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I found myself in a ridiculous situation. Typical, I never think things through I always react without considering the consequences. But I had enough reasons to take those actions – well, I thought so at the time.

“Do you think she suspects anything?” asked a man with a deep voice.

“What do you think?” said another man with the higher, more strained voice.

Flipping heck, they are both jumping to conclusions! Did I suspect anything? I don’t suspect – I know! Ok I don’t know absolutely for sure. Oh, maybe I should go out there and brave this out, but is that really the best course of action? Oh, I hate self doubt. I am huddled down in the corner of the wardrobe considering my options and it’s not going well. 

“She is only a shop assistant. Naw she won’t have a clue. You’re getting over edgy” said Mr. Deep Voice.

“Over edgy yer say? This is just another one of his tactics to shake us off. We’re closing in on him. He did the same thing in Plymouth, but now we know his tricks. We’re not going to be taken for fools twice” said the High Voice, the grumpy one of the two.

Yeah - just as I thought, they are following him and he’s in trouble, that I am right about.

Look, Maureen, think straight make three decisions and choose the best one. Number one: you could stay in this wardrobe. Agreed. Although it’s alright as far as wardrobes go but it’s a bit dark and there is a strong smell of old lavender -and there could be spiders. Number two: you could step out of the wardrobe and pretend you have not a clue what they are talking about and you have every good reason for being in a wardrobe. I’m not keen on either of those so I’ve decided to go with plan number three. So what is plan three? I waited - you haven’t got one have you? I can be so infuriating.

I suddenly jumped in reaction to them hammering loudly and impatiently on the glass window of Mr. Harvey’s office. “If you don’t want me to smash this window in I suggest you get out here!” whined grumpy high voice.

Oh dear, dear. What is Mr Harvey going to do? He knows nothing about all this. I put my hands deep into my apron pocket and sat there with hunched shoulders.

Mr Harvey arrived from the back office quick enough to stop them from hitting the glass again. Thank goodness. “Young man, you stop immediately or I will call the police. Do you understand me?”

“Call’ em and I will tell them you are withholding property that does not belong to you” said deep voice with the tone of a thug.

“And what property is that?” Mr. Harvey asked standing his ground.

“My mate left a painting with you and I am here to retrieve it. So find it.” I have my ear to the door listening. What’s Mr Harvey going to do? My heart is thumping and I am trying to listen to what is being said.

“Show me your mate’s receipt before we can do any further business. That’s how this business operates, no exception.”

“We are obviously not understanding each other” the thug insisted.

“Let me make this perfectly understandable to you - no receipt, no hand over. An agreement has been signed to that effect and if I did otherwise I would be breaking that contract. No can do.” 

Good on you Mr Harvey - guts. But this has got to stop I can’t bear it. I prepared to leave the dark dusty confined space of the wardrobe. The plan for what it’s worth, I am going to climb out, get down on my knees and crawl along the floor past all the furniture to the front door of the shop, then stand up and pretend I had just walked in. I am poised and ready to go when the shop bell rang. I stopped dead and listened.

“If you will excuse me” said Mr Harvey “it is one of my regular customers so let me put it another way – leave!” I heard him talking in customer tones to someone as the door bell rang again. It sounded like they had left. Oh thank goodness for that. My rising panic of a few moments ago stilled. I calmed myself. I really need to extract myself from this wardrobe without too much bother.

I gently leaned on the door letting daylight in. I opened the door wider without a squeak of the hinge. I put one foot carefully on the floor and being as bodily aware as possible I stood up and closed the wardrobe door carefully behind me. I straightened myself up and looked at the reflection in a dressing table mirror I could see Mr Harvey serving the customer.

He was just counting back the change when he saw me. He looked at me through the mirror over the top of his glasses. I waved, smiling uncomfortably, as if to say it was nothing, I just thought I would spend some time in the wardrobe. With a look that clearly read ‘whats going on my girl? You’ve got some explaining to do’ he carried on service with a half smile. I won’t see that smile when he hears me out. I stood back out of sight until the customer had left and the shop door was closed.

“Right! Tell me, and it had better be good.” He stood looking serious, his glasses slipping down his nose. His eyes followed me as I tried to walk casually around the furniture on the shop floor and moved towards him standing behind the counter. 

“Well, you see...” I started to explain but all of a sudden I did not feel my explanation of events adequate, and he is definitely not going to like it when I tell him I acted on ‘instinct’.

“I’m listening” he said. “So tell me why I was facing two irate bully boys?” He folded his arms in front of him, making himself a bit mean looking. “They meant business” he reminded me.

“Sir I have every reason to suspect they were hoping to intimidate us into surrendering a painting that has been left in our safe keeping.”

“Yes I sensed a little intimidation from them” he said sarcastically. “Go on, I need more than that” he said giving me one of his straight no-nonsense looks.

“The painting is a Jeanne Émile Maurice!” I was expecting a blank look and I got one. “It’s a stolen painting” I added, ah now, there is a changed look from behind those eyes. He doesn’t completely understand but the tide of reason has shifted in my favour.

“And how do you know that?” he said looking over the top of his glasses at me. 

“I read about it in the papers.” 

Now he was looking apprehensive. “And what’s that got to do with you hiding in the wardrobe? Did you think they were investigators?”

“Well yes and no. But not the right sort of investigators” I said with commitment.

I am not sure he bought that explanation. To say I had an ‘instinct’ or ‘gut feeling’ I know won’t impress him. So I held back. He walked over to his desk and pulled out his ledger book. “More to the point what’s the name of the gentleman that brought it in?”

“Johnny Morris” I answered, then added quickly “but I did not get as far as filing his invoice. It’s in my pocket.” I took it out of my pocket to show him. 

Mr. Harvey sighed heavily. As I said the name ‘Johnny Morris’ I played with a thought: what if the name Maurice translated into Morris? Where that thought came from I had no idea, but it got me thinking. 

“So when is he returning for this painting?” he demanded sounding increasingly agitated.

“Tomorrow first thing” I replied. “He asked if we would keep it in the safe overnight and will pay us twenty four shillings” I thought that was a good deal. He can’t argue with that, surely? I got a ‘huh!’ in response. 

“But you see, when he insisted it should be put in the safe straight away and kept looking over at the door. Something didn’t feel quite right to me.” I gave Mr. Harvey my best astute detective look – it’s one that I am proud of.

“So the painting is in the safe?” he said wearily. Not sounding so impressed.

“No, because these guys came in almost as soon as he left. Soooo when I saw them walking in through the front door. I took the painting and climbed in the wardrobe.” It made perfect sense to me.

“So you left me to sort it out” he said even more wearily. Now why did he have to see it like that?

“And if he IS the person that stole the painting and we have it on the premises. That is not good.  WOULD the detective agree?”

“That is true, but my instincts told me THEY were the ones to watch out for.”

“Instinct is not a reliable source of judgement” he said as he walked back to his office. Oh, he thinks he knows everything. He sat down at his desk and pushed up his glasses firmly on his nose. “So go and get this painting let’s have a look.”

I returned to the wardrobe opened the door, picked it up and returned with it holding it in both hands and carefully placed it on the desk in front of him for him to look at. He searched at the back of his drawer for an eye piece. I watched his face - paintings are not his forte. He pretended some expertise as he studied it. He can tell a book by its cover from forty paces and can even give you the name of the illustrator. 

He acknowledged it was fine painting of a grand sailing ship. He handed it back to me as if he didn’t know what all the fuss was about. Then he returned to the sanity of his paperwork - now that, he understands. His bookwork brings order to the somewhat chaotic business of Antiques including paintings and second hand books, prams and teapots...you name it.

I took this job on some time ago. I left home when I was fourteen, well I say left home - home is a couple of streets away. The job suited so I stayed. I’ve become good at valuing second hand books and I know a surprising amount about paintings. That’s because art is my thing and I like to think I am good. If I am not working in the shop I am painting in the attic. I live in the attic there is a north facing window so the light is good. I own an easel and I have a box of paints so that makes me an artist - if only.

I can copy most art. Once I have studied what paint they have used and their techniques I can do a close imitation. A painting might look amazing but when you know how it’s done it’s not magic and not that difficult to replicate. The devil’s in the detail and that’s what I like - losing myself in the detail. It’s a form of detective work.

I picked up the painting and went over to the safe and opened the combination lock and put it inside. But what if those chaps return, I can’t see that being the end of it. They are probably going to wait till morning now and catch him collecting the painting. Oh dear how is that going to play out?  Mr Harvey is right about one thing it could be him that stole the painting but I don’t think so.  

I get back to the work I was doing before the young man came in, back to polishing brass on the table. I picked up my cloth and start rubbing away. I looked outside the rain is pelting down the shop window. I called to Mr Harvey in the back room. “The streets lights should go on in a minute. It’s getting dark out there” I called, no reply. Now that he has been returned to his temple of accounts he won’t engage with mundane shop business.  That is for me to do. 

All the time I was polishing, I kept looking out the window, it’s unnerving. At four o’clock the big grandfather clock by the counter started off a chorus of other clocks. Ding ding chimed one followed dong dong. They all had their say before shutting up. 

“Mr Harvey” I shouted “those chaps they are still lurking about out there. Do you think they are keeping an eye on the place?”

“More than likely, oh, it’s all so very distracting and I have not finished the accounts. Get the keys and lock up since there’s no one about.”

“Not unless you count those two” I joked, but I was in no joking mood. I got the keys out of the till and locked up and drew across several large bolts. At the same time Mr Harvey was quietly tidying up his desk. He switched off his over head desk light.  That is it for the day. 

I went into the hallway and put my coat on for extra warmth. That’s better, I felt the benefit immediately then I put on my old dark red felt hat pulling it over my ears. I’m not going anywhere but that kitchen is darned cold, though it will soon warm up when we have got the fire going and lit the oven.

“What shall we have for tea or do you want me to go down the shops? I really don’t fancy going shopping if those chaps are still out there” I admitted “why don’t we have some of that leftover stew from yesterday?”

Left over stew was his answer. He went out to the back yard shed and returned with the coal scuttle then got some dry wood from the scullery. He went down on his knees and built up a fire before sticking a match to the newspaper. It brought about immediate warmth to the room that was both welcoming and calming.

Meanwhile I heated up the pan of stew on the stove and set the table which was always brought nearer the middle of the room in the winter. We were more into spring than winter but the season was none committal at the moment. It could change its mind just like that, bright and sunny one day and a severe frost and mist the next morning.

We were sitting at the table with our two bowls of hot stew and a half a loaf of bread in front of us. The heat from the fire was fierce but he won’t keep that up all night, only until the room gets warm. 

“Those chaps can’t be thinking of staying out there all night not now the temperature has dropped.”

“That depends on what all this is worth to them” said Mr Harvey. We returned to silence as we finished our meal. I was deep in thought.

We both jumped sky high as we heard a loud knock on the back door. We stared at each other wide eyed. A nod of his head told me it should be me to open the door. I was not so sure. He looked over to the poker that stood in the hearth as plan B – I hope not. 

“Alright I will answer it.” 

I stood up and I tried to assume an air of business-like composure as I walked to the door. I reached for the key off the window sill. I opened the door cautiously and stared at a young man in front of me.

“What on earth are you doing knocking on our door at this time of night?” I said though I was relieved it was not those two guys from earlier. I called to Mr Harvey “it’s the chap that brought the painting in this afternoon.”

“Well let him in then, we’re losing all the heat from the fire” stated Mr Harvey. I stepped back and opened the door for him to come in. Our visitor had yet to find a voice. He walked in carrying his suitcase, but as yet nothing in the way of an excuse. He was shivering so much Mr Harvey got up and showed him a chair by the fire. “Sit down get warm” he said pulling over a chair for him.   

“I am sorry to disturb you” said this young man in a smart suit that looked out of place considering the weather. He must be about my age with blondish hair wearing a cap. He did not look like a villain but that’s nothing to go on. 

“Right what’s this all about” said Mr Harvey deciding he wanted answers. I picked up our bowls off the table and went over to the sink and started to wash them. Yes, what is this all about I’d like to know. I turned away from the sink and dried my hands. I folded my arms in front of me to listen.

“I am grateful for you allowing me hospitality since I am a stranger to you” said the young man. What! I cannot work this chap out. Honestly, what a posh way of saying things.

“Are you in trouble young man?” said Mr Harvey.

“Yes and no” he said. Well that’s not much of an answer and Mr Harvey told him so.

“Did you steal that painting you left with us?” I asked him directly. 

“No I did not steal it...it was already stolen, I am returning it.” Interesting answer – that’s better than anything I could have come up with. I was about to open my mouth to say something but Mr Harvey got in first.

“That’s not much of an explanation” he exclaimed. Then he turned to me “make him a cup of tea will you?” My mind was fit to burst over the mystery and I have to say excitement of it all. I filled the kettle and put it on the stove and returned to stand by his chair arms folded. I am sure he is French.

“It’s interesting that the painting is a Jeanne Émile Maurice and you gave your name as Johnny Morris.” I sounded just like a detective conducting an interrogation - this is the instinct I was telling you about.

“You are intelligente” he said sounding even more foreign. It’s his use of language. He has practiced pronunciation but not how we would construct a sentence and there is an accent in there. But I will allow the fact he thinks me intelligent. I will give him that.

“My Great Aunt is Jeanne Émile Maurice she was robbed of the painting forty three years ago.”

“What! Did they con her, piracy or what? Gambling?”- here we go. Mr Harvey eyes looked up as though I was not giving the young man chance to talk preferring my own version of events because it was more exciting. That’s true.

I focused patiently on making the tea. I put the cups and saucers on a tray then placed it on the table by the fireside. I decided I would listen and make careful analytical judgements. I poured the tea and asked him if he wanted sugar which he did. He stirred his tea slowly. My patience ran out I just had to ask... 

“Can you explain to me” I asked “why we were visited by two dodgy looking chaps this afternoon?” The young lad looked bemused and repeated the word ‘dodgy?’

“Yes dodgy” insisted Mr Harvey who expanded his feelings by a scowl and a look of menace. The young man’s head was bowed. You’d better think fast, I thought, or you might find yourself and your painting out on the street...I await your reply.

“They are following me. They are hired thugs. They turned over my room in Plymouth last week but fortunately they found nothing, as I had paid for its safe keeping in a pawn shop overnight. So when I discovered that they had followed me here I decided to do the same.”

“I see, it worked a charm the first time but they got wise to your tactics” I had worked it out. He nodded his head in acceptance then looked straight at me.  

“I am surprised you would even recognise the name of the artist” he said.

“I study art. I know my artists. I was about to put it in the safe as you asked. When these two chaps entered the shop straight after you left, something was not quite right. So that’s when I climbed into the wardrobe with it.”

“The wardrobe?” he enquired now puzzled.

“Yes the wardrobe” I replied proudly.    

“And since” said Mr Harvey. “I knew nothing of the painting I could not surrender what I had no knowledge of.” Yes, I thought and if I had not done that, your painting would be in someone else’s hands so not such a daft idea. 

“I really am sorry to have brought you in on my problems. If you will give me the painting I will be gone” he said apologetically. Mr Harvey has gone quiet he’s thinking things over, this could take a while. 

I looked over at the clock on the fireplace it was creeping towards six o’clock. The three of us stared at the burning coal pensively and in the silence the wind howled. It’s not that it’s a stormy night or anything it’s just that the back of these alleyways catch the wind and it whistle through menacingly.

“Even if we were to put you up say” I said looking to Mr Harvey for some approval “they will be around first thing when we open.”

“Yes I am sure that will be the case” he said with a sigh.  

“So what are your plans? Where are you going next?” asked Mr Harvey. 

“I am going to head to Bristol and hopefully I will get a sailing from there. Because of the circumstances it was not possible in Plymouth.”

“Watching the ports were they?” said Mr Harvey. I nodded in agreement that was my feeling too. 

“Well why don’t you catch a train tonight with your painting” I suggested. “Say in the next hour or so?” That has everyone’s attention. I’m just feeling my way around this. Mr Harvey got up from his chair and thought to feed the cat who was patient, all things considered. 

“Yes I could see the advantage in that” said the young man. “But they are watching my every move. They could be outside now.” That’s true I thought.

“Well, I have a suitcase just like yours up stairs” I added. “Maybe I could put the painting in my suitcase and we could walk to the station together. And if you want to avoid being recognised I think we should disguise you.” I get puzzled look from both of them. “I mean if you were wearing my clothes. Then once you are at the train station you change and put them in my suitcase.” I could tell he was not happy about the dressing up side of things and yes it’s all a bit cloak and dagger but it’s a solution. I can think on my feet. 

“I think you would have to catch the train with him for this to work” said Mr Harvey. “They won’t be looking for two ladies boarding a train. Then you get off at the next stop and come straight back.”

Oh flipping heck I wasn’t thinking of catching any train. They both seemed settled on this - not me. I went upstairs to my attic room and found my suitcase on top of the wardrobe I took out all my sketches and put them on the bed. My suitcase was just as surprised as I was when I dusted it down. I searched my wardrobe. I have an outfit that might be suitable, a baggy longish dress and over-pinny but it will have to do, and a blanket shawl. It’s a good job he is of a similar size to me or this would be a ridiculous episode. I can’t help him with any shoes his feet are bigger than mine.
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