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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.
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            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 10himself 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 11bobbed 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 12small.’ 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?’
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            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. 14Somewhere 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 15grounds 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, 16getting 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 17to 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 18bedroom 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 19accented, 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.
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            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. 21

         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 22have 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 23and 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?’ 24

         ‘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!’ 25

         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 26into 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 27standing 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 28up 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.
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            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. 30

         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 31shake 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?’ 32

         ‘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.’ 33

         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.’ 34

         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 35that 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 36back, 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. 37

         ‘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?’ 38

         ‘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 39in 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.’
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            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, 41an 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.

         School was a strict, no-nonsense place and I loved it. I boarded during term time but the long summer holidays were a problem. Brian only came home on alternate Christmases. I had nowhere to go.

         It was another cousin, Cordelia, who saved me. Brian had contacted her, and although she had never met my mother, she’d offered to take me in. I was 42welcome to spend my holidays with her, in Devon.

         He drove me down to Totnes and made the introductions. I was seven years old and amazed: Cordelia had hair just like mine. Not red – brown streaked with grey – but wild and curly, and she wore it in a great mass down her back, with no attempt to tame it, part it, or make it behave. I think I loved her on sight. She wore colourful skirts and dangling earrings and was unlike anyone I’d ever seen before. She looked deep into my eyes as she extended a long, bony hand to shake mine.

         ‘You’re an old soul,’ she told me gently. Overawed, I’d gone quiet, and she smiled. ‘You are a solemn little thing. When is your birthday?’ I managed to tell her and she nodded wisely. ‘That accounts for it, then. You’re a Capricorn. Did you know that Capricorns are born old and get younger?’

         ‘Still into the mumbo-jumbo, I see,’ Brian muttered.

         Cordelia smiled. ‘If you mean astrology, Brian,’ she responded, entirely without rancour, ‘the answer’s yes.’

         Cordelia ran a little shop in Totnes, that thriving centre of what used to be called the New Age, right at the top of Fore Street. The shop was a place of wonder for me, draped with silk scarves and coloured shawls, crystals dangling on strings in the windows, sculptures of dragons and unicorns. The wooden counter was divided into compartments filled with beads. Cordelia would thread them on to silver pins to make earrings, or string them into necklaces and hang them on black velvet on the wall. She would let me do it too, playing with glass beads from India that glowed rich colours when I held them to the light; some as large as conkers, others as small 43as seeds, some silver and gold or painted and carved. I would play with this treasure for hours, watching the shop whilst Cordelia gave consultations in a little room behind a curtain at the back, for people who wanted their astrological charts interpreted, or their tarot cards read.

         The opening hours of the shop were hit and miss. If she had no consultations booked and the weather was good, Cordelia would hang the closed sign on the door and we’d hop on a bus that would take us over the South Hams or to the Otter Valley, or up on to Dartmoor, where we’d get out and walk miles, squelching our way in our sturdy walking boots across boggy ground, clambering rocky tors or splashing through frolicking streams, striding over the hills with a packed lunch in a backpack. It was Cordelia who gave me my love of the moor, of wild places.

         In the evenings, if we’d been shut in the shop all day, she’d build a fire in a small brazier in her tiny back garden and we’d sit there in the dark and eat our supper and she would point out stars and tell me stories of all the places she’d visited, and of all the places she intended to go. She took me along with her to yoga classes, circle dancing, t’ai chi, vibrational healing and anything else that she happened to be going to. I was too young to understand what the hell was going on, but I had fun and I met some fascinating people.

         I stayed with Cordelia every holiday until I left school for university. And the sad thing was, looking back on it, that by the time I was old enough to really understand all the things that she had to teach, I was no longer interested. My education had made me too sensible, too 44rational, to be taken in by her New Age philosophies. I felt I’d outgrown her, that I was more sophisticated. She was just an old hippy. I had begun, tragically, to mock her.

         It was ironic that someone who’d back-packed solo around some of the most dangerous places in the world should lose her life through a moment’s inattention crossing a Totnes street. Brian was not able to make it back from the Far East for her funeral, but sent flowers. Later on, I discovered that he’d tried to induce my grandfather to attend, as on many occasions in the past he’d tried to persuade him to meet me. After all, Cordelia was his family too. He’d refused. But all her friends were there and the church was packed.

         She owned almost nothing. The shop and flat were rented and she was behind with the rent. I believe Brian paid her debts. Her amber earrings and a few books were almost all she had, and these she left to me. She was the nearest thing I had to a mother. I miss her every day of my life.
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            CHAPTER FIVE

         

         ‘Receiving stolen goods, you said,’ I reminded Ricky, spearing a garlic mushroom.

         He and Morris had invited me out to lunch, ostensibly to thank me for helping them out with The Wizard of Oz costumes, but really because they wanted to find out how I’d got on with Old Nick the day before. I didn’t object. Three-course Sunday lunch in the traditional country comfort of The Church House Inn at Holne is not something I can afford myself, and was worth trading for a little tittle-tattle.

         ‘It was a long time ago,’ Ricky responded thoughtfully, ‘must be thirty years.’ 46

         Morris nodded as he chewed carefully on a bread roll. ‘Whilst he was inside, his missus ran off.’

         Ricky was nodding frantically, his mouth too full of crab cake to speak.

         ‘She went to live with a sister, I think.’ With a napkin, Morris carefully dabbed a droplet of scarlet soup from his tie. ‘The girl would have been about fifteen by then.’

         Ricky was able to speak at last. ‘And there was a boy, a bit younger.’

         I mulled this over. During my day working for Nick I’d asked him if he had any family, just making conversation, and he’d said no, he had none. None he wanted to talk about, obviously.

         At that moment the waiter arrived to take away our first course and enquire if everything had been satisfactory. It had. When he’d carried away the plates, Ricky could contain himself no longer. ‘So, how d’you get on yesterday?’

         I hesitated. Something odd had happened and I wasn’t sure how much I should tell.

         Things had gone well to begin with; Nick had shown me some items he wanted to sell at auction: the cellaret and an exquisite little writing desk on slender legs, its doors inlaid with marquetry roses. Nick told me it was eighteenth century.

         ‘See, it is beautiful, even on back? It not meant to stand against wall,’ he told me, ‘but in middle of room, pride of place − in lady’s room. Is called bonheur du jour,’ he added, speaking very carefully.

         ‘Bonheur du jour,’ I tried to translate, using my schoolgirl French, which is hazy to say the least. ‘A good hour of the day?’ 47

         Nick chuckled. ‘A daily delight,’ he corrected me. Behind the doors were rows of tiny drawers, and behind one of these, he showed me, a secret one. ‘Here she keep her love letters, eh?’

         I wanted to search for secret drawers in all the furniture then, but it was time to get to work. I began the job of polishing the cellaret, first washing it down with a solution of a special soap and buffing it dry with a soft cotton cloth, which quickly became filthy as I removed a century of grime. Then I got to work with the beeswax, Nick watching me like a hawk to make sure I always worked with the grain of the wood, never against. He had taken off its brass handles and was sitting in an old armchair with half the stuffing hanging out, polishing them, not with metal polish, but with salt and vinegar, scrubbing at the intricate design with a child’s toothbrush.

         ‘Is this bonheur du jour valuable?’ I asked.

         He made a hand gesture: so-so. I got the feeling he didn’t want to tell me its real value and I made a mental note to look on the Internet when I got home and see if I could find a valuation website for antique furniture.

         ‘You do good job, Juno,’ Nick said approvingly. ‘See how the wood begin to glow now?’

         Suddenly, the doorbell sounded its death rattle, followed by an aggressive banging on the side door. Nick looked taken aback, as if he wasn’t expecting anyone, and then gave me an uncertain glance. ‘I see who is. You stay here, Juno,’ he said and shuffled out to answer the door.

         I’d been kneeling on the floor for some time and decided to use the interruption to stand up, stretch and relieve the pins and needles in my legs. Wondering if the visitor might 48be the rather interesting Paul, I tiptoed painfully to the storeroom door and took a sly squint into the corridor.

         It wasn’t him. The man standing in the doorway was shorter, powerful-looking, with blonde hair cropped very short, emphasising sharp cheekbones and small ears set so flat against his skull they gave him an alien, almost android, appearance. He was speaking to Nick with an urgent, hushed intensity, not in English, but something that sounded Slavic or Balkan. Nick was responding in soothing, conciliatory tones. The stranger wasn’t happy.

         It was no good my trying to eavesdrop and it was none of my business anyway. I was just moving away from the door to go back to my work when I unleashed a mighty sneeze. It must have been the dust I’d raised with all that polishing. The conversation by the door cut short and swift steps thumped down the corridor. I retreated to the cellaret as if I’d never left it, just as the door was flung open.

         The stranger blocked the doorway, staring at me from eyes that were iceberg blue, and just as cold.

         ‘Hello,’ I said weakly and gave a little wave with my polishing cloth. He didn’t move but continued his icy glare, silent and hostile. I felt frost crackling down my spine and suppressed a shiver. Nick was hastily shuffling down the corridor, making soothing noises. He appeared in the doorway and began talking. The stranger never took his eyes from mine, except once to demand something of Nick and jerk his thumb forcefully in my direction. He was wearing gloves, I noticed, black leather gloves. I couldn’t understand the conversation that ensued but I got the general gist. He wanted to know who I was and what 49the hell I was doing there. Once he spoke to me directly, aggressively demanding something. I shook my head and shrugged. I think he was trying to trick me into a response, to assure himself that I didn’t speak his language, that I could not have understood the conversation I’d overheard. It might have been in Transylvanian, for all I knew.

         He spoke again, taking a step towards me, jabbing the air with his gloved fist. I can’t say I didn’t feel threatened, because I did: he was compact, strong and muscular, and together with his belligerent attitude and ice-zombie stare, seemed like a man who could do me damage and wouldn’t think twice about it. I named him Vlad. I was considering the broken leg of a nearby chair as a weapon to smash over his skull if he invaded my space any further, but Nick managed to calm him down, talking to him in hushed, conciliatory tones, and coaxed him upstairs.

         I went back to my polishing, trying to ignore the loud voices I could hear from the room above, and concentrate on the job. About twenty minutes later Nick’s visitor came thundering down the stairs.

         ‘Nice knowing you,’ I muttered, thinking he was on his way out.

         But then the door into the storeroom crashed open again and he stood in the doorway, scowling. I rose to my feet and held his stare, determined not to be intimidated, not to look away first. After a few moments he muttered something that sounded like a curse and swung out, slamming the door into the street behind him.

         I noticed he had been carrying a small cardboard box under one arm. I’d have loved to have known what was in it. 50

         Nick was hurrying down the stairs by then. ‘Is everything OK?’ I asked.

         ‘Yes … of course!’ he answered breathlessly, but he looked flustered, and seemed anxious to reassure me, taking my hand and patting it. ‘My friend, he get excited. Is nothing.’

         ‘He didn’t seem to like my being here.’

         ‘Is nothing. No worry.’

         I could tell he was uneasy. I felt a little shaken myself.

         ‘We finish today, Juno − more another time, yes?’ He pulled a fat roll of banknotes from his cardigan pocket and began to peel them off.

         ‘That’s far too much …’ I began but he hushed me, pushing them into my hand.

         ‘You work hard, Juno.’ He hesitated and then glanced at me slyly. ‘My friend … you forget you saw him, yes?’

         ‘If you want,’ I told him. ‘But he’s none of my business, you don’t have to bribe me.’

         ‘No. No. You keep!’ he insisted. ‘I see you another day.’

         ‘I need to look in my diary.’

         ‘Yes, yes. You ring me,’ he nodded, and couldn’t hustle me towards the door fast enough.

         
             

         

         ‘So, you never found out who he was?’ Ricky asked, tucking into his Eton Mess.

         We’d got through the sea bass, baby spinach and crushed potatoes by then. Morris and I were on to the crème brûlée.

         ‘Nick’s visitor?’ I shook my head.

         ‘Are you going to work for Nick again?’

         ‘I think so. He’s got tons more stuff that he wants me 51to clean for him, things he wants to send to auction.’

         ‘Why doesn’t he open his shop? I’d love a poke around in there.’ Morris was an enthusiastic collector of teapots. The dresser in the breakfast room contained an army of them, all pointing in the same direction, spouts to attention.

         ‘I think he’s tired. Just doesn’t want the bother of it. I’m giving him Chloe Berkeley-Smythe’s slot on a Wednesday afternoon until she comes back from her cruise. After that we’ll have to see.’

         ‘Don’t get too involved with him, Juno.’ Morris wagged a finger at me. ‘You don’t want to get mixed up in anything dodgy.’

         I should have taken his advice. But back then I didn’t know then how dodgy things were going to get.
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            CHAPTER SIX

         

         Verbena Clarke is not my favourite client. She lives in an expensive barn conversion on the Widecombe road, at a place where the countryside around begins to change. The trees thin out, the land opens up on either side as the hedgerows give way, replaced by grass verges and low, drystone walls. In the distance the green firs of a Forestry Commission plantation turn the horizon into a dark and spiky line. This is not yet the moor proper, but the land has lost the lush softness of the valley below. It has grown harder. Still beautiful, it has sharper edges, as if the moor’s underlying granite is trying to push up from beneath. 53

         I parked the van by the side of the road. Mrs Clarke does not allow me to drive in through her gates and park in her courtyard next to her Porsche and her Range Rover. She says my vehicle is an eyesore. So I park it a hundred yards down the road, on the grass verge, where I’m certain she cannot avoid seeing it from the windows of her studio; although this small satisfaction is no compensation for having to stump back down the road in wet and windy weather.

         Only a tantalising glimpse of the barn is visible, hidden, as it is, behind a high wall. Only as I come around the granite gatepost into the courtyard, is it possible to appreciate the beauty of the building, old walls and oak beams wedded seamlessly to modern screens of glass. Mrs Clarke is a design consultant, and what she has created from a cluster of derelict farm buildings is remarkable. Rumour has it – and by rumour, you understand, I mean Ricky and Morris – that there is an ex-husband lurking in the background, an ageing rock star, who stumped up the money for the barn development as a pay-off for dumping Verbena and her teenage girls and running off with a younger version.

         To my surprise there was another vehicle parked beside the Porsche, an old lorry, surely not smart enough, I thought peevishly, to be permitted entrance to the courtyard. The tailgate was down and I peered nosily into the inside. It was empty. The front door of the barn was flung open, but I didn’t know whether something was coming out, or something had just gone in. I got the answer when I stepped into the glass atrium and found a large, old-fashioned dresser, unattended, and blocking 54most of the hall. I called out a yoo-hoo as I squeezed my way past.

         The lovely Mrs Clarke was sitting in the living room with a visitor. At least, with her halo of soft blonde hair and big blue eyes, she would be lovely, if she didn’t have an irritating Home Counties schoolgirl accent and was so resolutely unsmiling. I couldn’t help noticing that the visitor, presumably, judging from the overalls he wore, the man who had just delivered the dresser, was clutching a mug of coffee. Over the last two years I have worked two hours every week for Mrs Clarke, trudging in from the road where she makes me park in all weathers, and I have never been offered a cup of coffee, tea or any other form of refreshment.

         ‘Hello!’ The visitor hailed me in a loud and cheery voice. He was a pleasant-looking, elderly man, and judging from his loud voice, possibly deaf.

         Mrs Clarke cast a look over her shoulder. ‘Oh. Juno,’ she greeted me in a desultory tone. ‘Bedrooms.’ Having given me my instructions, she wasted no more words on me, and turned back to her visitor.

         ‘Aren’t you joining us for coffee?’ the visitor asked.

         A questioning glance at Verbena’s stiffened countenance told me that I wasn’t paid to waste my time on pleasantries and I’d better get my ass up the stairs. ‘’Fraid not!’ I told him and beat it up the staircase.

         ‘Shame!’ he said. As I reached the landing, I heard him enquire loudly, ‘Who’s the Titian-haired beauty?’ Despite my ears being on stalks I only caught the end of her reply: ‘cleaning woman’. She might as well have said ‘serf’. Perhaps she’d like it branded on my forehead so future 55visitors would appreciate my lowly status and not attempt to engage me in conversation.

         In the master suite I found the most pleasant member of the Clarke family, Perdita the pedigree Persian, stretched out on the bed. She rolled around luxuriously, showing off her gorgeous fluffy tummy and allowing me to adore her. I suspect that Perdita was only purchased because she looks so fabulous reclining on the furniture, although if she keeps bringing in dead voles and chewed-up baby rabbits from outside, she may well find she’s on borrowed time.

         When I’d finished in the master suite, with its white-marble bathroom, there were two more for me to clean. Frankly, I think Verbena’s teenage offspring should be made to clean their own bedrooms’ en suite. Picking up dirty knickers and grubbing long hair out of the shower plughole with a bent paper clip is character-building stuff.

         By the time I’d finished, and came downstairs, the dresser was in situ in the breakfast room and Verbena’s cheery visitor had obviously been gone for some time. Verbena was standing before her new purchase, considering the exact placement of a piece of chunky pottery. When she saw me, she reached reluctantly for her leather wallet. Every time she pays me, she goes through the same ritual, a sigh and a little shake of the head, as if I’m bankrupting her.

         One day I pointed out to her that I cost a lot less than the plumber she’d just cheerfully handed over a wad of cash to for ten minutes’ work. She had replied, somewhat reproachfully, that a plumber is a qualified professional with 56specialist skills. I didn’t argue, just suggested that the next time she blocked up her waste disposal, she sent for me.

         
             

         

         Afterwards I called on Maisie. They say that dogs and their owners look alike but this is not the case with Jacko and Maisie. Jacko is a bristly barrel of coarse fur on four short legs, an incompatible mixture of nasty terriers. I can’t walk him with other dogs because he’s a psychopath. Maisie, with her apricot curls and button black eyes, resembles a poodle more than anything else. She’s ninety-four, and my job for her is to shop, walk her dog, fetch prescriptions and occasionally, clean. It’s a flexible arrangement.

         Her cottage is in Brook Lane, so called because of the Ashburn, a little tributary of the River Dart that slides sneakily under much of the town, emerges here and there to show itself as a tiny rill running along a ditch beside the road. It was possible to reach Maisie’s gate only by stepping on a tiny bridge made from an old flagstone. Hers is one of just four cottages in the lane, and like many roads in country towns, once past the last house the tarmac degrades into a rough track, leading between fields.

         Maisie was sitting on the cottage floor when I walked inside, her back propped up against the sofa, her little legs stretched out before her. I could see the soles of her pink sheepskin slippers, shiny with wear.

         ‘Hello, lovey!’ she sang out cheerily.

         ‘What are you doing down there?’ I kicked Jacko away as he ran forward, barking shrilly, and tried to hump my leg. ‘Have you had a fall?’

         ‘I skidded on a teabag.’ She pointed towards the culprit, 57squashed damply on her kitchen lino. It was one of several littering the area around her overflowing pedal bin. I knelt down beside her. ‘When was this?’

         ‘Oh, an hour ago or so.’

         ‘Have you hurt yourself?’

         ‘No!’ She began laughing like a pixie. ‘I just couldn’t get up, so I shuffled me old bum over here against the sofa to see if I could pull meself up on the seat, but I can’t quite manage it. Hopeless, I am!’

         ‘Heave-ho, then!’ I grabbed her little hands, blue-veined and skeletal as claws, and pulled her up on to her sofa. She weighed next to nothing. ‘Why are you still in your dressing gown? Hasn’t the girl from the agency been?’ It was close on twelve o’clock and an agency carer was supposed to come in between eight and nine each morning to help Maisie bathe and dress. She had difficulty getting her old bones going in the morning and if someone didn’t give her breakfast, she’d forget to eat. She’d happily go through the day on a diet of tea and biscuits if I let her get away with it.

         ‘Not yet,’ she answered, unconcerned, ‘but she comes a different time every morning. And it’s not always her. Sometimes it’s another one.’

         ‘I’ll make you a cup of tea.’ It wouldn’t be the carer’s fault she was late. I’d worked briefly for a care agency and I knew the timetable was impossible.

         ‘What do you want for breakfast?’ I picked up soggy and dried-out teabags from around the kitchen floor. ‘You’re not very good at lobbing these in the bin, are you?’

         ‘No,’ she admitted happily. ‘I’ll have a piece of toast.’

         I popped a slice in the toaster, bagged up the rubbish and took it outside. By the time I’d returned and put a 58fresh liner in the bin, the toast had popped up and Maisie had used her remote to switch on the television news. ‘Who’s that?’ she pointed at the screen. ‘He’s always on, I don’t like him.’

         I glanced over my shoulder at the television as I spread the butter. ‘That’s the foreign secretary, Maisie.’

         ‘Wanker!’ she pronounced darkly.

         I paused in mid-spread. ‘What do you want on this toast?’

         ‘Oh, I don’t mind.’

         ‘We’ll make it marmalade, then.’

         I don’t know what the foreign secretary was talking about, but he caused Maisie to nod wisely and declare, ‘Bad blood will out.’

         God, I hope not, I thought to myself. When you’re not sure what’s running in your own veins, it’s not a comforting thought.

         At that moment a pretty girl in a blue overall hurtled in through the front door. Jacko launched an immediate assault on her ankles but I distracted him by rattling a packet of dog biscuits and hauling him off by his collar.

         ‘Hello, Maria!’ Maisie called out, waving her toast. ‘You all right, darling?’

         ‘Hello, Maisie! Sorry I’m late. I had to call an ambulance for Mr Wilson and I couldn’t leave him, and that’s put me behind. I’m sorry. I’ll run your bath.’ And with that, she rushed off into the bathroom.

         I gave the kitchen floor a wash, checked the contents of Maisie’s fridge, examining the sell-by dates for anything life-threatening, and then sat down with her to sort out her shopping list. ‘How about a new pair of 59slippers?’ I suggested. ‘Something with a bit more grip?’

         Leaving Maisie soaking in the bath under the watchful eye of Maria, I set off for town with Jacko on the lead. Once outside of his own territory, Jacko is not too bad with people. But he seriously objects to sharing his pavement with other dogs or anything on wheels. Before we’d reached our destination he’d launched a yapping assault on a girl pushing twins in a buggy, frightened a kiddie on a tricycle, and given a nasty shock to an elderly spaniel and its equally elderly owner. By the time I’d dragged him around the shops in search of Maisie’s ham and lettuce, I was fed up with apologising for him and tied his lead to a hook in the wall opposite Mr Singh’s so I could go in and buy her jar of Ovaltine and bag of lemon drops in peace.

         ‘I won’t get you your pig’s ear if you don’t behave,’ I threatened him darkly.

         Suddenly he began to growl, deep in his throat, not his usual jaunty posturing, but a primeval rumble of fear and loathing. I saw Micky rounding the corner, dressed in his woolly hat, ancient mac belted round with string, and I understood. For where there was Micky, inevitably, a few moments later, there would be Duke.

         Micky was a gentleman of the road − by choice, rather than the vagaries of fate − and roamed the moor at will, dossing down in a variety of hideaways of his own construction and shying away from people in general. He came down into town only when necessity compelled him. If he was heading to Mr Singh’s, he was probably in need of some Rizlas for his roll-ups.

         He raised a hand to me in silent greeting. A while ago he’d been involved in a misunderstanding with the police 60about the ownership of some recreational drugs, and had spent a month inside. I’d gone up on to the moor every day to find Duke and feed him.

         No sooner had Micky disappeared through Mr Singh’s swing doors, than Duke came limping around the corner. Duke was a cross between a Great Dane and a mastiff on one side and … well … something else … on the other, something huge, something a darker shade of black than any ordinary dog. His powerful body was battle-scarred and his massive head hung low. He’d have been perfect casting for The Hound of the Baskervilles.

         By now Jacko was frantic, lead stretched taut, choking himself on his collar in a frenzied attempt to lunge across the road at Duke, who, oblivious of his presence, barged his way through Mr Singh’s swing doors like a gunslinger heading into a saloon. Inside the shop was a stand of pick’n’mix, the bowls of sweets set temptingly at toddler height, the lids easy for a doggy snout to nudge aside. I began to count.

         I’d only reached six when Duke emerged from the shop pursued by Mrs Singh in her sari and green cardigan, yelling ‘Bad dog! Bad dog!’ whilst hitting him across the back with a broom. She might as well have stroked him with a powder puff for all the notice he took. He flopped down on the pavement and concentrated on spitting out a shower of shiny sweet wrappers.

         ‘He always goes for the Quality Street!’ she informed me indignantly and scurried back inside.

         I crossed the road to Duke and squatted, taking his great head in my hands. He let me have it, surrendering it to me as if it was too heavy and he was glad to be relieved 61of its weight. I stared into the dull fire of his amber eyes and we had a quiet word together while I massaged his torn ears. This was too much for Jacko, who was yelping and snarling, apoplectic with rage.

         ‘Will you shut up, you suicidal little dog?’ I hissed in his direction. If Duke turned on him he’d have no more chance than a rat. Fortunately, Duke wasn’t interested in terminating Jacko’s existence. His only object in life was to follow his master, who came out of the shop at that moment. Micky didn’t speak, he rarely did, but he nodded at me and gave what passed for a smile: a creasing of the wrinkles around his eyes, a movement in the grizzled fungus of his beard. Duke got to his feet and limped after him. Once he’d disappeared from view, Jacko deflated slowly like a bristling balloon and I went into the shop to buy Maisie’s lemon drops and mollify Mrs Singh.
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            CHAPTER SEVEN

         

         ‘We go to view for auction tomorrow, me and Paul. Juno, you come with us, yes?’ It was Nick’s voice on the phone. I’d just come in from walking the Tribe and had to think a moment. ‘It’s Wednesday tomorrow. Am I not coming to work for you?’

         ‘No work, is viewing for auction. You like to come, yes?’

         ‘Well … yes,’ I said, warming to the idea, ‘why not?’ I’d never been to an auction, or a viewing. And I had to admit the prospect of Paul going too was an inducement. ‘Thanks. I’d love to come.’

         ‘Good. You come, one o’clock. We go. And Juno,’ he added devastatingly, before he put the receiver down, ‘wear dress.’ 63

         So next day, after I’d walked the Tribe and delivered them all, I came home, changed out of my doggie-walking clothes, showered, washed my hair, conditioned it within an inch of its life, and put on the only dress I currently owned, a cream silk button-through I’d bought in a vintage charity shop in Totnes. Quite suitable for an antiques auction, I thought. There was a small rust mark on one sleeve but it didn’t show much. I left my hair loose and wore Cordelia’s amber earrings. I stared at myself in the one full-length mirror in the house. I didn’t look bad.

         Old Nick didn’t look his usual self either. When he opened the door to me, I took a step back in amazement. Instead of his cardigan and carpet slippers he wore a dark overcoat and highly polished, black shoes. ‘I bet you didn’t clean those with a toothbrush,’ I said.

         He laughed, donned an ancient trilby and proffered his arm for me to take.

         ‘Our carriage awaits,’ he told me, eyes twinkling. Up until that moment I hadn’t given a thought to how we were getting to where we were going, just assumed that we’d be travelling in Paul’s furniture van. But no, Nick informed me, we would be travelling in his own car. ‘Well, you’re full of surprises. I didn’t know you had a car.’

         ‘I keep in garage, round corner,’ he said, pointing the way.

         Of course, I should have expected an antique: a Riley, gleaming black on the outside, cream leather and a walnut dashboard within.

         ‘It’s beautiful,’ I told him. ‘How old is it?’

         ‘1953,’ he responded proudly. ‘Much older than you … ah, our driver!’ he added, as Paul appeared. 64Apparently, he hadn’t been asked to wear a dress. He was in jeans and an old blue sweater. He grinned at me as he took the keys from Nick and swung open the door with a mocking bow. As I slid on to the back seat I caught him running an appreciative eye over my cream silk.

         I’d assumed we’d be heading for one of the auction houses in Newton Abbot or Exeter, but in fact we drove up through Holne and Buckland, and on to the moor. When we suddenly swept in between stone pillars topped with griffons, and up the long drive towards a grand country house, I realised this was not going to be the sort of shabby local auction I’d seen on television antiques programmes, usually held in some kind of old warehouse with pegboard on the walls. This auction was going to be posh. Judging by the cars we parked alongside on the gravel carriage sweep, it was going to be very posh.

         We stepped into a marble hallway beneath a glittering chandelier the size of a greenhouse, where Paul collected a couple of thick catalogues from a pile on a table, and handed one to me. It contained lists of sale items, together with the auctioneer’s estimate of what each one was expected to fetch.

         ‘We leave you to wander, Juno,’ Nick told me. ‘There are things Paul and I must look at.’

         I was still gaping like an idiot at my surroundings. ‘Fine,’ I told him. I wanted nothing more than a peaceful root around amongst the Aladdin’s cave of treasures I could see displayed in rooms opening off the hallway. I wandered into a ballroom where the chandeliers hanging from an ornate plaster ceiling were only half the size of the one in the hall, but there were six of them. Ricky and Morris 65were going to love it when I told them all about this.

         The ballroom was devoted to items of furniture, the room heaving with prospective buyers, the air fizzing with the kind of suppressed energy I’d only encountered in a casino or at a racetrack: big money was obviously involved. I looked in my catalogue. Lot 294: George I, small walnut bureau cabinet with moulded swan-neck cornice, circa 1720. £37,000−£45,000. I gave a silent whistle. A little later I found myself staring at a lot I recognised and hastily looked it up. Lot 298: An Edwardian, lady’s bonheur du jour in mahogany, with inlaid stringing and rosewood banding; marquetry roses inlaid. Circa 1850. £2,500−£3,500.

         My jaw dropped. The little writing desk might be small pickings compared to the grander lots on display, but I’d no idea it was worth anything like as much when I’d been on my knees, polishing it in Old Nick’s storeroom. I looked around to see if I could spot Nick or Paul, but they were not in the room.

         ‘Good God! What are you doing here?’ a voice demanded.

         I turned to see Verbena Clarke hovering by my elbow. Her eyes swept up and down my cream silk, although not in the same way that Paul’s had done. She was plainly not pleased to see me.

         ‘Hello,’ I responded, as pleasantly as I could. ‘I’m just here with friends.’

         ‘Oh!’ she muttered, an awkward blush colouring her cheeks, ‘I didn’t expect to see you.’ Possibly caught out by her own rudeness, and unable to think of anything else to say, she turned and stalked away.

         After a little more wandering among the treasures, I 66began to wonder what had happened to Paul and Nick. I hoped they hadn’t forgotten me and gone home. Through the long windows of one room I could see across a courtyard to some stables, which were also stuffed with auction lots, and I strolled across. Inside, I found humbler fare: scrubbed pine, old tools and farm implements. I also found Paul and Nick, talking in a knot of people, including, I saw with some amusement, Verbena Clarke. Resolutely I made my way towards them.

         ‘Good heavens,’ one of them exclaimed loudly. ‘It’s the Titian-haired beauty!’

         It took me a moment to recognise the man in an overcoat and trilby hat as the deliverer of Mrs Clarke’s dresser. He tipped his hat to me. ‘We met at Vee’s the other day,’ he prompted me as I joined the group, and introduced himself pleasantly as Tom Smithson.

         I shook his hand. ‘I’m Juno.’ I turned to Verbena Clarke, and added, as if I’d only just noticed her, ‘Oh, hello, Vee!’

         She responded with a stiff nod.

         ‘Juno is my assistant,’ Nick told them all. There was a touching note of pride in his voice.

         I found my hand being wrung by a tall, skinny man in a cravat and sports coat, who laughed loudly, showing yellow teeth like old piano keys. ‘She’s not Titian, old boy!’ he cried, highly amused with himself. ‘She’s Pre-Raphaelite, definitely Pre-Raphaelite.’

         I don’t like having my personal space invaded: Piano Teeth was leaning in much too close, lingering over his unpleasantly limp handshake, whilst his pale-blue eyes undid the buttons of my dress. It was like being clung 67to by a piece of damp seaweed and ogled by a cod.

         Paul was quick to pick up on my unease. ‘Fancy a cup of tea, Juno?’ he asked. ‘There’s a tea room in the old dairy.’

         ‘Yes, you go, you two,’ Nick urged us, an obvious signal he wanted us out of the way, and we left him to his cronies.

         ‘So, you know Verbena?’ I couldn’t resist asking, as we strolled across to the tea room.

         ‘Not really,’ he answered, with what I took to be a pleasing lack of interest. ‘She turns up at sales and auctions now and again. She’s always on the lookout for bits and pieces.’

         ‘Being a designer, I suppose,’ I added.

         He nodded. ‘I’ve restored the odd bit of furniture for her.’

         The tea room, which seemed to have been set up especially for the day, was a deep disappointment. After the grandeur of the house, I was expecting white tablecloths and fine china, hoping for dainty sandwiches, scones and serious slabs of cake. But the tea came out of an urn, set up on a trestle table and was served in plastic cups. We sat at a table sticky with spilt grains of sugar from torn paper packets, and grabbed the last two biscuits from a solitary plate. They were slightly soft.

         ‘Not exactly National Trust standard, is it?’ Paul asked, grinning. ‘I suppose they don’t feel they need to make an effort.’ He nodded across to the house. ‘The sale’s what it’s all about. That’s what the people are here for.’

         ‘I’d no idea that it was going to be such a grand affair,’ I admitted. ‘I didn’t realise Nick dealt in such expensive stuff.’ 68

         Paul shrugged. ‘Mostly, he doesn’t. We don’t come to this kind of sale very often. I just help him out from time to time with repairs and restoring things. We’re not really in business together.’

         I wondered if he knew anything about Nick’s back-door dealings, specifically about Vlad, but I didn’t ask. ‘But you deal in antiques as well?’

         ‘I suppose you’d call it that. I restore furniture. I don’t seem to sell much.’ He shrugged. ‘I rent a space in Ashburton Art and Antiques Bazaar.’

         I knew the place. This rather pretentiously named emporium was an old market hall that had been renovated, then divided up into units, which were rented out to individual traders, creating an odd mixture of antiques, arts and crafts, and local foodstuffs. I had an artist friend, Sophie, who starved there on a regular basis. I realised I must have seen Paul’s things there, though not necessarily Paul himself. The traders took it in turns to look after one another’s units, so they didn’t all need to be there every day.

         He sighed. ‘I’m thinking of pulling out soon.’

         I was about to ask why when Nick appeared in the doorway of the tea room and began shuffling in our direction. He was looking tired and a little grey and refused the offer of tea. ‘We go home now,’ he announced and I sensed the outing had been too much for him.

         I threaded my arm through his as we walked back to the car. ‘I spotted the bonheur du jour. It looks so different in this setting, really lovely.’

         Nick chuckled. ‘Hope it make lovely price. We see.’

         ‘I didn’t know you knew Mrs Clarke,’ I added casually.

         ‘Mrs Snooty Bitch,’ he grunted, and I laughed. 69

         ‘Will you come back for the auction?’

         He shook his head. ‘I watch online.’

         ‘Will you be bidding for anything?’

         Nick waggled his hand in a way that suggested perhaps. ‘I see a few nice things.’

         Then he turned to me, wicked eyes twinkling. ‘See, Juno, selling, it is easy. Knowing what to buy’ − he tapped the side of his nose knowingly − ‘that is the difficult part.’
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            CHAPTER EIGHT

         

         ‘I have good idea.’ It was Nick on the phone, again, next morning. ‘You come round and see me, yes?’

         ‘I come round and see you, no,’ I responded. I’d just got back from my morning’s travails and was trying to grab a sandwich before I had to go out again. I was only listening with one ear, the phone tucked into the crook of my neck whilst I sorted through that morning’s post − all highly uninteresting − a pile of bills and a mystery package, a free gift from an overseas charity. ‘I’m busy,’ I told Nick firmly, extricating the contents of the package, which turned out to be a cheap pen with my name embossed on it in gilt lettering. If the charity thought I 71was going to use it to write them a cheque, they were out of luck. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

         ‘No tomorrow,’ he insisted. ‘Come today.’

         ‘What’s it about?’ I asked crossly.

         He chuckled down the phone. ‘You see.’

         I gave in with a sigh, abandoning all hope of a sandwich. ‘Oh, all right. See you in ten minutes.’

         ‘Is good,’ Nick responded, and put the receiver down.

         I was still muttering grumpily to myself as I approached Nick’s door, but it was opened by Paul and my bad mood vanished as he smiled and stepped back to let me in.

         Nick was standing in the corridor leading to the storeroom, next to a pair of beautiful, Edwardian balloon-back chairs made of a dark, glossy wood, with deeply buttoned seat cushions of rich green velvet, edged with a fringe.

         ‘Those aren’t the same chairs!’ I cried, gaping.

         Nick chuckled and nodded. ‘Paul do good job.’

         ‘He certainly has.’ I turned to look at him. ‘What will you do with them?’

         ‘They’re Nick’s chairs,’ he said, ‘but I’m taking them to—’

         ‘Yes, yes!’ Nick interrupted him excitedly, ‘that is why I want you, Juno … come upstairs … we talk!’

         ‘Don’t worry,’ Paul murmured in my ear as we followed him up, ‘I’ll make the tea.’

         ‘Do you know what this is about?’ I whispered.

         ‘I do.’ He looked a bit sheepish. ‘I’m afraid it’s my fault.’

         Nick started as soon as I sat at the kitchen table. ‘Juno, I have great idea. Paul, he go to—’ 72

         ‘Have you heard of Somerset’s Summer Antiques Fair?’ Paul interrupted, setting the kettle on the stove and then turning back to look at me.

         ‘Vaguely.’ I knew a fair was held on some disused airfield in the middle of the Somerset Levels each year, but I’d never been.

         ‘Is big market!’ Nick interrupted. ‘Famous! People come from all over country …’

         ‘It’s a great place to sell,’ Paul went on, opening cupboard doors in search of mugs. ‘In fact, it’s difficult to get a pitch − you have to apply months in advance and go on a waiting list. This year I’ve managed to get one, only an outdoor one, but …’

         ‘And that’s where you’re taking the chairs?’ I still didn’t see where I fitted in.

         ‘Is good pitch,’ Nick told me. ‘Double size … So when Paul tell me, I say I pay half rent, he put things on for me …’

         ‘That’s a good idea!’ I said innocently. Looking back, I can’t believe how blindly I fell into his trap.

         ‘Is good!’ he agreed, chuckling. ‘So, you go? Yes?’

         ‘Sorry?’

         ‘You go fair, with Paul. Sell stuff.’

         I gaped at him. ‘Just a minute …’

         ‘I’m sorry, Juno.’ Paul had finished fiddling with the tea things and he sat at the table. ‘I can’t do it on my own. It takes two to run the stall all day. The friend who was going to come with me can’t make it. I’ve asked around but I can’t find anyone who’s free on Friday—’

         ‘We’re talking this Friday. Do you mean tomorrow …?’ I interrupted. 73

         ‘No, no,’ he reassured me, ‘next week. Nick’s obviously not up to it, but when I mentioned it to him, he thought that you might be available.’

         ‘Well, that’s because Nick likes to forget that I work for anyone other than him!’ I responded, narrowing my eyes at him.

         Nick just chuckled. ‘But you like it, Juno. Is fun.’ He patted my hand. I could cheerfully have slapped him. ‘You take only few things for me. Rest, you choose.’

         ‘What?’ I asked suspiciously.

         ‘You choose, from junk. Take things you like. Sell. We split money. Fifty-fifty.’

         ‘I can’t.’

         ‘But you will like, Juno. I know.’

         ‘That’s not the point, Nick. I can’t let my Friday people down.’ I frowned. ‘Why can’t they hold this fair on a Saturday?’

         He shrugged. ‘It’s traditional.’

         Paul was pouring tea by then. He waggled the can of evaporated milk at me, dark eyebrows raised questioningly. I shook my head. ‘Why don’t you give Juno a chance to think about this?’ He slid a mug of tea towards me. ‘Let us know if you can work things out. If you want to, that is,’ he added, grinning at me warmly. Strangely, I did want to, and it had nothing to do with selling Nick’s junk.

         ‘Nick’s right, it can be a lot of fun,’ he went on. ‘But it’s a long day, out in the open and if the weather’s bad, and you’re not selling, it can be bloody grim. The other thing that he hasn’t mentioned is that we’ll need to set out about four in the morning.’

         ‘Why?’ I demanded crossly. 74

         ‘We need to get there early. We have to park the van immediately behind our pitch to unload. Later I’ll have to move it to the car park, but it takes quite a while to set the tables up and be ready in time.’

         ‘So, you go, Juno? Yes?’ Nick asked.

         I glowered at him. He had a bloody cheek, expecting me to sacrifice a day’s work, and inconvenience my Friday clients, just to earn him a few rotten quid on his junk. On the other hand, it could be an adventure and the thought of spending the day with Paul had its attractions. ‘I’ll think about it,’ I muttered. ‘I’ve got to go now,’ I added as Nick opened his mouth, and made my escape before he could press me any further.

         By evening I’d worked out that if, the following week, I did Maisie’s shopping on Thursday afternoon, instead of Friday morning, I really only had one problem left. I trotted down the stairs and knocked politely on my landlord’s door. Adam answered.

         ‘Good evening,’ I said sweetly.

         ‘Can I help you?’ he asked, eyebrow raised in suspicion.

         ‘Depends. How would you feel about taking a few dogs for a walk?’

         
             

         

         The most difficult part was deciding what to take. Nick had let me choose what I liked from the boxes of junk in the shop. I knew that room in Paul’s van would be limited and it had taken me days to decide. In the end I’d packed up a half a dozen boxes of assorted china and glass, most of it imperfect, and a few bits of brass.

         I brought it all back to the flat to clean it. The brass needed polishing, newspaper wrappings had left black 75smudges on the porcelain and the glass was dusty. I made a list of all the items in my chosen stock, and copied it out as a record for Nick.

         The problem was that I had no idea what to charge for anything. I’d read history at university, and at one time I could have written you a mean essay on life in the pottery towns in the nineteenth century, but when it came to identifying their products, I admit I was dismally ignorant. I couldn’t tell pottery from porcelain, salt glaze from slipware, bisque or cream ware from a hole in the ground. I couldn’t interpret the cryptic marks on the base of many of the pieces, and unless it was written in plain English, couldn’t tell Clarice Cliff from Bristol or Bow.

         Nick was no help at all. When I told him I didn’t know what to charge for anything he just shrugged and told me I would learn. The only person who was of any use was Morris, who’d come around one evening, eyes on stalks, in the hope of adding to his teapot collection. He went through everything with me, reassured me that I didn’t have any priceless treasures in my stock and gave a few rough suggestions about price.

         ‘Take a good look around the market when you’re there,’ he suggested, ‘see what other people are charging. You know, Juno, I’m sure Nick wouldn’t trust you with this stuff if he was worried about you making a loss, my love. It’s just bric-a-brac, really.’

         Among Nick’s stock I had also found a biscuit tin full of old glass brooches, the sort of thing that Maisie wears pinned to her coat on her rare trips out. Many of them had their catches broken or stones missing, and I’d spent 76hours cleaning them with soapy water, scrubbing them with a soft toothbrush and sticking in loose stones with epoxy glue. When I’d finished, I laid them all out on the kitchen table, on a piece of black velvet, the same piece that Cordelia used to display jewellery in her shop, and was busy pinning them on when I was interrupted by a knock on the living-room door.

         It was Adam. ‘Police downstairs for you,’ he told me, his face deadpan.

         I thought he was joking. But sure enough, when I followed him down, there were two lady coppers standing on the doorstep.

         ‘Juno Browne?’ one of them asked me pleasantly. ‘Could we have a word?’

         Mystified, I showed them up into the living room, where they sat side by side on the sofa, one skinny and dark, one plump and fair. ‘Would you like tea?’ I asked. ‘I’ve just boiled the kettle.’

         Fair said she wouldn’t, and Dark said she would, so I went off into the kitchen to fetch a mug, all the time wondering what on earth had led two police constables to be sitting in my living room, side by side on my sofa. I delivered the tea and sat in the armchair facing them. ‘What’s this about?’ I asked.

         ‘Are you acquainted with Mrs Verbena Clarke?’ Fair did the talking, whilst Dark clutched her tea.

         I felt a stirring of disquiet immediately. ‘Yes, I’ve known her for about two years. I clean for her once week.’

         ‘It’s just that there appears to have been a robbery. Certain valuable items have gone missing from Mrs Clarke’s home, and an amount of cash and she—’ 77

         ‘Hold on, just a moment!’ I held up a hand. ‘She’s not accusing me …?’

         ‘Not at all! Let’s be absolutely clear about that,’ Fair said hastily, so hastily in fact, that I didn’t believe her for a moment. ‘It’s just that Mrs Clarke can’t be certain exactly when these items went missing, and as you were there on … Tuesday, was it …?’ − she glanced down at her notebook − ‘She wondered if you might be able to help.’

         I wondered why, if she wanted my help, Mrs Clarke couldn’t have phoned and asked me herself, but I didn’t say so. ‘You said there appeared to have been a robbery?’

         ‘There was no sign of a break-in but a quantity of cash was taken from her wallet.’

         ‘She does leave it lying around.’ Whenever we went through the ritual of my payment, Verbena had to search for the blasted thing and it was usually to be found lying on the coffee table, or the breakfast table, or one of the kitchen worktops. ‘She never locks her back door, either.’

         ‘She did admit to that fact,’ the blonde officer went on. ‘She thinks that the thief might have stolen it whilst she was working in her studio. I understand it’s separate from the main building, across the courtyard, in what was the old stable block.’

         ‘And those windows don’t face the courtyard,’ I added. ‘It would be easy enough for someone to sneak in without her seeing them. But it doesn’t make sense, does it? Why take the cash, not the whole wallet?’

         The constable shrugged. ‘Credit cards aren’t much use to a homeless person. Drug addicts are only interested in cash. But also,’ she went on, ‘certain items were taken from upstairs.’

         ‘Can you tell us, Juno,’ Dark Hair spoke up, leaning 78forward and fixing me with grey eyes, her mug still clutched in her hand, ‘whether you noticed anything unusual on Tuesday?’

         ‘Well, a new dresser had just been delivered,’ I told her.

         ‘The man who delivered it didn’t go upstairs,’ she responded, staring at me. ‘You did.’

         I was silent a moment. If that wasn’t an accusation, it sounded very close to one.

         ‘Did you go into Mrs Clarke’s bedroom?’ she asked.

         ‘That’s what I was there for,’ I answered steadily. ‘I cleaned her room, as I always do, and her en suite bathroom. And her dressing room,’ I added. ‘I hung up some of her clothes.’

         ‘Did you clean the dressing table?’

         ‘Yes.’ Verbena’s dressing table was concealed behind a pair of soft-close doors, which opened up to reveal a fitted vanity unit surrounded by soft lighting and mirrors. It was like a shrine.

         ‘Do you remember seeing any jewellery on the dressing table?’ Fair asked.

         I knew that most of Verbena’s jewellery, the valuable stuff, was kept in a small safe with a combination lock on it, in the bottom of one of her wardrobes. On the dressing table she kept a Chinese porcelain dish, into which she dropped her jewellery when she took it off at night, items that presumably she didn’t feel compelled to lock up straight away. I knew what was in it each week because I had to move the dish to polish the table underneath. On Tuesday, there had been a gold-coloured leaf brooch she often wore to secure scarves. Nothing else. 79

         ‘You didn’t see any earrings?’

         ‘Have earrings been taken?’

         ‘Some diamond drops, apparently.’ The constable handed me a photograph, obviously taken at some time for insurance purposes. The drops must have been three inches long, strings of diamonds set in a series of zig-zags. I’d certainly never seen them before.

         ‘Unusual,’ I commented.

         ‘Unique, apparently,’ the constable told me. ‘A present from her ex-husband, especially designed for her.’

         I handed her back the photograph. ‘Shouldn’t they have been kept in the safe?’

         ‘Mrs Clarke left them on the dressing table overnight, intending to put them in next morning,’ the constable informed me. ‘When she found they weren’t there, she assumed she must have done it the previous evening, after all. She’d been out late at a party, it seems, and she wasn’t remembering the details too well. Anyway, she didn’t check until much later in the day.’

         ‘Well, I didn’t see them.’

         The constable closed her notebook and thanked me, smiling. ‘That’s all we need to know,’ she said. ‘Sorry to have bothered you.’

         ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help.’ As she and her colleague got to her feet, I made to take the mug that Dark Hair was clutching.

         ‘No, no,’ she said. ‘I’ll take it to the kitchen.’ A few moments later her voice floated through to the living room. ‘Ah! You are interested in jewellery, then?’

         I went into the kitchen, followed by her colleague. The constable was standing by the table, looking down 80at the black velvet on which the pinned brooches glittered accusingly. ‘Are all these yours?’ she asked.

         ‘None of them are,’ I said, feeling irrationally uncomfortable, ‘I’m selling them for a friend.’

         She raised her eyebrows at me. ‘You buy and sell jewellery?’

         ‘They’re only made of glass,’ I told her, wishing they didn’t look quite so much like a haul from De Beers.

         ‘And you’re selling them?’ Fair asked.

         ‘I’m taking them to an antiques market,’ I stated emphatically, ‘for a friend.’

         ‘And what friend would that be?’

         They were both staring at me. I hesitated. Why was I feeling so guilty when I hadn’t done anything wrong? ‘Mr Nickolai.’ I tried not to sound defensive and failed miserably. ‘You can ask him if you like. He has a shop in Shadow Lane.’

         The dark-haired constable was smiling. ‘Oh yes,’ she said, glancing sideways at her colleague. ‘We know all about Mr Nickolai.’

         
             

         

         I was too bloody furious to even think about going to bed. After I’d seen the police officers out, I knocked on Adam and Kate’s door. I needed to vent my feelings, and anyway, I reckoned they had a right to know why the police had been in their house. In their student days they’d been passionate animal rights campaigners and their involvement in protests had led to them being arrested more than once. In any case, Adam thought all rich people were bastards, so on hearing my story, he and Kate were ready to sympathise with me as an innocent victim of 81police oppression, if not actual brutality. Over a glass of organic red wine, we happily tore Verbena Clarke’s character to shreds.

         I went upstairs feeling a lot better but I still couldn’t sleep. Several times in the night I had nearly got up to phone Mrs Clarke. I felt like telling her to stuff her job. But my quitting suddenly might not be a good move. The police might tell me the theft was the work of a random, opportunist thief, but I suspected they really thought it was an inside job, committed by someone who knew where Verbena kept her valuables. And she had pointed her finger straight at me.
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            CHAPTER NINE

         

         Next morning, I took a shortcut through Ashburton Art and Antiques Bazaar.

         I found Paul’s unit in one corner: all furniture items, beautifully restored – except for a single wooden chair, split down the middle, one half-restored, the other covered with chipped paint and old varnish; a clever ‘before and after’ advertisement.

         ‘Did you want Paul?’ A voice behind me made me turn. ‘Only, he’s not here at the moment.’

         The voice belonged to Sophie Child.

         ‘Hello, Sophie. I’m only being nosy. How’s things?’

         Sophie was an artist who produced exquisitely detailed 83watercolours, typically of hedgerows full of wild flowers. She could make a muddy ditch filled with dead leaves look enchanting. Despite her talent, she was not doing well. ‘Quiet today,’ she sighed. She was an elfin little waif with serious dark eyes behind enormous specs, her face framed by an urchin cut of dark hair. Today she was fluffed up against the cold in a fuzzy sweater several sizes too big for her. She looked like a baby owl. It might be summer outside, but it’s always freezing in the stone-flagged market building.

         A gaggle of day trippers had gathered around her unit, their chattering voices echoing loudly as they examined her work. ‘There might be some customers amongst that lot,’ I said.

         ‘They look like p-p-p’s to me,’ she muttered glumly. She grinned when she saw my puzzled face. ‘Pick-up, put-down and piss-off,’ she explained. ‘I suppose they might buy a few greetings cards.’

         I nodded towards the cafe in the corner, the only business in the market that made any steady money. ‘Can I get you a coffee?’ She looked like she needed warming up.

         ‘No thanks, I’ve had two cups already this morning. Actually, could you do me a favour and watch my stall while I go to the loo?’

         ‘Lovely, aren’t they?’ I said of the paintings as I squeezed myself behind Sophie’s display table so I could face the assembled horde of trippers. We chatted about how beautiful they were, but unfortunately how expensive, and my pointing out that each one was unique and hand painted didn’t make them any more affordable. There was a lot of shaking of heads. ‘Some of them are reproduced as greetings cards,’ I indicated 84the spinning card rack. ‘They’re very reasonable.’

         Sadly, all of the ladies turned out to be p-p-p’s except one, who bought a card for her sister’s upcoming birthday. Sophie reappeared as her customer drifted away and I told her that her takings had increased by two pounds fifty.

         ‘Which card did she buy?’

         ‘The one with the hare,’ I told her.

         She nodded. ‘It’s popular, that one. I need to get some more printed but …’ she tailed off lamely. She didn’t need to finish. She needed to get more printed but she couldn’t afford the printing costs.

         I invited her around to supper, just to cheer her up. But Sophie declined. ‘That would have been lovely, Juno, but they’ve offered me a shift waitressing at The Dartmoor Lodge tonight and I can’t afford to turn it down.’

         ‘Well, perhaps next week.’ I was just about to go when a thought occurred to me.

         ‘Isn’t Verbena Clarke a customer of yours?’

         ‘Don’t!’ Sophie shuddered. ‘The thought of her makes me want to reach for my inhaler.’

         ‘I thought she bought some paintings from you.’

         Sophie rolled her big dark eyes. ‘Not quite. She got me all excited and cost me loads of money.’

         Intrigued by now, I perched my bum on the edge of her table. I wanted to hear this.

         ‘She was working on refurbishing a big hotel up on Dartmoor,’ Sophie explained. ‘She’d seen my stuff in here and thought my hedgerow paintings might fit in with the new decor. So she took a couple up there. Well, the owners really liked the paintings, they wanted me to paint two more, but they didn’t like the frames. So I offered to 85change the frames on the existing two, and frame the new ones to match. It cost me a fortune because they wanted heavy gilt mouldings, really expensive.’

         ‘But they bought them in the end?’ I asked.

         Sophie shook her head. ‘No, they didn’t. Verbena brought them back. She said the hotel had decided they weren’t right after all. I was really pissed off after what the frames had cost me, so I rang the hotel to have it out with the owners. And it turned out that they’d turned the paintings down because they were too expensive. Verbena had put a whacking great commission on top of my asking price,’ she said indignantly. ‘In fact, she would have made more money on the paintings than I would.’

         ‘Didn’t you tackle her about it?’

         ‘Course! She just shrugged and told me that it was the same commission that any gallery would have added if they’d been selling the paintings for me. Unfortunately, she’s right about that.’ Sophie sighed. ‘The world is full of bastards,’ she added glumly.

         I didn’t disagree. I stopped on my way out of the bazaar, at the stall run by Honeysuckle Farm, a local animal sanctuary for injured wildlife, abandoned farm animals and pets. The wall behind the stall was decorated, if that’s the right word, with sheets of printed photographs and information about guinea pigs, ponies, ducks and other waifs and strays who needed a loving home. I nodded a hello at Pat, who ran the sanctuary with her sister and brother-in-law.

         Pat looked like a waif and stray herself, thin and spare and angular, an old crocheted cardigan buttoned across her bony chest. A homely woman, not blessed 86by any physical bounteousness, she wore a permanently woeful expression that disguised great fortitude and a heart of gold. She was sitting behind the table, nose red with cold, knitting.

         I frowned. ‘Didn’t your stall used to be over there − on the opposite wall?’

         Pat nodded, her knitting needles not missing a click. ‘I’ve been moved,’ she answered, aggrieved. ‘They complained about me.’ She nodded again, this time her nod aimed at two dealers across the aisle, whose displays of bric-a-brac and collectables occupied a large area of the bazaar. ‘They say I’m not art or antiques and I shouldn’t be in here,’ Pat went on, her voice trembling with emotion. ‘They say I look like a jumble sale, that I lower the tone.’

         I made sympathetic noises but I could see their point. The ladies who dealt in antiques had been to some trouble and expense, their pretty porcelain and silver displayed in glass cabinets, their tables artfully and tastefully arranged. Pat had just thrown an old blanket over her tabletop. Beyond a few paperbacks, second-hand children’s toys and old Blue Peter annuals, she had almost nothing to sell. There was a small basket of costume jewellery, most of it plastic, and that was that. Her table looked like something from a car boot sale. It was never going to raise any money for the animal sanctuary, and probably barely made the rent. The best items were a few beautifully made babies’ clothes that Pat had knitted herself, for sale at ridiculously cheap prices because nobody buys layettes for their babies any more.

         ‘Trouble, is, Pat, you haven’t got enough decent stuff to sell.’

         ‘Well, I know that, don’t I?’ she agreed. ‘But I have to rely 87on donations. And we’re not allowed to sell our farm eggs here any more,’ she went on crossly. ‘Now they’re talking about putting the rent up. And with the cost of animal feed going up all the time …’ She shook her head hopelessly.

         ‘Well, don’t worry, Pat, they can’t just throw you out.’

         ‘I’m not so sure,’ she muttered. ‘That one there’ − she jerked her head at one of the antiques traders in question − ‘she’s on the Chamber of Commerce.’

         ‘Well, tell her to get stuffed,’ I recommended.

         Cordelia must have given me a nudge at that moment. I noticed something coiled up in the basket of plastic jewellery. I pulled out an old three-string necklace, mostly composed of glass beads and held it up. ‘I haven’t seen these for years.’ I fingered the beads. ‘See this pale-green glass? It comes from Czechoslovakia … or it did. You can’t get it any more. You can only find it in old jewellery. There’s nothing else that’s quite this shade of green. Cordelia used to love it.’

         Pat knitted on, unimpressed.

         ‘How much?’ I asked her.

         She sniffed dolefully. ‘Pound?’

         ‘Done.’ I gave her the money, picked up my necklace and left.

         At the door of the bazaar I stood back to let a young mum go through, pushing a buggy. A little girl dressed up like a fairy was riding in it, complete with tiara and wings, and brandishing her plastic magic wand. I pointed at the spot where Sophie and Pat were chatting. They had come together to commiserate, joined in mutual despair. ‘Wave it over that pair,’ I said, tapping the wand, ‘there’s a love.’

         
             

         

         88Half an hour later I was standing in North Street, across the road from the pharmacy, gazing intently at Maisie’s shopping list, when I became aware of a genteel thumping noise close by. Ricky and Morris, sitting at a table near the window of Taylors, a genteel and elegant tea room and one of their favourites, were knocking on the window and gesturing for me to join them.

         By the time I got inside, Ricky had already signalled to the waitress to bring me a coffee. ‘You’d better bring another cheese scone as well,’ he called to her, ‘a big one.’ Sometimes I love that man.

         Morris moved his bags of shopping from the seat of a vacant chair so that I could sit down. I hadn’t seen either of them since the auction, so I brought them up to date on that, and told them all about Verbena Clarke and my visit from the police the previous evening. ‘I’ve worked for that damn woman for two years,’ I told them, busily slathering butter on my cheese scone. ‘But she’s always treated me like filth. You should have seen her face when she spotted me at the auction.’

         Ricky and Morris began chuckling.

         ‘What?’ I asked suspiciously.

         ‘She just didn’t like the competition, love,’ Ricky told me.

         ‘Aw, come on!’ I gaped at him. ‘Are you trying to tell me she’s jealous?’

         ‘I remember her when she was a kid,’ he told me. ‘She could get anything she wanted by flashing those baby blues. Now she’s a woman with teenage children and a husband who’s dumped her and time’s marching on. The baby blues don’t work so well any more and it’s a bit 89late for her to cultivate charm. She’s left wondering why people don’t like her.’

         ‘But I’m her cleaner,’ I objected. ‘We’re not engaged in a popularity contest.’

         Ricky gave a derisive chuckle. ‘You might not be. She is.’

         Together with my scone, I chewed this over. ‘So, do you think she used the robbery as an excuse to get rid of me? Because if she genuinely wasn’t sure when her earrings had been taken, she could have rung me before she set the police on me.’

         Ricky and Morris exchanged a look.

         ‘There might be another reason, love,’ Morris suggested sadly.

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘What he means is,’ Ricky answered, ‘that she might have done just that, rung you for a chat, if she hadn’t seen you a few days before, at that auction, in the company of Old Nick.’

         ‘Receiver of stolen goods,’ Morris added softly.

         ‘You mean, she put two and two together and made five?’ I asked, aghast. ‘But it was ages ago, wasn’t it, that Nick went to prison?’

         ‘Before your two young coppers were born,’ Ricky agreed. ‘But they still knew all about him, didn’t they?’

         ‘So he might have been in trouble since?’

         ‘Who knows? The police are always suspicious of antiques dealers. After all, they’re a dodgy lot. But the point is, Princess,’ he said emphatically, ‘he’s got a reputation. And mud sticks.’

         ‘You need to think about that, love.’ Morris blinked 90mournfully over his spectacles. ‘You’ve got to think of your own reputation.’

         I was silent a moment. I was known to be honest, trustworthy. I got good references from all my employers. I had spare keys to many of their properties. But if Verbena Clarke went around Ashburton shooting her mouth off, if it once got about that I was suspected of being light-fingered, all that could change, and the business I had worked so hard to build up would be in danger. Then another thought occurred to me. ‘So, that means, then, when those two coppers came round to see me, they already knew I worked for Nick because Verbena had told them?’

         ‘Maybe that’s why they decided to call,’ Ricky nodded meaningfully.

         ‘Perhaps, when you’ve done this antiques market, you ought to think about giving up working for Nick,’ Morris suggested gently.

         I shook my head. I enjoyed working for him. Why should I give up working for him just because Verbena Clarke was an evil, suspicious cow? On the other hand, I did not enjoy the police asking me strange questions and giving me stranger looks. I sipped my coffee thoughtfully.

         ‘It looks as if this might be a two-scone problem,’ Morris ventured after watching me a moment.

         Ricky nodded and held up a hand to catch the eye of the waitress. ‘I think it might.’

         
             

         

         Back in the flat I stared gloomily into the interior of my fridge. It was lucky Sophie wasn’t coming for supper. The lighted void contained nothing but two eggs and a small 91piece of cheese. It was a good thing I’d eaten those scones earlier. In fact, if Ricky and Morris didn’t feed me every time they saw me, and Kate didn’t give me regular leftovers from her kitchen, I’d probably starve. Cheese omelette for supper, I thought, making the best of it. Perfect.

         The phone rang as I was grating the cheese into a bowl. I abandoned the grater and went into the living room to pick up. A voice like a refined foghorn hooted down the line. ‘Hello, Juno dear! Chloe here!’

         ‘Mrs Berkeley-Smythe, as I live and breathe!’ I declared. Her voice sent me into a slight panic and I began reaching for my diary. ‘You’re not back already, are you?’ The day before she returned from her cruise I was supposed to let myself into her house, dust, put her central heating on, switch on the fridge and buy her some basic groceries. Had I missed the date?

         ‘No, no! I’m ringing you from Malta,’ she assured me, laughing.

         ‘Well, you’re loud and clear. Are you having a good time?’

         ‘Marvellous! And that’s why I’m ringing. The dear old cruise line has offered me fifty per cent off if I stay on for the next trip. And they’ll upgrade my cabin. I think they call it a no-brainer …’

         ‘They do,’ I told her. ‘So where will you be going?’

         ‘Oh, it’s only another whizz round the Med, but I thought I might as well … so, that means you don’t need to worry about me for another month.’

         At that moment Bill strolled in from the kitchen, a shred of grated cheese hanging in a yellow ringlet from his eyebrow. I hissed at him. 92

         ‘What?’ bellowed Chloe.

         ‘Nothing. So what date are you coming back?’

         ‘It’s either the twenty-third or the twenty-fifth, but, don’t worry, I’ll let you know for sure.’

         I wished her another bon voyage, which she seemed to find hilarious. I like old Chloe. She was blithely and unrepentantly cruising her way through her children’s inheritance and I didn’t blame her. They weren’t very nice to her and had more than enough money of their own. She was determined to live at sea as long as she could, and die on board if she could manage it. She said that cruising cost less than living in a care home, and that the service was better. Her delayed arrival suited me. Once she returned, I’d have to rearrange my schedule all over again, if I was still going to fit in working for Old Nick, something I was still considering the wisdom of. I put the phone down and glared at Bill, smugly licking his paws. Plain omelette, then.
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            CHAPTER TEN

         

         We bumped our way into the old airfield in Paul’s van and trundled down the cracked concrete of what must once have been the runway. I get up pretty early to walk dogs but I’m not usually awake before the sun, which was just venturing over the horizon, blushing the grey sky with pink. I yawned.

         Parallel rows of stalls, as yet just skeletal frameworks, edged the runway on either side. A few already had vehicles parked beside them, traders, wrapped up against the early chill, busily unloading their stock. Each empty stall displayed its number and we drew to a stop by number forty-seven. I was quite excited. I’d never done anything like this before. 94

         Paul nodded in the direction of a large aircraft hangar, its interior already lit up and shining brightly through open doors. ‘That’s where the posh folk live,’ he told me, ‘rich bastards who can afford stalls inside. It’s also where you can find the loos if you need them.’

         ‘I’m OK,’ I assured him.

         ‘Right.’ He grinned as he opened the van door. ‘Let’s get to it.’

         The first thing we needed to haul out of the van was the tarpaulin to cover the overhead framework of the stall in case it rained. It was a heavy thing to lug skyward. Paul stood on the wooden tabletop, securing it with giant crocodile clips to the steel frames, stretching the tarpaulin across the two tables that made up our stall, whilst I fed the bulky waterproof fabric up to him from beneath.

         Vehicle doors slammed all around us as more traders began to arrive. The sky began to lighten, the air filled with the smell of hot fat and the sound of sizzling as nearby catering vans revved up for business. The wind blasted across the open airfield and I was glad I’d taken Paul’s advice and worn plenty of layers.

         I didn’t own a tablecloth, so I’d brought a white sheet to put down on my table and unpacked my boxes on to it. I laid out the rectangle of black velvet, pinned with all the brooches and grouped my pieces of china and bric-a-brac as attractively as I could. Overall, I was pretty pleased with the effect.

         Paul had placed some small items on his table, and things that needed protection from the weather, like the chairs with their green velvet seats; larger items of 95furniture he simply stood on the concrete at the side.

         ‘Will you be OK for a minute? I’d better go and park the van. On the way back I’ll bring some coffee.’

         ‘Oh, please!’ I rubbed my hands together, wishing I’d brought my gloves and wondering if it was possible to get frostbite in June.

         ‘Did you bring any change?’ he asked.

         I’d come prepared. I rattled my plastic sandwich box, in which I’d put my carefully counted float. I was keeping it out of sight, under the table. ‘But they’re not letting the public in yet, are they?’ I checked my watch. The fair didn’t open officially for another hour yet.

         ‘Traders will be round, looking for an early worm.’ He climbed into the van. ‘If a man called Dennis comes looking for me, tell him I’ve got the stuff and I’ll be back in a minute.’

         I gave him the thumbs up as he drove off, although I hadn’t got a clue what stuff he was talking about.

         The market had sprung to life whilst I’d been engrossed in putting out my stock. There were four separate lines of stalls down the runway, most of them being dressed and in various stages of completion. I was gagging for a look around. I waited for Paul to return, stamping my frozen feet, hoping that it wouldn’t rain and that I’d have some customers, I didn’t want to go home at the end of the day without having sold anything.

         I got my first customer within a few minutes. A woman in a padded jacket and fur hat, another trader I assumed, came to run an eye over my stall. She picked up a blue jug, studied it for a minute and asked, ‘What’s your best on this?’ 96

         ‘Fiver?’ I suggested.

         She nodded wordlessly, handed the money over without ado and wandered off. Well, I thought, that was easy. With childish glee, I wrote my first sale of the day in my notebook. Paul returned, carrying coffee. I clasped my frozen hands gratefully around the plastic cup and told him proudly about my sale.

         ‘She didn’t argue about the price?’ he asked, eyes narrowing doubtfully.

         ‘No, not at all,’ I told him happily.

         He grimaced. ‘Traders always haggle. You probably had it priced too cheap.’

         I must have looked crestfallen and he told me to cheer up. ‘Why don’t you wander around? Go inside the hangar and warm up. Get some breakfast. We may be busy later.’

         I needed no further bidding. All agog, I wandered the avenues between stalls selling any amount of old tat. At least that’s how it seemed to me. But I’m not inspired by Dinky cars, train sets, medals, coronation mugs, toys, tin or plastic, or figurines of little animals. Some people, it seems, will collect anything. Eventually, I found more interesting stalls, some selling costume jewellery, and took careful note of prices. One displayed nothing but kitchenware: wooden breadboards and rolling pins, chipped enamel jugs and breadbins, scales with brass weights, in fact, a lot of stuff that Nick still had in his kitchen: all highly collectable, apparently.

         I also found the little blue jug, or one identical to it, that I had just sold for five pounds. On this stall it was marked at forty-five. I looked around to see if I could 97spot the lady with the fur hat but she wasn’t anywhere in evidence. Perhaps she’d seen me coming and was hiding. Anyway, it was my own fault. I’d stepped into a minefield for the unwary, with very little knowledge to protect me.

         Chastened, I wandered away into the hangar, which, although it was really a draughty building open to the elements at both ends, felt like a cocoon of warmth compared with the chill outside. I headed for the loo. I’d brought my washbag with me so that I could freshen up. I don’t bother with much make-up at any time, but at four in the morning the best I could manage was to splash water on my face and clean my teeth. So I stood in front of the mirror, flicked my lashes with a mascara brush and rubbed on some lip gloss. After a brief struggle, I gave up my hair as a bad job and went to the cafe, where I bought two breakfast rolls stuffed with egg and bacon, carrying them away on a precariously flimsy cardboard tray.

         Inside the hangar, the stalls were in a different class. None of your shabby-chic, tin advertising signs in here, none of your Star Wars memorabilia. Here were the rare collectables: gold watches, silver and precious jewellery, fragile furniture, fine porcelain and crystal that couldn’t be risked out in the windy weather, rare books and maps, samplers, bisque dolls, fans and old lace. Everything was gleaming, sparkling, delicate and fine. Feeling like a poor relation, I hurried on outside. I didn’t want our breakfast to get cold.

         But before I reached the door, I was forced to make a detour. I heard a loud laugh close by me and 98spotted a face I recognised. It was he of the Piano Teeth, who’d been all over me at the auction viewing. Reluctant to be the victim of another ogling or damp clinging handshake, I swerved, dodging behind a row of stalls. As it turned out, I needn’t have worried about his spotting me. His attention was fully engaged by a voluptuous young woman, discussing a large brass plate, which, I noticed, she was holding up in front of her like a shield.

         ‘Oh, you beauty!’ Paul exclaimed as I returned. I would have liked to think he meant me, but his eyes were fixed firmly on his bacon and egg roll.

         We munched in companionable silence. A well-stuffed bacon and egg roll is not an easy thing to eat with any delicacy and requires concentration, not conversation. When I’d finally chomped my last and licked my fingers, I told him about seeing the jug, and Piano Teeth.

         ‘Oh, Albert’s here, is he?’ he asked, grinning.

         Before I could reply a voice called out, ‘Paul, me old mate!’ A man in a flat cap and padded jacket was strolling towards us. Paul introduced me to Dennis.

         Dennis doffed his cap. He was distressingly bald. I’m not talking sexy, stubbly bald, I’m talking shiny, slightly pointed bald. I felt an overwhelming urge to tap him on the head with a spoon.

         ‘You got those paintings I phoned you about?’ he asked, putting his hat back in place.

         Paul produced from under the table some oil paintings, which I realised I’d not seen since we loaded my stuff on the van. He’d been keeping them back for Dennis and now he laid them out on the table – six traditional farmyard 99scenes: old breeds of spotty pig and horned sheep, a cockerel and hens, a donkey looking over a stable door, and so on.

         ‘Lovely!’ Dennis chuckled. ‘Well done, my son.’

         ‘Watch that one,’ Paul pointed. ‘It’s still a bit wet.’

         I thought he was joking. The paintings were obviously nineteenth century, or even earlier, their colours darkened, muted with age and grime. I laughed.

         ‘What signature did you put on?’ Dennis asked, donning a pair of specs, and bending low for a closer look.

         ‘Henry Wain.’

         ‘Ah, good old Henry! He’s got quite a following, you know, in town.’ He pulled a bulky wallet from his pocket. ‘The usual?’ he asked, thumbing notes off a wad.

         ‘A pleasure to take your money, sir,’ Paul grinned, folding the notes away in his pocket.

         ‘And can you do me another half-dozen Arnold Bishops?’ Dennis asked, picking up his purchases and tucking them under his arm.

         ‘Seascapes?’ Paul asked.

         ‘Yes, lovely! You give us a call when you’ve done ’em and we’ll sort out when we pick them up. Nice to meet you, Juno,’ he added, and then looked me up and down and grinned. ‘’Ere Paul, what d’you think to a few classical goddesses? Juno here could model, couldn’t you, love?’ And he went away, chuckling, highly pleased with himself.

         I turned to gape at Paul. He stared back, trying to look serious, his dark eyes shining with mirth.

         ‘You painted those?’ I managed at last.

         ‘Yup,’ he responded, grinning. 100

         ‘But they were old!’

         ‘About a week.’

         ‘But how … they were old – they were faded and dark …’

         He beckoned me close. ‘Darkolene,’ he whispered softly in my ear. I shook my head at him dumbly. ‘It probably went out of production before we were born,’ he explained. ‘Before the days of polyurethane varnish, it’s what folks used to darken their wooden floorboards. A coat of Darkolene adds a hundred years to a painting – at a stroke, as it were.’

         ‘And you paint these … antique paintings … to order, for Dennis, who sells them as genuine, in his shop … to customers who think they’re buying an antique?’

         ‘Not always,’ he answered unrepentantly. ‘He sells some to other traders as well.’

         ‘And they know where they’ve come from?’

         ‘No. They don’t know where they’ve come from,’ he told me firmly, ‘but they know they’re not genuine antiques.’

         His cheerful dishonesty shocked me. I must have looked flabbergasted.

         Paul laughed. ‘Look, Juno, I’m not a forger. I don’t put real signatures on those paintings, I just make them up.’ He shrugged. ‘And if it makes you feel any better, my criminal career can’t go on much longer, anyway.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘Darkolene is getting very difficult to come by. I buy up old tins of it wherever I can find them but one day the supply will run out. And modern polyurethane varnishes are no good at all. They don’t have the same effect.’ 101

         ‘I see.’ I didn’t know what to say, really. I suppose I’ve led a sheltered life.

         ‘I’m not the only one who makes their own antiques,’ he told me. ‘Did you notice a stall selling Victorian panoramas?’

         ‘Oh, yes I did!’ I remembered a display of glass-fronted boxes, each a little larger than a shoebox and painted inside like the room in a doll’s house, with peg dolls and tiny teddy bears sitting on miniature furniture; charming – if you like that kind of thing.

         ‘That’s Carol. I bet you she’ll be round later, asking if we’ve got any taxidermy.’

         ‘Taxidermy?’

         ‘Stuffed animals come in glass cases.’

         I suddenly thought of Nick’s shop, of the glaring owl. The light began to dawn.

         ‘Old glass cases,’ Paul nodded, seeing I was catching on. ‘Carol’s very careful. She paints the backgrounds in watercolour, uses vintage fabrics to dress her dolls, and she never puts too many of her panoramas’ – he made quote marks in the air with his fingers − ‘on display at once.’

         ‘I must go back and have a closer look,’ I said.

         ‘If anyone asks, she’ll be perfectly honest about the fact she makes the things. But very few people do ask …’

         ‘And they’re happy to pay a high price because they think they’re buying something old,’ I completed for him. ‘And stuffed animals are unfashionable, so I suppose she can pick up the cases cheaply?’

         ‘That’s right.’

         Clever Carol, I had to admire her ingenuity. 102

         Our conversation had to stop then, because a couple came up to look at Nick’s balloon-back chairs. Whilst they were examining them in minute detail and Paul was filling them in on their history, I had my second customer of the day.

         ‘How much for the celery glass?’ a pleasant lady asked me, holding up a wide-necked vessel with a pedestal base.

         For a moment I stared like an idiot. I hadn’t realised it was a celery glass.

         I’d thought it was just a vase. I recovered my wits and named my price. She made a slightly lower offer, which I accepted, and the money changed hands. I wrote down my second sale in my notebook. Celery glass. I had a lot to learn.

         
             

         

         The fair filled up – a record attendance, apparently. I sold several brooches and a ribbon plate. I was hardly going to make my fortune, but I found selling was fun. I also sold a pink glass dressing-table set, glad I’d revised the price upwards after I’d seen another for sale. Paul, meanwhile, offloaded a small Edwardian dressing table and a wooden campaign chest.

         But it was a long day. In between customers we filled our time with chatting and taking it in turns to fetch refreshments. After chips from one van, and custard doughnuts and hot chocolate from another, we decided that the eating had to stop and Paul went off to look around the fair, leaving me in charge, with a list of rock-bottom prices on his stock, below which I was not allowed to stray, if anyone asked.

         I learnt quite a lot about Paul in the gaps between 103customers. As the crow flies, he lived only a short distance from my front door. In fact, I could reach his place in two minutes if I scrambled through a hedge and across a field; although a more civilised route would have been to carry on past Maisie’s cottage and down Brook Lane. This would bring me directly to his gate.

         He lived in a field, or rather, in a caravan in a field. He’d bought an acre of land with the idea of building his own house. He wanted to create an off-grid, eco-dwelling, constructed of straw bales and cob. He was really enthusiastic about the whole project. I’d never heard anyone talk about ground-source heat pumps and wind turbines with such energy and passion. The question I really wanted to ask, of course, was whether anyone else lived there with him, but I couldn’t think of a way of phrasing the question that didn’t sound embarrassingly obvious and inept. He hadn’t mentioned a partner, but it would be strange if such an attractive man didn’t already have someone in his life. If I didn’t want to make a clot of myself, I had better proceed with caution.

         Three years after buying the land, he told me, he was still wrestling with the council over planning permission. ‘If I wanted to put up a conventional modern house it would be fine.’ He shook his head in frustration. ‘I’m trying to build something that will make a far less destructive impact on the environment and the bloody fools won’t let me do it.’

         ‘But they allowed you permission for the caravan?’ I asked.

         ‘That was already there when I bought the land and there was already a barn on-site. I use it as a workshop. I put a tank in there for dipping and stripping.’ 104

         ‘Dipping and stripping?’

         ‘I’ve got a friend who owns an architectural salvage business. Most of my bread and butter comes from stripping doors and stuff for him. The good stuff I do by hand, but large items, like the doors, have to go in the tank.’ His dark eyes smiled. ‘You must come over one day and have a look.’

         He returned from his wander around the fair, looking pleased, even though I had no further sales to report. He was gripping something in his fist. ‘The problem with places like this is that if you’re not very disciplined, you can end up buying as much as you sell.’ He opened his fingers to reveal a small, pale object squatting on his palm. It was a little toad, an ugly creature with bulging eyes, its tongue sticking out. It had a hole in its head running through to its tail.

         I picked it up. ‘Is it Chinese?’

         ‘Japanese. It’s a netsuke, probably nineteenth century. The Japanese used to wear them tied on their sashes. That’s what this hole is for, for threading it on.’

         ‘Is it valuable?’

         ‘Not this one. They can be expensive, depending on what they’re carved from – ivory or jade – and who carved them; this one’s just wooden.’ He shrugged. ‘But it’s a nice addition to my collection.’

         ‘You collect them?’

         ‘My private passion.’ He winked as he slipped the thing into his coat pocket.

         ‘How many have you got?’ I asked.

         He frowned thoughtfully, ‘About twenty.’

         ‘Have you got them on display?’ I asked mockingly. 105

         He gave a crack of wry laughter. ‘In the caravan? No. They’re stuffed in a cardboard box.’

         Netsuke. I tasted the word on my tongue: another thing I was going to look up on the Internet when I got home.

      

   


   
      
         
106
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

         

         I decided I would stay away from Paul in future. I fancied him too much. And after what happened at the end of the fair there was obviously no future in that.

         We were busy packing away. It was almost time for the fair to close, the customers were drifting off home and all the stallholders were packing up around us.

         A woman approached. I’d seen her on one of the stalls inside the hangar. I remembered her startling green eyes. She’d been engaged in a lively discussion with a customer over a cloisonné vase and her accent was French. She didn’t look like a market trader, certainly didn’t look like a woman who had spent the day out in the weather, as 107I looked, windswept and bedraggled. She looked glossy, well groomed and elegant. ‘Ah, Paul!’ she cried, as she hugged him and kissed him on both cheeks.

         Paul introduced her as Sandrine. Her gaze swept me up and down and returned to my face. She gave me what I can only describe as the look of filth.

         ‘So, Paul,’ she asked, still maintaining eye contact with me, ‘where is your lovely wife?’

         I turned away and carried on stowing away my unsold stock, wrapping things in newspaper and putting them in boxes, keeping my head down, apparently not listening in to their conversation, my ears on stalks. There was a moment of silence before Paul replied. Did he glance in my direction?

         ‘Carrie’s staying up in Nottingham,’ he told her, ‘with her mother.’

         ‘And Josh too?’ she purred sweetly. ‘How old is he now? Two?’

         ‘Nearly three.’

         ‘Ah,’ Sandrine babbled on, ‘the time, how it flies!’

         Ah, the heart, how it sinks! Now I had the answer to my question. My face felt hot, I was blushing like an idiotic schoolgirl. And why, I asked myself? Paul and I weren’t on a date. During the day he had asked me if I’d be interested in working some other fairs and markets with him, which I’d taken as a sign that things might be moving in an interesting direction, but I’d no reason to feel embarrassed. It just seemed very strange that he’d told me all his plans for his new home and the kind of life he wanted to live there, and said nothing about a wife and child. Surely they would be mentioned, hinted at 108somehow? I felt irrationally irritated with him, and even crosser with myself.

         Glossy Sandrine made her departure with, ‘Do give my love to Carrie when you see her!’ and drifted away. I carried on packing and tried to smother the desire to strangle her with my bare hands. After all, she’d done me a favour.

         Paul’s attention was taken by a woman interested in a little table of his, and so we were saved the awkwardness of conversation for a while. I didn’t know what to say anyway. Better to shut up and leave it to him to raise the subject.

         Which he did, but not until we’d packed everything, loaded it in the van, folded away the tarpaulin, and were sitting in a queue, trying to exit the airfield with all the other traders, after the fair had closed.

         ‘You OK, Juno?’ he asked, glancing at me because I was silent.

         ‘Fine,’ I assured him. Less said the better, I felt.

         ‘You enjoyed today?’

         ‘It was great, thanks.’

         There was a brief pause before he spoke again. ‘I didn’t mention Carrie before because … well, it’s a bit painful at the moment. Truth is, she’s left me …’

         ‘She doesn’t understand you?’ I suggested sarcastically. I regretted it immediately, could have bitten off my tongue.

         He grunted. ‘I suppose I deserve that.’ He was silent a moment. ‘It was our dream, you see, building our own place and raising our kids in a natural environment. At first, Carrie was just as passionate about it as I was. But then she got pregnant with Josh – well, it’s not easy, coping 109with a small baby in a tiny caravan. Last winter was really hard, we were broke … and the weather …’ He shook his head at the memory. ‘It was freezing cold, never seemed to stop raining. The caravan was damp. The mud was awful. Well, when we found Carrie was expecting again …’

         Ah! I thought, something the glossy Sandrine didn’t seem to know …

         ‘She said she couldn’t go through it again, not unless we were living in a proper house. She decided to go back to her mum for the duration of the pregnancy.’

         ‘But she’ll come back, won’t she?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted hopelessly. ‘I suggested we modify our plans to build a more conventional house. The council might let us get on with it. But even that could take a year to build, longer if we get delays. She wants us to abandon the whole idea, sell up and buy a new property.’

         ‘And you’re not prepared to do that?’ I was feeling sorry for him by now, just trying not to show it.

         ‘Of course I will, if I have to. But I’m just hoping, once the baby’s born, if I can persuade Carrie to come back down here again, she might change her mind.’

         ‘I’m sure she will,’ I said, although I didn’t know if I would if I were in her position: having children changes things, changes people. Not that I know anything about it. In fact, I don’t seem to know much about love and relationships in general. It must be the Capricorn in me, perhaps I’ll get better at it when I’m younger.

         ‘So, we’re still friends?’ Paul asked. We’d deposited all my boxes outside my front door and I’d assured him I could manage them from there.

         ‘Of course we are.’ 110

         ‘Give us a hug, then.’ He opened his arms wide and I let him envelop me in a big friendly embrace. And that was stupid, because, as he planted a brotherly kiss on my cheek, I felt the warmth and strength of his body, like an electrical charge. I had to resist the desire to melt my body against his, to brush my lips against that warm, tanned neck.

         I decided then I would maintain a distance as much as possible. He was a married man. I’d been down that road before and I wasn’t about to make the same mistake again. So, I wouldn’t do any more markets with him and I wouldn’t go round to see his place as he suggested. I would maintain a polite distance, stay away.

         I watched him drive off. And I wouldn’t have gone near him ever again, if it hadn’t been for what happened the day after.
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            CHAPTER TWELVE

         

         I called around to see Nick the morning after the fair, keen to tell him about my day. Considering the amount of money he’d made with the bonheur du jour at auction, I thought he might be disappointed with our paltry pickings, but not at all. He seemed pleased. ‘I’ve brought back the rest of the stock,’ I told him. ‘It’s in my van.’

         ‘No, no. You keep, Juno,’ he told me. ‘You keep it till next time.’

         I wasn’t so sure there was going to be a next time. And I didn’t want to keep the boxes. I didn’t have room in my flat to store them and I couldn’t leave them in the van because I needed the space for the Tribe every morning. 112But I wanted to ask him a favour, so I mentally resigned myself to lugging the wretched things back home.

         ‘You know that nasty, ratty-looking stuffed weasel you’ve got down in the shop? It’s not likely to sell, is it?’

         ‘You want?’ Nick frowned at me, puzzled. ‘You want weasel?’

         ‘I don’t want weasel, but I would like the case.’

         ‘What for you want case?’ he asked suspiciously.

         ‘It’s just an idea I have, something I want to mess around with. I’ll pay you for it.’

         He shrugged. ‘It’s yours. Take it.’

         ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘Yes. Go, fetch,’ he said, as if I was a dog. ‘Juno,’ he called out as I started off down the stairs. ‘You take weasel. You no take case and leave me with weasel.’

         ‘OK!’ I called back, wondering if the council refuse collectors would take away a stuffed rodent if I left it in a bin.

         The weasel was up on the top shelf in the shop, which meant climbing up a dangerously rickety wooden stepladder. Whilst I was wobbling about on the top step amongst the dust and cobwebs, I examined some other taxidermy items. The glaring owl and its case were much too big for my purposes, but there was a badly stuffed, furious little creature, which might once have been a red squirrel, baring its teeth at me. Its case was about the right size.

         So engrossed was I in the consideration of objects that I don’t normally get a chance to see up close, that I didn’t hear the sick rattle of the doorbell, or Nick going down to answer it, until it was too late. Voices sounded in the 113hallway, speaking in a foreign language: one was Nick’s, but the other I was certain belonged to Vlad. There was also a new voice, much deeper. I reckoned Nick wouldn’t want Vlad to know I was there, and I wasn’t keen on encountering him again myself, so I kept very still whilst I heard heavy footsteps climbing the stairs. I listened until they reached Nick’s living room, their footsteps directly over my head.

         Then I sneaked quietly down the ladder. I could slip out of the front door without being noticed but I’d left my bag in Nick’s kitchen. My keys were inside so I couldn’t get into the van, and if I walked home, I couldn’t get into the house. I slid my hand into my jacket pocket. My fingers found my mobile phone, but nothing else.

         I stayed put for a minute, listening to the voices upstairs. A lively discussion was rapidly escalating into a heated argument. I crept to the door and peered out into the corridor. A voice suddenly raised in anger – Vlad’s voice, aggressively loud, bullying, accompanied by a series of thumps: his gloved fist pounding on a table, or something worse? Then came a tremendous crash, like a piece of furniture being thrown over, and the unmistakeable sound of a slap. I heard Nick cry out.

         I raced up the stairs, slipping my phone from my pocket, and held it against my ear. ‘Police!’ I yelled, rushing into the room. I held the phone out at arm’s length. ‘I’ve called the police!’ I hadn’t of course. No signal. I just hoped Vlad and his companion didn’t realise that.

         I had the advantage of surprise. They had no idea I was in the building and for a moment they stared, speechless with shock. Then Vlad let out an oath. His companion, 114solid as a church door, black hair crinkling over a low brow – let’s call him Igor – stood still and gaped at me. He was gripping a bunch of Nick’s shirt front in one massive fist, the other raised in preparation for a blow.

         ‘Get out!’ I screamed at him, pointing the way down the stairs. I tried to control my voice but it was shaking and way off the scale. ‘Go!’ I waved the phone at them, screeching like a harpy. ‘Police! I’ve called the police!’

         They might not know much English, but they understood ‘police’ all right. Igor slowly released his hold on Nick.

         For one heart-stopping moment I thought that Vlad was going to call my bluff. A derisive smile slowly spread across his face and he took a step towards me. If his icy stare was bad, his smile was worse, like the grin on the face of a wolf that has spotted a limping lamb. But at that moment, somewhere out on East Street, a siren wailed. I could tell it was only an ambulance, but it was enough to spook the Brothers Grim. They exchanged glances, decided that discretion was the better part of valour and beat a retreat down the stairs, Vlad making vile and hateful mutterings on the way.

         At the foot of the stairs, he turned, glared up at me, jabbed at me with one finger, then drew it emphatically across his throat. The message couldn’t have been clearer.

         I held up my phone, pointing in his direction. I might not have a signal to make a call, but I could still take a photograph. The camera flashed. Vlad’s face turned white with rage as he realised what I’d done. For a moment I thought he would rush the stairs and wrench 115the phone from my hand. But then the siren sounded closer. He muttered, and banged his way out of the door after his companion.

         I flew down the stairs behind him, slammed the front door shut and thrust the bolts home. My heart was hammering and I felt sick. I took a deep breath and ran back up to the living room, where Nick had slumped into a chair. He looked ashen.

         I knew he kept bottles of booze in a cupboard. I hunted around, found brandy and a glass, poured, and placed it on the table next to him. He was breathless and I gave him a moment to recover himself, picking up the table that had been thrown over and collecting the pieces of a shattered ornament.

         ‘Oh, Juno … Juno …’ he gasped at last, shaking his head. ‘You should not have done that.’

         ‘I don’t know what would have happened if I hadn’t.’ I knelt beside his chair. He reached out and gripped my hand weakly. His touch was clammy, his breathing ragged.

         ‘I’m going to call a doctor,’ I told him.

         ‘No, no,’ he protested feebly. ‘I have pills …’ He pointed to the mantelpiece. Searching amongst the clutter of ornaments and old envelopes on the shelf, I found a small brown bottle and shook two tiny tablets out into his trembling palm. He put them under his tongue and after a minute he seemed to be breathing easier.

         ‘Who are those men?’ I asked him. ‘What do they want?’

         He slid a shifty glance at me. ‘They are just … business associates.’ 116

         ‘Business associates?’ I repeated scornfully. ‘I’m going to call the police.’

         ‘No! No police,’ he gripped my hand again. ‘You promise … Juno … call police … things get very bad.’

         ‘Either you tell me what’s going on, Nick, or I call them right now.’

         ‘And tell them what?’ he demanded, rallying. ‘You hear argument … you don’t … know … what is about. Old man get punched …’ He shrugged. ‘You think they care?’ He gave the ghost of a chuckle. ‘Is just misunderstanding, Juno … is all right.’

         I went to the window, threw up the sash, and looked up and down the street. I couldn’t see Vlad or Igor anywhere but that didn’t mean they weren’t lurking somewhere. They’d be back, I was sure of that. But Nick was deaf to all arguments. The mention of police only made him agitated and I didn’t want to make his condition worse than it already was. In the end, I promised I wouldn’t call them. Yet.

         ‘Is all right, Juno, they gone.’ Nick chuckled. ‘Angry goddess scare them away. You go now, huh?’

         ‘I’ll go when you’re fit enough to follow me down the stairs,’ I agreed reluctantly. ‘You lock and bolt the door after me. And don’t you let them in again, you promise me?’

         Nick nodded. ‘I promise,’ he agreed meekly.

         It was half an hour before I cracked open the front door. I peeped out cautiously, in case the two bogeymen were in the alley. When I was sure the coast was clear, I shut the door behind me and waited until I heard Nick push the bolts into place before I hurried across Shadow 117Lane and climbed into my van, locking the door after me. I sat for a moment, tapping my fingers on the steering wheel as the full idiocy of what I’d done came over me. I’d have been no match for either of those two if they’d decided to turn on me. And there’d been no mistaking the meaning of Vlad’s departing gesture. I could have ended up battered and bruised, and very possibly floating down the River Dart.

         I considered breaking my promise and going straight to the police but there didn’t seem much point. I knew if they followed it up with Nick, he’d only downplay the incident, or even deny it took place at all. I sighed. I wasn’t happy, but there didn’t seem to be anything I could do. Reluctantly, I pulled away from the kerb.

         I was booked for that afternoon, gardening for the vicar. I usually love working in the vicarage garden, surrounded by warm stone walls hanging with old-fashioned roses, clusters of scented Rambling Rector and Himalayan Musk nodding in the breeze. In fact, a couple of hours working in any garden can make me feel better about most things. But dead-heading the roses and staking the delphiniums didn’t work for me that afternoon. Birdsong and bees bumbling amongst the lavender failed to lift my spirits. All I could think about was Nick. When I got home, I parked the van, but didn’t bother going back into the house. I passed the garden gate, walked down the lane and scrambled through the hedge and across the field.

         Paul was in his workshop. I called at the caravan first, but it was locked up, so I made my way down to the big corrugated iron shed. The door was standing open. I went inside and stood for a moment surrounded by a jumble 118of old furniture. I could hear water splashing somewhere, what sounded like a powerful jet or hose. I called Paul’s name and wandered through the shed into an old, attached stone barn. I called again. The sound of the water stopped abruptly and he appeared, coming through a small door, wearing wet gumboots, the trousers of his overalls splashed with wetness, a pair of protective goggles pushed up on his forehead. ‘Juno!’ he cried, smiling. He stripped off a pair of heavy rubber gauntlets and tossed them on a workbench. ‘I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon.’ His smile faded as he looked at my face. ‘What’s wrong?’

         I began to relate what had happened that morning, but he stopped me and made me sit down. He pulled up a stool beside me and listened whilst I poured out what had happened.

         ‘And you’ve no idea who these men were?’ he asked at last.

         ‘That’s why I came to you. I thought you might know them. Nick might have mentioned them, or said something …’ I showed him the photograph of Vlad I’d taken on my phone. It was a charming study, his face twisted with malice, caught just at the moment he was drawing his finger across his throat.

         ‘Never seen him before.’ Paul frowned and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. ‘I know some of the dealers he knows, local people, like Tom Smithson and Verbena. But I’ve never come across this pair.’

         ‘Nick won’t tell me what they want. I’m frightened he’s going to get hurt.’

         Paul thought for a moment. ‘Tell you what, Nick and I need to settle up for the things I sold for him at the 119fair yesterday. I’ll go around tonight, see if I can find out anything. He might open up to me.’

         ‘Thanks.’ I smiled and he smiled back.

         ‘So,’ I said, deliberately breaking eye contact and looking around me, ‘this is your empire.’

         ‘Allow me to show you around, madam.’

         The barn was workmanlike and tidy, the space taken up by an enormous saw bench and stacks of furniture in various stages of restoration. Chisels and files hung in specially fitted racks on the walls and there were plastic bins for wood shavings and sawdust. Rows of tightly fitted tins stood on the shelves and there was a strong smell of resin, beeswax and spirit varnish. There was also an oil painting on an easel, of a barge with red sails on a swelling grey sea, its colours bright and fresh.

         ‘Is this a genuine Arnold Bishop?’ I asked.

         Paul grinned. ‘The very same.’

         ‘Where’s the Darkolene?’

         He pointed to a battered, ancient-looking tin with dribbles of dried, dark-brown varnish down the side. ‘That’s my last one. I’m starting to panic.’

         Chaos was allowed to reign in one corner only. Dirty coffee mugs jostled for space on a wooden draining board next to a cracked china sink, with an old kettle, an exploded bag of sugar and half-opened packets of biscuits.

         ‘I don’t think much of the catering arrangements,’ I told him frankly.

         ‘What’s up here?’ I climbed a wooden ladder to an old hayloft but there was nothing to see but more furniture.

         Back down on ground level, I went through the little wooden door Paul had come through earlier. It took 120me into a lean-to with a glass skylight in a corrugated metal roof. The concrete floor was shiny with wetness, the powerful hose Paul had been using lying like a huge serpent on the concrete. Beneath the skylight stood a large metal tank, about the size of a builder’s skip. ‘Is this the stripping tank?’ I had to stand on tiptoe to peer in. It was half full of cold, clear liquid.

         ‘Careful!’ Paul warned me, following me through the door. ‘Don’t get too close.’

         ‘What’s in it?’

         ‘Sodium hydroxide,’ he said, stooping to coil up the hose. ‘Caustic soda.’

         ‘Nasty stuff! Isn’t it bad for old furniture?’ I asked. ‘Doesn’t it ruin the wood?’

         He laughed, coiling the hose over a reel mounted on the wall. Its brass nozzle drizzled slightly and he gave a final turn to a large tap on the wall beside it, making sure the water was turned off. Then he came over to join me by the tank. ‘Leave anything in too long and it’ll fall to pieces. It dissolves all the glue in the joints. I heat the tank first, then things don’t have to stay in so long, and it doesn’t damage the wood so much. I never use it for the good stuff.’ He pointed to a pine cupboard lying on its side on the wet concrete. ‘I’ve just taken that out. I was rinsing it off when you called.’

         ‘How do you get the stuff in there?’ I looked up. Above the tank a big metal grid, like an old-fashioned laundry airer, hung on chains.

         ‘If you stand aside a minute, I’ll show you.’ He grabbed one of three levers on the side of the tank. ‘This one raises and lowers the grid,’ he demonstrated. The chains 121squeaked and rattled as the grid went up and down. ‘This one opens and closes the lid.’ He pulled the second lever and the two metal halves of the lid closed in a neat seam over the top of the tank.

         ‘And what does that one do?’ I asked, pointing at the third.

         ‘Ah, this is the one you have to watch,’ he told me. ‘Mind your head, it swings out a bit suddenly. This lever swings the whole rig out sideways. Then you can lower it to the ground to put whatever you want to go in the tank on the grid …’

         ‘And then raise it with the other lever and swing it back again,’ I completed for him.

         ‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘Want a go?’

         I took over the levers and played happily for a couple of minutes, raising and lowering the rack and swinging it into place until the novelty wore off.

         ‘It’s a bit risky isn’t it, using this stuff?’ I asked. ‘It burns horribly, caustic soda.’

         ‘When I put the tank in, I had to lay a special drain,’ he explained. ‘If you don’t dispose of the waste properly you can get a big fine.’

         ‘What would happen if you fell in?’

         ‘You’d never get out again, that’s for sure. Left there long enough, you’d dissolve.’

         I suspected him of pulling my leg. ‘Seriously?’

         ‘It used to be used for disposing of animal carcasses − human ones too, I expect, on the quiet. I heard a story once about a bloke who fell in a tank and couldn’t get out. They found him next morning − nothing but jelly.’

         I took a step back, shuddering. In the safety of the 122workshop once more, my thoughts returned to Nick. ‘Will you phone me when you’ve seen him tonight?’

         ‘Don’t worry.’ He gave a sudden grin. ‘Perhaps these guys won’t come back. It sounds like you made a good job of scaring them off.’
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            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

         

         When I got back to the house I still had to unload Nick’s boxes. As I was making my fifth trip from the van to the front door with my arms full, Adam came out to give me a hand and told me I could store them in a space under the stairs. I began to feel a lot happier. Then Kate came out from the kitchen and asked me if I’d like a spicy vegetable pasty for my supper and my happiness bordered on ecstasy.

         I ate it warm from the microwave, standing in the kitchen, Bill weaving figures of eight around my ankles. I put the plate in the sink and dusted crumbs of flaky pastry from my boobs. I had things to do. 124

         I hunted under my bed until I found what I was looking for – a carved wooden box that belonged to Cordelia. I put it on the kitchen table and opened the lid.

         ‘Aha!’ I declared, picking out a tiny pair of pliers. The rest of the box was stuffed with self-seal plastic bags containing long metal pins, hooks and various types of bead: Cordelia’s earring-making kit.

         I fetched the green glass necklace I had bought from Pat. I’d cleaned it prior to taking it to the antiques fair so I was able to start work at once, snipping each of the three strings that made up the necklace and letting the beads fall out on to a tray. I picked up three, ascending in size, and threaded them on to a long silver pin, putting a tiny silver bead from Cordelia’s kit in between each one. Bill, who had leapt up on the table, watched with interest as I used the pliers to bend the top of the pin over into a loop and hang it on to the hook that went through the ear. I pinched the loop into place. ‘Voilà!’ I dangled the result in front of him. ‘One earring!’

         Over the next two hours I made twenty-four pairs of green glass earrings, using either gold or silver beads to separate the glass ones, varying the design with additional beads from Cordelia’s box. Bill lost interest after whisking a marble-sized bead on to the floor with his paw, chasing it around the kitchen floor and losing it under the fridge, obliging me to fish about among the dust with the handle of a broom. Then he curled up, inconveniently, on my lap.

         I was pleased with my night’s work, if a bit boggle-eyed. No two pairs of earrings were the same. And I still had beads from the necklace left over. I also had a stiff neck. I 125stretched and let down my hair just as the phone rang. It was Paul.

         ‘Is Nick OK?’ I asked.

         ‘Yup. He was being careful, wouldn’t open the door to me until I called to him through the letter box.’

         ‘Did he tell you anything?’

         ‘I asked him straight out. He was cross with you for talking to me and he clammed up at first. But eventually he opened up a bit, said that he’d dealt with these guys in the past … “moved things on for them”, is how he put it. He said they come down now and again from London to do business with him and he’s never had any trouble with them before.’

         ‘Well, he was having trouble with them this morning.’

         ‘This time, there was a problem over the price of some stuff he’d sold for them. He’d put it in an auction for them and whatever it was – he wouldn’t tell me − didn’t reach the expected price. They’re after Nick for the difference.’

         ‘That’s not fair,’ I objected. ‘It’s not his fault.’

         ‘I don’t think fair comes into their vocabulary.’

         ‘Probably not,’ I agreed. ‘What’s he going to do?’

         ‘Pay up and get them off his back, he says. He’s going to set up a meeting. I offered to be there as security. They’re not likely to turn violent if he’s got a witness.’

         ‘I want to be there too.’

         I heard Paul laugh down the phone. ‘You might scare them off! I wish I’d been there this morning, I hear you were a sight to see.’

         ‘I don’t know about that,’ I muttered, embarrassed.

         ‘By the way, you didn’t notice their car this morning, did you?’ 126

         ‘No. Why?’

         ‘It’s probably just coincidence. There was a black BMW parked down the street this evening, I noticed it when I came out of Nick’s. There were two men sitting in it. When I walked down the street in their direction they drove away, pretty sharp.’

         ‘Did you get a look at them?’

         ‘Not really. It was too dark. When I got in my van, I drove around the block a few times in case they’d come back, but they didn’t. Like I say, it was probably just coincidence.’

         ‘Let’s hope so.’

         Paul yawned. ‘Well, I’m off to bed. Try not to antagonise any more dangerous thugs if you can help it.’

         I remembered Vlad standing at the foot of Nick’s stairs, glaring at me and drawing his finger across his throat. ‘I’ll try,’ I promised.

         
             

         

         Next morning, I popped into the bazaar and gave a mournful Pat a quick lesson in how to make earrings. The ones I’d made the night before hung in rows on an old photo frame I’d padded with black velvet and turned into a display stand.

         ‘Juno, they’re lovely!’ she cried.

         ‘Shove over, then, cos I’m going to show you how to make them.’

         It was, as I told her, dead easy, once she’d mastered the knack of bending the top of the earring pin over into a loop with the pliers. The real skill came in choosing the beads, putting colours and shapes together. Judging from the pretty baby clothes she’d knitted, I reckoned Pat 127would be good at that, and she was. Her big, bony hands worked with surprising dexterity.

         ‘I must pay you for all these beads and things,’ she said, looking anxious.

         ‘Nope, treat it as a donation to the animals.’ I left her with all the spare beads, plus lists of jewellery-making suppliers. I loaned her Cordelia’s little pliers, with a warning that I’d want them back. They had sentimental value.

         ‘Oh, Juno, thank you ever so much!’

         ‘My pleasure, Pat. Just get cracking! I’ve got something else to bring you next week.’
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            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

         

         Paul was wrong about the BMW. It wasn’t black, it was blue. I was coming back from Tavistock on the B3357, the road which bisects the moor. Summer had finally started in earnest and I’d given myself a day off for a snoop around Tavistock. It’s a lovely town with an old, stone-built market hall, which yielded some interesting goodies. But I spent more than I intended, so instead of treating myself to lunch in a cafe, I settled for some shop-bought sandwiches and decided to take the scenic route home across the moor and stop for a picnic.

         Despite the glorious weather, I seemed to have the moor to myself save for a few black-faced sheep grazing 129amongst clumps of gorse. I pulled in off the side of the road and parked on the car park, little more than a level area of gravel beyond the grassy verge. There were no other cars there.

         Little grew up there above the height of bracken and gorse, and the treeless moorland gave me sweeping views. I stared across the landscape, a stiff breeze flirting with strands of my hair, and breathed in deep. To the north of the road, the rocky outline of Great Mis Tor dominated the skyline. To the south, the land fell away gently, and I gazed across hills that were tinged with bronze, russet and purple, fading to blue in the far distance. I locked the van, walked away from the road over short grass scattered with tiny black piles of sheep droppings and found a sun-warmed rock, where I could park my bum and eat my sandwich. I shed my jacket, folding it under me for a cushion and watched a pair of buzzards circling in the immaculate blue above my head.

         Perhaps I have the soul of a cleaning lady after all. A hundred yards or so ahead of me a stunted hawthorn tree, grown hunchback against the prevailing wind, clung with gnarled roots to a low cairn of rock. It would have made a wonderful photograph, a symbol of the struggle of poor living things against the pitiless elements − except that tangled in its branches was a shredded plastic bag.

         I couldn’t bear the sight of the thing flapping away like a flag, the thought that it might be there for years, a horrible intrusion in an otherwise unspoilt wilderness. I had to remove it. I left my bag and jacket where they lay and threaded my way through the gorse to the cairn of rocks. I could see where the sheep had made a path 130before me, leaving tiny clouds of wool hanging on the tips of the thorns.

         Reaching the foot of the tree involved some awkward clambering, treading carefully, searching for footholds among the knotted, witch-like fingers of its roots. It was a few minutes before I managed to scramble to the top. Moss grew thick on the northern side of the trunk, a sign of clean air. I breathed in deeply and then turned around to get another look at the view: then dropped down behind the tree, crouching as low as I could behind the rocks, my heart thumping with shock.

         Vlad and Igor were walking across the grass towards me. They must have spotted the van parked by the side of the road. They could scarcely miss it. I always park across the lane from Nick’s shop and they’d probably seen it there. It wouldn’t take a brain surgeon to work out who it belonged to.

         I risked a look over the rocks in front of me. Right now they were going through the pockets of my jacket, and laughing. I saw my bunch of keys tossed in a glittering arc into the bracken. Igor began rooting through my bag. He found my phone and passed it to Vlad, who stood scrolling through, looking for something: the photograph I had taken of him. He gave a bark of laughter and showed something to Igor. He must have found it. I didn’t need to see his thumb working to know he was pressing delete, before he flung the phone into the bracken along with my keys.

         Meanwhile, Igor was happily chucking things out of my bag. He found my silent dog whistle and blew it several times, shrugged when it made no noise, and 131tossed it over his shoulder. A tampon went flying, then my diary; then he found my purse, opened it and emptied out the change.

         I dodged back behind the rock, out of sight. Perhaps now Vlad had got what he wanted and erased the photograph, they might both drive off and leave me alone.

         ‘Juuunoooo.’ It was Vlad calling, his voice mocking. ‘Where are you hiding, girlfriend?’

         He and Igor weren’t going to go away. They were coming to find me.

         What the hell was I going to do? There was no one else for miles around, no cover to hide me beyond the rocks I was cowering behind. I couldn’t stay where I was and there was nowhere I could run to without them seeing me. Even if I could make it back to the safety of the van, my keys were gone. I crouched silently, willing myself to stay calm, to breathe evenly, not to give in to the panic that was fluttering in my throat. They must know where I was hiding; before long, they’d be coming to get me.

         I dared a glance over the rocks. The two of them were striding towards the cairn.

         I looked around: short grass, broken rocks and stunted thorn bushes; open country, nowhere to hide. I glanced up at the tree. I could climb it, but it was so small and stunted that its branches wouldn’t put me beyond their reach. I could sneak in amongst the rusty bracken, crawl on hands and knees, but my movement through it would be slow, noisy and easy to detect. Better to run, try to reach the road and pray a car might come along, pray the driver would stop for a wild-eyed woman with wilder hair, out on the moor, crazily flagging him down. 132

         ‘Juuunoooo.’

         They were closer now. I bolted, veered away from them in a wide arc, racing across the grass towards the road. They spotted me as soon as I emerged from the shadow of the rocks and shouted. I kept running. I’d been a good runner once. If only I’d kept up the training. They split up, Igor breaking into a shambling jog after me, Vlad sprinting on ahead to cut me off before I could reach the road. I stopped, breathing hard, blood roaring in my ears, then jinked back the way I had come, back towards the cairn, forcing them both to change tack.

         But we all knew they had me. I couldn’t keep this up for long. Sunlight flashed on something silver in Vlad’s gloved hand: a blade. I scrambled back up the rocks to the tree, stood up and screamed for help at the top of my lungs. A cruel wind whipped my voice away, carrying it off like a lost soul, rendering my screams useless. Igor and Vlad were closing in on me from either side.

         I bent down, picked up a rock the size of a tennis ball and hefted it, assessing its weight. Igor laughed. But I wasn’t going down without a fight and he didn’t realise he was dealing with the captain of the school cricket team. Let’s see how funny he found it when he was wearing a chunk of granite in his teeth. I bowled it overarm, aiming at his head. But throwing a rock is not the same as throwing a cricket ball. It fell short. I was out of practice.

         Out of practice and out of luck. I scrabbled among the stones at my feet, searching desperately for another likely missile. Too small would do no damage, too big would be impossible to lift. My hand closed on one, sharp and pointed, barely more than a chip. I stood up and aimed 133it like a skimming stone, straight at Igor’s head. It spun through the air and struck him on the cheekbone. He bellowed, stopping to clutch at his face. When he took his hand away I could see a trickle of blood. He snarled and broke into a stumbling run towards me. Frantically I hunted for another stone, my breath coming in short, panicky gasps.

         As I struggled to dislodge a rock lodged between two roots, a long mournful howl echoed across the moor. For a moment I froze, then looked up. Igor and Vlad hesitated, glanced uncertainly at one another. Then there was silence, the only sound was the faint mewing cries of the buzzards, circling in the sky above. They shrugged and started towards me again, Vlad grinning as his hand closed more tightly around his knife. I clawed at the rock by my feet, scrabbling with my fingers, tearing my nails as I fought to prise it loose from the earth.

         But something had heard those blasts Igor had made on the silent whistle. Something was answering the call. Another baleful moan sounded, only this time it was closer. A thing unseen was crashing through a stand of nearby bracken, making the ferns rustle and wave wildly, a thing that growled and snarled and sent the sheep scattering in all directions. The bracken parted and a great black shape came thundering out.

         It stopped in front of them, blocking their way: a mass of quivering muscle, fur bristling around mighty shoulders and ridging along its spine, its torn ears flattened against a broad skull, lips drawn back from fearsome fangs. It growled, rumbling rage deep in its throat, fury blazing hot in its eyes.

         ‘Duke!’ I whispered in awe. 134

         Vlad and Igor took a step back and Duke let off a volley of raw, threatening barks. They stood motionless, Vlad’s grip tightening on the blade. Duke sank low, his belly almost brushing the ground. He crept forward, shoulders pumping like a lion stalking its prey, gathering himself for a spring, all the time a terrible, low moaning tearing itself from deep within his throat. I could see Vlad weighing up the odds. He might manage a lucky stab, but he risked getting his tonsils ripped out.

         Slowly, almost imperceptibly, he and Igor began to inch backward, Igor making stupid ‘nice doggy’ noises, neither of them taking their eyes from Duke, who inched ever closer as they crept back.

         Without warning, he charged. Both men turned and fled. Duke leapt at Igor, felled him like a tree, then shook him, crushing his forearm in the vice of his jaws. I could hear the bones crunching from where I stood. He screamed out, but Vlad had kept on running, and was already climbing into the BMW.

         Duke released his grip, chasing off towards the car. Vlad slammed himself inside as the dog launched himself at the driver’s door, claws slipping, scrabbling against the window as he slathered and snarled through the glass. I heard the engine start up. Sobbing and gibbering in pain, Igor floundered to his feet and lurched across the grass. Vlad reversed sharply, shaking Duke off and swinging the car around so that Igor could clamber in the passenger side. I yelled at Duke to come to me, terrified that Vlad would run him over.

         Igor wrenched the door open with his good arm and flung himself aboard. Before the door was closed, the car 135lunged forward in a crash of gears. There was a crunch of tyres spinning on gravel, a spraying up of tiny stones, and then the car sped off up the road. Duke gave chase for a few long, loping strides, but slowed and lost interest. I stumbled down over the rocky cairn and my legs gave way beneath me. I sat on the ground and sobbed. Duke baulked of his prey, ambled over beside me and lay down in a disgruntled fashion. I threw my arms about his neck and hugged him.

         ‘Awesome!’ I whispered in his ear. ‘You were awesome!’

         
             

         

         It wasn’t me who called the police. I don’t know how long I sat, clinging around Duke’s neck, blubbing into his fur, but after a while he’d endured enough, got heavily to his feet, and snuffled among the gorse where he found and devoured the half-eaten sandwich I had put down on the rock what seemed like a lifetime before.

         That brought me to my senses. I needed to find my keys, and my phone. I picked up my bag and began hunting around in the scrubby bushes. I located my empty purse, my diary and the tampon, and was still scrabbling among wicked thorns, trying to find my keys and phone, when I heard a piercing three-note whistle in the distance. Duke’s head came up, he gave a single slow wave of his tail and barked in greeting. I recognised the whistle too. It was Micky. I scanned the horizon but couldn’t see him. He was probably still far away, his whistle carrying long-distance.

         Duke began to lope off. He stopped at the top of the cairn and looked back at me uncertainly. The whistle came again. And with no further thought, my hero 136disappeared over the cairn and was lost to sight.

         I continued searching painfully among the thorns, my fingers bleeding from repeated stabbings. I had to find my keys. I wanted to get off the moor, I wanted to go home. But more urgent than any of that was the need to ring Nick, to warn him that Vlad and Igor could be on their way. I had to find my phone. Happily, I located the dog whistle. I couldn’t be sure whether it was that, or all my screaming and hollering that had drawn Duke’s attention, but I didn’t intend to leave it behind.

         ‘Have you lost something?’

         I looked up. A couple of walkers with woolly hats and backpacks were striding in my direction.

         I put on a smile as they came towards me. ‘I dropped my bag and lost my phone … it’s here … somewhere,’ I added, looking around helplessly. ‘You don’t have a mobile on you, do you? Would you mind phoning my number?’

         The woman had already produced her phone. I gave her my number and within a few seconds mine began to vibrate noisily among the yellow flowers of the gorse. We located it about three feet from where I’d been looking. Thank God, Vlad hadn’t torn out the sim. It would still work. We also found my keys. I thanked the couple profusely.

         ‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ the man asked, eyeing me doubtfully. I probably looked a wreck.

         ‘I’m fine,’ I responded, sucking blood from my finger. ‘I’m going home now. I think I’ve had enough of the moor for one day.’ Concerned, they wanted to stay and chat. I just wanted them to get going so that I could phone Nick.

         ‘Well, if you’re sure you’re OK …’ 137

         ‘Yes. Thanks again.’ I waved at them and hurried away towards the van.

         It had a flat tyre. Vlad must have stuck his knife into it when he and Igor arrived. I couldn’t help thinking about the old quarries and mine workings there were roundabout, all the places my body might have been dumped, never to be found again. I phoned Nick’s number, unlocking the van door and tossing my bag inside whilst I paced fretfully, willing him to answer.

         ‘Nick, are you all right?’ I blurted as soon as he picked up.

         ‘Is Juno?’ he asked. ‘Yes, yes, I’m fine.’

         ‘Vlad and Igor—’ I began.

         ‘Who?’

         ‘Your friends …’

         ‘No need to shout! I see them this morning. We talk. We come to arrangement. Everything is all right now. They go home.’

         ‘I … I don’t understand …’ I said stupidly. ‘You’ve seen them?’

         ‘We friends again,’ he told me happily.

         I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. ‘Friends?’ I shouted down the phone at him. ‘They just tried to kill me!’

         ‘No, no, Juno …’ Nick began soothingly, before the phone was obviously snatched out of his hand.

         ‘Juno, where are you?’ It was Paul’s voice.

         ‘I’m up on the moor,’ I told him.

         ‘Are you all right?’

         ‘I am now.’ I gabbled an account of what had just happened to me, ending with the flat tyre. 138

         ‘I’ll come and get you. Tell me exactly where you are.’

         I told him where I was. ‘But it’s all right, I can manage, I’ve got a spare.’

         ‘I’ll be there in about half an hour. You sit tight.’ And he rang off before I could argue any further.

         Suddenly drained of energy, I sat in the van, and rested my head against the steering wheel. After a few minutes, a car pulled up beside me, blue light flashing, and I started nervously. It was a police car with two officers inside. The driver wound down his window and gazed at me from pale-blue eyes. ‘You all right, miss?’

         ‘Yes, I’m fine, Officer,’ I lied, trying to sound bright, as he climbed out of his vehicle. ‘I’ve just got a flat tyre.’

         The other officer also got out and together they walked around, making a great business, it seemed to me, of surveying the van. ‘So you have,’ he remarked pleasantly. ‘Have you been sitting here long?’

         ‘I’m waiting for the AA.’

         ‘Ah!’ The driver glanced at his colleague. ‘It’s just we had a rather strange report about twenty minutes ago. A call came in from a gentleman birdwatching up there.’ He pointed towards a distant tor. ‘He was using powerful binoculars. He said he’d seen something strange going on, a woman being chased by two men, a woman with long red hair,’ he added, scrutinising me with eyes narrowed, ‘like yourself.’

         ‘Really?’ I gazed at him, all innocence, raking a hand through the tangled mass of my curls and pulling out a frond of bracken.

         ‘I think he must be quite an elderly gentleman,’ he went on. ‘He felt he was too far away to render you any 139assistance and so he called us on his mobile phone. He also mentioned something about a huge black dog.’

         I gave what I hoped was a convincing laugh. ‘It wasn’t that big! I think it was a Labrador. It belonged to the two men. I was just over there having a sandwich and the dog came bounding up to me … very friendly. They’d stopped their car you see, to let it out for a walk. They were just running about, playing with it.’

         ‘And were you running about too?’

         ‘Oh yes!’ I was aware of just how idiotic I was making myself sound. ‘I love dogs,’ I ended lamely.

         ‘And you didn’t scream for help?’

         ‘Well … yes! But it was only a joke …’

         ‘So, it was all a game, then?’ The officer was eyeing me dubiously. ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘Well, I can understand that perhaps to someone watching from a distance it might have looked a bit strange …’

         ‘And this dog didn’t bite anyone?’

         ‘No, no!’ I assured him, laughing. ‘It was all just a game.’

         The police officer favoured me with a long, thoughtful stare and I knew that he didn’t believe a single word that I had said. But there were no mangled corpses lying anywhere, so I don’t suppose he cared. ‘Well, as long as you’re all right, miss,’ he said eventually.

         I saw Paul’s van approaching and let out a grateful sigh. ‘Ah, here’s my friend coming to my rescue, come to change my tyre.’

         ‘Oh really, miss?’ The driver smiled as he slid into the front seat and closed the car door. ‘I thought you said it was the AA you were waiting for.’

         
             

         

         140‘So, why didn’t you tell them the truth?’ Paul asked.

         It was later, much later. We were lying in bed in his caravan, my head on his shoulder, his fingers playing idly with a strand of my hair.

         ‘I don’t know really,’ I admitted, sighing. ‘I didn’t want it all to rebound on Nick. If I’d told the police, he would have had to answer a lot of questions. I didn’t want to get him into trouble.’ More than that, if I’d told the truth, I knew they would have gone looking for Micky and Duke. The police don’t like dogs that attack people, even people intent on murder.

         Paul laughed softly. ‘You didn’t want to get Nick into trouble? Earlier on you said you were going to kill him.’

         ‘I still might,’ I muttered.

         It was his refusal to take me seriously that had enraged me. Once we’d changed my tyre, Paul and I had driven our respective vans back to Nick’s place and I had told him everything. First of all, he pretended he didn’t believe me, as if I’d imagined the whole thing.

         ‘What they do on Dartmoor?’ he asked. ‘They go back to London.’

         ‘Perhaps they were stopping off to visit some of their nice friends in prison,’ I suggested sarcastically. ‘I don’t know! All I know is, they stopped when they saw my van.’

         ‘They would not hurt you, Juno,’ he kept saying.

         ‘Vlad had a knife!’ I told him furiously. ‘He’d slashed my tyre so I couldn’t get away.’

         ‘They just want to frighten you … You make them look small … They want teach you lesson …’

         ‘Oh, that’s all right, then! They might have stopped short of stabbing me. They might have been content with 141beating me up and raping me, or perhaps just carving their initials on my face.’

         ‘No, no … Juno,’ he said soothingly. ‘They not do that.’ He tried to take my hand and pat it, patronising old bastard, but I snatched it away.

         ‘You told me …’ I spoke softly but my voice trembled with rage, ‘… when I wanted to ring the police, that day when those two were here threatening you … you said that if I rang the police, things could get very bad.’

         He didn’t have an answer to that and I just nodded. ‘I’m out of here! Bye, Nick.’

         ‘But Juno, wait!’ he called out as I thumped angrily down the stairs.

         Paul caught up with me as I stood out in the alley, taking deep breaths. ‘Look, he really is shocked and frightened about what happened to you today. He just doesn’t want to admit it, that’s all.’

         ‘He’s talking as if I’m making it all up!’ I said furiously.

         Paul risked a smile. ‘Why don’t we go and get a drink?’

         ‘That’s the best idea I’ve heard today,’ I told him, and we walked down to The Silent Whistle.

         ‘So, what happened this morning?’ I demanded crossly. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were setting this meeting up?’

         Paul looked a little sheepish. ‘We didn’t think it was a good idea to involve you,’ he confessed.

         ‘Oh, really?’ I tossed back a drink. I don’t usually drink double brandies but I reckoned I deserved one. ‘Quite ironic in the circumstances, don’t you think?’ I croaked, my throat scorched with burning alcohol. I plonked the glass back on the bar and signalled the barmaid to pour me another. 142

         ‘It was a strange experience,’ Paul admitted. ‘I’m standing there in stony silence, trying to look like a hard man, whilst Nick and … Vlad … is that what you call him …?’

         I nodded. I’d broken into a bag of crisps and my mouth was too full for me to speak.

         ‘Well, they argued for quite a while,’ he went on. ‘Of course, I couldn’t understand a word, and behind them, the other guy …’

         ‘Igor,’ I muttered, trying not to spray him with shrapnel.

         ‘Igor stood in silence, like me, doing his hard-man act. And I have to admit,’ he added ruefully, ‘his was a lot better than mine.’

         ‘But they settled their differences, in the end?’

         ‘I suppose. Nick handed over a thick envelope of cash. I watched Vlad count it and I reckon there was at least three thousand in there. They seemed happy, even shook hands. Which makes me wonder …’ he tailed off thoughtfully.

         ‘What?’

         ‘Why did they come after you?’

         I’d been wondering about that myself. ‘I can’t believe they followed me all the way to Tavistock and back. I think I was just unlucky. I don’t know what they were doing on that road, but they must have spotted the van. It’s difficult to miss it. Vlad didn’t like having his photograph taken. I suppose he seized an opportunity to get rid of it.’

         ‘And to scare you enough to stop you going to the police,’ Paul added.

         ‘Or get rid of a witness altogether.’ I was still convinced he and Igor would have killed me if Duke hadn’t come to my rescue.

         ‘They don’t like having witnesses to what they’re up 143to, that’s for sure. I don’t think they’ll come back,’ he added, putting his empty beer glass down on the bar and helping himself to a crisp, ‘I doubt if they’ll want to deal with Nick again.’ He grinned suddenly, his dark eyes lighting up. ‘They didn’t reckon on Boudica and the Hound of the Baskervilles.’

         ‘And do we know what they’re up to?’ I asked, pointedly ignoring this unflattering reference. ‘Do we know what Nick was trying to sell for them?’

         Paul shook his head. ‘He’s very tight-lipped about that.’ For a few moments, he gazed thoughtfully at our reflections in the mirror behind the bar. I gazed too, and in the reflection, our eyes met. For a moment, we just stared. Then Paul spoke and broke the spell.

         ‘Just as they were leaving, Vlad spoke to me. I’m stupid, I suppose, but I didn’t realise he could speak English.’

         ‘It came as a bit of a shock to me,’ I admitted. ‘What did he say?’

         ‘He came right up close to me, looked me in the eye and asked, “Are you bodyguard?” He smiled in a way that made me want to kill him − derisively, I suppose, and said, “You tough guy, eh?” Then he laughed, the other guy joined in, and they both left.’

         ‘Did you say anything?’

         ‘I opted for dignified silence.’

         ‘But Nick was all right?’ I asked. ‘When they left, he was happy?’

         ‘He seemed very relieved.’ Paul smiled suddenly. ‘He was right about you, though.’

         ‘What do you mean?’ I asked, wishing his smile was not so warm. 144

         ‘When you’re angry, you’re a sight to see – a real flame-haired goddess.’

         
             

         

         Our lovemaking that night was more of a celebration for my being alive and unharmed, rather than outright lust, that and being more than slightly drunk. Not that the night was without passion. We made the little caravan rock on its springs. But in the morning, we both knew that it hadn’t been a good idea.

         When I awoke, Paul was sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at a picture on his phone. He wasn’t aware that I had woken and I was able to study the muscular contours of his back and shoulders, smooth skin made golden by the early sun, and the sad, lost look on his face. I sat up and rested my chin on his shoulder so that I could see the picture too. A pretty, brown-haired woman pointed towards the camera, crouching next to a dark-haired toddler who looked just like his daddy. ‘How long is it since you’ve seen them?’

         ‘A few weeks.’ His voice was laden with longing.

         ‘Then go and see them now. Today. Take some time off.’

         He turned to me, dark eyes full of guilt. ‘Juno, I don’t want you to feel used.’

         I silenced him, placing a finger against his lips. ‘Look, we had a great time last night, but I’m not stupid.’ I smiled, taking his chin between my hands. ‘Go and see your wife and child.’

         He frowned. ‘Will you be all right? I don’t think you need to worry about those two Russians. I don’t think they’ll be back.’

         ‘I’ll be fine.’ 145

         He smiled and stroked my cheek. ‘You’re great, Juno.’

         ‘Yeah, yeah, I’m a real goddess!’ I shivered and pulled the duvet around my bare shoulders. ‘Now make me a cup of tea, you swine. I’ve got to go and walk dogs in a minute.’
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