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    MIDWINTER HEAT




    An erotic novella




    Sallyanne Rogers




    Lucy couldn’t be happier with her Saturday pitch, giving Tarot readings at Waterleigh Bridge market. The stallholders are friendly, market manager Toby is cute and charming, and she has the hots for brooding tattoo artist, Jon. When Toby organises a seasonal Fayre, celebrating an old-fashioned English Christmas experience, it seems like a great way to boost the market’s flagging sales. But Lucy begins to suspect something sinister behind Toby’s drive for traditional values. When her worst fears are confirmed, can Jon help her scupper Toby’s plan, or is she simply placing herself in more danger by confiding in this sexy but troubled bad boy?


  




  

    Chapter One




    I heard it close behind me as I crossed the road leading up to the roundabout; that throbbing dirty growl that nothing else could sound like. Motorbikes either do it for you or they don’t and I’m one of the girls who find the whole two-wheeled outlaw leather-jacket mythologizing difficult to resist.




    I was still resisting in this case, though, and I always would be, never mind what happened in my dreams from time to time. Bad boy rebels are great for fantasy, not so good in reality, and I just wasn’t the sort of silly cow to mix myself up with someone who might be gorgeous but was also serious trouble. I had enough to think about as it was. I determinedly didn’t look round, but of course he overtook me so I got a little visual treat without having to show I’d taken any notice. He rode a big, black bike – a Honda CB1300S, he’d told me once – and the shape of his body, even encased in leather and bent over the handlebars, was unmistakable.




    Underneath the twin oak trees and through the gates I went, and the Waterleigh Bridge Marketplace spread out in front of me. I was a few minutes late, but I could see there were still quite a few pitches empty, just as there usually were, even on a Saturday with the year drawing to an end. The open square of land where they set the stalls up could have held twice as many, but they generally didn’t set up more than they thought they were going to need on any given day. I made my way down the centre aisle, waving to various mates, and headed for the two big, corrugated iron sea containers at the far end; these were used as a lock-up for regulars to store bulky stock and rails and things from one week to the next. On the southern side of the market, between the market place and the road, the shops were just starting to open. Right at the end, propped against the outer wall of Dark Heart Tattoo Studio, as I had expected, was the bike that had passed me a few minutes ago.




    I found myself lengthening my stride and tossing my hair back so my new black velvet coat flared out behind me like something out of a mid-80s goth video, and was a bit exasperated with myself. I’d made a decision months back, and I was sticking to it. That was that.




    Toby was standing by the little chain-link fence that was supposed to indicate the containers were off limits to the general public, but generally served more as a way of tripping people up if they weren’t paying attention. He was talking to a man I’d never seen before but who I guessed was another new grunt. We went through a lot of grunts at the market, but then again it couldn’t be the most rewarding of jobs; lugging the stalls into place, dealing with the tarps on rainy days, and having the traders generally piss and moan at you every time something went wrong. This one had the expected scruffy T-shirt and trackie bottoms along with heavy duty work gloves, a shaved head, and looked like he could bite bricks in half. Toby, as usual, had a suit on, with a dark green shirt and a pale green tie. If you wanted to put together some kind of composite Perfect English Gentleman, at least one you could sell abroad if not at home, you’d probably come up with something like Toby. He had short, slightly spiky hair, a couple of shades darker than mine – probably the colour mine would be if I didn’t get busy with a home highlighting kit every month or so. His eyes were a cool blue, his nose straight; he wasn’t hugely tall but he had the whole posture and body language thing going on so he looked like a big man. Sometimes I found him attractive or at least easy on the eye, but sometimes I wasn’t so sure. He had an air of being not quite real, and I had wondered from time to time if this was because he hadn’t always been the type of man he seemed to be these days. Sometimes I’d speculate about Toby as a teenage punk, or a thrash metal fan, but I always felt a bit unkind doing it.




    The owners of the market had hired Toby a month ago when Mr Evans, the previous manager, retired. He was supposed to be going to raise our profile, reposition us for the next decade, deliver an increase in footfall, and all the rest of the guff that basically just boiled down to finding ways to attract more stallholders and more customers through the big iron gates. So far he hadn’t said much about whatever cunning plans he might have, but most of us were happy enough to wait and see. It was true that the market needed a boost. I’d only been taking a stall there since the summer, after my previous regular Saturday pitch had doubled in price, but Waterleigh Bridge was clearly in trouble. It should have been absolutely thriving, as it was a gorgeous setting, just inside Zone Six and reasonably accessible by Tube. You could either walk there from South Waterleigh, which was on the Piccadilly line, or get the W90 bus that stopped outside the station and jump off at the Clocktower Roundabout. The market and the little row of shops between it and the dual carriageway had the river running along the northern side, and a light industrial estate backing on to it. There was a fair bit of green space behind that and across the river, where there was some intermittent ongoing work with what had once been a miniature railway someone was supposed to be restoring as an additional attraction. Waterleigh itself was a fairly typical north-west London suburb, not exactly underpopulated, so there should have been more people dropping by, but there weren’t.




    I didn’t keep much stuff in my assigned corner of the blue sea container. Most of my stock fitted into a medium-sized rucksack, but after my first couple of weeks trading here I’d been grateful enough to leave the wheeled crate of books and my two folding chairs behind. Quite a few of the longstanding traders kept their entire stock here, or so it appeared. While I was grabbing my stuff, I noticed a gap where Sammy’s three heavy-duty rails usually stood and wondered about it. Sammy was a big, cheerful Nigerian woman in her late 40s who sold gorgeous textiles and had been doing so for years: she was one of the ones who kept everything in here and just rotated what stock she actually displayed according to the season and what mood she was in. She always seemed to do OK, even in the worst weather.




    Toby came up behind me just as I was picking up the book crate, and said, ‘Want a hand with that?’ As always, his aftershave was just a touch too strong, with a slightly medicinal undertone to it. I’d thought about offering him one of the scented blends of oils I occasionally stocked, but doing so might come across as though I was sending a message I probably didn’t intend to transmit. I did like Toby; he had a certain cool, gentlemanly charm with a definite sense of something lying in reserve. He seemed to like me, as well: I’d noticed he stopped by my stall two or three times a day to ask how things were going, something he didn’t seem to do for the bulk of the traders.




    ‘What’s happened to Sammy?’ I asked, seeing him glance towards the conspicuously empty space. He shrugged.




    ‘Not trading here any more,’ he said. ‘She cleared out all her stuff during the week. I think she found another pitch somewhere.’




    I accepted this, because I had no reason not to, and Toby led me to my usual spot next to Derek, who sold hand-turned wooden bowls and candle-holders, and opposite the slightly standoffish couple whose stock of film memorabilia and old posters seemed to sell more than the rest of us put together. The new grunt reappeared at that moment, waving his arms wildly at Toby, who put the book crate down and started off across the square to see what the problem was, so I got to work. The quicker I got myself sorted out, the more time I would have to give myself a quick Tarot reading before the punters started arriving, and I wanted to take a few moments to see if the cards would help me see my way through the general confusion I was feeling.




    It never took me very long to set up, whether I was here or at one of the festivals or conventions. I put one of my chairs behind the stall, ready to sit in, and the other tucked in at the end. Out of my rucksack came the big red and black tie-dyed sheet, to spread over the board, tucked in at the back and loose at the front. At one end I set up my scented candles, each one with a little printed slip explaining what the scent and colour signified and giving advice on how to inscribe a wish on it if that was what you needed. The little rack of beaded bracelets was next: again, I made them myself and every one was different. I also stocked a selection of Tarot decks and some little bags of witch-stones that I hand-painted; about the most basic fortune-telling thing I know of. The books were unpacked from the crate and lined up neatly across the middle of the stall: they were a mix of New Age, mythology, self-help and the occasional fantasy or even sci-fi novel if I thought it would interest someone: I collected them from charity shops and remainder bookshops, and picked up the odd bargain on eBay, sometimes selling on books I’d acquired but couldn’t shift at the market itself.




    I laid out the black silk cloth I used for my readings and set my battered but beloved Rider Waite deck, wrapped in its own red silk, beside the cloth, at the open end of the stall. Finally I hung up the sign I’d hand-lettered and laminated: Reflection – Tarot Readings, Gifts and Inspirations. That was me done.




    Derek was in conversation with the stallholder on his other side, a man I hadn’t seen before who was carrying a range of antique bric-a-brac, so I sat in the chair I’d set behind my stall and began to shuffle the deck of cards. As always, the smooth feel of them slipping between my fingers was calming. I just did a quick three-card layout. Past, present and future: the sort of reading I offered as a kind of taster option when I was somewhere I thought the general income level was low. I know some people charge whatever they think they can get away with and do a lot of arm-waving and jargon-spouting – and I’ve met one or two who will witter on about all sorts and overrun whatever time slot they’ve offered and still only ask for a bit of small change at the end of it. But really, whatever you do, they’re just a tool; it’s your mind that does the work. And the work my mind had been doing in my sleep last night was ridiculous.




    It was Jon in the dream; I knew it was him even though I couldn’t see his face. For some reason all I could see was that bloody bike of his, but his hands were all over me, and I was rubbing myself against him. But there was something going on behind him, something wrong, and he was saying he’d come back when he’d sorted it, and I was telling him to stay put and carry on, but there was all this confused shouting and yelling going on somewhere … and then I’d woken up, chilly and unsettled. I’d kicked all the bedding on the floor and my nightie was rucked up, which certainly explained the chilliness. The fact that my hand had been firmly between my legs, clutching my pussy, might have had something to do with the unsettled feeling too.




    The cards I drew for myself were the Fool, the Two of Swords, and the Seven of Cups. All indicators of uncertainty, change, treading carefully, and biding your time. It was about what I’d expected, really. I gathered them back together, rewrapped them, and put them down, and pretty much on cue, Dark Heart’s door opened and Jon emerged, a brief blare of classic Iggy Pop coming out with him. He leant against the wall, pushed his long hair back out of his face, and lit a cigarette.




    Oh strike me a pose, why don’t you, I thought, a bit unkindly. Then he looked in my direction and grinned, and I couldn’t help grinning back. He might be one total walking cliché in a lot of ways, but the fact he knew it and didn’t care was weirdly endearing. Of course, it didn’t hurt that the cliché was one that worked for me: Jon was one of the hottest men I’d seen in years. Long hair, leather trousers, stunning tattoos and that filthy grin of his … There was a time I would have just flung myself on the floor and thrown my knickers to the winds, but I was older and wiser now. And I knew the score.




    The day stayed dry, but with enough of a nip in the wind to make me glad of the extra couple of jumpers I had on under my new coat. It’s a general thing with experienced market traders: you dress for warmth more than for looks, even if you’re selling clothes. But this black velvet coat, which I’d found on eBay, was a size too big for me but so well cut that an extra couple of layers underneath it wouldn’t make me look like an upholstered barrel, so I’d basically achieved the ultimate: warm and relatively sexy. Not that I was on the pull today, of course. Oh no, not little me. I got up and went over to the Riverside Café, at the far end of the line of shops, for a hot chocolate, not entirely liking myself. Just friends, I’d said, and I was sticking to it, dreams or no dreams.




    An hour or so passed. I sold a couple of candles to an earnest teenager, and a book on fairy lore to a woman who wanted it for her daughter’s upcoming birthday. I checked, gently, that the daughter was old enough to have moved beyond Disney and Rainbow Fairies as I knew this particular book didn’t pull its punches, but that was all fine. Jon swaggered past the stall at one point but I was dealing with a potential customer, so he didn’t stop for a chat, just glanced my way and passed on by. I pretended not to have noticed him at all, and then, as the customer decided not to buy the bracelet after all, felt childish and irritated. Nearly three months down the line, and though it was me who had called a halt to things before things even got started, he seemed to be dealing with it just fine, and there was no reason I should find that annoying.




    The August Bank Holiday weekend had been my third at Waterleigh Bridge, and they had decided to open the market on the Sunday as well as Saturday. The old management team were, I had already been told by a couple of veteran traders, not exactly keen on change of any kind so this scheme had been a bit of a surprise and probably indicated desperation more than a new initiative. However, it worked out well, with lots more people than what I was beginning to fear was the usual turnout, and that’s probably why quite a few of us ended up in the Stag’s Head after the market had officially closed. It was on the corner just past the entrance, one of those sprawling Victorian pubs that had been made over, probably several times over the past 20 years. Currently it was what my mate Vicky would have called “gastro-wannabe”, with a blackboard advertising gourmet cottage pie and lamb shanks and stuff that was almost certainly reheated Tesco’s Finest. It was comfy enough, though, with sprawly, squashy sofas as well as the standard round tables and hard-backed chairs, and the background music wasn’t too intrusive. Jon was there along with a couple of others from the tattoo shop, and Jenny from the nail bar had come along too, but otherwise it was all stallholders: me, Derek the woodworker, Sammy, Beth the jeweller, who’d first put me on to Waterleigh Bridge, Anna and Ray, who did home-made sauces and pickles, Colin, a quiet bloke with a range of skincare stuff, Connie from the vintage band T-shirt company and Martyn, who had a second hand record stall. I remember general chatter about trading and who went where and which markets were dying out, and then a discussion about favourite songs. Jon was sitting next to me, which had just sort of happened, and he had mostly been talking either to Martyn, who was sitting opposite, or to Jeff, who was one of his colleagues. And then in the course of the music chat someone else had said my name and he’d looked me up and down – it had been a warm, sunny day and I’d been wearing a black lacy shirt over a dark red top, with a long black skirt – and he’d said, ‘Bet I can guess what Lucy’s short for.’




    I’d been amused, startled and mildly offended simultaneously, because the bastard wasn’t wrong. My full name is Lucrezia and, yes, my parents were goths as well so I was named after the Sisters of Mercy song. And somehow I managed to absorb all that fast enough to come back with, ‘And I bet I know what song you were named after as well.’




    ‘It’s not Johnny Reggae,’ he said, and I raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m too young to have ever heard of that.’




    His eyes met mine and we both cracked up at the bemusement of the others. And, in the usual way, the chatter round the table carried on and Jon and I talked to each other, about anything and everything, and I had this slow-burning excitement spreading from the centre of my body outwards every time I glanced at the tattoos on his arms, the long fall of his red hair, his broad shoulders in the tight black T-shirt. He had this whole rock star vibe going on but at the same time he didn’t take himself too seriously – and he clearly liked the look of me as much as I liked the look of him.




    After a while, around about nine, several of the other traders had gone, and when Beth got up and said that she was making a move as well – she’d only stayed out so long because her husband was away for the weekend – I decided I ought to do the same. Martyn was still there, and both of Jon’s tattooing mates, but I was starting to feel a bit too drunk to be sensible.
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Passion that defies the cold...






