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  Chapter One


‘Remind me,’ I said, wrestling my scarf into something resembling warmth rather than strangulation, ‘why it is that we have the shortest walk and still manage to be last?’ 
Balthazar, my cocker spaniel, regarded me with saintly patience, his lead clenched in his mouth like an accusation.
‘Don’t you start,’ I told him, scratching behind his ears.
‘Don’t look at me.’ Ex-Detective Inspector Robbie Dawkins stood holding my front door open, collar up against the bristling gale, eyebrows raised. ‘I was here at the agreed time.’
‘Only because it got too dark for you to see whether you were digging weeds or plants.’ I added a sweetness to my tone to show my playful intent.
‘And too cold.’ He rubbed his hands together at the memory. ‘Allotments wait for no man, Philly. Especially not in spring.’
Since retiring from the police force the previous month, Robbie had thrown himself into two pursuits with equal determination: coaxing life out of his vegetable patch and offering muscle to those of us who needed it at Chipwell Barn Antiques – there was always furniture needing moving and pictures to be hung. The arrangement suited us both. I received seasonal produce and minimised the risk of injury; he received purpose, company and a reason to complain about my timekeeping.
Just a handful of cottages away, light spilled from the windows of The Chipwell Arms, promising warmth, noise and good food. The traders from the Barn were gathering to celebrate the return of Henry and Tamsin Proctor, who each year escaped Yorkshire’s damp winter in favour of France – ostensibly for buying trips, though I suspected the wine played a supporting role.
Normally, they were gone for six weeks. This year, they’d been away for two months.
By the time Robbie, Bally and I pushed through the pub door, everyone else had already gathered around the big oak table near the fire. Bally made straight for his usual patch of hearthrug, sighing with theatrical contentment. Robbie headed to the bar with Richard to order drinks and food, while I slipped into the empty chair beside Bell and took in the scene: friends flushed from the cold, and nearly empty glasses. 
Everything was exactly as it should be.
The Ashton brothers, perpetually tweed-clad septuagenarian purveyors of militaria, tonight wearing their tweed jackets in tones of heather in full bloom (Ambrose) and a rather natty mustard tweed (Eugene), were at one end of the table, talking earnestly with Henry. While I couldn’t hear them over the hubbub of the pub, my guess was that they were regaling him with their recent successes at the weekly pub quiz. 
Tamsin, who always reminded me of Felicity Kendall in the 1970s TV show The Good Life about a couple who decided to live off the grid in London, sat between her husband and Simon Bridges, who ran the furniture store in the barn. Tiny and ash-blonde, her grey-streaked hair was usually tied back in a long plait that ran down the back of her dungarees, which she had in a myriad of colours, and paired with black work boots and T-shirts (short-sleeved in summer, long and with a woollen jumper in the cooler months) all year round. Tonight, she was in her navy ‘going out’ dungarees, with a forest-green turtleneck underneath. She and Henry had met in high school, married while still teenagers, and were the most obviously ‘in love’ couple I knew. They finished each other’s sentences, punctuated their conversations with a touch of the other’s hand or arm, and always needed to know where the other was.
Henry was one of the gentlest men I’d ever met, which made him an absolute pushover for customers when it came to bargaining. Fortunately for their bank balance, Tamsin was not. Their garden ornaments, vintage light fittings, and, for want of a better term, agricultural and architectural bric-a-brac, spilt out of their space at the rear of the barn and into the garden. 
Speaking of Simon, there was something different about him tonight. Wearing his usual well-worn jeans paired with a somewhat obscure band T-shirt (his way of adapting to cooler weather was to make it long-sleeved and top it with a flannel shirt or jacket), his reading glasses on a chain around his neck, his once mousy hair liberally peppered with grey falling haphazardly over his eyes, he looked as he always did. Yet there was a restrained energy about him tonight – something barely there, but present all the same. Judging by the way his eyes flicked back and forth to Bell, who was sitting opposite him beside Ginny and very clearly ignoring him, I guessed that whatever it was had something to do with her.
As for Bell, if the wrap she topped her habitually all-black ensemble with reflected her mood, tonight’s velvet number, adorned with an impressionist-style garden, communicated clearer than any words could that for her life was coming up roses. While she often completed her look with a hat from the collection of vintage clothing, fabrics and fashion accessories she sold, tonight she’d tied her long, glossy black hair into a high ponytail and, aside from her trademark smoky eyes, wore a nude lipstick. It was, for Bell, minimal, almost as if she was laying herself bare. Interesting.
Ginny must have noticed it too, as when I leant back in my chair, she caught my eye and raised her eyebrows. Yes, whatever was going on with Simon and Bell must be big if Ginny, who was still relatively newly loved up with accountant Richard, had noticed. 
A few years younger than my fifty-nine, Ginny ran the café at the barn and described herself as vertically challenged but horizontally gifted – and by that, she meant the circumference of her waist. Ginny radiated sunshine from her bright knits to her broad smile and frequent belly laughs, brightening the day of anyone in her presence. People drove from miles for her food and warmth, and stayed for the antiques. We didn’t blame them. We were lucky she was ours.
Robbie sat beside me and clinked his pint glass against my glass of Rioja. The band was back together, and the familiar chit-chat and camaraderie filled the air.
Once we were all settled with drinks and the general chatter died down, it was Henry who spoke first. ‘What’s been happening over the last couple of months?’
‘Thanks to young Robbie here’—Ambrose raised his glass in Robbie’s direction—‘the Retro Relics—’
Tamsin choked on her wine. ‘I’m sorry, the retro whats?’
‘That’s what we’re calling our quiz team now, lass,’ Ambrose said with the faintest hint of a smile. ‘All winning quiz teams need a name, and Roger and Lynn’s lass, Josie’—he inclined his head in the direction of where the publicans’ daughter had come out of the kitchen with two plates of food—‘came up with this one.’ 
‘Winning quiz team? Things must have changed.’ Henry chuckled.
‘As I was saying … Since young Robbie came on board, we’ve managed to get a few wins under our belts.’ Ambrose tugged the ends of his tweed waistcoat and lifted his chin with pride as sixty-something Robbie raised his eyebrows at being described as ‘young’.
‘I’m pleased to hear it,’ said Henry. ‘What else?’
‘Philly and Robbie have solved two murders,’ said Eugene. ‘One here in Chipwell—’
‘Dunthrop, actually,’ corrected Ambrose sternly. ‘We can’t have Henry and Tamsin thinking that Chipwell has become the Midsomer County of the north since they’ve been gone.’ Tamsin’s lips twitched at the thought.
‘As I was saying.’ Eugene shook his head dismissively in his brother’s direction. ‘One in Dunthrop and one at Deverell Grange over Tan Hill way.’
‘Strictly speaking, that ended up being two murders,’ said Ambrose. ‘And an assault.’
‘One murder, two murders, what does it matter?’ Eugene’s voice rose as a precursor to one of the brothers’ bickering sessions.
‘Regardless of how many murders there were,’ Ginny chimed in to defuse the situation, ‘Philly and Robbie solved them.’
Not one to enjoy being the centre of attention, Robbie twisted his pint glass in discomfort and remained silent. 
‘I wouldn’t say we solved them as such.’ I glanced at Robbie, his face a blank canvas. ‘It was a team effort.’
Bell snort-laughed. ‘What team? The way Ginny tells it – and she and Richard were there for the one at Deverell Grange so they would know – you two did it alone.’
‘We were all snowed in, you see,’ clarified Ginny. ‘Those people were ghastly enough before the murder happened … sorry, darling, I know some of them used to be your friends … but once we were snowed in and the body was found’—she shivered and glanced sideways at Richard, who placed a supporting arm around her waist—‘knowing we were locked in with a murderer was terrifying. Philly and Robbie must have also been scared, but they didn’t show it.’
‘I think we both fell back on our training,’ I said. ‘I know I’ve been out of the police force for a couple of decades, but the training never really leaves you. I can’t speak for Robbie, but if I’d stopped to think about what we were doing and what was happening, I probably would’ve felt as you did, Ginny. All we did was follow procedures and the evidence. Besides, Robbie had only just retired and was still in Detective Inspector mode.’ 
‘Philly’s being modest.’ The sincere look in Robbie’s eyes warmed my cheeks with embarrassment. ‘If it weren’t for Philly’s photographic memory when it comes to all things antique, we wouldn’t have got to the bottom of it.’
‘Yes, well’—I squirmed in my chair—‘we were just grateful it all turned out okay.’ Time to change the subject. ‘In other news, I believe Rochester is getting soft in his old age. He only hissed at Bally three times this week, and I’m sure I heard him purr at a customer.’ Our regulars knew to keep a wide berth from the cushion beside Ambrose’s desk, from where Rochester, the black cat, held court over his empire.
‘Surely not.’ Tamsin chuckled, her hand coming to rest on her chest. ‘I refuse to believe that!’
‘Would I lie to you? Seriously, though, I want to hear about your trip. I’m assuming that because you were away longer than usual, it was successful?’ I settled in to listen.
‘Very much so,’ said Tamsin. ‘We based ourselves in Burgundy at Marigny-l’Église, not far from Beaune and Dijon, and visited most of the brocantes – flea markets – in the region.’
‘We were on our way back from one and on a whim visited this village at the top of a hill—’ Henry’s eyes lit up as if he were again spying the village for the first time.
‘We’d seen it from down below on the canal and thought, why not? When we got up there, it was like a village in a fairytale—’ 
I suppressed a smile as Tamsin finished Henry’s sentence.
‘Châteauneuf-de-Jean,’ Henry interrupted. ‘We stopped for lunch and decided to stay for a few nights.’
‘And the few nights drifted into a week and then another week,’ said Tamsin. 
‘Châteauneuf,’ mused Ambrose. ‘If memory serves me correctly, that means, “new castle”.’
‘That’s right,’ said Tamsin, her face lighting up. ‘John’s new castle, in this case.’
‘And, presumably, there is a castle?’ Bell asked drolly.
‘There certainly is, and back in the twelfth century, it was new.’ Tamsin waited for our knowing chuckles to die down before continuing. ‘Jean was the second son of Lord someone or other and received the land as a consolation prize for his brother getting the rest of the estates. He called himself Jean of Châteauneuf – as did his sons and their sons … Jean I, Jean II, Jean III and so on.’
‘What do you know?’ said Bell. ‘Aristocrats with a lack of imagination in the name stakes.’
‘They lost the castle, though, when John the Ninth was murdered by his wife, Catherine, who added a little something extra to his dinner,’ Henry said, ignoring Bell’s comment. ‘She might have got away with it, too, except that she’d already lost two husbands in similar circumstances, and the maid, who they obviously didn’t feed well enough, helped herself to what was left on old John’s plate and died as well.’
‘They always get caught in the end.’ Robbie gave a dismissive shrug.
‘Well, she met a messy end – buried alive, by all accounts. Anyway, after that, the Duke of Burgundy confiscated the chateau and the village,’ finished Tamsin.
‘The area has a rich military history,’ said Ambrose. ‘What with all the battles in the fifteenth century with the French. And let’s not forget that Operation Houndsworth in the Second World War was centred around Dijon.’
‘Heaven forbid we forget that.’ Eugene rolled his eyes and settled back in his chair, resting his hands on his stomach.
‘Or that we even knew about it in the first place,’ said Bell.
‘Hang on.’ Robbie set his beer glass down on the cardboard coaster and leant forward to address the brothers. ‘Why were the Burgundians fighting the French? Weren’t they already French?’
Ambrose, who liked few things more than the opportunity to impart some of his military knowledge, puffed himself up. ‘Burgundy is part of France now, but back then it was a duchy ruled by the Duke of Burgundy. In the Middle Ages, the Dukes of Burgundy were some of the most influential figures in Europe, you know. Depending on what was on offer and who they were marrying, they sometimes allied themselves with the English and at other times with the French. It all came to a head in the fifteenth century, but’—he glanced around the table—‘that’s a long story and one, I would suggest, for another time.’
‘Tell us about where you stayed.’ Ginny directed the conversation back to Tamsin.
‘In the most gorgeous auberge in the village beyond the castle walls. The village is quite medieval with narrow streets and cobbled alleyways. It’s full of little stone cottages with potager-style gardens and larger merchants’ houses with towered staircases. At the top of the village, there’s a walkway that takes you past these walled gardens to a lovely little seat and this huge iron cross. From there, you can see all the way down to the Burgundy Canal. It’s remarkable and quite romantic.’ Tamsin shared a fond smile with her husband. ‘The whole village is; it’s probably why it’s full of artists and artisans. There are actually quite a few Brits living there.’
‘The auberge is on the outskirts of the village; an Australian woman runs it,’ continued Tamsin. ‘She inherited it from an aunt or something.’ She waved her hand to indicate it wasn’t important. ‘She was going to sell it, but had one of those midlife epiphanies some people have.’
‘Her marriage broke down,’ clarified Henry. ‘Her husband ran off with her best friend.’
‘So she ran away to France to get over it all.’
‘As you do,’ commented Bell.
Tamsin paid her no heed. ‘When she inherited it, it was completely run down, but she fixed it up, and along the way fell in love with the man who she’d hired to do the garden.’
‘He had a fascinating backstory, too,’ said Henry. ‘He used to be big in the music business in the eighties—’
‘What was his name?’ Simon perked up at the mention of eighties rock, his lifelong passion. ‘I’ve probably heard of him.’
‘You probably have.’ Henry wrinkled his nose as he thought. ‘Her name was Connie, and his was Mike.’ He looked hopefully at Simon. ‘Does that ring a bell?’
Simon laughed. ‘His name was Mike and he was big in the music business in the eighties? Sorry, no. That doesn’t narrow it down much.’
‘I don’t remember his surname or the name of the band he was in. It’ll come to me. Anyway, he’d gone to France to get away from it all and ended up in Connie’s garden, and now they run the place together.’
‘Auberge des Lilas,’ said Tamsin, laying her hand on Henry’s arm. ‘Because when she arrived, the lilacs were out and the scent was incredible. I told Henry we’d need to either go back in the spring to see them or stay longer in the season next time. We must have only missed the lilacs by a month or so. Anyway, it’s a gorgeous place. Depending on who’s staying there on some Friday and Saturday nights, they do this long table thing where all the guests would gather around—’
‘Let me guess,’ drawled Bell. ‘A long table?’
‘Exactly.’ Bell’s sarcasm didn’t offend Tamsin. ‘We’d gather in the courtyard or inside by the fire – depending on how bad the weather was – and Connie and Mike would serve apéro – champagne and nibbly bits. Then we’d head to the table and there’d be platters down the centre. Something meaty with a heap of vegetable sides. One week it was a roast lamb, the next roast beef.’
‘It sounds fantastic,’ said Ginny. ‘Maybe it’s an idea we can borrow for the barn – once a month, perhaps? I can see it taking off during summer.’ Ginny pulled her phone out and tapped a note into it. 
‘That’s a great idea,’ I agreed, picturing the barn decorated and set up to host the event. To Tamsin, I said, ‘I can’t wait to see what you brought back. Any real finds?’
Henry’s nod was jerky, his eyes wide. ‘We bought some incredible items – including some that are more up your alley than ours, but it was such a good deal, we had to say yes. We’ll take them straight to auction. It was a stroke of luck that we stayed at Auberge des Lilas; if we hadn’t, we wouldn’t have met Alain.’
‘Alain?’ I was slightly miffed they weren’t intending to offer me first refusal on anything they couldn’t sell, but I deliberately pushed the feeling away. It wouldn’t occur to Henry that I might have been interested.
‘He was also a guest at the auberge – quite a regular from what we could gather,’ said Tamsin, side-glancing at Henry. ‘He used to be an antiquaire and seemed to know other antique dealers and brocanteurs, and he was able to take us to some brocantes we wouldn’t have found otherwise. When I asked him about it, he said he was taking a break from the industry but still did some consulting.’
‘He took us to a couple of house clearances as well, and through those we found some fantastic items: a few terracotta rhubarb forcers, some enamel signs in great condition—’
‘They always sell well,’ I commented.
‘They do, and these are very sound. We also picked up some wrought iron, Art Deco and mid-century garden furniture and an antique tree surround that I suspect will sell quickly.’ Henry’s excited words spilt out fast. ‘My favourite, though, is a pair of china greyhounds. They’re not our usual thing’—he flashed a tender smile at Tamsin—‘but they’re gorgeous. We bought them for next to nothing, and I’ve seen a similar pair go under the hammer for around twelve hundred pounds.’
As Robbie let out a low whistle, I cast my mind back through catalogues. Other people might read fashion or celebrity magazines; I enjoyed browsing through auction catalogues. ‘For that price, they must be early nineteenth-century Old Paris porcelain – and in perfect condition.’ I picked up my phone and entered a search term into Google. ‘Are they like these?’ I showed him an image of a pair of hand-painted greyhounds sitting on a blue base.
‘Yes! Exactly like these. If it weren’t for Alain, we would never have found them.’
Interesting. The pair I showed Tamsin and Henry had been sold at a Paris auction last spring. It was unusual to see another pair offered for sale. I’d seen several imitations around the traps – you can just tell they’re fake; the colour isn’t as deep, the features not as fine. I hoped for their sake that the Proctor’s hounds were the real deal.
Tamsin chuckled lightly. ‘I can’t wait to show you all. We haven’t even unpacked yet, though. All we did was bring the boxes in from the truck.’
‘That’s not like you,’ I commented. ‘You hate having unpacked boxes.’
‘I know.’ Tamsin rolled her eyes dramatically. ‘Henry suggested we leave it until after we’ve had a decent night’s sleep in our own bed. You really miss your own bed when you’re away, don’t you?’
‘We thought we’d wait until tomorrow to unpack the garden furniture,’ added Henry. ‘That way, I don’t need to handle it twice; I can get things off the truck and straight into position.’
‘I’ll be around to give you a hand tomorrow,’ said Robbie.
‘I can help out too,’ said Simon.
‘That’s what I was hoping you’d all say.’ Henry’s smile was that of a man whose plan had come together. 
There was a pause when Josie appeared with plates of food and set them on the table.
‘I have to say,’ I said, twirling some pasta onto my fork. ‘This Alain sounds awfully generous. My understanding of brocanteurs is that they guard their sources almost as closely as truffle hunters do. I couldn’t imagine any dealer, other than those around this table, of course, who’d willingly take a fellow dealer, especially an English one, to a house clearance. Usually, it’s every man for himself.’
‘I know, right?’ Tamsin passed Henry a forkful of her fish pie. ‘We were amazed too, but Alain explained that he’s not in the market at the moment and’—she shot her husband a conspiratorial grin—‘he said he and one of the local dealers had fallen out, so it would do him good to have the stock disappear right from under his nose.’ She finished with a dramatic sniff that I assumed was a parody of Alain.
Henry passed Tamsin a piece of steak. ‘He implied this other dealer had been doing something underhanded,’ he said. ‘But I couldn’t quite work out what.’
Tamsin rolled her eyes. ‘Henry had problems with Alain’s accent – especially when he got excited. When I asked what the trouble had been about, Alain said there was’—she waggled her fingers—‘confusion over the provenance of some of the items he was selling.’
‘In other words, Alain thought this other bloke was selling stolen items,’ guessed Robbie, dredging a chip through brown sauce.
‘I think so,’ said Tamsin. ‘Actually, everyone seemed really on alert about that.’
‘Why’s that?’ I was interested in hearing where this story went.
‘There’d been a spate of robberies over the summer,’ said Henry. ‘Alain was telling us about it. In fact, everyone was talking about it. Not just at Châteauneuf-de-Jean, but in other villages close by. Real cat burglar type of stuff. An intruder dressed in black slips through open windows and makes off with the jewellery, silver and anything else they can carry … that sort of thing.’
‘It sounds very Cary Grant and Grace Kelly,’ said Bell. When Simon looked confused, she clarified, ‘In To Catch a Thief. The Hitchcock film … mid-fifties, I think … set in the Riviera. Surely you know of it? Edith Head did the costumes. Grace Kelly looked amazing. What I’d give to get my hands on one of those dresses.’ When he remained frowning, she shook her head in disbelief. ‘Well, that’s disappointing.’ 
Simon merely grinned in response.
‘The local gendarmes never apprehended anyone, but all the brocanteurs and antiquaires in the region came under scrutiny. From what we were told, everyone was blaming everyone else.’ Tamsin speared a prawn. ‘You know how it is, the minute there’s a robbery or some forgeries being released on the market, the police come calling.’
I knew exactly how it was. It had been some fake Clarice Cliff pieces that had first brought Detective Inspector Robbie Dawkins to my store.
‘While I understand there are some shady dealers in the business, it’s unfair that we all get tarnished with the same reputation,’ Ambrose said solemnly. ‘Until recently, we used to average a visit from the old bill at least once a month.’ He raised his glass in Robbie’s direction to let him know he was the reason we were now consulted rather than accused.
Henry reached across and took another forkful of fish pie from his wife’s plate. ‘Maybe they needed you on the case, Philly.’
‘That’s where the police go wrong in these situations.’ Ambrose’s brows furrowed, his expression serious. ‘If you’re going to identify the sort of person who would steal antiques and sell them on, you need someone who understands antiques and can quickly recognise something of value.’
‘Someone like Philly,’ said Eugene.
My face grew hot under their attention. ‘We all know our markets.’ 
‘Yes,’ said Simon, ‘but you’re able to know whether a piece is right – or wrong – instinctively and then use what you know to support your intuition.’
‘Agreed,’ said Eugene. ‘We can’t all do that.’
‘Plus,’ said Ambrose, ‘Philly has—’
‘—a photographic memory, when it comes to antiques,’ finished Robbie.
‘Yes, well’—I pushed away my plate—‘after Deverell Grange, I’ve retired from investigating. From now on, it’s the quiet life for me. In fact,’ I continued, ‘from a bumpy beginning, it feels as though the rest of this year will be smooth sailing.’ Ignoring the impulse to ‘touch wood’, I said, ‘We should be calling it a night soon; all of us have stores to open tomorrow, and you guys’—I waved my hand in the direction of the Proctors—‘have lots of lovely boxes to unpack.’






  
  Chapter Two


‘I’m sorry, madam, but I can’t let you through.’ Bally and I had arrived early to get a start on some paperwork I’d been putting off, but police vehicles had beaten us to work, and now the baby-faced uniformed constable who stood at the door of the barn, his arms wide, wouldn’t let us in. 
Drawing myself up to my full five feet and not many inches past it, I placed my hands on my hips. ‘I work in there. It’s my business.’ Bally strained at his leash, eager to meet a new potential friend. 
‘It’s okay, Constable.’ Detective Sergeant Lewis Stanley sreode around the corner, his notebook in his hand. 
‘What’s going on, Lewis?’ I loosened my grip on Bally’s leash as he surged forward to greet the DS. 
‘You had a break-in last night, but it appears the only store accessed was the Proctor’s,’ he clarified as my stomach sank. ‘They forced open the exterior door leading into their shop.’ Lewis squatted to give Bally a proper welcome. ‘Hello, fella.’
I pressed my fingertips against my forehead. So much for thinking everything was back to a crime-free normal. ‘Was much taken?’
He straightened and referred to his notebook. ‘The Proctors haven’t done a full inventory, but at this stage it looks as though they’ve grabbed some boxes Henry said they unloaded yesterday, a pair of urns and some porcelain dogs.’ 
He gestured with his head for Bally and me to follow him into the barn, talking as he walked. ‘You’d probably know more about the value of it than I would.’
‘That was all? There’s no sign they sought entry to anyone else’s store?’ I unlocked the sliding door to my store, Lewis waiting at my shoulder, and set Bally up on his mat with a treat and a strict order to stay.
‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘There’s no indication of any attempted entry into the other stores.’ He scratched the back of his head. ‘I can only assume they were either interrupted or—’
‘—they got what they came for?’ I finished his sentence and put my bag under the desk. 
Lewis lifted a shoulder. ‘Who knows? Was any of it valuable?’
‘I don’t know,’ I admitted. ‘They only came back from France yesterday, so I haven’t seen any of the items that were packed in those boxes. I know the porcelain dogs were likely to fetch in the low four figures at auction, but that’s hardly worth stealing for. The Proctors do a good trade, but usually none of what they bring back is particularly valuable.’
‘Okay,’ He nodded. ‘They’re putting a list together now, but …’ He shrugged again as if this was a waste of his time.
‘You doubt if you’ll recover any of it,’ I guessed. 
‘I don’t expect so. It doesn’t appear as though the thieves have left fingerprints.’
‘What about CCTV?’ We had a surveillance system installed to cover all entry points following a break-in at my store last December.
‘The CCTV at that entrance was smashed by someone dressed in black and wearing a black balaclava.’ He raised his eyebrows.
‘What about their transport? The camera at the main entrance should’ve captured anyone driving up the lane.’
‘Again, nothing. We have tyre tracks at the entrance, so it appears they’ve parked close enough to load the goods directly into their vehicle. However, it seems they only parked there after the CCTV was disabled. All the other cameras picked up was a dark vehicle with its lights off, probably the size of a small van, with no visible plates.’ When his phone rang, he glanced at the caller’s name on the screen and flashed me a wry smile. ‘It’s the chief super,’ he said and picked up. ‘Good morning, sir … yes, I’m there now … no, just the one store … she’s here now, did you want to speak with her?’
As he handed the phone to me, I sighed. ‘Stewart. You’re up early.’
‘What are you talking about? You know I’m always at my desk by …’ I waited for him to realise I was winding him up. My ex-husband was, if nothing else, predictable. ‘Very funny. What’s this about another break-in at your place?’
Stewart made it sound as though burglaries were a common occurrence at Chipwell Barn Antiques. ‘How did you find out so quickly?’
‘The despatchers know to alert me if anything comes up in Chipwell,’ he said matter-of-factly. 
‘Well, thank you for your concern, but I’m not involved this time. DS Stanley was just telling me that only the Proctor’s store was broken into; there’s no sign they’ve tried to break into anywhere else.’
‘The Proctors? What do they have worth stealing?’ He sounded as confused as I felt.
‘I would’ve said not a lot, but maybe they brought something back from France that somebody else wants. But,’ I mused, ‘they only got back yesterday. Maybe the thieves broke into the Proctor’s store and were interrupted before they could do any more damage. Unless something they brought back was more valuable than what they thought it was, but that would mean inside knowledge and …’
‘Philly, stop right there!’ Stewart broke into my train of thought. ‘Don’t go making this into something bigger than what it is.’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I replied, feigning ignorance.
‘You know exactly what I’m saying.’ I imagined Stewart shaking his head in exasperation. ‘Help your friends put together their list for DS Stanley and leave the rest to us. Okay?’ When I didn’t immediately respond, he said in a warning tone, ‘Philly?’
‘I heard you,’ I snipped, annoyed that after a decade of separation, he felt he still had the right to order me about.
‘Good. This was a random robbery, probably executed by people who were after a quick smash and grab.’
‘But they could’ve entered through Simon’s door, so they knew enough to know that the Proctors had items that were easier to carry than Simon’s furniture, which means it must have been someone who knew the layout of the stores. Plus, they knew where the CCTV cameras were and …’
‘Philly! Enough! Promise me you’ll leave this alone.’ 
‘Yes, alright,’ I agreed with a sigh of reluctance. ‘I promise.’ Behind my back, my fingers were crossed.
‘Good.’ 
As Lewis finished the call, I wandered out to where the burglars had presumably gained entrance. A uniformed officer was carefully descending from the ladder where he’d been attempting to dust the camera for fingerprints. Upon seeing me, he said, ‘I’m sorry, madam …’
‘It’s okay, Constable.’ Lewis materialised beside me. ‘This is Philly Barker. Philly, this is Constable Jack Goodman.’
Constable Jack Goodman looked to be in his early sixties, roughly the same age as Robbie, though there was something about him that made him seem older. Perhaps it was the way his stomach strained against his shirt buttons, or how his trousers hung in the shadow of that stomach. Maybe it was the redness in his cheeks, or the way his grey hair needed a proper trim. This man seemed as though he had long lost any love for his job and was now counting the days to retirement. I couldn’t help but wonder why his career appeared to have stalled at constable while Robbie’s had progressed. What had happened to make him so disillusioned?
‘Sergeant,’ began Lewis, frowning, ‘were you dusting that camera without gloves?’ Lewis looked around. ‘There were bootprints in that patch of dirt beside the gravel I would’ve liked to look at too, but it seems as though you’ve clomped all over them.’
‘Sorry, sir. I didn’t think.’ The older man glanced down at his dusty boots, a hint of regret in his eyes. 
Lewis shook his head. ‘Well, it’s done now. I doubt if we would’ve got any useful prints in any case.’ He turned to face me. ‘Philly, are you right if I leave you with the Proctors? I need to get back to the station.’
‘That’s fine.’ I waved away his concern. 
‘Great. Well, I suppose I’ll see you next time.’ Lewis slid his notebook and pen back into the top pocket of his shirt.
‘You make it sound as though we’re always in need of police assistance,’ I said with a touch of humour.
He chuckled lightly. ‘Well, Philly, it’s less than a fortnight since you were involved in a murder and other goings-on, and the month before that, there was that business out at Wych Tree Farm, and before that …’
‘Okay, okay.’ I held my hands up in surrender. ‘You’ve made your point. In that case, I hope I don’t see you soon.’
‘Likewise. Give my regards to Robbie.’ He touched his forefinger to his forehead in a farewell salute and strode towards the main parking area.
Inside the store, Tamsin stood beside a large, weathered oak table that held all manner of vintage garden accessories. Her eyes were wide and unseeing, her hands open at her sides, her expression vacant. ‘Philly,’ she said, finally noticing me and accepting my brief hug. ‘I’m glad you’re here.’ When her voice broke, she forced a tired smile. ‘I saw you with the sergeant earlier, but I didn’t want to interrupt. Do they have any clues?’
I shook my head. ‘No, I’m sorry, Tamsin. Whoever did this seemed to be quite organised. Do you need help compiling a list of stolen goods for the police? Also for insurance, I suppose.’ When she hesitated, I added, ‘I’m sure you have no trouble doing it yourself, but sometimes it’s easier to have someone who isn’t emotionally involved help, if you know what I mean.’
‘Thank you, Philly. That would be a huge help. I’ve been racking my brains as to where to start,’ she said, her shoulders relaxing and a faint smile of relief replacing her weariness.
‘Where’s Henry?’ I hadn’t seen him yet this morning, but I thought he’d be here helping his wife.
Her frown deepened. ‘I’m not entirely sure. We’d arrived early to start unpacking the boxes and found …’ She swept her hand around the shop. ‘He waited until the police arrived, but then said he had an errand to run.’
‘He didn’t say where?’ That wasn’t like Henry to leave Tamsin here to deal with this alone.
She shook her head. ‘Maybe he went to see the bank manager. He had mentioned he needed to talk to him about the overdraft.’ Her giggle was uncomfortable, forced. ‘We spent rather more than we’d intended, you see.’ Her shoulders slumped. ‘This is the last thing we need.’
Reaching out, I rubbed her arm. ‘It could be worse; they’ve hardly made a mess.’ It was true; there’d been no damage to any of the existing stock. The only items taken were those unloaded from their van the previous day. 
‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘When you look at it like that, I suppose we were lucky. Insurance should cover the lost items.’ She crossed her arms and surveyed her shop. ‘It must’ve been an opportunistic robbery. They broke in, saw the boxes and figured they were easy to carry. I should’ve unpacked last night, if it hadn’t been for Henry convincing me to wait …’ Biting her lower lip, she shrugged. ‘It was just unfortunate that ours was the shop they came through.’ She covered her mouth, stifling a gasp. ‘I’m sorry, Philly. That sounds awful! I know you were broken into before Christmas, so you know what it’s like, and I’m not wishing it on anyone else, I just …’
Knowing she didn’t mean anything by it, I waved away her apology. ‘It’s okay, Tamsin. I understand. Now, how about we get started on this list before the others arrive, and … too late …’ 
Ambrose and Eugene bustled through the door. ‘You poor lass,’ said Ambrose, patting Tamsin’s back.
‘I can’t believe it,’ Eugene declared. ‘Another crime has come to our door.’
‘Not exactly our door,’ corrected Ambrose. ‘Probably kids larking about,’ he tutted. ‘I don’t know what will be next.’
When Bell and Simon came through, I knew it would be only a matter of time before Ginny followed, and as Tamsin was looking even more overwhelmed than she had been, I rested my hand on her arm. ‘I’ll go back and check on Bally. It’s almost time to open, so I can pop a sign up to say you’re closed if you like.’
‘Do you think?’ Tamsin’s hands were claspy, her fingers fidgety. 
‘I do. At least until Henry’s back and you have a chance to account for all your stock. Finish up here, lock up again and come see me. I’ll ask Ginny to bring you a brew. It’s cold again out there today, so I don’t think we’ll be exactly run off our feet.’ 
When Tamsin continued to frown uncertainly, Ambrose said, ‘Good idea, Philly. Us all standing around here isn’t helping you. But,’ he added gruffly, ‘we’ll all be here when you need help sorting things out.’
‘Thank you, everyone.’ Tamsin’s voice broke as emotion caught up with her.
‘I’ll hang about and help you lock up,’ said Bell. ‘Make sure that copper out there is finished.’ She inclined her head towards the door, beyond which Constable Goodman was stomping his boots on the gravel, his hands in his pockets, his shoulders hunched. ‘Not exactly the model of modern policing, is he?’
Tamsin giggled, then burst out laughing. She caught my eye, and I quickly understood. Bell, however, laconically raised an eyebrow. ‘What’s so funny about that?’
‘It sounds like something out of Gilbert and Sullivan,’ Tamsin sputtered. The pair of us parodied the song, substituting the words ‘model of a modern major general’ with ‘model of a modern police constable’, complete with up and down oom-pah-pah squatting movements. We must’ve looked ridiculous, but it broke the mood in the room.
Bell shook her head in exasperation, although she couldn’t hide a hint of a smile. ‘The pair of you are ridiculous. Get back to your own shop, Philly, and we’ll be with you soon.’






  
  Chapter Three


I was still giggling as I walked back up the central hallway to my shop, meeting Ginny who was on her way in. ‘What’s going on?’ she asked. 
‘Someone broke into the Proctors’ shop last night.’ I unlocked my door and stepped aside for her to enter, Bally greeting me as if he hadn’t seen me for days. I ruffled his head, and he turned his attention to Ginny, who was only too happy to oblige him and bent down to give him a tummy rub.
She straightened, frowning. ‘But you were giggling …’
‘Of course it’s not funny, it’s just that Tamsin said something about Constable Goodman being like a Gilbert and Sullivan modern major general and …’ I paused when she still looked confused. ‘Sorry, it was one of those things you had to be there for. A location joke, as Ryan would say …’
‘Right …’ Ginny waved her hand over her head to indicate she didn’t understand, and was okay with that. ‘What did they take?’
‘All the boxes they’d brought back from France. The big stuff was untouched; it was still in the truck.’ I fired my computer up and sat down behind my desk. Finally.
‘I’ll go and see if she’s okay.’ Ginny gave Bally one last pat and turned to head out.
‘Don’t,’ I said. ‘She’s a bit overwhelmed, and Henry has taken himself off somewhere. Bell’s with her, and she said she’d come up
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