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Tinderbox Lane, London

Dolly Greene was feeling pretty damn jaunty. Unusually so, she suspected, for a woman in the late summer of life, dumped and divorced some years since, with few career prospects and an abiding shortage of cash. She bit her cheeks, as she considered this happy outcome, to stop herself from smirking. But to no avail. By the time she drew up outside Number Two Tinderbox Lane the smirk had turned into a grin so wide and so damn jaunty she was actually in danger of dribbling. Partly it was from the pleasure, pure and simple, of being reunited with her daughter, Pippa, who was sitting on the doorstep, smoking a rollie, waiting to welcome her home.

Mostly, though, it was thanks to the new love interest in her life, and the accompanying most excellent sex (still so fresh in her mind). It had been a magical holiday.

Pippa watched her mother’s approach, tatty, overstuffed suitcase dragging sloppily behind her, and wondered if, in twenty-two years, she’d ever seen her looking so cheerful. Things had obviously gone well, then, with the new police sergeant boyfriend. She thought better of remarking on it, and instead cut straight to the other news: less important, perhaps, but more urgent. There was a Russian girl waiting for a Tarot reading in Dolly’s consultation room.

‘In my what?’ Dolly chortled. Pippa generally referred to all of Dolly’s clients as ‘crackpots’, and to her consultation room as—

‘Your broom cupboard, then. I was trying to sound professional. All the windows are open, so she can probably hear us. And she’s Russian. And I charged her £50. So, you know . . .’ Pippa shrugged. She glanced at her mother, who was frowning slightly over the inflated price. But Pippa was always telling her mother she should put up her prices. And the Russian girl had been flashing a thick bundle of cash, which, Pippa felt, was crying out to be spent.

‘She’s in there now?’ Dolly eyed the house. She would have liked to unpack, have a bath, catch up with her daughter – but the girl had already paid (£10 more than Dolly normally charged) and she was waiting. ‘I don’t suppose she wants to come back in an hour or two?’

‘I don’t think so, Mum.’

‘When did she make the appointment?’

‘She didn’t. She just turned up about half an hour ago. Waving her money around. I tried to tell her you weren’t here, but she’s very stubborn.’ Pippa leaned forward. ‘She’s Russian, Mum: very jumpy.’

‘Is that normal for Russians?’

Pippa wasn’t sure. ‘I’m just saying, be prepared. She’s rude. Plus I don’t think she speaks much English.’ Pippa looked behind her mother, up the lane. ‘Where’s Raff? Don’t tell me you dumped him?’

‘Goodness, no, Pippa. We had a wonderful time . . .’ The words hung there, or so it seemed to Dolly, loaded with all the sex they’d had. Embarrassing. ‘Anyway . . .’

Pippa smirked. ‘I’m very happy for you. Anyway, I got some Prosecco to welcome you home – so hurry up and get rid of her. I missed you!’

‘You did?’ Dolly’s warm grin returned, and this time it was only for Pippa. ‘I thought you might be pleased to have the place to yourself for once!’

The Russian girl was sitting at Dolly’s small card table, wrapped in a giant puffa jacket, which, in that tiny room, appeared to have taken over most of the space. She looked pale and surly somewhere deep inside it. Also, on closer examination, beautiful. Of course. Amazing cheekbones. Luminous skin. No make-up. Massive, deadpan eyes.

‘Hello, sweetheart,’ said Dolly, head poking round the cupboard door. She always called the punters ‘Sweetheart’ if she distrusted them on sight. The word just seemed to pop out, as if informing her of the fact, and to compensate in advance for any consequent, inadvertent, unkindness. ‘Give me a couple of minutes, will you? I’ll be as quick as I can.’

‘I am waiting here already half an hour,’ the Russian girl said in husky Russian monotone.

‘Yes, well.’ (My goodness, very jumpy.) ‘You’ll have to wait a few minutes more. I’ll be with you as soon as I can.’

The Russian girl said nothing, so Dolly closed the door again and headed to the kitchen. Clearly, she was going to need some coffee (at least) before she dealt with this one.

Dolly had been reading the Tarot for friends for many years; but for her customers, from the downstairs cupboard at Number Two Tinderbox Lane, only since her divorce eight or nine years ago. She was good at it, too: intuitive, kind, and occasionally, genuinely psychic. But she wasn’t a good businesswoman, and in truth, she never had quite as many clients as she would have wanted. Too often, her intuition, combined with her curiosity (some might call it nosiness), led her onto long and pot-holed investigative detours, unlikely to generate income, impress ‘social media commentators’ or increase what Pippa, in her modern way, insisted on calling the tinderboxtarot.com ‘client base’.

Whatever. The kettle boiled. Perhaps this surly Russian girl would have a lot of surly Russian friends, and they’d all come flocking to her for readings. At £50 a pop. Maybe.

Dolly reached for the nearest Tarot pack: she was never far from her cards at home in Tinderbox Lane. This was the pack she used to read for herself: the pack she conferred with, privately, three or four times every day. The pack without whose companionship and advice she might have felt quite at sea. She pulled herself a card to guide her through the Jumpy Russian reading ahead, turned it over – and felt a prickle of discomfort.

She had pulled the Fool.

The card shows a young man and a barking dog standing together on a sharp cliff edge, setting out on an unknown journey. The Fool looks carefree and joyful as he steps blithely forward. But the dog’s attitude is less clear.

The Fool card can represent many things – optimism and innocence; fresh starts and new adventures . . . but every card has a dark side. And a Fool who steps forward too blithely will stumble right over the cliff top.

It was a warning. She felt certain of that. But for whom, Dolly or the Russian?

She abandoned the coffee, faster than she should have done, perhaps, and returned to the broom cupboard to find out.

Number Two Tinderbox Lane was light and bright, with bookshelves covering most of the walls. It was pretty and welcoming, if a little worn around the edges. But it was by no means a large house. In fact it barely qualified as a house at all. Apart from the aforementioned broom cupboard, which opened from the kitchen end and out onto the back garden, there was actually only one small room on the ground floor: it had enough space for a breakfast bar, a TV, a tiny sofa and an armchair, but not enough for a table.

Upstairs there was just one bathroom and one bedroom, which she and Pippa shared, and would continue to share until Pippa, who was currently coming to the end of a Masters degree, could find a job that paid well enough for her to afford to leave home. Dolly would have used another room for consultations if only she had one, but the broom cupboard was all she had. It was the only space available.

‘Right then!’ she said brightly, squeezing past the puffa coat, sitting herself down, feeling a pleasant sense of harmony settle around her just as it always did in this small room. She’d not had time to light any incense this afternoon, but after so many years the sweet smells of mugwort and frankincense were never far away; and no matter what time of day, the light that seeped through the little window above the back door was, somehow, always soft and welcoming. The room may have been small, but Dolly loved it. ‘Sorry about the delay, sweetheart,’ she said. ‘My name is Dolly. As you know. Lovely to meet you. Tell me, what’s your name?’

A pause. The girl gazed at Dolly as if considering whether to answer.

Ferret. The word popped into Dolly’s head. She looks like a ferret with those wide cheekbones and those watchful black eyes. It wasn’t helpful.

‘My name is Marina.’

‘Ah-ha!’ Dolly chortled. ‘Goodness, Marina! Are you all right, sweetheart? You sound like you want to murder me!’

‘Of course not.’

‘Of course you’re not all right, or of course you don’t want to murder me?’

‘Of course. I am not all right, or why I’m coming here? Of course I not want murder you. I want read my cards.’

Dolly took a breath. Be kind, she told herself. Be patient. Cultural differences. Language barriers . . . The girl didn’t mean to be as rude as she sounded. ‘Well, sweetheart, why don’t you tell me how I can help you, and we can get started.’

‘I want read my cards.’

‘Yes, I had worked that out.’ Dolly smiled. Marina didn’t. ‘But people usually like to say a little, first.’

‘Why?’

‘Well – for example – have you had your cards read before?’

‘Yes.’

‘And . . . ?’

‘My grandmother read when I am child. But she is dead and anyway I live here in UK and I must find out something very important. Very important.’

‘Okay . . . Well, we can—’

‘I want to know if my boyfriend he will marry me.’

‘Ah!’ Dolly sat back. That old chestnut. ‘Okay. Well. Let’s have a look, shall we? Let’s see what the cards have to say.’

‘I don’t think he want to marry me. But sometimes I think he want so much to kill me.’

‘Oh! Goodness, Marina. Well . . . that’s quite a big difference, isn’t it?’

‘So he want kill me. Or he want marry me? Which?’

Dolly slid the Tarot pack across the table. ‘Have a quick shuffle, sweetheart. Let’s ask the cards.’

‘I think he want kill me,’ Marina said, shuffling Dolly’s precious cards with a brutal efficiency that made Dolly want to take them back again. ‘He want this because I know many thing. He say think better if I am dead.’

Dolly wanted her to stop talking: too much information distorted the reading. On the other hand – it begged the question: ‘Why on earth would you want to marry him if you think he wants to kill you?’

Marina looked up from the shuffling, her foxy eyes deadpan yet watchful. ‘Well that is why I’m coming here,’ she replied, as if it was obvious. ‘Of course, if he don’t want kill me, I am very happy marry this man. I know many thing about he and he know many thing about me . . . you understand? So.’

Dolly asked Marina to pull ten cards from the pack, and the two women fell silent as Dolly laid them out on the table. A long pause. Perhaps it was because of the suncream she could smell still lingering on her clothes; perhaps because she had rushed too quickly into the reading after pulling the Fool. Or perhaps it was because nothing the girl said so far seemed to make any sense – but, for once, the cards said nothing to Dolly. Not at first.

There was Justice reversed, at the centre of the spread, and the Seven of Swords across it – suggesting exploitation and deceit – and the Death card just ahead of it . . . and then the Moon, reversed, and the Seven and the Three of Cups, both reversed – hinting of debauchery, drug addiction, a possible ménage a trois . . . A Six of Pentacles suggesting dependency – exploitation and dependency – the Tower, and at the end of it all, the Five of Swords. Her client was involved in a fight with no rules, and no winners . . . except, perhaps . . . Dolly placed a card on top of the Five of Swords, and turned up the Devil.

‘Well now . . .’ Dolly said, playing for time.

‘What does it say?’

‘Give me a moment, sweetheart . . .’

‘He want marry me?’

‘Give me a moment. I need to see . . . I have to tell you, Marina . . . there isn’t an awful lot to suggest marriage here . . .’

‘So do he want marry me?’

‘Well, as I say—’

‘He do or he do not?’

‘Give me a moment . . .’

Not only was there nothing to suggest marriage in Marina’s cards – there was nothing to suggest any love, affection, warmth or gentleness of any kind. Not anywhere on the table. It was quite exceptional. Desolate.

In a reading, Dolly was always compelled to tell the truth – of course she was. But not all of it. And only (this was an important rule) in a way that might be helpful. She said: ‘The question you might want to ask yourself, looking at these cards, Marina, isn’t so much whether you will marry this man, as whether you should. Are you sure you want to marry him, sweetie?’

‘Yes.’

‘But you don’t love him.’

Marina shrugged. ‘Maybe.’

‘I think you hate him.’

‘I love him. I hate him. What difference?’

‘Well, you’re right, of course . . . They can often get a little muddled.’

‘He take care of me. I take care of he.’

‘Does he? Do you?’

The girl only shrugged.

Drowning, thought Dolly. The word popped into her head.

A silence fell while she tried to reconcile this. The wretched girl was drowning. But in what?

‘He make me as a prisoner,’ Marina said.

Dolly didn’t reply. She turned over another card. The Hyrophant: two supplicants crouched before a throne. The girl wasn’t lying, then. Or not entirely. The Devil and Hyrophant . . . What was that peculiar syndrome – there was a name for it, the relationship between captive and captor, and love and hate. Munchausen? Stockhausen? Stockholm. Stockholm syndrome . . .

Marina leaned over the table. ‘Because I am Russian. Without some papers, because he steal them from me.’

‘He stole your papers?’

‘Of course he steal my papers!’

‘Well—’

‘He think he is holding me here forever. But I can find another way. It’s not a problem. I always find a way.’ The defiance in the girl’s voice made Dolly look up from the cards. Marina was staring at a corner of the room – somewhere above Dolly’s head – and the gesture struck Dolly as so helpless, so angry, she wanted to pause the reading and give this pathetic, angry girl a hug.

But Marina hadn’t come to her for sympathy and cuddles.

Dolly’s gaze returned to the cards on the table. She frowned. How very confusing . . . What was happening? Their meaning seemed to be shifting and sliding before her eyes. This is what two weeks in the sunshine did for you. Two weeks of sex and sun and happiness. She took her time. Forgot about the beady fox eyes opposite waiting impatiently for their answer, forgot the smell of suncream, forgot about everything but the cards, and slowly, surely, a picture began to emerge . . .

. . . of Marina unhappy, to put it mildly. A living, breathing knot of malign energies and negative forces: of love and hate. With the girl’s foxy eyes and her disagreeable manner set aside, and only the cards to guide her, Dolly could see that Marina was as much victim as perpetrator. As much perpetrator as victim . . . She was snarled in the middle of thick, dark fog, and she was too blind to see out.

‘Tell me about these stolen papers,’ Dolly said. ‘You mean your passport and so on, I presume? I take it you’re not legal here in the UK?’

The girl shrugged. ‘I have not my papers. Not money, not nothing.’

‘You think he destroyed your papers?’

‘I say him – give me papers and I go home. I leave you in peace!’

‘All right . . .’ Dolly’s eyes stayed on the cards. ‘Well then – and what did he say to that?’

‘Of course. He don’t give me papers. He want me stay.’

‘But you could report him if he’s stolen your papers, and you want to go home. The authorities would help you. So why don’t you do that?’

‘Of course I mustn’t go.’ Marina cracked a lifeless smile and leaned across the table. ‘I must stay, because of love.’

‘Love?’ muttered Dolly. ‘Are you sure?’

She turned over another card, laid it on the Three of Cups – it was the Three of Swords. Someone was suffering. Was it Marina? Again, Dolly set aside the girl’s cold manner. People hid their feelings in any number of fashions. ‘One of you,’ Dolly said, ‘is going to get badly hurt.’

‘I think we can be happy.’

Dolly ignored this. The girl wasn’t bright. She wasn’t bright at all . . . Dolly turned over another card: the Two of Swords. It showed a figure, blindfolded, two large swords held across her heart: wilfully closed and blinded. Dolly saw Death and the Devil. She saw debauchery and darkness, stupidity, stubbornness, hatred and sorrow . . . and gave an involuntary shiver.

‘What?’ the girl said angrily. ‘Why you are body shaking like this? It’s not cold. You are wanting frighten me! But why? I am not easy frighten.’

Dolly shook her head. Lying on the table between them there were so many warnings it was hard for her to know where to begin . . . She was incapable of fobbing people off – clients or otherwise. (It was another reason why her business didn’t flourish. And perhaps, also, another reason why she was divorced.) She would not – could not – send Marina on her way with the words that Marina had come to hear, not if she didn’t believe them herself.

‘I’m not trying to frighten you,’ Dolly said. ‘Don’t be silly. But I do have to say that I don’t think you will marry this chap. At least I hope you don’t. You won’t be happy with him.’ If Marina spoke, Dolly didn’t hear it. She paused for a long time before continuing at last: ‘In fact, Marina, I don’t believe you will be happy or safe until you’re well away from him.’

A beat.

Marina shook her head impatiently. ‘But does he want marry me?’

Dolly glanced up from the table, exasperated. ‘But why? Why would you want to marry him?’

‘Because if I leave, he get all the flat.’

‘What flat?’

‘This is not his flat. This is my flat. I was the friend with the old lady, not him. He is always sleeping all the time. I spend my nights talking with her, making her happy. When she pee in the sheet, I lift her from bed, and carry her to toilet.’

‘On your own? You must be very strong.’

Marina paused. ‘Why you say this?’

Dolly shrugged. She didn’t know. ‘Never mind. Carry on.’

‘She is small like child. Very thin. Very small. I help her. Not him! So now he own this flat. Because he steal my documents. He haves my flat. So he have to marry me! You understand now?’ Marina glared at Dolly and then, dismissively, at the cards on the table between them. ‘Why I tell you all this? Why not the cards? Why I have explain?’

Again, Dolly ignored her. ‘So . . . you befriended an old woman, did you? Is that right? A lonely old woman . . . And she left you her property?’

‘No! She left this for me, but she not left this for me because she is very stupid old woman! She think I must being an English woman for her stupid flat. And of course, he tell her this. He think – then she leave the flat for him, then I marry him. And he think I wait, wait, wait every day for he marry me. Or he think I just leave. But I will leave never without my money. You understand me?’

‘I think so,’ Dolly said. ‘The flat is in your boyfriend’s name, is it? Because the old lady didn’t want to leave it to a foreigner.’

‘Yes!’

‘But you are a foreigner . . .’

‘Of course! She is stupid old woman . . . Nice lady, yes,’ she added unexpectedly, as if surprising herself. She paused. ‘But she say, I marry him, it make me English woman.’

‘And she wanted you to marry him?’

The girl rolled her eyes impatiently. ‘Of course she want! She think he is . . . bees knees. He swear we marry. And then –’ Marina ran an untroubled index finger across her slim throat, denoting, Dolly gathered, the old woman’s death. ‘And then everything change. Of course.’

‘You say “of course”,’ muttered Dolly, ‘an awful lot, sweetheart. But it’s quite a peculiar situation, isn’t it?’

Marina shrugged.

A long silence. Dolly stared at the cards. And felt a little sick. ‘He killed her, did he?’

Marina’s face relaxed as if there might be a little trust between them at last. As if perhaps Dolly might not be so completely useless after all. ‘Maybe, yes. But this not important now.’

‘Excuse me?’ said Dolly. ‘I think it is . . .’

‘I think next he wake up and he kill me. Or I kill him. Maybe I kill him first.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t do that,’ Dolly muttered. She looked up at the girl. ‘Tell me,’ she asked her suddenly, though why, she didn’t know, ‘how did you find me down here at the bottom of Tinderbox Lane? Did somebody recommend me?’

‘Of course,’ Marina said, black eyes sliding away. ‘Everybody know you in this place.’

It wasn’t true.

Nothing the girl said was true.

Dolly nodded slowly and felt the cold creeping down her spine.

Their half-hour reading crawled by. If Pippa hadn’t been sitting in the room next door, Dolly might have offered the girl a refund and brought the thing to an early end. But somehow, with Pippa watching, she couldn’t quite bring herself to do anything so unbusinesslike. And so they ploughed on. But it felt to Dolly like a pointless consultation, leaving Marina angry and unsatisfied, and leaving Dolly in need of a drink. Finally, with barely hidden relief, she collected up the cards and sent Marina on her way.

‘I’m not sure I’ve been any help to you, Marina,’ she said. ‘I don’t think you really wanted to hear what the cards were saying . . . I’m sorry. So – I’m just going to wish you the very best of luck.’ It sounded as feeble as Dolly felt.

Marina raised a fine, cold eyebrow. She zipped up her enormous puffa jacket and said to Dolly: ‘Perhaps I invite you my wedding party.’

‘That’s very nice, sweetheart,’ Dolly said. ‘Let’s hope it never comes to that.’

With one last Russian shrug, Marina breezed away, her little feet moving like a dancer, and the spring flowers on Tinderbox Lane wilting ever so slightly in her wake. Dolly saw this. Or felt it. In any case, it was going to take a while to shake this reading off.

Thank God, she thought, for Pippa – and the Prosecco.
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Tinderbox Lane lay tucked in the depths of a no-man’s land, somewhere between the expensive, family-friendly suburban paradise that was Barnes, south west London and the expensive, family-friendly suburban lesser-paradise beyond. The area didn’t have a name, and despite estate agents’ best efforts, the City bankers hadn’t yet fully colonised. This was due to the usual factors: a preponderance of ugly ex-council houses in the nearby area, a nasty, busy road, a noisy bus station and bad parking. There were dribs and drabs of new money seeping in, however, and it wouldn’t be long before the fat cats discovered it en masse. Because hidden away, amidst the usual factors, there was, around Dolly’s lane, a little oasis: a network of small streets, many of them too slim even to allow cars. And Dolly Greene, who had bought her tiny house in the divorce settlement, considered herself extremely lucky to be living there.

Tinderbox Lane was a cul-de-sac; more accessible than some of the little streets nearby. It stood, in fact, slightly separate from the others, coming directly off the noisy road and ending in a wasteland of sycamore and holly, an invisible mesh fence – and the back of the bus station. People could walk past Tinderbox Lane for years without even seeing it. No cars could get down it, and by some magical oversight the council had yet to insist on installing streetlights. And so, for the time being at least, for the small group of neighbours who called it home, the lane offered a welcome sense of being forgotten.

It was pretty, too. High bushes grew along one side (obscuring any usual-factor sounds and views) and on the other side, in a short, neat row, were just seven small nineteenth-century worker cottages.

Number Seven was closest to the road. It had been empty for years, and nobody seemed to know who owned it.

Numbers Six, Five and Four were occupied by the recently separated Rosie Buck and her two young children, India and Nadya. The three houses had been knocked together not long ago, to make a ‘luxury family home’; Rosie’s then husband, Fraser, seeing it as an investment opportunity, had snapped it up (and christened it ‘Windy Ridge’). For business reasons, or perhaps, even, because deep down he knew he wouldn’t always be around, he had placed the property, unmortgaged, into his wife’s name. And for this Rosie Buck thanked her lucky stars, because he had since vanished pretty much off the face of the earth. Last spotted boarding a flight to Panama, he hadn’t been seen or heard of for six months.

Beyond Windy Ridge stood Number Three. Number Three Tinderbox Lane had only recently been vacated by Dolly’s neighbour, Maurice Bousquet, who had died suddenly late last autumn. The house had been empty for several months, but when Dolly left for her holiday two weeks ago (thanks, in fact, to his small bequest) a mysterious Brazilian woman called Lucky was just beginning the process of moving in. Dolly had yet to meet her.

Finally, at Number One, furthest from the noisy road, and on Pippa and Dolly’s other side, there lived a nondescript man in his mid- to late thirties, named Terry. He had a beard, and a job in IT which allowed him to work from home, many pairs of jeans and trainers, and a face that needed to feel the sun. He didn’t have many friends – or none that visited – and he tended to keep himself to himself. Dolly thought he was surly and didn’t like him. Pippa thought he was pathetic. Rosie, who’d never spoken to him, insisted he was ‘rather sweet’. So far as anyone knew, Lucky Crystal at Number Three had yet to voice her opinion.

It wouldn’t have taken Sherlock Holmes to work out that Dolly and Pippa were mother and daughter. They shared many features: the same red-brown hair, the same hazel-brown eyes and freckles, the same wide mouths and small, straight noses. They shared the same laugh and even, in their own ways, though it might irritate both to hear it, a similar low-cost, urban-hippie way of dressing. Pippa wore her hair long, loose and messy. Dolly wore hers a little shorter, but also messy, and generally pulled up in a crocodile clip. Pippa, who had inherited her father’s slim, long-limbed physique, dressed in leather jacket and combats every day. Dolly, several inches shorter than her daughter and significantly more curvaceous, wore knee-length skirts and big jumpers – because combats would never have suited her. In their own ways, and in similar ways, both women were attractive – probably more attractive than either realised.

As it happened, Pippa’s powers of attraction were not, currently, at the top of her concerns. She was more worried about her low earning-power (and slow-starting career). Her Masters degree was due to finish in the summer, and despite having been applying for jobs pretty much solidly since Christmas, she had yet to be called in for a single interview.

That same afternoon, after having sent the Russian girl on her way, the two women were sitting out on the front doorstep, enjoying the last few rays of a weak, spring sun, when lumbering up the lane towards them came Pippa’s old professor, Derek West.

‘Oh shit! Mum,’ whispered Pippa, ‘I forgot to tell you . . .’

Professor West, aka ‘Professor Filthy’ (so named by Pippa), had developed a harmless, though annoying, passion for Pippa the previous academic year, and in his attempts to befriend her had come to Dolly for a Tarot reading, at which point he had instantly transferred his affections. Pippa had thought this was funny. Dolly, less so. In any case, he was divorced and lonely and well meaning, and really not very filthy at all – and one way or another he appeared to have inveigled his way into their lives. ‘I forgot to tell you, Mum, Professor Filthy moved into Windy Ridge.’

‘He what?’

‘Rosie Buck’s run out of money. As we know. Due to Mr Frosty having buggered off to Panama—’

‘Shhh!’

‘Mr Frosty-Fuck. I beg your pardon.’

Dolly snorted with laughter. ‘He’s called—’

‘And Mrs Frosty’s far too posh to get a job like a normal person – so she’s got a lodger instead. And I think Filthy thought . . . actually God knows what he thought, Mum. But in any case, you’re off the hook. He’s been hanging around Rosie Frosty-Buck like an overgrown puppy ever since you left.’ The professor was looming close now, waving at them with his long, chaotic arms. The afternoon sun was gleaming off his moon specs, and it looked very much as if he’d forgotten to do up his flies. Never mind. Both women were trying not to laugh.

‘Welcome home, Dolly!’ he yelled, with so much exuberance it would have taken a heart much harder than Dolly’s not to have warmed.

‘Thank you, Derek.’ Dolly smiled at him. ‘Pippa tells me you’re our new neighbour!’

‘Indeedie-Dolly, so I am!’ He drew up in front of them. His jeans waistband was too close to his nipples, and his lank, floppy hair needed washing, and his specs were too small for his big face. Really, everything about him looked gangly and wrong. ‘What do you think about that?’ he grinned. ‘I am now a fully fledged member of that most exclusive of clubs: The Tinderbox Lane Residential Community! Such that it is. Expect to see me popping in and out of your lovely house all the time! And vice versa, of course! You’re both welcome at Windy any time.’

‘That’s a lovely invitation,’ Dolly said.

‘It’s what communities like these are all about. Isn’t it? Popping in for drinks . . . borrowing bowls of sugar. All that stuff. People tend to forget the importance of these things . . . Well . . .’ He saluted. ‘Here I stand. One neighbour: at your service!’

‘That’s wonderful news,’ Dolly said faintly.

‘So, how was the great holiday, Dolly? Did you and Chief Inspector Plod have an absolutely marvellous time? I bet you did!’ The professor tucked his thumbs under his armpits, and dipped into a PC Plod plié: ‘’Ullo, ’ullo, ’ullo!’ he said. ‘Did he take his truncheon?’ The professor gave a gutsy laugh.

Dolly said, ‘I’ve told you before, Derek, Raff is not an inspector, and certainly not a chief inspector. He’s a sergeant.’

‘Oh, yes.’ Filthy straightened up.

‘And it’s a bit of a tired joke, you know – about Raff being a policeman. It’s not really funny. And anyway not all policemen . . .’ Dolly paused. She felt silly, but she’d started so she finished: ‘Not all policemen have truncheons, Derek.’

He winked. ‘Gotcha, Dolly. Only joking. Didn’t mean to offend.’

‘I know you didn’t,’ she smiled. ‘Forget it. How are you finding life on the lane?’

‘Ah
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