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For Ann Karas


“We now anticipated a catastrophe,
and we were not disappointed.”

—Edgar Allan Poe, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym



PROLOGUE: A PERFECTLY NICE GIRL

He was dead all right.

The man was lying on the floor in front of Cordelia. She stared down at him as the wind screamed through the broken window in the storm-wracked night outside.

He was dead, beyond question.

He was dead and Cordelia was glad he was dead.

Also lying on the floor, some distance from the man, a reassuring distance although Cordelia supposed it didn’t really matter anymore, since he was now dead, was the gun with which the man had so recently been trying to kill her.

Cordelia was breathing hard in a ragged rhythm and, hardly surprisingly, her eyes stung with tears. What perhaps was surprising was the reason she was crying.

It was the unfairness.

The sheer unfairness of it.

Cordelia was a perfectly nice girl—she really didn’t think that it was being immodest or overstating the case to say this. She was a perfectly nice girl and it was entirely unfair that she should have ended up in a situation such as this.

It was like something out of the crime stories of James M. Cain, she reflected as she stood there listening to the wind screaming in the night and looking at the dead man lying at her feet and trying hard not to think about where she was, what had just happened, and what she had to do next…

Cain’s classic novels—Double Indemnity, The Postman Always Rings Twice, Serenade (there was an edition of this with a particularly fine cover)—all dealt with perfectly nice people who ended up in hellish nightmares, inexorably propelled there by their passions.

And that was what had happened to Cordelia.

Admittedly, her passion was for acquiring rare vintage paperbacks… But nevertheless. Here she was.

As the intensity of the storm grew and the keening of the wind became ceaseless, she looked at the dead man.

She didn’t want to get any nearer to him.

She didn’t want to touch him.

But she was going to have to.

It really was quite unfair.



1: FORGERY

It had all begun some weeks earlier with Cordelia standing outside her house, thinking, rather tensely, that the first thing she had to do was get back inside unseen.

Cordelia should never have gone out, but she’d needed quite urgently to scoot down into the village to obtain, of all things, a fountain pen.

The local bookshop had turned out to have one in stock. Luckily. The pen was in her hand now, a Lamy 2000, cool and elegant. It hadn’t been particularly cheap, but once she’d decided to buy one, Cordelia decided she had to have a good one.

Previously, whenever she’d needed a fountain pen—and she did occasionally need one for her work—she’d always borrowed Edwin’s. Naturally, Edwin owned a fountain pen. It was all of a piece with his Rohan corduroy trousers, his bicycle clips and his unseemly addiction to the Guardian crossword puzzle.

Cordelia stood outside the house now, some distance away, at the corner.

The challenge was to get back inside without Edwin seeing her. The trouble was, he could be sitting or standing in direct line of sight of at any of the downstairs windows or, much worse, might actually be outdoors.

Cordelia’s heart sank at the thought.

Edwin outdoors.

In the garden, or perhaps in the entranceway. He could be pretty much anywhere depending on the time of day and the available light. Working on his beloved bicycle.

Edwin had a special kind of steel frame device for working on his bike.

Of course he did.

The frame looked like a cruelly emaciated robot on which the bicycle could be mounted, the starving robot clutching it, making the bike easier to repair or maintain or pimp, or whatever stupid boring things stupid boring Edwin did with his stupid boring bicycle.

Cordelia eased forward on the pavement. She might be fretting for nothing. She couldn’t actually see any sign of Edwin outside the house…

But at this distance and at this angle, Cordelia’s view wasn’t ideal and there were a number of places where Edwin and his reprehensible bicycle frame could be lurking in concealment.

She couldn’t see enough of the front garden. And, to see more, she would need to get nearer and put herself in a position to be reciprocally spotted by the al fresco cycle mechanic. The hypothetical al fresco cycle mechanic. Cordelia hesitated. Get nearer and potentially expose her presence to Edwin, or wait?

But wait for what?

And she didn’t have much time. Cordelia realised that she was fondling the pen like some kind of talisman. She put it away and checked the time again. If she got into the house now and set to work, everything would be fine. Wait any longer and things would begin to get problematical. Really quite problematical.

Cordelia hesitated. Should she make a dash for it? There was no sign of Rainbottle.

That was promising. There was no way Edwin would be outside except in the company of his dog.

And vice versa.

Rainbottle was a rather agreeable auburn mutt—perhaps in a bid for camouflage, he was approximately the same colour as his master’s cherished corduroys (Ash Brown). The dog was certainly much preferable to the owner. But Rainbottle was disposed to lying quietly dormant, out of sight but vigilant, his tail occasionally swatting back and forth while, from concealment, he watched his master tenderly ministering to his cherished velocipede.

The dog worshipping the man, the man worshipping the bicycle.

So just because there was no sign of either of them, there was no guarantee they weren’t there.

Shit.

Cordelia needed to make a decision and move. She had to move now.

But if Edwin spotted her—

And then Cordelia saw the cat.

It was next-door’s ginger tom, somnolent and surly and much given to taking a dump in Edwin’s rose beds. (Clever little cat.) It had just emerged from under the gate of next door, oozing its corpulent form beneath the wrought-iron structure with impressive ease and then making a beeline for Edwin’s house and those very rose beds.

Cordelia moved forward with matching swiftness, jubilant, silently thanking the crafty little crapper. There was no way this providential puss would approach their house if Rainbottle was outside.

And if the dog was indoors, then so was Edwin. The two were inseparable, dog virtually invisible against those trousers.

Which just left the windows to worry about. Being spotted from the windows.

Cordelia darted forward, ducking into the concealment of the waist-high whitewashed wall at the front of the house. She was bent down because if she straightened up, she would be clearly visible to any potential Edwin in any downstairs room. But straighten up she must.

Cordelia raised herself with judicial caution to peer over the lip of the low wall.

Edwin wasn’t in the front room, so the coast was clear. Cordelia got up and opened the gate, a pale green wooden thing with an art deco sunrise carved into it. The hinges of the gate tended to squeak but Cordelia periodically spritzed them with a fine lubricating oil purloined from Edwin’s bicycle maintenance kit, in mind of just such occasions as this.

Congratulating herself on her foresight, she opened and closed the gate silently behind her, moving swiftly and noiselessly across the black-and-white-tiled garden path.

Her key went into the front door, also silently—more farsighted lubricant spraying of a mechanism with the residue of dead dinosaur—and Cordelia eased it open, slipped inside, and closed it behind her without a sound.

There was no danger of Edwin hearing her footsteps in the front hall thanks to the sound-deadening qualities of the hateful red and yellow ethnic rug that extended like a very long and very diseased tongue from the landing upstairs all the way to the front door, its final unfurling presenting itself lapping at the feet of unwitting visitors. Cordelia stepped inside the red hallway.

Not only was the interior of the hallway painted red, so was the upstairs landing and the staircase itself. Edwin had eccentric ideas about interior design.

Up the stairs she went, moving slowly, despite the urgent need to get into her room and get to work, because there were a number of hazard areas on the ascent, where if you put your foot down, the wooden staircase complained.

Indeed, even the lightest pressure would create a loud, agonising creaking that would inevitably bring Edwin out of his lair at the back of the house, like a lamprey lunging on its prey. A lamprey in Rohan corduroys.

But luckily Cordelia knew these danger spots by heart. So, treading carefully, she moved up to the landing with the loo on it, and then up the remaining section of staircase to where she finally stood now, safely outside the door of her attic room. Cordelia opened the door, went in, and was mildly disgusted with herself to find that she’d broken out in a sweat.

Quite apart from everything else, it was undignified.

Having to hide from one’s landlord.

But the fact was, Cordelia was late with this month’s rent; and if Edwin pressed her for it, she simply didn’t have it. Or rather, she had had it, but had spent it on other things. Better things.

She’d been compelled to spend it on other, better things.

Compelled by the fact that spending it that way was so much more fun than paying the rent.

But with a bit of luck, funds were about to be topped up. Topped up to such an extent that even Edwin might get paid.

Cordelia took out the fountain pen. It was black and silver and felt heavy and reassuringly well engineered, as it ought to, considering the price, an appreciable fraction of the rent she no longer had.

But Cordelia hoped the pen would soon pay for itself. And more besides.

Some years ago, Cordelia had been amused to discover an esoteric fact from the byzantine world of book dealing. Of course, she always known that any handwriting by a former owner in a book tended to lower the price of that book. So far, so obvious…

And, infuriatingly, it seemed there was always some abhorrent klutz who thought it acceptable to despoil a beautiful first edition with some repugnant personal message that permanently and significantly reduced its value.

Unless it was written in fountain pen.

That’s right: if it was written in fusty old fountain pen and not a dreaded modern pen, be it ballpoint or fibre tip, so long as those abominations were avoided, then, thanks to some deep-rooted retro snobbery in the rare book trade, it was deemed to be okay.

An inscription in fountain pen was as good as no inscription at all.

Cordelia had had occasion to take advantage of this piece of arcane lore a number of times in the past when she’d come across a rare and valuable paperback, pristine but for the fact that some bastard had written in it. These memoranda were inevitably penned with some unacceptable modern writing implement.

So, Cordelia took a fountain pen—up until now she’d borrowed Edwin’s—and painstakingly wrote over the price-lowering inscription, rewriting it, lovingly following its contours, saturating the old skeleton of the handwriting, until it looked like it had always been written in fountain pen.

And suddenly, voila, the book was back up to its full market value.

Fountain pen in hand, Cordelia moved to the large table where half a dozen neat stacks of paperbacks waited, competing for space with her dining area.

The paperbacks were all stuff she could sell, including some nice items—an immaculate Tom Wolfe Panther with a Philip Castle cover, to name one—but nothing to get particularly excited about.

Except for the Quiller.

Quiller was a mononymic secret agent who had been a rival of James Bond, George Smiley and Len Deighton’s nameless operative from the 1960s. Vintage Quiller paperbacks in exemplary condition, which was the kind of condition Cordelia tried to deal exclusively in, would always fetch a few quid. Except for the last novel in the series, which had become dramatically rare.

And was now priced accordingly.

Over the years Cordelia had found a number of copies, often in quite dodgy condition, yet she had always flipped them at a considerable profit. Then just last week she had found one in a charity shop in Chiswick in spectacularly good shape. In top or, as the book trade put it, fine condition.

She would easily be able to sell it for fifty times what she’d paid for it.

But… hubris…

That hadn’t been quite good enough for Cordelia.

She’d got to thinking how much more she might be able to sell the book for if it had also been signed by the author. Of course, it hadn’t also been signed by the author. But that had never stopped her before.

So, she had borrowed Edwin’s fountain pen. Because Cordelia had also now standardised on using that whenever she was going to create the one kind of handwriting in a book that could be guaranteed not to lower its value. Quite the opposite…

Which was to say, an inscription by a famous person.

Or more simply, the signature of the author.

Many was the time Cordelia had counterfeited an author’s signature using a good old fountain pen. Edwin’s good old fountain pen.

And so, when she got the Quiller book, it was inevitable she would jack the price up by making it another putatively signed copy. So, with Edwin’s pen she had set to work painstakingly, sitting in the good daylight of the bay window seat that was her favourite thing about her attic room and, in brutal truth, its only redeeming feature.

Cordelia had been very proud of the job she’d done that day.

But the ink had hardly been dry when she’d gone back online to gloat over her accomplished penmanship and confirm what a splendid forgery she’d achieved…

And indeed her work had been perfect. The signature was utterly convincing. But while establishing this gratifying fact, she also made a horrible discovery.

The book she had just signed had been published posthumously.

Oh fuck.

She’d just signed the author’s name in a book that was printed some fair while after the author had departed this world.

Oh fuck.

Instead of meticulously increasing the value of her acquisition, she’d just saddled it with the most obvious of forgeries.

Now, if she went ahead and sold the damned thing, it could start people wondering about all the other rare, signed paperbacks she’d flogged. People might start thinking she was a shameless and systematic counterfeiter, underhanded upgrader and an all-around sharp operator.

All of which, of course, she was.

And if her reputation went south, so would the price Cordelia could command for the books she sold.

There was only one thing for it.

Turn the signature into an inscription.

And to do that seamlessly and convincingly required a fountain pen. She couldn’t borrow Edwin’s because with his landlord hat on, so to speak, he would be eager to talk to her about the small matter of her outstanding rent. Or not so small matter. Certainly not so small in Edwin’s mind. What passed for his mind. Hence the Lamy.

Cordelia confirmed what she knew—that the colour of the ink in her new pen precisely matched Edwin’s—and proceeded to write inside the book.

A few seconds later, what had been a lone, bogus signature—Adam Hall—had become part of a respectful inscription. The last novel by the great Adam Hall. Cordelia added the dates of the author’s life, inspected it, and set it aside, satisfied. What had once been a blatant forgery was now a rather touching memorial. In fountain pen.

And the book was saleable.

Again.

Thank fuck. Thank goodness. Thank fucking goodness.



2: BOOK HUNTING TERMS

It was considerably easier sneaking out of the house than sneaking in, because Cordelia had been able to formulate a pretty good idea of Edwin’s whereabouts, having stood on the landing listening carefully for some five minutes.

She’d thereby established that her landlord was in his little sitting room at the back of the house. She’d concluded this from the occasional sound of movement—up from the armchair and across to the biscuit tin on the sideboard; Edwin deliberately kept this on the other side of the room to enforce a kind of rationing on himself—and back to the armchair again, biscuit craving temporarily abated.

Edwin was thus occupied, safely ensconced there in his bijou sitting room with Rainbottle, probably most of the time with his feet in his sensible woolly socks comfortably propped up on the back of the dog reading the cookery section of the Observer. Edwin, not the dog. If past form was anything to go by.

And anyway, even if he did hear Cordelia, so long as she moved briskly he wouldn’t be able to get to the front door in time to engage her in any form of conversation; in particular, in any form of conversation that would lead them by a very circuitous route but with a maddening inevitability, like a labyrinth in a Borges story, towards the destination of having a discussion about her being late with the rent. Really quite late.

But Edwin didn’t hear her, and Cordelia was out the door, down the steps and into the street.

Outside in the crisp fresh air and the autumnal chill, she paused to look back at the house.

Astonishingly, she had lived here for three years now, pretty much ever since she’d left university, with the degree in English literature which her mother had rather unkindly characterised as “About as much use as tits on a pterodactyl.”

(As a leading palaeontologist and a recognised authority on the neurobiology of the reptile–avian transition, her mother was in a position to know.)

Cordelia’s mother, and her passive, shiftless and ever-acquiescent father, had struck a deal with Cordelia whereby they’d pay off her student loan if she agreed to move out of the family home. And, it was strongly implied, never come back. This was just fine with Cordelia. She had then gone through a sequence of varyingly seedy flat shares before she’d had the good luck and good judgement to secure Edwin’s attic.

It hadn’t been easy finding a room to rent which could safely accommodate her collection.

Her beloved paperbacks.

It had been while at university that the paperback bug had bitten Cordelia. During one spring break she had gone to Amsterdam for the obvious reason but discovered to her astonishment that it had more to offer than dope cafés. And she didn’t mean the picturesque canals or flower markets or brothels.

It transpired that Amsterdam was probably the world centre, certainly the European centre, for the vintage paperback trade. Cordelia had accidentally wandered into a street market where there was a stall selling what she would later realise to have been a really first-rate selection of rare and desirable items. The lurid covers had immediately attracted her, with their exotic aura of a lost and distant era that was at once more innocent and more depraved than her own.

The one that really did it for Cordelia was the Bantam edition of Hal Elson’s Tomboy with the James Bama cover. She had always been a devotee of crime fiction, and this was a key text in the “JD” or “juvie” (juvenile delinquent) crime subgenre of the 1950s, which found its apotheosis, or its nadir if you were Cordelia, in West Side Story.

Hal Elson, who turned out not to be a pseudonym for Harlan Ellison, later to become another paperback favourite of Cordelia’s, could tell a strong story.

But it was the cover art that hooked her…

A teenage tramp with dirty blonde hair very like Cordelia’s was leaning against a wall with a cigarette negligently held in one hand, her entire posture a sexual challenge, leather jacket falling open to reveal the aggressive jut of her belle poitrine in a clinging brown sweater. Also on show were a pair of tight, rolled-up blue jeans displaying the artist’s incredible mastery of the depiction of fabric texture. The masterstrokes, though, were the dirty sneakers on the girl’s bare, sockless feet and the sardonic, knowing defiance on her feral babyface.

This little paperback book was absurdly expensive and not in perfect nick (she had subsequently long since upgraded to a treasured copy in fine condition), but Cordelia had to have it. She’d spent all the remaining money she had earmarked for binging in the hash cafés on buying Tomboy and then picking up from the same stall, for a modest additional increment, The Book of Paperbacks, a crucial reference work featuring some amazing colour reproductions of classic covers, written by Piet Schreuders, a local lad.

And once she started dipping into Schreuders’s book, that had been that.

Cordelia had found her calling.

Now she hurried happily along, her jaunty newish red rucksack bouncing on her shoulder. A cool clean breeze flowed in from the direction of the river and the rucksack patted Cordelia on the back as she walked.

It was a light pat because it was mostly empty, the rucksack, since she was planning to shortly fill it with books. With a lavish find of rare paperbacks.

Corresponding to the happy patting on the outside, Cordelia felt a happy pulsing inside that was the pleasurable anticipatory excitement she always experienced when she was on her way to a book sale.

This one started in a few minutes and was at the local church, St Drogo’s. It was to be a grand sale of old paperbacks with the proceeds going to repairing and maintaining St Drogo’s early-twentieth-century Bauhaus roof, the perpendicular purity of which was said to evoke Gropius, but which was also acknowledged to let the rain in, and leak a lot. Really quite a lot.

Cordelia didn’t give a shit about the church’s early-twentieth-century Bauhaus roof, or indeed the entire school of Gropius. What she was interested in was the healthy torrent of books donated by the local churchgoing community, many of which would be of exactly the vintage, and hopefully the genre, in which she was most interested.

In other words, lurid crime paperbacks of the 1950s and ’60s.

The more lurid the better. Visions danced in her mind. Immaculate copies of green-spined Corgis with John Richards covers, Carter Browns with Robert McGinnis art, preferably the original Signets, but some of the international editions were nice, too. Or, most especially, some British Sleuth Hound titles, with their fabulous Abe Prossont covers.

Cordelia was by now frankly addicted to collecting these, and their ilk.

But like many an addict-turned-dealer, she had found a way to support her habit. And, indeed, turn a profit. Which was how she came to make a living—of sorts—hustling vintage paperbacks.

Which was why she was now hotfooting it through Barnes towards the white and green blocks of that miniature Bauhaus masterpiece of ecclesiastical architecture, St Drogo’s—those flat roofs really did let in the rain, though, and repairs weren’t cheap. Someone—Cordelia’s face twitched into a smile as she hurried along—someone had suggested that one way of raising funds for the church roof would be by holding a sale of paperbacks.

As Cordelia crossed the road by the Sun Inn, a sleek silver car, spilling sunlight, came swooping towards her, moving fast, from the direction of the rather complex traffic junction by the duck pond.

Cordelia was compelled to jump back out of the road, onto the pavement, out of the path of the vehicle.

True, she hadn’t been looking where she was going, and she’d been in a considerable, some might say reckless, hurry. But, nevertheless, she turned to the car, looking to make eye contact with the driver and give him a good thorough cussing.

And she saw that the driver wasn’t a him, but rather a her.

And not just any her. Her. The Woman.

Eye contact had been made and it was like someone had thrown the switch on the electric chair. But in a good way. An electrifyingly good way. At least, that’s how it was for Cordelia…

With the Woman looking out at her from the silver car, window buzzed down, an expression of sincere concern and contrition on her face. Her face, her face.

Her lovely face.

The deep copper tone of her skin contrasted so wonderfully with the silver fuselage of the car that it took Cordelia’s breath away.

“I’m so sorry,” said the Woman. “I was going too fast. It was entirely my fault.”

Cordelia stared at her, still rendered breathless, still unable to formulate a single syllable. And then, with a wrench of desperation, she recovered the power of speech. And uttered this deathless soliloquy: “That’s okay. No problem!”

“Sorry,” said the Woman again. And she smiled again. And then she drove off.

Cordelia stared after her, cursing herself.

That’s okay. No problem!

How brilliant. How witty. And the rising, emphatic, cheery inflection on “no problem”…

What magnificent words for her to have used to sanctify the occasion. This sacred occasion – sacred wasn’t too strong a word. It was the first time the Woman had ever spoken to her. The first time she’d spoken to the Woman.

Cordelia had always regarded herself as pretty damned good looking. But whenever she was in the vicinity of the Woman, she felt herself disclosed as a snaggle-toothed, wall-eyed frump. Probably with flies circling her. A stupid shallow grinning white girl with dishwater blonde hair which she hadn’t even bothered to brush this morning.

The Woman, in contrast, loomed in Cordelia’s mind as composure personified.

The Woman had been cool and beautiful and kind and amused and penitent. Of course she had.

And she had smiled, smiled, smiled that smile…

Cordelia stared after her. The Woman had completely vanished now, but Cordelia gazed in the direction the car had gone, the shiny silver car. Hoping that it might do a U-turn and come back. She tried to make this happen, to bring the situation about by sheer willpower. She tried to visualise the car coming back. They did say visualisation worked, didn’t they?

Hurrying footsteps behind her on the pavement brought Cordelia back, at least partially, from this reverie. Someone was approaching her, gaining fast, then was beside her, then was abruptly brushing past her in a negligently rude and brusque fashion. Cordelia only glimpsed this person out of the corner of her eye as he shouldered her to one side, but an all-too-familiar aroma of body odour intruding on her nostrils was more than enough to convey his identity.

The Mole.

Well, there was a book sale, so of course the Mole was here.

Unlike Cordelia, the Mole didn’t specialise. Whereas Cordelia was obsessed (not too strong a word) with paperbacks, the Mole was obsessed (not too strong a word) with books in general. Large lavishly illustrated glossy hardcovers about the history of steam engines were as likely to go into his rucksack as—may he never find them, or at least never find them before Cordelia—vintage Boardman Bloodhound crime paperbacks with Denis McLoughlin covers.

The Mole knew what had value, and if he found such before Cordelia, he would scoop it up.

Cordelia watched the Mole’s stocky, bent back hurrying away, garbed in his traditional Mole garb of waxed cotton jacket and jeans.

Cordelia had known the Mole, or known of him, for as long as she’d been collecting books, which was as pretty much as long as she could remember.

Whenever she turned up at a jumble sale or boot fair or, as in this case, a church sale, there he would be hurrying to get in first, the Mole. Obsessively searching through the books and snapping up bargains, greedily gobbling up the best titles and, as Cordelia later learned, reselling them at a smart, sometimes eyewatering, profit.

In short, a rival.

The thought of this rivalry brought Cordelia the rest of the way out of her fantasy of the Woman in the car.

The accursed Mole.

Cordelia scooted.

She hurried across the road, once again not bothering to look out for approaching cars. Once again displaying the sort of flagrant disregard for traffic safety that had already almost got her run over by the Woman.

Wait.

Of course.

Of course, she realised, that was why the Woman was here.

The book sale.

She had come in search of vintage paperbacks, too.

And if she’d found somewhere to park her sleek silver car close to St Drogo’s, then the Woman was probably already at the front of the queue that had now begun to form. Whereas Cordelia, despite arriving on the scene well before the sale was officially due to start, nevertheless found herself near the back of that queue. She couldn’t believe it…

Cordelia was still a long way from the church and yet there was already this line of people stretching in front of her, people in their droves, ready, eager and willing to buy books. Many of them people who could probably actually read. And all of them obviously loving the prospect of a bargain.

The riverside suburb where Cordelia lived was inhabited by some of the richest people in London, and indeed featured a sprinkling of some of the richest in the world. Yet a myriad of these locals had turned out on this bonny autumn afternoon in search of cheap books.

But then it had always been Cordelia’s observation that no bastard likes a bargain better than a rich bastard.

It proved to be a long slow wait in the queue—in actuality it was less than five minutes, but it felt like an eternity, and indeed in book hunting terms it might as well have been. Because by the time Cordelia got inside, it was all over.



3: SAINTED NOT STAINED

The entire floorspace of the communal central area of the church of St Drogo’s was given over to the book sale—ranks of paperbacks conveniently arrayed spine-up in shallow crates for easy perusal (at least, by the literate), on long trestle tables.

This big space packed with tables, all covered with books, was pretty much Cordelia’s idea of heaven. So a church was certainly an appropriate setting.

Or at least it would have been her idea of heaven if it wasn’t already writhing with a crowd of bibliophile bargain hunters who had arrived before her.

All presided over by an enormous stained-glass window occupying virtually an entire wall of the central atrium of this Bauhaus masterpiece, a rectangular shaft rising fully three floors through the hollow heart of the building, all the way to its famously problematical roof.

But by the time Cordelia had got in here, with that big window looming balefully over her, all the good stuff had gone.

Cordelia was too late, or rather not early enough, and consequently she was getting a look at the way a book sale would appear to your average punter, the customers who never knew what treasures, what bargains, what bargain-priced treasures, surfaced at such events.

Because such gems are all always snapped up in a few crucial seconds after the doors were opened.

And Cordelia hadn’t been here for those few crucial seconds.

As a result, she was now getting what you might call the civilian’s view of a book sale. A very average and lukewarm book sale indeed, except for the austere industrial elegance of the surrounding architectural detail and the big stained-glass window featuring imagery which reared upwards in angular, modernist graphic design decisions above them.

This window was indeed a sight. Cordelia found it at once as dreary as a long afternoon at school and strangely compelling in a nutty, idiosyncratic sort of way.

She looked away from the window and briefly watched the Mole snapping up science fiction paperbacks with fingers that seemed driven by steel springs. Even at this distance Cordelia could see that it was dross—all gaming titles—but from the way he was grabbing it he must have a definite buyer in mind for this stuff. Then, as soon as all of these had been gobbled up, he moved on to something else. Cookery and food books.

Again, the Mole started expertly searching through the titles and immediately adding any valuable item to his growing pile. He grabbed a vintage Len Deighton volume of cartoon cookery strips in a long horizontal-format Penguin edition from the 1960s that Cordelia would have happily had herself if she’d got there first.

Cordelia’s eyes drifted in disgust from the Mole and back to the stained-glass window looming above him. This naturally featured the eponymous St Drogo, a nondescript fellow if ever there was one. But the possessor of radiant beauty in comparison to the array of grotesque faces that surrounded him in a baleful, gurning halo of floating heads.

Cordelia wasn’t sure if this was because the stained-glass artist simply hadn’t been very good at doing faces, or whether they were deliberately, intentionally ugly, or if, third possibility, they were supposed to be “primitive” in a stylised way like Picasso drawings having both eyes on one side of their face. In the manner of one Peppa Pig.

The other thing that set this stained-glass window apart from other, perhaps all other, stained-glass windows was that it consisted of grey stained glass. Yes, shades of grey.

What a bold idea – to do stained glass without the colours! It gave Cordelia a chuckle every time she thought about it.

All right, there was some colour, the odd austere hint of frosted green, but none of the radiant richness of hue that one associated with a stained-glass window. Or as Cordelia liked to think of it, in this case, a sainted glass window. Since it wasn’t really stained—in the usual sense of bright colours—but at least it featured a saint.

Cordelia paused for a moment under this majestic explosion of restrained expressionism, a still figure among the hurrying, jostling throng. She decided there was no point plunging into the acquisition of paperbacks among this throng since there were none here to acquire; anyway, none worth acquiring.

Thus she concluded as she stood beneath the window, the autumn afternoon sunlight shining through it. Shining on her weakly through its minty-green glass, milky-white glass, a myriad of grey tones of glass, and an intense gleaming black for the pupils of the smiling saint’s eyes that had the cast of obsidian—volcanic glass.

Sainted but not stained, she thought, pleased at her own wit, and that was when she saw the Woman and her heart leapt in her chest like a fish in a net.

Cordelia’s heart, that is.

The Woman’s heart was unlikely to be leaping with excitement for all sorts of reasons. Primarily because she seemed to have had a dull old time of it and was already in what Cordelia recognised as the closing stages of her paperback hunting adventure.

The Woman stood there in her skin-tight indigo jeans, into which was so loosely tucked a silk shirt in an exotic turmeric shade of orange. The Woman’s skin was a subtle and spellbinding shade darker and richer than the colour of the silk, her lovely sleek shaven head gleaming as she bent over the books, giving them a swift roving final inspection.

To Cordelia, the Woman had the look of a connoisseur who had already combed through what was on offer, had found it wanting, but was nevertheless giving the stuff a valedictory once-over before leaving. And the way she was going through the books was entirely admirable. It gave Cordelia a thrill, both personal and professional, to see her thus winnowing these crates of paperbacks.

Only properly small-format pocket-sized books—known in the trade as “mass market paperbacks”—even received consideration from the Woman, and when she paused to select a title, it was always something exemplary. The Woman’s choices kicked ass.

From having seen her in action in the past at other book sales, Cordelia knew that these choices included, but were by no means limited to, Coronet bullet-hole Richard Starks, original Raymond Hawkey-designed Pan James Bonds, and the cream of golden age crime—especially early green-and-white Penguins, the ones with the slightly off-looking, corrupt-looking, depraved-looking penguin depicted in silhouette on them. Preferably with the dust jackets.

Naturally the Woman disdained all detestable modern oversized trade paperbacks.

What a magnificent human being she was…

As Cordelia watched her, the Woman suddenly froze, then picked up a book in surprise. She looked at it for a long moment, a thoughtful frown on her sweet face. Finally, the frown faded and she put the book down again crisply and with great finality, as if it was radioactive or otherwise insufferably contaminated, and moved on.

Moving on entailed moving towards Cordelia, who quickly looked away, pretending to be closely examining the books in front of her. This would have been a waste of time if ever there was one. Because the books in front of her were all contemporary crime fiction of the shadowy-figure-in-a-bleak-urban-setting school of photographic cover art. Admittedly enriched by a sprinkling of the shadowy-figure-in-a-bleak-rural-setting school of photographic cover art. If you could call it art. Which, let’s be frank, you couldn’t.

It was junk.

Where were the books with covers consisting of bold silhouetted hand-drawn images against primary colours? Black on red, say, with a hint of yellow…

While Cordelia was pretending to look through the junk, the Woman had found one of the church volunteers who staffed the tables and was now paying for her books. The church volunteer took her money and offered change, which the Woman declined with a gracious, gorgeous smile as she departed with her purchases. Her negligible and not particularly interesting purchases.

As the Woman left the room, so did the light, fading through the stained glass as a cloud passed over the sun outside and a corresponding cloud passed over Cordelia’s heart inside. Deep inside. She stared after the Woman…

“You’re too late,” someone said. “All the good stuff is gone.”

Cordelia looked around. The Mole was standing beside her, looking at the feverish book-buying activity all around them.

He was incontestably right. Nevertheless, Cordelia was inclined to contradict him. Just on principle. She looked for some evidence to refute what he had just said. To refute the irrefutable. But all the good stuff was gone.

They were standing in front of the crime section—a gratifyingly large section—but Cordelia could see that there was, for example, nothing left of Agatha Christie but post-Fontana editions, the cover art of which represented a variety of aberrations. That was about the level of it. Unable to refute the Mole, Cordelia ignored him instead and went in search of the book that seemed to have to sparked such a reaction of fearful repugnance from the Woman.

It was at the far edge of the crime section and was something called Cold Angel, Dead Angel. Judging not least by its author’s stoutly Nordic name, it was a slab of Scandi-noir. And one wrapped in a very poorly designed cover, mostly given over to that Nordic name and featuring the slogan: Another terrifying adventure for Penumbra Snow. For whom? On the back cover it declared, Miss Snow is hot. Miss Penumbra Snow—Jesus, what a name—was evidently the heroine of the novel.

It looked to Cordelia like a piece of self-published junk. So she set it aside again, quickly, feeling faintly tainted. She could easily understand why the Woman had put it down with such alacrity. But why had she picked it up in the first place? That was the question.

“That thing’s turning up everywhere,” said the Mole, in turn looking at the book and dismissing it even more quickly than Cordelia or the Woman had. Nothing of monetary value here, the Mole’s tingling—or in this case not tingling—book-sense evidently told him.

Cordelia glanced towards the door, leading to the church vestibule and exit, through which the Woman had just disappeared. From Cordelia’s life. Perhaps forever. She sighed inwardly and turned away from Mole.

“Are you off now, then?” he said, in the querulous tone of someone nerving himself up in a desperate attempt to prolong a conversation.

“I have an appointment. Business, things to do, people to meet…”

“But that’s not for…” said the Mole glancing at his wristwatch. Yes, he sported a wristwatch. A pink Powerpuff Girls Swatch, worn apparently quite without irony.

“What?” said Cordelia.

“Nothing, nothing, nothing,” said the Mole quickly, realising the magnitude of his error and also putting his arm behind his back to hide the wristwatch, as if that would help anything.

“You were about to say, ‘But that’s not for another half an hour’,” said Cordelia, turning to face the Mole.

It was true, she was running about half an hour early for her appointment with the buyer for the book in her rucksack. But Cordelia liked to arrive early for such business meetings, especially when she had contrived to convene them at Sadie’s, her favourite local restaurant-cum-café-cum-delicatessen. By arriving early, she could ransack the cum-delicatessen part for some tasty high-end treats—cave-aged cheddar and Poilane sourdough, for instance, all easily consumed later in her attic room and therefore not requiring a visit to the communal kitchen of her house, where she would be compelled to commune with the dread Edwin.

Such treats would cost a fair sum of money. Money which she didn’t have yet, true, but she soon would have.

When she sold the Quiller book to the buyer who’d contacted her online…

The buyer who had contacted her online.

Cordelia stared at the Mole. He flinched under her unsparing gaze. “You’re Bibliophile 88 aren’t you?”

“Er, me?” said the Mole. “Um…”

“You are, you bastard.”

“Um…”

“And you want to buy this,” said Cordelia, unslinging her natty little red rucksack, delving into it, and taking out the recently amended copy of Quiller Balalaika. “You arranged anonymously online to buy it and asked me to meet you today to hand over the money. So—hand over the money.”

As soon as the book had appeared, the Mole had ceased to prevaricate or be tongue-tied. Instead, he’d snapped into his full coldblooded book-selling sociopath mode. Or in this case, book-buying sociopath. Which meant a careful inspection was in order, before any money might change hands.

“Not bad,” said the Mole coolly, giving as little reaction as a professional poker player while he inspected the cover.

“Not bad?” said Cordelia. “It’s damned nearly perfect.”

Now the Mole looked up at Cordelia, the cover of the book reflected as twins in the dense lenses of his glasses, professional suspicion colouring his question. “Then why are you selling it?

“Because I’ve just upgraded my personal copy, hence I’ve put my now second-best old personal copy on the market. Luckily for you,” said Cordelia. “A unique chance to acquire at an advantageous price a vanishingly scarce copy of this rare and valuable title in fine condition.” Then, subsequent to this boilerplate, adding with just a hint of threat, “Assuming I do decide to sell it to you.”

“Why wouldn’t you?” said the Mole.

“Because you approached me creepily pretending to be somebody else.”

“I didn’t pretend to be somebody else, I am Bibliophile 88,” said the Mole. Then he became once more absorbed in his examination of the book.

Despite being a tiresome generalist, the Mole knew enough about paperbacks to handle this one with proper respect and care. Having thoroughly inspected the cover and satisfied himself that the spine didn’t have a crack or a lean or a roll—the latter inspection involved the Mole holding the spine of the book up to his eye and sighting along it as though along the barrel of a gun—he opened the cover, also doing due diligence, which meant opening it very gently so as not to pull the cover stock away from the paper block at the hinges.

Crucially, when he opened the book itself and began to turn the pages, he did so again gently and with great care so as not to commit the cardinal sin of breaking that pristine, unbroken spine. On older paperbacks the glue that joined the paper block to the cover would grow quite brittle and could quite easily cause all sorts of problems if handled at all roughly. As it happened, the Quiller book was of a rather more recent vintage, but the Mole still handled it judiciously.

“There’s some writing inside,” said the Mole, like a prosecutor presenting a damning morsel of fact during a cross examination.

“That’s why I’m letting go of it. And that’s why I said ‘nearly perfect’ instead of ‘perfect’.”

Cordelia could see the Mole nerving himself up to try to beat her down on the price of the book. But in the end his desire to swindle her was overwhelmed by his desire to impress her with his erudition.

“Luckily for you it’s been written with a fountain pen,” he Mole-splained. “If the writing in a book is in fountain pen, you see…”

“Just get on with it,” said Cordelia.

The Mole obediently fell silent and riffled through the pages of the book—riffling with care and hardly opening it, to protect that pristine spine. Cordelia knew what he was doing. He was checking the page numbering. But the Quiller was all there. As Cordelia had established before she’d shelled out a few quid on it in Hamster Rescue or whatever the name was of that charity shop in Chiswick.

The Mole inspected the back cover again. Or pretended to. He had run out of things to check but was still, for Mole-like reasons of his own, seeking to prolong the moment.

“The money,” said Cordelia.

“Money?” Looking up at her now, the Mole’s glasses reflected the grey-green panorama of good old St Drogo and friends.

“Pay me.”

“How much did you want again?” As if he had forgotten. Cordelia repeated the price and the Mole began some preliminary price-reduction tooth sucking, but when Cordelia reached to take the book back from him he snatched it away and with his free hand took out a wad of cash—Cordelia was somewhat disappointed to see he didn’t have it secured in a Powerpuff Girls money clip—and paid her the asking amount.

She put the money away and turned to go. Immediately the Mole’s voice rose behind her. “We could still…” he said.

“Still?”

“Still go for a coffee.”

“But I don’t need to meet you for a coffee to hand the book over and get paid. Because I just handed the book over and got paid.”

“I thought we could just… have coffee,” said the Mole. “I thought we could still have a coffee.”

Reflecting on all the times the Mole had ruthlessly shoved her aside to grab a rare paperback for himself, Cordelia said, “Sorry. Things to do. Bye.”

She left him staring down at the Quiller, and then secreting it in his rucksack before returning to the books on the table in front of him. Back to business for the Mole.

And for Cordelia, too.

When she was sure that no one was looking, she moved to the wall of the hall opposite the big stained-glass window and opened an interior door that was for church staff only and was strictly forbidden to the public.

But then Cordelia had never thought of herself as a member of the public.



4: A CRATE OF CRIME

Cordelia clicked open the door and quickly slipped through it.

Shutting it behind her abruptly sealed off the hustle and bustle of the church hall as the door latched into place with another, reassuringly solid, click—the roof here might not be much cop, but whatever disciple of Corbusier had fashioned this edifice had at least known how to craft a good sturdy door. Cordelia let herself relax for a moment.

Seeing the Woman had quite thrown her. It had thrown her off her stride.

And on top of that, the revelation that her client for the Quiller book had turned out to be the Mole. Naturally that had thrown her a little further off her stride.

But business was business and Cordelia was here to get on with business.

She moved quickly and silently down the narrow corridor. The potentially claustrophobically narrow, yet stylish, art deco corridor. The matching long narrow white rug underfoot (it was called a runner) was a kind of oatmeal-coloured linen affair intermittently and discreetly figured with little grey crosses, presumably as a reminder to those walking on it that they were in a church—in case they were likely to forget—but it absorbed the sound of her footsteps in a reassuring way.

Cordelia would prefer that no one knew she was here. Backstage, so to speak.

While this building possessed areas and spaces that were notionally vestries, vestibules, offices, chancel, chapel, choir, nave, sacristy, stalls, transept and pulpit—all the usual boring church paraphernalia —here at St Drogo’s they shared a distinctive sleek, uniform industrial look.

The colour scheme, as with the stained-glass window, was an austere pallet of white and grey with just a little green and a judicious use of black for highlights. So, sealed in here, under artificial light from pearly lozenge-shaped sconces in the ceiling, away from the church’s main hall, the interior looked very like the compartments and corridors and staterooms plus tiny crew quarters lurking under the decks of a sober but elegant art deco ocean liner gliding out on the vast ocean of religion (of the 1920s, when it was built). Which, of course, was also the ocean of money if you wanted to get into it. (Then and now.)
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