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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         The town of Ashburton is real, and people living there will recognise streets, shops, pubs, cafes and other places of good cheer mentioned in this book, but there are a few foggy areas around the town where fact and my imagination merge, places that will not be found on any map. For taking these liberties, I apologise.

      

   


   
      
         

            PROLOGUE

         

         Murder is a messy business, especially for the person who has to clear up afterwards: in this case, me. I didn’t commit the murder, you understand, I just found it. Him, I found him: poor Old Nick lying on the hearthrug, his skull smashed in and a lot of what should have been inside it spattered across the tiles of his fireplace.

         I knew something was wrong when I arrived at his front door. It should have been tight shut, that door, leaving me staring at the scratched, black paintwork as I waited for Nick’s shuffling footsteps to approach, heard the rattle as he drew back all the bolts and wondered, for the umpteenth time, why the silly old fool didn’t save himself the bother and let me have a key. Very tight on security was Old Nick.

         But the door moved at my touch, swung wide as I pushed it, leaving me staring down the corridor at the half-glass door that led to the back of the shop, and at the stairs rising to the flat above. I should have been following him up those stairs, listening to his laboured breathing as he climbed, hearing his radio playing in the kitchen, smelling his breakfast toast.

         As I began to go up, I called out. There was no sound of running water from the bathroom on the landing, no movement from behind the frosted glass panel in the door. I tapped on the glass anyway and called his name. As I reached the turn of the stair I could see the main light was on in the living room, although it was daylight outside. I ran up the last few steps, calling out, thinking perhaps he’d had an accident, or a stroke, that he’d been lying there all night: which, as it turned out, he had.

         ‘What were you doing there?’ the detective inspector asked me later, as we sat across the table from one another, in a hastily requisitioned interview room at the back of an estate agent’s.

         ‘It’s Tuesday. I work for Old … for … Mr Nickolai on a Tuesday,’ I explained.

         ‘What do you do?’ He was a large, kindly-looking man, probably someone’s favourite uncle, and was doing his best to set me at my ease. Not so his companion, the young detective constable sitting beside him. From her there emanated an air of silent contempt, almost hostility. Perhaps she was practising her bad cop; perhaps she just didn’t like me. She was a striking-looking girl, ebony hair bobbed around a pale face and large, violet-blue eyes, but her mouth was disapproving and small, almost lipless, like the mark left by a fingernail in uncooked pastry.

         ‘All sorts … furniture and things …’ I answered, ‘… for Mr Nickolai.’

         I wasn’t at my most coherent.

         ‘You’re his cleaner?’ The inspector’s sandy eyebrows shot up in surprise.

         ‘If you don’t mind my saying, you seem too …’ He left the sentence hanging but I knew what he was getting at.

         ‘I’m working my way down in the world.’

         My voice didn’t sound my own. My throat ached with sobs, with silent screams.

         I rolled the ragged ball of damp tissue up my hot cheek and sniffed, staring into the mug of walnut-brown tea growing cold on the table in front of me. I’d tried picking it up earlier, but my hand had shaken too much and I’d been forced to abandon the attempt.

         ‘Now, Miss Browne … may I call you June …?’ The inspector asked gently.

         ‘Juno,’ I corrected him. ‘My name is Juno.’

         ‘Juno?’ he repeated. ‘Like the goddess?’ The young detective constable gave the faintest smirk, a tiny tug of her little mouth. Perhaps she didn’t think I was goddess material.

         ‘Is that your van parked across the road, the old Astra?’ The inspector went on, making a connection, ‘“Domestic Goddess” is written on the side. Is that yours?’

         Mine. All mine. You can’t really miss it. It’s a bright, cheery yellow with black writing. ‘Juno Browne, Domestic Goddess – Housework, Gardening, Home Help, Domestic Care, House-sitting, Pet-sitting, Dog-walking. No job too small.’ The paint job had cost me more than the vehicle.

         ‘So, you clean Mr Nickolai’s flat?’ He returned to the murder in hand.

         It was a bit more complicated than that. ‘Not his flat, no … He employed me to help him with his stock … clean up things he might want to sell … take to auction … But recently, he decided to reopen the shop. I’ve been helping him get it ready, redecorating …’

         ‘How long have you been working for him?’

         ‘Um … about five months.’

         ‘You got to know him pretty well?’

         I nodded, forced to blow my nose. ‘Yes, I think so.’

         ‘Juno, do you know of any reason why anyone would have wanted to harm Mr Nickolai?’

         I hesitated for a fraction too long and he leant forward intently.

         ‘There were the Russians,’ I breathed out at last.

         ‘Russians?’ he repeated, frowning.

         I sniffed into the disintegrating tissue and nodded.

         He cast a brief glance at his companion and then back at me. ‘What Russians?’

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER ONE

         

         It was the day before I met Nick, the day he phoned. It must have been back in May. I’d taken the Tribe out in the morning, as usual, and loaded them into the back of the van at the end of our run. They were exhausted after racing around up on Whiddon Scrubs, and there was much heavy panting and scratching going on.

         I’d parked the van on the brow of the hill, the last place before the road drops down towards Ashburton, the last place I could be sure to pick up a phone signal. Down in the town it’s patchy to say the least, and where I live it’s non-existent. I slid behind the steering wheel and dropped the silent dog whistle into my shoulder bag. Somewhere in that cavernous void lurked my mobile phone and I rooted around until I found it. There were no messages. I glanced in the rear-view mirror. Behind the wire grille that separated us, Nookie the Huskie gazed at me with eyes of Arctic blue before she yawned, turned around a couple of times, and lay down with the others.

         As I started up the engine, I lingered a moment over the view. It was still early, the sky pale and soft, dove grey above distant trees, where the tower of St Andrew’s pierced the mist that floated in a veil over the valley. I turned the ignition, the radio blurted into life and Vivaldi spilt out all over the Devon countryside.

         He interests me, Vivaldi. They used to call him The Red Priest. Perhaps other red-haired people just catch my attention. Anyway, all that strident strumming of violins was a bit intense for such an early hour, and I turned the radio off.

         The old Astra rattled down the hill. We were among fields now. The whistling winds and gorse of the moor were far behind us, tatty sheep and shaggy ponies left nibbling by the roadside. In the wing mirror the sign recommending travellers to Drive with Moor Care disappeared as we rounded a bend. Our road dipped, vanishing between dense hedgerows frothy with white cow parsley, tiny pink stars of campion sparkling among dark ferns. This is one of the back roads into Ashburton, where trees mesh overhead in a tunnel of flickering green. It’s pretty enough, but dwindles to a narrow twisting lane with few passing places, and as everyone who lives locally seems to drive a tractor or a four-by-four, and is either incapable of backing, or unprepared to give an inch on grounds of vehicular superiority, it can be a two-wheels-forward, four-wheels-back sort of journey.

         That morning I was lucky, forced to pull in only once, stopping by a farm gate to let a tractor trundle by, and delivered the members of the Tribe to their respective homes without much delay. Sally, the arthritic Labrador was joyfully received by her equally arthritic owner, but Nookie had to be let into an empty house and fed. At least, after her run, she would sleep away the morning, and her lonely wait for her family to return would not be too long.

         Ashburton is a nook-and-cranny sort of place, a solid stannary town of narrow streets and even narrower pavements, ‘nestling’ as the guidebooks like to say, among hills on Dartmoor’s doorstep. In distance the town is a mere slip road away from the A38; in time, a century or more: a place where old cottages and ancient pubs stand wedged between elegant Edwardian town houses, a place of quaint corners, secret courtyards and long walled walks. It’s a honeytrap for tourists and day trippers coming off the Expressway, the last place for a comfort stop before they head on up to the moor, the perfect setting for a cream tea or a pint of local ale, a leisurely browse among shops selling expensive gifts and artisan foods, shops selling nothing which is not rustic, artistic or picturesque. There are no fewer than sixteen antique shops, and that’s not counting the flea market and the auctioneers, and most of these are packed within the framework of streets surrounding the broad junction where East Street becomes West Street, and North Street becomes St Lawrence’s Lane.

         The old town looks lovely, but it’s a nightmare for the poor working woman trying to go about her business, getting stuck behind coaches in streets that were never intended for anything wider than a horse and cart, or trying to avoid knocking over knots of trippers, who stand about like waiting skittles in the middle of the road as they gawp at the delights around them. By the time I turned off North Street, my temper was not so much frayed as shredded. After walking the Tribe, I’d done two hours’ house-cleaning for the odious Verbena Clarke, it was way past my lunchtime and I was starving hungry. You wouldn’t like me when I’m hungry.

         The lane in which I live is quieter than the main thoroughfare and a lot less picturesque. No Georgian houses in sugar-almond colours here, no thatches and hollyhocks, just a narrow cobbled street with what used to be a bookshop, now sadly boarded up, halfway down. The only other building of interest is Sunflowers, the vegetarian cafe owned by my landlords, Adam and Kate, set in what was once an old stable.

         Beyond this, the pavement narrows to nothing, the cobbles peter out and the road degrades into a rough track pocked with potholes and gives up entirely in a dead-end patch of ground edged with a tangle of dusty bramble bushes and dominated by an old Victorian lamp post. Some people regard this as an excellent place to abandon shopping trolleys, tip old mattresses, dispose of defunct microwaves and the like. I use it to park the van. Not that anyone is likely to be mad enough to want to steal it, but parked there I can see it from the house, if I peer out of the window on the landing.

         Adam and Kate inherited a cavernous Victorian property, which they have never had enough money to renovate. It’s gloomy and damp, with creaking floorboards and rotten window frames, but there’s little rental accommodation in Ashburton, the rent is cheap, and beggars can’t be choosers. They’re happy to have a tenant living above them who doesn’t complain about the mouldy wall in her kitchen, the windows rattling, or the draught screaming like a banshee under the living-room door. To be fair, they’ve made several attempts to improve the place, but always run out of funds before these improvements can be completed. Sunflowers is not in a prime trading position and doesn’t do as well as its excellent menu deserves.

         When I got back that morning my landlords were still at the cafe, dealing with lunches, and the house was empty. I trotted up the steps from the garden gate, making a mental note that it was time I gave the shrubs in the front garden a good haircut.

         I was on a promise to look after them that I hadn’t honoured for some time.

         I let myself in and went upstairs. Although the first floor is technically mine, I don’t have a door that blocks it off entirely. The landing is shared territory because of access to the airing cupboard and the loft. I could see Kate had been upstairs today. A plastic box had been left on the table outside my living-room door, an offering from Sunflowers. ‘Aubergine and Potato Curry’ was scrawled on the label, the writing blurred by partial defrosting. I picked it up with a smile. Having landlords who own a cafe means there are always plenty of leftovers, and I’m not proud.

         My flat consists of a living room, a small kitchen, one bedroom with a brass bedstead and tiny original fireplace, and a bathroom with a dodgy boiler.

         I unlocked the living room. Bill was sitting on the windowsill pretending to be a vase, his tail curled neatly round his feet. He likes the view from my living-room window, looking down into the mad tangle of the oddly shaped garden beneath, across to a crooked line of rooftops, and the green hills beyond. I stroked the short, black velvet between his ears and he started a deep, rasping purr, turning his head to gaze at me adoringly from one blazing, emerald eye. He’d lost the other as a kitten, in an encounter with an outraged chicken and his beautiful black nose was raked by long scratches. Bill’s not my cat, you understand; he belongs to Adam and Kate downstairs. Whenever I leave my place I make sure he’s locked out; and whenever I come home, he’s back inside. Like a magician, it seems he can enter and exit at will; none of us can work out how he does it.

         I made myself a mug of coffee, a peanut butter and banana sandwich and settled down in the armchair, kicking off my shoes and heaving my socked feet up on to the coffee table. I raked my fingers through the tangled mess of my curls and gave my head a rub.

         Bill stretched his long body on the windowsill and wandered over to join me, leaping on my lap and flexing his claws into my thighs in appreciation. ‘It’s no good settling down,’ I told him through a mouthful of sandwich, ‘I don’t expect I’ll be here long.’ I could see the red light flashing on the answerphone and reached over him awkwardly to press play.

         I didn’t recognise the voice. It was foreign and heavily accented, hesitant, awkward at talking to a machine. I want speak to Miss Browne … er … Juno. This is Mr Nickolai … Nickolai Antiques. I want her come work for me. He left a number. I dislodged a disgruntled Bill so I could reach for a pen to jot it down, and then phoned back.

         ‘Mr, Nickolai?’ I asked when the phone was picked up. ‘Juno Browne. You called about a job?’

         He gave a rich chuckle. ‘You come today?’

         ‘No, I’m sorry. I’m already booked for the rest of the day.’ I’d received a distress call yesterday from Ricky and Morris and had promised the afternoon to them. I couldn’t let them down.

         My diary was open, ready on my lap. ‘I’m pretty full up tomorrow,’ I told him. ‘But I could pop around about lunchtime, to discuss the job.’

         ‘S’good. Tomorrow. Nickolai Antiques, you know where is?’

         ‘Shadow Lane?’

         He grunted in assent. ‘Do not come shop door − flat door, round side.’

         ‘I’ll find it. About twelve o’clock, then?’

         ‘See you twelve o’clock. I look forward.’ He chuckled again. ‘I never met goddess before.’

         ‘Mr Nickolai, are you looking for a regular cleaner …?’ But he’d already rung off. ‘Because I don’t have any regular slots left,’ I added lamely and put the receiver down.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

         

         When I first arrived in Ashburton I needed a job and somewhere to live. Ricky and Morris helped me find both and although I’ve built up a business of my own since then, I try to give them my time whenever they need me.

         They run a theatrical costume hire business from their home in Druid Lane, a grand Georgian house standing in splendid isolation on a hill overlooking the town. It’s the sort of house that you imagine in Jane Austen novels, an elegantly proportioned building, painted white, with long windows perfectly aligned on either side of an imposing front door, and set amongst wide, sweeping lawns. 

         Ricky inherited the place from an aunt. He and Morris met many years ago as chorus boys and decided to make use of Morris’s tailoring background and Ricky’s flair for design, and set up as theatrical costumiers, ‘serving’, as their website puts it, ‘professional and amateur theatres up and down the country’. Nowadays, they keep claiming they’re longing to retire. This, of course, is perfect bullshit. Suggest they begin the process by selling off any of their stock and they both have the vapours. Four of their six bedrooms are currently devoted to costumes and the attics are stuffed with hats, wigs and shoes.

         Ricky must have spotted the van coming up the drive because the front door swung open as I approached. ‘The goddess of Arsehole-in-the-Moor!’ he declaimed, bowing low as I walked past him into the hall. ‘Bless you for coming, my angel!’ he added devoutly.

         In his youth, Ricky had what might be described as Byronic good looks. Even now, somewhere in his seventies, his iron-grey curls fell becomingly, if not quite so thickly, over his noble brow. He had an aquiline nose, a strong jaw and looked as I imagine Mr Rochester might look, except, in his case, Jane Eyre would have been sadly disappointed on her wedding night.

         ‘What’s up?’ I asked, eyeing the four wicker laundry hampers standing open in the lofty hall.

         ‘Amateur company in Leicester are doing Wizard of Oz next week,’ he explained rapidly, ‘and their costumiers have let them down. They’ve asked us to help them out. So we have to get everything ready for the morning − the couriers are coming to fetch it all at nine.’

         ‘Good job I’ve got the afternoon free.’ I would normally have been cleaning for Mrs Berkeley-Smythe, but she was away on a cruise.

         ‘Maurice is up in the workroom,’ Ricky went on, ‘you go on up. I’m just printing off the paperwork on the computer and I’ll be with you.’

         I negotiated my way around the laundry hampers, and climbed the curving staircase, unable to resist running my hand up the smooth, polished bannister. Morris was in the workroom, shaking out a jumble of fur fabric and muttering to himself.

         If Ricky was Rochester, then Morris was Pickwick. If Ricky’s features were carved in granite, Morris’s were moulded in clay, all roundness. He peered over his little gold specs and grinned at me like an elderly baby. ‘I swear this lion’s got moth—Hello, Juno! Good of you to come.’

         I bent down and planted a kiss on his soft cheek, ‘My pleasure.’ I could see the Wicked Witch of the West was already occupying an otherwise empty clothes rail, her black pointy hat hanging on elastic.

         Ricky came up the stairs, puffing slightly, clutching a sheaf of actors’ measurements that the Leicester theatre company had emailed through. ‘Wizard of Oz isn’t a huge show,’ he told me as he ran an eye over the lists. He raised an eyebrow. ‘Their Dorothy’s a bit of a porker! I doubt if that blue gingham will fit.’

         ‘What would you like me to do?’

         ‘Find the Scarecrow, and the Tin Man!’ He thrust sheets of actors’ measurements at me. ‘And make sure the Tin Man’s got all his bits!’

         ‘If you don’t mind, Juno,’ Morris added, more politely.

         For the next two hours the three of us hunted, sorted and packed, but the Tin Man had lost his funnel hat, we could only find one of Dorothy’s ruby slippers, and we’d lost Glinda, the Good Witch of the North, altogether. We decided to stop for tea.

         ‘You got any time tomorrow, darlin’?’ Ricky lit one of his menthol cigarettes as we sat around the breakfast-room table, lifting his chin to aim his puff of smoke above our heads.

         ‘’Fraid not. Busy day tomorrow and I’m seeing a new client at lunchtime – well, he may turn into a new client … Mr Nickolai.’

         ‘You don’t mean Old Nick?’ Ricky gaped at me.

         ‘Is he still alive?’ Morris frowned. ‘He must be older than God.’

         ‘Mr Nickolai,’ I repeated. ‘He runs an antique shop in Shadow Lane, although it always seems to be shut whenever I go by.’

         ‘All his business gets done at the back door,’ Ricky pulled a face suggestively. ‘What’s he want you for?’

         ‘To clean his house, I imagine.’

         Morris wagged a warning finger. ‘You be careful, Juno.’

         I was used to their theatrics but, in spite of myself, I had to ask. ‘Why?’

         ‘He’s been inside, more than once.’

         ‘For receiving stolen goods,’ Ricky added in a stage whisper.

         ‘Really?’ I asked, in what I hoped was a pinch-of-salt type voice.

         ‘And other stuff,’ Morris added, nodding like an old woman.

         ‘What other stuff?’ 

         ‘Nickolai isn’t his real name either.’ Ricky flicked ash from his cigarette with a shoulder-shrugging elegance any Hollywood movie-queen would envy. ‘It’s short for … Nickoloviza … something longer.’

         ‘He sounded vaguely Russian on the phone,’ I admitted. ‘Sort of middle European. What other stuff?’ I asked again.

         As I didn’t get an answer, I strongly suspected this was just theatrical embellishment, until Morris mouthed the word ‘blackmail’ at me. ‘You make sure he pays you properly.’ He winced as he bit into a biscuit. ‘He’s been a right old chiseller in his time.’

         ‘I haven’t agreed to work for him yet,’ I pointed out. ‘I’m just meeting him tomorrow.’ I glanced at the kitchen clock. ‘What time’s your concert?’

         ‘Oh my God! Half past five already!’ Ricky hastily stubbed out his cigarette. ‘And we’re not finished yet!’

         ‘I’ll finish putting the costumes together,’ I volunteered, ‘if you two want to rehearse.’

         ‘We do need to run through a couple of things,’ Morris admitted apologetically, hastily gathering up cups and clattering them in the sink. ‘Can you cope, Juno?’

         ‘Don’t worry. You carry on.’ The concert was a fundraiser for the local hospice. For years Ricky and Morris had performed as a double act. Sauce and Slander, they called themselves. They’d begin the evening with light operatic songs and witty repartee, gradually progress to biting satire and descend into scurrilous filth. They were very, very popular.

         Ricky had already disappeared into the music room and commanding chords rang out from the grand piano. ‘C’mon Maurice, get your fat arse in here!’ 

         Morris grinned at me and bustled off to join him.

         ‘Take a pair of sparkling eyes’ − his mellifluous tones followed me as I climbed back up the stairs − ‘take a tender little hand fringed with dainty fingerettes …’

         Gilbert and Sullivan is not my thing. I resisted the temptation to put my dainty fingerettes down the back of my throat and applied myself to playing hunt the ruby slipper. By the time Ricky and Morris had run through their material and got themselves ready, I’d found the missing items and had packed up most of the costumes. Each one was on a hanger, labelled with the name of the actor it was destined for, and sheathed in a thin polythene bag. Instead of lugging them all downstairs to the waiting hampers, I’d used the time-honoured method of dropping them over the bannisters on to the immaculate marble of the hall floor, then picked each one up, folding it and packing it neatly.

         ‘Everything’s labelled,’ I told them, struggling to do up the leather straps of a hamper as they appeared, bow tied and cummerbunded, in the hallway. ‘I’ve just got to put the address labels on the hampers for the courier tomorrow.’ Fortunately, the hampers were on wheels. When I’d finished labelling, I could roll them up to the front door, ready for the morning. All Ricky and Morris had to do was push the hampers straight out to the waiting courier’s van.

         ‘Where did you find Glinda?’ Morris asked.

         ‘In with the Cinderella costumes. Remember last year, the lady who couldn’t fit into Fairy Godmother? We gave her Glinda instead.’

         ‘Juno, you’re a marvel!’ Ricky pressed a wad of notes into my palm, about twice my hourly rate. ‘Don’t argue!’ he added, before I could protest.

         ‘You don’t need to pay me this much …’ I began.

         ‘What else can we do, if you won’t let us adopt you?’

         I gave a crack of laughter. They’d offered me a permanent job on several occasions, but much as I love ’em, I couldn’t work with Ricky and Morris all the time. Half an hour in their company is usually enough to drive me insane. I glanced at my watch. ‘You’d better get going. I can finish here and let myself out.’

         Morris stood on tiptoe to kiss me. ‘Just drop the latch. And you be careful with Mr Nickolai tomorrow,’ he added. ‘They don’t call him Old Nick for nothing!’

         
             

         

         I was ravenous by the time I got home, my hunger pangs made sharper by the cooking aromas that always hang around in the hallway downstairs waiting to mug me. At the sound of my arrival, Kate poked her head out of the kitchen door, her dark plait swinging over her shoulder. She has the hair I’ve always longed for: dark, sleek and straight, hair you can actually drag a comb through.

         ‘Curry any good?’ she asked, smiling.

         ‘I’m about to find out.’

         ‘Well, let me know what you think, it’s a new recipe,’ she said, and she and her plait disappeared.

         Bill was sleeping in my chair when I got in the living room. As I swung my bag down from my shoulder, I heard Adam calling him downstairs. ‘Sounds like your dinner time too,’ I told him, scooping him up. ‘You’d better go.’

         By the time I opened the door, Adam was already standing outside it. ‘Get your own cat, Juno,’ he told me, taking a struggling Bill from my arms.

         ‘My landlord won’t let me.’

         He nodded sadly. ‘It must be tough.’ Bill was wriggling in his grasp and he tucked him firmly under one arm and marched him downstairs.

         The curry was worth the wait. After I’d eaten, I opened up my laptop in the vague hope that the hub might be working. The witterings on social media only serve to convince me that I’m living in the wrong century. I think the Middle Ages might have suited me better; I’m sure I could have coped with warfare, plague and pestilence better than the irritations of modern life. I scribbled belated happy birthdays on a couple of timelines, cooed dutifully over the latest baby pictures, and reminded a friend, who complained that I’m permanently unreachable because of Ashburton’s erratic mobile signal, that I do still have a landline. All of my old friends from school or university seemed to be either having babies or living in vibrant cities, pursuing dazzling careers. I’m doing neither. Well, good luck to ’em. I care not, I like it where I am.

         There was an email from my only surviving relative, my cousin Brian, a diplomat in South Korea, asking if I was still looking after other people’s grannies and other people’s pets and if I was OK for money. It was great to hear from him. I emailed back that I was fine.

         Of course this was a lie. I’ve never got enough money. I know I only have to ask but I won’t take advantage of Brian’s generosity unless the wolf has got through the door and is actually sinking its fangs into my thigh.

         I hauled myself off to bed; we dog-walkers have to get up early. Before I switched the light out, I consulted my diary for the next day. Owing to the haphazard way my business has developed I see some of my clients once a week, others once a fortnight, a few once a month and the rest only when they feel like it. Without my diary, I am lost. Tomorrow promised something new, it promised a meeting with Ashburton’s master criminal: it promised Mr Nickolai.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER THREE

         

         At first glance Nickolai Antiques was not encouraging. For a start, it was definitely off-piste as far as the summer visitors are concerned. Their progress, once they’ve parked or been deposited in the very dinky car park behind the town hall and made use of the toilets nearby, will almost certainly take them on a pleasant meander from tea room to antique shop, to pub to museum to cafe, window-shopping in places selling local art and pottery, handcrafted jewellery and hand-blown glass, moorland honey and even moorland chocolate and gin, and return to their transport without needing to leave the tightly woven heart of the town. 

         Nickolai Antiques is tucked away around too many corners from all of this, out of sight in Shadow Lane, a narrow, cobbled street that rarely catches any sun and boasts nothing else of interest but a launderette and an undertaker. I peered in windows criss-crossed by security grilling, the glass so filthy and fogged up with condensation that I couldn’t see inside, the surrounding cream paintwork filmed with a grey layer that hadn’t been washed off in years. A cardboard sign on the door, scrawled in crayon, announced that the shop was closed. I couldn’t imagine wanting to go inside anyway.

         Down the side of the shop was a narrow alleyway between tall buildings, not one of Ashburton’s famous walled walks, but a convenient nip-through running between Shadow Lane and Sun Street, and somewhere I had never, until that day, nipped myself.

         About halfway down I found the door to the flat above. I pressed the bell, which responded with a sick rattle, and waited, staring at the scratched, black paintwork. Sometimes I have nightmares about standing in front of that door, pushing it with my fingertips, seeing it yawn open. But on that morning I just wondered what was taking so long. After a full minute there was a shuffling footstep, a drawing back of heavy bolts and Mr Nickolai opened the door.

         I realised I knew him by sight – a shabby little man in a sagging grey cardigan. He was short, but thickset and powerful, as if he might once have been a wrestler.

         I reckoned he was at least eighty, with wiry grey hair surrounding a balding crown and a drooping, sandy-coloured moustache. The hand he held out for me to shake was thick-fingered and strong, stained around the nails, not by nicotine, but something like wood stain or preservative. He smelt very slightly of furniture polish, and the smell that old people living alone sometimes have, of neglect. But his handshake was vigorous and his blue eyes were bright, alive and wicked.

         ‘Miss Browne.’ His accent was strong.

         ‘Juno, please.’

         He smiled and white dentures gleamed below the bushy moustache.

         ‘Come upstairs,’ he beckoned. ‘We talk.’

         I followed him to the floor above, passing what I guessed was a bathroom on the landing, and turned up a few more steps into his living room. It was crammed with dark furniture, the floor a patchwork of faded, patterned rugs. A pretty Victorian fireplace with green tiles and a brass fender surrounded a more modern gas fire, the mantelshelf cluttered with ornaments and what looked like a month’s unopened post. Chessmen were set out ready on a small table between two armchairs. The oldest television set I have ever seen stood in one corner, its twelve-inch screen heavily encased in wood.

         Mr Nickolai followed the direction of my gaze. ‘Not work,’ he confirmed, dismissing it with a wave of his hand. ‘I don’t care. Crap on TV. I listen to radio.’

         Sitting on a desk in the opposite corner was a laptop, looking as if it had landed from another planet and passed through several time zones along the way.

         ‘Internet I like,’ he told me. ‘Online auction I watch, keep up with prices.’

         ‘But you don’t open your shop?’ 

         ‘Shop?’ He shrugged. ‘Shop full of junk.’

         He gestured at a table, which took up the centre of the room, its brown chenille cloth thickly spread with newspapers. Some kind of restoration work was going on.

         A well-worn pair of rubber gloves, yellow fingers blackened like ripe bananas, lay amongst a collection of bottles and old jam jars. Scraps of leather, lumps of wire wool, and half a dozen old toothbrushes with frazzled bristles surrounded a gleaming wooden box with a beautiful inlaid lid.

         ‘Boulle,’ he said.

         ‘Beg pardon?’

         ‘Boulle,’ he repeated, touching the lid of the box lovingly, ‘is brass, ebony, tortoiseshell.’ He pointed with his thick forefinger to the intricate parts of the design. ‘Boulle work.’ He gave me a searching, sideways glance. ‘You are interested in such things?’

         ‘Yes, I love old things. You’re restoring it?’

         ‘For special customer,’ he answered, nodding mysteriously, and I remembered what Ricky had said, about his real customers coming to the back door. Then he added, ‘You not touch. Things on this table, not touch.’

         ‘Of course not,’ I responded, with a slight bristle of indignation.

         ‘You not understand.’ He pointed to the bottles and jars. ‘These things − poisons, acids, corrosives − I need for my work. Same under sink, chemicals, you not touch. You get hurt.’

         ‘Oh, I see! Look, perhaps we should discuss exactly what you want me to—’

         ‘Tea.’ He silenced me with a wave of his hand. ‘I make tea. Come.’ 

         I followed him into the kitchen where an ancient, chipped enamel gas stove squatted on sturdy legs. There was an original Belfast sink, wooden draining board, and a Formica-topped table so outdated it could almost be considered retro.

         ‘Sit, please.’ He filled a kettle through its stubby spout and placed it on the gas burner, which he lit with a match. There was a woof of blue flame and he shook the match out, emptied tea leaves from an old china teapot into the sink and fetched a tin of evaporated milk from a sturdy old fridge in the corner.

         ‘Can I do anything?’ I asked, as much to cover the silence as anything. I watched him pour the thick, yellowish milk into two china mugs with misgiving. I wasn’t looking forward to this tea.

         ‘No, no,’ he assured me. ‘You sit. I am slow. I break hip at Christmas − in hospital six weeks.’

         ‘Oh dear!’ I responded dutifully. Could this really be the convicted criminal Ricky and Morris had told me about, this old man, shuffling about in his slippers, making me tea?

         ‘When I come home, they send woman.’ His face wrinkled in disgust. ‘Social services.’

         ‘An occupational therapist?’ I suggested.

         He nodded. ‘She say to me, take up all your rugs. Rugs trip hazard. I tell her, is my rugs, piss off!’ He chuckled and I laughed. He gave me a long appraising stare. ‘What for you do this job? You beautiful girl, be model.’

         I laughed. ‘I don’t think so.’

         ‘Why not? You tall … red hair is beautiful, like autumn gone crazy.’ 

         It’s important to put things in perspective here. I am tall. I have long red hair, which curls riotously and which everyone, except me, seems to think is beautiful.

         I would probably think it was beautiful too, if it grew on someone else. Admittedly, I have nice teeth. Apart from that I am not in any way remarkable. I learnt, as I grew up, that to be a tall redhead is no bad thing, but I am certainly not model-girl material. For one thing, I am too robust, and for another, I’d rather stick nails in my eyes.

         To my relief the kettle, which had been warbling gently in the background, began a shrill whistle and Mr Nickolai was forced to turn his attention to making the tea, which he did, very methodically, warming the pot and spooning in four heaped spoonfuls of very black leaves before pouring in the water, and placing a knitted cosy over the pot.

         ‘You work for those old queens up at Druid Lodge.’ He slid a sly glance at me. ‘Those Jew boys.’

         ‘Yes,’ I answered, taken aback. I tensed slightly, wondering what casual racism might be coming next.

         ‘I see concert they give for charity’ – he chuckled – ‘very clever, very funny!’

         I relaxed a little. ‘Yes, they are.’

         ‘You married?’ he asked, blue eyes twinkling.

         ‘You proposing?’

         He shrugged. ‘Maybe.’

         ‘Mr Nickolai, I—’

         ‘Nick. Call me Nick.’

         ‘Well, Nick, what exactly do you want me to do?’ I picked up my shoulder bag from the floor, grimacing a little at the weight, wondering what the hell I carry round that can weigh so much, and pulled out my diary. ‘Cos I’m pretty busy at the moment. How often do you want me to come?’ The place certainly needed a damn good clean. The table I was leaning on felt ominously sticky and the lino floor was black in the corners with years of ingrained filth. ‘I haven’t seen the rest of the flat, but it’s obviously not large. I could probably blitz it in a—’

         ‘Clean flat?’ He frowned, puzzled. ‘I not want you to clean flat.’

         ‘Oh. Shopping?’

         ‘No. I want shopping, I phone Mr Singh at corner shop, he bring it round.’ He chuckled. ‘We drink tea, play chess. When he get back to shop, Mrs Singh she shout at him for being gone too long.’ He poured tea strong enough to trot a mouse across and pushed a mug towards me. ‘You want sugar?’

         ‘No!’ I cried, a little too hastily, watching in horror as he spooned repeatedly into his own mug. ‘Tell me, cos I’m curious,’ I pointed at an ancient washing machine with mangle attached. ‘Does that thing still work?’

         He nodded. ‘Yes, it work, but is easier to use launderette, three doors down.’

         ‘Ah! So, what is it you want me to do?’

         ‘I show you. In minute. Drink tea.’

         
             

         

         The interior of the shop was dark and smelt of the past, of ancient dust and polish like the smell of an old church. Something of the same silence too, all the clocks stopped long ago. Solid hulks of dark furniture blocked the way to the shop door. We’d come down the stairs from the flat and entered the shop from a door at the back, down a corridor and past a storeroom. I looked around, weaving my way cautiously between cases of stuffed birds and animals: dead feathers, dead fur, glass eyes staring at me. There were no dollies or fans here, no bright, pretty pieces of china, no bygone fripperies to lift the gloom, just cardboard boxes balanced everywhere, full of unidentifiable objects wrapped in newspaper. A stuffed owl glared.

         ‘See? Shop is all junk,’ Nick said happily. ‘I get rid. Come to storeroom out back. I show you.’ He led me back down the corridor and into a storeroom piled high with furniture: desks, stools, chairs and tables stacked crazily on top of one another. ‘I need your help.’

         I gazed around me and then turned to look at him. ‘To do what, exactly?’

         He chuckled and tapped the lid of a dark box like a small coffin on legs.

         ‘You know what is?’

         ‘A casket?’ I ventured.

         ‘Cellaret.’ He flipped the lid open. Inside the box was lined with blue watered silk and fitted with brass holders and cut-glass decanters. ‘See? All need polish.’

         He pointed down to the cellaret’s brass, lion-shaped feet. ‘I have bad knees. I cannot get down there to polish any more.’

         ‘You want me to polish it?’

         ‘Yes, but no squirting.’

         ‘Squirting?’ I repeated blankly.

         ‘No squirt polish. Wax polish only, very careful. I will show you.’ He closed the lid of the box gently and ran a loving hand across its surface. 

         ‘What kind of wood is it?’ I asked.

         ‘Walnut.’ He pointed a thick forefinger. ‘This cross-banding here is ebony.’

         ‘And you’re selling it?’

         He nodded at the piles of stuff around us. ‘All of this, I get rid.’ He chuckled and pointed to himself. ‘Too old now, my heart not good, I not remember what’s in here any more. You help me. Find good stuff. Sell at auction, or on Internet.’

         ‘But Nick, I don’t know the first thing about all this stuff …’

         ‘You learn. I teach.’

         ‘It’s just not the sort of work I usually do.’

         ‘Why not?’

         I hesitated. There was a part of me that really wanted to snoop about amongst all this stuff and have a good look, lift all the lids and open all the cupboards, find out what lay inside. And, despite his reputation, I liked Old Nick, with his twinkly eyes and rich chuckle.

         ‘Why me?’ I asked and he looked doubtful. ‘Why are you asking me?’ I explained.

         ‘Ah!’ he said, understanding. ‘I see your van. Also, Mr Singh, he has your card in window. No job too small, it say.’

         I laughed and gestured round the storeroom. ‘Nick, this is not a small job! How often do you want me to come?’

         ‘Every day.’ He spoke as if it was obvious. ‘I pay.’

         ‘It’s not that simple. I can’t abandon my other clients. I have people who depend on me − and dogs − look, I’ll come whenever I can. How’s that?’ 

         ‘When?’ he demanded with a scowl.

         At that moment there was a knocking at the side door. Nick frowned and went to open it. ‘Paul!’ he cried, waving someone inside. ‘Come in. Come in.’

         ‘I’ve come to collect those chairs we spoke about.’ A man appeared in the hallway and did a double take when he saw me.

         ‘This is Juno,’ Nick told him. ‘My new assistant,’ he added proudly.

         ‘Really?’ He raised a dark eyebrow. He was about my age, or a little older.

         I was tall enough to look him in the eyes, but I’m used to that. Beautiful eyes they were too, very dark, set under long, level brows and fringed with black lashes.

         ‘Paul,’ he said, holding out his hand. We shook. Firm handshake, great smile − I felt a flicker, a definite vibe, and I knew from the way he held eye contact with me, that he felt it too. ‘You’re working for Nick?’ he asked. His voice was pleasant, educated. In fact, there was something slightly public school about his whole persona: just confidence, perhaps. A cheerful strength emanated from him.

         ‘That’s the plan,’ I said.

         ‘Whatever you do,’ he warned me in a murmur, ‘don’t drink his tea.’

         ‘Too late.’

         ‘Well, good luck!’ He turned his attention to Nick. ‘Now, where are these chairs?’ They disappeared behind a pile of furniture at the far end of the storeroom and emerged, after a minute or two of shuffling things about, Paul carrying two heavy wooden chairs, thickly painted in white gloss, their seats covered with loud floral fabric. I know nothing about antique furniture but even I could see that a travesty had taken place.

         ‘Nice to meet you, Juno,’ he called back over his shoulder as Nick opened the door to let him out.

         ‘Customer?’ I asked when he’d gone.

         ‘Paul?’ Nick shook his head. ‘He restore furniture. Those chairs, he take off paint, polish, re-cover. Bring back, good as new. You see.’

         Well, I thought, with any luck I might. ‘How about Saturday?’ I suggested, although I don’t usually like tying myself up at weekends. ‘I could come on Saturday, just for the day, see how it goes?’

         ‘How it goes,’ Nick repeated, smiling and we shook on it.

         ‘And no squirting,’ I told him solemnly. ‘I promise.’

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         At three years of age I was found in a London underpass, a graffiti-scrawled subterranean passageway that stank of piss. I’d been there hours apparently, strapped in my buggy, screaming my head off, whilst on the floor beside me my young mother lay dying of a drugs overdose. I don’t remember it. I have very little memory at all before my fifth birthday; no memory of my mother. I’ve blocked it all out, so they tell me.

         When I was rescued from my buggy I was placed in the care of social services whilst a search was made for my family. My mother, it transpired, had been its little black lamb. Granted all the advantages: wealthy parents, an expensive education and a place at university, she’d thrown it all away, getting into recreational drugs, moving on to the hard stuff, dropping out, falling pregnant, and finally getting in trouble with the police. By the time she died, my grandfather hadn’t seen her for four years, during which time my grandmother had passed away. No one had any idea who my father was.

         My grandfather, once he was made aware of my existence, wanted nothing to do with me. He blamed his daughter, both for his wife’s broken heart and her early death, and he was probably right. He was not prepared to assume responsibility for the spawn of a criminal or drug dealer. I remained in care.

         But a cousin of my mother’s, Brian, a high-flyer in the diplomatic service, home briefly on a posting from South Korea, learnt of my fate and came to see me. He told me later what a little savage I was, a screeching scarecrow of a child, all windmill arms and flying fists. I don’t imagine I was an appealing prospect for adoption, and in any case, in his job, he wasn’t in a position to consider it. But he paid for me to go to a very good boarding school. I think he felt that, if he’d been around at the time, instead of away in the Far East, he might have saved my mother from her fate.
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