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  This book is dedicated to my dog. Teddy was my darling ‘bear’. He sat behind my chair when I wrote so I couldn’t move, he sat on my feet when I watched TV, he
  even followed me into the loo to check I didn’t need a bodyguard to protect me from any harmful toilet rolls. We were together all the time and I feel his loss tremendously because he took a
  part of me with him when he died. No one in my house now looks as me as if I am an international catwalk model and nothing rushes at me in a red blur of excitement when I walk into the house as if
  I have been gone for months, when in reality, I’ve just nipped to the garage to get fish fingers out of the freezer. The space at the side of my desk is cold and empty because he was my
  writing buddy, a patient, loving, huge, warm presence.

  If you’re an animal person you’ll ‘get it’, if you’re not then your heart will be less broken in life but you’ll miss out on so much. I wouldn’t swap
  with you.

  Teddy Johnson, Eurasier,

  11.11.2008–11.10.2016

  


  

  First wish it.

  Then think of yourself doing it.

  Then do it.

  THE QUEEN OF WISHFUL THINKING

  


  Prologue

  All Lewis Harley could really remember about that night was thinking, Is this how it ends? His body was in chaos but his brain was running along a
  parallel track of clarity calmly observing what was going on across the way, deeply regretting that he had not had the chance to retire from the rat race and open up the antiques shop which had
  been in his plans since . . . well, since forever. All those years with his delicious secret ambition tucked up inside him and he’d been cut off at the pass. He’d been an
  idiot, presuming he’d never be the recipient of such a cruel curveball. And now it was too late.

  The pain was in his shoulders, his arms, his back – everywhere but in his chest strangely enough, the place he would have imagined a heart attack would choose as its
  centre. But still he knew he was having one, and that any moment now, he would be heading towards the famous tunnel of bright light on a one way ticket.

  •   •   •

So when Lewis Harley woke up in hospital to a trio of smiling medical faces, he resolved that he would take the gift of this second chance and live the life he had wished for
  himself.

  


  

  
    
      There will be a report from the Trumpet FM roving reporter Ailsa Shaw from the Plot of Gold Antiques, Summer Hill this Saturday.
      Proprietor Leslie Harley is providing a buffet to celebrate the first six months of being open and all are welcome. After having had a heart attack, Leslie had a total carrier change from
      investment bonking to antique dealing. There will also be a full written report in the Daily Trumpet in our Shop-till-you-Drop supplement next Wednesday.

    

  

  


  Chapter 1

  Bonnie Brookland tried to concentrate on polishing the smears out of the cabinet door and block out the nasal voice of her boss Ken Grimshaw spouting the biggest load of bull
  she’d heard all year, but he was nigh on impossible to ignore at that volume.

  ‘You see, it’s just a lot of old junk really, love, so twenty-five quid would be my final offer,’ he was saying to the little old lady who had just handed him a box full of
  what she’d hoped were treasures. People did it so often. They came through the doors hoping they’d leave ten minutes later as millionaires after watching a couple of Antiques Roadshows and Cash in the Attics. They presumed every decorated egg was a Fabergé, every cracked blue and white vase was a Ming. And even if
  they were, asking Ken Grimshaw to value them was a huge mistake because, Rolex or rubbish, he’d automatically say they were junk so he could offer peanuts. Bonnie couldn’t see all of
  what was in the old lady’s cache, but she did spot a white Holmegaard Gulvase vase on top which was quite rare and alone worth more than the twenty-five pounds which Grimshaw was offering her
  for everything. He didn’t know as much as he purported to about antiques, but he’d definitely identified that piece correctly because it had set off his facial tic, which is what
  usually happened when he recognised something of value and knew he was going to get it for a song.

  Bonnie had worked at Grimshaw’s since she was a schoolgirl, first just weekends then full-time after leaving school. Once upon a time it had been Sherman and Grimshaw’s because her
  dad, Brian Sherman, and Ken’s father Harry had been in partnership, but when Brian became ill, Harry had bought him out, though, as a mark of the respect in which he held his friend, he kept
  the Sherman name above the door alongside his own. Harry had been very good to Bonnie and she’d loved working for him and had learned a lot from him over the years. He’d been a fair
  man, a respected man and the shop had been beautiful. Then he’d died suddenly two years ago and his revolting son had taken over the business and it had gone downhill faster than an
  overweight bull on a bobsleigh. It was full of junk now, car boot stuff, give or take a few lovely but ridiculously overpriced bits of jewellery in cabinets. Bonnie knew that many of the gemstones
  in them were fake. People automatically presumed if a stone was set in gold, it was the real McCoy, even if the ‘ruby’ had scratch marks on it or there were tiny bubbles in a
  ‘sapphire’, but Ken had advertised them all as if they were. He was prepared to take a risk that he wouldn’t be found out. So far, he was winning.

  Harry Grimshaw had valued Bonnie’s extensive knowledge, her intuition and her wonderful way with people. Ken Grimshaw treated her like something nasty that he’d stood in. As far as
  he was concerned, she was there to sell things, clean up, make the tea and occasionally, when his cronies were in, to leer at. They’d make under-the-breath smutty comments about her as if
  they were all in a seventies sitcom. Bonnie hated the days when they came in, but she needed the job so she put up with them.

  Ken reached in his pocket and pulled out a creased tenner and when he went into the back room for the rest, Bonnie reckoned she had a window of thirty seconds tops. She darted over to the old
  lady and spoke rapidly to her in a low voice.

  ‘Don’t take his money. Go to another antique shop. That vase alone is worth much more than he’s offering.’

  ‘Really?’ came the reply, along with a plume of warm breath which showed up in the cold air because Ken didn’t waste money on heating.

  Bonnie raised her finger to her lips. ‘Shh. Don’t say I said anything.’

  She managed to be back into glass-cleaning position by the time Ken reappeared to see the old lady replacing her things in the box.

  ‘I think I’ll see if another shop is interested,’ she said. ‘You’re not paying me enough.’

  Ken shrugged. ‘Of course you’re at liberty to do that but I could have saved you some shoe leather. What about thirty quid then?’

  The old lady stole a glance over Ken’s shoulder at Bonnie who was shaking her head.

  ‘Thank you but there’s a nice antiques shop in Spring Hill Square,’ said the old lady. ‘I’ll try there.’

  Ken laughed. ‘You’ll get even less there, love. He’s only been in the game five minutes. Wouldn’t know a Vincent Van Gogh from a Dick Van Dyke.’

  The old lady pointed at Bonnie. ‘She said that vase was worth a lot by itself.’

  Ken Grimshaw’s head twisted sharply to Bonnie and she felt an instant stun of embarrassment. She knew that she was in for it as soon as they were alone. And she was right.

  Ken Grimshaw started shouting the moment the door had closed on the old lady.

  ‘You snidey bitch. You’ve got a nerve, haven’t you? If you think I’m paying you for sending people away to rivals you’ve got another pissing think com—’
  He snapped off his rant as if he had just realised something. ‘You’ve done this before, haven’t you? No wonder I’ve got no frigging customers left.’

  ‘No I have not, though I admit I don’t know how I’ve stopped myself, but this was one step too far. You could have given that woman a fair price and still made a decent enough
  profit. Your dad would be disgusted if he were here, Ken Grimshaw.’

  ‘Well he’s not here, is he, he’s dead,’ said Ken, spittle spraying from his mouth. ‘He and that stupid bastard of a father of yours might have been soft, but
  I’m not and I’m not paying you to send people to other fucking dealers. You should be working over there, love,’ and he stabbed his finger at the window towards the Hospice
  charity shop across the street. ‘In fact you can piss off and ask them for a job. Go on.’ He stomped into the small, scruffy office at the back of the shop and returned with
  Bonnie’s handbag which he threw on the floor at her feet. ‘Now fuck off and don’t come back, you cheeky cow.’

  Anger pulsed through Bonnie’s whole body. As much as she needed this job, she couldn’t work for this vile human being one more minute but she bit down on what she would have liked to
  have thrown at him because she needed her wage. It would be bad enough going home and telling Stephen she was now unemployed without having to add that she’d worked nearly a month for
  nothing.

  ‘You owe me three and a half weeks’ money please,’ she said, her voice riding a tremble. ‘I’ll take that, then I’ll go.’ She held out her hand, reading
  from his expression that she had about as much chance of getting it as Oliver Twist had of getting a second bowl of gruel.

  He pushed his face into hers and let loose a loud ‘Ha’, his breath rank from the cigarettes he chain-smoked. ‘You’re sacked, love. Gross misconduct. Here, that’s
  all you’re getting because it’s all you’re frigging worth.’ He picked up a two pence piece from the counter and tossed it at her. ‘You can whistle for the rest. Take
  me to fucking court, I dare you.’

  If only her dad or Joel had still been around. They’d have flown up here for her as soon as she told them about this and not only would she have had her wages but Ken Grimshaw would be
  missing his front teeth. But her dad was gone and so was Joel and the man she was now married to would equate such confrontation with Neanderthals.

  Bonnie bent down to pick up her things. She was aware that Ken was watching, enjoying the sight of her bending in front of him, scooping up the items that had spilled from her bag when
  he’d thrown it. She walked as steadily to the door as her shaky limbs would let her, feeling his eyes burn holes in her back. It was of small consolation that he’d have no one to manage
  the shop whilst he was on a stag week in Benidorm at the end of the month. He’d be furious later on, when he thought of that.

  


  Chapter 2

  Bonnie was too shaken to go straight home, plus Stephen was on an afternoon off and would be no doubt playing Wagner at full blast in the lounge, which was not conducive to
  unwinding. She unlocked her car door, belted herself in and set off in her ancient Vauxhall. It had been a faithful old rust-bucket, but it was nearing the end of its days and she doubted very much
  it would get through its next MOT in August without a small fortune being spent on it. The thought of having to ask Stephen for things she needed always filled her with dread. He made it into such
  an ordeal, she felt like Bob Cratchit asking Scrooge for a day off at Christmas. The last time she’d needed a front tyre, she’d had to ‘apply’ for the money as if he were a
  bank. He had made her shop around for prices and list them and then, after all that, he’d taken the car to a garage and had a part-worn one fitted. It was Stephen who put the most money into
  their joint savings account, therefore he was in charge of it, he said.

  Bonnie knew her dad would be spinning in his grave about her situation. He’d saved all his life hoping to leave her enough money to be comfortable, only for most of it to be spent on his
  nursing home costs. Bonnie could have found a cheaper home but her dad deserved the best and she made sure he had it. He’d been so strong, the illness which crippled his brain so quickly had
  taken years to kill his body. The little that hadn’t been absorbed, Stephen had taken care of for her, adding it to the joint savings that she wasn’t allowed to touch.

  She drove away from town and found herself on the Penistone road where Spring Hill was situated. She hadn’t heard of it before and was pleasantly surprised to find a square of shops around
  a pretty central garden area. There was a florist, an old-fashioned toyshop, a gift shop and next to a quaint-looking teashop in the corner, an antiques shop. So the old lady had been right then.
  The Pot of Gold, it was called. It had a painted wooden sign hanging from elaborately scrolled metalwork. There was a rainbow arcing over the lettering and adjacent to the last ‘d’, a
  small golden pot complete with radiating lines of shimmer. Bonnie had nothing to lose and everything to gain by going in and asking if they had a job, but the way her luck had been going the last
  few years, she expected an instant rebuff.

  As she passed by the window, she noticed there were a couple of customers in so she went into the teashop instead to wait until they had gone, plus it would calm her down having a breather and a
  coffee. Her nerves were pulled to the tautness of harp strings. She was forty-two and had never had to apply for a job in her life until now.

  The teashop was pretty from the outside with its hanging baskets full of pink and cream scented flowers, but inside it was even lovelier. The pink and cream theme was repeated on the painted
  walls and there were standing cabinets full of gorgeous book-themed gifts: handbags, journals, scarves, quills. Behind the teashop counter was a slim, smiling lady in an apron and a reed-thin boy
  scratching his chin and hiding a grin. A tall, handsome man with a twinkle in his eye was standing cross-armed and teasing the lad about his stubble.

  ‘Ah, you don’t need a razor for that. You could wipe it off with a cloth.’ The man was laughing, his accent strong Northern Irish.

  ‘You take no notice of him, Ryan. He’s just jealous of your youthful charm . . . Hello,’ the lady with the apron called to Bonnie. ‘Please take a seat,
  I’ll be over in a minute.’

  There was just one table empty, next to a wall covered in postcards from all over the world. Bonnie sat down on the heart-backed iron chair at the side of a large ginger cat in a basket which
  she thought was a stuffed toy, until it yawned and then settled its great head back down onto its paws. She picked up a menu. Charlotte Brontë Brandy Snap Basket, she
  noticed. That sounded lovely, maybe one day she’d come back and treat herself. But for now a coffee would suffice.

  Bonnie let the calm air of the teashop work its magic on her frazzled nerves. She realised she’d left a cardigan and the book she read in her lunch hours back at Ken Grimshaw’s shop.
  Well, they’d have to stay put because she would never set foot in there again. She felt sick about not getting her wage, although the loss of the money was secondary to the prospect of the
  lecture she’d get from Stephen about it. She wished she didn’t have to go home today. Or ever. Her dad had told her many times that her mum said if you could imagine doing something in
  your head, you could do it in real life. She’d been wrong though. Bonnie had been picturing herself leaving Stephen and his house for years, yet she was still there.

  She finished her coffee and waved a thank you at the lady with the apron and crossed her fingers that the antiques shop was empty now. It was. She tried to will some steel into her backbone by
  reciting a precis of her mother’s favourite saying. Come on, Bonnie. Wish. Think. Do. Her whole body felt as if it were shaking when she opened the door of the Pot
  of Gold.

  


  Chapter 3

  The Pot of Gold antiques shop in Spring Hill Square belonged to Lewis Harley and it was everything he had planned it to be during his months of recuperation. He had created a
  bygone haven of tranquillity with his choice of decor. The walls were painted in period colours of smoky green, creamy ivory, bronze red, muted gold; the solid display cabinets were predominately
  dark wood. Clocks charmed the walls, their chimes aged and mellow, bright but gentle lighting complimented everything it touched and the perfume of polish and old books pervaded the air. More than
  once Lew had been told by customers that they felt as if they had gone back in time when they had crossed over his threshold.

  Footfall was building but much more slowly than he had hoped for. It wasn’t viable for the large L-shaped shop to be filled with Lew’s finds alone so he rented out space for traders
  to sell their goods. Some only leased a single cabinet, a few wanted larger chunks of floor space to display furniture but so far the fees collected didn’t cover the rent that Lew paid out to
  the landlord Mr McCarthy. Too many units were empty for any profit to be made. He needed customers to attract dealers, he needed dealers to attract customers and he hadn’t worked out yet how
  best to break the cycle. But he would, because Lew was determined to make it work. The Pot of Gold was a dream come true for him. He loved walking in through the doors every morning to the sight of
  all the beautiful old treasures, he loved the smell, the noise, the peace of his new world after his fraught, pressured past world of investment banking. There was just the one major fly in the
  ointment: his sales assistant Vanda Clegg.

  It was a very different Vanda Clegg who came in for the interview last year to the one who now worked in the shop. ‘Interview Vanda’ was smiling and genteel, professional and
  knowledgeable. ‘Shop Vanda’ was moody, moany, lazy and didn’t seem to know her arts from her nouveau. Thinking back to that interview, Vanda had steered the ship of their
  conversation to waters in which she was obviously safe, sailing in between familiar islands of Clarice Cliff, Cranberry glass and Cloisonné. He’d been too easily impressed by what, he
  now suspected, was a scripted performance. And, on second reading, her carefully written references looked a little suspect too. ‘Vanda would suit many work
  environments,’ said one, as if Vanda would suit many – but not theirs. The references supplied were all written with a cold pen, he now felt, filled with telling phrases such as:
  ‘generally pleasant’, and Vanda apparently had ‘a considerable effect on workplace morale’ in her two months working at
  Hobbyworld. It didn’t say that effect was a positive one. He also wondered if the same author who wrote ‘full of chatter’ really wanted to write ‘could talk a glass eye to
  sleep’.

  He’d presumed that Vanda, at forty-four – the same age as himself – would have a seasoned work ethic, be reliable, responsible and honest. He had no proof that she was on the
  fiddle, but a couple of times he hadn’t been able to balance the takings against the ledger and a few items had disappeared without trace, coincidentally from the blind spot area which the
  security camera didn’t cover, and only the electrician, Lew and Vanda knew that.

  The grandfather clock behind the counter, which was the only one in the shop that was set to the exact time, tolled a deep bass note to mark the half-hour which meant that Vanda was over twenty
  minutes late back from her lunch. Again. Lew had never been a hardline boss; he found that most of his staff respected the leeway he gave them and the ones that took advantage of his good nature
  didn’t last long. Vanda wasn’t doing his blood pressure any good and he wondered if that might be a sackable offence. He had just stepped into the office to switch on the kettle when he
  heard the tinkle of the bell above the front door. He doubled back expecting to see Vanda huffing and puffing and apologising for her tardiness because there was a five-mile tailback of
  traffic/road-block/alien invasion, but instead he found a woman considerably more attractive than the stout, blubbery Vanda. She was of average height, average build with dark-brown hair tied in a
  ponytail behind her but there was nothing ordinary or average about her eyes which were large, hazel and beautiful.

  ‘Hello,’ she said, smiling nervously. ‘I’m looking for the owner, would that be you?’

  ‘Yes that’s me,’ said Lew. ‘How can I help you?’

  ‘My name is Bonnie Brookland, I’m local and I know it’s a long shot but I wondered if you had an assistant’s job going.’

  Oh if only, thought Lew. His face creased up with regret.

  ‘I’m sorry, I don’t.’

  ‘Like I say, it was a long shot,’ said Bonnie, shrugging her shoulders. ‘Oh well. Thank you.’ Her eye caught a painting on the wall as she turned to go which stopped her
  in her tracks. She leaned over to study it.

  ‘It’s not an original, hence the price,’ said Lew.

  ‘Some of the copies can cost a bob or two though,’ smiled Bonnie. ‘You’ll have heard of Percy Lake, of course?’

  ‘Oh yes.’ Lew nodded, impressed that she mentioned him. There had been a resurgence of interest in old Percy following the unearthing of some of his work in the area. He’d been
  a genius art forger, as good as the grand masters whose work he copied. ‘This was done by a local artist. Student. She’s very good. She takes famous paintings and gives them her own
  twist, hence the London skyline under the Starry Night. I said I’d try and sell a few of her paintings to help pay off her accumulating university debt.’

  He smiled and Bonnie noticed his even square teeth, his strong chin, the sunray wrinkles spanning out from the corners of his eyes. This was a man who had smiled a lot in his life, she thought.
  Stephen owned no such marks.

  There was a rack of old pipes on the table underneath the picture.

  ‘You obviously haven’t had the Pied Piper in here then?’ Bonnie said. ‘You wouldn’t still have those Petersons if he’d seen them.’

  ‘Sorry?’ said Lew. He was aware that some of the dealers had nicknames – Starstruck, the autograph seller, for instance – but he hadn’t come across the Pied
  Piper.

  ‘The Pied Piper. He collects pipes and especially likes Petersons. I’ll send him your way the next time . . .’ Bonnie’s voice trailed off. She was going to
  say that she’d send him this way the next time he came into the shop, except that she didn’t work there any more and so she probably wouldn’t see him again. She sighed and Lew
  heard it and wondered why the sound was so deep and sad.

  Curious of the depth of her knowledge he picked up one of the other pipes from the rack.

  ‘What about this one? Any good, do you think?’

  Bonnie took it from him and immediately raised her eyebrows. ‘Very nice,’ she said. ‘A Dunhill Bruyere. Early 1970s. You’ve priced it too low at seventy-five pounds. If
  the Pied Piper came in here, he’d offer you one hundred and fifty pounds for that but he’d pay two hundred and ten, maybe twenty, depending on how desperate he was to own it.’

  ‘Really?’ said Lew. Pipes weren’t his speciality. He’d been sold a job lot of them and he knew that he would have made a profit at seventy-five pounds for the Dunhill,
  but maybe he should have gone back and done his research properly.

  He noticed the ring that Bonnie was wearing on her middle finger when she passed the pipe back to him. An eye-shaped piece of amethyst mounted on a gold twist. It looked identical to one which
  he’d had in the jewellery cabinet a couple of months ago, until it disappeared into the ether.

  ‘I see Stickalampinit Stuart is renting some space from you.’ Bonnie pointed to a large cabinet where various lamps were displayed.

  ‘Is that what he’s known as?’ grinned Lew.

  ‘Stickalampinit for short,’ Bonnie grinned back. ‘Although it’s not that much shorter, is it? Anything he can find to make into a lamp and he will do: telephones,
  bottles, radios, pigeon clocks, even an old mannequin torso once. It was the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen. Not surprisingly it didn’t sell and it took up a ridiculous amount of
  space.’

  ‘Quite a character, isn’t he?’

  That was one way of putting it. Stickalampinit was like Tigger on Prozac. Lew had never met anyone as full of beans.

  ‘He’s convinced that one day he’ll win the Turner prize,’ chuckled Bonnie. ‘And, of course, if he’s displaying here, you’ll have had his friend in
  – Butterfly Barry. He doesn’t sell but he buys anything with butterflies on. He’s obsessed by them.’

  ‘Velvet jacket, quiff ?’

  ‘That’s him.’

  ‘Yes, he has been in and bought a few things.’

  Bonnie flicked at a stray hair that had fallen over her face. The ring caught his eye again. ‘That’s pretty,’ he said.

  Bonnie spread her fingers and looked at it. She’d fallen in love with it as soon as it had come in to the shop. Ken said she could have it instead of a wage if she came in on her weekend
  off so he could go to the races with his cronies. ‘I thought so too,’ she smiled. ‘I got it from the place where I work.’ Used to work, her brain
  reminded her.

  ‘Oh, where’s that?’ asked Lew.

  ‘Grimshaw’s Antiques,’ replied Bonnie.

  ‘Oh, you work there, do you?’ Lew had paid it a visit once, eyeing up the competition, but found only badly displayed rubbish in a freezing environment. He hadn’t seen the
  woman in front of him in there though, just a swarthy, miserable-looking man reading a newspaper which was laid flat out on the counter.

  ‘My dad used to be the joint-owner. I’ve worked there since I could reach the till. It was very different back then, of course.’

  Lew did a quick calculation of how many years that could be. He thought she might be late thirties, so quite a few then. Plenty of time to build up considerable knowledge. He nodded,
  impressed.

  ‘I didn’t even know this place existed until today,’ said Bonnie. ‘Have you been here long?’

  ‘We had our six-month anniversary a couple of weeks ago,’ replied Lew. ‘I took an ad out in the Daily Trumpet to invite people along for a celebration
  but they printed the wrong date, the wrong place and the wrong everything else. They promised to send a “roving reporter” for their radio station, but she never turned up so the article
  she was going to write for their supplement the following week didn’t appear either.’

  ‘The Daily Trumpet are useless,’ said Bonnie.

  ‘You’re telling me. They printed that I was once an investment bonker.’

  ‘Oh no,’ returned Bonnie, covering her mouth and once again showing Lew that unusual ring. ‘I hope you got your money back for the advert.’

  ‘Oh yes.’

  ‘And are you busy?’ Bonnie asked. This shop deserved to be. It had that indefinable feeling of a place that could attract treasure, plus it was warm and browse-friendly.

  Lew bobbed his head from side to side in a ‘so-so’ gesture. ‘Not as much as I’d like, but I suppose it takes time to build up a new business. I gave the present dealers a
  rate they couldn’t refuse for six months to bring them in. But I know I’ll lose them very soon if we don’t get more customers.’

  ‘Do you—’

  Then the bell above the door gave a mad jangle, cutting off Bonnie’s question and in thundered Vanda, wheezing like an asthmatic steam engine. Lew prepared himself for the words,
  ‘Sorry I’m late because . . .’ but instead it was Bonnie who spoke next, and to Vanda.

  ‘Hello there. I nearly didn’t recognise you. You’ve changed your hair.’ Bonnie smiled, not having the slightest clue of the impact her words would have on the woman she
  had just addressed.

  Vanda momentarily froze, then she dropped her head and scurried quickly into the back room without saying anything in reply, leaving Bonnie looking slightly confused and Lew smelling a very
  large rat.

  ‘You know my assistant?’ he asked Bonnie.

  Bonnie appeared slightly embarrassed. ‘I thought I did, but . . .’ she shook her head then looked down at the ring on her finger as if seeking an answer to the puzzle
  there.

  With a low voice, Lew asked, ‘Did she, by any chance, sell that ring to Grimshaw’s?’

  Bonnie was totally convinced it was the same woman who had sold a few things to Ken Grimshaw, including her lovely ring. But from the way the owner of the Pot of Gold was looking at her, there
  was more than met the eye to those transactions. She nodded slowly and felt the weight of a responsibility she wished she hadn’t been lumbered with.

  ‘You don’t happen to have had anyone sell you a Bionic Man, still boxed, in the last month, do you?’ he asked her. ‘And a stylophone, a Game Boy, an old Acorn Electron
  computer maybe?’

  Bonnie knew that these were all things that the portly woman with long jet-black hair had sold to Ken. Plus some jewellery – her dead aunt’s, she said; the toys she’d found in
  the loft of a house she’d recently bought. Even with her short blonde hair, rather than the shoulder-length black, Bonnie would have recognised her face, especially with the protruding brown
  mole near her upper lip.

  ‘I ought to go,’ said Bonnie, feeling that she’d inadvertently kicked a hornet’s nest. The day was just getting better and better. ‘Thanks anyway.’

  As she turned, Lew touched her arm to halt her. ‘Please, leave me your name and number. Just in case something turns up.’

  ‘Certainly,’ said Bonnie and scrabbled around inside her bag for a pen. Lew picked up a pad from the counter. He had a feeling something might be turning up sooner rather than later
  now. Bonnie wrote down her details.

  He hadn’t caught her name when she’d first introduced herself. Bonnie Brookland, Lew read. Bonnie suited her.

  ‘Bye then.’ Bonnie flashed a strained smile, hoping she hadn’t caused as much trouble as she thought she might have. She would have liked to have stayed and wandered around the
  shop but thought it best to leave – and quickly. She’d visit the supermarket before going home so she could delay telling Stephen that she’d lost her job. He wouldn’t be
  very pleased. But then, was he ever?

  •   •   •

Vanda had clearly been waiting until Bonnie had gone before emerging from the back room. She didn’t seek eye contact from Lew but went straight into work mode, and if
  that wasn’t cause for suspicion, nothing was. Lew didn’t say a word at first, but made sure that she saw him take the book out of the drawer where he recorded any losses. He could feel
  her glancing at him, wondering when he was going to mention something. He let her sweat for a full ten minutes and didn’t look up when he eventually addressed her but kept his eyes down on
  the pages of the book.

  ‘Vanda, quite a few things have gone missing over the past months, wouldn’t you agree?’

  Vanda mumbled something under her breath by way of an answer.

  ‘I hear that some of them have found their way to Grimshaw’s. Imagine that. Someone stealing and selling them stupidly on their own doorstep.’

  There was no comment, even though Vanda was listening to his every word as she adjusted pieces on display.

  Lew went on, his voice calm, controlled, masking the anger. ‘I think that if that person were so brainless not to realise they could be traced very easily, then she would be as well
  getting out of the way before the police were called in. Wouldn’t it be a wise move on her part if that person got their coat and left instead, knowing that nothing more would be said about
  it if she did?’

  Out of the corner of his eye, Lew noticed that Vanda had gone into the back room. He opened the drawer and replaced the book. By the time he had closed it again, Vanda Clegg had swept past him
  with her bag and her coat as speedily as her dumpy little legs could carry her. The bell above the door signified her exit and Lew knew that she wouldn’t be returning. The mystery thief had
  vacated the premises.

  


  Chapter 4

  Bonnie pulled up outside 39 Greenwood Crescent with a boulder-like heaviness in her stomach. Her mother’s philosophy didn’t work so well for her. She unclipped her
  seat belt slowly, anything to delay walking into the house. It had never felt like her home, not the way the house she grew up in had done. That house had closed its arms around her when she walked
  through the front door and she felt safe and calm there; this one was just bricks held together with mortar that she slept in, ate in and cleaned. She and Stephen hadn’t chosen it together:
  he was already living there when she moved into it thirteen years ago and his personality was already firmly stamped upon it. It was a nice enough midsized detached house in the bowl of a
  cul-de-sac with neat front and back gardens. It had three bedrooms, one with an ensuite, and a house bathroom upstairs, a long lounge and dining kitchen downstairs and a rectangular conservatory at
  the back where Bonnie liked to sit and read when Stephen was playing opera on his ancient CD player tower system or watching highbrow programmes on the TV. There was a single garage where he parked
  his Mondeo; Bonnie always used the drive. The garden was devoid of a single dandelion, the edges precise, the square of lawn spirit-level flat. The borders were full of run-of-the-mill bedding
  plants: Lobelia, Busy Lizzie, Dianthus. Everything was trim and ordered and balanced . . . and totally without character. Bonnie played a game with herself when she switched off the
  light at nights and settled down to sleep. She used to plan her dream house, right down to the contents of the cupboards. She had a few of these houses, depending on how she was influenced by
  Grand Designs that week but she wished herself into them all with the same kind man and the same large red dog. One of them was a mansion with secret passages and a lake,
  one was a cosy canal boat. Another was a small cottage covered in ivy with a wild garden at the back which attracted all sorts of butterflies, all very different but what they shared was that they
  screamed out colour and individuality. And all of them were free of the great dark cloud that hung above Greenwood Crescent.

  Stephen would be furious that she was out of a job. He wouldn’t shout, because he rarely shouted but he would convey his displeasure with a series of sighs and lifts and drops of his
  shoulders as if she were a child in whom he was dreadfully disappointed. As for why she lost her job, well, he wouldn’t see it that she was trying to stop an old lady from being ripped off,
  he would view her intervention as poor business sense, idiocy, treason. He would tut and shake his head quite a few times over the next couple of days, reminding her that her
  ‘disloyalty’ was still playing in his brain. Oh, the irony that he could think of her as disloyal.

  As she opened the car door, her mobile phone rang in her bag. She didn’t recognise the number that came up on the screen.

  ‘Hello,’ she said, answering it tentatively.

  ‘Hi, it’s Lewis Harley. From Pot of Gold.’

  It took Bonnie a couple of beats to realise that this was the nice man from the antiques shop. Taking her details was the equivalent of ‘keeping her name on file’ which is what Ken
  Grimshaw used to say when anyone came in looking for a job, then he’d slam-dunk those details in the bin behind his counter.

  ‘I’d like you to come in and see me if you would. It’s about a job. I have an unexpected vacancy.’

  Bonnie gulped before answering him. ‘Really?’

  ‘Erm, yes, really.’ He seemed amused by her tone.

  ‘I’m free now,’ blurted Bonnie. ‘If that’s not too soon.’ Anything not to have to confess to Stephen that she was unemployed.

  ‘If that’s convenient for you, then it’s convenient for me.’

  ‘I’ll be there in twenty minutes.’

  Such was Bonnie’s enthusiasm that she was there in fifteen.

  
    •   •   •

  

  Bonnie had to stop herself from racing to Spring Hill Square. She had to get this job. Surely life wouldn’t be so cruel as to present her with this quirk of fate only to
  snatch it back from her.

  Lew smiled as she opened the door. That was the second time she had been in his shop and the second time he felt as if she brought something in with her that whipped up the air, adding a
  sprinkle of lightness to it. Vanda weighed it down with her presence, and her industrial-strength perfume that smelled like fly spray.

  ‘Hello there,’ he called and lifted his hand in a wave.

  ‘Hi,’ said Bonnie, feeling breathless with nerves. The Pot of Gold was so much nicer than Grimshaw’s, at least as it was now, but it reminded her very much of how
  Grimshaw’s used to be when her dad and Harry styled it. A step over the threshold and you were in a different world, an older, calmer place. People used to say that it was better than therapy
  going into the shop, soothing and relaxing.

  ‘I’m so glad you could come back,’ said Lew, going to the door and locking it. He hung a sign in the window which had a clock with adjustable hands. The shop would open again
  at three, it read. ‘We won’t be disturbed if I close for twenty minutes,’ he said. ‘Would you like a coffee?’

  ‘I’m fine, thanks.’

  ‘Well I’m having one,’ said Lew. ‘Have a look around whilst the kettle is boiling.’

  ‘Oh,’ Bonnie shrugged. ‘Okay. A coffee would be nice then. Just a dash of milk for me, please.’ She took herself on a quick tour of the shop whilst she waited for him to
  return and thought it was a shame that so many of the units were empty. She would bet that her friend Valerie, who dealt in quality vintage clothes, didn’t know about this place, and if
  Valerie didn’t know about it then Jackpot and the dealers they hung around with wouldn’t know either. She recognised the long display cabinets of Thimble Simon, and a small bay in which
  the walls were covered in framed signed photos. The unit was called ‘Autograph Hunters’ and she knew that the seller was called Starstruck, because many of the autographs were ones
  he’d collected himself over many years and had provenance for. She could see a sign with the name ‘Mart Deco’ on it. Martin dealt with fabulous antiques from the Deco era:
  1925–1939. But there were many familiar traders’ names missing who would help to draw in custom.

  Lew returned with two mugs and set them on top of the huge central counter which had once graced a gentleman’s outfitters.

  ‘You’ve got some good dealers in here,’ said Bonnie. ‘I recognise most of them. You did well to get Uncle Funky and his toys because last I heard he was giving it up.
  He’s particularly bonkers, isn’t he?’ She laughed and Lew thought what a nice sound it was. Vanda had a shriek of a cackle which he was always afraid would start cracking all the
  glass.

  ‘Oh yes, Uncle Funky. I’m presuming that isn’t his real name,’ grinned Lew, picturing the wild-haired tall thin gent, always in a suit complete with waistcoat and novelty
  bow tie.

  ‘I have no idea what his real name is. I’m not sure he does any more,’ replied Bonnie. He had stopped renting a unit from Grimshaw’s months ago. He’d been the first
  person to ever rent a cabinet from Harry and yet Ken hadn’t even bothered to try and persuade him to stay.

  ‘They’re quite an eclectic bunch of people, aren’t they?’ smiled Lew. Which was a polite way of saying that a lot of them were absolute nutters.

  ‘I was only a little girl when I first met most of them,’ said Bonnie, sipping her coffee. ‘Billy Boombox must be eighty-five if he’s a day. He deals in ghetto blasters
  and Walkmans, radios, that kind of stuff. If you haven’t heard of him, you soon will because he’s not selling anything at Grimshaw’s. But then, no one is.’ Bonnie sighed
  then thought she’d better add some sort of an explanation to that. ‘It’s not my sales technique that’s at fault, just in case you’re wondering. Ken Grimshaw would be
  better running one of those bargain bin shops. He doesn’t have the passion for antiques that his dad had and he’s not big on fairness or goodwill. And his accounts are a mess which
  doesn’t help and the dealers expect you to be dead straight with money . . . ’ She realised she was talking too much and apologised. ‘Sorry. I’d better
  let you get a word in, hadn’t I?’

  Lew liked her. He wasn’t the sort of man who would use phrases such as ‘he got a good vibe from someone’ but today he would have broken a rule and said that. He got a very good
  vibe from Bonnie Brookland.

  ‘I’m looking for someone full-time,’ he said, putting his professional cards on the table. ‘Someone that I can trust to leave in charge, someone who knows their onions.
  Nine to four-thirty, Tuesday to Saturday, Sundays ten till two and I shut Mondays, though that might change. I’m pretty easy going if you have a doctor’s or dentist’s appointment
  or anything like that. Coffee-making duties are split fifty-fifty between us.’ He grinned, a lopsided, lazy and genuine grin that any male Hollywood star would be proud to own, thought
  Bonnie. He went on, ‘You’ll know lots more about the business than I do, so I’ll be happy for any tips. Seven pounds fifty an hour is what I was thinking as a starting wage.
  Is . . . does that sound all right to you?’

  He knew it wasn’t a lot for her expertise at thirty pence per hour above the minimum wage and he fully expected her to pick up her handbag and say they were both wasting their time, but
  she didn’t. Bonnie nodded approvingly.

  ‘That sounds fine,’ she said. She would be up on what she earned at Grimshaw’s by over a pound an hour – Ken didn’t acknowledge the minimum wage – and this
  looked an infinitely nicer place to work.

  Lew knew that he shouldn’t offer her the job straightaway. He should ask for a reference, quiz a few of the dealers who might know her. Acting impetuously had gained him Vanda Clegg, but
  he found himself sealing the deal without heeding his own warnings, thanks to that ridiculous ‘good vibe’.

  ‘So, when could you start?’

  ‘Tomorrow,’ Bonnie replied, barely leaving a beat after his question.

  ‘You don’t need to work any notice?’

  ‘No.’ Bonnie shook her head and saw his tilt slightly, the way her dog’s used to when he was trying to make sense of something. Maybe he was thinking that she was walking out
  of her job and leaving Grimshaw’s in the lurch, not exactly loyal. Oh, that word again.

  ‘I left Grimshaw’s today,’ said Bonnie and a voice in her head warned her to stop at that. But what if he rang Ken asking for a reference, asked
  another voice. Tell him the truth. She dropped a heavy sigh, ‘Look, Ken Grimshaw caught me telling an old lady to go somewhere else to sell a big box of items that
  she’d brought in. He was going to rip her off. She had a white Gulvase in there and he was only going to offer her a pittance for the lot. I couldn’t let him do it. He threw me out on
  the spot.’

  Lew looked back into her large hazel eyes, widened in anticipation of his opinion on that. She was wondering if she’d told him too much, he knew. But he respected her honesty. In
  comparison to Vanda Clegg, she was like a breath of fresh air in more ways than one.

  Lew held out his hand to seal the deal. ‘So I’ll see you tomorrow at nine, Mrs Brookland. Welcome to the Pot of Gold.’

  


  Chapter 5

  Lew was just turning off the lights in preparation for closing up for the evening when the doorbell tinkled and a customer walked in. An old lady holding a box.

  ‘Oh are you shut?’ she said.

  ‘No, no, you’re fine, come in,’ said Lew, with a smile. ‘I’ll put the lights back on if you want to have a browse. No rush. I never turn a possible sale
  down.’

  ‘I’ve not come to buy, I’ve come to sell. I’ll be quick because I’ve got a taxi waiting.’

  ‘Okay then,’ said Lew, stepping forwards to take the box from her because she appeared to be struggling with it. She gave her arms a grateful shake when the weight was
  transferred.

  Lew put the box down on the counter and carefully took out the most prominent piece, sticking out of the box, wrapped clumsily in newspaper. It was a white Gulvase. This had to be the lady
  Bonnie Brookland had told him about. He lifted it up to the light, checked it carefully for nibbles and cracks, but it was perfect. And the weight felt right for it to be a genuine piece. It still
  had the original Holmegaard sticker on it, bearing the Danish flag.

  ‘Very nice,’ he said. ‘Very nice indeed.’

  ‘Is it really?’ asked the old lady. ‘I went to another shop earlier on but the woman in there told me to go somewhere else to sell it.’ She leaned over as if about to
  impart an onerous secret and was scared of being overheard. ‘I think I dropped her in it. I feel awful because that bloke Grimshaw was only going to give me a few pounds for everything and
  she said it would be worth a bit more than that. Look at this.’ And the garrulous old lady plunged her hand into the box and brought out a medal. ‘That’s got to be worth summat,
  ’an’t it?’

  Lew could see instantly that it was a fake. There was no age to it at all. The market was overrun with fakes, some of them clever ones too. The ‘ancient’ Chinese vase in the box
  which the old lady lifted out was a fake as well but the pot with the chipped top that she almost dropped onto the counter had interesting character marks. People presumed because there was damage
  to pieces that they were worthless, and Lew didn’t like to think of how many treasures had ended up in the bin because of that misconception. Also in the old lady’s stash was a coloured
  Chinese saucer, terribly cracked and repaired with iron staples. He guessed the saucer started off with a plain blue pattern in the 1600s, but then was painted over and repaired in the 1700s. Those
  staples were part of its history too.

  ‘There’s the matching cup in there,’ said the old lady. ‘It’s knackered an’ all.’

  Lew felt prickles of excitement creep over his scalp. If this two-piece was genuine, it could be worth a small fortune. It was so hard to tell because there were whole streets in China filled
  with artisans producing plates complete with overglaze and rivets, ageing them to look like ancient treasures. He’d need to take some time over making a decision whether or not to buy
  them.

  ‘And there’s this, look.’ It was a mug commemorating the coronation of Edward VIII. ‘They made these but he was never crowned. That’s got to be rare.’

  Funny how people judged what was valuable, thought Lew. You could pick them up for fifteen pounds on markets everywhere yet an unused Nazi toilet roll could fetch eight times that. Wrapped in
  newspaper in the bottom of the box was a collection of carvings in white stone: a hand, a crab, a disc, a hook. Lew felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up and a renewed wave of
  scalp-pricking ensued.

  ‘I think these might be jade.’

  ‘Give over, jade’s green,’ laughed the old lady. ‘You trying to pull the wool over my eyes?’

  ‘No, I mean white jade. Where on earth did you get these pieces from?’

  ‘My husband’s dad was a sailor,’ she answered. ‘When he died the family went through his stuff like locusts. This box was all that was left and so they gave it to us. We
  had it in the cellar for years. I’d forgotten about it but I’ve just moved into a maisonette and had to empty the house.’

  ‘You do have a couple of nice pieces in here, but I’ll need to have a really good look at them. Do you want to leave them with me? I promise I’ll give you a fair
  price.’

  The old lady narrowed her eyes. ‘Aye, I’m full of them tricks.’

  He knew that if she took away her box, he wasn’t likely to see her again. He decided to take the chance that she had something very special. He was absolutely sure the Gulvase was genuine,
  even if nothing else was.

  ‘What if I said a hundred and fifty pounds?’

  The old lady spasmed so violently that her glasses nearly fell off. She clearly hadn’t been expecting that much.

  ‘Or, as I say, you can leave them with me for a few days and I’ll—’

  ‘I’ll take the money,’ said the old lady. ‘That’ll do nicely. I’m going on one of them coach holidays in Italy with my sister in September and that’ll
  do towards my spend.’

  ‘Would you like to give me your name and address,’ said Lew. He knew that if the carvings and the cup and saucer were what he thought they might be, he wouldn’t have slept
  easily in his bed knowing he’d paid so little for them.

  ‘My name is Pauline Twist.’ She started to recite her details before Lew had picked up a pen, so he had to ask her to repeat them. He sent her away with a hundred and fifty pounds
  and a big smile on her face. It seemed that Bonnie Brookland might have been a good luck charm to him today.

  


  Chapter 6

  Just before Bonnie pulled into the estate, she rang Valerie’s home on her mobile. Valerie was the only person she socialised with these days. One by one, over the years,
  all the girls who had been her friends had fallen away from her life for various reasons, but Valerie remained firm. It wasn’t the deep sort of friendship where each was laid open to the
  other. Valerie had always played her cards close to her chest and Bonnie had never told her how unhappy she was in her marriage, though she suspected that Valerie had picked up on that. Theirs was
  a friendship based on cups of tea and a slice of cake or a scone and nice banter, a respite from whatever problems were demanding their attentions in the background. It was the pleasant froth that
  rode above the cold, dark waters below. Valerie was the same age that her mother would have been had she not been felled by a ninety-year-old driver who should never have been on the road.

  ‘Bonnie, how good to hear from you,’ said Valerie in her lovely, rich, plummy voice. ‘How are you, dear?’

  ‘I’m fine. But I rang to tell you that I’m not working for Ken Grimshaw any more.’

  There was a telling sniff on the other end of the line. ‘I’ve seen that coming for some time. Did you walk out or did he find some way to sack you?’

  ‘He sacked me,’ said Bonnie, adding quickly, ‘but I walked straight into another job. Do you know there’s a new shop up Spring Hill? The Pot of Gold?’

  Valerie was disappointingly nonchalant in her response. ‘I’d heard, yes. It’s on the square that the Irish guy built, isn’t it? Jack went up to do a recce a few weeks ago
  but he said that the shop was dead and wouldn’t last the year out.’

  ‘Stickalampinit and Starstruck are in there. Oh, Valerie it’s the most beautiful place and yes, it is a lot emptier than it should be, but it won’t be if a few more dealers
  move in and take a chance. There’s nowhere as good for miles.’

  ‘Are you asking me to go up and have a look for myself ?’ asked Valerie, with amusement dancing in her voice.

  ‘You wouldn’t want to see me out of a job, would you?’ replied Bonnie, smiling.

  ‘Okay, I’ll go and get a feel for the place,’ Valerie said.

  ‘There’s a lovely little tearoom next door as well – we could pop in for a cake,’ said Bonnie.

  ‘I’ll have a look tomorrow. When do you start working there?’

  ‘Tomorrow.’

  ‘Perfect. Well, I’ll see you then,’ said Valerie.

  Bonnie clicked off the phone and wished she could fast-forward to the morning. In fact she had wished for years that she could fast-forward at the end of every working day to the beginning of
  the next.

  
    •   •   •

  

  Stephen was in the front room reading a broadsheet when Bonnie walked into the house with a bag of shopping. His eyes instinctively dropped to what she was carrying, as she knew
  they would.

  ‘Did we need any comestibles?’ he asked, though it was a rhetorical question. He had an inbuilt detector for knowing exactly when they’d run out of milk or sugar or flour.

  ‘No, we didn’t. I just felt like getting a few extra bits,’ she said and steeled herself for his reaction to her next words. ‘To celebrate my new job.’

  Stephen’s eyebrows lifted so high that they almost got entangled in his still-thick, steel-grey hairline.

  ‘New job? What new job? What are you talking about, Bonita?’

  It wasn’t necessary to give him all the details, so she left out what he didn’t need to hear, and added a few small fibs.

  ‘I’ve not been happy at Grimshaw’s since Harry died, you know that.’

  ‘Yes, you have commented upon it on more than one occasion . . .’

  ‘So when I heard that a new antiques centre had opened up, I wrote to them and asked if there were any positions available. There weren’t but they kept my letter on file and rang me
  today. They wanted someone to start immediately.’

  ‘Don’t you have a notice period to work?’

  ‘As soon as I said I was leaving, Ken told me to go.’

  She waited for the money question to raise its ugly head, which of course it did.

  ‘I presume he paid you severance pay then.’

  ‘Ken Grimshaw? I think I might have to write that off.’

  Stephen rattled his paper, as a display of his outrage. ‘Then I expect you’re going to see the small claims court about that.’

  ‘No, Stephen,’ she replied. ‘I would really rather just forget the whole thing. It would be more trouble than it was worth because he will lie and I’ll end up with
  nothing.’

  Stephen humphed. ‘Money does not grow on trees, Bonita.’

  ‘I’m well aware it doesn’t grow on trees, Stephen.’ Bonnie tried to keep the annoyance out of her voice but traces of it seeped out in hissing sibilance. ‘I
  don’t think Ken will be in business for much longer anyway, so I think all things considered, I’ve made a wise move.’

  He sighed impatiently. ‘Well, we’ll have to economise for a month or so, I suppose,’ he said, returning to the business page. ‘I just hope you appreciate the tolerance
  with which I am viewing your rashness, Bonita.’

  Bonnie didn’t know if she wanted to scream more than she wanted to laugh. They had no mortgage on the house, Stephen had a good salary from his job in the council, with the prospect of a
  huge pension to come. They didn’t go out for meals – or anywhere else for that matter, they didn’t drive around in his and hers Ferraris or blow a fortune on drugs, drink and
  gambling. Plus his mother had left them a considerable sum, she supposed. Bonnie had no idea how much they had in their savings account because Stephen said she didn’t need to know.
  Expenditure such as new white goods or furnishings, or car repairs, came from the fund, after a lot of deliberation and price-haggling on Stephen’s part, but Bonnie had no direct access to
  it. Stephen held the purse-strings, and he held them with an iron fist with a five-lever mortice lock on them.

  What she did know was that there must have been enough funds in there to keep them both comfortable for the rest of their lives even if neither of them worked again. The real problem was that
  Stephen did not adjust to any sort of change very well. And he was getting worse with every passing year. God forbid that she brought in Heinz beans instead of the shop-brand ones or the velvety
  loo rolls of Labrador puppies instead of the cheaper variety. Such subversion could cause Stephen to have an aneurysm.

  ‘I’ll get on with tea,’ said Bonnie. They had pasta on Thursdays. Pasta Bolognese. They always had bloody, sodding pasta on Thursdays.

  


  Chapter 7

  After Lew had locked up for the evening, he didn’t know why he felt so compelled to swing a left instead of the right turn that would have taken him straight home to
  Oxworth. He just wanted to see what was happening with his old house. He had rented it out for a couple of years because a part of him didn’t want to sell it, but he had two months ago and
  the family who had bought it moved in last weekend. He didn’t know why he needed to see it, but he went with the feeling. It was the right thing to do to sell The Beeches because it was far
  too big for just Charlotte and himself and it cost a fortune to heat, not to mention the gardening costs; not that he would have cared about any of that had his wishes come true. He’d bought
  The Beeches for a snip just after they were married, hoping to fill it with children. As soon as he walked into it, he’d visualised kids skidding down the long wooden hallways, sliding down
  the polished banister of the great staircase. He’d imagined them splashing in a pool outside, climbing on frames, holding secret meetings in the treehouse he intended to build for them, but
  his dream of a large family had withered and died. Charlotte had never got over the miscarriage she’d had eight years ago. She had blocked him every time he’d broached the subject of
  trying again; she wouldn’t even talk about adoption because she’d wanted her own too much. Being near children upset her and reminded her of the one she lost, so they’d decided
  they’d have to accept their status as a childless couple. It made it slightly easier on them that their friends were childless too.

  Lew’s heart attack, which had happened just after they’d moved out of The Beeches, had thrown all the cards up in the air. He’d taken the very generous redundancy package the
  company had offered him, he cashed in his shares when they were cresting and only sold The Beeches when the property market peaked. He invested in safe and riskier markets and had a golden touch
  with both to the extent that he was a very wealthy man. He could afford to run the Pot of Gold at a loss, view it as an expensive hobby, but he didn’t want to. Lew poured his soul into that
  shop because it was within his capabilities to make it a success and he wasn’t such a fool that he didn’t realise he was over-compensating for his dashed hopes of being a father.

  Woodlea, the house he and Charlotte now lived in was a fresh space for their new life going forwards, not one full of ghosts of children who never were and un-lived dreams but a place where they
  could start making new ones. Charlotte found the four-bedroomed new build with a lantern-roofed conservatory – the biggest one on an estate of fifteen exclusive builds. It was still too big
  for them, but she refused to move to a box, and it was well within their budget.

  There were lots of cars parked outside The Beeches and fastened to the front gate with ribbon, bunches of pink balloons. A woman with two small girls, one dressed as a fairy, one as a Disney
  princess had just got out of a people carrier. The woman was carrying a tower of sparkly boxes. Lew pulled into the side of the road, just for a minute or two because he didn’t want to be
  spotted and mistaken for a paedophile.

  The new occupants had twin six-year-old girls, a four-year-old boy and the mother was newly pregnant. The Beeches would be a house they would all grow up in, cherish and remember all their
  lives. It had everything a child could love: a secret room, a huge attic, the perfect slope in the garden for sledging down on winter snow. Lew felt the slightest prickle behind his eyes as if
  emotion were sharp and he twisted the key in the ignition after silently wishing the Orton family everything he had wanted for himself and Charlotte in that perfect family home.

  


  Chapter 8

  Charlotte was on the phone when Lew walked in. She had such a strange telephone voice it always made him want to laugh, though he didn’t. Her vowels rounded and she
  developed a silky purr worthy of Fenella Fielding. He wasn’t even sure she was aware that she sounded as if she had just quit sixth form at Roedean.

  ‘It has been too long, Gem, you’re right . . . yar . . . totally . . .’

  Yar . . . totally. She was even starting to employ that ridiculous pretentious tone with her best friend.

  ‘Seven . . . or when you’re ready. I’ll do steak . . . haven’t made my special sauce for ages.’

  She indicated to Lew that she’d only be two seconds.

  ‘Okay . . . see you Saturday. Great stuff. Ciao Gem . . . yep, hope you get on all right.’ Charlotte pressed the end call button with a very long
  silver-tipped nail then turned to Lew. ‘Hi darling, good day at the emporium?’

  Charlotte never referred to it as a shop because it would sound too downmarket. She hadn’t said as much, but Lew knew. She’d always enjoyed the kudos that came with being able to
  brag, ‘My husband is an investment banker in the City’ but it wasn’t so palatable to admit that he now rented a shop dealing in old things, so in her head the Pot of Gold was a
  high-end ‘emporium’ full of things that Sotheby’s might covet.

  ‘Wonderful,’ he smiled and meant it.

  ‘That was a very enthusiastic answer,’ trilled Charlotte. ‘What’s happened?’

  ‘I’ve managed to get rid of Vanda Clegg,’ grinned Lew. ‘I never thought it was possible to be so happy about being ripped off.’

  ‘Ripped off? What do you mean “ripped off”?’ Charlotte’s newly microbladed left eyebrow rose a full Roger Moore inch.

  ‘To cut a long story short,’ began Lew, pulling the glass top from the decanter on the work surface and pouring himself a finger of malt, ‘she’s been stealing from me and
  then selling the merchandise on in another antiques centre virtually on the doorstep. Arrogance or idiocy, I have no idea which.’ Charlotte opened her mouth to speak, but Lew pre-empted the
  question. ‘If you’re going to ask how I found out, freakishly a woman who worked in the other shop came into mine asking for a job and recognised her. I gave Vanda the option to take
  her bag, leave and never darken my doorstep again or I’d let the police handle it. Not surprisingly she took me up on the offer.’

  ‘Oh my God, the cheeky cow,’ gasped Charlotte.

  ‘And what’s more I set on the woman who recognised Vanda. She’s worked in the antiques trade for years and really knows her stuff.’

  He noticed that Charlotte stiffened slightly.

  ‘That was a bit quick. What does she look like?’

  ‘Mila Kunis,’ said Lew, feeling the whisky hit the back of his throat with a satisfying burn.

  ‘Really?’ Charlotte’s eyes widened.

  ‘No, not really,’ chuckled Lew. Mila Kunis was his favourite. But even if it had been Mila Kunis herself who had turned up looking for a job, Charlotte would have had no worries. Lew
  was married and that was it as far as he was concerned. He’d never strayed and he never would. If he ever fell out of love with Charlotte, he’d end it and then move on, not try the
  waters beforehand. And he’d seen very up close and personal recently, the full effect of an extramarital affair, and didn’t want any of it.

  ‘Well then? What is she like?’

  ‘I don’t know,’ shrugged Lew, ‘Average, I suppose. Brown hair, medium height, quiet. I was more interested in the fact that she appeared so knowledgeable than what dress
  size she was.’

  Charlotte, quickly bored with shop talk, moved on to another subject. ‘Gemma and Jason are coming up for supper on Saturday night.’

  ‘I thought that’s what you might have been arranging when I walked in.’

  ‘And Patrick and Regina. We haven’t seen any of them for weeks and it’s our turn to host.’

  Lew liked Gemma and Jason a lot, he could relax with them, less so with Patrick and Regina, especially at the moment. He tried not to sigh but failed.

  ‘Oh, don’t react like that, Lewis, everything is back to normal now,’ huffed Charlotte.

  Lew nearly spat out his whisky. ‘Are you joking?’

  ‘Well, it is until Regina has too much to drink. So we’ll just make sure she doesn’t.’

  ‘Okay,’ said Lew, blowing out two large lungfuls of air which made his lips vibrate in a judder.

  ‘Oh, Lewis, don’t look like that.’

  ‘Like what?’

  ‘They’ve put it all behind them. Nothing has happened since they renewed their vows.’

  ‘Oh yeah,’ said Lew, with sarcasm. ‘How much did all that cost? Three weeks in the Maldives, not to mention Regina’s dress and the diamond eternity ring and all the other
  things he bought her. And remind me what happened two weeks after they came home, when we all went to the Koh-i-Noor on Regina’s birthday.’

  ‘Ah, I’d forgotten about that,’ said Charlotte with a grimace, recalling a very drunk Regina lobbing a party-sized mixed platter of starters at her errant husband, Indian
  snowball-style.

  ‘How can you forget about it, Charlotte? I didn’t think it was possible to get a suspected detached retina from having an onion bhajee land in your eye. She nearly blinded her own
  husband.’

  ‘She was off her face. She couldn’t remember anything about it afterwards.’

  ‘Oh well, that makes it okay then.’ Lew shook his head in exasperation. ‘She got all six of us banned, five of us who remember it in glorious technicolour. This, my darling
  Charlotte, will not go away for years, trust me. If ever. I don’t have Regina down as the forgiving sort, even with a diamond the size of one of Nanny McPhee’s warts.’

  ‘Oh, gross, Lewis.’ Charlotte gave a shudder.

  Thirteen months ago, news of Patrick’s affair had rocked their little group of six. Regina was beautiful, clever, scary and the only child of a very rich daddy and Patrick had always known
  on what side his bread was best buttered: the look but don’t touch side. Not surprisingly the object of his affection, Marlene, had been a blue-eyed blonde. Surprisingly, she was not a
  delicious young floozy with fake boobs and inflated lips, the type Patrick usually ogled, but a plain, gentle, homely-looking woman older than his wife. And if THAT wasn’t enough, the smart,
  preened, savvy Patrick had got himself caught out with the stupidest of mistakes: sending a Valentine’s card meant for his mistress to his wife. Needless to say, Patrick cut off the affair
  before he was cut off from Regina, her daddy’s money and his bollocks. Patrick had done whatever he could to mend the damage, but Regina’s forgiveness ran only surface deep because
  there was a lake of magma that surged up as soon as she had reached a certain level of inebriation, which always led to a spoil of festering sarcasm and bilious, excruciating, bitterness.

  ‘So, talking of affairs, do I need to check this . . . what’s her name . . . out then?’ asked Charlotte.

  ‘Bonnie,’ returned Lew. ‘And no, don’t be silly.’

  ‘Bonnie?’ Charlotte quirked both eyebrows this time.

  ‘Nice.’

  ‘Yes she is,’ said Lew, stepping towards his wife, looping his arms around her, refusing to play any jealousy games. He gave her a big kiss on the cheek. ‘But she’s not
  as nice as you. How do you fancy going out for tea tonight instead of cooking? Pasta Papa. To celebrate the fact that I never have to walk in and see Vanda Clegg again.’

  ‘Oh, that would be good,’ said Charlotte, though her voice carried a note that suggested otherwise.

  ‘What’s the matter?’ asked Lew, pulling her to arm’s length.

  ‘Well . . .’ Charlotte sighed, ‘Pasta Papa is okay but . . . couldn’t we go to Firenze instead?’

  Lew pulled a face of gentle protest. Firenze was a wonderful place to dine, but more for a grand occasion. Pasta Papa was cheap and cheerful and around the corner and he wouldn’t have to
  dress smart for it or get a taxi. A bowl of Tagliatelle Papa-style, their thin garlic and mozzarella bread and an ice-cold Peroni was all he wanted, not the full posh and pernickity shebang. He
  would need to have a word with Charlotte about her spending habits anyway after taking a very close look at their accounts recently. She was going through money as if it were loo paper.

  Charlotte was now pushing out her bottom lip. ‘Oh, please. You did say it was a celebration and we haven’t been for ages. We don’t have to have every course.’

  Lew conceded. Anything to make her happy. ‘Oh, go on then,’ he relented.

  Charlotte giddily clapped her hands. ‘I’ll change into my new dress.’

  She scurried up the stairs and Lew watched her. Charlotte didn’t like to do cheap and cheerful any more, she’d been spoilt. Lew picked up the phone to ring Firenze and book a table,
  but he would still have preferred Pasta Papa.

  


  Chapter 9

  Stephen went to bed early that night with a headache brought on by the stress of Bonnie’s news, so he said, so she claimed the front room and flicked to the news, but it
  was all doom and gloom. CCTV footage of a student raped on a street, a bomb blast in a holiday resort in Egypt and yet another death of a small child who had slipped through the net of social
  services. The image of the little boy’s face remained in her brain long after the point where she turned over. He was smiling, despite a split lip, looking up at whoever was taking the photo
  with big blue eyes full of light which would be extinguished just a few days later. Bonnie gulped down a throatful of tears. How could someone who had carried such a beautiful little boy for nine
  months treat him so cruelly? There were too many people in the world who shouldn’t have children but did, and too many who should but couldn’t. It was an imbalance that Mother Nature
  hadn’t managed to rectify yet.
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The best things in life begin with a dream





