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			Chapter One

			‘My hammer’s up …’ Catherine Young, auctioneer and partner in Young and Johnson’s of York, cast her practiced eye around the jam-packed room once more, received a nod from her assistant Becky who was monitoring internet bids, and struck her gavel against the rostrum with a resounding thud. ‘Sold to Philomena Barker. The next item is lot 203 – a World War Two flight lieutenant’s leather kit bag and suitcase. The suitcase has an embossed leather panel with the initials SJEC. I have some early interest in this one and can start the bidding at fifty pounds.’

			The breath I’d been holding eased past my lips, my heart settling back into its usual rhythm. I wasn’t sure whether it was the thrill of the chase, the burst of excitement at locating something rare and special, or the knowledge that I’d won it at a price low enough to guarantee some profit, but auctions never failed to get the blood racing through my veins. And this was an exceptional piece – a letterbox from a country estate. It didn’t sound like much when you said it like that; after all, who gets excited about a letterbox? This wasn’t any old letterbox, though. It was a piece of social history masquerading as an oak box with gleaming brass hardware and a brass escutcheon hiding the keyhole into which, wonder of all wonders, fitted the original key.

			Victorian and dating back to the late nineteenth century, it was from a time when the great estates of England hosted house parties that lasted for weeks at a time and when those guests would scribe letters with their fountain pens rather than tap out emails on laptops. 

			On each side of the box were two vertical pigeonholes, one of which would’ve held sheets of parchment with the insignia of the house embossed on it; the other would’ve held the envelopes. Carved wooden spindles separated the pigeonholes and the letterbox itself, with a narrow drawer at the base for telegrams. 

			If I closed my eyes, images of the ladies of the house, with bustled gowns and ornately decorated overskirts and trains, retiring to the drawing room after the men had left with the guns and the dogs were vivid. Some would read – perhaps North and South by Elizabeth Gaskell or even Vanity Fair by William Makepeace Thackeray. Some might pick up a novel by one of the Brontë sisters – Charlotte’s Jane Eyre or Emily’s Wuthering Heights. More shockingly one may have reached for Anne’s Tenant of Wildfell Hall. Others would gossip – most probably about similar subjects that ladies today gossiped about – who’s in, who’s out, and who’s sleeping with people they shouldn’t be. They’d sew and drink tea, and do all those other things ladies of a certain class were bred to do in that era. They’d also write letters on the special stationery of the house and ‘post’ them through the brass encased slot on the top of the post box when finished, from whence they’d be collected by a butler entrusted with a key to the box and taken to the post office. The larger or more important the house, the more sought after would be a letter on the stationery from that house. There was no modern equivalent – perhaps a selfie with a celebrity? 

			That was what I loved best about being a dealer in antiques – the stories. A silver letter clip wasn’t just a letter clip – over its lifetime, it had held business deals and long-awaited news from home, tales of love and loss, hellos and goodbyes. That brass Victorian skirt lifter I’d just missed out on purchasing had saved the hems of many a heavy skirt from the dust and mud – and its owner from the frowns that a mud-spattered gown could inspire. It also allowed its wearer the freedom to stride out and perhaps even to play a game of tennis or croquet. The Edwardian silver vesta case that was up next had been responsible for many a warming fire, and the nineteenth-century embroidery sampler I won earlier this afternoon had probably been part of a young girl’s glory box and held all her hopes and fears for the future. Every piece that came into my stall was part of social history and told a story. And now this Victorian letterbox would join them.

			Not that it was my stall exactly – I was, however, along with another five dealers, co-owner and stallholder in Chipwell Barn Antiques in the village of Chipwell, about twenty-five miles northeast of York. It was one of those villages with a village pub – The Chipwell Arms – a church, a dozen houses and not much else, but it was home to me and Balthazar, my blue roan cocker spaniel.

			Gazing around the busy auction room I caught the eye of one of my colleagues, Eugene Ashton. He and his brother Ambrose specialised in military antiques and memorabilia – militaria, they referred to it – and lot 203 was their key drawcard in today’s program. Always immaculately turned out, you’d never see one of the brothers dressed for auction day in anything less than a full tweed suit – including waistcoat. Today Ambrose was in a colour that would’ve allowed him to blend in with the autumnal tones of the moors, while Eugene’s ensemble was in shades of pine green. Tomorrow, it could be the opposite. I would’ve suspected they shared a wardrobe except that Ambrose, who was, at seventy-five, the elder by two years, was portlier than his brother, the brown buttons of his moorland waistcoat straining to remain fastened.

			Ambrose’s face was set, his wire-rimmed glasses sitting low on his nose as if to peer over the top of them, attention focused on Catherine. As far as I could tell, he hadn’t yet raised a finger, and the bidding was between a bearded man in jeans and a black puffa jacket at the back of the room and an older man sitting in the front row. 

			‘Make no mistake, I’m selling at seventy-five pounds …’ said Catherine, and the man in the front row shook his head slightly, as did the man at the back. As she lowered the gavel to her bench, Ambrose lifted his finger.

			‘New bidder,’ Catherine announced.

			I ducked between the standing crowd at the back of the room and weaved through rows of chairs (apologising to those whose view I momentarily impeded) to where Eugene stood to watch the rest of the action.

			‘Sold!’ yelled Catherine a couple of bids later, tapping her gavel on the bench and moving onto the next lot.

			‘A good buy,’ I said to Eugene. ‘What do you know about it?’

			He flattened his grey hair in a gesture of self-satisfaction and said, ‘The name and rank – and the fact that he was a Yorkshireman by the name of St John Cunningham.’ He pronounced the name Sin-gin. 

			I gave a low whistle. That sort of provenance would add about twenty percent to the price they’d ask for it. ‘How do you know that?’

			‘When we spotted it in the catalogue, Ambrose did some research. Thank goodness for military records,’ Eugene said. ‘And his son is a client of ours,’ he added with the barest of smiles which, for the Ashton brothers, would be a wide beam from anyone else. ‘Remember Sir Antony Cunningham? From Chipwell Hall? He comes in every so often to see what’s new.’

			The first time I met Sir Antony, he was dressed in brown corduroy pants that looked as though they’d come straight off the (muddy) farm, boots that were in the same state and a flannel shirt where he’d done the buttons up crookedly. He’d popped his head into my stall looking for Ambrose, and we’d got talking about an oatcake drying rack that I’d had on display. When Ambrose walked in and addressed him as ‘Your Lordship’, I’d nearly choked on the tea I’d been drinking. When they were handing out the airs and graces, they’d skipped Sir Antony.

			‘Yes, I know him. He’s the one you sold that caterpillar club brooch to.’ The boys (even though they were both in their seventies, I still referred to them as ‘the boys’) had found the small gold brooch in a mixed lot box and had explained to me it had been awarded to someone who had been saved by the silk – meaning they’d been ejected from a falling plane and the parachute had saved them. If memory served me correctly, they’d paid ten quid for the box and made four hundred on the brooch.

			‘Aye, that’s the one. That kit bag and suitcase we just bought belonged to his father. He came down in France sometime late in the piece. He left a pregnant wife at home, so young Antony never met his father.’

			‘How come the Ministry didn’t return the bags to his widow?’ 

			‘That’s where it gets murky. His bags and other belongings were returned to her, but she was consumed by grief –’

			I almost laughed out loud at the deadpan expression on Eugene’s face so completely at odds with the drama of his words.

			‘– that she left the management of everything to St John’s younger brother, William, who inherited the estate when their father passed away not two years after St John was killed. According to Sir Antony, his uncle quickly got rid of everything that had belonged to St John.’

			‘Including the wife?’ I asked, equally as deadpan.

			‘No, he married her,’ said Ambrose matter-of-factly as he joined us.

			A chuckle escaped from behind my hand.

			‘Well, might you laugh, lass, but William and the widow had no more children, so Sir Antony inherited – and he’s been searching for information about his father for years. He’ll be well chuffed with this, he will.’ 

			As I always did, I smiled at Ambrose’s use of the term ‘lass’ – particularly since I wasn’t that much younger than them.

			‘Presumably chuffed enough to give you a premium price for it, I’m guessing.’ I playfully nudged at Ambrose’s tweed sleeve. 

			‘Oh away with you, lass,’ he said, opening his program. ‘That was a nice wee box you bought. Got a buyer for it?’

			‘No,’ I said. ‘I’ll pop it in the stall – although I love it so much, I might hang onto it. What else have you got your eye on?’

			Ambrose tapped his program. ‘This mixed lot. A few service badges, but a House of Parliament ashtray that’s a nice thing.’

			‘Made from the remnants of the bombed buildings?’ I guessed. When he nodded, I added, ‘They always do well for you.’

			‘What else are you interested in?’ Eugene asked me.

			‘Nothing much – just a nice little sampler and a sweet Edwardian silver stamp case I could imagine a fine lady taking from her purse or the drawer of her writing table. I saw a lovely pair of Regency pineapple bookends that I might have a go for, and in one of the final lots, there’s a promising looking painting of Whitby included with a box of other odds and sods. I have no idea what else is in it, but if the picture’s no good, the frame might be okay, and if the price is right …’

			‘And you do love a good rummage,’ said Eugene, pulling on his flat Shelby-style cap, which was in herringbone rather than tweed. ‘And that’s what I love about general sales like this – you never know where the next bargain will be hidden. Right,’ he said, buttoning his jacket, ‘I’m off out for a brew. Ambrose?’

			‘Aye, ta,’ said Ambrose.

			‘And you, lass?’

			‘No thanks. I’ll grab one on my way out.’ My phone vibrated in my jacket pocket. I pulled it out, checked the caller ID and scowled. 

			Ambrose chuckled and said, ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ before wandering back to his place against the side wall.

			I waved him goodbye and answered the call. ‘Hello, Stewart, what do you want?’

			‘Well, hello to you too, Philly. Where are you?’

			‘In York at an auction,’ I replied. ‘What do you want?’ I asked again through clenched teeth.

			‘Who says I have to want something?’

			I sighed, elbowed my way through the crowd near the door and pushed it open. Stepping outside, a blast of cold November wind sliced through me, and I balanced my phone against my ear while wrapping my scarf around my neck and zipping my jacket up. ‘Because you usually do,’ I said, shaking my head in resignation even though Stewart wasn’t there to see it.

			‘I was wondering … we’re in a bit of a spot … I wouldn’t ask if …’

			‘No, Stewart, I’m not picking your children up from wherever you told your wife you’d collect them from.’ I shook my head in exasperation. 

			‘I wouldn’t ask, except I’m stuck at work … you know how it is, Philly,’ he wheedled.

			‘And what do you think I’m doing right now?’

			‘You said you were at an auction,’ he said as if confused about the question.

			‘Yes, which, in case you’d forgotten, is my work. What’s Alison doing? They’re her kids, after all.’ 

			‘She’s been caught up in Harrogate – something about some curtains. You know how we’re doing up the front room?’

			‘Why would I know that?’ More to the point, why would I care? 

			‘I told her I’d pick the kids up, but something’s come up in a case, and I have to front a press conference. If you’re in York, it’s not far out of your way to get the kids and take them back to ours until one of us gets home. You wouldn’t like to see Reuben and Misty stranded at the school gate, would you?’

			‘Given they’re not my kids, I don’t really care,’ I said, although we both knew I did. ‘Christ,’ I finally said, ‘you haven’t changed, have you?’

			‘I’d be so grateful,’ he said.

			‘I don’t want your gratitude, Stewart; I’m doing this for your children and not for you or that child bride you left me for. Are we clear?’ 

			‘Alison isn’t a child bride,’ he protested.

			‘She’s not that much older than our children,’ I reminded him. ‘Alright, what time do I need to be at the school?’

			Stewart’s sigh of relief came down the line. ‘Three thirty.’

			‘I’ll be there, but I’m not taking them back to yours. I have better things to do with what’s left of my day than waiting around for you or Alison. I’ll take them back to Chipwell with me, and you can collect them from there.’

			‘But –’

			‘I don’t think you’re in any position to negotiate, Stewart. Take it or leave it.’ I looked at my watch; that mixed lot I was interested in would be coming up soon.

			‘I’ll take it,’ he ground out and hung up without saying goodbye.

			I smiled briefly at the thought of Stewart sitting in his office, scowling at the phone, rubbing at his forehead in frustration. Stewart didn’t like it when things didn’t go his way – he never had. Not that it worried me one way or another what Stewart liked these days – he’d abdicated that privilege ten years ago when he left me for Alison, his personal assistant (oh, the cliché) and twenty years his junior. What did she see in him anyway? Fine, at fifty-nine, he was still good looking, his steel-grey hair making him look distinguished rather than old, and his daily six am run or cycle ensured his body was still in good shape. Maybe it was the power, or illusion of power, that came with his job? Whatever it was, Alison adored him – and Stewart did like to be adored.

			Sliding the phone into the back pocket of my jeans, I made my way into the saleroom in time to hear Catherine announce, ‘And now we come to lot 270, a mixed lot comprising a late nineteenth-century oil painting of Whitby harbour, artist unknown but of the British school, and sundry household items. Do I have any interest at fifty pounds? Forty? Who’ll start me at twenty? Come on, the frame has to be worth more than that …’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Half an hour later, I was out of the salesroom and heading north towards Easingwold in my battered but loved light green Landrover, Libby. Secured safely in the boot were my purchases – the country house oak letterbox, the pineapple bookends (that I was contemplating keeping rather than selling), the box of odds and sods I couldn’t wait to rummage through when I got back to Chipwell Barn and a few other bits and pieces. After I’d paid Becky for the goods, I’d had a quick rifle through the box and felt that telltale ripple of excitement – the something indefinable that made my heart beat faster and the hairs spring to attention on the back of my neck when I inspected the painting. As I lugged the boxes to the car, I was already thinking of the art reference books I’d be consulting tonight – there was something about that painting that was worth more than the fifty pounds I’d secured the lot for, I was sure of it. 

			For now, though, I had Stewart’s children to pick up from school.

			While I’d never collected the children from school before, Stewart and Alison had previously listed me (and my son Ryan and his husband Jordan) as an emergency contact, just in case. Luckily, I also had child car seats from occasionally looking after Ryan’s four-year-old twins. I’d also attended enough family events for Reuben and Misty to know me well enough not to be phased when they saw me waiting for them at the gate. 

			‘Philly!’ Five-year-old Misty ran full pelt towards me, stopping only to throw her arms around my jean-clad legs. ‘We get to ride in Libby!’

			‘You do,’ I said, ruffling her chestnut pony-tailed hair.

			Reuben, at eight, was more restrained but submitted happily to a solemn handshake and a kiss on the top of his head. ‘Are you taking us home, Philly?’

			‘Better than that,’ I said, opening the back door for Misty. ‘I’m taking you to the barn! Mum or Dad will pick you up from there.’

			‘Yay,’ sung Misty. ‘Do we get to see Bally and Rochester?’

			‘You do,’ I said, starting the engine after making sure both were strapped into their seats. Misty was possibly the only person in the world – other than his owners, Ambrose and Eugene – the cranky cat tolerated. Jet black, you could normally find Rochester sitting regally on his special cushion in pride of place in their stall, with a benign, yet superior look on his face. His favourite game was to lie across the entrance, waiting for someone to pass by – at which point he’d languidly reach out a paw and scratch the unsuspecting shopper. Poor Balthazar was petrified of him, and Ambrose and Eugene were forever apologising for Rochester’s antics, but he was part of the Chipwell Barn family. 

			‘Do you think there’ll be cake?’ asked Reuben as we pulled out of the school car park.

			‘I’m sure there’ll be cake. Ginny baked muffins this morning – there’s bound to be some leftover,’ I said.

			‘What type of muffins?’ Reuben asked.

			My brow furrowed. ‘Banana muffins, I think.’

			‘I think banana muffins are my absolute favourite muffins,’ said Misty, her serious, almost-grown-up expression on her cherubic face reflected in the rear-view mirror.

			‘You said that chocolate ones were your favourite,’ said Reuben.

			‘Well, they were last week, but this week it’s banana.’

			The two of them carried on in this vein for most of the drive back to Chipwell, bickering about nothing and thankfully keeping their hands to themselves. I tuned out to their chatter, my thoughts again on the painting. Even though it hadn’t been attributed to any specific artist, there could be a signature below the frame – it wouldn’t be the first time that had happened. I’d take it out of the frame and see if there was anything on the canvas that gave me a clue as to its provenance. Then again, I might be wasting my time – after all, the Yorkshire coast, in particular Whitby, Staithes and Robin Hood’s Bay, had been popular with artists for hundreds of years, and plenty of examples came through the auction houses and dealerships. Even this painting had obviously come from a house clearance somewhere, so who knew how many similar views were languishing in attics around the county, their only value being historic – or the price of the frame.

			The sun dipped below the horizon, casting an almost lilac light across the scene as we drove into the gravel car park at Chipwell Barn. I unbuckled Misty – Reuben declaring he was quite capable of removing his own seatbelt, thank you very much – made sure both children had their coats on and let them free to run inside the barn while I followed loaded up with my purchases.

			Pausing at the open double wooden doors, I took a second to appreciate what we’d created. A traditional Yorkshire stone-built barn, we’d replaced the dirt and stone floors with wooden floorboards, exposed and stripped back the structural beams and whitewashed the walls, leaving us space for five dealers and a café.

			Off a central walkway were our stalls. Heading down from the left, my space was first. While I filled my cabinets mostly with vintage china, glass and jewellery, I had a soft spot for art and kitchenalia – the sorts of products that would’ve been at home (no pun intended) in the Victorian and Edwardian kitchen. 

			Beside me were Ambrose and Eugene and their collection of (mostly) coins and military items. If it had any connection to military history – no matter how tenuous – they were interested in it. Some of the most obscure objects we’ve had come through the doors of Chipwell Barn have found their way into Ambrose and Eugene’s cabinets. Only last week they showed me a tatty leather satchel that held a rusty pile of what looked to be a lethal-looking barbed wire that, with the addition of two pieces of wood, became a trench saw. The short story is that most non-commissioned soldiers carried one for when they had to dig a hole or get out of trouble in a hurry. The long story was much more involved, with both brothers becoming extremely animated in the telling.

			Simon Bridges filled the rear of the barn with furniture. If you were after a card table, a tea table or any sort of chair, he was your man. Simon loved the textures and natural ageing of wood and, while he was a gentle man, had been known to raise his voice when a piece came through his door where someone had thoughtlessly scraped away the patina of a hundred years of wear. Perpetually untidy, with once mousy hair that was now liberally peppered with grey and flopped haphazardly over his eyes, he wore his reading glasses on a chain around his neck (yet was constantly searching for them) and reminded me of a dog who, from time to time, forgot how tall he was. Simon lived in well-worn jeans and a succession of band T-shirts – few of whom I’d ever heard of – and ate more food than anyone I’d ever come across, at least some of which inevitably ended up on his clothes.

			Henry and Tamsin Proctor occupied the opposite corner. Their garden ornaments and, for want of a better term, agricultural bric-a-brac, sprawled out of their space and into the garden behind the barn. In their early forties, they’d met in high school and married while still teenagers. I didn’t think I’d ever meet a couple more obviously in love as these two were; if I wasn’t so happily divorced (and contentedly single), I might’ve envied them that. They finished each other’s sentences, punctuating their conversations with a touch of the other’s hand or arm. Tamsin was tiny and blonde, with bright blue eyes. Her 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. She reminded me of the actor Felicity Kendal in the old TV show The Good Life – about the couple who decided to live off the grid. As for Henry, well, he was just Henry. Of medium height and stockily built with dark, thick, wavy hair and big brown spaniel-like eyes, Henry was, aside from Simon, one of the gentlest men I had ever met – which made him an absolute pushover for customers after a bargain. Luckily for their bank balance, Tamsin had a strong will and could haggle with the best of them.

			Next up was Isobel Mayfield. Bell’s specialty was antique and vintage clothes, fabrics and accessories and, like me, the magic for her is in the story. She gives each of her pieces a name and can look at a 1930s tea dress and imagine the life of the woman who wore it. If asked, she’d give you the backstory she’s created for each garment – for some dresses, she’ll write that story on a little card and include it in the tissue paper she carefully wraps each purchase in. She put most of her items online and sells her garments all around the world – some buyers coming back again and again for those special cards.

			Finally, across the hall from me at the front of the barn, Ginny Wilding ran the barn’s tearoom selling soups, pies and baked goods. She baked whatever she felt like baking, so every day’s menu was a surprise. All anyone knew was that there’d be cake, scones, maybe a muffin, a pot of soup and always a pie or savoury tart. Ginny’s Yorkshire cream teas, served in my vintage china and eaten from furniture supplied by Simon, were something special indeed, and people came from far and wide for them.

			Everything in the café was for sale – from the vintage china and bric-a-brac (usually supplied by me) to the furniture (Simon, Henry and Tamsin) and table runners and cloths (Bell). As a result, the café looked different from week to week and that, plus the constantly changing menu, had resulted in the café becoming a destination in its own right – and we all benefited from that. Customers would come for coffee and a cake or one of Ginny’s amazing pies and find their way into our stalls afterwards. In the warmer weather, we set out tables and chairs (from Henry and Tamsin’s store) for patrons to enjoy the views over the hedgerows and across the fields to the Howardian Hills, and at this time of the year, the couches by the wood stove were in high demand. 

			A few years younger than my fifty-eight, Ginny liked to describe herself as vertically challenged but horizontally gifted – and by that, she meant nothing sexual. She was instead referring to the circumference of her waist. I preferred to think of her as comfortable. With hair that was still mostly brown and cut into a shoulder-length slightly wavy bob, when she smiled – which was often – her brown eyes twinkled; and when Ginny laughed, her mouth wide open, her hands clasped beneath her generous chest, you couldn’t help but laugh with her.

			Some people are like the Dementors in the Harry Potter novels – they suck the joy out of every situation and leave you feeling that the world is grey. Ginny was the opposite – she left everyone she met feeling happier just by being in her brightly clothed presence.

			Right now, she was charming Stewart’s children. 

			‘You two sit yourselves down,’ she said, ‘and I’ll get you both a hot chocolate.’

			‘With a marshmallow?’ asked Misty.

			‘Absolutely,’ she beamed. ‘And it just so happens that I have two banana muffins left.’ She tilted her head to the side and raised her eyebrows. ‘I don’t suppose you know anyone who might like to take them off my hands?’

			‘Me,’ cried Misty, her hand shooting up in the air.

			‘I will!’ chorused Reuben. 

			‘Thanks,’ I mouthed to Ginny. To the kids, I said, ‘I’m just going to take these across the hall and find Balthazar, so you two stay here with Ginny, okay? I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.’

			‘I take it Alison lets them eat cakes and hot chocolate,’ Ginny whispered for my ears only once she’d given the children their muffins. 

			‘I assume so,’ I said dismissively. ‘I’ve never asked.’ I shared a complicit grin with her and walked across to my stall with a box balanced on each hip. 

			Placing them on the counter, I crossed the hallway to Bell’s place and whistled softly to Balthazar who had been curled up on the cushion Bell keeps especially for him. After stretching luxuriously, he bounded across to me, his ears flopping and tail wagging. I bent down and gave him a hug that he tolerated for a couple of seconds and a tummy rub he insisted on prolonging.

			‘Thanks for keeping an eye on him,’ I said to Bell who was sitting in a wing-backed chair busy sewing an oversized gold button onto a crimson velvet jacket. As she usually was, Willowy Bell was dressed entirely in black with black ballet flats. Bell always finished her outfit with a shawl – the colour of which reflected her mood for the day. If she was feeling on top of the world, her shawl would be in shades of orange and yellow; serene would mean the colours of the ocean; dramatic would result in sequins, velvet and chiffon. Very often she’d complete her look with a hat from her collection of vintage accessories – a fedora one day, a cloche the next and a bucket hat or a beret the day after that. I always wished I could wear a hat the way she did, but being not many inches over five feet, with short, tousled curls, hats made me feel even shorter and left my hair in a weird helmet shape.

			With the poise and grace of an ex-dancer, Bell glided rather than walked. When I first met her (so long ago that I was still married to Stewart), I used to feel dowdy and clumpy next to her. These days it didn’t worry me – I am what I am, and she’s who she is. She wouldn’t feel right in the jeans and Chelsea boots or wellingtons that are my working uniform, and I wouldn’t feel comfortable in hers.

			‘No problems – it’s been a quiet afternoon. Did you get the letterbox you were after?’ 

			‘I sure did.’

			She looked up from the jacket, her eyes assessing my face. ‘And something more?’

			‘Yes, a few bits and pieces and a mixed lot box. There’s a nineteenth-century oil of Whitby harbour in there and goodness knows what else.’

			‘But it’s the painting that has you interested,’ she guessed.

			‘The hair stood up on the back of my neck,’ I said, knowing she’d understand exactly what I meant.

			‘I see. Let me finish this, and I’ll come take a look.’

			‘Don’t hurry, it will still be there tomorrow. I had to pick up Misty and Reuben from school. Ginny’s doing what Ginny does best, but I’d better get back to them.’

			‘Feeding them and keeping them entertained, I assume. How come you had to collect them? That was last minute, wasn’t it?’

			I grimaced and balanced my bum against her counter. ‘Don’t go there. Nice chair – one of Simon’s?’

			‘Yes, it came in this morning. Arts and Crafts, he said, and I think this fabric is a Liberty print.’ Bell stood, laying her sewing on the counter, so I could see the upholstery, a riotous cottage garden with sunflowers, Queen Anne’s lace, bluebells and a host of other flowers I didn’t recognise against an ink-blue background.

			‘I think you could be right,’ I said, ‘but I don’t think it’s original.’

			‘Maybe not, but it is beautiful. Depending on how much he wants for it, I might buy it off him,’ she mused, the forefinger and thumb of one hand pinching her chin, her hand on her other hip, her shawl (black with embroidered roses) slipping off her shoulder. 

			I chuckled softly. ‘I’d better go and see what these kids are up to,’ I said, patting my leg for Bally to follow – which he did, crossing to the other side of the hallway to avoid Rochester.

			I need not have worried about the children. Both now had their hands around massive mugs of chocolate, their mouths stained brown. I chuckled to myself when Reuben wiped his mouth with his jumper sleeve. Alison wouldn’t like that – not that she’d say anything to me about it. Where possible, she tried not to say anything at all to me. After the twin’s birthday party one year, I’d commented on it to Ryan. He and Jordan had invited Stewart, Alison and the children – as they did to every family event. There was, after all, no getting around the fact that Stewart was Ryan’s father and the twin’s grandfather.

			In any case, after they’d left this particular day, I’d made a (admittedly, snide) comment about how Alison had barely said a word to me, and Ryan snapped. 

			‘Are you surprised, Mum? She’s intimidated by you.’

			I’d taken a step back, both in surprise at his tone of voice and at what he’d said. ‘How can you say that? I’m the one he left,’ I said.

			‘Maybe, but you were there for all the important things in his life. You had two children with him, and you shared a career with him in the police force until he was transferred to York. You run your own business, you’re independent and capable, and you stand up to Dad in a way she never would. Instead of snarking about her, you should feel sorry for her.’

			That was me put in my place. Ever since, I’ve tried to put her at ease and not give her any reason to feel inferior. Even so, I couldn’t help smiling at the children’s messy faces – both would need a bath when they got home. 

			Ginny was cleaning up around us, wiping down the counter-top, collecting any stray pieces of crockery, when Alison breathlessly burst through the doors. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, moving to hug the children. ‘My appointment in Harrogate went over time, and then there was an accident on the A59 near the ring road and –’

			‘Alison’ – I smiled to put her at her ease – ‘it’s okay, the kids are fine, and they’ve been fed.’ Albeit chocolate and muffins.

			She smiled tentatively and took a few breaths, her shoulders dropping and forehead smoothed of the frown she’d worn when she arrived. ‘Thank you for collecting them, Philly; I know it’s an imposition, and Stewart wouldn’t have asked, but –’

			I waved away her thanks. 

			‘It sounds like you’ve had quite the afternoon,’ said Ginny. ‘Why don’t you sit down and have a brew before you go?’ 

			‘Thank you, but I can see you’re all packing up, so I’ll be on my way.’ 

			As she spoke, Simon and Bell waved their goodbyes and let themselves out, closing the door behind them.

			‘It’s no problem,’ I said. ‘You need to calm down before you get back in the car.’

			‘I’ll be fine –’ she said, interrupted by a knocking at the door.

			‘That will be Simon forgetting his car keys again,’ said Ginny with a knowing grin. ‘I’ll go.’

			‘Okay, kids,’ Alison said. ‘Let’s get packed up.’

			‘I want to play with Bally some more,’ said Misty.

			‘I think Balthazar wants to go home and have his own tea,’ said Alison.

			Ginny soon returned with a large stranger in an ill-fitting suit and crooked tie. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘we’re closed.’

			The man held up his warrant card. ‘Mrs Barker?’

			When Alison and I answered simultaneously, he looked from one to the other. Alison’s cheeks glowed with embarrassment, and I just chuckled. ‘I’m sorry, Inspector’ – I took a closer look at the warrant card – ‘Dawkins. We’re both Mrs Barker, but this Mrs Barker is married to your boss.’ I waved my hand towards Alison, and the inspector swallowed hard. 

			‘My apologies, Mrs Barker,’ he said uncomfortably to Alison. ‘I didn’t recognise you.’

			‘That’s perfectly fine, Inspector Dawkins. I’m sure you weren’t expecting to be confronted by two Mrs Barkers.’ Alison smiled gently at him, putting the man at ease. ‘The other Mrs Barker is teasing you.’ That was me scolded. 

			‘No,’ he conceded, ‘I certainly wasn’t expecting two Mrs Barkers. I’m here to see Mrs Philomena Barker.’

			‘Which would be me.’ I stepped forward, more curious than anxious. 

			‘We’ll leave you to it,’ said Alison. ‘Thanks again for collecting the children, Philly, and thanks for feeding them, Ginny.’

			‘You’re very welcome. Inspector, would you like to come this way?’ I waved my hand towards my stall, ignoring the curiosity in Ginny’s stare.

			‘I’ll be off too then,’ said Ginny. ‘See you tomorrow.’

			I held up a hand in farewell.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			‘Please take a seat,’ I said, indicating the pair of oak captain chairs with dark brown leather seats that were the only seats in my space this week. ‘How can I help you?’ He sat, but before I did, I said, ‘I haven’t offered you a tea or coffee yet – would you like one?’ After being married to a police officer for over twenty years – and being one for part of that time – I had no discomfort talking to one.

			‘No, thank you, Mrs Barker –’

			‘Please call me Philly,’ I said, studying him closely. With close-cropped hair, thinning at the temple and liberally sprinkled with grey, I placed his age somewhere close to mine, late fifties, possibly early sixties. His hazel eyes looked kind, but the puffiness below them spoke of long days and broken nights, and the furrows on his brow ran deep. I knew first-hand how hard the job was that he did every day and the scars that sort of stress left. Stewart had always been ambitious and could rise above it; I had a feeling this man had not been able to do that. 

			He wore no wedding ring – not that that meant anything these days – but there was something in his attitude that suggested he was single now, but perhaps hadn’t always been. Divorced maybe? While large, in both height and breadth, he was solid rather than overweight, something which his navy suit obviously struggled with. There was also something familiar about him. 

			He nodded politely. ‘Alright, Philly,’ he said slowly as if he had to think twice about addressing the boss’s wife, no matter how ex, by her christian name.

			‘Now we’ve got that settled; what can I do for you?’

			He took out his notebook from the inside pocket of his jacket, and again, I had the feeling we’d met before. I wrinkled my nose as I tried to place him. ‘We’ve met before, haven’t we?’

			‘Well, yes, but –’

			‘No’ – I held my hand up to silence him – ‘let me think. I’m normally good with faces – especially if they’ve bought things from me in the past – and you have bought something from me, haven’t you? Not here, though …’ I held a finger in the air as it came to me. ‘It was at the fair last summer, wasn’t it? I had a stall, and you bought a … an art nouveau toast rack!’ I caught his eyes for confirmation, and he nodded, his smile bringing his otherwise ordinary face to life. ‘It was a beautiful piece in fabulous condition – hallmarked silver, wavy lines. Lovely. You have good taste,’ I said, unsuccessfully hiding my smile as his cheeks coloured.

			‘And you have a good memory,’ he said, shifting slightly in his chair. ‘Which leads me to the reason I’m here. There’s been a spate of fake antiques doing the rounds and –’

			‘Again? What is it this time? You’re seeing me rather
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