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It doesn't always rain in Manchester, no matter what people may say. The rainy city is a myth that the locals are happy to help propagate. The city doesn't even make the top ten in the list of the country's wettest places. Manchester has its fair share of glorious days.

It was raining in Manchester.

Rachel Evans had watched the signs foreshadowing the downpour from behind the shop counter, as the sky darkened well before the first drops hit the ground. This late in the afternoon, wet weather would put a cap on the day, so she didn't expect any more customers. She looked down at the newspaper open on the glass before her, and went back to dreaming about buying a house.

There was a tapping sound from the front of the shop, distinct over the hiss of cars along the wet street. Customers never knocked to ask if they could come in to On The Wall, so Rachel had a good idea what she would see when she looked up.

Standing in front of the gallery was Joe Hill. Bedraggled, looking like a sad, wet puppy, he was an amusing sight. He let go of his bike long enough to give a shrug at being caught in the rain without waterproofs. Rachel grinned as she shook her head. She pointed to her right, telling him to go round to the alley that ran along the back of the row of shops. Joe did a little bow, then mounted his bike and rode off.

"Mind the fort for a while." she told her assistant.

"Oh absolutely. Because south Manchester's art lovers are all out today." Julian had to be the campest straight man going. At least, he claimed to be straight, Rachel had yet to see any evidence for or against.

"It's the rain. It brings them to the surface. Just like worms."

By the time Rachel had released all the locks and bolts on the back door, Joe had made his way around the block and along the alley. "I told you this would happen." she reminded him.

"Next time I shall pay attention to your weather forecast, honest." Joe propped his bike against Julian's and kissed Rachel.

"Don't drip on the artwork." Rachel ordered, "Hang your shirt over there and let it dry."

A few minutes later, the glass teapot was sat brewing on a tray in the middle of the sales counter. Three cups crowded around it, eager to be filled. Joe had stripped off his wet shirt and T-shirt, and changed into a long sleeved top he had stashed in the office some time earlier.

"You'd think, after all these years, you'd know to pack a waterproof when you go out for a ride in Manchester." Rachel told him. "I mean, I learnt quickly enough."

"Oh, I packed a waterproof. I just didn't think I'd need it. It started out as that sort of misty drizzle. You know, the tiny dots of water that seem to sit on your clothes without getting them wet. Then they started soaking in, and it was too late. Then it started pissing down. But by then I was on Burton Road, so carrying on and getting here as fast as possible was the best bet."

On The Wall sold art, but the back wall of the shop was still decorated in the tiles that had served so well when the shop had been a butchers. The stainless steel behind the old counter, where the cutting and mincing had been done, had been removed. The sales counter was a rectangle of dark blue slate now, the back room an office with internet access and tea making facilities.

Some of the pieces on the walls were by Joe. They hadn't just found their way there because he was sleeping with the manager. "Does that sticker say sold? Is that the last of the Burton Road series?" he asked, pointing at one canvas in particular.

"Burton Road Ten." Rachel told him. "Sold it today. Well, provisionally. They have to make sure they have the cash. If they do, it'll be out of here tomorrow."

Joe nodded approvingly, trying not to grin. "That's a big canvas. That's a three grand painting."

"I know. How do you want to celebrate?"

"Blow job." suggested Julian, picking up the glass teapot and pouring into the cups, "It should always be a blow job."

"Julian!" Rachel feigned shock.

"I sold the painting. I'm sure I can make a little fun."

"Maybe you should get the blow job." Joe offered.

"You really aren't my type. No matter what my boss may say."

"Oh well, you'll just have to settle for the commission then. Nice one, Jules." They bumped fists when Julian had put the teapot down.

Joe spotted the newspaper, and pulled it toward himself. "Still looking at last week's house listings?" There were some very nice properties for sale in the area, but the prices had rocketed up so much in the last few years that they were far out of the reach of first time buyers.

"A girl can dream. If we can sell a few more of your paintings, I think we could afford the deposit."

"I'll see what I can do. But we can't forget Julian's contribution in selling them."

"I should hope not, darling." Julian said, saluting with his cup.

"You have been busy today, haven't you? Not just riding around in the rain." Rachel nudged Joe with her elbow. She already knew what he had planned to do with the day. "I'm going to have some spare wall space soon. If you haven't got anything to go there I'll have to put up something by one of the artists I'm not sleeping with."

"The fast food collection's almost done. But they're all quite small. I packed in early and went for an explore." Joe opened his bag and pulled out his battered old digital camera. "I found something interesting. Where is it? Ah, there." He put the camera on the table so they could all see the image on the view screen.

Julian cocked his head to one side as he puzzled out what he was supposed to be excited about. "Graffiti?"

Rachel nodded, "Cartoon characters? It is a big one, isn't it. If that's a brick, then...." She broke off from her mental calculations, and appraised the image some more, "What are they all doing?"

"It's even more impressive when you're in front of it. I found it in one of the buildings they're demolishing near my studio. It's like they're taking the building down around it."

The graffiti depicted a cartoony countryside scene, where chaos reigned. Famous rabbits and ducks chased each other with swords and axes, whilst Disney princesses did something sapphic behind a bush. Exactly what was going on in the shrubbery was only hinted at by ecstatic faces and stocking clad legs sticking out on either side. Julian, who had been trying to remember why it all looked so familiar, slapped the glass, "That's the Wally Wood Disney orgy isn't it? I knew I recognised it."

"Almost. It's definitely got some of the elements in there. But there are Hanna Barbera characters in there, Looney Tunes as well. And some characters I don't know, which might be from anime or could be entirely new creations."

"The Wally Wood orgy?" Rachel asked.

"Have I not shown you it? It's a cartoon of all the Disney characters misbehaving because Walt's died and he's not around to control them any more. I'll show you it later."

"Before or after the blow job?" Julian enquired.

"There's inventory to be done if you don't behave yourself." Rachel warned.

Nathan Vincent still had all his hair, which had just enough grey in it to be distinguished. He carried more weight around his waist than his doctor would like him to, but he could afford to have suits cut to hide that. He didn't need any little blue pills to perform in the bedroom, and an Audi was the right mix of practicality, luxury and performance. His mid-life crisis was going well.

All he needed now was the younger woman, and she seemed to have found him. Jenny wasn't young enough to be his daughter. But she wasn't old enough that his son would call her a cougar, either. The age difference was more than enough to be inappropriate, and he would have it no other way.

If anyone asked, he would say their relationship was that of mentor and student. It wasn't that simple- she had come to him with the information he was about to use to make himself rich- but it wasn't yet sexual, either. That would change in the next few days, he was sure.

It was another late night session, as they prepared their play. She was at his dining table, poring over photographs and old reference books, learning even more background about their score. Her deep black hair was piled up on top of her head, held in place by crossed pencils threaded through it. The look was so effortlessly practical in appearance, that it must have taken a long time to perfect. The thick, wavy strand that hung down from her brow, bouncing when her breath hit it, was likely calculated as well.

She was trying to look at ease, perfectly happy to be here, in his house, late at night, working with him. He thought he might love her for the effort she was putting into the pretence. "Are you absolutely sure I can't get you some wine?" he asked, as he took the seat beside her at the table. He had a cut crystal glass of single malt in his hand. A little Dutch courage before he asked her to stay the night.

Jenny looked up from the book that had her engrossed. As if noticing the strand of hair for the first time, she brushed it back, and tried to twine it around one of the pencils. She smiled at him, but he was drawn to her dark brown eyes more than her lips. "Oh no. I couldn't. I have to get home. I mustn't have any alcohol if I'm to drive." Arthur hadn't pinned down the hint of an accent she had. There was the occasional, almost musical, lilt to her voice, as she put the emphasis on inflections others would slide past.

The little voice in Vincent's head told him that this was the point in the script where he suavely brought up the subject of his spare bedroom, and told her she wouldn't be putting him out at all if she stayed. Then there would be some wine for her. A chat about things other than art missing since the Second World War, and her being charmed into the main bed rather than the spare one.

He smiled back at her, and took a long sip of whisky instead. "Of course. Most sensible."

She did want to sleep with him, he was certain. There was the coquettish laughter at his jokes, the way she listened so intently when he talked about art, and how he kept catching her looking at him when she thought he didn't notice. But this was a big job they were working on. It could make both of them the equivalent of several years worth of income, possibly even millions of pounds. So, it made sense that she was concentrating on the preparation so much.

There would be time for celebrations when they had pulled off the job and collected their rewards. There would be champagne, good food, perhaps an expensive hotel, and the lovemaking he knew they both wanted. For now, going over the details one more time couldn't hurt.

Arthur took another sip of whisky, then pulled an old, battered, German book on art toward himself.

There was an agreed form of celebration for when one of Joe's original works sold through On The Wall. Julian would not have been surprised to find out how close it was to his suggestion.

But sales had fallen through before, so the ritual could not be acted out until after the art was in a shipping box, and on its way in exchange for payment. Tonight, on the promise of finalising the sale the next day, they could have a pre-celebration of an ordered in Chinese meal, and cuddling up on the couch.

Rachel was rushing to deal with her emails before the food arrived, so that she could drape herself across Joe's lap when they had finished the meal, without a worry until the morning. "The sooner we get the broadband fixed in the shop, the better." she complained.

"Make up a tale about losing a sale because you couldn't show a customer the full inventory." Joe suggested, coming through from the kitchen balancing plates, mugs, cutlery, and bottles of beer. He laid them out on the small dining table, and went back to uploading photographs from his camera onto the huge desktop PC which served as art station, media centre and expensive source of ambient heating. Rachel hadn't complained about Tiny's mass after the first time they had watched a Blu-ray film on the big monitor. She still preferred curling up on the sofa with her netbook for anything that wasn't cinematic though.

Apart from clicks and the occasional beep, silence reigned for the next few minutes. Then Rachel let out a rather theatrical sigh. "Trouble?" Joe asked.

"Maybe it's more of an annoyance than a trouble. Holly says we'll be playing host to a pre-sale meeting tomorrow. It was set up by a dealer we know. He needs somewhere secure for the buyer's agent to assess the paintings, and he decided to volunteer the shop."

"How does that work?"

"We'll have to close for a few hours for a private showing. The seller will come along with their paintings, and the agent will have a good look at them. A physical once over to go with all the details of provenance they'll have exchanged already. We'll provide tea and biscuits and play the good hosts. They may seal the deal there and then, or they may need to go away and sort out terms later. And we'll get a fee for our time."

"That doesn't sound too troublesome."

"I know the dealer. He's a bit of a...." Rachel paused to consider her description. She nodded, satisfied with her choice of words, "He's a bit of a cunt. He tried to get me into bed after Kevin dumped me. He got me drunk and played on my insecurities. It nearly worked. And when it didn't he blackmailed me, threatened to take all his business elsewhere and to talk shit about On The Wall, if I told Holly."

"Bastard."

"Yeah."

"You could let Julian handle it."

"And let him win? Not a chance." The doorbell rang. Rachel opened her purse and pulled out a twenty pound note. "But if you could be there, just to stop me slapping him...."

"Of course." Joe took the note and headed for the door. "It's fightercise on Wednesday. You can save it all up, and take it out on the poor old punching bag."

Joe pressed the trigger and let the bit spin for a moment. The cordless drill was charged up, on a medium torque and loaded with a Phillips screwdriver bit. He was balanced on a small stepladder, ready to liberate his painting from the wall. "Ready?" he asked Julian.

"Ready." Julian had his hands under the bottom right corner of the painting, ready to ease it to the floor as the screws came out. Joe lined up the first of the screws.

They were constructing a shipping frame around the painting when Marcus turned up. Tall and overweight, he unfolded himself from the back of a black cab, pulling a suitcase and a shoulder bag after him. He appeared to be bickering with the driver, an argument which must have started as soon as the vehicle pulled up. Julian put the drill on the counter, about to head for the door. Rachel looked up, shook her head at the argument on the pavement and suggested, "Let him ask to be let in." Julian shrugged and went back to putting the frame together.

Rachel deigned to acknowledge Marcus the second time he knocked on the glass of the door. She stood slowly and sauntered over to release the lock, barely registering Marcus' presence as she walked back to the counter. "Lock the door behind you." she told him when he was already several steps across the floor. Joe tried to suppress a smile at the expression which crossed Marcus' face before he grudgingly turned back to deal with the door.

Marcus dropped the case in front of the counter, and started complaining. "I can't believe what he wanted to charge me. This isn't London you know. I thought everything was cheaper in the North."

"I'm sure it is." Rachel managed, closing the portfolio she had been looking through.

"That's not going to be here when the seller arrives is it?" Marcus pointed at Joe's painting, almost completely enclosed in its frame now.

"Probably not. But there's other art to be put up. I'm sure the seller won't mind." Rachel told him. Marcus exhaled, putting as much effort as possible into making the sound dismissive. "Anyway, this is Julian and this is Joe."

"Oh yes, your artist." This time Marcus tried for contempt. Joe smiled it off.

"My artist." Rachel said it with a hint of dirty thoughts. It didn't matter whether Marcus picked up on it, it made Joe feel warm inside. "So when is the seller arriving? And the expert?"

"They've both messaged me to say they'll be about half an hour." Marcus made a show of looking at the expensive mariner's watch on his wrist.

"Okay. Well, we'll carry on packing the art up. We'll bring the partition out from the back wall if we've got time, and set up the comfy chairs and coffee table so that you can do any deals back there, out of sight of the street." Rachel winced, realising she was being a good host to this man she despised. Her good customer service habits had overtaken her anger for a moment. She didn't offer him a cup of tea, and left him to sit on one of the small leather couches under the art as she directed Julian and Joe.

The packing case was soon finished and sealed up. Rachel had documentation that went in a clear envelope to be taped to the side of the case. They left it against the wall the painting had previously hung on, and Julian and Joe started rearranging the rest of the shop. The partition came out from the back wall, halfway across the shop floor, and the couches and coffee table were moved around behind it. All the while, Marcus watched, looking as if manual labour made him queasy. He moved to the couch again as soon as it was behind the portable wall.

Rachel was about to consult with Julian and Joe on which paintings to bring out of the store room to replace the one they had just taken down, when the seller arrived. There was a squeal of tyres, and they looked up to see a Bentley pull up across the road. "Those are double yellows." Julian noted optimistically.

"It'll never happen." Joe told him, "The sort of knob who can afford a car like that is somehow invisible to traffic wardens."

The driver and passenger stood beside the Bentley, waiting for a break in the traffic. The driver led the way when the traffic thinned sufficiently. The passenger followed, carrying a large, vintage suitcase. Rachel was about to head to unlock the doors when Marcus shooed her off. "This is my deal. Kindly don't get in the way. And make us some tea."

Rachel headed for the back office via Joe and Julian. "He is a cunt isn't he." commiserated Joe.

"Didn't I tell you."

"Still want me to stop you hitting him?"

"Sadly, yes."

Joe followed Rachel into the kitchen, whilst Julian stood behind the counter, arms crossed, watching the interaction between Marcus and the two newcomers. 

The driver was clearly the seller. He had a new money look that almost tipped over into cliché- expensive casual, with chinos that sported knife edge creases, a polo shirt which probably set him back triple figures and a merino sweater draped over his shoulders, the arms tied loosely across his chest. He had a blandly attractive square face, which sported a tan that looked genuine, smoke lensed glasses, and perfect white teeth. The only detail which rang false was the diamond stud in each earlobe.

The man with the suitcase wore a dark suit, which was twisting and creasing as he did work it wasn't suited for. He had the harassed air of a lackey who wasn't sufficiently appreciated, but followed the orders he was given, nonetheless.

Marcus shook the seller's hand enthusiastically, then indicated the partition and the couches behind it. They sat facing each other across the coffee table. The man with the suitcase struggled along behind them, putting it down on the low table when the seller pointed at it. He moved it as directed by the seller, until it was in a position where it could be opened and Marcus could look inside easily. The lackey withdrew, and stood very close to the door, waiting for the next order.

Rachel and Joe had decided not to spit into the pot of Earl Grey, and had even found matching cups. They even broke into a new pack of biscuits and filled a plate with them. Joe placed the tray on the coffee table with more grace than he felt was deserved Then joined Julian and Rachel by the counter.

"So, the buyer is here soon?" the seller asked, accent thick. He sounded Russian or Eastern European. Joe felt a chill. Rachel was flashing back to the same memories as well, as she took his hand in hers and squeezed it.

Shortly after they had first met, Rachel and Joe had witnessed a gunfight which had left one man dead and another seriously wounded. They had been held hostage by the two men- both Eastern European, though no-one had ever told them which country in particular- before the gun deal gone wrong that had resulted in the shooting. Any accent that seemed to originate in a former Soviet state could still make them think of those events. To hear the accent in the shop was particularly shocking.

But it was silly to be scared by a rich guy who had just come in to sell some art. Neither of them was letting go of the other's hand just yet, though.

"The buyer is sending an art expert, to examine the works and give his judgement on them. If he is happy, then he will inform the buyer, and we will be able to go ahead with the sale."

"You do not trust the paperwork I have given you?" Even through the fear that their memories had stirred up, Rachel and Joe could hear the concern in the seller's voice. He could have put an edge on the question that sounded threatening. Perhaps he had wanted to. But he was worried that the sale he had arrived to negotiate might fall through.

"The paperwork is perfectly okay. But the buyer wants to have their expert vouch for the current condition of the pieces." Marcus had the squirrelly look and squeaky voice of someone seeing his commission slipping away. Both these men were desperate to do a deal, though, and would do what it took to force the sale to happen.

"They will find nothing is wrong with the art. Look." The seller leant across to slide the buttons
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