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  Foreword



MIKKY DOS SANTOS THRILLERS

ONE DYNAMIC FEMALE PROTAGONIST — THREE THRILLING PAGE-TURNERS

The first three Mikky dos Santos International Crime Thrillers are available in one incredible deal!




Follow Europe’s most cunning art thief, forger, and amateur sleuth as she tracks down priceless antiquities and foils nefarious plots, all while shocking the people she meets with her ruthless attitude and elaborately-inked body.




MASTERPIECE
Mikky dos Santos leaps onto the London art scene like Mick Jagger as Jumpin’ Jack Flash. She’s playing the long game, waiting for her neighbor to die so she can steal nice Mrs. Green’s Vermeer. But some other art thief gets there first—one who’s not about to let a sweet old lady stand in the way. And they’ve unleashed Mikky’s wrath by killing her. So now it’s another long game—one of “who do you trust”?




BOOK OF HOURS
A dear—but dangerous—friend tracks Mikky down and asks for her help in authenticating a beautiful and possibly priceless medieval prayer book, a Book of Hours. Suddenly, Mikky finds herself caught up in someone else’s web—a deadly game played out across three countries.




STOLEN SCRIPT
Mikky can’t wait to jump on a plane when she hears her dear friend Simon needs someone to fly to Greece to locate a priceless 900-year-old Torah scroll. She lands in Greece only to discover a constellation of nefarious characters who all seem to have their own ideas about the fate of the scroll. And then the lawyer representing the Torah’s donor abruptly disappears…




Fans of female sleuths from Kinsey Millhone right up to THE GIRL WITH THE DRAGON TATTOO will fall for Mikky. Also for aficionados of the YA series HEIST SOCIETY, and the sly Jennifer Crusie novels. And if Mikky could learn to trust her team, she’d fit right in with the crews of OCEAN’S 8 or GOOD GIRLS.



★★★★★ “A thoroughly enjoyable read - Janet is a natural storyteller who creates compelling characters. Highly recommended.”

★★★★★ “Fascinating and refreshingly different.”

★★★★★ “Great series!! Carefully crafted characters in art world offer thrills and intrigue.”




★★★★★ “Offbeat and edgy female protagonist a hit!”




★★★★★ “A great series!!”







  GOLDEN ICON – THE PREQUEL



Josephine Lavelle, a once-famous opera singer, has one last opportunity to resurrect her career and earn the right to perform again on the world’s most prestigious and celebrated stages.

But her fight for the future she craves is derailed when her ex-husband forces her to take possession of a solid gold icon, part of a secret hoard of art treasures stolen by the Nazis, that dangerous men are prepared to kill for.

As well as determining the fate of the Golden Icon, Josephine must come to terms with her past, and fight for her own life. If only her choices were simple …




For your FREE copy subscribe to my newsletter: https://www.subscribepage.com/janetpywell







  Masterpiece



MASTERPIECE - A MIKKY DOS SANTOS THRILLER




NOT EVERYONE GETS A CHANCE AT A FORTUNE. BUT SHE’S ONLY ONE TINY BURGLARY AWAY…




Forger Mikky Dos Santos leaps onto the London art scene like Mick Jagger as Jumpin’ Jack Flash—landing smack in the middle of the crime genre as a tattooed, amoral, ruthless badass who’ll steal your heart with one hand and lift her neighbour’s Vermeer with the other.




Janet Pywell has created a breathtaking new protagonist in Heavy Metal t-shirts and a virtual bodysuit of shocking tattoos—as exhilarating as a new Lisbeth Salander, only with more and meaner tattoos. She has an equal amount of attitude, yet underlying it all, a longing for human connection that makes you love her despite her own best efforts.




She’s had a hard life, and she’s learned from it—now she wants to move on, and she’s got a plan. When her professor told her she’d never make it as an artist, but she could be a world-class forger, she didn’t hesitate—from that moment; it was a life of crime for Mikky Dos Santos.




But it’s her soft heart that gets her in trouble. She’s playing the long game, waiting for her neighbour to die so she can steal nice Mrs Green’s Vermeer, but she’s developed a soft spot for the old lady.




No problem so far—who says you can’t be friends with your mark? She’s not even going to touch the painting till Mrs Green’s past caring. But some other art thief gets there first—one who’s not about to let a sweet old lady stand in the way. And they’ve unleashed Mikky’s wrath by killing her.




So now it’s another long game—one of “who do you trust”? Not her roommate and closest friend. Not Mrs Green’s relatives. Not a certain sinister journalist. And definitely not her uninvited but intriguing new friend, an oddly clingy celebrity who won’t go away despite Mikky’s many rebuffs.




Rich glimpses into European cities, a savvy feel for the international art world, an electrifying female sleuth who blasts into your life like the Heavy Metal bands she was raised on. With a stunning twist at the end, this is just one of a few of the joys of this refreshing new mystery series.




Fans of female sleuths from Kinsey Millhone right up to THE GIRL WITH THE DRAGON TATTOO will fall for Mikky. And those who can’t get enough of sly Jennifer Crusie novels, the YA series HEIST SOCIETY, movies like OCEAN’S 8, and shows like GOOD GIRLS will be instantly hooked.




With a background in travel and a love of and fascination for other cultures Janet Pywell creates a strong sense of time and place, taking the reader from England (London) to Germany (Dresden) and to Spain (Mallorca).  
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  Epigraph



In the early hours of the 18th March 1990, two men dressed as Boston police officers duped security guards into letting them inside the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum. The guards were tied up and the thieves stole thirteen pieces of artwork at an estimated total value of $500 million. 




These original pieces of art have never been recovered and the case remains open and unsolved. Vermeer’s The Concert was one of the stolen pieces.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




“It is good to love many things, for therein lies the true strength, and whosoever loves much performs much, and can accomplish much, and what is done in love is well done.”

Vincent van Gogh




I begin work early, and I am finished by mid-afternoon. I leave the museum and take the bus home, marvelling at the scene of London around me; queues of traffic, roadworks, diversion signs, scaffolding, and people – lots of them. A businessman talks animatedly into his phone, a young girl with a nose stud like mine stands laughing while waiting at a bus stop, and a builder with a half-eaten sandwich dodges between motorcycles. It’s that particular time of the year and one of my favourites – nearly the end of November, and a perfect autumn afternoon. The day has been sunny with clear blue skies, but a sharp wind blows now as it begins to get dark and - as I leave the bus at Kew Bridge and walk along the towpath – headlights are switched on, and there is a yellow glow across the river.

The air is fresh on my face, and I kick leaves, watching them rise and fall, revelling in their crunchy crispy sound. It reminds me of the north of Spain. I was young – probably seven or eight years old – when we spent a winter in Pamplona. I remember walking through the romantic, French-styled Parque de la Taconera, filled with tropical trees, monuments, fountains, and exotic flowers. I had watched amber and rusty-red leaves falling from rows of robust chestnut trees. Most afternoons, Mama left me in the Iglesia de San Nicolás while she went to buy food in the supermarket or stopped at a café or bar; I wandered between dark timber pews, staring up at replicated biblical scenes carved in wood, stained on glass, or painted in oils. The pungent smell of incense still lingered after Mass, and it tickled my nose and made me sneeze. It’s a smell that has always comforted me. The church was my refuge. It was my sanctuary from a chaotic life; constantly moving home, moving on, accompanied by continuous rock music, discarded bottles of beer, and the smell of black tobacco that clung to Papa’s clothes and scraggly beard.

On the river two ducks chase, skim, and glide across the water before braking, their wings outstretched, to land on their ski-like feet.

I shake my head as unwanted memories tumble together, confusing time and place, trying deliberately to block out my past. I decide to drop my camera bags that I’m carrying back at home, and then head out to start my Christmas shopping. Better get it finished. I might even buy a present for Papa, maybe a heavy metal CD or a book on motorbikes. Then there are the small gifts I will buy for Javier’s family in Madrid, his parents and younger twin brothers.

Approaching my flat, I pause at the garden gate, my hand on the latch. Mrs Green’s milk and newspaper are still on her doorstep. I frown, walk up the path to her front door, and ring her bell. 

There is no answer, so I slide my camera bags down onto the floor and bend over to peer through the letter box. I take out my mobile and dial her home number. I hear it ringing inside. It continues to ring while I peer through the front window, cupping my hand against the glass.

‘Mrs Green?’ I shout through the letterbox, then press my ear to the flap, but I hear nothing. ‘Mrs Green?’

There is no answer.

I open my front door, throw my bags onto the sofa, and walk across the open-plan lounge-diner to the kitchen.

My mobile rings and I fish it out of my pocket. Javier’s ordinarily soft voice raises with excitement.

‘Mikky – you’re not going to believe it! I’m shortlisted.’

‘Mrs Green hasn’t taken her milk or newspaper inside.’ I slide open the glass door that leads to a small paved patio area. ‘And there’s no answer from her landline.’ 

I pull a dining chair across the kitchen and drag it outside. A spider has nested, spinning the fence with an intricate patterned web that hangs with bulging, ripe drops of silver water. I place the spider to one side and push the chair up against the fence. 

‘What are you doing?’ he asks.

‘I’m standing on a chair looking over the fence into her house. I’m worried, Javier.’ 

‘Maybe she’s still in bed,’ he says.

‘You know she’s always up by seven. It’s the middle of the afternoon, and it’s almost dark. There’s no movement in there.’ Away from the mobile I shout, ‘Mrs Green?’

‘Maybe she’s gone out?’ he says.

‘Javier,’ I say, as if I am speaking to a wayward five-year-old child instead of a thirty-two-year-old artist. ‘Mrs Green is ninety. She never goes out. Besides, she would have taken her milk and newspaper in first. It’s still on the doorstep. There’s something wrong.’

I lean forward on tiptoes for a better view of Mrs Green’s house. The chair rocks, I slip and grab the fence. ‘Ooops—’

‘Mikky? What are you doing?’

‘Climbing over the fence.’

‘You mustn’t. Call the police.’

‘There’s no time …’

‘Mikky, my portfolio is shortlisted for the Italian commission …’

I pause with my arm resting on the fence and scan the layout before me. 

‘Mikky?’ 

When I don’t reply, he says, ‘There are three finalists, and I’m one of them.’

‘Great.’

‘But you haven’t even asked me who I am going to paint. Ask me.’

‘Javier, I don’t have time—’

‘Josephine La—’ 

‘Good.’

‘The opera singer.’

‘Great.’

‘You don’t sound very excited for me.’

‘I’m worried—’

‘I may have to go and meet her. Imagine, Mikky, I might meet Josephine Lavelle – and guess what? If I do, you’re coming with me.’

I pause mid-stride. My leg is in the air, and I am about to straddle the fence, but it begins wobbling.

‘It says in the letter that I can take a partner, and so I’m taking you.’

‘I’m not going to Italy. I haven’t the time. I’ve got to go, Javier – I think there’s something seriously wrong …’ I have my hand on top of the fence, testing its robustness, not doubting my courage, only my technique. ‘Got to go.’

‘Mikky? What are you doing? Don’t—’

I place the mobile in my pocket, pull my long skirt between my legs, and lean forward to ease my right leg up onto the fence. The biker boots I’m wearing kick the wood, and a rogue nail tears my tights and cuts my thigh. I balance horizontally, but when the panels begin to wobble, I slide off. My knees buckle, and I tumble onto the patio in my neighbour’s garden, scraping the skin from my palms.

Winded, I cough and bite on my lip to absorb the pain. ‘Not very good spy material,’ I mutter, brushing myself down. ‘Not the next female James Bond, that’s for sure.’ I spit on my hands, wipe my fingers onto my black skirt and hobble toward the nearest window.

‘Mrs Green?’ I shout as I rap on the pane. ‘Are you there?’ I press my nose to the glass, scanning the interior of the kitchen. I have never been invited inside her house before. I don’t know the layout. Her home hasn’t been divided into two apartments like mine, one up and one down, so I guess she could be upstairs in one of the bedrooms. I go to the next window and cup my hand against the windowpane.

‘Mrs Green?’ I knock hard. The net curtains won’t allow me to see in, and the windows are all locked securely. Downstairs, all the rooms appear empty. I move away, but then through the middle pane, I think I see a shadow on the floor, illuminated by the yellow light of a streetlamp filtering in through the front window. It looks like she is lying in the hallway between the lounge and the kitchen. I hammer on the window, but the figure doesn’t move, so I take off my duffel coat, wrap it around my fist, and smash it against the glass. Nothing happens, so I unzip my boot and smack it against the window. On the third attempt, it cracks, and I use my elbow to splinter it, smashing, pushing, and pulling jagged shards of glass until there’s a hole wide enough for me to scramble through. I ease myself inside but catch my calf, and a slash rips open in my skin and blood begins to pour down my leg. I don’t pause, but instead heave myself harder through the gap and roll forward, landing face down on the carpet.

‘Oh my g—’ I whisper, crawling over to her.

She’s curled on her side, unmoving like a sleeping child, only a few metres from me.

‘Mrs Green? Mrs Green, are you okay?’ Her pulse is weak and she doesn’t move. ‘Mrs Green, can you hear me?’ Instinct makes me pull out my mobile and with bloody fingers I type in 999.

The operator’s voice is calm, and I answer her questions, but it’s as though I am merely acting a role, watching myself from above, from somewhere in the corner, up near the ceiling. While I wait, I smooth the old lady’s thin white hair from her mask-like face. She murmurs as if in a deep and troubled sleep, but she’s alive. Very gently, I rub her arm and hold her fingers.

‘Don’t worry, Mrs Green. You’ll be fine. The ambulance is on its way. You’ll be okay.’ This becomes my mantra that I repeat as I go into the kitchen. I wet a tea towel under the cold tap and press it against her forehead, dabbing her temples and wiping her cheeks. I test her pulse, then sit beside her on the floor and cradle her head in my lap, willing the ambulance to hurry. It seems to take ages until I hear a siren, then I lower her head onto my duffel coat so that I can go over and open the front door.

I stand aside for the ambulance crew to enter. 

The girl is dark and chubby. She has a colourful eagle tattoo on the back of her hand, and when she sees me looking at it, she says, ‘It fascinates everyone. It takes their mind off what’s happening.’

I nod. 

The boy is younger – in his early twenties. There’s a gap between his teeth, and he wears an earring with a diamond stud. He raises his voice to the old lady. ‘We’ll take you to A&E, Mrs Green. They’ll probably keep you in for a while.’

They ask me questions as they place her onto a stretcher. Once she is secure, and an oxygen mask is covering her face, the boy turns to me.

‘Let’s have a look at your cuts while we’re here. That one on your leg looks quite deep.’

‘I’ll be fine. It’s only a scratch. Will Mrs Green be okay?’

‘It could just be a blackout. Mrs Green seems to be coming round, but they’ll check her out fully at the hospital and make sure it’s not a stroke or anything more serious,’ he replies.

‘Has she got any family?’ asks the girl.

‘I believe she has a son.’

‘Right, we’d better get his contact details then. Would you have any idea where the lady would keep an address book?’ she asks. 

‘She probably keeps it beside the phone,’ I reply.

I wait in the street. 

‘They are estranged,’ I say, when the girl returns clutching a tattered address book in her eagle-tattooed hand.

‘What’s that?’ The boy frowns.

‘They don’t speak to each other – haven’t done so for years. Mrs Green told me they don’t get on,’ I reply.

‘Well, if he’s the next of kin they’ll have to speak now, won’t they?’ He grins. ‘No point in falling out with an old woman like that, is there?’

‘None at all,’ I reply. 

My mind is racing.

The ambulance doors slam shut like Mrs Green’s eyes, and I wait until it disappears, out of sight, before venturing back inside her house. I call a glazier from her landline. As I wait in the hallway for the voice on the other end of the phone to confirm the time of his visit, I listen to the gentle tick of an old grandfather clock measuring seconds and counting minutes. It whirls and chimes the half hour, and I drum the mahogany table with my nails to the rhythm of ‘Go with the Flow’, my favourite track by Queens of the Stone Age, that is carousing through my head.

My gaze travels over Mrs Green’s unfamiliar home, and I compare the layout to my flat next door. Her kitchen is at the back of the house where my bedroom is; it’s modern and tidy, with navy-blue units, and walls the colour of a dying daffodil. A comfortable rocking chair stuffed with knitted cushions has been placed at the window beside the back door, where she often sits and looks out at a bird table decked with multiple hanging feeders.

‘This afternoon at six-thirty,’ the glazier confirms.

‘Thank you.’ I hang up the phone. 

I walk to the front door, thinking of my plan and weighing up my options, and I slide the bolt shut. The lounge is cramped and dark, so different from my open-plan and modern design, and I wonder how she navigates around the room. There’s a chintz three-piece suite in the middle of the room, and four mahogany glass cabinet display cases along the right wall that house porcelain vases, snuffboxes, and silver cigar cases. 

When I flick on the table lamp, a pair of blue reading glasses and a stack of folded, cryptic Daily Telegraph crosswords tumble to the floor. I pile them back up and walk to a waist-high shelf to admire a cut-glass fruit bowl, a decanter, and matching glasses. I run my finger over a silver goblet; dust collects under my nail, and I blow it away. I pick up a two-foot-tall porcelain statue of a young naked woman reclining on a chaise longue with only a silk scarf covering her thighs and breasts. I examine its base, deliberately delaying the moment. I know it’s there waiting. It’s calling me. Then very slowly, unable to postpone the moment any longer, I look up. It hangs, where I thought it would, in an ornate gilt-edged frame above the white marble mantlepiece. Although my heart is pumping rapidly, I move very, very slowly and take a step closer. 

It is striking, stunning. It’s Vermeer’s The Concert.

With my hands on my hips, I stare at the work of art. The rest of the world is moving, but in this room, the time has stopped. I’m rooted to the spot, caught in a breathless moment of excited anticipation, and I want to savour it. I look at it from all angles, inspecting it from a distance, then up close and from one side to the other. Then, when I am satisfied, I unhook the oil painting and, for the first time, hold the masterpiece in my hands.

The painting shows three musicians; a young woman seated at a harpsichord, a man with his back to the viewer playing the lute, and a second woman to the right who is singing.

Unlike other artists, Vermeer allows the viewer the latitude to interpret the painting, to appreciate the girl’s absorbed yet relaxed pose as she fingers the keys of the harpsichord. The man playing the lute is only partially visible. Only a sash and a sword indicate his military status, but the second woman is elegantly dressed, and her gaze focuses on the sheet of music in her hands.

I tilt the painting toward the light. It appears that the woman’s bluish-green jacket has faded with age and her once ultramarine blue gown has degraded with time.

Taking a step back, I hold the picture at arm’s length. At the forefront of the painting, on the left, is an oriental carpet. Vermeer regularly depicted carpets from Iran and Turkey, and the black-and-white-patterned marble floor on the right was typical of those found in wealthy houses during the seventeenth century, and true to form, Vermeer has excluded any reflection that would usually have been evident. 

The painting measures sixty-nine centimetres high by sixty-three centimetres wide, but the gilt-edged frame is a cheap replica. I turn it over in my hands, noting the state of the canvas and looking for evidence of its provenance. 

I turn it to the front again and take a deep breath. The detail is exquisite. The two paintings hanging on the wall behind the trio are symbolic of the scene played out; a rough Arcadian landscape contrasts with the ladies’ genteel beauty in the foreground, and a splendid tree represents Mother Nature, all typical themes of famous seventeenth-century songs and poems. 

Frowning, I tilt the canvas to the light for a closer look. The second painting behind the trio is The Procuress by Dirck van Baburen, showing a young prostitute, a bearded client, and an older procuress with an open palm, who is soliciting payment. It is a work of art that is typical of Utrecht Caravaggism. I smile. I am Caravaggio’s greatest admirer.

The Concert is simply a work of genius, and I’ve seen enough authentic pieces of art to spot a fake. This artwork is genuine. It was one of the thirteen pieces stolen from the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1990 and on its own valued at over $200 million, only to turn up in a backstreet in Bruges two years ago.

Now it’s in my hands, and I have no intention of returning it to America or anywhere else, but I must be patient. I hang the painting back on the wall. I never imagined I’d have to save her; that was never part of my plan, but now I must wait – Mrs Green deserves that much.

I will move on and prepare for the next stage of my plan. I don’t know how much time is left, but I will be thorough and meticulous. With my heart beating wildly and my body racing with adrenaline, I return home to fetch my cameras and my props. My dream will come true. I will make sure of it. I see the future is about to change.

* * *

Less than a week later, my head is throbbing – too much Prosecco last night; my mouth is dry, and I’m tired.

‘You’ve been standing at that window for the past five minutes, Javier. What are you waiting for – a lover, or divine inspiration?’ I finish adding blue mascara to my eyelashes and then put on some pink lipstick.

‘Neither. It’s Salman.’

‘Who?’

‘Aaron’s youngest boy from the shop – I didn’t expect to see him delivering milk and The Daily Telegraph to Mrs Green this morning.’ Javier checks his watch. 

I slap my cosmetic mirror shut and walk over to stand beside him. We both peer through the white wooden shutter that Javier tilts to disguise our spying.

Salman pushes open our neighbour’s gate and takes four strides to the front door. He places the newspaper and milk on the ground, and as he closes the latch gate behind him, he digs his hands into his pockets and whistles Sam Smith’s ‘Stay with Me’.

‘She must be back at home,’ I say.

‘We’ll soon see,’ Javier replies. ‘Wait a minute.’

The Thames Road is misty. It’s waking up slowly, stretching into life with early joggers and slow-moving cars with yellow lights glowing like beacons at sea. A dog walker is dragged across the street by an excited terrier, and they disappear down the small alleyway to the river. The buildings opposite are the back of the two-storey houses, mews, and outhouses that face the Strand. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Strand-on-the-Green was a fishing village with fishermans’ cottages and boat-building sheds. As the residence of the Court at Kew became more fashionable, riverside public houses became popular. Some of the best barley grew in the thriving parish of Chiswick. At one time there were five malthouses nearer the wharves, where barley grain was delivered ready for transportation. 

Sometimes when I walk along the towpath, I close my eyes and imagine I’ve been transported back in time. I hear the workmen calling out and the banging of crates and boxes as they slam them onto the decks of the waiting boats.

‘Look,’ Javier whispers.

We both lean forward as our neighbour’s door opens. A white head of hair appears, then a paper-thin hand reaches out. Just as stealthily, she is gone. 

‘I wonder if she is better,’ I say.

Javier smiles triumphantly. ‘She’s back in her old routine. As regular as a clockwork mouse collecting the cheese.’

‘You’re turning into a stalker.’ I walk over to the kitchen and toss the remains of my coffee down the sink. ‘And it’s quite worrying.’

‘On the contrary, it’s my meticulous attention to detail, a tribute to the powers of my observation and accuracy. It’s why I’m such a great artist.’

‘You’re nosey.’

‘No, merely a professional; I notice everything.’

‘Yeah, a regular Inspector Clouseau; your talents are wasted, Javier – you should have been a detective.’

‘Did you notice her ring?’

‘No,’ I lie.

‘It looks like a huge diamond. Do you think it is real?’

I shrug, and he continues speaking.

‘Are you going to call around to her? You saved her life.’

I ignore him and busy myself, checking my bag for cameras and that my light meter is calibrated to match the sensitivity of my digital camera.

My head is thumping, and it reminds me of my first job at the El Museo Nacional Thyssen-Bornemisza, where I worked cataloguing and documenting fine art. Javier and I regularly got stoned and drank copious amounts of alcohol. Once, we even ran out of a restaurant without paying the bill and legged it across the Plaza Mayor.

‘I’m getting too old for hangovers,’ I say.

‘She never goes out. Never speaks to anyone.’ Javier turns back to gaze out of the window. ‘She reminds me of you.’

‘I go out.’

‘Only to work.’

‘We went out last night.’

‘That was only with Oscar and me for dinner. Mrs Green must have money to wear that ring. Was she ever married?’

I don’t want to answer him.

‘Was she?’

‘We’ve been through all this before. Why are you so fascinated with Mrs Green?’ I zip my bag shut.

‘I’d like to help. You know what it’s like in Spain; families look after the older members – look at my grandmother. She practically lives with us—’

‘She’s old, and she’s frightened of falling, and besides, it takes all her energy to come round here for a cup of tea.’

‘What’s her house like inside?’

‘Old and dusty.’

‘Where are her friends and family?’

‘I don’t know. Older people get like that, Javier. They don’t have many friends. Most of their peers have passed away. They lose confidence, and they don’t trust people – especially strangers.’

‘That sounds like you,’ he says with a smile. ‘Old and crabby and you don’t trust anyone either.’

I swing my bag onto my shoulder. It’s heavy – stuffed with lights, small props, and my cameras. Javier walks with me and opens the front door.

‘I was thinking about this place,’ he says. ‘It could do with being decorated. The walls in this lounge are, well, they look simply terrible. Apart from my creative masterpiece on the wall.’

We both gaze over to the far wall near the kitchen counter that divides the open-plan room. It’s a twilight Argentinian street scene that Javier drew with charcoal one drunken evening a few months after he met Oscar in South America. 

‘Why?’

‘If I get the portrait commission and if Josephine comes to London—’

‘I’ll think about it if you get it.’

‘Josephine’s mega—’

‘She’s just an opera singer, Javier. She’s not the bloody Pope,’ I interrupt.

‘If it was the Pope, then we would have to consider the ceilings and maybe replicate the Sistine Chapel,’ he says with a laugh.

‘It’s a rented flat. I might not be here that long.’

‘What? We’ve moved three times in the past eighteen months. You were obsessed about finding a place in this area. We can’t move out so soon. What do you think will happen – that we’ll win the lottery and live in Mayfair?’ He casts his hands wide in a dramatic gesture. His eyes have thick black lashes like mini sweeping brushes and I smile.

‘Come on. Open the door for me and get dressed. You’ve got work to finish just in case you get your famous commission.’

I hitch the bags further onto my shoulder. I’m able to carry their weight, but it’s a decoy. I don’t want Javier to see the look of excited anticipation on my face. Who needs the lottery? Stealing the painting next door is a far better challenge and much more exhilarating.

‘I was thinking ochre and pistachio green,’ he persists.

‘Feel free. Paint away, Picasso.’

‘I don’t do walls, my darling, only canvases.’

‘Maybe you should—’

‘What? Paint a portrait of your pretty wide mouth and bewitching grey-green eyes on the wall?’

‘Yup! That should do the trick. Should scare off any burglar.’

He laughs, and my bag bangs against the doorframe on my way out.

‘Don’t be late home,’ he calls. ‘It’s your turn to cook, and you need all the practise you can get.’

I don’t turn around, nor do I look back. I just raise my middle finger and point it back in his direction as I walk away down the path.

When I get as far as the corner shop, on impulse I turn back and walk up Mrs Green’s pathway, pressing her doorbell.

I stand in the cold, humming Iron Maiden’s ‘El Dorado’, beginning to wonder if she heard the bell chimes before I hear the turn of her key and the door opens.

‘Hello, Mrs Green, I saw Salman deliver your milk this morning. I’m so pleased you are home. Are you alright?’ I ask, smiling as I greet her.

‘Mikky! Hello, dear, will you come in?’ She opens the door a fraction and her soft, woollen, yellow dressing gown flutters in the breeze. She pulls the collar to her throat and shivers. Her pale face and rheumy eyes make her look old and ill.

‘I’m late for work. I just wanted to make sure you are okay. When did you get home?’

‘Yesterday afternoon, but I was so tired I went straight to bed.’

‘Can you manage? Is there anything you need?’

‘I telephoned Aaron yesterday, and Salman is going to run some errands for me later today.’

‘If you need anything, just call me.’

‘Thank you. That’s so kind of you, Mikky, but my son, Roy, is coming home to look after me. He’s moving in with his wife Annie and son Max.’

‘Oh… that’s good. Well, close the door, Mrs Green. Don’t lose all the heat. I left my phone number beside the telephone for you – just in case.’

‘I saw it, my dear, and I’ll settle up for the windowpane.’

‘No worries, Mrs Green, I’ll speak to you later.’ I wave and walk away, anxious for her to go back inside the house and stay warm. I need to think.

… my son, Roy, is coming home to look after me. 

I’m distracted, gazing at my feet, thinking about the implications that the arrival of Roy and his family could have on my plan. I can’t fail. Not now. I don’t see the bus, and it passes inches from my face. I jump back away from the kerb, cursing London traffic and the upcoming arrival of my new neighbours.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




“A painter should begin every canvas with a wash of black, because all things in nature are dark except where exposed by the light.”

Leonardo da Vinci


‘Landscape with Obelisk is being examined by Sotheby’s for authenticity,’ Phyllis Laverty’s voice comes from over my shoulder. ‘But I doubt the experts will agree. They rarely do.’

I bend my knees and lean forward, focusing on the painting in front of me.

‘Wasn’t it stolen?’ I ask. 

I focus the 50mm lens of my Nikon D7000 digital SLR camera to ensure a sharper image.

‘Yes, it was in the haul of the largest art theft in history. You know, the one from the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston, back in 1990. The thieves stole thirteen pieces that were collectively worth more than $500 million. Would you believe they found it in a garden shed somewhere in Kent?’

‘I hope your security is better here.’ I smile and lean closer to examine the painting on the easel. It’s the latest painting by a new artist, Marcus Danning, known for his flamboyant dress sense and wide girth. 

‘Do you like it?’ she asks.

‘He focuses on the exploration of illusion and has an exceptional eye for detail,’ I reply, hiding my dislike.

‘I think it’s very theatrical,’ Phyllis Laverty says. Her eyes squint from behind round, tortoiseshell glasses, and she holds a dangling string of pearls to her flat chest. She has a clipped voice with rounded vowel sounds.  

‘It’s a style borrowed from the past – a productive kind of retrospection – lavish costume and complex set design. I think his exhibition will be a great success.’

‘Each figure has been sympathetically reimagined,’ I agree. ‘It’s interesting, although I prefer the Old Masters and in particular Caravaggio.’

‘You don’t look the type for classical art.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, I suppose … your wild hair and the black—’

I continue taking photos. ‘My early days as a Goth,’ I interrupt. 

‘You could be quite pretty with a little makeover. Your wide eyes and large mouth could be toned down. I could get you a sitting as a model, if you like?’

‘No, thanks.’

My mobile vibrates and Hozier’s ‘Take Me to Church’ echoes through the gallery.

‘Sorry, Phyllis.’ I turn my back and answer irritably. ‘What is it, Javier? I’m busy.’

‘I got it, Mikky! Nico Vastrano just called. I got the commission. They want the portrait to hang in their gallery – in the Teatro Il Domo on Lake Como.’

‘That’s fantastic, but I’m working,’ I whisper, watching Phyllis Laverty circle the painting, stepping over lights and cables, hoping she doesn’t upset the balance of my recreation.

‘Do you know what this means?’ Javier insists. ‘The fact he’s phoned me personally. This offer could be my big opportunity—’

‘Tell me about it later?’

‘This is the breakthrough I need. I could get my work noticed at last. I will be famous—’

I hold my breath. Phyllis Laverty totters on maroon high heels, and she reaches out to the stone wall for support. She regains her footing. Her eyes never leave Marcus’s painting, and I exhale with slow control.

‘The other sponsor of the Teatro Il Domo is Dino Scrugli. Do you know who he is? He’s probably the most famous patron of art in the whole of Europe, and he likes my portfolio.’

‘Okay, so now I’m impressed. That’s fantastic.’

‘What if they don’t like it?’

‘Don’t be crazy—’

‘I was up against DiFusco from America and a Dutchman, Vanderflute who painted Caroline of Monaco.’

Phyllis Laverty looks over at me and waves a hand impatiently. 

‘I have to go.’ 

‘I can’t believe it,’ he purrs.

‘Well, you like opera and that crap music …’

‘It’s better than your rock rubbish. But why me, Mikky?’ he asks. ‘Why would they ask me? How did they hear of me? I know that my last portrait – Lady Rushworth – was reviewed in The Sunday Times but that was last year. They wouldn’t have seen that, would they?’

I shake my head, trying desperately to ignore the glassy tortoiseshell gaze from across the room. ‘I have no idea, Javier. But it could be to do with the fact that you have an amazing talent and you’re beginning to make a name for yourself in the art world.’

He groans. ‘My hands are trembling, Mikky. I’ll never be able to paint her. She’s my idol. My talent will vanish at the very sight of her.’

Phyllis coughs and combines it with another irritated wave in my direction.

‘Look, man up, Javier. Stay focused,’ I hiss into the phone. ‘You can do it, and you will do it. Listen, I do have to go now, Phyllis is waiting, but I’ll be home by seven and don’t forget, it’s your turn to cook – I’ll be starving – so get something decent for dinner unless you’re taking me out. We’ll celebrate.’ I turn off my phone and toss it into my camera bag.

‘Will you finish the work on time?’ Phyllis Laverty’s voice is crisp in the cavity of the empty gallery. Her purple lips move up and out, reminding me of the paper fortune teller I made as a child. 

‘The programme will be finished a week before the exhibition.’ I do not add that I am a perfectionist and plan meticulously. 

If only she knew.

‘Your reputation is excellent, and your references from the National Gallery were exceptional.’

I smile.

‘And, by the way, Mikky, I’ve been thinking – while you were on the telephone – and I want to reassure you that, unlike the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, thieves will not fool our security guards nor overcome the security system. I can confidently say that everything here is secure.’

* * *

When I arrive home, Javier is standing at the door. He has on his coat.

‘Mrs Green called in. She left this for you.’ He thrusts an envelope into my hand. ‘She said it’s for the window.’

‘Did you ask her in for tea?’

‘Yes, but she wouldn’t stay without you.’

‘Are you cooking, or are we going out for dinner? It is Friday – are we celebrating?’ I take the cash from the envelope and stuff it in my purse.

‘Indian takeaway – come with me. We’ll go and get it together, and I’ll tell you what Mrs Green said to me.’

‘So, what did she say?’ I ask, closing the door behind us as we set off to fetch the takeaway.

He hooks his arm through mine and pulls me playfully into the street. ‘She talked about Roy and the bait she’s used to lure him back into her life.’

‘What do you mean? He’s coming to look after her, isn’t he?’ I match Javier’s long strides and snuggle my nose under the collar of my coat.

‘Yes, but not because he loves her – it’s far more devious than that. It’s because she’s pretending she’s got an authentic Vermeer hanging in her house.’

‘What?’

‘It’s so funny. Roy’s moving in to get his hands on her money. He thinks her house is full of antiques. But she’s an intelligent old woman, and she knows exactly what he’s like.’

‘Is that what she told you?’

‘I told her she had better keep an eye on that big old diamond ring she wears,’ he says with a laugh.

‘Oh, my good—’

‘And she replied that the first thing she’ll do every morning is to count her fingers – I love her sense of humour. She is such a gem.’

* * *

The following Sunday morning, after we have returned from a long walk in Chiswick Park, Javier is standing in the bay window at the front of the flat with a glass of chilled Prosecco – a pre-lunch drink – in his hand.

‘They’re moving in,’ he says.

‘Stop stalking the neighbours,’ I reprimand, but I walk over to stand beside him. ‘What are you gawping at?’

Through the slatted blinds and beyond my miniature front garden, a powder-blue BMW is parked crookedly on the pavement. A broad-shouldered blond man with a trim beard is talking animatedly to a woman in the passenger seat. He looks older than her, probably late fifties. There is a deep crease between his eyebrows, and his mouth is moving in an angry sequence as he gesticulates wildly. Then he gets out of the car and carries a suitcase inside.

What will I do?

Javier tilts the blind. ‘He doesn’t look happy,’ he murmurs.

‘They never got on,’ I say.

‘You don’t look happy, either. You seem preoccupied the past few days.’ His gaze is on me, and his breath is sweet on my cheek.

‘I’m fine,’ I lie.

I walk over to the fridge and take out a chilled bottle of Prosecco. Outside in the garden, Javier’s friend Oscar is hammering my fence with nails. He is repairing the wooden slats I broke while climbing over it. His rhythmic tapping seems to accompany the pauses in our conversation.

‘Maybe the painting is the original. Mrs Green said the painting would make him come back,’ Javier says.

‘Don’t be ridiculous. She hardly has a stolen painting hanging in her house.’

‘I think we should find out. I want to take a look at it. Maybe we should speak to Roy or Mrs Green? Maybe we could negotiate its safe return to the museum. Maybe we could—’

‘No!’

‘Come on, Mikky. They may not know it’s the original, especially if she bought it off some market in the Borough. I’ve heard of that sort of thing happening before. Think of the notoriety and the fame that we would receive if we returned it.’

‘Let’s not get involved. You have too much going on at the moment with your commission.’

‘We should find an excuse to go around there and check it out—’

‘Mrs Green is only just out of the hospital, and I don’t want to get involved in her family disputes.’ I turn away from the window. ‘Besides, it can’t be the original. It was stolen from Boston over twenty years ago, and there’s no way it’s turned up on the wall of an old lady in Chiswick. Besides, it’s nothing to do with us,’ I add.

‘Perhaps I should speak to her—’

‘Javier, don’t go worrying her. There have been rumours and newspaper articles on the Internet. The Concert is now in Eastern Europe; they think it was swapped for drugs or something like that by the Real IRA. It will probably disappear from view,’ I insist.

‘A lot of artwork is traded for drugs or prostitution within the old Eastern Bloc countries. It’s a form of trading currency and, talking of newspapers, there was a small article in the Evening Standard about you rescuing Mrs Green.’ He holds out his glass, and I refill it.

‘I don’t know how they found out. The only person I can think of is the man who came to replace the glass in her window.’ I sip my Prosecco. ‘I don’t understand why it reached the evening paper.’

‘Well, I would like an article in the Evening Standard. I would love someone to write about me. Especially if I was a hero.’

‘Well, you would. Therein lies the difference between us,’ I reply.

In the kitchen, I place parboiled potatoes into sizzling fat. A sprig of rosemary cut from my garden tub has fallen into the oil, so I fork it back on top of the roasting lamb then turn the potatoes in the hot oil before shoving the dish back into the oven.

Oscar continues banging nails into the fence, and when he looks up, I wave.

‘Lunch smells delicious.’ Javier continues to stare out of the front window. ‘Look!’

I stand beside him and watch the scene in the street. In the rear of the car, a small boy with masses of blond curls sits with his face pressed to the window. His eyes wander over the row of Victorian houses where we live, and he appears remotely detached and disinterested. Annie, a delicate blonde woman in her thirties, unfolds her legs from the passenger side and opens the back door for her son.

‘She looks like a model,’ I whisper.

‘A stick insect,’ Javier murmurs.

Max escapes the confines of the car and runs excitedly up and down the small path with his arms spread wide as if he is Superman. His outstretched wings cause him to lean precariously, and he swoops back out into the street and straight into his mother’s leg, wrapping his arms around her thigh, which causes her to laugh.

She hands him a blue backpack and gives him an encouraging push toward the front door. He takes small steps, carrying it carefully in his arms, his pink tongue poking out of the side of his mouth.

Annie calls out, and Roy reappears. He bangs his fist on the bonnet of the car, slams the driver’s door and guns the engine. Annie pulls away just as the car bounces off the kerb and squealing tyres slice through the tranquil street.

‘Oh my god,’ says Javier. He turns to me with a frown. ‘What a brute! I hope he treats his mother better than that.’

On the pathway, Annie’s step falters. She levels a penetrating stare, and the shutters seem to disintegrate between us. My breath catches in my throat, and I remain motionless until I blink and the thin web breaks, and she moves quickly into the house.

Oscar’s voice comes from the patio at the back of my flat. ‘Any chance of another beer before lunch?’ he shouts. ‘This worker needs some refreshment.’

I find a Stella for Oscar and return to Javier’s side. He is standing in the middle of the lounge, staring at his charcoal drawing and lost in thought, until I refill his glass and then he smiles.

‘Did I tell you that a freelance journalist phoned me? He wants to do an ongoing interview while I’m painting Josephine’s portrait. He seems to know a lot about her. He’s a big fan. He wants me to talk him through the process. A step-by-step portrait guide and there would be a series of interviews and the television might get involved – perhaps even a documentary or something …’

‘Wouldn’t you have to ask the director?’

Javier frowns. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. Maybe I should mention it to Nico Vastano. He’s the theatre director.’

‘You can ask Josephine when we meet her in Italy,’ I say.

‘Italy? Who said anything about going to Italy? We’re going to Germany – to Dresden, the home of Stöllen cake and Christmas markets.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s where she lives now.’

‘Well, I would have thought the theatre would have to supervise all the publicity and interviews. They must have a press agent or a publicity person who can advise you.’

‘But he sounded so nice: funny and friendly. He’s asked me to meet him for lunch in Randall & Aubin.’

‘Wow – that’s your favourite restaurant – does he know that?’

‘The oysters are to die for—’

‘Not to mention the champagne,’ I add, and he laughs.

‘Why don’t you tell Dino or Nico that he contacted you? Then they can decide what they want to do. They might be glad of the publicity, or they may already have something lined up. If he knows Josephine Lavelle, then he’s probably her friend. What’s his name?’

‘Karl Blakey.’

I shrug. ‘Never heard of him.’

‘How would you have? You don’t like opera music anyway,’ he says with a laugh. ‘You’ve always refused to come to the opera with me. Remember that time in Madrid? I bought tickets to see The Barber of Seville, and you wouldn’t come. You went to a Foo Fighters concert instead.’

‘True. Wailing cats at the opera – not my thing. Can’t stand it – it’s all too phoney and unnatural.’

‘I hope you’ll be more polite when you meet Josephine Lavelle next week.’

‘Only if I can educate her on the merits of rock music.’ I take a few steps and play air guitar around the sofa, twanging my imaginary electric strings to the sounds of Meat Loaf’s ‘Bat Out of Hell’.

‘You’re a philistine.’

‘That’s true. But you would be, too, if you’d had hippy parents who rocked around Spain like gypsies blaring out The Rolling Stones, The Who and The Grateful Dead at full blast from a caravan that reeked of stale beer and cannabis.’

‘Well, I admit, my life was more conventional – much more boring.’

‘You had stability. You had a home and security, and copious amounts of money and love. My parents barely remembered to enrol me in school.’

‘I’m amazed you turned out so perfect.’

‘I was determined not to end up like them.’ I give him my best sarcastic smile.

‘I still think you should contact your father.’

I raise my palm. ‘Don’t go there.’

Javier has no understanding. He finds my past funny and adventurous. He’s never understood loneliness nor felt the exclusion of having no friends.

‘You always celebrated birthdays. You had a proper home. You don’t know what it was like to sing lullabies alone in the dark when a party was in full swing and the air was just a foggy haze. Your parents knew where you were. Not like mine, who didn’t bother to check that I had got back safely from the church before it was dark.’

‘You have to get over your past, Mikky. I’ve told you before, and I’ll keep telling you, you must speak to your father. He’s your only family. It will help—’

‘I don’t want to think about my past – and certainly not him.’

My mind focuses on my plan, but as we eat our roast dinner, my mind strays. I usually keep my past life firmly boxed in the deep recesses of my mind, but it has now been set free, and my resentment grows, stirring my emotions quicker than Macbeth’s three witches can utter their doomed prophecies.

As a child, we travelled all over the country. They promised I could make friends and have birthday parties at the next school. They said next Christmas we would be in a proper home and that there would be no more fiestas spent in the caravan, or on a beach, or parked in a stranger’s field. And they said next year there would be money for presents and we would have a proper meal cooked in a suitable home with a decent stove.

But there never was. My parents lied.

And then it was all too late anyway.

Trust doesn’t come easy to me, and I don’t believe anyone. I am different. I will not become attached to anyone or anything.

At the table, Oscar and Javier joke and tease. They are entirely at ease with each other and unaware of my inner turmoil. Javier’s brown eyes sparkle and his laugh is deep and happy. He is my oldest friend. But I saw how he betrayed Carmen. It was nine years ago, but I will never forget the hurt and damage he caused when he broke her heart. Everyone is betrayed in the end.

I will keep him away from Mrs Green and the painting. My immediate task is to find out what the set-up is next door. Then I will take action. I will be methodical, and get what I want. I always do – eventually.

On Monday morning, I’m working in a secured vault underneath London’s busy streets, in a room probably wedged between tube tracks, sewers and a multitude of other unknown quantities. But it is the silence I relish, the hushed reverence. It’s almost church-like but without the spiritual emotion, more like a library but without muted coughs, scratching chairs and squeaky footsteps. As I work, I am deliberating on the family next door. My planning and detail must be faultless.

I am rearranging the spotlight, tilting it slightly to eradicate the finest shadow in the right-hand corner. Precision and detail are imperative. A fraction of a millimetre can make all the difference.

‘Mikky?’

I turn at my name.

‘The Caravaggio is almost restored. It should be here by the end of the month.’

‘Before Christmas?’ I ask.

‘I do hope so.’ Sandra Jupiter is the museum’s curator. We have worked together several times, and we have a close professional relationship. She is a few years older than me – in her mid-thirties – attractive, and I think she is a tough woman who gets what she wants. ‘I would like to think it would be here by then.’

‘Brilliant.’ I have no doubt she will get it.

I roll up my sleeve, and I see her looking at the vibrant ink tattoo wrapped along my inner arm.

‘The exhibition is on the 4th February, so we have lots of work to do. Make sure you’re free. I will go over the schedule with you,’ she says.

I smile and nod. It’s more money, and it’s also my insurance just in case my plan is held up. ‘I’ll put the date in my diary.’ I tilt the light with my disposable gloves. I want to be left alone. I want to concentrate.

‘How’s Javier?’ she asks.

She knows him through his exhibition last year in a gallery off Bond Street. She purchased his portrait of Paco de Lucía, the world-renowned Flamenco guitarist. It hangs over the hearth in her dining room, and artists, exhibitors, and curators worldwide have all admired it.

‘Concerned about his commission – that it won’t be good enough.’

‘Why is he always so insecure about his talent?’

‘Do you know Dino Scrugli?’ I ask.

‘Dino was at my house for dinner a few months ago.’

‘Javier applied for a commission. Dino Scrugli is one of the patrons, but Javier can’t work out how Dino has heard of him. Perhaps he saw the portrait in your house?’

‘I don’t think I had it then. Javier’s exhibition was in May, but Dino came to me just before Easter. I remember he brought with him a gift of a Fabergé egg.’

‘Very classy.’

‘Dino has class. He’s from one of the best Italian families. His grandfather began collecting art, his father continued the tradition, and both of them left everything to Dino, who subsequently loans pieces to the Italian museums – for a small price, of course,’ she says with a laugh. ‘He’s only used to the best.’

‘Then I hope he likes Javier’s portrait.’

‘Who is Javier painting?’

‘It’s a singer, some opera star. I think her name is La Velle, someone or other.’

She holds her fingers to her throat. ‘Josephine Lavelle? Is she well enough? Wasn’t she injured quite recently?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I read about her in the newspapers. She has many admirers but also a terrible reputation. My goodness, Javier has done well. I think she will be a fascinating subject for a portrait.’

‘The Theatre Il Domo has commissioned it.’

‘Perhaps I should speak to Dino?’ Sandra likes to be well connected, and I have no doubt she will be on the phone to him as soon as possible.

‘That would be fantastic. I’ll tell Javier.’

‘What an opportunity – he deserves to do well. He is a talented and handsome man.’

I move as she speaks, lining up the painting that I want to capture with my lens. I would like her to contact Dino, but she wasn’t invited to the opening night of the theatre last year, and I wonder if they are as friendly as she claims.

‘Did you hear that Sotheby’s declared Landscape with Obelisk a fake?’ I ask, changing the subject.

‘Can art critics ever agree?’

‘It’s not so much up to them anymore though, is it?’ I say. ‘So much of it is now down to forensic science and X-rays, and experts can soon detect a forged painting.’ I stand back and stretch my neck muscles, flexing my arm muscles and wrist.

‘Thank goodness for modern technology,’ Sandra says, ‘or we would be in a right mess.’

‘And the Art Loss Register,’ I add.

‘Yes, that too; at least we can keep track of who owns what now, although there are still a lot of missing paintings – and many that certain collectors and dealers don’t want to come to light.’

‘It’s curtailed the acts of many shady art dealers,’ I agree.

‘But not enough; time and time again, there’s some unscrupulous art dealer somewhere who’s willing to sell a stolen painting for less than its market value. Think of the artworks that the Nazis stole that have been sold on for a fraction …’

‘Some of them will never come to light.’ A shiver of excitement runs through me, and I flex my shoulders to ease my shaking hands.

‘That’s true, or they turn up years later hanging on the wall of some obscure person who bought it at an antique market or who found it in a shed at the bottom of an ageing relative’s garden or such like,’ she adds. ‘And they don’t even know it’s valuable.’

‘So many stolen paintings are used as currency now for illegal drug trafficking or prostitution, and we’ll never see them again. They’re probably hanging on the walls of some oligarchs’ houses in Russia or somewhere, and they wouldn’t have any appreciation of their artistic value,’ I add. ‘They’re just possessions.’

‘I blame the unscrupulous art dealers. There are so many of them. They should close their businesses down.’

‘There’s no code of behaviour,’ I agree. ‘It makes it hard to establish a painting’s origins and authenticity. It’s no wonder the experts can never agree.’

‘It’s a moralless way to earn money, and it makes me so angry.’ She paces in front of me, and I wait until she stops before realigning the camera angle. ‘And it ruins the reputation of art dealers in general. I blame the forgers,’ she adds. ‘They’re just as bad. No wonder so many are sceptical of our judgement.’

‘Indeed.’

‘A reputation is the most important thing one can have, and once it’s tarnished, you never get it back. You might as well give up or go into hiding.’

‘A reputation is priceless,’ I agree.

Into hiding? Now that does seem like a good idea.

* * *

After lunch I go home, and I wait until I see Annie and Max leave the house; I’m singing ‘The Pretender’ like Dave Grohl and mimicking his guitar playing when Mrs Green answers her front door.

‘Mrs Green? How are you feeling?’ I give her my best smile.

‘Mikky? Hello, dear. What a lovely surprise. Come in – what a pretty plant.’

‘I would have popped in before, but I didn’t want to get in the way of your family moving in.’

She doesn’t seem to hear me. ‘I do love a poinsettia – a beautiful colour and so warm – it cheers the house at Christmas. Thank you, dear.’

‘How are you feeling?’

‘It’s lovely to be at home.’

‘I hope you haven’t come home too soon?’

My neighbour seems smaller. There is more colour in her cheeks than when I last saw her, but she still looks frail and tired. I follow her slow shuffling gait along the hallway, looking at the spot on the floor where I found her lying prone, and I risk a glance into the lounge. The Concert no longer hangs above the mantlepiece. The gilt-edged frame is gone.

My mouth is dry.

Where is it?

‘Have a cup of tea. Sit there by the window.’ She is wearing the big diamond ring on her bent wedding finger.

What has she done with the painting?

‘Roy seemed quite pleased when I telephoned him and told him that I wanted to heal the rift between us. He managed to get a transfer with his company in the north as they have offices near Heathrow Airport. He will still have to travel abroad quite a lot, but Annie and Max are happy here. Max has settled into the nursery school, you know, the one at the back here.’ She waves in the direction of the nursery tucked behind our homes.

I nod. ‘I often hear the schoolchildren in the playground from my bedroom.’

‘It’s lovely to have young people around me. I had forgotten how lonely I was.’

What’s he done with it?

The teapot is heavy in her hand, and I manage to grab the spout before it spills. She slumps into the rocking chair and spends a few minutes there, settling patchwork cushions around her hips.

Mrs Green sighs. ‘Oh, Mikky, I couldn’t go into a home and be parted from all my things. I don’t want to be with older people who are ill all the time or have nothing to say. I like to have all my little bits and pieces around me, and I enjoy television. What would I do with all my things if I went into a home? I couldn’t sell them. They’re not worth much, but they’re mine.’

She glances through to the lounge, and I follow the direction of her gaze. ‘I’ve had to put some of my favourite things away, the treasures that are dear to me. I’ve also hidden the Vermeer I had hanging in the living room, to keep it safe.’

‘Good idea, Mrs Green, but I hope you can still appreciate it?’

‘I’ve moved it into my bedroom. It’s not an original, of course, but the art dealer told me it was a good fake. It cost enough, but I couldn’t resist it; besides, I always dreamed of owning the real thing and this is the nearest I will ever get …’

‘I hope Roy doesn’t think it’s the original,’ I say with a laugh.

‘I’ve led him on a little, but it’s up to him what he wants to think. At least it might keep him interested in staying here – even if it is only for his inheritance.’

She screws up her eyes and peers at the blue tits on the feeders. Even when they fly away, she continues staring, lost in thought, while I stroke the ugly ragged scar on the back of my left hand and think of the trouble I’ve gone to creating my plan.

In 1994, a letter had been written to the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum promising the safe return of the paintings for $2.6 million, but the FBI had failed to negotiate. All communication then stopped, and nobody has heard anything since, but I
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