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Tuesday June 14 2011


As the jet engine noise fades there is a scramble within the plane. The seat belt signs are still alight; there is not yet any way out. Airline rules have not stopped a crowd of passengers from standing, some in weirdly crouched positions, to open lockers regardless of objects that might fall on their heads, to grab bags, and commence an uncomfortable shuffle towards the exit. There a tall Dutch woman in blue uniform stands stock still, expressionless, guarding the exit from besieging passengers. When the air bridge is in position the cabin attendant stands aside and resumes her professional smile. A scrum of people flees towards terminal 4. Dotted around the seats of the Boeing are some who chose not to compete in the race to escape. A calm old gentleman reads a detective story. A man and wife wait with their quiet two year old to collect a buggy. An austere youth with rimless glasses and a roll neck sweater sits with a book of poetry, as if to make a point. Over here, in seat 16E, is Martha Plasky, in no hurry to go anywhere.


When the exodus becomes tranquil Martha slides out of her seat, and takes a carrier bag from the overhead locker. Within is a wooden windmill musical box, bought for her grand-daughter May, by special request, and a Dutch doll for May’s sister Naomi, purchased to keep the present-giving fair. Bag in hand Martha ambles to the baggage reclaim area, there to wait, with forty others, beside a silent carousel in a bleak grey hall. At last the conveyor commences its menacing rotation, so that cases and rucksacks emerge from the depths, nudging together as though jostling for position. Martha claims the fourth case to emerge, its anonymous black marked out by a neat length of orange ribbon that she has tied round the telescopic handle. She pulls this out, sets the bag on its wheels and walks to the sign saying TAXIS.


‘Where to luv?’


‘56 Trowlock Road Teddington. It’s…’


‘It’s just by Trowlock Island.’ said the taxi driver, ‘Off Broom Road’ The taxi halts.


‘’ere we are then’


Martha wonders if the driver drops his aitches and strengthens his cockney vowels to play the part for tourists. For all that she thanks him nicely and gives a well judged tip. The taxi abandons her, and she rummages for keys.


The house is oppressively empty. Rupert had often been away, on business he said, but all too clearly finding time on his trips to consort with the newer model, until the day came to announce that he and the new girl were ‘an item’. In the twenty-seven years he had lived in married routine with Martha, there had always been evidence of his presence. Now there is no car in the drive, no overcoat on the rack, no pouring of drinks. Martha turns the radio on, seeking the comforting noise of Radio Four, the nearest thing she has to human company. She makes a cafetière of coffee, then sits down to take from her bag the heavy books which her sister Judith has urged her to read, carried dutifully to England. Her luggage has a brass combination lock which she has set to show her birthday: 251 then 056. It is at the moment of touching the padlock of the case that she realises that the item of luggage she is trying to open is not her own. Where there should be rows of three knurled brass wheels there is a key hole. Martha looks at the distinctive orange ribbon, so much her own mark of distinction, then at the baggage label attached to the handle. The bag belongs to ‘Fisher’, passenger from Amsterdam to Vancouver via London Heathrow.


Martha is about to phone KLM when she has second thoughts, and decides first to finish her coffee. It is the time of day when her habit had been to receive a vodka and tonic, poured by Rupert, take a first discreet sip then do the cooking for two. Today, there is no aperitif, nor will there be tomorrow, nor any other day until she makes some changes. Tidily she rinses the cafetière. She abandons her intention to ring enquiries. Instead she examines the wrong black case. The padlock looks very simple. Often during her years in the antiques trade she had gently opened locked drawers from which keys had been lost years before. She still has a box of old keys in the garage, kept with tools and tape that might some day come in handy. The first key has a shaft too fat to fit the key hole. The next fits snugly but does not turn the lock, at least until Martha jiggles it gently with the pick lock, which rests in the key box. Martha uses a little force to twist it and the haft of the lock flies open. The zip of the case moves freely, permitting the lid to be raised. Opening the black bag gives Martha entry to the way of life of passenger E. Fisher. On the top of the contents are two last minute presents from Holland, a little Delft-ware plaque and a small bottle of schnapps, both in pretty packets. They nestle in a silk blouse that Martha lifts from the case and holds against her. The mirror shows an elegant garment cut two sizes large for Martha’s frame. The other clothes belong to a woman with a taste for bold prints and French lingerie. Protected by soft clothes she finds a bottle of Guerlain Shalimar. Then there are two more boxes. The first displays a string of bold bright beads, the other is a long flat leather box discreetly embossed with the name ‘Facèré. Martha opens it carefully. Slowly she lifts a string of pearls. They dangle, beautifully matched. She holds them against her body and looks in the mirror. Then she rests them in the box; put aside for further attention. At the very bottom of the case is a white envelope, containing ten business cards for Esme Fisher and a small wad of Canadian banknotes - just over 200 dollars.


Martha repacks Esme’s belongings carefully, save for the pearls and the dollars. The dollars are locked in a drawer with her own small cache of twenty-euro notes. Next Martha goes to fetch a magnifying glass, then examines the pearls with professional interest. Until she had given in to Rupert’s insistence that she should be Mrs Walcott, with no need to work for a living, Martha had been the manager of Dacre’s, a small but elegant antique shop in Shepherd’s Market. Hugh Dacre took a shrewd interest in the Mayfair business he had inherited from his mother. He was astute enough to delegate to Martha the task of buying stock, particularly the antiques she found in house sales. She had a good eye, and soon learnt how to drive a bargain that seemed like a civilised offer to the seller. She could refuse gently any tempting pieces offered by fences with goods on offer that were too obviously stolen. The contents of the jewel case she has here are fine pearls worth a small fortune. She replaces them on their satin cushion, places the box on top of the dollars, locks the drawer and goes to dinner.


At Salieri’s Martha is greeted by one of the younger waiters.


‘The name is Plasky. I have a table booked for 7.30’ The waiter remembers Martha as half of Mr and Mrs Walcott.


‘You are dining alone tonight madam?’


‘Yes’ said Martha, thinking how wise it is not to attempt to explain. She requests no aperitif, simply a half bottle of house red, and orders scallopine alla marsala. From her table in the shadows she can see other diners. Nearby there is a young couple who might be students. The tall young man is rather conscientiously wearing a clean shirt and a respectable jacket. The girl is in a green dress that doesn’t suit her colouring. Their dinner has the look of a rather formal celebration, not a first date, but perhaps a birthday. They seem a little overawed by their surroundings. A little further away is a table occupied by a family group – a couple in their forties, their sons and a woman about Martha’s own age. The boys are perhaps twelve and ten. They are clearly having a relaxed conversation with their grandmother; their parents seem far more anxious about their behaviour than is necessary. Perhaps they are concerned that their children will unwittingly reveal some domestic realities to the older generation. Grandmother looks animated and amused; obviously more than politely interested in their conversation.


Martha meanders into her own stream of thought. She considers the black case, her future, the problem of making explanations, and the character and wealth of Ms Fisher. She is also aware of a sense of being on the edge of ambitious adventure, of the need to plan a successful finesse, of the opportunity for some long stifled piracy. She had married Rupert because he asked her nicely. She was in her late twenties and wanted children. She wasn’t madly attracted to Rupert but he was a decent proposition. His considerate respectability was appealing, and on occasions – too many occasions - she found herself saying,


‘I might have done a lot worse.’


By the time the children had grown up she found that their departure from home left respectable tedium, which she had tried to fill with evenings of bridge. Perhaps Rupert found similar boredom. Now she is contemplating a life of some risk. She considers alternatives. She had once been a successful business woman dealing in antiques, working in a business that served the wealthy with discretion, employed by a man who treated her with great respect. Rupert arrived at the shop where she worked looking for a demi-lune hall table, then, almost as part of the transaction, offered marriage, a spacious house, and a romantic honeymoon on a tour of India. The honeymoon turned out to be a rather boring business trip; dominated by diplomatic dinners with Rupert’s clients and their wives. In bed Rupert was orthodox rather than ardent, but he turned out to be kind to children. Now, after twenty eight years, he has gone as easily as he came.


Martha lives in a desirable house. Her thoughts have led her to call it ‘a home’, as though she were an elderly lady with dementia, and not a fifty five year old divorcee. When she married Rupert she had enough sense to insist on a half share in the house, her price for giving up an interesting job. Her ex-husband (that’s a term she must get used to) has now offered to sell her the other half for a sum that would be a bargain, if only she could afford the mortgage payments. A new source of finance is necessary. Her son Paul has flippantly suggested that his mother should cultivate a rich widower. Ruth has offered the schoolmarm’s sensible suggestion of a quick sale of the house followed by the purchase of an ‘affordable flat’. The very way her daughter utters ‘affordable’ presents to Martha the picture of a dreary maisonette on the South Circular Road. Rather more appealing is her sister’s suggestion of a move to the Netherlands, using her half of the sale price of the Teddington house as capital to start a new life in a place like Leiden or Den Haag. Starting life in a new country at her age would certainly be an adventure, and she’s not afraid to build on the limited Dutch she already speaks. But her sister Judith is living the life of a married ex-pat professional employed by a multi-national, and that’s not an option on offer to Martha, even if she wanted it. She thinks she’d be a lonely stranger in a foreign land.


The value of the rope of pearls that she has removed from the case of E Fisher is a temptation. She’s not a jovial expert trying to bring joy to some owner of attic junk who has produced an heirloom for The Antiques Road Show. She has kept an eye on the market, and makes an informed guess that the necklace would retail for £10,000 at Dacre’s, If that’s the case the pearls might perhaps fetch an offer of £4000 from a dealer who was buying freely, but far less from a dealer who asked no awkward questions. She isn’t prepared to fence goods through a dubious handler. That would turn adventurous crime into a hazardous trade with some very dangerous characters. She could start again as an apparently legitimate free-lance buyer, then look for outlets for her booty, perhaps by selling on line. In planning her business Martha moves unthinkingly from a state of ‘What if?’ to one of ‘What next?’ To which one answer seems to be the swift acquisition of a decent range of stock.


The young waiter comes discreetly to her table.


‘Madam, is there anything more that you would like?’


‘Thank you. I’ll have a decaffeinated coffee in a few minutes.’ She compares the young man to her son Paul. They are much the same age. This man is discreet, almost delicate; Paul is eloquent, forthright, analytical. She should go to see him soon, when he returns to Warwick from his unexplained trip to Chicago. After she has paid the bill Martha has the sudden inclination to walk back to the house. It is half past nine, but not yet quite dark. Her heels strike the pavements of the quiet suburban streets. She is lost in thought, so it is a while before she is aware of soft footsteps behind her. They are obviously the steps of a man, a person who seems no taller than herself, padding along in trainers. She wonders if she is being followed intentionally. She takes the next turn left towards the river. The feet in the trainers take the same turning. She walks a little further, to the pool of light offered by a street lamp. Then Martha turns round, steps towards the man, looks straight into his eyes and says boldly,


‘Excuse me, am I taking the right direction for Teddington Lock?’


The man is no more than a slight young teenager, his skin coffee coloured, his manner nervous, and discomforted by eye contact.


‘I dunno. I don’t live round here’


‘Never mind. I’ll find my way. Good night.’ Trying to show more confidence than she feels, Martha stands her ground for a moment until he turns away, then walks the length of Brook Road quite briskly, no longer followed. She arrives home, locks the door, trembles a little, and pours herself a small vodka and tonic.
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Wednesday June 15 2011


John Humphrys is questioning a junior minister about a trivial blunder. It is evident that a political gaffe has been made that is embarrassing but of no great consequence. The unfortunate minister has been sent to the ‘Today’ programme as an ill prepared scapegoat. He is making a muddy hole deeper by digging for excuses. Humphrys progresses from self -righteous investigator to avenging angel. Martha, now thoroughly awake, turns him off. There is enough cruelty in the world without seeking it from news programmes. A shower, some informal clothes, breakfast and a plan are needed. Next to the bowl of muesli is a lap top. Its screen is headed ‘Do today’. Martha’s list includes phone calls, shopping, and making a list of things to do for Ruby, the cleaner. She places them in a well-ordered schedule, and then admits to herself that she has avoided the awkward question. What is she to do about the precious contents of the wrong case? She turns to caress the necklace. She eyes the South Sea Pearls, beautifully matched for size and shade, on a matinee length necklace that has been lovingly cared for and often worn. Martha places them round her neck, and fixes the clip. At first she ignores herself, and fixes a professional gaze on the pearls. Then quite unwittingly she looks at the person in the mirror. She is rather pleased with what she sees. Her face is neither flabby nor much wrinkled, and the rest of her looks taut and trim. She can certainly pass as a businesswoman and not a disconsolate divorcee down on her luck. She unclips the necklace and places it carefully on its cushion.


Suddenly it occurs to her that if she has taken someone else’s black case, her own must have been left to rotate on the carousel. Without further delay she phones the airport, and gets through to a voice which said ‘Cobalt Ground Solutions’. Martha explains that she has arrived on flight KL 1023, that there has been some confusion, so she has not picked up her baggage from the carousel.


‘One moment please’ Then two and a half minutes of Vivaldi, and a click.


‘Yes, we have your bag here. We can deliver to-morrow at a cost of £20, or you can collect it from the airport.’


‘I’ll collect it. Where is your office?’ At the Cobalt Office she is required to show her passport and describe her case. She is expecting more questions, but a laid back Indian simply hands over the case and asks for a signature. Back at Trowlock Road she unpacks her own case systematically, taking care not to drop the well wrapped heavy china vase or the books that caused her to check in the case as baggage for the hold. Then she opens her lap-top. The digital diary prompts her to consider a game of bridge planned for tomorrow evening. She rings the Seatons. It is Margaret that answers the phone.


‘Hello Martha, how was your kid sister?’ This is not the time to suggest that a civil engineer in late middle age could hardly be thought of as a kid sister. Martha simply answers the question.


‘Caring but a little too logical. She kept reminding me that I should never have given up my career. I wonder is she has been talking to Ruth about what to do with my life. She came close to telling me that I should never have married Rupert, nor..’


‘So you need a game of cards?’


‘Yes I certainly do. Does the arrangement for Sunday still stand?’


‘Seven o’ clock will be fine. Our place. Ella’s available to be the fourth. The usual rules of catering.’ Margaret has a dim view of her own cooking, so the rules of catering were strictly crisps and peanuts, and plenty to drink.


‘That will be nice. I’ll see you tomorrow.’ Martha’s eyes return to the computer screen. She needs a plan. What is she trying to achieve? A sense of financial independence, and a new career. How much money does she need to make? Conscious of Rupert’s offer of a half share in the house, she decides that ‘more than she can afford’ is too vague a description of her position. She needs to know how much the house it is worth, and how quickly it would sell if that’s what she decided to do. She is staggered by answers she finds on the estate agent’s web page. In Bucklands, just round the corner, there is a similar but slightly larger house for sale at £1,250,000. The same estate agent has been busy for months sending circulars insisting that in spite of the recession they have buyers with money waiting to buy houses in Trowlock Road. At Dacre’s she had sold antiques to some customers who were very rich indeed. It was her assurance that convinced Rupert that she’d be an asset to his business. Her protected life-style has prevented her from realising quite how much the value of the Trowlock Road house has increased over the years. At present she has next to no income, but she does own half a valuable asset.


On her list of things to do Martha types – ‘Phone solicitor’. If the house is sold for a million pounds then she could buy somewhere pleasant to live and have enough left over never to have to work again, although that way of life is not her cup of tea. She phones Casserly and Nock to make an appointment. This act itself makes her realise how much she desires to be back in business, for the sense of being in trade rather than merely a solvent divorcee. She continues to plan. What can she do that will bring in money and still be adventurous? The black case prompts an explicit answer from the back of her mind. ‘Steal jewels.’ Her rational mind replies. ‘Steal jewels? But how?’ And at once she has an answer. ‘By accident.’ She can take cases by mistake.
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Sunday June 19 2011


‘Come in Martha my dear. How are things with you?’


I’m feeling well, but my head is reeling with possibilities.’ Martha hands Derek Seaton her coat. ‘Are you flying tomorrow Derek?’


‘Rhodes and back, but I don’t leave Gatwick ‘til afternoon.’ Margaret Seaton and Ella Kines are already at the bridge table.


‘I hope I haven’t kept you waiting?’


‘Not at all, Ella arrived early and we have been gossiping.’ Ella glances at Margaret with an expression that conveys a warning. Martha notices the look, and figures that tact is being used. This is the first time she has played cards since the divorce came through.


‘And have you all made complete plans for my future life?’ Ella grins,


‘Actually I was preparing a cross-examination.’ Martha tries not to wince at Ella’s allusion to her past career as a police inspector.


‘Go ahead, I’d like to hear your views about what I should do with the house.’


‘Has Rupert offered to sell it?’


‘Actually he wants me to sell it, and send him half the proceeds. I think his toy girl has her own flat, but she might like his help with her mortgage. I’ll know better on Monday, after I’ve been to Casserly and Nock.’


‘How much do you think the house will fetch?’


‘Now Margaret, we’re here to play bridge, not to discuss the property market’


At the end of an evening of quiet domestic card play. Martha and Ella have a small advantage on the score-card, but no-one is disposed to gloat. If there has been an underlying theme of concern for Martha’s welfare it has not been too obvious. Ella looks a little inquisitive.


‘You haven’t said much about your plans.’


‘That’s what my sister Judith said. She’s like Ruth, anxious that I should do something sensible. I’m not sure that being too sensible is top of my agenda.’ Ella looks interested.


‘But you will let me investigate your adventures next time?’


‘Next time is at your place. Will Saturday be any good?’ Derek looks at the schedule on his smart phone.


‘Sorry but I’m likely to be flying in from Egypt that evening. How about tomorrow week?’ Sunday is agreed. Ella drives Martha home.


‘Seriously, are you all right?’


‘Ella, I’m feeling a bit of a fool for wasting such a good chunk of my career on Rupert, but now I want to make up for lost time.’


‘Do you want to come in for a coffee?’


‘No thanks, I’ll just go home and turn in. I’ll give you a ring later.’
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Monday June 20


It had been is a surprise to discover that Mr Oliver Nock of Casserly and Nock was willing to offer an appointment as early as ten o’clock on a Monday morning, but it has prompted Martha to have an early breakfast, prepare a list of questions and arrive in good time, carrying a slim briefcase she has not used for years. She wears a dark suit and court shoes. The front entrance to Casserly and Nock, has worn brass plates and shining door fittings.


‘I’m Martha Plasky. I have an appointment to see Mr Nock.’ The receptionist disappears to return followed by a man in his thirties dressed for a bygone era of striped suits and homburg hats.


‘Good morning Ms. Plasky, I’m Oliver Nock.’ Martha noted the ‘Ms.’ and realises that the young Mr Nock is trying to adopt a suitable title for her abandoned state. She shakes his hand, sits down, and smiles.


‘’Mr Nock, I need to know about the practicalities of selling my half share of a house.’ Young Mr Nock examines the papers in the folder on his desk. Martha watches the tops of red double-decker buses that rumble past in the sunshine. Her solicitor murmurs ‘yes’ in a tone that implies that he is giving grave consideration to the matters in hand.


‘I can see that you had the good sense to have joint ownership, and that the present mortgage is in both your names. Will your ex-husband make any difficulties about selling, do you think?’


‘He says not, but I’d rather you found out by asking his solicitors. In particular I need to know what he wants to do with the furniture.’


‘The solicitors, are they Miskell and Collins?’


‘Yes’


‘Forgive my asking, but do you wish to avoid meeting with Mr Walcott?’


‘No, I don’t mind at all, but I think he will find that a bit uncomfortable, and I don’t want him to agree to something he’ll be tempted to wriggle out of.’ Mr Nock contemplates Martha, who has unconsciously adopted the pose of someone alert to a bargain, keen not to miss a trick.


‘Yes, that’s perfectly clear. Is there a particular urgency in this business?’


‘If your idea of urgency is the day after tomorrow, then the answer is no. On the other hand I don’t want Rupert to have time to be worked over by his new fancy woman, so I’d like an answer by the end of July.’


‘’Admirably put’ says young Mr Nock, adopting the style of his octogenarian father. ‘I shall contact Miskell and Collins today and let you have prompt word of my progress. Shall we telephone or would you prefer e mail?’ Martha is mildly startled by this suggestion, for Mr Nock’s manner has led her to expect a foolscap letter typed on a Remington, if not the use of pen and ink.


‘E mail would be very helpful. Here’s my address.’


‘You can expect to hear from me by the end of the week, even if I have to report some delay’


‘Is there anything else I can help you with?’


‘I don’t think so. Neither of us made any difficulties about the divorce, and there are no other loose ends that I can see.’


‘It’s been a pleasure to deal with such a business-like lady.’ Martha has the impulse to smirk at this remark, but she simply stands up, thanks Mr Nock for his attention and shakes his hand. As she steps into the street she wonders whether young Mr Nock is putting on an act. If so, is he a young fogy striving to be modern, or a quick-witted solicitor trying to make an older woman feel comfortable?


Back in Trowlock Road, Martha makes plans to start a career in crime. She decides that she will steal just one item to test her nerve. She has already rejected the idea of stealing more cases from an airport carousel. That would require her to find a way to join arrivals passengers – to go ‘air side’ as Derek Seaton would put it. Yet the idea of swapping one anonymous black bag for another appeals to her. If she should be caught in the act of making the exchange she can look embarrassed and explain that she had taken someone else’s case in mistake for her own. Where will she find smart black cases with valuable contents? Trains and restaurants seem two obvious places. Martha decides to investigate the prospects of swapping luggage on a train. Outlaw vocabulary starts to colour her thinking. Where shall she plan the heist? Which trains are likely to offer a good haul of swag? What are the chances of getting nicked? The idea of being arrested puts a stop to fantasy; she tries to prepare a formal operational plan in the same way that she used to organise a buying expedition when she was going to an auction of antiques. Just as she inspected the lots before deciding what was worth buying, to decide what her bidding limit would be, she realises that she now needs to go and look at potential scenes of crime. Railway stations, tube trains, coffee bars, restaurants and department stores – these are some places worth investigating. She’ll start tomorrow, after the worst of the rush hour, looking for affluent shoppers.
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Tuesday June 21 2011


At Waterloo she wanders around, her eyes focused on the luggage carried by passengers and the amount of attention which they pay to it. It soon becomes clear that some of her likely victims are on mid-morning trains from Bournemouth and Portsmouth. These trains obviously carry first class passengers from desirable places like Winchester and Petersfield. They have the habit of placing cases on luggage racks, then becoming absorbed in magazines, conversation or sleep. Quite a lot of baggage is carried in plain black cases of such a standard appearance that it would be very easy to pick up the wrong one by mistake. On trains departing from Waterloo she has seen plenty of shoppers carrying robust shopping bags from Harrod’s and Selfridge’s, from Next or from Burberry. Smart new bags proclaim new contents. Martha notices that some luggage racks close to passengers are well filled, so that owners are quite often forced to place baggage out of their line of sight. Martha chews over the finance of living by theft. She figures that she can steal a case on every other expedition she makes. Some of the bags she steals will contain nothing but a sandwich lunch, but she could net perhaps an average of £50 a trip. It is obviously not sensible to buy a new bag every time, but there’s no need for that. She can use the cases she has stolen together with one of the dark green Harrods shopping bags that are visible in profusion. She can start by using the case that belongs to Esme Fisher. As part of her plan she asks the price of a day return to Winchester, First Class, booked in advance. The travel office clerk says £53.60 and Martha says, without thinking, ‘That’s daylight robbery’ and the clerk wonders why this woman then walks off giggling. She considers the problem of train fares as a business cost, and realises that there’s nothing to stop her making a shorter journey from a stopping point like Woking. She examines her own ticket from Teddington. She has paid cash for it, and it gives no clue to the name of the purchaser. On the way home she buys a ticket with a credit card, and this carries her name in tiny print. To avoid giving an identity she must pay cash for her tickets, and it will be as well to buy them from a ticket machine, so that no alert person in the ticket office will remember her from a transaction. Where are tickets inspected? It looks as though she will have to make a trial journey to be sure of the answer. After she has studied trains and people for an hour or so, Martha goes for a coffee in Caffe Ritazza. She looks at a range of sticky cakes and decides to avoid them. She has acquired a little South West Trains booklet for services to Woking. It makes sense to target trains most likely to carry the rich. Trains serving towns with some wealthy inhabitants are what she is seeking. She decides to try the 11.21 from Woking the next morning. Now she is looking for a nice place to produce a salad for lunch, then she’ll go to Harrod’s to buy two of their distinctive green oilcloth bags.


From Knightsbridge she catches the Piccadilly line to Earl’s Court. On the train she notices several passengers going to Heathrow, their luggage strewn near the tube train’s doors. Without any problems she could stand by such a pile of luggage and drop her own black case near her feet. Then she could walk off with a very similar bag that might be en route to Japan. She resists the temptation to try this at once, but sees the possibility of a future theft. At Earl’s Court she changes trains and catches a District line service to Richmond. A party of people getting off at Kew leave a shopping bag behind them. Martha examines it. There is a small leather purse inside. In the purse is thirty pounds, a hundred Euros and an American Express card. She takes the money, but not the card, from the purse, then walks up the steps and hands the bag, and purse, but not the money, to the ticket collector at Richmond. ‘Some people who got off at Kew left this on the train’ she says.


Back in the house she sits down to review her discoveries. Fast trains to and from affluent places in Surrey, Hampshire and Dorset look a good bet; so do Piccadilly line trains going to Heathrow. Woking seems like a good place to board a train loaded with affluent passengers on a long distance train. Perhaps a first class ticket would be a good idea. There is no need for a return journey. If she makes a swap between Woking and Waterloo, that will be fine; if not she will try a second time by catching the Piccadilly line train going to Heathrow. On the way she can make an exit with a stolen bag, at Earls Court or some other busy place. What else does she need to plan? Stealing in different places makes sense. Repeating journeys from Woking is a way of finding trouble. Maybe she can board a train at somewhere like Virginia Water, to rob a resident of Sunningdale or Ascot. Later she can switch to another route altogether. Her ambition is to steal jewels, but she would not be upset to find money or other valuables that can easily be turned into cash.


Stealing the goods is one part of her business plan, offering problems that she has not tackled before. Selling what she has stolen is quite like the transactions she used to make at Dacre’s. Guarding that business against the danger of being the unwitting receivers of stolen goods had been one of her routine tasks. Jewellery bargains that seemed to be too good to be true were usually fakes or stolen property – sometimes both. Those fencing stolen goods often faced difficulties. Usually they were in a hurry to turn the goods into cash. Sometimes this was because they were desperate for money to buy drugs or pay gambling debts. She knew that some fences found the need to pay off some other villain who was running a protection racket. Consequently those offering stolen jewellery often had as distinctive a manner as those who tried to flog stolen cars. Martha knows that she looks the part of a respectable retail dealer, and that she has no need for cash in a hurry. She can devise a provenance for her goods that would serve as a back-story for a transaction, so long as she is careful not to sell too often to the same buyer. So far her thieving has produced some foreign currency, easily turned into cash, and some pearls which cannot be safely be offered for sale in London for some months. That leaves the problem of what to do with the pearls whilst she keeps them. Martha wishes there was someone she could trust to discuss her business plan, but being a jewel thief seems certain to be a lonely business.
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Wednesday June 22 2011


‘The train approaching platform 3 is the 10.21 to London Waterloo. Waterloo only this train.’


Martha has guessed that a first class ticket from Woking will be worth the extra £6.80 as a business investment. She has with her Esme Fisher’s black case, now devoid of tell-tale orange ribbon, and empty but for an oilcloth shopping bag and some free newspapers picked up from a display to use as ballast. Martha steps into the carriage and turns right to join the first class passengers. She observes empty seats and well spread luggage. She sits facing the rear of the train. Deeply asleep in the seat opposite is a man wearing a double breasted suit in grey herring-bone cloth. His shirt is dark blue; he wears a club tie, loosely knotted. His is a little too stout for the cut of his suit, his mouth is open, he snores quietly. Above his head is a black case of almost exactly the same design as that which Martha has for the moment placed on the floor of the train. However, the lid of his case is not zipped shut, and a copy of the Financial Times pokes pinkly from one corner. Martha eyes the other luggage racks. There are no Harrods bags, nor any black cases that match the one which she has brought as a dummy to exchange. She studies the other passengers within her field of vision. There are two young women who seem to be Japanese tourists, and a plump woman aged about sixty sitting besides a glum woman who may well be her daughter. Opposite them is a man in a well-cut velvet jacket who is briskly working his way through the Daily Telegraph crossword. All that Martha can see of him is a smartly shaven profile, a glimpse of crisply ironed shirt and a distinguished cuff-link. She sees little scope for a deft exchange of luggage on this train. As it rounds the curve through Vauxhall the man opposite her awakes, reaches for his case, tucks the Financial Times inside it, zips the lid and places it tantalizingly next to one which Martha has brought. Having suddenly awoken, the sleeping passenger now looks only too alert. The train arrives at Waterloo. Martha has no choice but to follow the crowd along the platform. The station clock shows ten minutes to the hour.


On Hungerford Bridge Martha’s changing pace betrays her indecision. At first she ambles across the river, looking at the boat-loads of tourists heading steadily to the Tower. Then the huge rumble of a train from Charing Cross makes her agitated and she walks briskly to Villiers Street. The swirl of touts and tourists is an annoyance. She darts into Embankment tube station and heads northbound. The journey takes a few minutes. In that time she rehearses her plan. She will change trains at Piccadilly Circus then try her luck on the tube to Heathrow. The first train is heading to Uxbridge. The indicator shows that the next departure is to Heathrow. This is confirmed by the piles of luggage scattered in the doorways. Martha stands by an end door. She has seen an oilcloth Harrods bag, identical to the one she now has in her hand, standing on the floor next to a row of cases. She carefully places her own bag on the floor next to the twin that stands there already. No one takes any notice. The train is grumbling to a halt at Green Park, the station she had so often used when working at Dacre’s. Martha takes the black case in one hand and a Harrods bag in the other, walks briskly out of the doorway, crosses the platform and joins a Northbound train just as its doors close. She goes one stop to Piccadilly Circus, then switches to the Bakerloo Line to travel back to Waterloo. Only when she has arrived back at the main line station does she head for a coffee bar, to examine the contents of the bag she has trawled. Until that moment she cannot believe that she has made such an easy swap. Had she been stopped she feels that she could have expressed genuine surprise and sincere apologies that she had taken the wrong bag. As she sips her coffee, she is pleased with her performance of slight of hand. The weight of the shopping bag she now has shows quite clearly that it is not the one she had used as a decoy.


‘It’s a disgrace’ The plummy voice in her left ear her gives Martha an appalling shock.


‘It ought to be Harrod’s you know.’ The man who had edged in beside her had an improbably florid face and the air of one who was raising a point of order.


‘The gentleman who started the shop was called Charles Henry Harrod. His shop should still be Harrod’s. Yet here they are printing thousands and thousands of bags with no apostrophe. I expect they’ve given them all to greengrocers.’ Clearly the man thinks this is a witticism. Martha has recovered from her guilty start.


‘Yes, I do see what you mean’


‘Greengrocers give carrots an apostrophe, potatoes too, God knows how.’ Martha wonders if the man has been drinking, then concludes that he is lonely and opinionated. In her experience the two aspects of life often went together. She has no wish to be his Samaritan, still less to reveal to him that she is herself the daughter of a greengrocer. Her desire to study the contents of the Harrods bag – with or without an apostrophe – grows stronger, although she entirely agrees with his views on the use of apostrophes.


‘Sorry, but I have a train to catch’. The red faced man stood politely, as one does for a lady. Besides, standing up gave him a better opportunity to study her shapely rear aspect as she trots across the concourse towards platform 17. Martha looks out of the carriage window, seeking the comfort of familiarity. First the Houses of Parliament, then Lambeth Palace and a glimpse of Vauxhall Bridge striding across the Thames. It has been barely an hour since she had slipped from the tube train with the bag she has so deliberately stolen. Her desire is to rummage through its contents like an excited child on Christmas morning. She has waited for the calm of a leisurely coffee at Waterloo, but that maddening man with his pedantic campaign for apostrophes compelled her to wait, and then to apologise for fleeing to the train. Now she can see the eye of a closed circuit television camera pointing suspiciously in her direction from the ceiling of the carriage. She is tempted to defy it, to stick her tongue out, to make a prompt search of the booty she has collected, But she imagines a thought bubble rising from her head, saying, ‘Take a look at my ill-gotten gains’. Her body language should give a message of boredom. She shuts her eyes and immediately envisages a fellow passenger quietly making off with her belongings, or rather, the belongings that she has stolen. She sits with eyes half focused, listening to the litany of Clapham Junction, Wandsworth Town, Putney, Barnes, Mortlake, Richmond, then the rumble across the Thames bridge before she comes to Twickenham. After that she can escape at Teddington. From the station it is more than half a mile to Trowlock Road, Today she sees no help but to walk it.


Not six miles from Teddington four members of the Le Sand family gather in a cafeteria at Heathrow Terminal 3 departures. They start to sort out belongings. Duke, who has all the makings of a very unpleasant teenager, demands to see the bag.


‘Which bag is that?’


‘The poxy green bag, shit face.’


‘Duke, that is no way to talk to your sister. In fact is no way to talk to any human.’ Win knows she is fighting losing battles with Duke, but she isn’t yet ready to surrender to his growing strength and arrogance.


‘Here it is.’ offers Craig, who sees every advantage in an alliance with Duke. His brother snatches the bag. It isn’t just greed that makes him want to be first to open the bag. Earlier in the day he’d looked round a street market stall that sold all kinds of hardware and pirate CDs. He’d asked to see a top of the range Swiss Army knife that he had no intention of buying. Whilst the stall holder was reaching for the knife Duke quietly lifted a hunting knife from another display and slid it down his sleeve. Then he asked to take a closer look at the Swiss Army knife. The stall holder was suspicious, and refused. ‘In that case keep your fucking knife.’ offered Duke, covering his theft with a noisy withdrawal. A couple of minutes later he discovered to his satisfaction that the hunting knife had a folding blade. It was a flick knife gifted with many dangerous opportunities. He wants to try to smuggle it through the airport in Win’s hold baggage, so it is better that she does not know about it. Now Duke is anxious to get his hands on the knife before anyone else sees it. Having seized the bag he rummages through it, finding nothing but screwed up paper.


‘This is the wrong fucking bag.’ Win turns round,


‘Now Duke, you stop using like language like that. There must be another bag like it somewhere.’ Win, Duke, Craig and little Amy all search for another bag. Amy quickly concludes that all the bag’s contents have gone, and with it her Beefeater teddy bear. She bursts into a torrent of sobs. Win looks urgently for the tea caddy and its spoon, both bought as presents for her mother, using a credit card for which she has dubious means of support. Her panic matches Duke’s angry fear and Amy’s dismay. These people are the anonymous victims of capital city theft. Only Sinclair has no goods invested in the missing Harrods bag. He slides quietly away from the table, sure that trouble is going to break out, and anxious not to be scapegoat before they join the check in queue for the flight away from the faceless crowds that somewhere conceal the person who stole their presents.


Martha kicks off her shoes, and at once starts to rummage through the Harrods bag she has lifted from the Piccadilly line. She has no idea what to expect. Like an archaeologist she starts to dig. What she finds first is a London tube map, and then a pack of wet wipes. Beneath these is a teddy bear dressed as a Beefeater, well protected by a transparent box. Then she comes to a heavy parcel that is guarded by tissue paper. Carefully Martha unravels it, to reveal a handsome rose-wood tea caddy. She judges it to be Georgian, and guesses that it would sell at somewhere between £350 and £500. Martha gently unlocks the caddy, to find a small tissue-wrapped packet within it. This contains a Georgian silver caddy spoon, hall-marked 1817. Dacre’s would offer it for sale at perhaps £300. These two objects she places on the sideboard for further examination. There are two other items at the bottom of the bag. One is a newly bought paperback copy of ‘The Hobbit’. The other item is an unpleasant looking knife. Martha explores it a little, presses a button in the handle and suddenly finds herself holding a lethal looking flick knife. The contents of the Harrods bag present her with a disconcerting version of Kim’s Game. There are no receipts, only one small bag proclaiming the name of a chain store, and no clues about the intended recipients of the presents. She tries to remember what the owners were like, but realises that she had deliberately avoided any eye contact with them. ‘Them’ suggests a party of people, and she feels sure that they were foreigners speaking English, but that is all she can remember. She is glad that the victims of her theft are anonymous; she cherishes the idea that their anonymity is also her protection. If she cannot envisage them, neither will they describe her. The anonymity of her victims gives something more: defence against guilt and regret, like the shelter of distance between a bomb aimer and the people waiting on the ground for the inevitable explosions. Having stolen such diverse things Martha has to decide what to do with them. First she puts everything out of sight. For the moment the lounge in Trowlock Road looks like Christmas morning when the children were teenagers. Any visitor would be bound to eye the goods on display with curiosity. She places the tea caddy with its spoon beneath the bed linen in an ottoman, where Ruby is unlikely to find it when she is cleaning. ‘The Hobbit’ she will crease just a little and take to an Oxfam shop, a token gesture to the legend of Robin Hood. The teddy bear Beefeater she eyes with dislike. She’ll get rid of it somehow. The flick knife she wants to dispose of quickly. It is a token of crime, a source of trouble. It has been badged with her finger prints. The river seems the safest place to dump it. Feeding the ducks looks like an innocent way to conceal disposal. She places the knife in her jacket pocket, just as the door-bell rings. Martha looks around, her face taut with guilt. The knife and the tea caddy have been hidden. The remaining innocuous booty has been replaced in the Harrods bag. This she puts in the cupboard under the stairs. The door bell rings again. Still apprehensive, she goes to the porch. It is a delivery driver. ‘I’ve got a parcel here for number 58, do you mind taking it in for them?’


In fact Martha does very much mind, but she thinks a curt refusal may draw attention to her state of agitation.


‘No that’s fine.’


‘I’ll drop a card through their letter box to say you’ve got it. I’m much obliged.’


‘No problem’ says Martha, grateful that her anxiety has gone un-noticed. She takes the box for number 58, places it on the window ledge in the hall and forgets all about it. Through the window she can see the delivery van depart at high speed.


‘If, I’m going to make a career of theft I must learn not to feel so anxious, and I’d better stop talking to myself’.


In the evening she walks down to the river just upstream of the lock. In a plastic bag Martha has a good selection of bread to feed the ducks, and the flick knife she wants to chuck into the inviting depths of the Thames. It is a sunny evening and there are far more people than ducks by the side of the river. Tentatively she throws some crusts towards the water. No ducks come, but a fish breaks the calm surface, and two seagulls swoop down from nowhere. Martha throws more crusts to the gulls, looks about her to see if anyone is close by, and then, feeling unobserved, lobs the flick knife into the river. It disappears with a small splash that draws no-one’s attention. She feeds the gulls a few more crusts, then saunters towards Teddington Lock, gradually losing awareness of the business of crime, and paying more attention to the activities of the river. She meets a friendly golden retriever followed by her owner some distance behind. When she was a child her parents had owned a dog. She remembers first a well-behaved border terrier, and then a chocolate coloured Labrador that was very amiable, but had the habit of chewing newspapers. As Martha pointed out to her parents, this was because newspapers were left lying around. The retriever’s owner has caught up with his dog.


‘I do hope she’s not bothering you?’


‘Not at all, I was just remembering the dogs I knew as a child.’


‘And now you’d like another?’ The man with the retriever looks at her quizzically. ‘Do you know, I think I might.’


‘I got Dora just before my wife died.’


‘So this is Dora?’


‘Actually she’s Pandora, but you’d be amazed how many people say, ‘So she lives in a box then.’


‘I’m quite sure she doesn’t. She looks like a dog that has every comfort in life.’


‘Yes, you’re nearly right. She’s off to the pub now, and I have to stop people buying her treats.’ The man pauses for a moment, assessing Martha’s demeanour.


‘I don’t suppose you’d like to join us in the pub garden?’ Martha had been thinking that ownership of a dog was an excellent way of breaking the ice. The man’s invitation proved the point exactly.


‘That seems a nice idea.’ Martha, the man, and the dog walk companionably to the pub garden. ‘May I get you a drink?’


‘A white wine spritzer, please.’


‘With ice?’


‘Yes’ Whilst the man disappears into the bar, Martha and Dora contemplate passing humanity, and each other. Martha surreptiously examines Dora’s collar tag. 42 KT2 9VR. So they come from the other side of the river. Dora sniffs Martha in an assessment process. The man arrives carrying a tray, on which there is a bowl of water for Dora, Martha’s spritzer and a half pint of beer.


‘I can’t go on calling you Dora’s person.’


‘Quite a few people do,’ says the man, ‘but my name is Jacob, and you are?’


‘Martha’


‘’I’m very pleased to meet you’ says Jacob, holding out a hand to be shaken.


‘You must live close by.’


‘I do’ says Martha, ‘at least I do at present.’


‘Does that imply you are about to move house?’


‘I’m not really sure that I want to, but I may have no choice. I’ve been offered the chance to buy the house I live in, but at present there’s no way I can afford it.’


‘Is it nosy to ask how this situation has arisen?’ In spite of her intention to be discreet, Martha explains the circumstances of Rupert’s disappearance. Her explanation finished, Jacob keeps silent, for a moment. Then says nothing more than,


‘Hm’ Martha responds.


‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have bored you with my troubles.’


‘I’m not at all wearied, I’m just thinking that life is such a lottery.’


‘A lottery for you as well?’


‘Leo died ten months ago. I miss her every hour, Dora didn’t know her for long, but she’s forever looking for her. I wish I could tell her where’s she’s gone.’


‘Explanation does not stop you from grieving, why should it be a comfort to Dora?’ Jacob has no answer to this question. Instead he asks Martha about possible sources of money.


‘I don’t want to say. I’m afraid I’m not much company, but the truth is I’m distracted.’


‘And you don’t want to talk about the things that are a distraction.’


‘No, at least, not yet awhile’ Jacob takes a hint.


‘Would you like to meet for a drink some other time?’


‘Yes. Let’s meet here next week, say a week today at 7 o’clock.’


‘That would be very pleasant.’ They finish their drinks. He stands up. ‘No, you can’t walk me home; at least not today. Thank you for the drink. My turn next week.’ Martha walks away. The man and his dog sit in the pub garden.
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Thursday June 23


Yesterday evening she had met a bald bespectacled man with a golden retriever called Pandora. There were things about him that didn’t quite fit. He spoke like an educated man, although his hands were rough and marked with small scars. What else might she suspect? That he was married, or mad, or both? That was simply being gloomy. He was a nice man who had bought her a drink. She’ll be very pleased to meet him in ‘The Ebbing Tide’ next week. She deliberately turns her thoughts away from the pleasant episode in the pub. She ought to focus on the earlier part of the day. That morning she had failed to pick up goods of any kind in First Class on the way from Woking, yet within a couple of minutes of boarding the tube train she had stolen a bag from a group of passengers and made a smart get away at Green Park. Maybe that was a quicker way of stealing goods. Yes, but what kind of goods? Her aim was to steal jewels, or at least other kinds of antiques. The unwanted flick knife showed her that random theft produced random items. The two antique items she found in the bag were there by sheer good fortune. For Martha the knife had a clear and sinister meaning, like the presence of another criminal offering violence. She was pleased to have dropped the knife so calmly in the river, in spite of her fears. The antique tea caddy and its spoon were stashed away, evidence of a successful theft. She had neatly hoisted a loaded Harrods bag, left her own as a decoy, and got away smartly, before the theft was discovered.


After that first calculated theft the day had produced two more encounters. Did the fat man at Waterloo really have an obsession with apostrophes, or was that his a conversational ploy, to attract Martha’s attention? She would never know. In the evening she had taken a walk along the towpath to escape from the place where she had thrown the flick knife into the tranquil river. Her walk had crossed Dora’s path. Her warm response to a friendly dog was an introduction to Jacob, a stranger willing to listen. After some drab days in Eindhoven, wishing for a more interesting life, she has suddenly found herself in the tunnel of a bright kaleidoscope. She goes to the ottoman to put her hands on the tea caddy and its companion spoon, solid evidence of a dream-like day.


Martha then reads the business plans she had made only yesterday. What was the cash value of the items she had stolen? Ignore the kitsch Beefeater teddy and the appalling flick knife; the items of value were the tea caddy and its spoon. Say a retail price of £600, of which she might see £200. She has planned to make £1000 a week. Add the pearls and dollars of Ms Fisher, and the cash found in the purse that she had found by accident to the value of caddy and its spoon, and she has achieved her aim, provided she is able to sell what she has acquired. No, not acquired, that was mincing words. These were the goods she had stolen. She has embarked on a career that is quite certainly criminal. Her mother would be very peeved. Her daughter Ruth would be appalled. She had better not tell them about her crimes; what the eye doesn’t see the heart doesn’t grieve over. There’s another way of judging the value of the goods she has stolen; by guessing the length of a gaol sentence she’d get if she were caught. Martha contemplates this idea without fear. A long stretch in prison is unlikely. If it happens it will be a dull existence, but a dull existence is what she is already trying to escape.


The door bell rings. It is an Indian boy about 12 years old. He looks nervous.


‘Please, my mother says you have a parcel for Mrs Ghosh that I should collect. I did come yesterday, but you were not here.’


‘You must live at number 58’


‘Yes, for a year now, with my mother and father. I go to Hampton Grammar School.’ Martha gives him the parcel left by the delivery driver.


‘Here you are.’ The boy nods.


‘Thank you. Good bye’ Martha has never before met any of the neighbours from number 58. She wonders if the boy is happy in Trowlock Road.
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Friday June 24


It had been a daily domestic routine for Martha to drive Rupert to Teddington Station. The next stage of his commuting journey would be described by some as ‘kiss and ride’. Now and then Rupert remembered the kiss, but mostly he was concerned with the time of the ride. When he decided to leave Martha for another woman he did so in the Audi. As a suburban wife she had been accustomed to having the use of the car, at least until the time Rupert would ring to say when and where he would like to be picked up. Now Martha is without a car in a location where the arrival of buses is very like the old joke about men – you wait for ages and three came at once. To get around she could certainly buy a serviceable hatchback, but she is trying to accumulate capital, not to spend it. For the time being she should open an account with a minicab company. Having had this thought she translates it into immediate action. She phones a minicab firm near the station. A voice speaking in an estuary English accent says that an account could indeed be arranged, but they were very sorry, but they must ask for a deposit of £40 to open the account. The voice does manage to sound sorry, so Martha orders one of their cabs to take her to the office. Martha expects a ‘minicab’ to be a small vehicle. What arrives is a smart black Mercedes with a driver who looks to be Pakistani. She had expected the cab office to be scruffy and smoke ridden, with some grasping member of staff asking for payment in cash. In fact the place is clean and tidy and there is behind the counter a sophisticated woman wearing a turquoise hijab, and a sophisticated face that goes with the voice she had spoken to on the phone. Right now she is dealing with the drivers on the radio, whilst at the same time giving Martha a contract document and a form to complete. In return for her card payment of £40 she is given a receipt printed with the name of M. Khan. ‘You’ll get an invoice from me at the end of every month. Can I send it to you by e mail?’ Martha agrees and offers her e mail address. ‘Mr Khan’s my dad. If you pay on time he’ll make sure you have good service. Just one thing. You don’t have a dog by any chance do you?’ ‘No, why?’ ‘Well some of the drivers won’t take dogs. If you ever need to take one with you in the cab, mention it when you ring the office and we’ll send you a driver who doesn’t mind.’ Martha is about to be dismissive about the very idea of travelling with a dog, until she has a sudden recollection of Pandora. ‘Yes I’ll do that’ Sheltered in Trowlock Road Martha now knows no immigrants by name, a complete contrast to her childhood in Lordship Lane, where she knew people from lots of different countries, including her dad. Martha wonders if this bright young woman speaking like a Londoner really comes from Pakistan. There is an easy way to find out. ‘’Scuse my asking, but were you born in London?’ ‘I don’t mind if you ask. No. I was born in Basildon’ This was said with a beguiling smile. The girl knew quite well what Martha was thinking.


Trying to sell stolen goods close to home is asking for trouble. Rather than fence some of the stolen goods she has accumulated, Martha decides to try to pawn the extravagant engagement ring that Rupert had bought years ago. She has found the addresses of some pawnbrokers in Clapham Junction. She chooses one that looks fairly discreet, in spite of the inevitable poster which proclaims ‘We buy gold! We buy silver!’ To her relief the interior looks more like a jeweller’s than her idea of a pawnshop. Even so she pauses at the door, feeling rather apprehensive, before she walks in. The assistant speaks to her comfortingly, rather like a vicar dealing with a girl in the family way. ‘Yes Madam, we can certainly advance you cash on this piece. I don’t suppose you have a receipt for its sale? No? That’s no problem, if you can show me some form of identity with your home address, and something like a credit card with a signature.’ These were the formalities Martha had expected. She produces her own entirely legitimate credit card, and a driving licence giving her address in Trowlock Road. The man behind the counter examines the licence and takes a look at Martha. ‘Yes that will be fine. I can advance you £500 today. The ring is of course worth more than that, if you should wish to sell it rather than pawn it for a time.’ ‘Thank you. Would you mind very much if I went away and thought about it.’ ‘Not at all madam. We want you to be happy about any arrangement you make with us.’ Martha walks into the street tucking the ring box into her handbag. She had been surprised at the amount the shop had been willing to lend. It is obvious that proof of her identity is the shop’s precaution against being sold stolen goods. It seems that she can fence some goods through pawnbrokers provided she makes a wide choice of suburbs. After visiting the pawnbroker she decides to try her luck selling the same ring to an antiques dealer. She catches a train to Richmond then makes her way to a huddle of small shops near The Green. The first place she visits is owned by a surly looking man who treats her desire to sell as though she were a beggar asking for change. He offers £200 cash, which is an insulting price. She says ‘no thank you’, and thinks, ‘you’ve got to be joking’ as she turns on her heels and head for the door, he mutters ‘just a minute’ but she has gone. In the next shop is a young woman who looks uncertain. She examines the ring carefully, then says ‘The owner of the shop is not here, and this ring is worth more than I’m allowed to offer on my own initiative. If you could possibly come back at a little after five he’ll be here to lock up, and he’ll give you a price. Or you could phone him. Here’s a business card.’ Martha thanks the woman and says that she’ll browse for a while. As she does, she scans a tray of cameo brooches on display, all of them quite low priced. One of the items in the collection looks a little dirty and uninspiring, but she is sure that it is more valuable than the rest. Clean and well presented Martha guesses it would retail for more than £350. She points out this hand made antique to the assistant, and takes a close look at it. She is tempted to try to steal it, but can’t see how. In any case she can sell it for an honest profit. Martha pays the sales assistant £75, walks across Richmond Bridge, finds a café, orders a coffee, and phones for a minicab.


At home Ruby is just about to finish the cleaning. The woodwork has the fresh smell of polish and she’d had the good sense to open most of the windows. ‘Hello Ruby, how’s your life? ‘No worse than usual ma’am.’ Some years before Ruby had progressed from calling her ‘Ma’am’ to saying ‘Mrs Walcott.’ Now that Rupert had left the household she had reverted to ‘Ma’am’. There was no way that she would call Martha by her Christian name; she would see that as impudence. ‘And how are you Ma’am?’ ‘I’m doing fine Ruby. I’m just trying to work out whether I want to stay in this house.’ ‘And will that man – this was her disparaging description of Rupert – and will that man let you keep the house? ‘Only if I can buy his half of it. The other half is mine already – but I don’t want to live in half a house.’ ‘This house is too big for one. You need to buy a small place or else get yourself another man.’ Martha has no intention of following that line of conversation. ‘How’s your family Ruby?’ ‘Full of trouble, but nothing too difficult. Serena has found herself another boy-friend, but this one seems to have a job. Dwain is just the same as ever, protesting about the rights of workers but never doing no work.’ Ruby tidies up the vacuum cleaner and dust-pan; she’s finished for the day. ‘I’m sorry I can’t give you a lift to the bus stop but Rupert went off taking the car with him.’ ‘That’s no problem. I just look forward to you getting a nice red sports coupé.’ Ruby stretches the word ‘coupé’ to match a rolling of the eyes and a hint of Deep South old retainer exaggeration. Then she puts on a cardigan and is gone.


Martha has showered and changed before the telephone rings. It is the house phone, so she expects it to be some business call for Rupert, but it is Ruth.


‘Hello mother.’


‘Hello darling, this is a nice surprise. Are you home early?’


‘It’s been a Baker day.’ Martha knew that Baker days were something to do with staff training.


‘Mother, I rang you three times on Wednesday. Have you changed your regular bridge evening?’ This question was a barely disguised interrogation. Ruth might just as well have asked ‘Where have you been?’ Martha puts on a tone of sweet innocence.


‘No dear, I had a date. I keep telling you to use my mobile number if you need me urgently.’ Ruth is discomforted, which is just what her mother intended.


‘No, no, it wasn’t urgent. I just wanted to be sure you were all right.’


‘I’m fine my love,’ said Martha, omitting to mention her start on a life of crime. ‘I’ve been to the solicitor to discuss the house, just as you suggested before I went to Holland.


‘And what did he say?’


‘He didn’t say much. Better than that, he listened.’


Ruth is oblivious to the hint. ‘So what happens next?’


‘Ruth, I’ve been away for ten days. Haven’t you asked your father about the house?’


‘He told me to mind my own business.’


‘And why do you think I’ll give you a different answer?’ There is a long silence, which Martha does nothing to halt. At last Ruth says,


‘Well then, will you tell me when there’s any news?’


‘There is some news. I’ve met a very friendly golden retriever.’


‘No, I meant about the house.’


‘I’ll tell you all there is to know, when I know it myself. How are James and the children?’ Now it is Ruth’s turn to defend domestic life against probing curiosity.


‘Oh, they’re fine. Though James has been flying in that micro-light’ James is Ruth’s husband. Martha rather admires his dramatic means of escape.


‘That’s exciting.’


‘But he talks endlessly about it.’


‘It’s probably better than talking about some other woman.’


‘Mother, you’re quite impossible.’


‘Sorry dear. I’ll try to do better next week. Must go now. Bye.’ Having put the phone down, Martha has a moment of regret. She isn’t certain whether she regrets her acid dialogue with Ruth, or possible mistakes in child rearing that has made her daughter so efficient but unsympathetic. ‘Must try harder’ she said to herself, but is not sure whether she is talking to herself or her absent daughter.
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Saturday June 25


After a morning of shopping for one and conscientiously tidying the garden, Martha decides that she will walk to Ham Gate, cross Richmond Park to the Dysart Arms, have a drink there then come home to watch a film from a neglected DVD collection. At Teddington Lock, she takes the footbridge across the river. In the lock is a river boat with rows of seats on the top deck. Most are occupied by Asian tourists, who are taking photographs of each other and the Thames. Martha recalled a day spent at Golden Gate Bridge when there were similar groups of tourists taking similar pictures. This Californian reverie is halted by something brushing against her legs. She looks down to see Dora’s enthusiastic doggy grin and vigorously waving tail. Jacob is slowly advancing up the steps of the footbridge. Martha is unsurprised, but still delighted. She wonders if her smile looks stupid. Consciously she changes her expression to one of mild pleasure. Jacob has no such qualms. He beams at Martha and says, ‘How should I greet thee?’ It is obviously a quotation; but one that Martha does not recognise.


‘By telling me who wrote the words.’


‘It was Lord Byron. It goes like this:


‘If I should meet thee


After long years,


How should I greet thee?


With silence and tears.’


I do hope that’s not too presumptuous?’


‘No, but it hardly fits. It was only yesterday when we first met. Besides it’s hardly a day for silence and tears, even if it is a bit grey. A pub room and a couple of beers would be more to the point.’


‘Is that an invitation?’ Martha has never been coy; it was a trait Rupert had often desired but she was quite unable to supply.


‘Do you mind going in the public bar? They’ll let Dora in there.


‘The public bar will suit me fine’


Jacob walks to the table carefully, carrying a tray. On it there are two beers and a bowl of water for Pandora, which he is careful not to spill. The bowl is placed on the floor, and there is a fusillade of slurping.


‘You said your wife had been a nun?’


‘Yes, the community called her Sister Jude. Her real name was Leonora.’


‘So how did you meet?’ ‘The convent had wood-worm in some of the chapel choir stalls. I was asked to restore them. Leonora was the nun who dealt with that kind of business for her community. She came one day to watch me at work. And then another day. And on a third day she came with a mug of tea and we got talking about beliefs.


‘What did you say?’


‘That God is the name we give to goodness. That many people want goodness to be magic. It isn’t enough for them that a man like Jesus gave insight or teaching or example, they must demand that he is miraculous. I don’t hold with miracles – at least not the kind that raises Lazarus, or Jesus for that matter.’


‘What kind of miracles do you accept?’


‘The kind where a nun comes with a mug of tea for the workman and ends up marrying him.’ There follows a communicative silence.


‘You were happy?’


‘More happy than I could ever have imagined. We freed each other from shackles.’


‘I can see that being a nun might seem shackled.’


‘No, they weren’t Leo’s shackles. She had been abused as a child. Not physically abused, just crushed by endless comparisons with a brother that her parents insisted was superior in every way. She couldn’t bear to talk about her parents. The convent did require obedience, but it also gave her a life without destructive criticism, and it used some of the talents she had. It was much better than the torment she had endured, but maybe not as good as being free of rules and wanted.’


‘You were free to marry her?’


‘I was a hermit, a bachelor, content to cut with the grain, glad to plane wood rather than be a scholar.’


‘Where was all this?’


‘Where? That’s an interesting question. Not why, not when, but where. The place I ran away from was Cambridge University. I had been clever student, but the more I progressed, the more I knew I did not belong. The convent was quite near here. I was living in my widowed mother’s house. Mum was dying; I believe I was a comfort to her. She met Leo, told me to marry her, and died just before we wed. In her will she left the house to me, and the money to my sister Anne who lives in Western Australia. Leo and I planned to live in the house whilst we looked for another. We stayed there for sixteen years, until -’


‘Until Leonora died.’


‘A heart attack, on holiday, in the Shetland Islands, miles from anywhere. Now tell me how you come to be here.


‘I was brought up in a flat over the shop. Plasky and Son, the best greengrocer in Lordship Lane. I went to the local girls’ grammar school, but I didn’t like it much, so I left after doing my ‘O’ levels and went to work for H Samuel the Jewellers, as a sales assistant. They were good to me, and I learnt a lot about jewellery and how to sell to customers, but I developed the ambition to work in an independent shop. After a while I got taken on by Hugh Dacre, who had an antiques business in Shepherd Market. Before long I got the chance to buy antiques in house sales. I was really happy there until one day Rupert came along looking for a demi-lune table for his hall. He decided he wanted me as well as the table. I wasn’t sure I wanted him, but I was 28 and my mother kept telling me I was on the shelf, so eventually I married him. He promised me a romantic honeymoon in India. In fact but I spent a lot of it making polite conversation to wives of his clients in Delhi and Calcutta. I tried to be the kind of wife he wanted. I was smart and confident with his clients, but what he really wanted was a good listener, so that he could be a good talker. He didn’t want me to work for a living, but I agreed to stop only if I could have a half share in the house. To be fair, Rupert was good with the children, and he wasn’t mean. When he did run off with this marketing assistant I think he was probably as bored as I was. At any rate we’ve just got divorced without any blood on the carpet, and he’ll sell me his share of the house, or would if I can find a way of paying off the mortgage.’


‘What are you going to do now?’


‘I might take up a life of crime.’


‘What kind of crime?’


‘If you want to know more you’ll have to come home for dinner.’


‘Dinner would be delightful. When?


‘How about this evening?’


‘Really? No-one has ever invited me to dinner before, at least not since I fled from Cambridge.’


Jacob and Pandora arrive at the front door.


‘Come in. If you haven’t brought dog food then your friend will have to eat tinned frankfurters.’


‘I did bring dog food.’


As for you, will penne carbonara do?’


‘Is that what you had planned for yourself?’


‘Yes, and all I need to do is add a bit more pasta. I’ve more salad than I know what to do with. Come in the kitchen and sit on that stool.’


Jacob does as he is bidden. Pandora curls up on a rug, and settles down to snooze.


‘Can you talk and cook?’


‘I can certainly talk and cook pasta.’


‘So tell me about your life of crime.’


‘Well I will, but not until I know your name.’


‘Jacob Ravendale.’


‘Well Jacob Ravendale, the story begins like this.’ Martha tells all that has happened, starting with the act of picking wrong case at the carousel. Jacob listens to the whole story, without interruption. When Martha finishes he says,


‘As I see it, your problem is to find someone to buy the jewels you have stolen for a decent profit?’


‘Exactly.’ There is silence. The second hand of the kitchen clock jerks round for a couple of circuits. Martha wonders if Jacob is about to try to steer her back to the paths of righteousness. She is taken by surprise when he puts the next question. ‘What kind of profit do you expect to make?’


‘I don’t know. I hoped to make £500 a week on average.’


‘What would £500 of jewels sell for?’


‘A lot depends on the location of the dealer. Perhaps £1000, possibly more.’


‘So you’re hoping to steal more than £1000 of jewels a week?’


‘Why more than £1000.’


‘Because you’ll have costs to meet. You said that Hugh Dacre owned the business?’


‘Yes, that’s right. His father had started it, but Hugh took over when he was about 40 years old.


’Was the shop his only source of income?’


‘I think he had investments as well. Maybe he inherited them. What are you driving at?’


‘I run a joinery business. I pay myself £25000 a year. I couldn’t afford to live in Kingston if I hadn’t inherited the house, with no mortgage to pay. How much did Hugh Dacre pay you in 1985?’


‘About £12,000 a year – that was good money then.’


‘Exactly. What I’m saying is that stealing jewels doesn’t look like a reliably profitable line of business. When you were at Dacre’s, did you know of any jewellers that went bust?’


‘You mean specialists, people dealing in quality items?’


‘Yes, that’s what I mean.’


‘Two or three went out of business. I particularly remember Lubin’s.’


‘Why is that?’


‘Because old man Lubin was swindled by his son in law. It destroyed the family as well as the business. I recall buying a lot of the old man’s stock – that which hadn’t been nicked by his son in law. I gave him the best price I could.’


‘Did you like old man Lubin?’


‘Yes, I did. He was like my dad, always teaching me things, and treating me as if I was bright.’


‘And did you tell me he was ruined by a jewel thief?’


There’s a silence for a minute or two. Presently Martha says, ‘If you want Parmensan or pepper you’ll find the on that shelf next to you.’ Then she drains the penne in a colander, stirs in the carbonara mix and invites Jacob to take the side salad to the table. She divides the food onto two warm plates, and brings it to the table.


‘Would you like wine or another beer?’


‘Tap-water would be my natural choice.’ Martha brings two glasses of water, and they start to eat.


‘What do you think I should do?’


‘Deal in jewels and antiques, but ones that you’ve paid for. Or else accept that there will be some people made miserable by your jewel thefts.’


‘Well I did ask.’


‘So you did. I wonder why you did.’


‘Because I wanted you to tell me that it was all right – that stealing jewels was just a lark.’


‘I’m sorry if I’ve disappointed you.’


‘Don’t be sorry my duck. There’s no future in telling me lies, not even sweet little lies.’ Martha clears away the plates.


‘Coffee?’


‘May I have tea?’ They sit down in arm chairs, with the dog stretched out between them.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘I am wondering whether I should give up this whole idea of jewel theft.’


‘It seems to me that you are not the kind of person who likes being told what to do. Still less what not to do.’


‘But what if I want to know your opinion?’


‘Then you must ask for it.’ The sense of loneliness she has experienced from her days of theft prompts Martha to ask his opinion.


‘I think you’ve chosen to steal antiques as a kind of game. You say you’re life of crime is a means to an end, but I’m not convinced you really want the end. The thought in my head is ‘Does Martha really want the house or does she want to show Rupert that she can manage to meet his challenge?’


‘It’s a lovely house.’


‘Yes, but does it meet your needs? I mean your needs as a place to live, not as a square on the Monopoly board. Then there’s the problem of your victims. You may think you are stealing from the rich to give to the poor, but it looks to me as if you may steal from all kinds of people to pay for a house in Teddington. Jacob eventually continues. ‘I think it would be a good idea if we went to Shepherd Market.’


‘Together?’


‘I can get Maisie to look after Dora.’


‘And what would do we when we got there?’


‘See what Dacre’s is like now. You can search the internet first to see if they are still in business. Then we could find some other jewellers to see if they are interested in buying what you have to sell.’


‘When could we do this?’


‘Monday, if you like. I was going to spend a day in the workshop, but the job will keep. Suppose we meet at half past ten’


‘Where?’


‘I’ve got an old van I use for work. I could come here in that. It’s no transport for a lady.’ Martha finds the cue irresistible. ‘My ole man, sez follow the van and don’t dilly dally on the way.’ Jacob joins in. They finish with the rousing exit line:


‘You can’t trust the specials like the old time coppers when you don’t know you’re way ‘ome.’ ‘So I’ll meet you here on Monday morning.’ They take the cups into the kitchen.


Thank you for dinner. And for trusting me.’ He hooks the lead on Pandora’s collar, and they walk to the door. Martha goes to the door with them, regretting his departure.


‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’ And so saying, kisses her gently on the cheek. When they have gone Martha slips out of the front door and looks down the length of Trowlock Road. Man and dog are disappearing into the shadows by the riverside.
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Monday June 27


On Monday morning Martha wonders what she should wear. She talks to herself in the voice of an agony aunt. ‘I’m going to Mayfair with a man I hardly know to ferret out information so I can fence some jewels I’ve stolen. What is the correct attire for this occasion?’ Martha grins at the prospect of sending this message to one of the newspaper fashion columnists. Her own choice is a dark blue sweater over a pink blouse, with a smartly cut pair of trousers and low heeled shoes made for serious walking. On the way to Victoria she asks Jacob about Leonora.


 


‘Was it her choice to call herself Leo?’


‘She quite liked Leonora as a name, but disliked being called Nora, which is what she got at school, and from her brother.’


‘Is he still alive?’


‘No. I never met him.’


‘Did he know that Leo had married.?’


‘Yes. We invited him to the wedding, but he didn’t come. I think he was unwell by then. I don’t think he was an unpleasant man. Unhappy though, according to Leo. Perhaps he was as much a victim of family ambitions as Leo.’


‘Was it was you that first called her Leo?’


‘It was. Leonora seemed such a mouthful, and she rather liked Leo.’ They take the tube to Green Park, then head from Piccadilly to Shepherd Market. Dacre’s has changed hands and is now called ‘The Cheek of Night’. Martha has with her the extravagant engagement ring bought by Rupert, and the cameo brooch, which has now been cleaned and restored. She compares these items to those for sale in ‘The Cheek of Night.’ None of the items in the shop window carry anything as uncouth as a price. They examine two other shops that sell jewellery and antiques. One looks promising. It is severely painted in white with black trimming and carries the name ‘Sceptre’ in Roman lettering. The range of goods displayed includes antiques and well chosen second hand pieces. Martha suggests that she investigates this shop whilst Jacob looks for other promising outlets. She enters and is at once greeted by a woman smartly dressed in a business suit.


‘Good morning madam, may I help you?’


‘Good morning. I have two items I wish to sell. One, I think, matches your range of stock. The other may not interest you.’


‘You have them with you?’


‘Yes, is it convenient to show you them now?’


‘One moment please. Hazel, would you be kind enough to look after the shop whilst I use the office?’


Hazel turns out to be a raven haired beauty in her twenties. She smiles at Martha and says ‘Good morning’ in a soft Scots accent.


The older woman shows Martha into the back office. ‘My name is Joanne Hepworth; I’m the shop manager.’


‘And I’m Martha Plasky. These are the items I wish to sell.’ Martha produces the diamond engagement ring and the cameo brooch. Mrs Hepworth uses a jeweller’s eyeglass to examine both. ‘You are quite right. We could well sell the ring in this shop. The proprietor also has an antique shop in a village called Corbridge. The cameo brooch would fit their display nicely. I could offer you something in the range of £400 to £600 for the ring. The brooch has some antique value, but I can offer only £50 for it. I would need evidence of your ownership of the ring. For an item bought for less than £100 we usually take ownership on trust – they are not worth dishonest handling. To tell the truth you might get a better price for it by selling in a specialist auction.’


‘The ring was bought for me as an engagement present nearly thirty years ago. I don’t have access to a receipt, but it has been listed as a valuable in an insurance policy, and I know where it was bought. I’d like to go away and think about your offer. If I accept it I can produce some evidence of ownership. The brooch I think I’ll keep. I’m very grateful for your advice’. ‘You’re very welcome. May I offer you my business card?’


 


Martha walks to the door, which Hazel opens for her. Then she walks down the street and finds Jacob.


‘What next Martha?’


‘Let’s go for a coffee.’


They find an espresso place nearby, and sit waiting for their coffees to arrive. Before they come, a large man in a powder blue jacket appears and sits himself at the same table.


‘I do hope you guys don’t mind me interrupting, but you sound as though you belong round here.’ The man is plainly an American from South of the Mason-Dixon line. Jacob tries to look amiable.


‘It depends what you mean by ‘round here.’ I’m not from London I’m afraid.’


‘But I am’, said Martha, ‘Is there some way we can help?’ ‘My daddy was here during the war, and he said he used to go to a pub called ‘The Sherlock Holmes.’ Now I’ve looked in Baker Street and around but I can’t find ‘The Sherlock Holmes.’


Google should have found it for you,’ said Martha.


‘To tell the truth I don’t much care for computers. Back home I bake cakes for a living, and I leave all the business stuff to my daughter.’


‘Well I know where to find one Sherlock Holmes pub. Did your father ever mention anywhere it was near?’


‘He said it was not far from the river – does that make sense?’


‘It certainly does. You’re probably looking for ‘The Sherlock Holmes’ in Northumberland Street, It’s close by Charing Cross. The pub is full of mementoes of Sherlock Holmes.’


‘But Holmes did live in Baker Street?’


‘That’s where Conan Doyle put him.’


‘You mean he wasn’t real?’


‘I’m afraid not. Just a fictional private investigator like Philip Marlowe.’ The American is fascinated. ‘You know ma’am you speak pretty English, just like the voices on the radio.’


‘Thank you. I learned to speak that way when I worked in a shop.’


‘You learned to speak that way? Were your folks from abroad?’


‘Well my dad came from Belgium as a child, but he spoke English pretty much like my mum, and she was a cockney. Have you ever seen ‘My Fair Lady’?’


‘I sure have, hasn’t everybody? ‘You know the way Eliza Dolittle sings ‘Wouldn’t it be luvverly’?’


‘She’s the flower girl that Professor Higgins teaches.?’


‘Well my ole cock, that’s the way I used to speak. Just like they does in the Old Kent Road.’ The American looks stunned at this virtuoso switch. The coffees arrive.


‘Here let me pay for these. And can I get an Americano?’ Then, confidingly, he asks Martha, in a whisper that could be heard in Park Lane,


‘Tell me, do you speak Cockney to your husband?.’


It is obvious that the American has taken Jacob to be Martha’s husband. Jacob is about to attempt to explain. Martha forestalls him.


‘I don’t have a husband.’


‘O my. I’ve just put my big fat foot right in it. By the way, my name’s Robert, as in Robert E Lee.’ His coffee arrives, and Robert pays the waiter. Jacob can see the day getting a little out of hand.


‘You need to catch the tube – I imagine you’d call it the subway – to Oxford Circus, and then go on the Bakerloo line to Charing Cross. When you get to Charing Cross ask someone working there to tell you the way to ‘The Sherlock Holmes.’ Robert drains his coffee, and takes the hint.


‘It’s been a real pleasure to meet you folks. Now I’ll go to the subway and get myself to Oxford Circus.’


‘It’s the very next stop after Bond Street.’


‘Goodbye, and thank you again.’ Bob’s exit is a little theatrical, but he does head towards Bond Street tube. After he’d disappeared from view, Jacob explodes with laughter.


‘Tell me my dear, what kind of accent do you use to address your husband?’ Martha looks a little wistful. ‘It was true you know.’
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