?

	There’s a Vouch-Safe voucher for everyone. Are you ready for the time of your life?

	 

	Betony reread the message. There was no website, no telephone number, and no email address. She turned the leaflet over. Café Vouch-Safe. Corner Swift and Scuttle.

	If she caught the train to Swift, she’d have a block and a half to walk.

	Am I this gullible? Am I this desperate?

	Betony closed her eyes and examined her eyelids.

	Café.

	Soup.

	Right.

	She stepped out of her flat, took the lift to the ground floor, nodded to the fatherly doorman who gave her a wink, and stepped out into the cacophony of storm.

	Bad idea, Betony.

	Get lost. In fact, get fucked! I’m not going to, any time soon.

	She was dripping by the time she reached the station. Water stung her face as she stepped into the train. There was nowhere to sit. Apparently, a great many people had elected not to drive to their destinations today.

	Betony stood alone in the crowd, swaying at every station. People got on and off, and pools of water formed on the carriage floor.

	It smelled of wet cloth, resignation and the typical English city summer.

	Swift Street.

	Betony pushed through the churning crowd and stepped onto the platform. A quick walk brought her to the stairs leading into the street, and the storm grabbed her again.

	Ugh.

	I ought to go home and spend the day in bed.

	Betony tucked her chin down and battled along with other grim-faced people, all of whom presumably would rather be somewhere else, preferably with added sunshine.

	Crossroad.

	Walk.

	Betony walked.

	Café.

	She pushed open the door.

	The same red-headed waitress glanced up from taking orders as Betony came in and sat down at the same table.

	She waited.

	Presently, the girl came over. “You look better today, darlin’.”

	She remembers me?

	Why not? I remember her.

	“I am better. Must be the soup.”

	The girl nodded seriously. “‘Tis good soup. I got the recipe from—”

	“An old pixie woman. I remember.”

	“So, what can I be getting for you today, lassie?”

	Betony groped in her pocket and brought out the leaflet. She half-expected the waitress to say that was last year’s offer, but the girl said, “So, how much would you pay, darlin?”

	“I don’t know. What exactly is this offering?”

	“Different things for different people. No two vouchers are ever the same.”

	“That’s no answer. What are these vouchers for?”

	“Just what it says on the tin. You buy a voucher. Can be for yourself, or someone else. Spend what you think fit. Then your Vouch-Safe driver takes you or your loved one to a secret destination. Can be a slap-up dinner and a champagne ball, or a night in a penthouse with a nice warm man, or a month in a mountain cabin, or free diving with a seaman. I can recommend that one. It might be a one-of-a-kind gown, or a piece of jewellery to make you believe in love. Sky’s the limit except you’re buying an experience in the realms of possibility. You can’t buy fame-for-the-rest-of-your-life or change your face or make your ex come back. No re-runs, either. This is about going forward to your heart’s desire.”

	“But—”

	A night with a nice warm man...

	The girl smiled and shrugged. “Take it or leave it my lovely. I took it.”

	“What did you get?”

	The waitress pulled out a cell phone and scrolled to a photo.

	Betony felt her face go scarlet.

	The waitress glanced down at the screen and said, oops, but her eyes twinkled with mischief and Betony thought she’d known very well what the picture showed when expanded.

	“Well?”

	Betony gathered her wits. “Nice bum.”

	“Nice everything. Active, you might say.”

	“You bought a voucher for a night with him?”

	“No, I bought a voucher for a trip to Glastonbury Tor. I expected a car. I got a balloon. He was the pilot, and he asked if I’d like to lie down with him on Glastonbury Tor. I did. I still do lie down with him, every night. So, lovie, want a voucher?”

	Betony said fiercely, “Yes.”

	“Good answer.” The girl jerked her thumb at the door Betony thought led to the kitchen. “Just through there. Mab will look after you.”

	Mab. That was the young woman in the red beret. Odd name. Someone out of Shakespeare.

	Betony walked to the kitchen door, her boots squelching with every step. She let herself in and stopped short. It wasn’t a kitchen, after all. It was a warm, old-fashioned study with a log fire snapping and hissing as stray raindrops fell down the chimney.

	Three armchairs were arranged in a semi-circle. The red-beret woman sat in one, placidly podding peas. She was bareheaded this time.

	She looked up and smiled. “Hello. I’m Mab Warrener.” She seemed to be waiting for something.

	“My name’s Betony. The waitress said you were the person to ask about a voucher.”

	Mab put her bowl and colander on a side table, pulled open a drawer and drew out a fistful of cards which she dumped on top of the peas. “For yourself, or someone else?”

	“Me.”

	“How long do you have to spend?”

	“A week, I suppose. If I can afford that.”

	Mab looked her over with smiling eyes. “You can afford it. What’s your full name?”

	Betony told her.

	“Aha. Fairy?”

	Betony stared at her. “You what?”

	“Never mind. People often say that to me, on account of my name.”

	Ah. Mab, Queen of the Fairies.

	“I’m not, though. Never mind, my children will be. How much would you like to spend on your voucher?”

	That’s not the way it works. The vendor sets the price.

	“What’s included? The waitress mentioned a driver... so would I be staying away from home?”

	Mab shrugged. “That’s up to you, but once you accept you can’t change your mind. You will get what you pay for. Will it help if I tell you I had a Vouch-Safe voucher a while ago? It was a voucher for one, for Easter weekend. My sister’s friend passed it along to my sister, who gave it to me. A driver
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