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CHAPTER 1

The tiny dinosaur’s head emerged, peering with its beady eyes at the modern world. At first glance its body seemed covered in translucent scales, but on closer inspection the scales revealed themselves to be tiny fragments of glass, each one rounded as if by the motions of the sea. The creature was entangled in string. A muscular tail poked out, adorned with a postage stamp. Wherever this dinosaur was going, it was getting there by first-class mail.

Lena Szarka gave the statue a quick dust, careful not to disturb the string or the stamp. Even if it looked messy by her high standards, everything had to be just as the artist had crafted it: Pietro Agnoletti insisted on it when he hired her to clean the Agnoletti Archer Gallery in Islington. It didn’t matter how ridiculous Lena found the apparent works of genius. Her professional reputation depended on it.

Lena began to dust a hedgehog crafted from rusty nails. ‘“Tormented Illusions” is a victory!’ declared Pietro, standing behind her. ‘It is our best exhibition for years.’

It took a moment for Lena to realise Pietro wasn’t speaking to her. Instead he was orating to an imaginary crowd, likely practising for the reception this evening.

‘Today you will sell this animal, maybe?’ she suggested, hopefully.

‘Putting together an exhibition is like painting a masterpiece,’ Pietro continued, full of rapture. ‘Each painting is a brush stroke. They must all be different, but each must work with its neighbour to create a beautiful whole, a “Tormented Illusion”.’

Lena wished that she could clean the tetanus-trap hedgehog in peace. She had been delighted when she’d landed this client for her new agency, Lena’s Cleaners, but the combination of the delicate and dangerous sculptures, the terrifying price tags and Pietro’s constant orating was starting to make her wish she’d upped her rates.

‘This will be the exhibition that will see A Study in Purple find its place in the heart of a discerning buyer,’ said Pietro, gesturing to the fiercely priced painting that dominated the right-hand wall. ‘And we are lucky enough to have the immensely talented artist, Trudy Weincamp, here this evening to tell you how she came to paint this delight. This whole exhibition has been built around her work of genius.’ Pietro paused, and looked to the painting. ‘Her larger pieces dominate a room in the MOMA,’ he continued. ‘But we have A Study in Purple right here in Islington. Her work is iconic. How often can you buy an icon for £84,000?’

Lena still couldn’t believe something that didn’t have three bedrooms and an acre of land could cost that kind of money.

Pietro’s phone rang. He stopped practising and disappeared into the gallery’s small office. Lena breathed a sigh of relief and got on with her cleaning. She ran her cotton duster over the top of an enormous clay eyeball, casting its judgemental gaze over A Study in Purple from its home in the middle of the gallery. Lena stood back for a moment, trying to appreciate what could cause this painting to be so valuable. It was about a metre square, and she knew from the small sign next to it that it was oils on canvas. But when she stared at it, all she saw was a mess of interlocking red circles and giant blue tadpoles battling it out to fill a purple triangle.

She shook her head and gently dusted the top of the frame. As she did so, she surprised a spider, which disappeared behind the painting. Although she had nothing against spiders, cobwebs were a definite no for Lena, certainly not on the night of the gallery reception. Carefully she levered the painting away from the wall and reached her duster around the back. She tutted at the rust that was on the tacks behind it – one had a pattern that reminded her of an elephant waving his trunk. The spider scuttled away from her. Lena carefully allowed the painting to rest back against the wall and went in pursuit of the spider. It was too fast for her and she let it escape to a tidy hiding place. She went to the store cupboard instead to fetch the mop.

She needed to find more clients, she thought to herself for the hundredth time that week. Since her mother had insisted on her hiring a cousin who’d left Hungary and found herself adrift in London, it had become hard for Lena to find enough work for the two of them to do. Her little cleaning agency was small and new, and was really only meant to be her for the moment.

Simon pushed open the door. His shoes squeaked on the exposed wooden floorboards.

‘Why didn’t you tell me Trudy Weincamp was coming?’ he said. ‘I’m supposed to be the manager of this gallery, yet I had to find out from a client! Oh, it’s you,’ he added, seeing that Lena was alone. ‘Where’s Pietro?’

‘I tweeted it last week,’ said Pietro, emerging from the office. ‘How you think you can manage a gallery without even having a Twitter account, I’ve no idea.’

‘I see you every day,’ said Simon. ‘You could have told me.’

‘It’s quite a coup, getting her here to our little gallery. I know you think I was mad for snapping up In Purple two years ago, and you’re right it is taking a while to sell. But you’ll be eating your words after tonight!’

‘We’re not ready for an artist like Trudy to see it here,’ said Simon. Lena looked at him. He was pale and always looked a picture of misery. Even his voice sounded grey. ‘It’s not hung right. It can’t breathe in that horrible ebony frame you use for all the paintings.’

‘Stop fussing,’ said Pietro. ‘I know these receptions aren’t your thing, but this will be our best yet. Everyone’s coming. I’ve prepared a killer of an introduction. Sebastian’s is catering. My wife has a new dress. All will be well.’

‘But the walls are the wrong shade of white,’ continued Simon, ‘like I keep telling you. They need to have more grey to offset the brightness of the colours. What will Trudy think of us?’

‘Leave Trudy to me,’ said Pietro with a wink. ‘Remember when she visited our art school?’

Lena began to dust an enormous Perspex foot with a Campbell’s Soup label stuck to its heel. The ground floor was her favourite part of the gallery. The basement had a few paintings displayed, but more in messy piles still covered in bubble wrap, and collections of frames and assortments of odds and ends yet to be fitted to their perfect pictures. She’d tried to rearrange it more neatly but Pietro insisted a little chaos was the sign of a good gallery. Upstairs, the first floor was dedicated to paintings, sculptures and handmade ornaments, all of butterflies. It was furnished with two sofas, a coffee table and a selection of art books. Pietro called it his chrysalis lounge. But this long room on the ground floor was definitely the smartest. She liked working at the back of the room best. When it rained, she could hear the pitter-patter of the drops on the glass roof, marking out time in irregular rhythms. And with the exception of the hedgehog, it was by far the easiest to clean.

Lena went to the kitchen and filled the bucket with water, squirting in her homemade wooden-floor cleaner: vinegar with a dash of ylang ylang for the scent. She didn’t know whether they would succeed in selling that painting, but the floors would be as clean as hundred-year-old wood could hope to get.

Pietro gave A Study in Purple an approving look. ‘I knew buying this masterpiece was the right thing to do,’ he said, breaking Lena’s reverie. ‘It’s genius. Just look at the vibrancy of the colours, the vivacious energy, the redolence of the symbolism. It’s a celebration of creation, of life itself, yet at the same time death is present. I’m not sure I can bear to part with it. The sense of movement is divine.’ He shut his eyes for a moment, swaying in time to a silent music. ‘I can practically see the brush strokes dancing.’

Lena looked back at the painting. It just sat there. Perfectly still.

Pietro, however, was far from still. He twirled round, knocking the mop from Lena’s hand. It flew towards A Study in Purple. Lena, heart in her mouth, leapt in an attempt to catch it but she was too late. It struck the frame with a sickening thump of wood on wood, sounding like an instrument Lena had briefly learned to play in nursery school. Water from the upturned bucket flooded the floor.

‘Leaner!’ shouted Pietro, rhyming her name, as he always did, with cleaner. ‘The painting!’ He rushed towards it.

‘Keep still,’ commanded Lena, having a vision of Pietro slipping in the water and breaking his neck. He obeyed. ‘And my name is Lay-na.’ She was starting to think that calling her agency Lena’s Cleaners was a mistake. The British seemed much too fond of a rhyme.

Lena stepped carefully towards the painting. The mop had only struck the frame, leaving a tiny indent.

‘I can’t look,’ said Pietro, his hands over his eyes. ‘Is the painting ruined?’

‘The painting is fine,’ said Lena. ‘There is only a mark on the frame,’ she said. ‘A tiny mark.’

Pietro breathed out heavily. ‘You need to be more careful, Lena!’ he exclaimed. ‘That was almost a tragedy.’

Lena opened her mouth to object to being blamed for his ridiculous little dance but then shut it again. She needed this job. ‘I am sorry,’ she said, glaring at Pietro.

‘No harm done,’ said Pietro, looking a little guilty. ‘All’s well that ends well.’

Lena used the mop to wipe up the spilt water, wringing it out into the bucket.

The gallery phone rang. Simon disappeared into the back room, returning a few moments later looking concerned.

‘That was Sebastian’s,’ he said to an expectant Pietro. ‘They have cancelled the catering. Apparently there was an issue with their last invoice. You know how fastidious they can be.’

‘A disaster!’ exclaimed Pietro.

‘Should we postpone?’ ventured Simon. ‘I don’t see how we can have a champagne reception with no one to serve champagne.’

‘I can do it,’ said Lena, suddenly. ‘And my assistant. We can serve the drinks.’

Both men looked at her. There was silence for a moment.

Then Pietro embraced her. She wriggled uncomfortably, his linen shirt crumpling in her face. ‘The show must go on!’ he declared.

‘And the canapés?’ asked Simon.

‘Fromage d’Or!’ said Pietro. ‘I’ll call in a favour with Jean-Marie. Ah, it will be exquisite. I’m sick of those overpriced, miserable so-and-sos from Sebastian’s anyway. Leaner, sorry, Len-na, is our saviour.’

‘It will be twenty pounds an hour,’ said Lena, totting up sums in her head. ‘Each. Four hours minimum. And I put flyers for Lena’s Cleaners on the front desk.’

‘That’s what I like about you,’ said Pietro with a laugh. ‘Your continental directness reminds me of myself. None of this British reserve like poor Simon here. He wouldn’t ask for a sausage in a butcher’s shop!’

‘You were born in Wiltshire and went to Eton,’ objected Simon.

‘My blood is Italian,’ Pietro replied. ‘I can trace my lineage back to Raphael.’

Simon scoffed. ‘Really? You’ve never mentioned it.’

Pietro laughed. ‘Perhaps I am a little too proud,’ he said. ‘But I’m sure if Lena here was a descendant of Franz Liszt, she would remind us of that regularly.’

‘The only famous thing in my family,’ said Lena with a smile, ‘is my mama’s chicken paprikash.’


CHAPTER 2

That evening, Lena looked around the gallery and smiled. She’d given the floor another mop, getting rid of the evidence of the day’s visitors. There were freshly cut orchids in bowls dotted around the place, reminding her of the gift PC Cartwright had given to her when she was recovering in hospital after she’d been shot. To her these flowers were far more beautiful than anything else in the gallery, £84,000-worth of A Study in Purple included.

Fromage d’Or had done themselves proud on the catering. They had wisely declined Pietro’s unappetising request to provide completely purple food, but there were burgundy shavings of beetroot adorning the wheels of sharp goat’s curd, and some kind of purple sprouted vegetable that resembled a tiny tree on the puréed potato and chorizo towers. Lena had carefully put the platters in the large kitchen fridge and filled bucket upon bucket with ice for the champagne. She even had a small bag full of carefully washed violets from the florist next door, ready to pop a blossom into each champagne flute. Now all she needed was Sarika.

From experience, Lena had asked her cousin to come thirty minutes early. Evidently it was not enough. Lena wondered whether she could keep employing the girl. She didn’t really have enough work yet for the two of them and Sarika was hardly reliable. But she couldn’t bring herself to let Sarika go. She was a relative, as her mother kept reminding her, though on her disgraced father’s side of the family. But there was another reason. When Sarika did show up, Lena liked the company. Although Lena enjoyed having time to herself, she found that she was alone much more than she wanted to be since Timea had died.

As if she could read Lena’s thoughts, Sarika strolled in. She was ten years younger than Lena, and Lena found her a complete mystery.

‘This is the fourth time this week you are late for a job,’ Lena told her, sticking to English in her determination to practise. ‘And it is only Wednesday.’

‘Soz,’ said Sarika, her attention still on her phone. Lena had picked up more English slang from her twenty-one-year-old cousin fresh from Hungary than she had in the three years she’d been living in London. But it didn’t seem like Sarika had learnt a thing from her. Certainly not timekeeping.

‘Where were you?’ said Lena, taking the phone from Sarika’s hand and putting an apron in its place.

‘I said sorry,’ said Sarika.

‘Lena’s Cleaners prides itself on being professional,’ said Lena, breaking into Hungarian in frustration. ‘It’s hardly professional to arrive late.’

Lena watched as Sarika began to fiddle with the apron, for a moment unsure which way up it went.

‘I wasn’t meant to be working today,’ said Sarika. ‘So I’m a bit hungover. And besides, there was an emergency. Dragg needed help.’

‘What is Dragg?’ asked Lena, feeling bad now for her harsh tone.

‘My flatmate.’ Sarika paused. ‘He had a fight with his girlfriend Kat and needed some comforting.’ It hardly sounded like an emergency to Lena, but then again, she wasn’t twenty-one any more.

‘Do not let it happen again,’ she said, taking the apron from Sarika and tying it deftly around her cousin’s waist.

‘I promise,’ said Sarika.

‘Do not stare at the guests,’ whispered Lena in Hungarian.

‘But his nails,’ Sarika replied. ‘They are longer than mine. And purple. Look, that one has a little animal painted on it. What do you think it is? A snake?’

‘He is arty,’ replied Lena. ‘That’s what they are like. We must get on with our work.’

‘I’m going to ask him how he did it,’ said Sarika. ‘Perhaps he can do my nails too.’

Lena replied with a horrified look.

Sarika laughed. ‘Sorry, only teasing. How stupid do you think I am?’

Lena didn’t answer that. ‘Take another tray of canapés round,’ she said. ‘I’ll refill the champagne glasses.’

Lena had to stop herself from staring at a few of the guests too. There were some people who looked relatively normal. Two older ladies were busying themselves with the champagne and canapés and occasionally exclaiming on the lovely colours of the paintings. A few young people with the piercings and jeans of art students looked fashionably bored. An American man in a suit was glued to his mobile phone, and another man, wearing unflattering purple trousers with a neat crease down the front, was attempting to straighten the already straight picture frames. What really stood out to Lena, as she refilled glasses, was that no one was really paying any attention to the art on display.

Lena noticed Pietro and his wife Ophelia in a corner with empty glasses.

‘It’s a massive success,’ Pietro told his wife, as Lena filled his glass. He was sporting a purple cashmere jumper for the occasion. ‘I’m so glad I said to wear purple on the invitation. Everyone looks so festive. Trudy will adore it.’

‘She is very late,’ replied Ophelia. ‘It is rude, but then I suppose she is American. Simon must have picked her up from the airport hours ago now.’ Ophelia covered her glass with her hand just as Lena went to refill it. Lena’s sharp reactions were all that stopped her from getting a champagne manicure. Ophelia’s hands were adorned with a selection of amethyst rings that perfectly matched her mauve dress, floating like the evening mist over Lake Balaton. More drops of amethyst hung from her ears and gently jangled as she tilted her head in annoyance.

‘Simon called,’ said Pietro. ‘Apparently Trudy insisted on a little tipple before the reception. He sounded a bit the worse for wear already, poor lad. He’s not in her league when it comes to drinking. Still, who are we to judge the ways of the genius?’

Ophelia’s earrings jangled angrily again. ‘Ahh, Daisy,’ continued Pietro, spotting a client. ‘There you are. You look stunning. That lilac blouse exactly captures sunset in the Dordogne.’

Lena watched him wander off. Then she noticed that the two old ladies, empty glasses in hand, were edging closer to her. She smiled and poured. The fatter of the two gulped half of hers immediately and held her glass out for more. Lena smiled and poured again. ‘Careful, Gertrude,’ said her friend. ‘Remember what happened at The Hasstrock Collection last month. My back won’t take carrying you home again.’

‘It’s free champagne and I’m on a pension,’ replied Gertrude, with a small hiccup. She turned to Lena. ‘Don’t you go too far away.’

‘Of course not,’ replied Lena. She turned her back and lingered nearby.

‘So David is finally out of prison,’ she heard the first woman say. ‘Is he staying with you?’

‘Of course not,’ replied Gertrude. ‘I’m not having that thief in my home, even if he is my nephew. He’d have his greedy mitts all over my grandma’s emerald ring. I wouldn’t even wear it to this reception. You never know what types will be about.’

Lena glanced at the ladies and noticed Gertrude was looking at her suspiciously. She moved away to get a fresh bottle of champagne. She’d make sure she refilled Gertrude’s glass last this time.

Sarika looked up guiltily as she shoved the second half of a mini Gruyère and red cabbage tortilla in her mouth. ‘I was just making sure it was okay,’ she said, chewing furiously. ‘Someone asked me which canapé was the best and I didn’t know. I’m not stealing.’

‘It is okay,’ said Lena. ‘No more, though. We do not want a client to see. People are so suspicious of the staff.’ Sarika smiled at her.

‘I will go take these round now,’ said Sarika. ‘That old fat lady has already had five of those purple sausage towers.’

Lena popped open a bottle of champagne, smoothed her hair and went back out. The American with the phone reached his glass towards her without even glancing up. Lena filled it and smiled at him nonetheless, noticing that although the golden buttons on his navy jacket shone, the shirt he wore underneath was wrinkled.

Serving drinks was much easier work than cleaning, she thought, and paid better too. She wondered whether she could expand her business to cover champagne receptions. Perhaps if she could make canapés? She looked at the platter Sarika was carrying. It seemed fiddly, and even if Lena could cook, which she couldn’t, Hungarian food was probably too hearty. You couldn’t put a goulash on a Ritz cracker. She’d need to find a business partner who could look after that side of things.

She refilled the glass of the man with the purple nails. He smiled at her graciously and said thank you before returning to intense conversation with his friend in the glittery jacket. The little man with the perfectly ironed purple trousers was picking invisible pieces of fluff from his white shirt while he chatted to an attractive woman in a well-tailored suit.

‘We’re in talks with a very exciting company in China, you know,’ he was saying. ‘Art dealers, some of the best. Looking to build a brand in the UK. They want to be seen as the Chinese Christie’s. Of course, it throws up some interesting cultural challenges. People’s perceptions are so skewed against the poor Chinese. It’s not like they are all money-grabbing heathens, you know. What they need is a rebrand. Just the right shade of purple in their logo. Majestic, cultured, papal. That will change people’s perceptions. Make them a real contender in the UK market.’ Lena glanced at his companion, doing her best to stifle a yawn.

If she found a partner to provide canapés, or even full meals, they could offer a complete reception or dinner party service, she thought. She’d clean the house beforehand and do any decorations, then her partner would cook, Lena and Sarika could serve and wash up afterwards. Lena’s Elite Evenings, she’d call it. Or did that sound like an escort agency?

Lena went back to the kitchen to open yet another bottle. These people were certainly enjoying the free booze. She almost fell over Pietro, standing in the kitchen with his head in his hands. ‘It’s a disaster,’ he said, when he saw Lena. ‘Simon and Trudy. They’re both here and both blotto.’

Lena leaned out of the kitchen and glanced over at them, unsure what the word ‘blotto’ meant. It wasn’t hard to figure out. Trudy, her short hair pink, was wearing a green silk kaftan that she’d hiked to her knees. Simon, as if Trudy’s hair was reflected in his skin tone, looked much less grey than usual. He was laughing hysterically, his giggles interspersed by the odd hiccup. It was the first time she had seen him laugh, and she found it strangely unnerving.

‘Do not worry,’ she said to Pietro, handing him the champagne bottle, which he took with surprise. ‘I will sort for you.’ She put two Nespresso tabs in the machine and made two strong coffees. She piled a plate with the most carbohydrate-rich canapés, filled a large jug of water and grabbed two glasses. She put all of it on to a tray and carried it out, Pietro trailing behind her.

‘Oh, I’d love a coffee,’ said one of the guests, downing her champagne and reaching for one of the cups.

‘Sorry,’ said Lena, deftly sidestepping her. ‘This is for the artist.’

It was easy to find them. Simon had taken his shoes off and was attempting to touch his own toes next to the soup label foot while Trudy shrieked encouragement and clapped.

‘Hurry up,’ whispered Pietro. ‘I can’t have a scene.’

Lena looked again at Simon. He wrestled the bottle of champagne from Pietro, took a slurp and then passed it to Trudy, who also took a gulp and then tried to balance the bottle on her head. ‘Stop,’ begged Pietro.

‘You see to your guests,’ Lena told Pietro. ‘I will handle this.’ Leaving an anxious Pietro behind her, Lena walked up to Trudy and Simon and waved the tray under their noses. ‘There is a very comfortable sofa upstairs,’ she said. ‘And I have the best canapés here.’

‘Is that coffee?’ scoffed Trudy. ‘Where is the vodka?’

‘There is some in the kitchen,’ lied Lena. ‘Go upstairs and I will bring it to you.’

‘Upstairs? Is that where the bedroom is?’ said Trudy. ‘Where’s that Pietro? We could really have a party if he came up.’

‘Pietro is busy,’ said Lena, frowning at the woman. ‘With his wife.’

‘She can come too,’ said Trudy, with a wink. ‘So can you.’

‘Come on, Trudy,’ said Simon. ‘I’ll show you the butterfly room.’ He took Trudy’s hand and the two stumbled upstairs, Lena close behind them with her tray of sobriety tools. Once they were both sitting on the sofa, Lena snatched away the snacks.

‘Drink your coffee,’ commanded Lena. ‘Then have snacks.’

‘It’s like being at school,’ complained Trudy, obeying nonetheless. ‘We’re like the naughty teenagers smoking behind the bike shed. Do you have any cigarettes, Steve?’

‘Simon,’ said Simon. ‘And no, sorry.’

‘Drink your coffee too,’ Lena told him. When he had, she lowered the plate of canapés and the two tucked in.

‘Thank goodness,’ said Pietro, as Lena came back down the stairs. ‘How did you manage to contain them?’

‘You better get on with your speech,’ said Lena. ‘Simon is coming down already.’

Simon wobbled over to them. ‘She’s asleep,’ he said, in an exaggerated whisper. ‘Shh.’

Pietro tapped his champagne glass with a spoon. The noise in the room faded to a gentle murmur, akin to the hum of a dishwasher. ‘Art touches us deep within our souls,’ said Pietro, launching into his speech. ‘There is a quality to the colour, the dynamism, the emotion, that brings us to a synaesthetic state where we cannot just see the painting, but hear it. Hear its music, tingling inside our ears like a concerto by Mozart. We feel it, gently caressing our putty-like souls. Each piece of Trudy’s work is individual and unique as a flake of snow at daybreak. But still, we see the leitmotif running throughout her work, her signature in colour.’

Lena’s mind wandered. She watched Simon, who had settled down and was now staring at something. Lena followed his gaze. At first she thought he was looking at the sculpture of the hatching dinosaur, but then she realised he was looking beyond that. At Ophelia, Pietro’s wife.

Ophelia did look stunning. Lena stared at her too, for a moment. Her auburn hair was long and wavy, and she had that otherworldly pallor that only adorns the translucent skin of a redhead. A whisper of sunshine would burn her. Totally impractical, Lena decided. Lena looked approvingly at her own arm, tanned like a nut already, even from the scarce sunshine of London in June. Still, she thought, it was not Ophelia’s fault. We have as much power over the natural colour of our skin as we do over which country we are born in.

‘In short, that is why this is a masterpiece,’ continued Pietro, despite the fact his speech was not short at all. Lena noticed Trudy stumble down the stairs, blinking at the bright lights of the gallery and scratching at her short but vibrant pink hair. ‘And why it deserves a place in history,’ continued Pietro. ‘A rare moment of solidity in the inevitable, ephemeral passing of time. We are fortunate indeed that the exquisite Trudy can join us, an artist who defines her generation, right here in Islington. I still remember the awe we all felt when she came to our humble art school as a visiting artist. It was a privilege to see her in action, to understand more about the inspiration and genius that underscores every piece she creates. And a stunning example of her work, that feeds the larger canvases displayed in the MOMA, is available here, at the Agnoletti Archer Gallery. Affordable culture, affordable history. I can hardly bear to part with it, but it is time for A Study in Purple to continue its journey into the zeitgeist of our time.’

Lena looked around to see if anyone was laughing at the painting being called affordable. Instead, they were nodding agreement. Even Gertrude, the old lady who claimed to be living off her pension. Some pension, thought Lena. Lena had no such luxury. She allowed herself a moment’s concern for when she was too old to clean any more. Even more reason to make her new agency a success.

‘So, let’s raise our glasses to the inimitable genius of Trudy Weincamp!’ Lena looked around. Everyone held up their glasses, though many had been emptied during Pietro’s long speech. Trudy hiccupped and waved good-naturedly and looked as if she might say something. ‘No no,’ said Pietro hastily. ‘You are jet-lagged and the work speaks for itself. So let’s have some more champagne,’ he said, looking meaningfully at Lena. ‘And more of these delicious canapés. Enjoy!’

People dispersed, milling around. Lena and Sarika both grabbed bottles of champagne and began to circulate. ‘They can drink, these art lovers,’ said Sarika, casting a glance at the ever-growing shrine of empty bottles discreetly tucked in a corner. ‘They put me to shame.’

‘Rich people love free champagne,’ said Lena.

‘Everyone loves free champagne,’ said Sarika, with a giggle. ‘I’m starting to think I’d better hide a couple of bottles now or there’ll be none left to swipe later.’

‘Not funny,’ said Lena, unsure if her cousin was joking. ‘Go fetch the last tray of chorizo towers, then we’ll start with the dessert canapés.’

Her bottle was empty by the time she walked past Trudy, Pietro and Simon, in the far corner from A Study in Purple. Trudy was looking at the painting from the distance.

‘In Purple isn’t as good as I remember it,’ said Trudy, squinting at the painting.

‘Gosh, don’t say that,’ said Pietro, looking around to see if anyone had heard. ‘I need to get it sold.’

‘Lena, Trudy has misplaced her glass. Could you fetch another?’ Simon said. ‘We have some very fine works downstairs too. Perhaps you’d like to take a look?’

‘Underground art,’ said Trudy with a laugh. ‘Lead on.’

Simon smiled apologetically to Pietro, who had put his head in his hands again. Lena offered Pietro another glass of champagne. ‘Thanks. I need it,’ Pietro said. ‘This is a disaster. I’ll never be able to sell that painting with those two in that state.’

Lena looked around. The guests were thinning out now, but those who were still here were clearly enjoying themselves. The man with purple trousers came over to Pietro, the suited woman following behind him. ‘Great piece,’ he said, gesturing to A Study in Purple. ‘It would work very well in the reception of my agency. The Chinese would love it. I wish there were two, so I could keep one in my home too. It’s the triangle I love. Such a perfect shape. I really have to have it.’

Lena looked at him. What sort of agency, she wondered. Surely not cleaning?

Pietro beamed, then carefully moulded his face back to nonplussed.

‘Ah, Malcolm, glad you could make it. Such fun trousers! I’ve never seen anything quite like them. And I agree, of course. It’s just the thing to give an agency that little je ne sais quoi, don’t you think, Leonora?’ said Pietro, gesturing to the lady.

‘You might want to win some new clients before you buy a painting of that price,’ said Leonora, her voice concerned.

‘Plenty on the horizon,’ said Malcolm, with a tinkling laugh. ‘Big prospects from overseas.’

‘Exactly,’ said Pietro. ‘In fact, I was just chatting to Charles Saatchi about the natural affinity of advertising and art the other day. Lena, fetch Malcolm and Leonora some more champagne.’ He turned his back on Lena and put his arms around his new favourite people.

Heading to the kitchen, Lena almost tripped over Gertrude, who was settled comfortably in a chair. Her friend had disappeared. ‘Is purple trousers trying to buy that painting?’ said the old lady. ‘We’ll see about that. Help me up.’ She grabbed Lena’s arm. Lena heaved her to her feet and pointed her in Pietro’s direction. ‘I’ll get that painting by hook or by crook.’ Gertrude wobbled towards him, her gait a picture of drunken determination.

Before Lena could reach the kitchen, she caught sight of Sarika, giggling away to the blond American, finally off his phone. To Lena’s horror, she saw the girl sip from a champagne glass. Sarika saw her and smiled. ‘I am telling Patrick that I love A Study in Purple,’ she said, in her best English accent.

Lena forced a smile on to her face but she could see her dreams of Lena’s Elite Evenings disappearing with every sip Sarika took of the guests’ champagne. ‘Excellent,’ she said, grimacing. ‘Could you open another bottle of champagne for Mr Agnoletti?’

‘In a minute,’ said Sarika.

Lena felt an angry heat creeping up her neck. She restrained herself.

‘Now,’ she said, as politely as she could manage. The smile faded from Sarika’s face. Perhaps some of her fury had seeped into her voice.

‘Yes,’ the girl said, disappearing.

Lena looked at the blond man, noticing he was the person who had ignored her earlier, and went to follow Sarika into the kitchen. He reached out his hand to stop her. Lena glanced at it, large and muscular and adorned with a simple gold wedding ring. ‘It’s my fault,’ he said. ‘I wanted a woman’s opinion on that painting. I’m thinking of buying it for my wife.’

Somehow, Lena doubted that. She looked at the man again. He was old enough to be Sarika’s father. ‘Many people are interested in the painting,’ she added. ‘You will need to talk to Pietro right away.’

‘It’s not professional for the waiter to drink at the reception,’ Lena explained to Sarika as soon as they were out of earshot of the guests. ‘It’s like stealing when we clean. Or trying on a client’s clothes!’

‘He offered,’ said Sarika, her head in the fridge. ‘I thought it would be rude to say no. And he is dishy, isn’t he? I love that blond hair. Where is the champagne?’

‘In the ice bucket,’ said Lena. She looked at it, now just a bucket of cold water. The ice had melted and the champagne was gone. Pietro burst into the kitchen. ‘Three people seriously interested!’ he exclaimed. ‘Three!’ He began to do a little jig, waving three fingers in the air. ‘All my problems are over. Champagne?’

‘All out,’ said Lena. ‘I can go buy some more?’

‘No need,’ said Pietro. ‘I’ll open the special bottle of Châteauneuf-du-Pape I’ve been saving.’ He reached into the cupboard and retrieved the bottle, then pulled his key chain out of his pocket and jangled it until he found the bottle opener on the Swiss Army knife attachment. ‘Get rid of those other guests, will you, Lena?’ he said, thrusting the spiralled opener into the cork with gusto. ‘It’s time we were wrapping this up. And the good stuff is just for the people who might buy. Decant it for me, will you? Good to keep the bidders together for now and create a bit of healthy competition. Maybe we can push up the price. I’ll take them to the chrysalis lounge. Give it a few minutes then bring up the decanter and four large wine glasses.’

Lena carefully poured the red wine into the decanter and then went back out and began to collect people’s champagne glasses. She turned up the lights. Most took this as a sign to leave. Sarika led Gertrude, Patrick and Malcolm upstairs.

As the gallery emptied, Trudy emerged from the basement, arm in arm with Simon. Her face was pale with a glistening sheen of sweat. She blinked like a mole in a sunbeam. ‘I need to go back to my hotel,’ she said, putting her hand to her flushed face. ‘I haven’t felt like this since I took MDMA at that festival in Texas last year.’

‘I’ll get you a taxi,’ said Simon. ‘Then one for myself. But first . . .’ He embraced Pietro. ‘Thank you for tonight,’ he said. ‘You are the best friend a man could have.’

‘So Simon is an affectionate drunk,’ said Pietro, as they went back inside. ‘Must be middle age finally creeping up on him.’

‘Maybe,’ said Lena, closing the door behind them and looking around the room. It was time for some serious cleaning.

‘That American artist. She drinks like a Romanian soldier,’ said Sarika, phone in hand as always.

Lena debated with herself whether to change the conversation back to English for practice. She decided it was too late in the evening. ‘You don’t know any Romanian solders,’ she said in Hungarian, picking up a champagne flute that was balanced precariously on the Campbell Soup label foot.

‘I could do,’ objected Sarika. ‘I’ve been to the border, it’s not so far from our old village. Mama told me to hide my gold bracelet up my sleeve. Hairy-footed Romanians.’

Lena laughed at the expression, impossible to explain in English. At moments Sarika reminded her of a younger version of her own mother, with her inbuilt distrust of anyone from countries that bordered her own. Inevitable, she supposed, considering the number of times those borders had been forcibly adjusted.

‘Simon too. Did you see when he was trying to dance? It was like that castle spinning round on a cockerel’s leg! Remember the stories Aunt Juliska used to tell!’

‘Keep your voice down.’ Lena laughed a little, despite herself, at the memory. ‘Pietro and his clients are still upstairs.’

‘They must be asleep. I haven’t heard anything for ages.’

As she said that, Pietro came clattering down the stairs. ‘The night has given us its joys,’ he said, the others following behind him. ‘But now it is time to retire to our beds. Can you lock up, Lena? I can’t find my keys. I’ll get taxis for everyone and then Ophelia and I will head home ourselves.’

‘Of course,’ said Lena, smiling at the guests, all three of whom looked at her bleary-eyed as they left the gallery.

‘I am pleased they are gone,’ said Lena, glancing at her watch. ‘English people get as drunk as Albanian donkeys. And Simon too, I didn’t think that he was like that. Usually so careful and considered.’

‘He has the hots for Trudy,’ said Sarika. ‘Pietro too.’

‘I do not think so,’ replied Lena, picking up a napkin abandoned in the orchid bowl. ‘I think they were just star struck. She is a famous artist.’

‘Who do you think is fitter?’ said Sarika suddenly, putting her phone down next to the hedgehog. She picked up one of the violets that had been decorating the champagne and that was now impaled on one of the hedgehog’s spikes. ‘Simon or Pietro?’

‘Sarika!’

‘They are both about a hundred,’ continued Sarika, undaunted. ‘Or at least forty. But I think Pietro is nice and strong and I like his tan. But he talks too much and he is getting fat. Simon is small and bad-tempered and pale, but more intense. I think that’s sexy.’

‘So you fancy both?’ said Lena, with a laugh.

‘If I was fifty like Trudy and had to choose, either would do,’ said Sarika. ‘Who would you choose?’

‘That is not the kind of agency I run,’ said Lena, thinking about her policeman. He was who she would really like to be with. ‘Be careful with that sculpture,’ she said suddenly, watching Sarika fiddling with the hedgehog’s spikes. ‘It hurts if it pricks you.’

‘It is the ugliest cat I have ever seen,’ said Sarika, continuing to fiddle. ‘Ouch!’

It was not the ugliest cat Lena had seen. Lena felt her mind wander to Kaplan, the bald cat that PC Cartwright had rescued for her. He’d left it in the care of an accommodating neighbour when he went on attachment in Newcastle. He’d given her the address but she hadn’t visited in the months he’d been gone. Too busy, she told herself guiltily. Maybe next week.

Lena gathered up a large bin bag of debris and hauled it outside. The night was cool now and she paused to take a deep breath of Upper Street’s night air, which mingled with the scent of leftover canapés coming up from her rubbish bag. Lena heard an angry voice. She put the bag down and crept closer. Someone was lingering on a nearby side street.

‘Of course I’ve made the transfer,’ the man’s voice snapped in an American accent Lena recognised from the gallery. It was Patrick, the man who’d offered Sarika champagne. Lena listened for a response but there was none. It must be a phone conversation. ‘It’s not my fault the exchange rate is where it is. We’ve agreed a price and that is what I am paying you.’ Silence. ‘No no, don’t be ridiculous. If you need more, we can work something out. You can’t stop. Maybe a non-cash alternative. An asset transfer? Ah, I thought you’d like the sound of that.’ The voice grew nearer and Lena realised he was walking towards her. She ducked back inside the gallery just in time to see a flash of blond hair pass the window.

‘Stop!’ shouted Lena at Sarika, drawn back to the task at hand by what her cousin was doing. The girl turned to her in surprise, the offending cloth in hand. ‘You must not touch the paint.’ Lena hurried over to A Study in Purple and snatched the cloth from Sarika’s hand.

‘It had a smudge,’ said Sarika. ‘I was trying to wipe it off. Just with a bit of water.’

‘The smudge is meant to be there,’ said Lena, inspecting the circle of dried-up water droplets Sarika had left on the corner of the painting. They were very subtle. She turned back to Sarika. ‘It is okay. No real harm done. Be more careful next time. Neither of us can afford £84,000!’

‘Are we done now?’ said Sarika. ‘I’ve had enough and I’m tired.’

‘Hungover you mean.’

‘It is meant to be my day off,’ said Sarika. ‘I am allowed to have a hangover.’

Lena couldn’t dispute the logic. She looked around. They had collected the glasses, rescued the abandoned egg and caper canapés no one seemed to enjoy, wiped up the
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