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If you have a cat, you’ll know. They don’t follow instructions. Hades, our rescue cat, delighted in thumbing his nose at me from the first day I discovered him trapped in a Lloyd Loom laundry basket in the empty house next door. He loved everybody except me, rubbing himself up against complete strangers and gloating as I fumed. He purred extra loud when he sat on a lap within hearing distance of me. A right royal ratbag. I had no idea why he singled me out for the cold shoulder. Perhaps he blamed me for his incarceration, as I was the one who let him out. Did he realise I paid for his ludicrously expensive cat food? Who knows what cats are thinking?

The shrill tone of the alarm on my phone made me jump and spill my tea. How had it got so late without me noticing? I had to leave immediately, or I would miss my appointment with the bank. My heart hammered against my ribs as I threw on my coat and patted the pockets. As I opened the front door, I felt Hades slip past me onto the pavement, which he had never done before. It hadn’t occurred to me he would even try. He paused at the neighbouring house's doorstep, gazing up at the handle. I knew I should grab him, but I had only picked him up once after he saved me from an attack and we were both petrified. He dealt out a nasty scratch if I tried to take liberties with him. I tried not to panic and use a reasonable tone of voice.

‘Hades, come here.’

He raised a metaphorical eyebrow at me and walked out into the middle of the street. He sat down and cleaned his fur as I inched closer to him. I leapt towards him, but he sidestepped me with the ease of Billy Whizz and sat down again just out of my reach. I checked my watch and wished I hadn’t. I couldn’t leave Hades outside. He had no experience of cars. He would get run over. A trickle of sweat ran down my back.

‘Hades, I’m going to kill you.’

I could almost hear him gloating. Then, as suddenly as he had exited, he entered the house again of his own accord, his tail high in the air with triumph. I swore under my breath and shut the front door behind him. I trotted to my car and got in, taking a couple of deep breaths to slow my heart rate. The last thing I needed was to arrive at the bank flushed and sweaty, when I wanted to project an image of a competent business woman who ran a soon to be profitable business. My finances had suffered because of a droopy economy, but I felt confident of getting ahead again with successful December Christmas sales. The added expense of helping my stepson, Mouse, (George’s son from his first marriage – it’s complicated), at university had also put more pressure on my account. To my relief, the bank manager recognised me from “Uncovering the Truth”. The television series had been my get-out-of-jail-free card for years. I had worked there as an investigative journalist and people still remembered me from my fleeting appearances on television every Sunday night. She seemed more interested in gleaning gossip about the show and its stars than questioning me about the likelihood of me paying back my overdraft.

I left the bank with a spring in my step and an extension to my loan, having signed an autograph for the bank manager’s mother. I walked back down the High Street, admiring the elaborately decorated windows of many shops. Most of them had only recently organised themselves into these displays, a fact I appreciated. I love Christmas, but it seems to start earlier every year. I had entered a stationery shop to buy a new notebook months before the festive season and had been confronted by rows of jovial snowmen on Christmas cards. Honestly, it took me months to recover. However, as the actual week of Noel approached, I couldn’t wait for the nativity, the tree, the decorations, the food — well everything really. Did I mention the chocolate reindeer? 

Unfortunately, the chance of me getting any actual presents was remote. My ex-husband DI George Carter liked to receive them, but always had an excuse for not buying me anything, usually a murder case, or cigarette smugglers keeping him busy all hours of the day and night. George had moved on to new pastures, weirdly, my older sister Helen, but we were both happier as a result. While George and I were married, he used to rely on me for insights into his murder cases. After our divorce, he did not appreciate my input, but somehow, we seemed to cooperate more than he’d like to admit. We all got along most of the time, despite Helen’s older sister habit of pointing out my shortcomings. Her condescending remarks about my cluttered home and overgrown garden were only slightly mitigated by her offer to cook Christmas lunch at my house. 

As much as I dreaded Helen taking over my kitchen, it would give me more time to concentrate on Second Home, my vintage furniture and knick-knack business in this peak sales time. Christmas purchases were responsible for much of my annual profit at my shop, but I found it hard to maintain my seasonal cheer. A constant stream of browsers had picked up items and put them down again without buying throughout the run up to Christmas. I guessed they were doing their pre-Christmas perusal of possible gifts. I longed to put up a notice saying ‘When it’s gone, it’s gone’, because some people didn’t understand the concept of a vintage shop. Either they thought my prices were too high, because they had seen something similar in the Oxfam charity shop for two quid, or they asked me when I would restock the vinyl stools which I had the week before.

‘You sold the Habitat lamp? But I wanted it for my aunt.’

It’s hard to remain sanguine when you are asked the same questions again and again, or people are just plain rude. A last-minute rush seemed inevitable with ensuing disappointment for them and more stress for me. 

At least I had plenty of stock in the correct price range for bargain hunters when they eventually loosened their purse strings. My boyfriend and business partner Harry Fletcher and I did house clearances together, and we had recently hit the jackpot when we were asked to empty an old lamp shop. We found several beautiful anglepoise lamps and boxes of silk lampshades of many hues in the storeroom. They had been hidden from the light for forty years, so still looked brand new and had vibrant colours. I snaffled a couple for the Grotty Hovel, the small, terraced house where I lived with Harry and Mouse. Harry had recently moved in with me and we were as happy as two bugs in a rug. Our precarious finances had been shored up by running one household instead of two, but I always bought a lottery ticket, just in case.

As I entered Second Home, the old-fashioned bell on the door clanged a welcome and I stepped into my favourite shop. Vintage goodies filled the place from top to bottom, from the glass fisherman’s floats hanging in nets from ceiling hooks, to the boxes of random treasures shoved under Formica tables for storage. The latter were artifices planted for people who love to rummage for a bargain. I knew exactly what each box contained, but for clients, the thrill of finding their hearts' desire could not be calculated in money. My friend, Roz Murray, manned the till in my absence, standing behind a counter salvaged from the old Italian café across the street. Tall, with a mop of fair curly hair which often changed colour, she wore her heart on her sleeve and wafty mermaid dresses in tulle and lace. Gossip was her superpower. She had an antenna like Jodrell Bank for any hint of scandal or juicy rumour. She often spent days out at sea with her husband Ed, fishing for scallops and prawns and crabs and lobsters, which they sold to restaurants around town.

‘How did it go at the bank?’ she said. ‘Are you still solvent?’

‘For now. We need a Christmas rush to refloat the boat.’

‘Coffee?’

‘Yes, please.’

She disappeared upstairs to the Vintage Café, the second part of my business, which had kept finances going when the shop did not. The hiss of the Gaggia soothed my worries, as I waited for my latte. The meeting with the bank manager had gone much better than I had expected, and a wave of optimism swept over me. It would all work out in the end. It always did.
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I returned from Second Home in a good mood, having sold a pair of Italian vases I’d displayed for several months. They were made by Giulianelli, a famous designer and worth a lot more than I charged for them. Unfortunately, his ornate designs had fallen out of fashion and his price had followed. I had picked them up in the clearance of a flat, which turned out to be owned by the former proprietors of the café across the street, the Bonettis. They had retired and moved back to Italy, leaving many of their treasures behind. In recent months, our friends, Rohan Patel and Kieron Murphy, had opened Surfusion, a high-end restaurant in the Bonettis’ empty café, decorating it with taxidermy fish, from Second Home, and sea green walls. 

I had questioned the wisdom of opening so far from the more prosperous end of town, but the recent influx of economic exiles from Brighton’s astronomic prices had proved me wrong. Fusion cuisine based on Indian spices and fresh sea food had proved a hit with them. People who had saved tens of thousands buying a home had extra cash to spend. The wealthy clientele also liked to pop into my shop for a browse after lunch and I always placed something unique and expensive in the window display to encourage them in. These clients adored upcycled and vintage furniture and never questioned my prices. After a morning of fobbing off rude questions, it always cheered me up to hear exclamations of delight as diners from Surfusion entered my doors.

Kieron, always a little snarky where I was concerned, had threatened to charge me a commission, but Rohan told him it worked both ways.

‘Some people have started coming to lunch with us because they want to visit Tanya’s shop,’ he said. ‘Maybe we should pay her?’

‘We paid her enough for those taxidermy fish,’ said Kieron. ‘Daylight robbery.’

The Italian vases had been bought by an older couple on a post prandial wander from Surfusion. They had spotted the vases on my back shelf and couldn’t disguise their glee. I knew I had a sale from the second they elbowed each other and gazed at the vases with longing. I even searched underneath the counter for a suitable piece of bubble wrap before they voiced their interest. They exited the shop beaming and promising to return, leaving me wondering where I’d stored the rest of my 60s Italian haul from the Bonetti’s flat.

Mouse was due home from university at any minute, which increased my anticipation of arriving home. I couldn’t wait to see him and hear all his news. To my surprise, it was not him, but Helen who waited for me at my house with an air of barely suppressed excitement. She always cooked George’s dinner in the evenings and had it on the table for him promptly at seven o’clock. I looked at my watch. Ten to seven. I raised my eyebrows at her.

‘Hi sis. What are you doing here? Won’t George be expecting his food?’

She shook her head.

‘He’s gone to see DI Antrim in Brighton. They’re going to have a pie and a pint and discuss some cold case they’re working on. Anyway, I’ve got a surprise for you.’

‘It’s not Christmas yet. Shouldn’t you keep your powder dry for now?’

‘Too late. It’s already happening. Shut your eyes.’

I sighed, but I did as I was told. Helen could get miffed if she sensed rebellion on my side. I would always be her little sister and fair game for being bossed around. She took my arm and led me through the sitting room to the back door. I heard it open and felt the rush of cold air against my shins.

‘Okay. You can open them now.’

I did and had to blink several times to dispel the idea I was experiencing a mirage. My lovely back garden, with its banks of brambles and nettles had been savagely cut back, leaving a bare patch of earth with stalks protruding. The effect on me was the same as if Mouse had shaved off his black curls and turned into a skinhead. I gasped and shook my head. Helen squeaked with excitement.

‘Doesn’t it look wonderful? Of course, it’s not finished yet, but when it is, you can plant a lawn and have some nice
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