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			Chapter One

			‘Blanche, you are a mistress of the quick step!’ Cordelia cried gleefully, holding her pet dog’s front paws and dancing around the room as Elodie played the piano accordion and sang a ditty she had written comparing Blanche to Helen of Troy. Rather than having a face that launched a thousand ships however, the dog had a face that launched a thousand pleas to stroke her long floppy curly-haired ears. As a spangold – golden retriever and English springer spaniel hybrid – her curls were prodigious.

			‘She’s the lovechild of Jackson Pollock and the Hindu Festival of Colour,’ Rex tittered, brush in hand, as he noticed Blanche’s feathered tail had knocked over a jar of water into a tray of paints and was spraying pigment everywhere, including the sheet of paper upon which he was daubing.

			‘Wagadougou your splatter paint technique displays dogged determination.’ Cordelia kissed Blanche’s forehead and the dog grinned because she was not only the world’s waggiest canine, but also the smiliest.

			‘Thanks to Blanche it now has the look of a remote galaxy. What is it meant to be?’ Elodie asked, gazing at the artwork.

			‘Can’t you tell? Full English Breakfast,’ Rex replied.

			‘Oh yes, now I see. The baked beans have a look of distant planets.’

			This was round three of Left Leaning Society, an activity which entailed Cordelia, Rex, and Elodie drawing or painting, eyes closed, an image using their right hand, despite all three being left-hand dominant. Then the others had to guess what it represented, which was tricky owing to them stretching the term abstract to its limit.

			‘If that was by a big-name pop-artist it would sell for millions and  be titled something meaningless, like The Divergent Tensions Between Random Structures and Spatial Yearning,’ Cordelia commented.

			‘I was at an auction in Miami where a small fur ball balanced on an upturned polystyrene cup sold for $20 million. The artist titled it Eye of the Beholden and claimed it was composed of the eyelashes of his thousands of lovers and held together by the tears they shed after he dumped them,’ Elodie said, with a trill on the accordion keyboard.

			‘Imagine if the cleaner had chucked it away thinking it was a bit of old rubbish,’ Cordelia sniggered.

			‘I wonder how many collectors pretend to admire what the dealer is flogging cos they are unable to resist for fear of missing out on the latest art trend,’ Rex said, as he signed his name beneath the breakfast still life and pinned it on a board by Cordelia’s dragon boat, and Elodie’s Statue of Liberty which the others thought was a wind turbine.

			‘FOMO is a powerful motivator. Hype begats hype and it snowballs. Talent is not always obligatory,’ Cordelia opined and then told the others of an occasion during her student days when she and her best friend Wilbur watched a naked performance artist being wheeled through the room in a shopping trolley as he coated himself in squashed blackcurrants and chanted, ‘No Fish For The Weekend’. ‘Almost everyone nodded solemnly as though they were witnessing something profound, but me and Willy-The-Bur were forced to sneak away and laugh hysterically.’

			Elodie chuckled. ‘How would they react to our nursery-school level efforts? I know, let’s convince wealthy collectors that our un-masterpieces are valuable then they’ll be desperate to buy them. We’ll start a mysterious art collective and attempt to become the next big thing. But no one will know we are behind it.’

			‘Genius idea She-She, I’ll make some notes.’ Cordelia grabbed her pad then waved an empty glass at a magnum of champagne on the table and enquired hopefully, ’Is there any left in that one?’

			
			

			She-She was Cordelia’s nickname for Elodie l’Archambeau, super-chic scion of La Maison Bonheur, the best-selling champagne brand, who travelled everywhere with a crate of fizz in her wake, and vintage flutes in an antique binoculars case.

			‘No, but I might know where we can get some more,’ she replied, taking a bottle from the wine fridge and expertly opening it. ‘Is it time for a kir royale myrtille?’

			‘Botticelli!’ Rex cried, using his and Cordelia’s nonsense answer to a rhetorical question. ‘Seeing as it’s the same shade as the weave of my trousers.’ Rex did not do casual and never left home looking anything less than the finest-dressed man in the city, in sharply tailored suit, handmade shirt and tie, and cufflinks. ‘Don’t you own a pair of jeans?’ the manager at his first job as a computer programmer had asked. ‘I have too much respect for my fellow citizens not to look my best,’ he’d replied breezily. Not a good start considering everyone else in the building was wearing denim.

			Elodie handed them each a glass and they cheersed by touching together the tip of their left index finger with those of the other two. They were at her new London residence, a 1930s Streamline Moderne building that resembled a cruise liner. Cordelia had christened it the Gâteau Bateau because, as a French citizen, Elodie enthusiastically embraced the doctrine of pâtisserie.

			���

			Several months previously Cordelia and Rex had unofficially adopted Elodie. From first meeting her they were the closest of friends and it was apparent their deep bond was familial. Beautiful of body and spirit, she was an unexpected combination of academic – specialising in shoe history and symbolism – and reconstructive surgeon – who worked every few months for Rebâtir, the humanitarian medical  charity she had founded to rebuild the bodies of civilians injured by war. Cordelia had met her by chance at a Los Angeles auction as they bid, unsuccessfully, for the same pair of shoes once worn by Bette Davis in the film All About Eve.

			‘We were robbed of our reward!’ Elodie had said afterwards in the lobby of the auction house. ‘How we both wanted them. But I had a plan. We would take one each and then meet annually to reunite the pair and drink cocktails.’

			And that was it, instant friendship. They felt familiar to each other, as though they’d already met and their similarities – age, height (tall) and date of birth – made them speculate that they’d been twins in a former life. They had other things in common: both collected historically significant footwear; both had scars in their left eyebrow inflicted on them as teenagers – Elodie’s by being accidentally whacked by the racquet of her tennis doubles partner, and Cordelia’s from the stiletto heel of a white plastic shoe on a woman in a hen party who’d fallen down the escalator at Leicester Square Tube station and landed on top of her. Rex, who was Cordelia’s twin in this life, also had an instantaneous bond with Elodie. He said he hoped she and Cordelia had been twins in a prior existence because he heartily approved of twinage and could not bear to imagine his sister being without the companionship of the person who loved her the most. At first, they had wondered if Elodie was real or whether they had conjured her up because she clicked so perfectly with them. Now they were united, the three spent blissful times together – all laughter and mischief – and nothing in life would ever be better.

			Art and creativity were fundamental to Cordelia and Rex. Together they owned the eponymous House of Tanner, the luxury bespoke women’s shoe brand, where each model was inspired by a songbird. Cordelia was a celebrated designer and her guiding principle, “I have a duty to spread beauty”, was spectacularly rendered  by her glorious creations and a personal style that was beyond fashion. She was the dictionary definition of a quaintrelle, a woman who finds splendour everywhere and lives to cultivate pleasure. Rex, younger by ten minutes, with his brilliant mathematical mind was the logistics side of the partnership. While not creative in his day-to-day work, he expressed himself through his wardrobe.

			���

			Cordelia frowned as they discussed Elodie’s jokey suggestion for the art collective. ‘Conceptual art is so easy to forge and that’s stealing someone else’s intellectual property. Unless an artist’s DNA is incorporated into the artwork how can a buyer be confident of owning the real thing? We don’t want anyone copying our doodles and selling them for their own profit.’ She took a sip of kir. ‘Art fraud is rife, especially now that celeb collectors are showing off their buying power and inflating the market, which makes it extra-lucrative for the fakers.’

			She had personal experience of counterfeiting because House of Tanner designs had two unique elements concealed in its shoes. Inside one heel a tiny speaker transmitted the bird’s song; inside the other was a smartphone battery charger and USB socket. Despite both being trademarked, the USB had been copied by a Chinese company that produced footwear under the name House of T’Anna.

			‘That’s our challenge then, to create impossible to fake art,’ Elodie declared.

			They spent the rest of the day plotting and giggling about their scheme and agreed the name of the underground abstract art collective was Left to Their Own Devices and that works would be motivated by campaigning issues.

			‘We can do this,’ Rex exclaimed. ‘I have ideas on how to make them forgery proof, but I’ll need to work it out when I’m not tipsy.  Let’s have a think how to build hype. Should we reconvene next week, ready to start?’

			‘We’re akin to medieval scientists attempting to convert base metals into gold. Except in our case, it will be the magic of marketing and not alchemy that does it,’ Cordelia replied.

			Over the following weeks they met on Saturdays at Gâteau Bateau and, fuelled by Bonheur and cake, had a hoot creating their naive art. Themes were chosen by throwing darts at a list of options, or they held up cards on which suggestions were written and let Blanche choose by sniffing the one she preferred.

			One of their first pieces was created by diluting paint to symbolise a melted glacier, which they squirted from water pistols in a work called High But Not Dry to emphasise the destructive effects of climate change. For another, they used coloured pencils to draw dollar, euro, and other currency symbols and titled it It’s Who You Know, referring to political cronyism and corruption. Their favourite method was Twoga, a combination of Twister and yoga poses, where hands and feet dipped in watercolours were imprinted on canvas through bodily contortions. To ensure anonymity they wore gloves and socks so there were no finger or footprints to connect them with the project. Blanche joined in on one by trotting across the canvas laid on the floor and, being such a happy creature, spreading the paint by sitting and wagging her tail. That piece was titled, The Dog Days, to protest unscrupulous puppy farmers who breed canines with hugely exaggerated, often unhealthy, physical features.

			‘How will we persuade people to buy them?’ Elodie pondered as she leaned another canvas against the wall.

			‘Scarcity marketing. That’s what we do at HoT by not taking just anyone as a client. It makes the brand even more desirable. And if we deluge soshe with endless talk regarding LefDev then there will be a clamour, even though we don’t actually want everyone to have one,’  Cordelia said, picking up a cloth to wipe the paint off Blanche’s fur. ‘We limit our output and the works are never sold, instead we lend them for a specified period and then someone else borrows it. Each time we charge a considerable fee, one with numerous zeros before the decimal point. Availability is restricted to the world’s richest people. I bet they’d go for it out of the belief that if something is expensive it must be good.’

			Rex applauded. ‘Genius. And if we publicly reveal who the borrowers are then other richies will want one too. Ching ching.’

			‘Some people will desire a LefDev not for the love of art, but because they crave acknowledgment of their wealth and will use it to brag to their rich-list rivals,’ Elodie said. As a collector of art she revered, she was au fait with the various purchasing motivations. ‘We’ll donate the money we raise to the charities we support.’

			‘If they have so much dosh then we will soak them and make the borrowing of a piece conditional on also donating a proportion of their fortune to the causes and campaigns our art focuses on.’ Cordelia was on a roll. ‘Competitive giving. A one-upmanship ego trip. We’ll start an arms race of philanthropy.’

			Rex had a faraway expression and was tapping his fingers on the table. ‘We can do this. I shall marshal the power of my ‘puter.’

			‘What, snackety-snack?’

			Elodie looked confused. Cordelia and Rex often spoke cryptically, forgetting that she did not understand.

			‘She means hacking,’ Rex clarified.

			‘Are you telling me that underneath that sophisticated exterior a naughty renegade resides?’ Elodie laughed.

			‘Mea culpa. I know it’s hard to believe.’

			‘He’s a bit of demon in that respect,’ Cordelia explained, then changed the subject. ‘Blanche needs a stroll. Fancy joining me? We need to discuss how to prevent phoney LefDevs entering the market  once we launch.’

			���

			‘Well, aren’t we prolific.’ Rex was admiring their pile of canvases. ‘We have enough here to cover Tate Modern’s Turbine Hall.’

			‘We’re the art equivalent of those sushi places where dishes keep arriving on a conveyor belt,’ Cordelia added. ‘What are we going to do with them?’

			‘I have a plan.’ Elodie always had a plan – epic, imaginative, and brilliantly executed. ‘I’ve been contemplating my art collection, which I barely see now I’m so rarely in France. How about I move it to London and open a gallery so the public can share its magnificence? Then we’ll have somewhere to display Left To Their Own Devices.’

			This prompted great excitement and they debated their ideal place: ‘A space that makes you want to live there among the art’ – Cordelia; ‘Somewhere to host parties’ – Rex; ‘It must have a bar and a café for afternoon tea’ – Elodie.

			‘We need to consult someone acquainted with the workings of a gallery. I have the very person, Phyllida, my former mother-in-law. Haven’t seen her for an age. Calling right now.’ Cordelia picked up her phone and searched for the number.

			Phyllida answered, delight in her voice, ‘Cordelia, how splendid to hear from you. Julius was saying the other day how it’s been forever since we were all together.’

			‘Oh, I miss you Phyl. As usual, work gets in the way. I know that’s a pathetic excuse but I’m on with something that hopefully means I’ll get to see you more often. Do you want to meet for tea?’

			‘Absolutely. I’m free most days and dying to know what you have up your sleeve.’

			‘I think we deserve a trip to Longton. I’ll tell all when we’re in the  Scarlet Den.’

			‘What a treat. But if I try and buy anything that cannot be eaten hide my bank card and refuse to give it back. I’m always tempted by everything I see there.’

			���

			Phyl will be brill. She’ll give the gallery cred, so no one can accuse it of being a vanity project, Cordelia thought as she left House of Tanner. Wonder if Vulpy is at work yet. She entered The Weasel, the pub next door she co-owned with her ex-husband Oscar, who she’d nicknamed Vulpy, a shortened version of Vulpini, on account of him being so foxy. Despite no longer being married, Cordelia and Oscar were still in business and still in love. They’d only ended the marriage because their impossible to co-ordinate circadian rhythms meant they hardly saw each other. She always woke early, while he slept until late morning and worked into the night. They deserved the perfect marriage, but they had the perfect divorce instead. Cordelia lived on House of Tanner’s roof in a platform boot-shaped penthouse, Oscar’s residence was a folly based on the Temple of Apollo in The Weasel’s garden. They shared the care of Blanche, who had been a wedding gift from Rex.

			‘Good morning my mistress of the dawn.’ Oscar was seated in the saloon eating his lunchtime breakfast.

			‘Good midday my lover. I’m off to see your Mum. Me, Rexicles, and She-She are plotting and we need her expertise.’ Cordelia kissed him.

			‘Wish I could join you but today it’s What’s The Buzz. I’ve entered R.E.S.P.E.C.T. The Bees and Ice Iceni Baby in this year’s show.’ He was referring to the annual apiarists’ get-together and honey from his two hives, ruled benevolently by the queens he named Aretha and  Boudicca. ‘I’ve something to tell so let’s give her a video call.’

			‘In that case, I’ll have a quick caffeine.’ Cordelia popped behind the bar to pour a double shot of espresso.

			He dialled Phyllida’s number.

			‘Hello Mum, guess who I bumped into.’

			‘Look at you two. What salve for the eyes,’ she said happily.

			Cordelia waved. ‘You may not remember me, I’m that woman who ran off with your son a few years ago. I should be at Sevenoaks by 3pm. Look out for someone who resembles fruit punch.’ She was not kidding. That day she was in a canary-yellow metallic leather jacket, highlighted by lime snakeskin insets, high-waisted trousers in lime pinstriped gabardine, and tangerine-coloured suede Chelsea boots.

			‘Mum, are you busy on Friday? It’ll be an overnighter. I can’t be any more specific but you’ll be very glad you came.’

			‘Oh I do enjoy a mystery. Yes please! Give me a wardrobe guideline and I’ll be there. Oh, sorry darling, someone’s at the door. Can I ring you back?’

			‘Of course.’

			Oscar ended the call and turned to Cordelia. ‘I bid in a charity auction and won two tickets for an exclusive visit to Frampton Abbey Flower Show on the full moon to see the night-blooming plants. Mum will be mad about it. We won’t only see gardenia, four o’ clock alba, and a queen of the night, we’ll smell them too. It will be intoxicating!’

			‘What an impeccable son you are,’ Cordelia sighed and stroked his hand. ‘If we’d ever wanted children I’d have placed a special order for a child bearing your qualities to be delivered as an adult so I didn’t have to do any of that bringing it up malarkey.’

			‘You’re good with other people’s though. Shame you don’t have a ten-year-old niece or nephew, then you could be like Aunty Mame and teach them how to mix a Martini.’

			Aunty Mame was one of Cordelia’s top films. As teenagers she and  Rex had watched it repeatedly, beguiled by the glamorous costumes and sets, and whooping at the titular character’s irreverent attitude and sassy dialogue.

			‘Essential life lessons. Where do I borrow a ten year old?’

			‘There must be a dating app type matching service somewhere, but you might need to commit some effort to building a relationship.’

			‘In that case, no. I’m too busy being selfish and pleasing myself. Anyway, mustache, I’ll tell you later what me and the others are up to, after I have secured the services of the inestimable Phyllida Rivington.’

			���

			Phyllida was waiting for Cordelia outside Sevenoaks station. They had a long warm hug. ‘Julius sends his love and asks if you and Rex will be guinea pigs for a new game he’s devised for Planet Wildlife. Having access to Rex’s analytical brain and your creative acumen is so helpful.’ Julius, Phyllida’s husband, published board games and he often enrolled Cordelia and Rex for beta testing.

			‘Count us in,’ Cordelia replied, opening the car door.

			They were heading to Longton, a crumbling, nineteenth-century, Gothic Revival pile in the Kent countryside, built for industrialist Sir Hubert Tollington and relinquished by his family to the government in lieu of death duties. Throughout World War I it had been a base for allied soldiers, who had mistreated the historic treasure. It had been in need of restoration when a private school moved there in 1922, but by the time that closed in the 1990s Longton was ramshackle, with only the ghosts of prior occupants appreciating its anachronistic battlements, fan vaulted ceilings, and oriel windows. Its current incarnation was as Once Seen Never Forgotten, an enterprise run by Nicole Cantfield, furniture designer par excellence. She’d renovated the place, cleaned it of decades of neglect, and filled its rooms with  architectural reclaim, antiques, and her own work. It was now like a National Trust site where the interiors were available to buy. At the centre of the house, Nicole had converted a flamboyant crimson and gilded reception room into the most luxurious ice-cream parlour in the land, she called the Scarlet Den. Its combination of Knickerbocker Glories, ormolu as far as the eye could see, and that Phyllida lived only a couple of miles away, determined it as the location for the overdue reunion.

			Early in Phyllida’s career, working for a fine art auction house in authentication and attribution, she had checked three Tintoretto paintings owned by bullish entrepreneur Clayton Dandridge and discovered that they were fakes. Her youthful eyes, scrutinising a canvas through a magnifying glass, had spotted miniature letters that read, “GOTCHA, STUPID!” on the bare ankle of the central figure. Her heart had thumped as she’d checked the other two works. It took hours, but she’d found the same message on both. She also found on each the words tempus fugit and the almost imperceptible image of a digital clock. Phyllida had inspected the paint layers under an electron microscope and seen that clocks and slogans were in situ to other strokes and not added afterwards, which meant all three paintings were forgeries. When informed that his priceless Old Masters were worthless copies, the owner had blown his top and refused to accept the evidence. The auction house had declined to sell the remainder of Dandridge’s property, which Phyllida considered to be justice, him being a latter-day robber baron who, as well as being devious in business, had procured quality newspapers, converted them to tabloids and vulgarised public discourse.

			‘This is the type of edible room I dreamt of as a child,’ Cordelia said in admiration of the ice-cream salon. Its raspberry ripple-coloured taffeta wallpaper, dado rail encrusted with hundreds and thousands sprinkles, and cornices of multicoloured glass fruit were the epitome  of fairy tale chic.

			‘It’s delicious. Willy Wonka would approve. What are you ordering?’ Phyllida asked, looking at the menu.

			‘As a sculpture graduate I am unable to resist The Three Graces,’ Cordelia replied, choosing the nectarine, starfruit, and papaya ice-cream version of Canova’s marble masterpiece. ‘What are you in the mood for?’

			‘Being a fan of Doctor Who it has to be the Dalek-shaped dondurma. I’ve never tasted dondurma. It says here it’s a type of Turkish ice cream and has a chewy texture. This Dalek comes in coffee flavour, the eyestalk is a chocolate log, and the casing is dotted with spearmint choccie buttons.’

			‘Mmm. Will you give me a da-lick?’

			Phyllida chuckled. ‘Oh darling, I’ve missed your daft puns.’

			‘So, do you want me to reveal the plot? I’m here to ask you to oversee the establishment of a new London gallery for my friend’s art, to arrange transportation from Paris and Reims, and to hang it. She has an extensive collection of works by female artists, possibly the largest in the world.’ Cordelia omitted the part concerning Left To Their Own Devices. That was to remain a secret.

			‘What a delightful proposal. How could I say no? However, I have a caveat. I must be able to fit it around what my boss decrees.’ As an ardent gardener, tasked with two acres of land to vivify, her boss was Mother Nature.

			‘I’m so pleased, you’re a dear. And of course horticulture comes first. This will only be temporary and once we’re open, you’ll be back to primp your petunias and win first prize in Glorious Gardens of Kent.’

			���

			
			

			Now that Phyllida was signed up the next step was to secure a location for the gallery. Early each morning Cordelia, with Blanche, strolled the streets of Fitzrovia and Bloomsbury in conversation with the muses to find somewhere that was both characterful and big enough for Elodie’s paintings and the Left To Their Own Devices super-sized canvases. Then one day she found it, almost on her doorstep. She rushed up House of Tanner’s imperial marble staircase into Rex’s office and flopped on his sofa.

			‘You’ll never guess which deconsecrated church opposite has a For Sale sign newly nailed above the door. It’ll be just right for us. I’ll make a viewing appointment.’

			When Elodie, working overseas for Rebâtir, saw the roomy interior in the video Cordelia sent she called them. ‘It’s perfect and I like the church association. Art is a religion and it’s meant to be revered in community alongside other people, not be lonely in empty rooms.’

			‘Wait ‘til you see the exterior. Bands of black and white glazed tiles like a Belted Galloway, my favourite breed of cow,’ Rex told her excitedly.

			‘Ma colombe, I adore that you have a favourite cow. That seals the deal. Should we call our gallery Worship?’

			A fortnight later, Elodie was back in London and they were celebrating the imminent purchase of what had formerly been St Cecilia’s. ‘Cecilia is the patron saint of singers,’ she said.

			‘Does that include karaoke-performing surgeons?’ Cordelia asked, alluding to one of Elodie’s musical pastimes.

			‘Bien sûr! I always call on her for celestial assistance to hit the right notes. She deserves a portrait to hang in the entrance. I wonder if any dealers have paintings of her? It’s the Berlin Art Mart soon. Should we go shopping?’

			
			

			Chapter Two

			Cordelia poked her head round Rex’s door. ‘That writer will be here soon to interview me. Can we use your sofa?’ She was preparing for the visit of a journalist profiling her for the Observer magazine.

			‘Of course, I’ll go to the caff and eat a sequel to my earlier breakfast.’

			Her phone rang. It was Sebastian, her personal assistant. ‘Mary Ball is here. She’s waiting in the lobby.’

			‘Thank you Basti, be right there.’ Then to Rex, ‘Will you come and say hello?’

			They clattered downstairs, relishing the sound their shoes made on the steps because it reminded them of childhood tapdancing lessons.

			‘Mary, welcome to House of Tanner. How do you do? I’m Cordelia Tanner and this is my brother Rex, who is also my business partner. Without him the place would not exist.’

			‘Hello Cordelia, good to meet you. And hello Rex, it’ll be useful to have a chat. Are you free today?’ Mary asked, shaking their hands. They set a time to meet. Rex left them alone so Cordelia could give her the full-on House of Tanner experience.

			As they climbed the staircase, with its polished handrail and balustrades, Mary said, ‘The architecture is stunning. What was it prior to you moving in?’

			‘The main office of an insurance firm that eventually relocated. It sat empty for years. A millinery producer was initially based here when feathers on hats were the rage, so its original name was Plumage House. Such a coincidence seeing as my creations are inspired by birds.’

			
			

			House of Tanner HQ was a sight to behold, a nineteenth-century Italian Renaissance Revival palace with high arched windows, columns, and a colonnade on the ground floor. In its majestic lobby museum worthy sculptures by Edmonia Lewis, Anne Whitney, and Luisa Roldán greeted visitors.

			‘Do you fancy a cuppa and then I’ll explain what we do?’

			Cordelia liked talking about House of Tanner, and why not, it was an extraordinary success story, born of her’s and Rex’s combination of vision and implementation. During their first postgraduate employment – hers as an assistant for a fashionable shoe brand; his in a software engineering firm – they’d often sat in the pub after work, carping on about their jobs and fantasising about starting their own enterprises. ‘You’d hate the bro culture of computing. I hate the bro culture of computing. So I’m in the wrong profession,’ Rex had complained.

			‘I’m learning loads but I want my creativity to be liberated,’ Cordelia had sighed.

			‘We’ll do it one of these days,’ Rex sighed in return. ‘Should we have another drinkie?’

			‘Thought you’d never ask. Pint of mild please.’

			After a few months of dreaming Cordelia had said, ‘I enjoy my work and my colleagues are ace, nonetheless I want to design what I want to design. Instead of constantly banging on and then doing nothing, I need to be proactive and acquire funding for my own atelier.’

			Rex heard Cordelia’s frustration and switched on his listening intently empathy face. ‘If I had the dosh I’d fund you. Computing is probably more lucrative, so in case we fail to find a crock of gold at the end of the rainbow we should create something computery that makes us money and then when we’re loaded, we’ll start in shoe-biz.’

			Cordelia sang “There’s no business like shoe business”, then paused for a few seconds before blurting, ‘Got it! We’ll combine shoes  and software. You build some software for footwear manufacturers, and I’ll advise on the shoe-y bits. Mass-market producers in SE Asia churn out mountains, including trainers by the million. Production systems need to be seamless. It’s a complicated chain that breaks if any of the links are not co-ordinated.’

			Rex was all a-quiver at Cordelia’s suggestion because logistics was one of his strengths. He had never yet met a spreadsheet that did not stir him in a way that only other mathematicians could understand. In contrast, if Cordelia pictured a spreadsheet she felt her soul being sucked out through her nostrils.

			And that had been the start. Rex developed software with variations for several types of manufacturing. Demand was significant and companies worldwide licensed it on an annual basis, which is how the Tanners went from being juniors in their professions, earning entry-level wages, to building an empire that showcased Cordelia’s astounding talent.

			Mary was gripped. She was keen on rags to riches stories, especially if they involved families.

			‘Do you remember your first House of Tanners?’ she asked.

			Cordelia’s expression became wistful. ‘Yes. I have a replica pair in the archive. We’ll go and see them.’

			She led Mary to a vast room where everything ever produced by House of Tanner was displayed.

			‘I call it The Roost and, as you can see, I have taken the avian analogy to the limit.’

			Each model was exhibited on velvet in nest-like hexagonal boxes fastened to the wall, which resembled a giant honeycomb. She walked past the physical manifestations of her ingenuity and picked up a pair of high-heeled platform sandals in iridescent aquamarine, emerald, yellow, scarlet, and electric-blue suede.

			‘Here they are. The colours are based on the feathers of a Wilson’s  Bird of Paradise. It has a violet curlicue tail, symbolised here by ribbons that wrap around the ankles.’

			Mary made appreciative noises as Cordelia continued. ‘They were a one-off for a pal and she has the originals. If it wasn’t for her, I doubt House of Tanner would have become so successful.’

			She told the tale of her best friend at school, who had later studied at the Royal College of Dramatic Arts and went on to star in Hollywood films. ‘Her name is Trudy Dench and seeing as that’s almost identical to Dame Judi, she legally changed it to Sabina Bailey.’

			‘The same one who won the Academy Award for Where The Earth Meets The Sky? I loved that film!’

			‘Me too. Sabina’s success is how global recognition for House of Tanner began. She commissioned me to make her a pair of shoes to wear for the Oscars. I made her the Wilson’s but she decided they were too gorgeous to be hidden under her frock so she asked if I’d mind an alternative.’

			That alternative was her going barefoot on the red carpet, followed by a male model acting as a pageboy, holding aloft a glass case in which the shoes sat on a purple fur cushion. Attention had been on Sabina as a nominee and then as winner, and the shoes appeared in all the reportage. Naturally, she repeatedly mentioned Cordelia’s name when asked about her ensemble.

			‘Those were yours? What an incredible story.’

			‘I couldn’t believe it. Orders were out of control. However, being a start-up we couldn’t handle it because even then everything was bespoke. Fortunately, most customers understood the delay. Some of our clients have been with us since the beginning.’

			‘I’m not surprised. Where did you study shoe design?’

			‘Cordwainers, a Master of Arts. My Bachelor’s was in sculpture at the Courtauld Institute. I’m fortunate to have been educated at such incomparable artistic foundations.’

			
			

			‘Wish I had more pages for this feature Cordelia, there’s so much to say.’

			‘And we haven’t even seen what the production team is working on. Do you want to have a nosy now?’

			Mary followed Cordelia along the marble-lined corridor into a large room where clickers, closers, and finishers were meticulously working on the footwear fantasies that brought imagination and wonderment to the world.

			‘As you can see, everything is hand done. These ultra-skilled professionals are maintaining the exceptional craft of cordwaining.’

			‘It’s like engineering.’

			‘Good description. My brother is a genius mathematician, so he considers cordwaining to be an applied science as well as an art.’

			‘You two have entirely compatible abilities then.’

			‘Glad you noticed – will you tell him? I couldn’t do any of this without Rex. I tend to get the public recognition cos I do the glam bit, but he’s the operating system making sure the machine works as it should.’

			Mary glanced at her watch. ‘Is it that time? Rex is expecting me in ten minutes.’

			‘I’ll walk you back to his office. So lovely of you to come by. If you need anything clarifying or want to ask more questions, please call. Now, we’ll pop in to see my PA, Sebastian so you can arrange for a photographer to make us all look fabulous on film, or should I say, delicious in digital.’

			
			

			Chapter Three

			Heads turned whenever Cordelia entered a room, doubly so if Elodie was beside her, and that day at Berlin Art Mart was no exception. Her hair was in an up-do and she was dressed in a vivid magenta satin skirt suit with statement lapels, the left one adorned with a corsage of sweet peas. Cordelia often wore fresh blooms in her hair or pinned to her outfits and she chose varieties least likely to cause hay-fever symptoms in anyone nearby – as a precaution, she carried antihistamines in her handbag to hand out if necessary. On her feet she was wearing shoes she had created exclusively for herself. They resembled strelitzia, also known as bird of paradise, the flower’s dramatic beak as the upper and its orange and purple petal crest proudly rising above the vamp. Elodie, her honey-blonde wavy hair worn loose, was chic in a ruby ankle-length silk charmeuse dress, cut on the bias so it clung in all the right places. She was in a pair of her signature Cuban-heeled cowbike boots, a hybrid of cowboy and biker, handmade by Monsieur Durand, an octogenarian cordonnier in Paris.

			They were a dazzling pair who warranted fanfares but, despite their remarkable impact, neither was aloof, both being warm and engaging. Cordelia combined the charisma and authority of a natural leader with playfulness, and she was the type of vivacious character with whom most people wanted to spend time. She always upgraded the ordinary to the extraordinary and the smile in her voice and frequent laughter was an invitation for anyone listening to take joy in life. Elodie, meanwhile, was captivating, utterly charming, and universally adored. She had no idea of the effect she had, which made it even more delightful. A light radiated from her and enveloped everyone in her orbit, and she had a rare gift of making people believe  they were the world’s most sexy, valiant, and fascinating individual.

			Cordelia browsed the show catalogue. ‘Ooh, Isabella Cicciano is here. Let’s go and say hello.’ Isabella was the great-granddaughter of the deceased Minerva Cicciano, devotee of the arts who, in 1930 transformed her private island in the Bay of Naples into a colony for female artists and renamed it Libertas. The intention was to showcase and sell their work in a society where their creativity was largely undervalued. Libertas was also a holiday destination for art afficionados and, as a penniless recently graduated student, Cordelia had visited, courtesy of a bursary. Now, as an internationally successful entrepreneur, she donated generously to the Libertas Foundation so young women on a low income could benefit as she had from what the island offered.

			‘Cordelia, wonderful to see you. Are you here for work or pleasure?’

			‘Both,’ Cordelia replied, kissing Isabella’s cheeks. ‘May I introduce Doctor Elodie l’Archambeau. When she told me of her peerless art collection I urged her to visit the island. And it turns out she had already experienced the Libertas lifestyle.’

			Coincidentally, Cordelia and Elodie had, without knowing or meeting the other, celebrated their twenty-third birthday on the island.

			‘Enchantée,’ Elodie said beaming one of her blinding smiles. ‘I loved my stay on Libertas and was so motivated I bought two works. They were the start of my collection. I have your great-grandmother to thank for opening my eyes.’

			‘That is so good to hear. I am proud to continue her legacy.’

			‘Coeurdelia,’ as Elodie, being all heart, referred to Cordelia, ‘Let’s return to the island and explore all the places where we unwittingly breathed the same air and then buy some art for Worship.’

			‘Please do, and you’ll see Cordelia’s name plaque above the door  of the lodge she stayed in. It is the least we can do to acknowledge her generous endowment.’

			Cordelia squeezed Isabella’s arm, then, noticing a petite dark-haired woman wearing a pencil skirt, tailored jacket, and ultra-high heels, all in black, and flanked by four giant men, said, ‘Who’s that with the beefcake?’

			Isabella murmured, ‘Valentina. No surname. She is a prominent dealer, owns an art school in Rome, and also specialises in locating stolen works. That means she has enemies, particularly in organised crime gangs. The bodyguards escort her everywhere, although some say four is rather excessive and that she does it to draw attention to herself.’

			‘Who’s the Lady Boss?’ Rex queried as he sauntered on to the Libertas stand.

			‘Rudolph Valentina. People move out of her way sharpish. Can’t imagine why, given her four pet bullmen of the apocalypse,’ Cordelia replied.

			‘Anyone want to bet me a fiver the Hulk is built like a cement wall under that bulletproof vest?’ He motioned to the tallest guard, who was holding Valentina’s limited edition Hermès Birkin bag.

			‘She might know the whereabouts of a St Cecilia painting. Isabella, if you are acquainted will you please introduce us?’ Elodie asked.

			‘Of course.’

			‘Quite scary isn’t she,’ Rex whispered to Cordelia, as Elodie chatted to Valentina.

			‘Her pointy ears make me think of La Ciguapa, that folklore character who lures men into the woods to their death,’ Cordelia whispered back.

			Five minutes later, Valentina had agreed to negotiate a deal with the proprietor of As God Is My Witness, a purveyor of religious paintings whose only client was the Vatican.

			 ‘I’ve invited Valentina to visit Worship when we’re open,’ Elodie told Cordelia and Rex. ‘I mentioned House of Tanner and she’s keen to know more.’

			Buying from House of Tanner was not as simple as walking in for a fitting. To be deemed worthy of wearing such magnificent footwear potential customers were vetted to ensure they made a positive contribution to society and were not nasty pieces of work. This significant hurdle made wearing House of Tanner even more prestigious. And it meant Cordelia genuinely liked

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					What is the name of Morticia Addams’ daughter?

					What is an alternative name for a small-boat harbour?

					George Orwell’s Animal Farm is a satire on which political system?

					Which English island sounds similar to the name of Liverpool’s river?

					In Greek mythology who was the goddess of agriculture?

					What hour was Wilson Pickett singing about?

					Are international athletics track races run clockwise or anti-clockwise?

					What type of craft competes in the America’s Cup?

					True or false – bamboo can grow up to a metre in a day.

					A dromedary camel has how many humps?

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
					sent by the trustees to role play a heist and check for gaps in security

					taking the work away to be restored by showing a bogus letter of authorisation from trustees

					transferring the artwork for loan to another gallery.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
					Persian cavalry men, as early as the tenth century wore heels, not to increase height, but for the practical purpose of securing their feet in stirrups and to balance themselves on horseback as they fired arrows from their bow

					European aristocratic males adopted heels in the sixteenth century to symbolise their virility and social status

					France’s Sun King, Louis XIV, passed an edict in 1670 that permitted only those of noble birth to wear heels

					Height through heels had a sociological meaning; as heels restrict mobility only the wealthy who had leisure time wore them, whereas poor people who had to work wore flats or went barefoot

					When heels became the fashion for European women in the eighteenth century men ceased wearing them because they  were no longer the symbol of masculinity

					High heels change the wearer’s posture and by accentuating breasts, hips, and backside, make women sway as they walk, all reasons for the heel’s connection to sexual allure.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					B.A. Summer (pen name of Jane Peyton), Brighton, UK.

			

			
			

			
			
			
			
					Gail Willumsen, three-time Emmy-winning writer and film maker
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