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Chapter One — The Shop
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The jet holds warmth. People don't expect that. They pick up a brooch or a bangle and flinch, anticipating the cold of stone, and what they feel instead is something closer to skin. Jet is organic — fossilised wood, Jurassic, one hundred and eighty million years of pressure and patience turning an araucaria tree into something you can polish to a mirror. It is lighter than glass, warmer than metal, and when you rub it with a cloth it takes a static charge that will lift a thread of silk from a foot away. The Victorians called it black amber. They buried their dead in it.

I was cleaning a parure that afternoon — necklace, earrings, brooch — Whitby jet, good quality, 1870s by the faceting. The set had come to me in a cardboard box from a house clearance in Dorset, wrapped in a page of the Western Gazette dated 1974. Someone had worn these pieces at a funeral, or many funerals, and then someone else had put them in a box and forgotten them for fifty years. Now they were mine, laid out on black velvet under the desk lamp, and I was working the necklace link by link with a soft cloth, lifting the grime of decades from each carved facet until the jet showed its true face: the darkest possible brown, with a warmth that deepened under the light.

The shop was quiet. It was usually quiet. Late afternoon, a Tuesday in October, the cathedral's shadow stretching across the close and reaching my window by four o'clock. I worked in that shadow for the last hour of every autumn day, the great stone bulk of the building laying its dark across my display cases like a hand placed over a page. I didn't mind. The shadow was good for jet — it muted the overhead glare and let the polish speak for itself.

It occupied the ground floor of a Georgian building on a side street off the cathedral close — narrow frontage, a single bay window, a door that stuck in wet weather and swung too freely in dry. Two rooms: the front for display, the back for work. The display cases were old, glass-topped, the wood dark with decades of beeswax. I had arranged the stock by type rather than period or price: hairwork in the case nearest the window, where the light could show the weave; jet and vulcanite in the long case against the wall; memorial rings in a shallow tray lined with linen, each one slotted upright so the inscriptions could be read without handling. Funeral cards and memorial cards stood in a wooden letter rack on the counter. Post-mortem photographs — I kept only a few — were in a portfolio that customers could ask to see. I didn't display them openly. They were someone's dead.

The shop smelled of old metal, lavender sachets, and the faintly mineral scent of worked jet. I had been told it also smelled of dust, but I didn't notice that. You stop noticing what you live inside.

There was a quality to the silence in a room full of mourning objects. Every piece in those cases had been made because someone died and someone else couldn't bear it. The grief was spent, the mourners long dead themselves, but the objects persisted, and they carried a residue that I could never name — something like attention. As if they were still doing what they were made to do: holding vigil. I had spent five years in their company.

***
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THE BELL ABOVE THE door rang at half past three. A woman, mid-fifties, wool coat, an expression I had learned to read before she'd said a word — the careful composure of someone holding grief at arm's length so it wouldn't embarrass her in a public place.

"I'm looking for something," she said. "A brooch, I think. My grandmother died last month and I wanted — I don't know, exactly. Something Victorian. Something real."

I set down the cloth. "I'm sorry about your grandmother."

"She was ninety-three. It wasn't unexpected." She said this the way people do when they want you to know the grief is legitimate but controlled. "She loved old things. Not valuable things, necessarily. Just — things with a history."

I led her to the jet case first, because most people expect mourning jewellery to mean jet, and sometimes it's best to start with what a customer thinks they want and work from there. She looked. She touched nothing. I could see she was overwhelmed by the quantity — forty-odd pieces, all dark, all similar to an unpractised eye. They are not similar. I can tell Whitby jet from French jet at three paces — French jet is glass, colder, heavier, with none of the warmth. I can distinguish vulcanite from gutta-percha by the smell: vulcanite carries a faint sulphurous note if you rub it, a ghost of the process that made it. But these are distinctions that take years to learn and seconds to feel, and I didn't expect her to feel them. She wanted something that would hold her grief for her, and that is what mourning jewellery does. It holds.

"May I suggest something?" I took a small brooch from the second shelf. Bog oak, not jet. Carved with forget-me-nots, the petals still crisp after a hundred and fifty years. Irish, c.1870, probably from a workshop in Killarney. The wood was dark but not as dark as jet — more of a deep umber, with a grain that caught the light if you angled it.

"This isn't jet," I said. "It's bog oak — wood that's been preserved in peat for thousands of years. It was carved in Ireland, probably by a woman. The Killarney workshops employed women for the fine carving. The forget-me-nots were a standard mourning motif, but the quality of this one is unusual — see how the petals are undercut? That takes confidence. Whoever made this was good at what she did and knew it."

The woman took the brooch and held it in her palm. "It's so light."

"Wood, not stone. It was meant to be worn every day, not just at the funeral. Full mourning lasted a year for a spouse, six months for a parent. You'd wear a piece like this with your blacks for the first months, then with half-mourning colours — lavender, grey — as the year went on. It was a way of carrying the person with you."

She turned it over. On the back, a simple pin fitting and, in tiny scratched letters that I pointed out with my fingernail, two initials: E.H.

"The maker?" she asked.

"Or the owner. No way to know for certain. But those initials were scratched by hand, not engraved — someone added them privately, after purchase. I think they're the owner's. Someone wanted to mark this as theirs."

She bought it. Eighty-five pounds. I wrapped it in tissue and put it in a paper bag and she left holding it against her chest with both hands.

Eighty-five pounds. The afternoon's electricity would cost nearly twenty. The business rates, amortised daily, came to another forty. I had sold the shop's only customer of the day a beautiful object at a fair price and I was still, by any measure that mattered, losing money.

I cashed up at five. The till held the eighty-five from the brooch, a twenty from a funeral card I'd sold that morning to a collector in Norwich via the website, and the float. I entered the figures in the ledger — I kept a paper ledger as well as the digital accounts, a habit Nessa had called anachronistic and I called prudent — and then opened the laptop to check the bank.

The loan repayment was due on Friday. £437.50. The monthly cost of having bought out the woman who had opened this shop with me, shared the workbench, shared the flat upstairs, shared three years of a life built around beautiful objects made for other people's losses, and who had then, with no particular drama, left.

Nessa. I didn't think about her as often as I used to. I thought about her mostly in the gaps — the empty hook on the back of the workroom door where her coat had hung, the second stool pushed against the wall, the magnifying glass on its articulated arm that was better than mine and that I used every day without ever quite acknowledging that the reason I hadn't bought my own was that replacing it would mean she was really gone. She had been gone for eighteen months. The magnifying glass remained.

She worked for an auction house in Bristol now. Better money, broader stock, colleagues who talked about things other than death. I couldn't blame her for leaving. I could blame her for the way she'd done it — not all at once, not cleanly, but by degrees, her interest in the work thinning first and her interest in me thinning after. At some point the two losses had merged and I'd stopped being able to grieve either one separately. I had bought her out instead, with money I didn't have.

The workroom was neat. My bench — the good one, under the window — held the jet parure and my tools: loupes, cloths, a set of fine picks, a digital scale, conservation-grade tissue. Nessa's bench, opposite, held the lamp I'd put there, a stack of empty acid-free boxes, and a copy of Miller's Antiques Handbook that was three years out of date. The room was functional. I had objects for company, and objects did not leave by degrees.

I ran my hand along the edge of my workbench, feeling the familiar dip where generations of leaning elbows had worn a shallow curve into the wood. The building was Georgian, the bench probably Victorian, and I was the latest in a succession of people who had sat here doing close work in the light from that window.

The cathedral bells rang for five o'clock. I listened, as I always did, counting without meaning to. Five clear strokes. The sound entered the shop through the old glass and the stone walls and arrived softened, as if it had been rubbed smooth by all the rooms it had passed through to reach me.

I opened the post last. Three envelopes. An auction catalogue from Bonhams — nothing in my area. An electricity bill, estimated, higher than it should have been. And a letter.

The envelope was cream, heavyweight, the address handwritten in a careful, slightly old-fashioned hand. The return address was printed in small type at the top left: Prentice & Hadley, Solicitors, 14 Market Street, Hartwell, Wiltshire.

I opened it with the letter knife and read it standing at the counter.

Dear Ms Vane,

We are instructed in the estate of the late Miss Constance Elmore of this district, who died on the 7th of January 1931, aged 103. Miss Elmore left no direct heirs. Among the effects of her estate is a collection of jewellery and related objects of a memorial and mourning character, which has been held by this firm since Miss Elmore's death. Our late client directed that the collection should be offered for sale to a specialist dealer.

Your name was provided to us by the Antiquarian Dealers' Association as a dealer with particular expertise in this field. We should be grateful if you would be willing to view the collection at our offices with a view to purchase. The collection comprises approximately forty to fifty items, ranging in date from the 1840s to the 1920s.

We should add that it was our late client's express wish that the collection be sold as a single lot, and not dispersed.

Yours faithfully, D. R. Hadley Partner

I read it twice. The language was precise in a way I appreciated — a solicitor who said what he meant and stopped. The specification was unusual: a specialist dealer, the collection sold whole. Most estate executors wanted the best price, which meant breaking a lot into individual pieces and selling each to the highest






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
V SIMON RUDD:





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





