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ONE

Sometimes you go to an antiques fair, take one look at what’s on offer, and wonder why you bothered to turn up. Why anyone bothered, actually, whether they were punters or dealers like me. This particular fair was clearly a dud, though it was billed as a prestige event in what claimed to be one of Kent’s premier hotels, the Mondiale, in Hythe.

They’d put out glossy literature and reduced space rental prices to entice dealers to the new venue. But we knew from the moment we set up our stall one Thursday morning in early September that we had made a mistake. There were very few old friends there. The newcomers seemed to be selling not good quality antiques, but stuff that I’d technically describe as tat, more suitable for a bottom of the market car boot sale.

Always keen to make people feel at home, Griff left me to finish arranging our goods and went round to say hello. He was soon back. ‘I know I’m not to everyone’s taste,’ he said sadly, passing me a paper cup of overpriced and undernourished coffee, ‘but there are so many stony faces that you’d think this was a tax office. Perhaps these mauve slacks were a mistake?’

‘People are probably just scared,’ I said, thinking of my first fairs with Griff, when I was little more than a feral teenager, in whom he’d seen something worth rescuing. ‘Stage fright,’ I added.

‘All the more need for old-timers like me to greet them and make them feel at home.’

I hugged him. ‘Nowt so queer as folk,’ I said, in a dreadful attempt at a Northern accent guaranteed to make him wince. He’d started out, like many antiques dealers, as a professional actor needing to make money while he was ‘resting’, as he and his friends described being what other folk called unemployed, and could produce accurate accents at the drop, as he said, of a script. ‘Now, are you happy with these lights?’ I prompted him. ‘Or should I put an extra spot on that garniture?’

Head on one side, he inspected the trio of late nineteenth century Spode vases. ‘To make them a little less vulgar?’ He sighed.

He’d been very downhearted recently, though he’d denied it when I’d asked him if there was a problem. He might have been anxious because there was less and less trade around – at least, selling person to person, which he enjoyed more than anything. Now we made far more of our money selling on the Internet than in our shop or at fairs, which he found terribly unexciting and impersonal. There was always a chance that he was simply bored.

I’d better be upbeat as I tweaked a light. ‘Or to make them more eye-catching? Some people like OTT, after all. There. They look positively glamorous.’

He rolled his eyes.

Ignoring him, I said briskly, ‘Now, if you’re happy, shall I go for a little prowl myself?’

It wasn’t unusual for dealers to come across items that were good value but which didn’t fit with their usual stock-in-trade. We specialized in mid-value Victorian china, but would stretch our dates if we came across something special. Once Griff had dealt mainly in treen, but while a lot of people brought me their precious china and porcelain to repair, I’d never learned how to restore wooden items to my satisfaction, so we’d decided to run down that side of the business.

I was keeping an eye out for people who might have set something aside for us. I was also sniffing out bargains they didn’t know they had, like a water diviner coming upon water in a desert. Not that I always told them how good their bargains were. I might be a divvy, but I wasn’t a saint.

As I mooched round, a familiar figure emerged from the shadows. Titus Oates. Even in a brightly lit room like this, he always managed to get the dimmest corner. He dealt in old books and manuscripts, nine-tenths of his stock absolutely spot on. I didn’t ask about the rest. Ever. Especially as he employed my father to produce it.

Glancing around the room, he raised an eyebrow, turned down his mouth and shook his head. Never again, his face said. He didn’t need to use words.

Neither did I.

Completely satisfied with our conversation, we drifted apart. But then he summoned me back with a minute jerk of his head. ‘Sad about Croft. Bankrupt. Topped himself.’ And he was gone.

Croft had made genuine reproduction antiques – never pretended they were anything else. Brown furniture was at an all-time low: maybe repro was as bad. Maybe with Griff in his present mood I wouldn’t pass on the information. I cogitated while I continued my prowl.

An old friend who dealt in old linen had found a Victorian spectacle case I might like. It wasn’t china, obviously, but we had a regular customer who’d come to prefer spectacle cases to our usual stock and would take practically any we could find; we were still hunting for an elusive Tunbridge-ware one for her. Another mate produced a scruffy little bourdalou priced at a tenner that really did not sit well with his collection of garden and other tools. Griff had dinned it into me that all our deals must be done with honour and honesty, and I liked the guy, anyway. In fact, it might have been his accent I’d mimicked earlier, come to think of it.

‘Dave,’ I said, checking the piece carefully, ‘you do know this is Derby?’

‘It could be Ashby de la Zouch for all I know about it. Just some sauce boat with flowers on.’

‘Flowers, yes. Sauce boat, no. It’s a sort of Portaloo.’

‘You what?’

‘His Lordship could nip out of his coach and pee against the hedge. Her Ladyship certainly couldn’t. So she’d use one of these.’

It took him a moment to work it out. ‘A posh potty? Bloody hell. So what’s it worth?’

‘On your stall, who knows? On ours, it might just fetch two hundred and fifty to three hundred pounds on a good day.’

His eyebrows shot up. ‘Eh, for a little ’un, you know a lot, don’t you?’

‘Do you want me to sell it on for you – just take commission?’

‘I said I’d sell it, and the price was a tenner. I can’t go back on that.’

‘We’re stuck then. I can’t take it at that.’ Arms akimbo, we glared at each other.

He broke first. ‘What say we split the difference, lass? And you can buy me a pint if you make more. Eh, now I can tell my dad I’ve done what he always wanted me to do: I’ve changed trades, and I’m into plumbing. He’ll be right taken aback – same as when I said I was marrying Pat and moving down south. Mind you, being a Yorkshireman he quite likes the freebie holidays he gets down here by the sea.’ He gestured, with a huge curling thumb, at the stall opposite Titus’, in a corner as dark as his. ‘Hey up, have you seen that load of crap over there? Go on, take a look. And smell. They’ve used modern glue and modern varnish. Enough to make your hair curl.’

These days a lot of people gutted old dressing-cases and writing slopes to convert them into more user-friendly jewellery boxes, but most dealers did their best to make the alterations sympathetic. Not these people. I tried not to look at the cheap ugly fabric linings; they weren’t even stuck in neatly. On the other side of the stall, there were other boxes that mercifully hadn’t been converted. Some were dreadfully battered, needing help to get them back to a little dignity. Others, including a couple of Edwardian mahogany dressing-cases, had had chips roughly filled and then been varnished to within an inch of their lives, so much that even the so-called hidden drawers – little flat hidey-holes in the base opened by pressing a discreet catch – were sealed shut. I didn’t know whether to be sad or furious. These had been places where women with no privacy could hide things that were precious – perhaps a letter or so, or maybe cash or a keepsake. You could scarcely see them on a top-class box. You couldn’t see them at all on these. The silver bottle tops were still tarnished – inexcusable – and one or two bent where they’d been forced in the past. Since silver’s so soft, it would have been the work of minutes to press them back into shape.

What were they daring to ask for these poor orphans of some unknown storm?

The stallholder, glued to his mobile, had his back to the room, as if daring any customers to approach. So I checked the prices myself, only to be defeated by the code. Most of us used some sort of shorthand when we priced things, if only to tell us how far we could drop a price and still make a profit while making a quick sale. It was easy enough for another dealer to work out: if we keep an eye on other people’s stalls when they’re on snack or loo breaks, we need to be able to help possible buyers, after all. Those on this stall meant nothing at all to me. Nothing. But then, I didn’t have any proper education to speak of, and probably someone like Titus would crack it in no time. I decided that I must ask him next time our paths crossed.

By now the stallholder, still talking down his phone, was watching me every inch of the way. I had an absurd suspicion he was even talking about me to whoever was at the other end. Shaking my head, as much to clear it of silly ideas as to show I didn’t fancy anything he was offering, I stalked off.

Continuing my circuit, I checked another newcomer’s stall. I introduced myself and said as many pleasant things as I could. The woman’s response was cool to icy, so when I spotted a pretty Swansea cup and saucer for far less than I’d be able to sell it for next time we were in Wales, I didn’t talk up her price for her.

Accusing eyes glared at me. Full of guilt, I turned quickly. Thirty heads and faces stared in my direction. It took me a moment to realize that they all belonged to busts and Toby jugs. I didn’t mind the busts, but I really loathed the jugs, probably because we had a regular client who bought every one she saw, regardless of condition. I got to restore the whole lot, always under pressure because she wanted work done yesterday. Perhaps it was a rare Toby jug calling me on her behalf? No. No, I didn’t think so. It was a dusty Parian bust, of all things, of a serious-looking man with a beard. It was always weird when I got summoned by something I knew nothing about, but that was what was happening here. Was that a signature there? And a date? Two dates? I coughed up the trade price the stallholder was asking, just twenty pounds, and took Beardie back for Griff’s approval, just as if he were a new boyfriend.

But Griff was on the phone, talking with more animation than I’d seen for weeks. I tucked my purchases under the skirts of the counter to show them to him later.

By now Griff was sounding very regretful, shaking his head and repeating that he couldn’t, simply couldn’t. He was sorry, but no. And he cut the call, his mouth turning down dreadfully at the corners.

It would have turned up again if there’d been any customers to charm, but there weren’t.

‘Look,’ I said, pointing at the empty room. ‘I can fight off all these seething masses. We’re only a few hundred yards from Waitrose. Why don’t you go and see what you can find?’ As he hesitated, I added, ‘I bet the lunches they sell here are as bad and overpriced as the coffee. A nice salad and a fresh roll would go down a treat. And some of that nice Victorian lemonade, just to remind us that it’s really summer.’

‘Only just,’ he said, adding gloomily: ‘Autumn will be on us before we know it.’ But he pottered off all the same.

Normally, I could phone Aidan, Griff’s long-term partner – in the other sense – and ask him to suggest something to bring back his smile. A few days in London doing all the shows and catching up with old friends would have been ideal. But Aidan was in New Zealand, with his dying sister and the rest of his family, who, I gathered, simply assumed he was a bachelor about town and had no notion of his real relationship with Griff. They phoned and Skyped, but as I was all too aware, virtual people weren’t the same as real live warm ones in the same room. Not at all.

If I let my thoughts drift to Morris, my boyfriend, who was currently on secondment from the Met Fine Arts Squad to Interpol in Lyon, I’d soon be as miserable as Griff. When he’d accepted the posting, we’d assumed he’d be able to get back to England pretty well every weekend, or that I’d go to him. But his bosses kept rescheduling meetings, and sometimes his daughter was ill, and . . . No! I wouldn’t start resenting the fact that he couldn’t always be there for me. He did his best, after all. But sometimes . . .

Perhaps a bit of lippie might cheer me up; it ought to stop other people asking what was wrong. But Griff had dinned it into me that no one ever applied slap in public. Ever. So reaching for a compact was off limits, although only a few punters had strayed in. They looked as if they’d missed the turning for the beach. I’ll swear some were carrying towels and shrimping nets. None of them seemed to know what to do next. Not spend their ice cream money at Tripp and Townend’s stall, that was for sure.

A nod from Titus in response to my lifted eyebrow told me he’d keep an eye open so, grabbing the bourdalou and shoving the lipstick in my pocket, I nipped off. Washed with the hotel’s best water, nothing else, it came up even better than I hoped, the little blue and green sprigs and the gilt lines standing out beautifully against the white ground. I was so pleased I almost forgot the lippie.

When I returned to the hall, however, I was very glad I hadn’t.

In the dead centre stood this tall woman, looking as out of place with her elegant clothes and exquisite shoes as the bourdalou had done amongst Dave’s garden spades. She held one hand to shield her eyes, like an intrepid explorer scanning a distant shore. Gradually, her gaze moved from one stall to the next.

I had time to scuttle to ours, where I found myself standing, just like my colleagues, more or less to attention. We might have been servants greeting the lady of the house. None of us so much as fidgeted, though some of us might have wanted to curtsy. I certainly did, until I told myself that but for a quirk of fate I might have been a Lady, or something similar. At this point my chin went up, all of its own accord.

At last it was my turn to be inspected. But this time she stepped forward, her hands spread as if in disbelief. ‘But where,’ she asked the whole room, not loudly but very clearly, ‘is Griffith Tripp?’

In the past I’d have squared up to her, asking, ‘What is it to you?’ Now some of my father’s aristocratic genes must have made me say, without a single squeak, ‘I’m his partner, madam. Can I help you?’ My dignity might have been somewhat diminished by the presence of the travelling chamber pot in my hand. Perhaps she didn’t register it.

She glided forward, right hand outstretched, as if to shake mine, but she held it at such a curious angle that I had a terrible fear she might expect me to kiss it. I didn’t, but I did place my new purchase safely on the stand before offering my own. ‘Lina Townend,’ I said as I did so.

‘Ah, his protégée,’ she said, moderating the volume slightly but giving each syllable its full value as she leaned across the stall to air-kiss me. Her scent was expensive, but close to I could see that her skin owed far more to very skilfully applied cosmetics than she’d probably have liked to admit. As for those huge diamond studs weighing down her ears, I’d have insured them as paste. Good paste, but paste. ‘I’ve heard all about you!’

‘She’s my darling Lina – the granddaughter I never had!’ declared Griff, startling her into a tremendous jump, only half of which was spontaneous. ‘She’s my dearest friend possible.’

He’d made an impressive entrance despite the three Waitrose carriers he was clutching – worse, surely, than my pot. He passed them to me as if he was bestowing a huge favour, and taking both of our visitor’s hands, he kissed them in turn.

It was a good job I was holding all that food or I swear I’d have applauded.

So might the rest of the stallholders. Possibly the few punters thought all this came with their entrance tickets, a sort of indoor street theatre, because they formed a loose circle around the pair. Theatrical it certainly was. The woman fell to her knees, her clasped hands raised imploringly, like the model for a bad Victorian picture.

‘Griffith Tripp,’ she began, ‘on bended knee, I beg you to take that part. We cannot manage without you. The part calls. The stage calls. Your public calls.’

A murmur ran round the room, as if the public was responding to its cue.

To my delight, Griff silently expressed extreme reluctance. One hand repelled her, the other called on the heavens for support. Both held their poses. What a tableau. It could have been a bad illustration for a scene from Dickens.

‘Go on, mate, do the decent thing! Make an honest woman of her!’ someone yelled, breaking the silence.

So Griff turned, both hands outstretched to take hers – a good job since I was pretty sure she couldn’t have got up under her own steam without an undignified scrabble. ‘Very well, Emilia. I will at least give you ear.’ He cast a strange look at me (see, the language was catching!): was he asking for help or for approval?

‘Why not go and have a coffee and talk it over?’ I asked. The punters had got more than their money’s worth and might be in a mood to buy. It wasn’t just our business that had been suspended, after all.

For whatever reason, things seemed to improve a little. In half an hour I sold two pretty Royal Worcester blush egg cups and an elegant Edwardian Crown Devon jardinière going cheap because I’d restored extensively. And yes, I showed the buyer exactly what I’d done. A smattering of people were now carrying the bright lime green polythene carriers the fair organizers insisted we all used, so other dealers must have profited too.

Titus appeared a few yards away. ‘Nice bit of drama, eh, doll? Acted like a dose of castor oil on the wallets, too. How much did he pay her? Though it looks more like she’s going to pay him. Griff as toy boy. Who’d have thought it?’

He’d gone before I could reply. All those sentences from Titus. He must have made a killing on something.

Something was beginning to smell oniony. Something in one of the Waitrose bags. They ought to be in the van, but with so many people now milling round I didn’t care to leave the stall unattended. Griff and this Emilia could have five more minutes, but then I’d call his mobile.

In fact, it was nearer fifteen minutes, because I was busy with a couple of the most frustrating sort of would-be buyers. They really liked one of our vases. But they’d seen something similar – well, not exactly like it – on a TV antiques auction show, where it had gone for much less than I was asking for it. Eventually, still managing a smile, I resorted to the lowest trick in my book, which worked almost every time. I put the vase into the woman’s hands. It was like handing her a longed for baby. In her heart and head it was already hers.

Their cash was still warm in my bumbag when Griff reappeared.

I hugged away his apologies. It wasn’t the first time I’d held the fort alone, and I was sure it wouldn’t be the last. ‘So what has this Emilia woman persuaded you to do?’

‘Is it so obvious? My dear one, Emilia – Emilia Cosworth, you must have heard of her. No? Ah, me – she once had her name in lights on Broadway and in the West End. I’ll tell you all about her later. What matters now is that Emilia owns and runs a tiny theatre in a converted oast house and wants me – she says to star, but really it’s to be part of the regular ensemble – in a play she’s commissioned.’

‘Commissioned!’

‘When she – like us all – had periods of resting, she taught creative writing. The play’s by one of her former students. Not a household name, dear one.’

‘We all have to start somewhere,’ I said, not one to begrudge anyone the sort of luck I had. ‘What’s it called?’

‘Curtain Call. One hopes it’s not an omen. There’ll be a run of a week at most. The downside is that most of the actors are amateur, so there’ll be endless rehearsals. One evening a week, at least, plus Sunday afternoons,’ he wailed.

Privately, I thought it was just what he needed. ‘Many lines to learn?’ If there was anything to worry about it was his memory, which he insisted was fading.

‘Ah, that’s the wonderful thing! I play an ageing Victorian actor-manager recalling his past triumphs as he writes his autobiography. So I can have the script in front of me! Not to read,’ he added hurriedly, ‘but to refer to, should I need it.’

‘And when do rehearsals start?’

‘They actually began two weeks ago. The actor who was supposed to be playing the lead pulled out quite unexpectedly and entirely without explanation. An amateur.’ He shrugged. ‘So they thought of me. That was the phone call. And then Emilia turns up here – so OTT . . .’

There was something he didn’t want to admit. ‘She certainly put on a good show. Perked up everyone’s sales no end. So when’s your first rehearsal?’ I asked at last.

Now he looked thoroughly hangdog. ‘That’s the problem. This evening. At seven.’

We didn’t finish here till five. Then there was the packing up. But I managed a smile. ‘No problem. I’ll drop you wherever it is, go home, unload, and pick you up. How about that?’

‘But it’s miles – the oast’s miles beyond Hawkhurst.’

‘OK, so it’s a bit of a schlep. But usually you’ll be able to drive yourself. And when the nights draw in,’ I continued, overriding his next protest, ‘you’ll be able to stay over at Aidan’s. Tenterden’s only spitting distance from Hawkhurst. OK? Now, I think we have a customer and I need to get these bags – what on earth did you buy? – into the van.’



TWO

Though I’d been upbeat about Griff’s journey, when I picked my way along what our new satnav assured me was the best route to the oast house theatre, I felt less positive. Griff hated driving in the dark, and naturally these lanes hadn’t a glimmer of a street light. Some were so narrow that there was room for only one vehicle, with passing places at intervals. When I finally reached a nice fast A road, the right turn on to it was really tricky, with cars belting round an almost blind bend like the proverbial bats.

The turn-off was signed to an industrial estate, of all things. As we nosed through it we saw a smokery, an artisan cheese-maker and a microbrewery – all of which had Griff rubbing his hands with glee – but also a lot of other unmarked workshops, scruffy and down-at-heel. The oast house lay at the very far end of a badly surfaced road, with a car park so rutted that I’d have welcomed a four by four – I was worried stiff about our poor stock, being tossed around in the back. I’d swathed everything in acres of bubble wrap, of course, but hadn’t expected it to have to put up with this.

Griff was tut-tutting and exclaiming. Any moment he might cry off. But I could tell even from the way he’d been sitting how much he was looking forward to acting again. Correction: treading the boards. Not that there were many boards to tread, as we discovered when we finally arrived at a longish rectangular building attached to the roundel of the oast. I think you’d call it a space, not a stage. The audience would sit on a rickety set of wooden platforms, looking down at the actors. Running halfway round the extension, behind the acting area, was a balcony. Apart from a fire exit, which was for some reason chained and padlocked, the only entrance and exit was via the oast, which housed a tiny bar and the two loos (I could imagine the interval queues already!). Goodness knows where the actors’ dressing rooms might be.

Emilia, who was clearly running the whole show, waved me off dismissively, telling me that carriages were at ten thirty and not a second before. Were they indeed? But I didn’t so much as grimace till I was out of Griff’s sight, manoeuvring the van round in a tiny parking area so that I could head back to Bredeham via more of those horrible little lanes. There was no one around, so why did I feel as if I was being watched? Home, I told the satnav, quick as you can get me there.

I just had time to empty the van and stow everything safely before I had to set out again, this time in our smaller but still personalized van. There were times when I longed to nip round in a nice anonymous Fiesta, silver, just like everyone else’s Fiesta. For some reason Griff, though addicted to other forms of protection – you should have seen our home and shop security systems, worthy of the Bank of England – stuck to the idea of advertising our business wherever we went. We’d even had rows about it, something we never did about anything else.

There were still lights on in some of the units when I turned up – clearly, running small businesses was hard work and time-consuming for everyone, not just us. One lot of lights went out as soon as I turned into the estate, but no one emerged from the building.

I pulled into the closest space to the oast house, next to a Range Rover with a flat tyre. Half of me wanted to go in and see what Griff and his friends were up to, and warn the owner of the Range Rover, but I couldn’t trust myself not to be rude to Emilia if she got on her high horse again. The other half decided to text Morris; although he worked all hours, he might be free by now. But there was no network coverage, of course. So, locking the van, I went for a prowl, eyes mainly on the mobile’s signal bars. The area was grimmer now it was getting dark, unlit skips and bins looming. There were a couple of pallets still shrink-wrapped in polythene. The brewery and smokery gave off predictable pongs. Another, unmarked unit smelt of chemicals and wood, the blend really sickening.

A signal at last. I told Morris I loved him, and for good measure I sent him a picture of me blowing a kiss through the gloom. Nothing came back. I’d just have to wait.

He was very good at keeping in touch, as he’d promised he would be when he was seconded by the Met, but if it had been hard when he was based in London, it was doubly hard now. When he managed to escape the bosses who seemed to delight in messing up our arrangements, he’d come as near to a port or airport as he could and I’d nip over, even if it was just for a day. Once or twice he’d brought the child he hoped was his daughter, Leda, but only when her mother and the man who also claimed to be her father were both working. His access to her was such a problem that I tried really hard not to complain when we were à trois, not à deux (see, I was already picking up bits of the language). Leda was getting to an interesting age, and I’d discovered a talent I never I knew I had for making sandcastles on windy beaches. Even so, it would have been nice if he’d needed me as much as he needed her.

Why was someone watching me? It wouldn’t be Toby jugs’ eyes this time.

Retreating to the van, I flicked the locks shut and sat tight.

Before I could get into a proper panic, however, someone came round the side of the building, carrying a paper file that I assumed held his script. A fellow actor as young and nice-looking as that – he could have doubled for David Tennant – and Griff would be in heaven. He looked a little surprised to see me, but through the dusk flashed a gorgeous smile. Then he melted away. I didn’t see any activity from the other vehicles parked up, or even the light of a torch: he must have eaten a lot of carrots to be able to see so well in the dark. Then a door in the oast opened, surprising and delighting a whole lot of insects, and Griff and his fellow thespians straggled out. He headed my way deep in conversation with a tall rangy man, for whose bulgy-veined legs mid-knee shorts did absolutely nothing. The man stopped when they saw the Range Rover. Until I got out of the van I couldn’t pick up everything the man said, but to be honest, I didn’t need to.

‘It’s unlike you, my child,’ said Griff, settling beside me as the man dialled so hard that I was surprised his mobile didn’t bite him back, ‘not to have done something about that poor man’s car. I don’t mean to change the wheel, heaven forfend, but to come in and tell us of the problem. He could have called the AA or whatever, and they’d have been here by now.’

‘Only just arrived,’ I lied, not terribly proud of myself for ogling the David Tennant lookalike. ‘And I didn’t know the etiquette of interrupting a rehearsal.’

I didn’t need to interrupt anything for the next five miles. Griff poured out a series of what I can only call lamentations: the cast, the space, the direction, the script itself.

‘So you’re going to give up, are you?’ I asked, tongue-in-cheek.

‘I thought of it. I still do. But perhaps an actor of my experience will help pull everything together.’ When he sounded the r in actor I knew he was smitten.

‘If anyone can do it, you can,’ I declared, concentrating once more on the road ahead. We were trying a different route back, if anything slower and more awkward than the outward one. Why had no one ever got round to building straight east-west roads in Kent, proper dual-carriageways, not these wiggly diagonal things? Talk about all roads leading to Rome. The only place to go to or from quickly was London. ‘So tell me about your part . . .’

‘Ah, the final straight,’ he said as at last we picked up a familiar A road. ‘But what’s going on over there, my love?’

He pointed to what used to be an old-fashioned garage, servicing cars and selling petrol, though naturally at above supermarket prices, so it had gone bust. For months it had lain idle until a couple of enterprising and quite gorgeous Eastern European lads had set up their car wash business, which Griff had made a point of using – anything, he said, to support people trying to make a living. Now it seemed that they’d gone too. There was a shopfitter’s van outside, with people obviously working away inside – even though it was now nearly midnight.

‘Tomacz never mentioned that,’ Griff said.

I was busy overtaking an unlit cyclist. ‘Perhaps Tomacz didn’t know. Perhaps someone sold the lease over his head. Perhaps their little business wasn’t even strictly legal.’

‘We could stop and be nosy?’ Griff was still obviously high on adrenalin; usually, he’d have been fast asleep by now.

‘Let’s pop back tomorrow – then you can have a good gossip with the workers.’

‘My sweet child, I never gossip!’

All the same, the following morning, over breakfast in the garden, he reminded me of my suggestion.

‘I’d love to,’ I said, not very truthfully. ‘But I’ve got to get that Worcester figurine back on her feet so the owners can collect her on Monday. Why don’t you go on your own? But remember Mrs Walker’s got a wedding dress fitting and can’t mind the shop today.’

‘Oh, I’ll be back by eleven, never fear.’

When Griff was having a good chinwag, however, he tended to lose all sense of time, so I took my work things down to the shop. I didn’t expect any interruptions, the way business was, nor did I get any till a large delivery van pulled up outside.

Cautiously, I unlocked the door, locking it behind me as I stepped into the sunlight.

The driver might have been Tomacz’s designer-stubbled twin and spoke rather less English. He claimed to have a delivery for us.

‘Antiques, Bredeham,’ he insisted, jabbing the papers. He might have jabbed me too, if I hadn’t sidestepped.

It was true that ours was the only antiques shop in the village. ‘Let me see,’ I said. OK, I was as nosy as Griff.

Eventually, he handed over the papers. I nearly whistled: he had a huge consignment of furniture, all listed carefully. Someone must have an equal mixture of capital and optimism.

‘We don’t sell furniture,’ I told him. ‘It’s not for us. We only sell china.’

‘Ah! China too!’ He pointed at his list.

Yes, indeed. Twelve packing cases of china. More than we’d sell in a year.

‘I’m afraid it’s not ours, though,’ I insisted. ‘It’s all someone else’s.’ But whose? This was antique dealing on an industrial scale. No one I knew would handle anything like that amount. And then it dawned on me where he might be heading – the refurbished garage. I sent him on his way.

So when Griff came back from his foray to the old garage, he wasn’t the only one big with news.

‘An antique shop – oh, they call it a centre! – almost on our doorstep!’ he raged. ‘I don’t recall seeing a notification of planned change of use when I was there last. Tomacz should have mentioned it. Surely, they have to get permission from someone?’

‘Seems they must have done somehow,’ I said. ‘And they’ve got a lot of stock to put in it.’ Time for my story now.

‘Twelve cases of china?’ he repeated.

‘Full-size packing cases,’ I nodded. ‘After all, they’ve got a lot of space to fill. What does it look like? Hard to make a garage look like anything except a garage, surely.’

‘They’ve managed it. OK, it’s only hardboard, I should imagine, but they’ve faked panelled rooms and low ceilings, and laminated old oak floorboards are going down even as we speak. Everything genuine fake,’ he concluded bitterly.

‘I wonder if the stuff they sell will be too.’

‘If anyone can tell that, it’s you, my love. Oh, and they’re going to run a tea room and sell plants.’ He sat down hard, as if his legs had given way. ‘So they plan to ruin us and Sally Haskin and Midge Poulter. Antique shop, café and flower shop, just like that!’ He snapped his fingers.

‘Only if we let them,’ I said grimly.



THREE

People acting on their own would probably be no more than flea bites, so I suggested group action, although it would be like trying to herd cats: Sally Haskin and Midge Poulter had had an argument years back, before I even came to the village, and had never spoken since. Wisely, Griff set off to talk to them separately. Knowing I wouldn’t see him for some time, I resigned myself to further work in the shop: not on the counter, altogether too public, but on a small side-table that folded away when not in use. The light wasn’t anything like as good as in my workroom, and I didn’t have everything I needed within reach. But I made progress.

I was just wondering whether I dared flip over the ‘Closed’ sign and nip and get a coffee when we had one of those rare birds, a customer. He seemed impatient at even the few seconds’ delay between his ringing our bell and my unlocking the door, but I didn’t take it personally. His face had seen a lot of impatience, to judge by the pinch of frown lines round his mouth.

‘Lina Townsend?’ he asked, with what could have been a slight French accent, though I couldn’t be sure. He laid a stylish black leather case on the counter. It might be just a computer bag, but it wouldn’t have looked out of place being carried into the Ritz. Even so, I didn’t like things being slung on the counter like that, so I raised a cool eyebrow. Without looking abashed, he opened it long enough to fish out a business card, before closing it and putting it on the floor. He pulled down the cuffs of his elegant suit, then dropped the card on the square of green baize we use to protect the counter from hard objects and vice versa.

‘Lina Townend. That’s me.’ I wished it had been a better-dressed me, because though my T-shirt was clean, it was only workwear, after all. And you don’t posh up when you’re dealing with paint and adhesive.

He looked down at the Worcester figurine. ‘Of course it is.’ His smile took ten years off him; if I’d seen him like this the first time I might have thought him charming. As it was, I reserved judgement. ‘I’ve heard so much about you,’ he added, his face softening still more. ‘And now I can see you in action.’

I smiled too, but regretfully. ‘I’m afraid restoration isn’t a spectator sport. It has to be done in decent privacy.’

‘So no one sees what you’ve done?’

‘Not unless it’s work on your own property. But even then you don’t get to watch – it’d be like having a patient’s relative in an operating theatre,’ I added. Surely, it was time for him to explain why he was here? I didn’t have all day to waste on verbal sparring. ‘How can I help you?’ That was blunt enough.

‘It’s how I can help you.’ He turned the card round so if I wanted I could read it.

‘Help me?’ Griff could have warned him that when I rounded my eyes and sounded little-girly, I was actually getting angry. Approaching furious, actually, when, the side of one lip curled, he looked round the shop as if it was some junk shop.

‘I should imagine your workload is pretty patchy – heavy one week, then nothing for ages.’

He could imagine what he liked. Most weeks I had more than I could handle. For people who weren’t my regular clients, there was a wait of a month or more. Which of them might have sent this guy here? Or was it a fellow dealer, genuinely impressed by the quality of my work?

‘All self-employed craftspeople have good times and bad times,’ I said, still managing to sound mild.

‘How would you like to have good times all the time – a properly managed work flow, regular hours, paid holidays?’

‘Self-employed people don’t have lives like that,’ I pointed out. So I was about to be offered some sort of a contract: the only question was who was offering it. At least one top-of-the-range dealer had already approached me, as had two museums. I’d turned down their offers and would do the same to any others. My place was here with Griff.

‘But you could still call yourself self-employed. In fact, it might be advantageous were you to do so.’

Were I to do so! Any moment now I could be getting very bored with this smooth-talking city type.

‘I like to call myself what I am. It’s often easier to tell the truth.’ I looked at my watch. I’d prefer to get rid of this man – Charles Montaigne, according to his card – before Griff returned. Why didn’t the card give more detail, not just his name and a mobile number? Like what his business was? I was sure it was business. Curators of cash-strapped museums didn’t run to suits like that. ‘Being self-employed doesn’t mean working part-time, however. And it doesn’t mean you don’t have to meet deadlines.’ Charles Montaigne. How did I know that name?

‘Cheap fifties Royal Worcester,’ he said, pointing to the figure on my side table.

‘Not so very cheap – a Freda Doughty. “The First Cuckoo”.’ I wished I didn’t sound so defensive.

‘Three or four hundred at most. You’re better than that.’

‘So I’ve been told.’

‘Harvey Sanditon says you’re the best.’

I’d been wondering when his name would crop up. He was far further up the food chain than Griff and me, but had taken a shine to us – OK, to me in particular – and put a lot of work my way. He’d once tried to lure me down to Devon, but when he’d been knocked back hadn’t seemed to bear a grudge. In fact, I sometimes wondered if all the work he put my way from other dealers might be a sop to his conscience for flirting so thoroughly when he was married. But, hey, it was work, and who was arguing?

‘He’s a friend of Griff’s.’ That was the way Harvey preferred to play it, once his wife had found out he had feelings for me – which was well after I’d sent him packing, incidentally.

Montaigne’s eyebrows rose, then dipped. ‘Of course. So you don’t want extra work put your way?’

‘I’m always happy to consider work,’ I said. ‘But on an individual basis. And I do ask owners to agree a pretty tight contract – would you believe that some dealers try to pass restored work off as perfect?’ I added sunnily. I reached a copy from a drawer under the counter.

He ignored it. ‘How wicked of them,’ he said ironically. ‘Well, if you change your mind, all you have to do is call this number.’ He touched the card again. With a final look round the shop, a bit of a sneer and something of a shrug, he went out, leaving me in peace.

Actually, I felt far from peaceful. Angry, patronized and – yes – rather intimidated, though I couldn’t for the life of me have explained why.

But that was something I could keep to myself, I told the little figurine, apologizing for the shakiness of my hands. Griff was horribly quick at picking up my changes of mood, so I decided to pre . . . pre . . . One problem of having no schooling to speak of is forgetting useful words. I had to get my question in first – pre-empt him, that was it. ‘How’s the campaign going?’ I asked, the moment he appeared, only half an hour late.

He rubbed his hands with glee. ‘In train already. To my absolute amazement, the two old witches – and were it after six o’clock I might use a stronger variant of the word – are prepared to join a little action committee, together with the people from Spar and the pharmacy. Revolution! Tariq Ali, eat your heart out.’

I’d no idea who Tariq Ali might be, but to look at gentle Griff now, pumping his right fist in the air, I was sure he would.

‘Oh, it’ll be like when I was a young man, awash with the testosterone of rebellion! We may not tear up the cobblestones of Paris, but we might manage a protest in the market square,’ he added with a self-mocking smile. ‘We meet tonight. Watch this space. Meanwhile, my love, the items we took to Hythe – was it only yesterday? – are still in their packing cases. I suggest that since your morning’s work was sadly interrupted by our pantechnicon friend, you leave that to me.’

He could see how little I’d achieved, couldn’t he? Was this the moment to tell him about the other visitor? No, it’d only worry him to think I was turning down what he’d see as a good career move.

I nodded. ‘Aren’t we off to Sevenoaks this weekend? So I wouldn’t bother taking the stuff out. We can just pack everything back into the van.’

He stared. ‘Sevenoaks? But the play . . .!’

‘No problem. We can both work on Saturday, and I can go on my own on Sunday. Titus will be there so you needn’t worry about me.’

‘All the more reason to worry about you, loathsome man. No, to do him justice I suppose he believes there’s honour amongst thieves. He’ll provide muscle in both senses – probably more useful than me,’ he added plaintively.

I didn’t bite, largely because what he’d said was true. These days anything in the way of heavy lifting left him pale and breathless. So far I’d not been able to frogmarch him to see Dr Chapman, but any day now I’d make an appointment in my own name and simply grass him up. ‘I need better light, so I’ll take this little lady upstairs and work on her there.’ Half-true, anyway – and the best I could manage. I slipped the business card in with all the others in a wicker basket Griff meant to sort out one day.

In the quiet of the garden, over lunch – some of the scrumptious end-dated goodies Griff had picked up yesterday – I asked him about his campaign. Ours, really, of course.

‘The thing is,’ I said, ‘it’s a case of David and Gollum.’ When he looked puzzled, I added, ‘You know, that guy with his Precious.’

‘I think you mean the guy that David slew with a stone from his sling. Goliath, sweet one.’

‘Goliath. And though David didn’t exactly fight dirty, he had the . . . the element of surprise,’ I said in a rush, quoting one of the BBC’s Afghanistan reporters. ‘Now, whoever set up this here centre will assume we’re going to fight, but he’ll also assume that we’re going to fight clean. What he won’t expect is a little stone from our sling.’

‘And what little stone would that be?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ I admitted with a grin. ‘But I know a man who might help find it. Titus Oates, of course.’

Predictably, Griff winced. ‘A man so hard to like, dear one.’

In the past I’d had to walk down the village street to phone him. This time I was going to be upfront. I smiled grimly. ‘But such a useful one.’

I waited till Griff had gone to mind the shop before dialling. Titus answered first ring.

With Titus, you didn’t bother with all those polite things that usually start phone conversations. ‘Who’s behind the big antiques centre on the A road between here and Ashford?’

There was a silence. ‘What antiques centre?’

‘Arrived last night, courtesy of some shopfitters working overtime. And their stock arrived here a couple of hours ago. A big van, full of furniture and china.’

‘Just like that?’

‘Just like that. Plus it’s got a tea room and plant centre.’

‘Fucking hell.’ The line went dead.

While I had the phone in my hand, I might make another call. For someone who made money with international transactions Harvey Sanditon was very slow at dealing with emails. He hardly touched texts at all. So it was a good old-fashioned bit of communication, especially as Harvey did like all the curtsies. No, not curtsies. Courtesies. That was the word.

‘My dear Lina, what an unexpected pleasure. How are you? And dear Griff?’

Knowing he’d be interested, I told him about Griff’s new campaign against the antiques centre. Only then did I lead into what I really wanted to know. ‘Harvey, you know how generous you are putting work my way—’

‘I put it your way not because I’m generous, but because you do such good work, Lina.’

Whatever. But I didn’t say it out loud. ‘I’ve been approached by someone who said you spoke highly of me—’

‘Which I do to everyone.’

‘Thank you. I was wondering what you know about this particular guy. Charles Montaigne.’ At least, thanks to my trips to France, I managed not to mangle the surname too badly.

‘Charles Montaigne? Never heard of him. No, actually, I have, but I’ve no idea where or in what context. I’ve certainly not spoken to a man with that name about you.’

‘Oh.’

‘Is that a problem?’

‘Yes, actually. Why should he suggest he’s best mates with you?’ I answered the question myself. ‘He was trying to sweet-talk me into working for him – full-time, by the sound of it.’

‘Which you declined to do.’

‘If I was ever going to work full-time for anyone, Harvey, you’d have first claim,’ I said. ‘Because I know you’re honest. And this guy was somehow suggesting that I’d still call myself self-employed when I wasn’t. He looked absolutely loaded.’

‘Which could have been window dressing, of course. Did you check his car registration and so on?’

‘He’d parked out of sight.’

‘Which, dearest Lina, I hardly need observe, is suspicious in itself. Charles Montaigne . . . I will ask around – discreetly, of course – on your behalf. However, and it pains me to say this, the best source of information is probably that shady and laconic friend of yours.’

I knew shady, but not laconic. But I could have a good guess. ‘Titus Oates?’

‘Does he have a proper first name, or were his parents students of English revolutionary history?’

‘If he has, I’ve never heard it. Thanks for the advice, Harvey. I’ll call him.’ Again, of course.

With Harvey, you couldn’t just get what you needed and cut the call. You had to go through the same routine you’d started with. Or do I mean ritual? Griff always liked it, matching Harvey’s twisting, turning sentences with some of his own, as if they were performing some complicated verbal dance.

If only I could have remembered any of the steps. Usually, I let Harvey get on with it, while I remained laconic. (Was that how you used the word? I must ask Griff.) But at last I was free to decide whether to do what he suggested: phone Titus. Again. On the whole I thought I’d wait for him to call me.

Meanwhile, I had the Worcester to finish.

‘My child, I did hope you’d be coming to the protest meeting this evening,’ Griff said, putting a cup of green tea on my work table. ‘But here you are, still toiling.’

Managing to put the figure down safely, I stretched, hearing and feeling something clunk in the top of my back. ‘What’s the time, then?’

‘Almost six. I popped my head round the door earlier, but you might as well have had a Do Not Disturb sign hanging from your back, so I tiptoed away.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, reaching for the tea. ‘I lost all sense of time.’ Actually, I’d been hoping Morris might phone, as he sometimes did, and suggest a stolen weekend together. My theory was that if I sat and daydreamed, he wouldn’t, but if I really got stuck into a job, he would. Sometimes it worked; sometimes, like today, it didn’t. ‘But of course I’m coming to your meeting. After all, it involves me as much as it involves you.’ I cleaned away the adhesives and paint. I liked a nice clean space to start the next day.

‘Almost but not quite, my love. After all, you could always earn a living with your hands.’ He pointed to ‘The First Cuckoo’.

Had he seen that business card? ‘Could. But I’d rather do it as part of Tripp and Townend than on my own. And I don’t like people who bend the rules others like us have to obey,’ I added firmly, but under my breath.

The village hall was packed. Maybe some villagers had turned up because there was nothing worth watching on TV, but most seemed really keen to protect the shopkeepers who gave Bredeham what they called its ‘character’. They passed a vague resolution promising not to patronize the new centre and to eat and buy more locally. I could see how that might help Spar, but there was a limit to the number of Doulton vases a family might want. And Griff would fall at the first hurdle. Spar had a wonderful range of cakes, but these barely crossed his radar, not while he could cook his own. As for the cheeses they stocked, they weren’t much use to an unpasteurized man.

Perhaps that’s why he didn’t make the Shakespeare-laced speech I’d expected, but he did raise a little dust when he asked why none of our parish councillors was in attendance, as he quaintly put it. They’d not even sent their apologies, which made the handsome law-student son of the Bangladeshi takeaway owner declare that they’d all been bribed by the owners of the new centre. The vicar’s wife insisted on adding all sorts of words like conceivably and not impossible as she minuted his allegation. The pharmacist, much more down to earth, said that the meeting was being held at very short notice, and we should hold another to which they were specifically invited. The motion was passed without argument.

All of which left us feeling rather flat. Me, at least. I wanted action, and I wanted it now. Specifically, I wanted action from Morris, of course, but there was no point in taking out my grumpiness on Griff. So when he suggested a late drink in the garden, so we could watch the overhead display by the birds and bats, I agreed.

‘You’re very quiet, my dear one,’ he said as he brought out ice-cold Moselle and some posh nibbles. ‘Light that candle, would you? We don’t want bugs to drive us back in. An evening like this we should cherish – autumn will soon be upon us, after all. Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness,’ he added sadly.

Autumn, with rough channel crossings and nowhere for Leda to play. Unpleasant drives across to cold church halls for antiques fairs that hardly paid. Probably ferrying Griff in the dark to this oast house theatre. It was a good job we didn’t have a cat or I’d probably have kicked it.
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