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ONE

‘A television set!’ Griff quavered, in a voice far older than his usual one. ‘My dearest Lina, why in the world would we need a television set?’

I kept my face blank. How many households in twenty-first century Britain didn’t have a TV, for goodness’ sake? You really weren’t part of the world if you didn’t have one. But I knew Griff wasn’t just afraid it would spoil our domestic evenings, listening to the radio so he could explain about music, or reading books or plays together – all part of his scheme for educating me. He’d embarked on this the day when, aged seventeen, I left the care of his old friend Iris, the only foster mother who’d managed to find anything to love in me, and become a sort of live-in apprentice, sharing his cottage in the Kentish village of Bredeham. Griff thought he was supposed to be looking after me, but Iris assured me that it was my job to look after him. At first our set-up had horrified the villagers, who muttered things about paedophiles (him) and yobs (me). But then they remembered he was as gay as they come, and saw that I was quite tame, really, and now they accepted the arrangement without comment.

What Griff really feared was not the arrival of the TV but something else.

I opened my mouth and shut it again. To be honest, I thought we both needed a bit of the sort of education only television can bring, but I didn’t want to provoke him by saying so. Not when I’d already upset him by accepting the set as a present from my father.

In the ordinary way of things, few people would find anything to worry about when a daughter accepted her dad’s gift. But though Lord Elham was what Griff described as my natural father, there wasn’t much that was natural about our relationship. Although he’d known I existed, he’d never bothered paying maintenance, and lost touch altogether. When I’d burst into his life years later, he saw me more as a way of selling a pile of antique china than as a human being worth cherishing. I’d never found him lovable, and often struggled even to like him.

Although he knew all this, Griff was still afraid of losing me to him.

Griff wasn’t legally my adoptive father, or even my adoptive grandfather, much as we’d both have liked that. But he and I loved each other. Deeply. He was far more caring than most parents, and hurting him was the last thing I wanted. If ever Lord Elham gave me anything – which wasn’t very often – it always made Griff afraid I’d leave our cottage and move into Bossingham Hall.

It was time that I said something. ‘You know what Lord Elham’s like. He can’t imagine life without television any more than he could imagine life without champagne or Pot Noodles. The only time I’ve ever really seen him upset was when his old set died.’ In fact Lord Elham had been so frantic I’d taken him out to Curry’s to buy a huge flat screen model. Because of all the precious, stealable things he had in his apartment, there was no way I’d let them deliver it, but it was so big I’d had to use our larger van to transport it. I didn’t think he’d be able to tune it himself, but he’d managed, and had even set up a free view box, chuntering all the time about not being allowed to have a satellite dish because of living in a grade one listed building.

Griff still said nothing, so I giggled. ‘You know what’d make him as mad as fire? If we could get Sky on the set and watch the cricket.’

‘You mean the test matches and one day internationals?’ At last he started to perk up.

‘If eleven men play with bats and balls, they play on Sky,’ I said. ‘We’d have to have the dish tucked right out of the way, of course, because of living in a conservation area. Any idea where we could put it?’

‘The old bugger’s let you come over, then?’ Lord Elham bleated next time I rang his doorbell.

For some reason my father had never got round to telling me to call him something less formal, which meant I never called him anything at all to his face and referred to him as Lord Elham even to Griff. He lived in Bossingham Hall, a stunning Palladian mansion in a village six or seven miles south of Canterbury. Or at least, the part of Bossingham Hall that the trustees now owning and running the place allowed him – one of the wings, which was actually big enough to house three or four families. In theory he wasn’t supposed to have access to the rest of the house, but in practice he could wander in when he wanted, via a door with a touch access lock, provided he took nothing out. Security cameras were panning round all the time, not just on the days when the public were allowed to pay their tenners for a good nose round. Anything the experts thought was worth stealing was alarmed.

‘I’m awfully short of everyday champagne,’ he announced. ‘So you’d better find something good today.’

He meant I was to hunt through his hoard. Before the trustees had settled everything legally, he’d managed to spirit out of the main house a mass of china and furniture that filled a dozen or so vast rooms and would have kept the Antiques Roadshow team busy for five years, maybe ten. At first he’d only let me look in what was once a filthy kitchen and equally disgusting living room. As he came to trust me, he let me explore others, though he still kept me out of a few. Goodness knows what he had in them, or what he thought I’d do with my finds.

Wherever I went, I found tottering stacks of china, pictures stacked against walls, and piles of first editions, though nothing as valuable as the incredibly rare copy of Natura Rerum that had brought us together in the first place. Only a couple of copies were known to exist in the world, and I’d found one of them in his possession. I’d managed to persuade him it would be safer in a museum. Now it lived in the British Library, which had purchased it for what I thought was an eye-watering sum but which the experts handling the deal assured me was a snip. The money was now in trust for me and his other thirty or so illegitimate children, but we couldn’t get our paws on to it until we were thirty. Neither could he, of course. A long story . . .

Lord Elham held the door open and waved me inside. Because of Griff’s training I meticulously wiped my feet on a mat I’d found in the former butler’s pantry.

‘So damned middle class, Lina! Still, with no servants to mop up . . .’

I looked him in the eye. He still hadn’t got it into his booze-soaked, vitamin-deprived brain that I owed my very existence to what he still thought of as the Lower Orders.

He changed tack. ‘So what’s in that basket of yours?’ he demanded, sounding just like a two-year-old expecting a treat.

‘Carrots, broccoli, onions, garlic, ginger, soy sauce, free range chicken. We’re having a stir-fry for lunch.’

His face fell. If only I’d brought a batch of Pot Noodles in a new exciting flavour. But he didn’t say anything, just shrugging and leading the way into the kitchen it had taken me weeks and weeks to get clean. After I’d emptied the junk, I’d scrubbed it from top to bottom. It was so shabby, there was nothing for it but to turn to and paint it. So I should have been pleased to see it still pristine. I wasn’t.

‘You’re supposed to be cooking properly, you know,’ I said, plonking the basket on the table and peering into the bin. ‘Just as I thought! Ready meals and empty Noodle pots!’

‘But I can’t cook.’

‘Neither could I till Griff taught me.’

He winced.

‘Have you put the bottles ready for the bottle bank?’

He pointed to three flat-pack supermarket bottle carrier boxes I’d installed in a corner.

How could anyone get through eighteen whole bottles in less than a fortnight?

‘The idea isn’t that you have to fill all the boxes, you know,’ I said. ‘It’s that you put all your empties for me to take away.’ Though I suppose it was the same thing for him.

‘I don’t know why they call it a bank,’ he grumbled. ‘A bank’s something you get money out of, not put money into.’

Which said more about our stations in life than he realized.

‘I’ve put some plates in the sink for you to look at,’ he said to divert me, grabbing a tea towel and polishing champagne flutes he’d left to dry on the draining board. At least I’d trained him to do that much. ‘They’re soaking in cold water, like you said.’

I nodded, reaching under the sink for some of the lightweight rubber gloves I kept there. Since his only attempts to wash up had resulted in damage to a Limoges sweet dish that even I couldn’t repair, I’d persuaded him that the only way to wash china he wanted to sell was wearing these gloves – which were obviously too small for him.

Ten minutes of hot soapy water revealed nothing more than plates far too tatty for our stall. I’d have to get a mate who did bottom of the range collectors’ fairs to try to shift them, but we’d be lucky to get twenty pounds for the lot.

‘No?’ He’d been peering hopefully at the pile like a pasty-faced, balding spaniel. But he didn’t want walkies, not outside at least. He wanted a stroll through one of his Aladdin’s caves of ill-assorted goodies. But why the urgency? Griff said that to describe his usual mode as laid-back was to indulge in hyperbole, a word he’d printed for me in my vocabulary book. So why this sudden urge for action?

‘Not much champagne there, I’m afraid,’ I said. ‘A bottle at most.’

As I dried and stowed the gloves, I pondered. The champagne flutes had been in pairs. The empty food packaging had been in pairs. Had he had a visitor?

If so, who?

One possibility was Titus Oates, of course. Titus was a dealer at the very dodgy end of the antiques market, but he’d done me a couple of good turns in the past, one of which had certainly kept Lord Elham out of jail. On the other hand Titus preferred not to make house calls, preferring to do business in pubs still without CCTV. He operated using prepaid mobile phones and no one I knew claimed to know his home address.

Another possibility was Robin Levitt, the local vicar. Robin might, twenty years ago, have modelled as a golden-haired cherub. He was still very attractive in a sweetly innocent way, but packed a good punch when required. I suspected Griff would have carried a torch for Robin, had he not had a long term partner. As it was, Griff insisted that Robin carried a torch for me, and would no doubt declare that any pastoral calls on Bossingham Hall were only made in the hope of renewing our acquaintance. I thought better of Robin than that. If anyone needed a spot of redemption it was Lord Elham. But I couldn’t imagine Robin quaffing champagne and tucking into Healthy Option ready meals while he was wrestling for the old guy’s soul.

There was no point in asking outright. Anything like that and Lord Elham clammed up immediately. So I humoured him. ‘OK, let’s find something better to sell.’

‘Can you do your trick?’

‘It’s not a trick; it’s a gift.’

Since I’d gone to live with Griff he’d taught me as much as he could. The trouble was, being in care I’d been sent to a lot of schools, and I’d never bothered going to any of them very much. So even though I was desperate to pick up Griff’s learning, my head often found it very hard. Funnily enough my hands didn’t. If he found a chipped or cracked plate that needed restoring, he asked me.

But there was one thing Griff didn’t need to teach me – couldn’t have, even if he’d wanted to. How to be an antiques diviner – like a water diviner only without a twig. Somehow, don’t ask me how, I knew if there was a valuable ring in a tangle of tatty old costume jewellery, or a Bow figure in a basket of assorted china.

This was why Lord Elham was so welcoming today. A shortage of champagne meant I had to pick something out to sell for him. Apart from the green tea I sometimes managed to force down him, champagne was the only thing he drank – I mean, even for breakfast, though I had persuaded him to mix it with orange juice. So he needed to sell some of the goodies crammed into his rooms. My job was to pick out small but valuable items. Then I would clean them, which was always vital, and restore them if necessary. Did I want to use my divining gift today? Probably not. All the same, it wanted to be used. For no reason I found myself drifting towards the stairs, an area I’d not much bothered with before. I didn’t go up, but turned to the door on the right.

Usually Lord Elham opened doors eagerly; this time he asked reluctantly, ‘Are you sure?’

‘You haven’t started forging again, have you? Because if you have, I really do not want to know. Any dealings you have with Titus are strictly your own. When you go to prison, I don’t want to be an accessory to the fact. OK?’ I turned on my heel, generally giving the impression that I was about to leave. Actually, I was so strongly drawn to whatever was in that room that you’d have had to drag me away, but I was learning to deceive – no, Griff had taught me a better word than that. I was learning how to dissemble.

Don’t ask me what I expected to find when at last he unlocked and opened the door. But what I certainly did not expect to find was a cigarette stubbed out in a Victorian Worcester saucer. Not just a fag end. A spliff end. Amongst all his sins there was one Lord Elham didn’t number, and that was smoking, even the legal sort of cigarette – a good job when you consider all the smoke alarms, connected direct to the fire station in Canterbury. I pretended to ignore it, my mind working overtime. Titus had given up smoking long ago, so he wouldn’t get nicotine stains on the delicate work he was doing; Robin Levitt wouldn’t burn money he could give away to other people.

‘Company?’ I asked lightly.

He pretended not to hear – Griff called it selective deafness – but started to rummage round the piles of stuff on the floor. I wasn’t drawn to any of it, but didn’t want to let him down. So I headed to the table that occupied one end. Not drawn? I was positively yanked to one end. What was it? Apart from another fag end in a Spode casserole? A six-sided dish of some sort. I breathed on the edge and polished it with my sleeve, which would infuriate Griff if he spotted the mess it left. Silver. With flower sprays in the border – they were pushed up from underneath: Griff would know the term. There was some sort of inscription I couldn’t read.

What I should have done was tell Lord Elham I wouldn’t tell him what I’d found unless he told me who his visitor was. But Griff would have been appalled by what he’d call blackmail.

‘You really should tell your visitor not to use something like this as an ashtray,’ I said severely, patting the poor casserole.

He managed to look greedy and hangdog at one and the same time. ‘I will,’ he said. ‘And now we should have some lunch or I’ll miss Neighbours.’


TWO

I waited until Griff, who’d been looking after the shop all day, was back in the cottage before I showed him the dish, now gleaming after my efforts with a specialist silver polish. At last he switched off the spotlight and put it down on the Regency occasional table beside his favourite chair. He looked hopefully at the clock, but found it was still not time for his seven o’clock first drink. ‘You did get a receipt for this, didn’t you, dear heart?’

My heart beat faster as it always did when he asked me if my paperwork was in order. It meant the item was valuable, and he wanted to protect us. ‘I always do. His copy’s clipped inside the folder I gave him. And I got him to initial it and my copy too.’

He nodded approvingly, but shot a look under his eyebrows. ‘You really don’t trust him one bit, do you? For all he’s your father.’

‘Probably because he’s my father. So what did I find today, Griff?’

‘You tell me.’

‘I can see it’s silver, with some gilt round here. And I don’t know any of the marks underneath, so I presume it’s not British. OK so far?’

‘Very good. It’s called parcel-gilt. As to the marks, I don’t know them either. It’s very pretty, isn’t it? I’m bound to say I think he’d do better to sell it at auction.’

‘But then he’d have to pay auctioneer’s commission and the tax man might notice. So he’d rather get a thousand less but keep it all – my commission apart, of course. And at ten per cent, Griff, how much am I likely to get?’

He laughed. ‘That’s a very roundabout way of asking how much it’ll sell for. And I really don’t know. After all, it’s not our usual range, dear one. Though you might be able to inveigle one of your admirers into selling it for you, especially if we can find out all about it. Speaking of finding all about things—’

When Griff changed gear with a clunk like that I knew he was going to say something I didn’t want to hear.

‘That man Habgood’s been on to you again, has he?’ I snapped. I didn’t know whether to be furious or fascinated. Arthur Habgood was a fellow antique dealer, who ran a twee outfit called Devon Cottage Antiques. He was desperate to prove that I was his granddaughter; in other words, that it was his daughter whom Lord Elham had seduced. When I told Habgood that I didn’t need a grandfather, he rather sadly pointed out that he’d rather like a granddaughter. But I wanted an honest grandfather. Once I’d sold him a heavily restored plate, at an appropriately low price – only to see him triple the price and try to pass it as perfect. So I wasn’t at all sure that he’d be any better as a grandfather than Lord Elham was as a father. However, since, if he was my grandfather, he’d be able to tell me all about my mother, I hadn’t quite shut the door on his regular pleas.

‘He’s repeated his offer to pay for a DNA test,’ Griff continued, bravely, obviously afraid that Habgood would lure me down to Devon but determined to be fair. ‘It wouldn’t hurt: it’s only a matter of—’

‘I know what a gob swab is,’ I said. ‘But it’s not that sort of hurt I’m worried about.’ Let him chew on that. ‘Now, who do you suggest I wheedle into selling this here dish?’

He took a deep breath, the sort he always took when he was about to suggest something I wouldn’t like. I braced myself.

‘You know that Aidan’s sister is something of an expert on silverware?’

‘His sister? Does that make her a Lady or an Honourable or something?’ I didn’t sound very enthusiastic. Aidan and I had never really liked each other, and why should we? He was Griff’s long-time lover, and saw me as a horrible brat taking Griff’s energy and draining his emotions. As for me, deep down I was angry that anyone should have known and loved Griff longer than I had. Illogical, I know, but all the same . . . Plus Aidan was filthy rich and spoke with several plums in his mouth.

‘No need to look so mutinous. Being born with a silver spoon in her mouth doesn’t mean she hasn’t worked as hard as I have for a living. Anyway, she’s coming down to stay with Aidan this weekend. He’s invited us both to dinner tomorrow evening.’ After a long silence, he said, ‘Please say yes, my love.’

I’d rather put pins in my eyes and pull out my toenails. But I’d come to realize that for Griff’s happiness, a bit of self-sacrifice was sometimes in order. Besides which, I could pick someone’s brains for free. So, a bit late, I smiled, as if I’d been thinking about clothes and nothing else. ‘Do you think that Christian Dior number would be over the top?’ I’d found a wonderful New Look outfit in my size that for some reason the dealer had grievously underpriced, perhaps because it was not just small, it was designed for someone short. In other words, Dior might have pinned it on to me himself, all those years ago.

‘I don’t think silk is ever over the top. Just chic. But you must be careful not to overdo the accessories. You’ll come?’ he prompted, with a beam I found impossible to resist.

‘So long as Aidan isn’t cooking.’

‘Let’s hope it’s Nella. She learned at finishing school.’

Not the finishing school I went to, I’ll bet.

‘You may find her manner a little offhand. If you want to put it in that vocabulary book of yours, I think the best word’s brusque. Don’t let it put you off, my love. Or her accent, which is a good deal more Upper than either Aidan’s or your father’s. If you find yourself going into prickle mode, retire to Aidan’s cloakroom till your hackles have dropped. Promise?’

To do Aidan justice, he’d actually booked a cab to collect and return us, so that Griff could relax what he called his self-denying audience – or something like that; I must look in my vocabulary book – and I could risk more than a sniff at a glass. If he was prepared to go to so much effort to make Griff happy, then I must try even harder to like him. It wasn’t so hard with a pre-dinner glass of champagne – which was as good as Lord Elham’s daily tipple, but not up to his celebration vintage stuff. He might be a rotten father, but when it came to bubbly Lord Elham took his responsibilities seriously.

Then Aidan’s sister emerged from his top of the range but rarely used kitchen, flourishing a couple of plates of dinky nibbles. She could have been anything between fifty-five and seventy, iron-grey hair cut so severely it declared to the world that Lady Nella Cordingly was too busy for any colour and blow-wave nonsense. But it must have cost a bomb to make it fall like that. Her dress was also beautifully cut, but a rather unkind lime green. It screamed aloud for sheer stockings and elegant heels, but got black tights as thick and pilled as a toddler’s and aggressively flat black shoes.

‘Nella, you know Griff, of course.’ Aidan paused while they air-kissed, the plates tilting ominously. I couldn’t stop myself from grabbing the nearest, lest the perfect little canapés – at last I remembered the proper term – landed on the perfect silk rug. ‘And this is his – ah – protégée, Lina.’

‘Indeed.’ The ‘ee’ sound went up and down like a hospital temperature chart, but never managed to reach the point marked ‘enthusiastic’. ‘How do you do?’

At least Griff had told me never to reply, ‘Fine, thanks,’ so my ‘How do you do?’ was all right. And I’d taken the plate with my left hand, so I was able to shake hands properly. Then I did the obvious thing. I held the plate so that Aidan and Griff could help themselves. What I wanted to do was take one myself, but wasn’t quite sure if Nella would approve. She was still following me with her eyes, as if I were some animal in a ring and I might or might not get a rosette. Perhaps the Christian Dior really was OTT.

A silence gathered and fell. Was I doing something wrong? If only they’d start talking again.

At last she sat down, putting her plate of goodies on the table beside her and helping herself before swigging champagne. Perhaps I should put the other plate beside hers. Offer it to her first? By now I was practically weeing myself, I was so nervous.

I shot Griff a look, but he had that horrible ins . . . incrust . . . unreadable expression on his face that always made me want to scream. But I knew that screaming would certainly earn no brownie points, so, putting my plate between Griff and Aidan, I moved back to my chair and picked up my champagne flute. Just to show there was no ill-feeling, as Iris used to say, I raised it to my lips, but didn’t actually sip any of it. Sober, that was the watchword.

At last Griff smiled approvingly – I’d got it right, without his needing to prompt me! – and he said, ‘Lina’s been asked to sell a silver dish.’

‘Provenance?’ Nella barked.

‘Good but confidential,’ I said.

She ignored me. ‘Not your usual area, Griff.’

‘That’s why we brought it along for you to look at, Nella,’ he said, with something of a bow.

‘So why should anyone ask you to sell something you don’t know about?’ She addressed Griff.

Brusque, Griff had said. I’d have had her down as bloody rude, all the more peculiar when Aidan was always so wordily polite.

‘Lina’s got a kind heart. And she’s a divvy,’ he added, with a huge grin at me. ‘If she finds something, I know it’s good. She’s only operating on commission, but naturally wants to make the seller as much as possible.’

Nella turned to me. ‘So what made you pick it out?’

‘The owner asked me to. So I did.’ I flashed a smile at Griff.

‘Just like that? Well, I suppose you could see it was silver gilt.’

‘She couldn’t see anything when she brought it home,’ Griff corrected her. ‘It took her a good hour to get it back to this state. Her restoration work on anything beats mine hands down.’

Holding it by two of the corners, she twirled it round so that it looked like a gold orb.

‘Well, you picked well. Have you really no idea what it is?’

‘I’ve been hunting round the Internet a bit. But maybe I’ve been looking in the wrong places. I know it’s European, of course. But that’s all.’

‘Seventeenth-century Hungarian. If I take it to a LAPADA fair I should get you between five and six thousand. Nearer six. Minus my commission, of course.’

‘That would be a lot more than we’d get at the fairs we go to,’ I said. ‘And of course, it’s not the sort of thing we usually handle, so we might not attract a buyer looking for something like that.’

‘I’ll take that as a yes, then, shall I? Good. Now, more nibbles, anyone? Aidan, my glass is empty – what’s happened to the bloody shampoo?’

Although I was technically a guest, of course, I made myself as useful as I could, my efforts with the canapés having attracted a couple of approving nods. I always left Griff and Aidan on their own together as much as I could. And although she was so . . . brusque . . . she seemed glad to have my help, even if it was just to clear the starter plates from the dining table and transfer the vegetables from the steamer to the appropriate dishes.

‘So you’ve become Griff’s apprentice? Well, he needs one. So long as you don’t start telling mops and buckets to clean the floor.’

What was she on about? And then it dawned on me. Mickey Mouse!

‘You mean like The Sorcerer’s Apprentice?’ I hummed a bit of the music, and her eyes widened. ‘He teaches me all sorts of things,’ I said. I couldn’t quite call her Nella, but refused to call her ma’am.

‘And what do you do in return? Apart from sniffing out goodies?’

‘I keep an eye on him,’ I replied seriously. ‘He doesn’t drink half as much as he did. And I make him take some pills the doctor’s given him for his – oh, dear, I never can pronounce this right . . . Chol . . . chlor . . . The tablets are called statins, anyway.’

Her smile made her look a bit like a frog. ‘I didn’t quite mean that. I meant professionally.’

‘Oh, you mean like the restoration work? And driving our van – his eyes aren’t what they used to be, and even with glasses he hates driving after dusk. And I set up at fairs. Is that the sort of thing you mean? Oh, and I clean the house. He pretends to – he’s got this fluffy duster on a stick – but my last foster mum told me always to use a damp cloth. And he always skimps the kitchen, so I do that and the bathroom too. I love seeing everything coming up shiny.’

She frowned as she squeezed some baked potatoes to see if they were cooked. ‘I hope you don’t over-restore.’

Where did that come from? Because I’d said I liked cleaning? What a weirdo. But I mustn’t let my hackles rise. ‘He’s got these friends near Wolverhampton who restore stuff for museums. They taught me – a mini-apprenticeship. And it’s our policy to tell anyone wanting to buy if I’ve repaired anything.’

‘Our?’ she repeated, as if she hadn’t heard the word right.

‘Yes. Griff said it was better for taxes and stuff if we were proper business partners. He got a solicitor to do everything.’ He’d also insisted on giving me something called Power of Attorney, in case he was ever really ill and needed, he said, someone reliable to switch off the machine. But she didn’t need to know that, not if the idea of a business partnership shocked her. Aidan knew all about it, since he shared the Power of Attorney, but if he hadn’t told her, I didn’t think I ought.

‘Hmm. Now, can you reach that pie out of the oven? I’ve got more arthritis than I like in the old wrists and I’d hate to drop it. Made it at home and brought it down with me. Wouldn’t dare spill anything in here, would I? Does Aidan ever use it? He always was one for show. The best pony though he hated riding, the best tennis racquet though he was rubbish at serving – that sort of thing.’

‘At least in Griff he made a good choice,’ I said firmly, reaching the pie out as I spoke and carrying it through to the dining room, where Griff had seized all the place mats and was putting them in a heap to protect the wonderful Regency table.

The pie was full of tough meat and mushy vegetables.

It was only as I cleared the plates and loaded the dishwasher – Aidan’s stuff was expensive, but also very practical – that I returned to the subject of Nella’s wrists.

‘How do you manage if you’re handling valuables all the time? Especially something that can be heavy, like silver?’

‘Let’s just say it’s a good job I don’t deal in china. Does he prefer cheese or pud first?’

I was startled. Didn’t brothers and sisters know things like that?

‘Your brother likes cheese first, but he always gives way to Griff, who likes dessert first. And I like cheese second too.’ There were some cheeses I wasn’t at all sure about, but I’d never had a dessert I didn’t like.

‘Dessert it shall be, then. Bloody hell, this dish was heavy enough when it was empty – and now it’s full of sherry trifle . . .’

I took it from her, as if I was just inspecting it. ‘It’s Stourbridge lead crystal, isn’t it? From the days when Stourbridge actually made things. Thomas Webb?’

She put her hands on her hips. ‘Is that divvying or knowledge?’

Which would she respect more? ‘Knowledge,’ I said truthfully. ‘I recognize the pattern.’

‘And where did you take your degree?’

Hadn’t she noticed what I said about my apprenticeship? I didn’t think she was the sort of person who’d like to hear that I hadn’t got so much as a GCSE. ‘Griff thinks learning on the job’s best. And what he can’t tell me I can pick up from books and the Internet. There’s a lot of time to kill at fairs and in the shop.’

‘And you put it to good use?’

‘Fairs are best. I can read about something and then go and see it for real. And some of the dealers are very kind.’ Some weren’t, of course. Some would peel you alive if they thought they could sell the skin. And some were real crooks, who wouldn’t let you get near anything, because everything they handled was fake or stolen.

‘So why didn’t you find out about that dish for yourself?’

‘Because it only came into my hands yesterday, and I spent the whole of today trying to repair a Chelsea figure for a client. Someone had broken off the poor lady’s hand and lost it, so they asked me to help.’ I spoke modestly but she should know how much skill it took to model a limb from scratch.

But if I hoped for a nod of acknowledgement, I was disappointed. ‘Who?’ she barked.

‘A private collector. Not someone who’ll try and sell it as perfect.’

‘Do they drink proper coffee or decaf?’

It seemed the interrogation was over.


THREE

As I had predicted, the television and its magic Sky dish had brought the world of international cricket into our sitting room. Lord Elham was so jealous that any day now he’d invite himself over to watch.

One day, with no fair, no sales and Griff minding the shop, I headed for Bossingham with a batch of home-made casseroles to put in the freezer I’d made him buy. He might not be cooking himself, but at least I could guarantee that my stuff came without any supposedly nasty additives. Griff wasn’t especially happy, but he conceded that I needed to practise cooking as much as I needed to practise reading and writing.

This time I found no trace of any visitor, which was surprising. Lord Elham didn’t do cleaning or tidying, and yet the fag ends had disappeared. Even the kitchen bin was empty, the first time I’d known it not to be stinking.

‘Your visitor’s been back?’ I said, trying to appear more interested in a pile of jewellery than in his answer.

I must have been too convincing; he came and stood beside me and started reminiscing about who had worn the pendant or necklace I was holding. Since I was interested in what was, after all, my family, even if they were the other side of the blanket, it was a very good ploy. I got so absorbed in the relationship of the woman in this locket to the man who’d owned that fob that I got completely sidetracked.

There were a couple of rings which might fetch something, but I always hated flogging anything so personal. And the stones weren’t up to much either, considering their provenance. Since my divining-sense seemed to be on strike, I left everything where it was, taking just a pair of hideously fiddly Derby potpourri vases that might, when clean, fetch about £800 and left him to watch Neighbours in peace.

I was just cleaning one of the vase lids when the phone went. I left Griff to answer it. It was usually one of his old friends, and they could talk for hours about their days on the stage. Once or twice when I’d picked up the phone I’d not recognized the name at the other end, much to my embarrassment and probably the ageing star’s as well.

At last I’d finished the lid and its mate, too, so I decided to nip down and make a cup of the green tea I’d read somewhere would do Griff good. He wasn’t at all keen at first, but drank it to please me. In fact, I rather think he’d started to like it, because sometimes he drank it even when I wasn’t there to nag him.

‘Don’t you want to know who was on the phone?’ he said.

‘One of your old muckers?’

‘Not exactly. It was Nella.’

‘Aidan’s Nella?’ I asked stupidly, as if I knew any other Nellas.

‘Indeed. It seems she’s in a hole. Her assistant has broken her ankle, and won’t be back at work for six weeks. Which, given Nella’s bad wrists, is a disaster, when there’s a big show in the offing.’

‘She just needs a couple of heavies.’

Griff laughed. ‘I think we can trust her to ensure that her property and her vehicle are well-guarded. But she needs someone to help on her stand at the next NEC event, and she wondered if you might like to go, just for the experience.’

‘The NEC? Antiques for Everyone? We always do that. Together.’ And if it was a choice between working with Griff and working for her, I knew which I’d prefer. Every time.

‘No, loved one. The Fine Art and Antiques Fair. A LAPADA fair. A few select dealers, with a guaranteed time line. Punters wanting to buy instead of bringing their junk along and expecting us to give a free valuation.’

‘When?’

‘This week.’

‘I’d stay in our caravan?’ I was obviously wavering.

‘Oh, no. Nella has a property up there.’

I froze. ‘The same sort of place as Aidan?’

‘Not quite. I’ll take that as a yes, shall I?’

‘No! No, don’t. I’d rather stay in our caravan, Griff. Honestly. I can drive up and park actually in the NEC.’ Our caravan was a home on wheels. It was where Griff and I had spent some lovely evenings with dealer friends. We’d even gone on holiday in it a couple of times. It was safe. Staying in a posh house would be anything but safe.

He took my hand. ‘I know. But it would look very strange if you did, especially as Nella’s home is near Leamington, no distance from the NEC.’

‘But eating with her . . . Sharing her bathroom . . . And what if she has a guard dog?’

‘You’ve already eaten with her and lived to tell the tale. She’s probably got more bathrooms than you can shake a stick at. No dogs or cats to worry about. And her husband is a very pleasant man, who will, I have no doubt, treat you with every courtesy.’ He gathered me to him and hugged me. ‘My darling child, you are young and beautiful and people like you. Nella tells me you’re a credit to me. I said you were a credit to yourself.’

‘Let me think about it,’ I said, meaning there was no way I’d agree.

‘You haven’t got long, my love. She wants you to catch a train tonight. She’ll reimburse you for your train fare, which will be considerable without prior booking discount. She’ll meet you at Birmingham International, so you won’t have to worry about changing trains after Euston.’

‘Tonight! But what do I take?’

‘Your best suit and three or four tops. Those lovely patent pumps. That’s all you’ll need for the day. For the evening, that embroidered skirt, a pair of trousers and a selection of fancier tops. Clean undies. Diamonds. Make-up. Your eyeglass. Your sponge bag. Your mobile phone. Use that wheelie case I gave you for Christmas.’

‘What about towels and—?’

‘I’m sure you’ll find the largest, fluffiest towels in the world. And a bathrobe. My darling, I promise you that you are going to have a wonderful time. And even if you hate it, the fair only lasts four days.’

I’d never travelled by train on my own before, and only occasionally with Griff, so it was a good job I hadn’t had time to worry about that, too. As it was, I got into the London train from our village with about a minute to spare, spent the whole tube journey being afraid of going round for ever and ever, like some underground Flying Dutchman, and then being sure that I would buy the wrong ticket and fetch up in Newton Abbot. OK, wrong station for Newton Abbot. Some travellers took off coats and scarves and even their shoes for the journey. I was so afraid of being whizzed past the NEC and into darkest Brum that I kept my coat on and my case beside me. My bag never left my lap. I did risk reading. Griff had found me a book on silver, which I studied as if I had to take an exam on it. I didn’t want to let Nella down. More to the point, I didn’t want to let Griff down.

She met me in her car, which seemed reassuringly small. Her husband was away, working in The Hague, she said, which ought to have meant something but didn’t.

‘So if you don’t mind, we’ll eat in the kitchen. Warm there. Here we are,’ she concluded, pulling into a circular driveway in front of a lovely double-fronted house – the Old Rectory. ‘Drink now or do you want to freshen up first?’

‘If freshening involves a loo, I’d like to freshen,’ I said.

‘In that case I’ll show you your room.’ She opened the front door and dived through to silence the burglar alarm. ‘Straight up the stairs.’

I would have spent ten minutes stroking the banister rail if I hadn’t had to follow her. Her clothes weren’t so much casual as scruffy, her moccasins worn right down the back.

She installed me in a big square room, with a huge double bed in the middle and a single one at the side. ‘Bathroom’s next door. Come down when you’re ready.’

The bathroom might be measured in acres but the towels were thin and grey. No bathrobe. For a moment I thought even my father would be shocked, but I told myself I was exaggerating.

Nella hadn’t left a trail of breadcrumbs or a piece of string to guide me, so I just had to guess and pray she wouldn’t mind if I got it wrong. I wasn’t going to hang about worrying. I might freeze to death if I did. I turned on the huge cast iron radiator before I set out, but apart from a few hostile clunkings, it didn’t seem about to deliver anything else.

Once you’ve slept on the streets, you learn how to keep warm. So I rolled myself in the old-fashioned eiderdown from the big bed and cocooned myself on the smaller. But I wanted to cry. Why had Griff sent me up here to this arctic house to stay with a woman who must have had antifreeze running through her veins? Why had I agreed to help a woman who’d produced undercooked rabbit pie, which I’d always hated on account of their little white tails, and a strange lumpy mash of all sorts of root vegetables that were supposed to be good for you? Why had I got to get up before six so I could go and set up a stall full of items I knew nothing about and cared less? I’d have put my head down and cried, except I’d learned a long time ago that there’s nothing worse than tears for leaving your cheeks cold, and maybe chapped.

‘You don’t half owe me, Griff, you old bugger,’ I muttered. And then I remembered one more thing. I’d managed to squeeze Tim the Teddy into a corner of my case, and he was probably as cold and pissed off as I was. So I pulled him into bed with me and for all our grumblings we fell asleep remarkably quickly.
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