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Chapter 1


Antiques and women, being passion, are the only living things you can depend on. Trouble is, they come with this other stuff called crime.


By three in the morning I’d done the burglary. It wasn’t easy. Cycling down dark drizzly country lanes in the owl hours is not my idea of fun, but when the devil drives and all that. My gammy leg was killing me. I stopped at the lay-by, pretended to pee against the hedge – odd how you can’t wring out a single drop to order – and wistfully left the pair of antique silver salt cellars as ordered, in a plastic shopping-bag under the hawthorn. They were idyll models, Victorian children with baskets selling fruit. Just over six inches tall, and as lovely as when they’d left the silversmith’s magic hands in 1859. (Tip: a boy and girl pair quadruples the price of one.) The craze for these superbly detailed figures was actually given its impetus by the Great Exhibition of 1851 . . . Where was I? On my way to an alibi, that’s where. As I remounted and wobbled off, sobbing at having to leave them, I heard a car start up. A real pro; and I don’t mean me.


Back at the cottage I carefully dried my bike, changed the wheels for two buckled derelicts full of cobwebs, put it ostentatiously in the vestibule, and slept the transient sleep of the just, dreaming of antiques.


Tarzans age, don’t they. Beauties wither. Civilizations crumble. Pasties go mouldy. When you think of it, everything’s got a bad prognosis.


Except there’s one entity which carries loveliness down the years in spite of politicians, wars, pestilence. It remains, blindingly beautiful as any far galaxy. Yet that cluster of mere things is within reach. It’s here among us. You can even put some, so small, in your pocket if you’re lucky.


That entity is antiques. Nothing else matters. Almost.


Dr Lancaster’s surgery, nine o’clock on a drab rainy Monday morning. Four days previously I’d prepared this medical alibi by damaging my foot. I drove up and parked my old Ruby, and was limping in when this woman emerged. Blonde, slick, giving me a glance hard as nails. I sighed wistfully, but alibis called. I entered to wait my turn and sat, bored, looking round. Is limbo as dull as a doctor’s waiting-room?


I play this game called People, my own invention to antidote boredom, that dreaded state. You play People this way: Invent a question, any question, about anybody. Like, ‘What is she going to do next?’ or some such. Then, you apply that question to whoever you next get a good look at. Simple, eh? No. Try it.


There were three of us waiting for Doc Lancaster’s scornful cynicism this particular day, Corinne with her monster infant Joe, me, and a bloke. Corinne I already knew about; she serves in the village shop, always worn out. Joe doesn’t count. He was making a noisy speech, unhindered by the lack of vocabulary, and tramping Corinne’s thighs meanwhile. I envied him his succulent trampoline but left them both out of my People Game. You have to play fair.


The bloke, though, wasn’t a villager. He sat motionless. Not a nod, not a smile. Faded pinstripe suit, frayed cuffs. And turn-ups, would you believe. Thin dark tie, shirt with washed-out stripes. He held a bowler hat on his knees with soft bleached hands.


Mrs Vanston emerged, ushered by Doc Lancaster’s surgery nurse Anna. I smiled my most winning smile.


‘ ’Morning, Mrs Vanston.’ She has a lovely early Crown Derby dinner service I’ve been after for years. She displays it in her front room window just to annoy me.


‘ ’Morning, Lovejoy.’ She left, sadly a picture of health. I honestly most sincerely don’t hope she pops off. But imagine her Crown Derby at auction . . .


The bell dinged. Corinne gave me Joe while she went in after Nurse Anna. Joe silenced momentarily, leaning away to eye me like they do. A faint sneer flitted across his eyes as recognition struck: Lovejoy; antique dealer; scruff; penniless; no food as usual. He resumed his speech and his march. God, he was heavy. God, he hurt my thighs. And God, he was noisy.


‘Shut your din, noisy little bugger.’


‘Lovejoy!’ Anna reappeared for a file, swished her bottom out of sight.


‘All right for her,’ I grumbled, trying to encase Joe. Realizing that he was now on a lapless thoroughfare he became more energetic than ever, thrusting an occasional leg through so he’d risk falling. ‘You’ll tumble, you little nerk. Knock it off.’ Joe thought this hilarious.


The bloke opposite ahemed. ‘Children,’ he pronounced straight out of an elocution class, ‘are capable of adaptive learning from an extraordinarily early age.’


Eh? Silence.


Joe fell about, screaming with laughter. I could feel his belly shake. Struggling, I compromised by giving the bloke an expectant smile for him to chat some more, but that show-stopper seemed to be it.


Anxiously I prodded my dozy neurones. What had he said? Children’s adaptive learning or something. How the hell are you expected to answer that, for God’s sake?


‘Er, aye,’ I managed finally. ‘Aye, very early.’


He gave a curt approving nod.


‘I’ve always thought that,’ I added helpfully. ‘How very early they, er, do that.’


Pro-o-o-o-longed silence.


Well, I’d tried. Sulkily I went back to trying to control Joe’s adaptive learning, but he was bloody difficult. Fifteen minutes into Corinne’s consultation Joe reddened, concentrated on grunts, then started stinking the place out. He burst into celebratory song.


‘Excuse me, mate,’ I said. ‘Could you pass his bag, please?’


Corinne has a pushchair – chrome protuberances ankle high, of course, to slash your shin. I’m sure women favour this sort from a kind of vestigial race memory, Queen Boadicea being a local East Anglian lass complete with sabre-toting hub-caps. A plastic bag dangled from Joe’s chariot handle.


No answer. He stared into the middle distance.


Now I’m a polite sort of bloke, honestly, but I had to say it as I clutched Joe – God, the stench – and crabbed across the waiting-room to collect the bag.


‘You idle rotten sod.’


Still not a word. I’m pretty good with most things, even Joe-sized, so by the time Nurse Anna sprung Corinne the only evidence of the problem was the terrible niff from the nappy I’d bagged.


‘I couldn’t wash him, Corinne,’ I explained, adding nastily, ‘No medical help, you see.’


Nurse Anna’s amusement narked me as she shepherded the prim bloke inside. Joe’s din and Corinne’s thanks dwindled, and I was alone with my People Game. I should have played cat’s cradle. Safer.


In solitude, I asked the room loudly, ‘What is she going to do next?’ That had been my People question, and Mister Sunshine its focus.


Now, the game’s cardinal rule is that you’re not allowed to change the question. The subject was a bloke, not a bird. The rule said stick with it.


I pondered. ‘What is she going to do next?’


Well, I reasoned, he must know at least one she, right? Auntie? Wife? Live-in lover? Seductress whore straight out of The Blue Angel with him the lust-lorn love-crazed professor on the balcony? Mother? He’d looked about forty. But she’d have turned his frayed shirt cuffs for him, and done better stitching than that coarse mend on his trouser-leg. I relegated Mother to a distant Lincolnshire nursing home.


Wife, then?


Not really. He was too clean. Oh, I’m a man of the world. I know everybody puts clean underpants or knickers on before going to the doctor’s and scrubs themselves skinless. It’s the way we are. I mean, I have a bath about six o’clock every morning but this particular day I’d had an especially vigorous double go. So it was only to be expected that Old Misery was spotless. But his cleanliness was the obsessional toenails-and-armpits hoovering of the loner. No doghairs. No chin stubble. He was the sort who’d be edgy if his pencil broke. Could any wife stand that? Doubt it. Women hate permanent extremes in a man. I’ve found that. Like, I’m a natural scruff, so women reflexly set about tidying my cottage beyond repair. They fail, but that’s OK because they thrive on being annoyed.


Delete wife.


My old Austin Ruby still clung to life on the critical list where I’d parked it on the surgery’s forecourt. Had Chatterbox come on the bus? Rule Two of the People Game: you can’t wheedle help. I could easily ask Nurse Anna had she seen the stranger arrive. If I’d not invented the game I’d have broken the rules quick as a flash, but honour’s honour and I didn’t.


The village where I live’s a few miles from the nearest town. East Anglia’s depressingly rural, so word spreads with ominous speed about practically anything. Worrying, in a way. I should have heard of the prim bloke, if only by osmosis. So he wasn’t staying in the village.


A sudden afterthought. I opened the door and limped round the side of the surgery extension (it’s stuck on to Doc’s house). No bike, no car. Aha. So he’d walked. Surely he couldn’t have been dropped off by that gorgeous blonde bird just leaving as I’d arrived?


‘On yon gloomy tower,’ I sang from welling boredom, doing the Miserere bit in a deep voice accompaniment. The tannoy crackled, Doc Lancaster.


‘Lovejoy? Is that you making that infernal row? I can’t hear a bloody thing in here. Shut him up, Nurse Baker.’ Over and out.


‘This is your captain speaking,’ I murmured, doing the flinty pilot’s bit, but Anna sortied forth to ballock me in whispers.


‘Lovejoy. You’ve been nothing but trouble ever since you came,’ et medical cetera.


‘Who looks after your patients’ infants when I’m not here?’ I shot back, stung, but she’d already swept out. Bloody cheek.


Thirty-five minutes Mr Helpful had been incarcerated. Odderer and queerer. I’ve only been to Doc Lancaster’s three times and it’s been haul in, submit, then be fired out. I began a finger-snapping, tongue-clicking accompaniment to that Lloyd Webber song about Sunday, humming gently in case medical marauders sallied out to exterminate Art. I’d have read one of Doc’s magazines, but they’re all nipple hygiene and tooth decay. Village doctors hooked on health are really disheartening. Doc tries to get me running to Bullock Wood and back, the maniac.


‘Don’t write a letter,’ I sang, tapping, clicking.


‘Lovejoy!’ thundered the tannoy. I jumped a mile. See what I mean? Doc was probably only trying to listen down some tube or other, and lets himself get ratty like that. He’s always been a bad-tempered swine. More yawnsome silence. You’d think they’d have a radio or a telly.


Then I noticed the bloke’s bowler on his chair. Clue. Might there be a clue in that bowler?


A quick wrestle with conscience over the interpretation of Rule Two, and I was across the room investigating the hat.


Inside the leather band was a little bump. Only natural to put a fingernail down and lift the margin. Mere inquisitiveness, honestly not wanting to nick anything. A piece of ultramarine lapis lazuli lay within. And I recognized it.


Shaken, I returned and sat. I’d won the People Game hands down, or so I thought. Q: What would she do next? A: The she in question was his wife. And she would go and sleep in passionate ecstasy with Parson Brown. Mrs Shrouder, wife of Sam Shrouder the antiques expert. Now I knew who he was, I knew practically everything else as well.


Get set, go. Into antiques and women. And that other stuff.




Chapter 2


Sam Shrouder emerged after another forty minutes, slightly flushed. I watched him, fascinated. I did no more than give him a smile, because Sam Shrouder’s been deaf as a post since birth. Nurse Anna, waggling provocatively, showed him out, then beckoned me in. Doc gave me his usual poisonous welcome. His grin narks me.


‘Lovejoy, you’re the noisiest patient on earth. How about I transfer you to Dr West at Ipswich? I’ve always disliked him.’


‘Doc, I’ve been waiting five hours—’


‘One, Doctor,’ our favourite nurse said.


‘One’s nearly five.’ I was all ice as I held out my leg. ‘Hope you’re as thorough with me as you were with old woodentop.’


‘Who?’ Doc Lancaster’s innocence didn’t fool me. He’s obsessional about confidentiality. Anna angrily gestured me to the couch.


‘I mean that other bloke.’ Worth a try. If Sam Shrouder was seriously ill the antiques game round here would suffer.


‘Bloke, Lovejoy? You’re imagining things. You’re my first case today. Trousers off.’


Nurse Anna drew the curtains, swish swish.


‘Undress? It’s only my foot.’


‘Still down there at the end of your leg, is it?’


‘Very funny.’ I shoved Anna outside the curtain and undid my belt. I could hear her tutting. Well, it’s all right for women, but a naked man looks stupid. Lamely I scrambled on the couch and dragged the blanket over.


‘Ready.’


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ She came in, flicked the blanket away and ripped my sock off. My squeal of pain made Doc chuckle. A right haven of concern and care.


‘I’ll bloody report you both to the Minister of Health.’


‘Please do, Lovejoy.’ Lancaster came and stood as Anna removed the surgical dressing. ‘Get me the sack, then I can go sailing.’ Encouragingly he slapped my leg. ‘Time those stitches came out, Nurse.’ He went to wash his hands, whistling.


‘She’s too rough,’ I said nastily. ‘You do it, Doc.’


‘Wouldn’t criticize too much, Lovejoy. You’re on the pointed ends. She’s got scalpels, toothed forceps, dissecting scissors, needles—’


He kept chuckling. Oh, the medical merriment. I watched apprehensively as Anna started clashing instruments out of the sterilizer on to a trolley. The tong things she used to lift are enough to frighten you to death. I’m sure they only make them shiny to put the fear of God up us.


‘It won’t hurt, will it?’ I asked, really casual.


‘It’s gruesome,’ Lancaster said, scribbling happily. ‘Wouldn’t watch if I were you.’


She came like a white bat and gave me the whole bit, the towels, the sterile wash that stings you into a coma, the compound lights.


‘How did you do it, Lovejoy?’ Lancaster was asking, puzzled, as I wondered if ether was an aphrodisiac. Anna’s curved haunch was so near as she worked. No consideration. ‘Drop a lead pig on it, I mean.’


‘That’s right – sssss!’ Anna had struck.


‘Keep still, Lovejoy,’ she commanded. Why is it nurses think they have a right to get annoyed, when I was doing all the bloody suffering?


‘A pig is a piece of cast bar metal, you daft—’ I halted, and smiled weakly. Nurse Anna had paused warningly, turned slitted eyes on me. She loves Doc, which is unfair, especially to me.


‘But why would the world’s scroungiest antique dealer be working with lead, Lovejoy?’


‘To, er, mend things.’


Anna’s instruments clashed and snipped. I tried to keep a smile in my voice. As soon as I was free I’d clout her.


‘What things, Lovejoy?’ from Doc, the pest.


‘Ask old Sam Shrouder!’ I shot out in pain as something pulled a long agony from my foot.


‘Who?’


Give up. I just lay and groaned, trying not to watch the reflection of my poor mangled foot in the massive round lights staring down at me with their hot gaze. Anna finished the dressing and angrily said that she’d told me twenty-seven times to keep still.


‘Like a child,’ she blazed, furious. ‘You’re the worst patient we have.’


‘Shut your teeth,’ I said, limping upright.


‘Here’s your clearance chit, Lovejoy.’ Doc gave me a paper. ‘Off you go. Do it to the other foot.’


Sympathy? Typical. Still, my alibi was established. I left, limping ostentatiously to show a high degree of infirmity. I remembered my walking stick.


Ten minutes later, rattling towards town in my Ruby at a smart nineteen m.p.h. I thought about Sam Shrouder. In spite of his fame, I’d never before clapped eyes on him. What I’d seen intrigued me. Fakes, you see, in a way are an emulation of love, which is what life’s about, and Sam Shrouder is the greatest faker of antique jewellery, furniture, porcelain, and practically everything else, in East Anglia. East Anglia includes me, so you can judge my concern.


His missus is reputed to visit Parson Brown (tell you about him in a minute) most days for purposes of, er, indoor recreation, while husband Sam slogs hard at his trade. The Shrouders live away beyond Melford but visitors are discouraged. Now, why was he on Doc Lancaster’s list, miles from home? Slowly I trundled into the car park, thinking. That was when this uniformed bobby climbed in beside me and directed me to the police station.


‘Knock it off, George,’ I said wearily. ‘Can’t you see I’m a cripple?’


‘Suspicion of shoplifting, Lovejoy. Or whatever.’


‘A policeman? And you’d lie?’


He laughed as we entered Crouch Street. ‘You’re a card, Lovejoy, straight up.’


That cooled me. I hate hearing the Old Bill laugh, especially when I don’t know enough of the joke to join in.


‘You antique dealers are pestilential, Lovejoy,’ Ledger said in the cop shop. I was barely over the threshold before he’d started moaning.


‘And good day to you, Ledger,’ I said. They loathe cheerfulness, so I grinned like an ape. ‘That it? Can I go now?’


George shut the door behind him. Ledger isn’t normally that careful. No policewoman taking every word down, either. This called for caution. I stopped smiling and looked obedient.


‘Ben Clayton’s in town, Lovejoy,’ Ledger said. Pause.


‘Really?’ I said, polite but scared. I vowed to throttle Tinker, my drunken old barker. He’s supposed to sniff out news of other antique dealers and their wares, and preferably let me know before every peeler in East Anglia hears. He’d be sloshed at the Three Cups, on his tenth pint by now. ‘Ben Clayton? Staying long, is he?’


‘Lovejoy.’ Ledger rose, paced. He hadn’t invited me to sit, so I stood like a rabbit before a stoat’s hypnotic dance. ‘Just listen, lad. You’re the slyest, most pathetic nerk in East Anglia. You live off women, conning anybody dumb enough.’ It was hard, but I let him rant on unopposed. ‘About this old town of ours, Lovejoy. Lots of people, all decent subjects of our sovereign Monarch, believe it’s their responsibility – the mayor, councillors, the town guilds. But.’


His silence was a prompt. ‘They’re wrong?’ I offered helpfully.


‘Correct, Lovejoy. This town’s down to me.’


‘I’ve nowt to do with Ben Clayton, Ledger.’


He stopped. ‘Possibly true. But what about the helper he’s got with him?’


Now I really would kill Tinker, drunken old sod. Ben Clayton’s the ultimate in gormlessness, but he owns a psychopathic aide called Seg, whose knack with aggro can be very, very ugly. I once saw Seg do over three husky football fans in Tottenham, fists and feet. Ben Clayton prides himself on arranging scams in antiques. Word was that the Saxmundham robbery, Continental porcelains, was one of his, and the Warwickshire oil paintings, plus lesser goings-on. Seven scams in a twelvemonth. Wherever Ben Clayton took Seg, mayhem was sure to follow.


‘Helper?’ I bleated, sweating now, suddenly remembering.


‘At last, Lovejoy. You’ve remembered the Russian Exhibition. Me too, lad.’


‘Moyes Hall.’ It’s a delectable building in St Edmundsbury’s Buttermarket, famous for its pristine survival for nigh on a millennium and its marvellous collection of antique clocks. Starting yesterday, it was hosting an exhibition of Russian antiques designed to illuminate darkest East Anglia. I was dying to see it, preferably when Ben Clayton wasn’t lurking nearby – I’d get blamed if half of everything mysteriously vanished, that’s why.


He tapped my chest. ‘Right, Lovejoy. I appoint you suspect Number One, as of now. Any sparrow falls in the Eastern Hundreds and I’ll have you, no matter what the evidence.’


I swallowed. He’s a nasty, even for his ilk, but I’d never seen him quite so edgy. He’d got wind of something. Clearly he was scraping the barrel by having George the Plod snaffle me. I scented money and greed, and instantly cheered up. Alone, those two factors are pests; together they spelled antiques.


‘What’re you grinning at, Lovejoy?’


‘Nothing, Ledger. Honest. Just had, er, my teeth done.’


‘Anything happens, Lovejoy. Remember.’


‘Right, Ledger.’ I left, nodding to Ernie on the desk.


Now for the tavern, to strangle my one and only employee. In a law-abiding manner, of course, seeing I was under police surveillance. I’m honestly fair about most things, whatever Ledger says.




Chapter 3


Remember the Great Imperial Egg Fiasco at Christie’s? It became Great because it was initially simple and finished up unbelievably complicated. And all because of a little thing called money. It’s an innocent tale, and tells all that anybody needs to know about the wicked world of antiques.


Once upon a time in Imperial Russia, Carl Fabergé, jeweller of the day, worked happily. (You can tell this is history, modernity being ramjampacked with equality, so everybody shares nothing but dross.) Came 1885, and the Tsars got good old Carl to make jewelled eggs. Just that; birthday presents. Each was individual. Also, each one opened to show a figurine, a coach, even a scene – all in dazzling jewels. Carl made them until the 1917 Revolution. He did a mere 57 of these brilliant Tsarine ova, which isn’t many, plus some ordinary cheaper enamelled jobs for well-heeled kulaks. You can guess how keenly antique dealers (and, yes, even thieves) drool at these rare valuable Imperial eggs.


And collectors.


Cut to 1977. Enter a millionaire, delighted to hear that Christie’s at Geneva is auctioning a Fabergé egg! And what’s more, it’s none other than the very one Tsarina Alexandra gave to her husband Nicholas II, Tsar of All The Russias, as celebration of the three hundredth anniversary of the Romanovs. The Imperialist jewel of all time! Ecstasy!


Well, you can imagine.


Come auction day, the bidding soared. A delighted millionaire wins it, flies in to collect The Egg. He almost faints with horror when he sees it for, he says, it’s junk, a fake, a bad egg, worse. Came the inevitable lawsuit, the arguing, the tabletop glares, the Expert Testimony. Finally the millionaire has to pay up. Sighing, he does and collects a Romanov jewelled egg.


Another leap and it’s 1985, and now the millionaire decides to sell. Where else but at That Famous Auctioneer’s of Manhattan, where all the best jewels go? And here comes the crunch, because immediately all hell’s let loose. They now refuse to sell The Egg. And why? Because Expert Testimony says it’s not The Egg they previously thought. It’s not a rare Imperial egg after all.


Asks the baffled owner, How can this be? Genuine in 1977, duff in 1985? The same antique? The same Expert Testimony? Sure, says any auctioneer, cool as a cucumber, why not? We can change our minds, for heaven’s sake. The lawsuits look likely to run into the twenty-third century. A fiasco, no?


The lesson is that the buyer – you, me – must suspect the worst. Once you buy, expect no sympathy and precious little apology. You’re alone with your antique – fake, genuine, copy, repro, look-alike, whatever. It’s yours and good luck. This is the world I live in, my normal scene of risk. Now read on.


The pub was almost crowded. Pretty Helen Maybanks was in, long of leg and wearing an ultramarine woolly. It reminded me of Sam Shrouder, which reminded me of Helen and Sam. I limped over, flopped groaning on a neighbouring bar stool. She offered me a drink. I accepted. Smilingly she scribbled air over everybody’s head at Ted the barman. He nodded in compliance. That really narks me. I have to shout even to be ignored.


‘Seen Lydia, Helen?’ Lydia’s my apprentice, prim, pure and palpable. She’s always got some do-gooding scheme on the go.


‘No. Should I have?’


‘If you see her, I want her.’ I planned my tactics. ‘Who re-did you that oil painting, love?’


‘Last autumn.’ She lifted her chin, deerlike, plumed cigarette smoke at the low-hanging lamp. ‘Sam Shrouder.’ She held my gaze, not difficult for a bird like her. ‘Even you admired it, remember? Botticelli copy.’


‘So I did. Did he use true ultramarine?’


‘Mmmh. Cost the earth.’ She spoke with anguish. ‘Sam’s an artist. But if you want work done, Lovejoy, you’re too late.’


‘Eh?’


‘He’s gravely ill, maybe even passing away. Hasn’t taken a single nod for ages.’ A nod in the antiques game is an acceptance to do restoration work. This includes forgery, repairs, copying – anything a craftsman can get up to.


‘Hell fire,’ I exclaimed, wondering what on earth was going on. As well I might. I’d just seen him looking fit as a flea. ‘I only want a piece of jewellery copied. Nothing much.’


Her eyes ignited with the brilliance greed brings. Casually she reached for my hand. ‘At Sam’s prices, Lovejoy? Your piece must be a dazzler.’


‘No, honestly.’ Denials always confirm a woman’s suspicions, so I gave her a few sincere ones. ‘Pity, though. I hadn’t heard he was sick. What’s he like, love?’


‘Physically?’ Helen described the bloke in Doc Lancaster’s surgery to a T, and added, ‘But reclusive. I’ve only met him once, and that was accidental, years ago.’


‘Wasn’t he a friend of Parson Brown?’


She looked evenly at me through smoke-wrinkled fug. ‘So they say. A complicated arrangement through Mrs Shrouder, to coin a phrase.’ Her gaze swirled past me. ‘Speak of the devil.’


Casually I glanced at all available mirrors, and there Parson Brown was: lanky, poplin tie, monogrammed buttons, leather elbows and cuffs to his salt-and-pepper tweed. Pipe clenched in firm white teeth. He chortled as he came, some joke with cronies. I caught his glance bouncing between mirrors while he ordered at the bar and decided to ask Helen more questions later in a quieter place. Lydia shyly arrived, breathily twinset and pearls, matching handbag. She always looks at the floor in pubs. Beats me how she sees where I am.


‘Good morning, Lovejoy,’ she said. ‘Good morning Helen.’


‘ ’Morning Lydia. See you later, Lovejoy.’ Helen drifted knowingly.


‘How is your poor foot, Lovejoy?’


‘Very sore.’ I raised my voice for the world’s witnesses. ‘Lucky the car’s back on the road.’


‘You poor thing.’ She sat, all sympathy.


Strike while the iron’s hot. ‘Pain makes you thirsty, love.’


‘Oh. I’m so sorry. Do they do coffees here?’


‘No, love.’ She’s like this, eternally astonished at life’s methods.


Tinker shuffled over, grubby, whiskery, bubbling with every breath. He’s a drunken old wreck, but barkers don’t come any better. ‘A posh fat geezer’s asking after you, Lovejoy. Saloon.’


‘Oh, aye. Soon as I’m fit I’ll throttle you, Tinker. You didn’t warn me. Ben Clayton and Seg.’


‘Sorry, Lovejoy. Bad ’flu this morning.’


A hangover by any other name. ‘That Aigina necklace, Tinker. Did we get it?’ I’d sent him to the local auction, more in hopes than anything else.


‘Nar, mate.’ He coughed, a long gurgling riff which shuddered the walls and silenced marsh ducks for miles down the estuaries. He takes a minute to recover, clinging to the bar rail. I don’t know how, but he never spills a drop. ‘Went for a frigging fortune.’


I groaned as Lydia returned. She’d brought Tinker another pint. ‘Are you in pain, Lovejoy?’


‘Not much, love.’ I was so noble, but I was sorrowing for the lost antique. The ancient Minoan civilization left jewellery which doesn’t look much at a distance. But put it on a woman and it is beyond words. The Aigina Treasure was a rich Cretan harvest, say 1700 years BC with a spread either side, of these triple layer cornelian and amethyst bead necklaces. They’re ‘fellow-strung’, as we say in antiques, meaning the cornelians on one string align with the cornelians on the other in shape – beads, tubelets – colour and size. Lovely, but illegal to export from Crete’s archaeological sites, ha ha.


‘Helen got it, Lovejoy. Thought she’d’ve said.’


I caught Helen’s eye. Sweetly the cow raised her glass, smiling, guessing Tinker was reporting in. She was talking to Parson Brown – and telling him what? Someone interposed.


‘Howdy, pardners!’ And there he was. Doom, squared.


Some people have a terrific impact, don’t they. Put this bloke down on paper and he sounds humdrum – stout, breathless, wheezily hot, too many clothes. In fact he behaved like a slammer, vigorous, a human dynamo.


‘Hello, friends. Ray Meese, to youse!’ He patted us all and descended, calling loudly for service. ‘What’s your pleasure, men?’ We were troops resting by some road and here came the officer with orders for the platoon of me, Lydia, Tinker.


‘Pint, guv,’ from Tinker.


Not me, ta,’ I said.


‘No, thank you kindly,’ from Lydia.


‘Same again, Ted,’ Meese yelled, and would you believe, Ted served him?


A babblemouth if I ever saw one. He beamed, fat and florid, through these thick hornrimmed specs. ‘You’re Lovejoy. Am I right or am I right?’ I was to learn he only gave the world the two choices. I said nothing, already knowing who I was.


‘Ta, guv,’ Tinker yelped, draining his ale and giving his gummy grin as Ted fetched drinks from behind the bar. I stared. East Anglian barmen simply do not emerge, not ever. I didn’t even know Ted had legs. He avoided my eye, deposited glasses and a bottle of plonk, some foreign label crammed with a gothic coat-of-arms. Unbelievable.


‘Lovejoy’s the only divvy we got,’ Tinker gravelled out, wiping his mouth. His mitten still had his breakfast sauce. I gave him the bent eye to shut up.


‘Ray Meese, six movie awards, Lake Bayon Enterprises. President, producer, director, financier.’


‘Wotcher, guv.’


This was getting out of hand. ‘Shut it, Tinker.’


‘Ted,’ Meese called, pointing a finger imperiously. Tinker shambled off to the bar to swill more free ale. Loyalty, like morality, often ends peed against some alley wall.


‘You and me, Lovejoy, are in business.’ His pudgy hand pressed my arm. The ring was Roman, genuine, on a glittering modern gold carrier ring. I felt my chest go bong. Either he was a true caring collector, or he’d done his homework.


‘Are we?’ I said, cold.


Lydia edged closer at the sound of my voice.


‘Friend, you’re joining the movies!’ He fell about laughing with great vertical shakes. He poured wine into three glasses, raised his in sudden solemnity. ‘To Lovejoy. May he prosper. May he attain his pinnacle—’


‘No, ta,’ I said, as opener. Lydia stirred.


‘A mere no?’ Meese kept his beam, hands outspread. ‘A mere denial?’ He switched to soulful. ‘Lovejoy. Your average fee’s a pittance. These inferior antique dealers take advantage of you. They need you, but don’t pay. Why, with your special divvying skill you should be exalted in the Sunday supplements, featured in a drossy glossy—’


‘Lovejoy is highly thought of, Mr Meese,’ Lydia cut in sharply.


‘Certainly, my dear.’ His voice sank, its timbre phoney episcopalian, suggestive. Was he about to ask if he could finger her pretty necklace? ‘Let me add to that. He deserves – you deserve, with him, dear – reward for talent. Examine him: a divvy, with your superb support. Doesn’t it merit a proper financial reward?’


‘Well, of course,’ Lydia said. ‘It’s only fair.’


‘Not fair, my dear.’ His face throbbed with emotion. ‘We want – did I say want? Demand – due recognition. For genius.’ His voice caught. ‘For beautiful, truly, genius.’


For Christ’s sake, I thought. I’d never ever seen anything as phoney as Ray Meese. I’m a born fraud so I should know. But when a gold, possibly new, carrier ring dazzles as much as his, it’s the handiwork of Miracle in Coggeshall. Yet the bloke was a stranger. How come?


Meese leaned closer, misty of eye. ‘Lovejoy – and I’ll only die if you refuse – please be advisorial consultant in antiques, for my new movie. It’s going to be the greatest movie ever made! Is this Ray Meese begging? Indeed, indeed!’


‘I know nowt about cinema.’


‘But movies need you. Simply be available, on the phone, six weeks.’


I was still worried about advisorial. And did people actually call films movies?


‘You want money talk? I got money talk, Lovejoy.’ He never stopped beaming, glistening on overheat, gushing sincerity. ‘A year’s salary for your advice.’ He almost sobbed. ‘Stay home, with your magnificent lady. Live. Love. But help, contribute. Give my movie your guidance – nay, friendship. Nay again – your love.’


‘When?’ I was wary. For all I knew they might all be like him.


His podgy hand with its Roman ring squeezed my arm. ‘When? You decide, Lovejoy.’ He raised a hand, snapped his fingers. His eyes were still radiating soul as a tall bossy girl appeared – I really do mean appeared – in an instant. She gave him a paper from a folder. I felt Lydia stir, but it didn’t signify. Women always sense coming wars.


‘Statement of Intent, Lovejoy.’ Meese pointed to sparse clauses. ‘Agree. And let me rejoice. It means – heartbreak time if it ever came to it – you can change your mind.’ He raised liquid eyes to the girl. ‘Lorane. Will there be a way to live beyond the pain if Lovejoy spurns Lake Bayon Enterprises?’


‘We shall have to, Mr Meese,’ she said.


‘But at what cost?’


‘All right,’ I said, in case heavenly violins started and made us all fill up.


‘He’s accepted!’ The nerk really did announce it. Everybody in the pub looked round. ‘I can live!’ He wrung my hand, beaming. ‘We’ll phone. It will be soon, dear friend. Soon.’


‘The limousine awaits, Mr Meese,’ the girl said. Honestly.


‘Very well, Lorane.’ He straightened, eyes straight ahead, simply walked out, to a scaffold at the very least. I expected him to say that This Is A Far Better Thing bit.


His bird chucked an envelope on to the table. ‘Cards, Lovejoy. Agreement. Addresses. Start dates.’


‘Ah, look, love,’ I said quickly. ‘My case comes up tomorrow.’


‘Case?’


‘An unfortunate misunderstanding, love. Nothing dire—’


‘Just follow the schedule, Lovejoy,’ she said coldly, not heeding. She flung money at Ted and strolled. Women never listen to a word I say.


Lydia was subdued. ‘I’m very proud, Lovejoy. In films!’ See? Not movies. ‘Yet I’m somewhat disturbed.’


‘That pal of yours has a frigging Rolls.’ Martin, a young antique tableware dealer new to the trade, paused to speak in awe. ‘What’s he collect? Tell him I’ve a lovely Woodward claret jug, 1875, six hundred. I’d chop commission, Lovejoy.’


News to me. I gave Tinker a glance of pure fury. He looked sheepish, as well he might. He’d told me less than a day ago Martin had nothing. Claret jugs – wine wasn’t always mystique with bottles to impress the ladies – have grown in price steadier than almost any antique and are still underpriced. Horace Woodward made the best cut glass silver-mounted pieces in Birmingham in the 1870s. The whole world’s chasing them. Knowing Martin, it would be mint. At that price it was a gift.


‘He’s something in films,’ I said to make him go away, then gave Lydia my attention. ‘Look after things if I’m not back from Hereford, er, soon. OK?’


Her lips went punitively thin. ‘What you did there was highly irresponsible, Lovejoy. You must stand trial. Society deserves an explanation.’


I sighed. They’ve got paid magistrates to ballock me. I could do without freebies from my apprentice. ‘I’ll go. I’ll go. If I’m found guilty, I’ll meet you in Coggeshall about four tomorrow afternoon.’ Miracle lives at Coggeshall. I could find out about that newly mounted Roman ring.


‘And if not, Lovejoy?’


‘Optimist.’


The lads watched Lydia pass, jeering at my limp. As soon as the taproom door swung to behind us the hubbub returned louder than before.




Chapter 4


Hereford’s nattily neat, and pretty famous for not being famous, if you follow. I thought this pseudo-deep thought while waiting to go on trial before their magistrates. Hereford makes even your thinking antique.


Nell (really Eleanor) Gwynne was born in Hereford’s Pipe Lane. The great barefister Tom ‘Spring’ Winter came from hereabouts, I recalled; he became champion in 1824 by finishing John Langan in seventy-seven rounds. I’d originally paused in Hereford to see the country’s largest chained parish library. It’s in the church of All Saints in Eign Gate. I honestly wasn’t interested solely because I’d heard its security was duff and would be easy for some criminally minded antique dealer to knock off. No, honestly. I’d honestly dropped in to admire it. And the huge gothic Mappa Mundi, which the cathedral wants to sell to fatten its priests. And David Garrick was baptized there—


‘Call Lovejoy.’


My stomach sank. The crunch. A bobby shook his head for me to leave my bag. I’d brought my few spare clothes in case justice was as crooked as ever and unfairly condemned me to prison. I stood for the preliminaries while a few bored spectators, presumably sheltering from the rain, cleared throats and shared cough sweets.


‘Er, one thing, ma’am,’ I interrupted. The boss magistrate shuffled her papers and glared through bifocals. She looked fresh from some tiger hunt. ‘Could I have my train fare back? Only the early express is so expensive—’


‘What is he asking?’ she boomed to her aides, geriatric colonels along for the flogging.


‘Fare money.’


‘No,’ she intoned, read impatiently, looked down at me from her exalted desk before the royal coat-of-arms. ‘What’s this charge?’


‘Burying a Crusader, m’lord,’ I explained. ‘Er, m’lady.’


‘Breaking and entering, and wilful damage,’ a clerk corrected.


‘That’s not true, Your Honour,’ I put in, narked. ‘I repaired it.’


She shut us up and had the charge read and expounded. This led to considerable silence. I tried to look honest and indignant while she scrutinized me. Twice she had a go at a sentence, dried up. I smiled encouragement. The two coppers who’d nabbed me frowned on the benches.


‘Let me get this straight, Lovejoy,’ she managed eventually. ‘On the date in question, you broke into the Museum of the Knights of Saint John in Widemarsh Street?’


‘Entered by the front door, Your Worship, doing no damage—’


‘Quiet, Lovejoy. And then you buried . . . ?’ She laid the papers aside. ‘Tell the court in your own words.’


‘There’s this Crusader, some old Knight.’ My anger grew as I told her how he’d been laid out under glass paving. ‘He’s like a tomato in a greenhouse, spotlighted starkers. Visitors walk over him, poor old sod – er, soldier.’


‘I don’t understand how the museum’s displaying an ancient Knight’s skeleton concerns you, Lovejoy.’


‘It concerns Hereford,’ I shot back, nasty. ‘I painted the glass black. Filled in the grave with soil from outside. Disconnected the floodlights.’ I went all modest, because for once I’d done a really nifty job. It had nearly killed me, not being the world’s best handyman, but you could have eaten your dinner off the museum floor when I’d cleared up. ‘It’s as it should be. Then I fell asleep.’


‘Where?’


‘On a bench in the rose garden outside. I was knack—er, fatigued, m’ladyship.’


‘What did you steal?’


‘Nowt!’ I said indignantly. That’s a bird for you, jumping to conclusions.


‘Lovejoy.’ She leaned over the high desk. ‘Why did you do this? With your appalling record of antiques robberies, arrests—’


‘Here, missus. You watch your tongue. I’ll have the law . . .’ I adjusted lamely as she glared, ‘Er, police records are unreliable. But if you want to know, it’s a bloody disgrace.’ The magistracy’s silence was a sure invitation, I guessed, and surged on. ‘Civilization’s vanished. It’s kaput, gone. The nearest we get to it these days is fishing up bits of galleons wrecked on Goodwin Sands so we can flog the crud to the highest bidder. Everything’s for sale. Love’s dwindled to drunken snogging with strangers and one-night stands. Compassion’s history. The family’s a vestige. So what do we do? We rob graves and call it archaeology. And pop some poor old bugger’s skeleton into the limelight to gawp at, for pennies. When that old geezer’s probably the last human being we’ll ever clap eyes on who had principles, honest convictions he died for. And we make him a peep-show. It’s pathetic. So I buried him.’


Silence.


‘Well,’ I said defensively. ‘It’s a disgrace, Your, er, Honour.’


‘He means it!’ the lady said to her team, astonished. They prattled among themselves, occasionally pausing for odd bits of evidence, a curator, electricians, somebody from Hereford Council. There was a brief flurry when I was made to admit that I’d stuck a notice saying PLAGUE! KEEP OFF! on the grave to discourage resurrectors. A doctor said I was deplorably sane, as if doctors know the difference. A copper said I’d not resisted arrest. He made it sound like capturing King Kong. In fact he’d had a hell of a time waking me up.


They sympathized with the Knight’s predicament, approved of my compassionate attitude, and awarded me a massive fine, plus two months in gaol. Well, the only time Christ went to law they gave the verdict to a mob, right? As I was led out a pretty tawny-haired lass in the public benches gave me a tilted hard-luck-that’s-life smile in which rue and regret mingled. Odd, because I’d never seen her before. Twenty to seven I was sprung by two suited lawyers bent on appeal at some date unspecified. Bail equal to the National Debt had been arranged. I tried telling them there was some mistake, I had no money, no prospects, was told to shut up and taken to the cop shop. From there the lawyers phoned a Miss Lorane in London and reported they’d followed instructions to the letter and good evening. They left without a glance. I waited alone. Zilch.


‘Er, mate,’ I said eventually to the bobby nodding at the desk. ‘What happens now?’


He looked up, sniggered. ‘You get out of town, Lovejoy.’


I sighed at the mysterious ways of Justice, got my bag and plodded out into the drizzle heading for the trunk road. With luck I’d cadge a lift on some lorry at an all-night caff. I honestly never know what the world’s up to these days.


* * *


By three next afternoon I was waiting under Coggeshall’s clock tower. The postcardy little place still has a free car park. My Ruby was in it, so Lydia was around somewhere. You cut through the ginnel to see a dozen antique shops, the tea-house, and Miracle’s shop across the road. Ledger was waiting. My limp worsened instantly.


‘Hello, Lovejoy. Who’s bailing crooks out free these days?’


‘Wotcher, Ledger. Lost, are you? Turn right on the A604—’


‘Shut it, Lovejoy. A robbery, night before last. Lavenham. Can you account for your movements?’


‘Oh, sure.’ I limped a pace, leaning on my stick. ‘I got this microlite, parachuted down and—’


‘Gold hunter watch and its watch stand. Pair of silver figure salts. A small Portuguese ivory votive carving. A Russian ikon, approximately twelve by eight inches, dated 1804.’ His notebook went flap in the silence. ‘You look astonished, Lovejoy.’


‘Well, who wouldn’t be?’ I’d only nicked the two silvers. What was going on?


‘You can still drive, I see.’ Ledger kept his eyes on me.


‘Oh, that the theory is it? I drove my noisy old Ruby in great secrecy through the sleepy Suffolk night . . . ?’


‘Sir? This was in his motor.’ A constable handed Ledger Ray Meese’s manila envelope. I’d cast it unopened into the car as we’d left the tavern. It seemed months ago.


‘Here, Royal Mail’s private.’


The bobby was smirking. Ledger slit it open. He showed the envelope. ‘It’s not stamped. It just says: British Museum Robbery.’


‘It’s a film,’ I said. ‘They hired me.’


Two Coggeshall drifters paused to gape. Ledger scanned the enclosed paper, reluctantly returned it. ‘I’ll check, Lovejoy.’


‘Please do.’ I limped off into the tea-shop to get away from the blighter. Lydia found me there as I ordered and said what had gone on. Best not to call on Miracle until the Old Bill had scarpered. We had crumpets, then small Battenbergs. I had hers because I quite like cake, on the rare occasions it comes within reach. Anyway, women are always slimming. They think it’s good for them.


Half an hour later, Miracle told me he’d mounted a plain Roman ring on to a gold carrier ring. Three days ago, would you believe.


‘I made a miracle, Lovejoy.’ Everything Miracle does is a miracle, hence his name.


‘I saw it, Miracle. Mr Meese, ah, er, thought I should pop in and say you’re terrific.’


Miracle’s so bald he looks bald all over, if you follow. He’s close on eighty. His daughter only lets him work for two hours in the afternoon. He secretly teaches his great-grandchild about goldworking tools so skill can escape.


‘Thanks, Lovejoy. Parson said the same.’


I paused on the way out. ‘Any old parson, or Parson Brown?’


‘Brown. It was his Roman ring, see? The fat chap bought it.’


‘You sure?’


‘Parson got it from Steve Sanders, a local lad who’d shown it me a week since. Steve . . . found it one night.’


‘Oh. Right. Still, nice work, Miracle. Cheers.’


Hereabouts there’s plenty of finds, especially now everyone seems to have electronic metal-detectors. They go about the fields in droves. We were once a massive Roman colony, the first-ever in the Kingdom. But Parson Brown was connected to Sam Shrouder via his wife, and now Meese knows Parson and I’d seen Sam this very morning and what was going on? There seemed to be a lot of Sam around all of a sudden, for somebody reportedly dying in health, that is.


With Lydia complaining about the cold I sat and read the envelope’s message. The film was about a gang who rob the British Museum of unspecified treasures, as if that were possible. It involved gunplay. A gun hire firm was mentioned. A cheque was enclosed, my first week’s consultation fee.


Meese had had it all worked out, me included, before we’d even met.


‘Lovejoy, I think I should warn you,’ Lydia said as I dropped her at the bus stop by the chapel. ‘Miss Sandwell is of course perfectly acceptable as a colleague.’ I nodded for her to race on to the all-important but. ‘But,’ she went on, polishing her specs like mad, ‘on occasion, her manner encroaches on over-familiarity.’
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