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Nicky enjoyed selling her art more than she had ever expected to. Usually, she found it hard to start conversations, but when she was on a stall, people came up and did it for her. They wanted to know what the subjects were- when she had created something more abstract- what materials and techniques she used, and, most importantly, how much it cost.

Even when she was selling Steve’s inventory, she felt confident to banter and barter with customers. She couldn’t rattle off the provenance of every item, the way he would, but they lived in the same house, so she was familiar with most of his stock. Helpfully, he had a little code that he put on price tickets, and she could crib information from that, as well.

Usually, they were joined by Noel, and sometimes his hot girlfriend Cassie. But they had taken half the stock, and were at a different market across town today. For now, Nicky had the stall all to herself, as Steve searched for interesting food and good coffees.

She studied the crowd, which had thinned out in the last half hour, after a crazy crush just after lunch time. A few stalls down was a figure Nicky recognised. He was a regular browser and occasional buyer. Every third or fourth time they sold here, he would find some item in Steve’s stock that took his fancy. He had yet to buy any of her art, though.

The regular scanned the row of stalls from where he stood. Catching Nicky’s eye, he gave a little nod and a smile. She returned the smile. He was scruffier today than normal. Straight from his studio, she guessed, which he had told her was only a few streets away. Without having asked his age, she guessed he was in his forties, with just a hint of grey hair and the slightest of middle age spreads. He was handsome, in his way, if she had been interested in older men.

Did she flirt with him when he came by the stall, she wondered. She was a bit flirty with all the men, and quite a few of the women, who showed an interest in their goods. But it was that sales pitch sort of flirting, that didn’t feel serious. She had told Steve that she wanted to find her next lover on the market. It had mostly been a joke.

"Nichola? Nicky? It is you, isn't it?" The woman had sneaked up from the other side whilst Nicky had been studying her regular. Nicky spun round to face her. Tall and attractive, with long deep black hair in a ponytail, the woman was very familiar. But Nicky's brain was letting her down, and she couldn't dredge up a name to go with the face.

"Look at you. I think you've got sexier while I was away. It's the hair. Well, no, it's not just the hair, but that short cut really suits you. It brings out those cheekbones, and that lovely little nose." the woman went on, and a name flashed up for Nicky, as if she'd known it all along, but hadn't been looking in the right direction to see the big letters.

"Eleanor? Hello. What are you doing here? I thought you went to the London office." Nicky could feel her skin warming up. She didn't want to know what shade of red she had gone. Her old boss, Eleanor Derwent, the first- so far only- woman she had had a crush on. A crush so heavy it had made it hard to speak sometimes.

"Oh, they gave me another promotion and sent me back up here. It was a shame to find out you'd left. They said you'd gone off to be a starving artist."

Nicky smiled, still at a loss for words, but realising two things. Eleanor had called her sexy, then flushed as bright a red as her. "I'm not quite starving. I more than break even most months. And it's not like I ever ate that much anyway."

"You always were a waif. I worried you'd waste away to nothing, you know. And now I sound like my mother. Oh dear." Eleanor stepped closer. "So, tell me about your work. Is this all yours? Are you selling antiques now?"

Nicky swept a hand over the boxes of prints. "These are all mine. The other half of the stall is Steve's He's my housemate. I help him sell old tat, and he lets me sell my prints."

Right on cue, Steve had arrived, carrying white paper bags promising interesting food, and two old mugs filled with coffee. "It's only tat if no-one buys it. When it sells, it's antiques." he said. "I taught her everything she knows, but her sales technique still needs some work."

"This is Steve. Steve, this is Eleanor, who I used to work with."

Steve was better at hiding his surprise than Nicky had been. He knew all about the unrequited lust she had felt for her boss, but his smile barely gave it away. "Hello. It's a pleasure to meet you. Let me find somewhere to put all this down, then maybe I can shake your hand." There was a way through between stalls to stand behind the display, but it was too narrow, so Steve opted to go to the end of the row and get around that way.

"Housemate.... and boyfriend?" Eleanor asked, when Steve was out of earshot.

Nicky laughed and shook her head. "Just housemate. I know I've been called boyish, but I'm nowhere near boy enough for Steve."

Eleanor seemed to like that answer, but followed it up with, "Is there a boyfriend out there? What happened to...?"

"We don't talk about him." Steve said, having arrived at just the right time again. "Total prick. And not in a good way."

"I'll stop prying." Eleanor held up her hands in surrender. "I just want to catch up, honest."

"Probing questions about Nicky's private life are my job. If you do it, I'll have nothing to keep me entertained in the evenings. Hello there, haven't seen you in a while." Steve turned away from Nicky and Eleanor, to address the regular, who had finally reached the stall.

"I think I remember you mentioning Steve, now I come to think of it. But, no more personal questions. Tell me a little about your art."

"Well, I still do cartoons. Three new ones every week, which I publish as a webcomic. I've got supporters who pitch in a little money every month, and I sell some of them as prints. Which are these ones in this box. Lately I've been sketching street scenes and doing portraits to improve my technique. Some of the street scenes sell as prints as well." Nicky flicked through one of the boxes and picked out a particular print to show Eleanor.

"Oh, I remember that place. I was back inside it just yesterday." The Swinging Sporran was the pub next door to the office building where Nicky had worked with Eleanor. It had a battered but defiant feel to it, an edge carried over from when the area had been run down and rougher. It did good business, and sold decent beer, so it resisted pressure to gentrify as the neighbourhood around it lost character.

Eleanor took the picture and studied it. Then she flipped it over and checked the price. "Do you do framing?" she asked.

"I don't, but I can give you the contact for the guys I use."

"Cool. I’ll take this one for the office, then." Eleanor handed the picture over. Her gaze flicked over Nicky’s shoulder, and she smiled. Nicky turned to see what had her attention, and was looking at the torso of a tall, wide man. The T-shirt he wore was tight in a way that made it hard for her to force her gaze upwards.

The face above the strong chest was attractive enough to complement it. The man had a strong jawline, underpinning an attractive square face, with a sharp nose and clear, pale blue eyes. His hair was just long enough to be rebelling in an endearing way. He smiled, and Nicky felt a warm flutter of attraction. But it was tempered with the understanding that the smile wasn’t for her.

"There you are. I turned round and you’d disappeared." the handsome newcomer said. He turned his smile to Nicky. "Hello. Did I interrupt a sale? Sorry about that."

"Money is about to change hands. This is Nicky. I used to work with her. This is my husband, Mark." Whilst she was doing introductions, Eleanor pulled notes from her shoulder bag and started counting them out.

Mark looked like he had thought of something to say, then decided he better not, just before he opened his mouth. "Hey, I think we need one of those." he said instead. Nicky couldn’t see what he was pointing at. She let her attention turn fully to Eleanor again.

"Did you say you do portraits now?" Eleanor asked. "I remember the caricatures you used to do. They were cool."

"You never saw the one I did of you." Nicky said, before she could stop herself.

"Was it nasty?"

Nicky had been relaxing into the conversation, but now she was going red again. "It wasn’t nasty. I promise."

"Naughty?"

"No." Nicky’s denial was more of a squeak, she couldn't put enough conviction into it.

"Oh, I have to see it now."

"I don’t have it any more." Why did she feel so guilty about it? It had been a nude drawn from her imagination, and very flattering. The emotions that had spurred its creation were confused, admittedly. In the presence of their inspiration again, they were on the rise once more.

"Let’s see. That covers the picture." Eleanor said, handing over notes before Nicky melted. "Do you have the framer’s details?"

"Yes. Yes. It’s just...." Nicky lifted prints until she found the pile of business cards. "Here it is."

Mark had moved closer, and now Nicky found herself almost squeezed between him and his wife. She was sure she shouldn’t feel such a thrill about it. "Can you add these to the sale?" he asked, holding up brass drawer pulls.

"Yes, of course." Nicky plucked one of the pulls from Mark’s grasp, so she could check the price tag that hung from the string threaded through a screw hole. Eleanor came right up behind her and stared over her shoulder, reading the tag as well.

"That’s not a bad price. Six of them? Here let me just...." Eleanor counted off another two notes, then exchanged them for the pull Nicky held, and the business card under it. "Do you have a card? For you?" Nicky nodded dumbly, and turned back to the stall. "I was just going to ask Nicky if she’d do a portrait of us." Eleanor told Mark.

Nicky turned around quickly, card in hand. She was sure there was some deeper meaning to Eleanor’s expression, something shared with Mark, and wished she knew what it could be. "You were? I don’t.... Well, I do do portraits. But no-one’s ever commissioned one. Normally, I ask people to sit."

"Maybe we can be your first." Mark said. Was it meant to sound suggestive?

"We’ll get in touch." Eleanor checked the business card Nicky gave her, nodding when she saw an email address. "I’m sure you have a lot of selling to do for the rest of the day, and we don’t want to get in the way of it.

"Okay. Erm, right. Yes." Nicky knew she sounded disappointed that they were about to leave her.

"Here, you take these." Eleanor handed the print and drawer pull to her husband, and grasped Nicky’s hand in both of hers. "It’s so good to see you again. We’ll be in touch soon. Have a good day selling."

Nicky wanted her to bend in and give her a little kiss on the cheek, French style, but it wasn’t forthcoming. Eleanor gave her hand a little shake, then let it go. Mark came around to her side, and then, with nods to Nicky and then each other, the couple turned and walked off.

Watching them go, Nicky wondered why she felt so aroused by the strange little encounter.

* * *

At the end of the day, when everything that hadn’t sold was back in boxes and stored in the house’s third bedroom, they sat around the big oak dining table and totalled up for the day. Noel and Cassie had returned from their market at almost the same time, with the same tired but satisfied look as Steve and Nicky. Sales had been good all round. Even better, it had been a dry day, and they didn’t have to spend any time on Sunday drying things out.

They piled coins into little stacks, bagging them up in multiples that the bank would take. With a clunk each time one landed, the stack of copper and silver formed a satisfying pile in the middle of the table. Cassie totalled up the take, then checked it against the record of sales they had kept. She counted off notes, and a few pound coins, and slid them across the table to Nicky.

Nicky riffed her wad of notes. She wasn't rich, but the take for a day's trading kept getting better. The split of the cash was easy, an informal arrangement. Nicky kept the money her art made, after paying for half the cost of the stall. There were bonuses to be had as well. Noel and Steve had a few high value items, and whoever sold them won a share of the take. Cassie's arrangement with Noel was even less formal, and mostly involved sex.

"Two markets at once pays well." Cassie said when she scribbled down the balance. "You should do it as often as possible."

"But not the weekend after next." Noel cautioned, as Steve flipped open the big hard bound diary he used to track business.

"I'd noticed you had that marked down. What's.... Oh, your Japanese lady is arriving, isn't she?" Steve grinned.

"Megumi arrives on Friday, and we've promised to help her with her jet lag." Cassie had gone a light pink. As Nicky realised what they were alluding to, she marvelled that the other woman wasn't brightest red.

Cassie's day job involved designing processes and workflows for manufacturing high tech equipment. The job had taken her to Japan for a month, to work with her employer's partner company. Now, the exchange was flowing the other way. Cassie knew the woman who was flying over. From comments that she and Noel had made, she was more than just friends with Megumi-san, as they sometimes called her.

How intimate were Cassie and this Megumi, Nicky wondered. For a moment, she envisioned the gorgeous blonde wrapping her long legs around a lovely, petite Japanese woman. Somehow, that vision shifted just as quickly. Now she saw herself, in the embrace of Eleanor. The thought inspired her to go a deeper red than Cassie.

"Well, when you two let her out of the bedroom, you just have to introduce her to us. I've heard enough to be intrigued." Steve said. Neither Noel nor Cassie protested his statement, so Nicky started picturing how Noel might join in. Just as quickly as the previous time, the vision changed, and she was wondering what the gorgeous Mark looked like with no clothes on. "Maybe you can compare notes with Nicky on your adventures."

"What? I'm not...." Nicky didn't know how he could have seen the fantasy playing out in her head. "I don't know what you're talking about." she managed when she could form words again.

"What are you accusing your housemate of?" Noel asked, steepling his hands, and resting his chin on them, leaning in to learn more.

"Nicky met an old flame today. Sold her a print, and is going to paint a portrait of her and her hot hubby."

Denial wasn't going to work, so Nicky gave up a version of the truth. "I worked for Eleanor, years ago. I had a bit of a crush on her."

"A bit?" Steve's tone was pure disbelief.

"I had a huge crush on her. But I never did anything about it. I mean, she was my boss. And I'm not normally into girls, and I'm sure she isn't. I mean, she's married now.... Steve's right, he is hot, too. So, she got promoted, and moved to the London office. I left a while after that, when it was obvious I wasn't getting a promotion or a raise."
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