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A story for Lal, Jackie, Yvonne, Elizabeth (who knows about this sort of thing) and Susan




This book is dedicated, with respect and humility, to the Chinese god Wei D’to, who protects books from evil, destruction and forgetful borrowers.


– Lovejoy




Chapter 1


PEOPLE ARE STUPID: women with money, men with motorbikes, and everybody with pearls. To prove I’m in it too, this story starts in a seance.


It was a clear fraud (not me, the seance). The whole works, blackout, eight of us palms outspread and Owd Maggie in a shawl trying to disguise her Suffolk accent chattering to somebody called Cardew who wasn’t there. I’m an antique dealer; this isn’t my scene.


‘Who’s Cardew?’ I asked Mrs Vernon, the woman I’d come with. Donna Vernon was blonde, intense, thirtyish, with a polyurethane prettiness, and had met me by arrangement that morning. I wasn’t sure why. She had a faint transatlantic accent, almost completely concealed. I was intrigued. You don’t get Yanks in East Anglia for the same reason we don’t have Ethiopians.


‘Shhh,’ everybody went.


‘Cardew Gaythorne,’ Mrs Vernon whispered. ‘Eighth-century squire from Lincoln.’


‘Can’t be,’ I whispered back. ‘The name’s duff. Anyway, isn’t he dead by now?’


‘Lovejoy,’ she ground out.


‘Sorry, sorry.’


Why are women always so narked with me? Grumpily I shushed while the charade continued and the fat old bird prattled mystically on. I’d had enough of this, but Mrs Vernon was hanging on to every gasp. Also, she’d said she was hiring me. I wasn’t banking on it because I’m used to failure. But missing the antiques auction down East Hill was getting me mad, bad news if you’re penniless.


Antiques are all we have. They’re all we can depend on and the only things mankind can look forward to. They deserve protection. I sighed the sigh of the antique dealer excluded from his rightful lust.


‘You have a question, dear?’ The seance führer had returned to earth with her normal harsh rasping voice.


Great. My chance. I brightened. ‘Ta, Maggie. How come this Cardew bloke—?’


‘Lovejoy-I’ll-not-tell-you-again,’ from Mrs Vernon. Me silenced, she put honey into her faintly American voice. ‘Madame Blavatsky. We have a question for Cardew.’


Madame Blavatsky? That was a scream. Owd Maggie Hollohan used to keep the little health food shop by the war memorial selling skimmed milk and nuts, all those non-grub foods that make you hunger for the real thing. Nice old stick, but off her rocker. This seance business proved that. I’ve known her years. She was always fond of me, even gave me a pet nickname, Cockalorum.


‘Please,’ Mrs Vernon asked. ‘Where is Sidney?’


‘Cardew,’ Owd Maggie intoned nasally. ‘Where is Sidney?’


We waited a beat or two, some more breathlessly than others. I yawned.


‘Well and happy,’ Cardew said. I was disappointed. Cardew’s voice was only Owd Maggie’s voice pitched falsetto. Talk about phoney. She switched to her business voice again, presumably for speed. ‘Sidney seeks great wealth.’ I pricked up my ears. My boredom bottomed out and happiness seeped in. ‘He will stay between the salt water and the sea sand.’


‘How will I find him?’ Mrs Vernon asked, quivering with eagerness.


‘A man will be your guide,’ Owd Maggie grated. She should have stuck to selling celery. As a medium she’d starve.


Undeterred, my trembling heroine drew breath for the biggie and demanded, ‘Is Lovejoy the guide?’


‘Here, nark it,’ I said. ‘Asking a ghost for a job’s frigging ridiculous.’


‘Shhh,’ an elderly geezer croaked, fixing me through the gloaming with a specky stare. I don’t really mind these phoney games, but being discussed with a phantom was bloody cheek. I let my attention wander.


Next to a dozing crone was a pleasant plumpish woman with that hint of succulence you always get in the overripe forties. Twice she’d looked away in the nick of time as I’d managed to raise my eyes from her lovely shape. The others were dried prunes, except for a bloke about thirty. Fair curly hair, weak face, casually dressed but uptight and looking very, very apprehensive. Funny how this rubbish gets to people. Maybe he was here to contact some ghost about an inheritance. Never once looked at me, though I had this odd feeling he was sussing me out in some way. I wish now I’d been more awake that morning.


‘Cardew says it is him you do not trust.’


There was more of Owd Maggie’s gunge. I won’t go on about it if you don’t mind. It’s boring, and anyway I can’t see what the point of a seance actually is. I mean to say, unless you’re somebody with a supernatural bee in your bonnet like Mrs Vernon it’s simply a weird fraud, right?


We escaped this let’s-pretend just as the pubs opened. I didn’t manage to get the plumpish bird’s name and address. The surly old bloke with the specs and waistcoat was her hubby, a waste of space if ever I saw one.


Mrs Vernon led the way aggressively into a posh little café in our high street. I was obviously in for a miserable confrontation over a tablecloth crushed by modern cutlery, my idea of purgatory. I knock everything over, and anyway posh nosh always leaves me hungry.


‘Look, love,’ I said as we entered. ‘You’ve got it wrong. Spiritualism and me—’


‘No, I haven’t. You’re to be my helper, Lovejoy. You heard Madame.’ I’d explained it was only Owd Maggie shawled by candlelight but she wouldn’t listen. Women are always dead certain about everything.


She did an odd thing as we went in. A tall man with close-cropped hair stepped out of the restaurant. He was nearly as scruffy as me, and wore a dishevelled anorak. I hadn’t bumped into him or anything, yet Donna Vernon exclaimed, ‘Mind, Lovejoy.’ Curious. I’m clumsy, but not daft. ‘Sorry,’ I said to the bloke, whose eyes registered me, then Donna. ‘Not at all,’ he said in a BBC announcer’s voice.


‘There’s another problem,’ I confessed, sitting opposite her. The place was posh all right. Any minute and we’d be knee-deep in mulligatawny soup. ‘I’m a bit short just now.’


‘I’ll pay, Lovejoy.’


‘I’ve a few good deals on, though,’ I lied briskly, feeling better.


She said calmly, ‘You have one deal from now on. It’s me. The rest are cancelled.’ She smiled, quite a cold smile which announced my station in life: a serf. Here was a lady bent on getting her money’s worth.


My face reddened. Women always put me down, just when I think I’m not doing so bad. Cancelling my costly deals was easy because I’d got none.


‘What about your husband? I’m an antique dealer. Sounds as if you want the Old Bill.’


She passed me a menu, looking hard. ‘Lovejoy, are you always shabby, or is today’s outfit your tramp special?’ Dead certain about everything and their voices carry. I reddened deeper as heads turned all across the restaurant.


‘Ask Cardew,’ I shot back.


She consulted a complicated gold wristwatch. ‘I’m paying your salary from noon today, Lovejoy. You have one hour to finish sulking. Then we go.’


‘To anywhere in particular?’


A waitress was poised for orders. With the innate perception of her kind she ignored me and focused on Mrs Vernon. I said, ‘Hello, Karen,’ but she decided she wasn’t acknowledging the town’s riff-raff today and gazed over my head. Redderer and redderer. If it wasn’t for women my life would be tranquillity itself.


‘We’ll start with soup . . .’ my paragon began. I sighed. Mulligatawny time. Quickly I ate both our rolls. I could tell she was a born slimmer.


‘I’ll explain, Lovejoy. You are the only divvie in East Anglia. I need your services.’


A divvie’s a bloke who can recognize antiques by a kind of clamorous sixth sense. It feels like a bell in my chest, bonging at the genuine article. People often deny these instincts exist – yet they believe in all kinds of daftness: astrology, faith healing, insurance, ghosts, omens, witches, female intuition, politicians’ promises – and fraudulent Madame Blavatskys. Being a divvie’s supposed to be a miraculous stroke of good fortune, but so far it’s only ever brought me trouble – like good old Mulligatawny Vernon here.


‘My services? Let me guess.’ If the restaurant was any good they’d have brought some more rolls to keep us going till the grub arrived. ‘Your husband’s replaced your family heirloom with a replica. What was it? Painting? Bureau?’


‘He has simply gone on a trip. I’m only interested in his welfare, and I’ll not have you maligning my family, Lovejoy. Understand?’


Well, no, because a divvie’s only good for antiques, not people. But the soup came just then, saving me from sweeping out in a hungry huff. She gave me a list of places where her husband had toured. Absently I stuffed it in my pocket. The quicker we got this dreadful meal and the journey done with, the quicker I could return to normality.


As I waded into my dainty grub praying it might at least fill a dental cavity, I saw that fair-haired bloke from the seance. He’d come into the restaurant and was ordering from our upper-class hopeful Karen. He didn’t even nod, yet again there were strong vibes of awareness.


‘Here, missus. D’you know him over there?’


She glanced with that studied slyness which women have perfected over the millennia. ‘No, Lovejoy. Why?’


‘He was at the seance.’ I gave a chuckle. ‘I’ll pop back and ask Cardew about him, eh?’ Donna Vernon said that wasn’t funny. As it happens she was right, because I eventually did just that.


Like most smallish towns in East Anglia, we have no proper hotels, though every so often some tavern in the high street gets a rush of blood to the head and announces that henceforth it will be called something like the Great Golden Pinnacle Hotel. Such ambition never lasts because everybody knows that it’s really only the Hole In The Wall pub, and has been since before the Normans landed. Eventually the ‘hotel’ gives up pretending, lashes out on a tin of paint and sheepishly re-emerges as its old self. You can’t change pubs any more than you can change people.


I tell you this small fact because it caused a pavement argument outside the Red Lion, and that set the seal on our mutual distrust, though I still say that the deaths weren’t my fault.


‘I have to check out of the hotel,’ said my blonde.


To me that meant she was staying in Ipswich. ‘Oh, right. See you tomorrow then, eh?’


‘Where do you think you’re going, Lovejoy?’ She sounded and looked outraged. I’d started off down the pub yard. It’s a short cut to Gimbert’s auction rooms.


‘Eh?’


She came at me blazing. ‘Now you just look-a here, Lovejoy.’ She honestly did say look-a. Her finger jabbed my chest. People stopped to listen and an infant in a pushchair applauded joyously. ‘I want none of your male chauvinist fascism with me, do you hear?’


‘Eh?’ I thought: What the hell’s she on about?


‘I’m already packed, and you’ve got one hour – repeat, one – to be back right here. No play, no money. Understand?


‘Very well.’ God, but she was annoying.


‘And another thing.’ She was pretty, but even thinking that was probably imperialism or something. ‘Why did you steal that ashtray?’


I went all innocent. ‘Ashtray?’


‘In your pocket. You stole it right off that table.’


‘You pretended you hadn’t noticed,’ I accused. It just shows how really sly women are deep down.


Since the National Bakelite collectors formed up, prices have gone through the ceiling. Luckily people have been slow to realize. Everybody thinks early plastics are simply breakable rubbish. Wrong. Jackson’s restaurant has some ashtrays – ever fewer – which are Bandalasta, an early and valuable trademark. Brittle, but costly. I could live half a week on the proceeds of my – well, Jackson’s – ashtray.


‘Personal reasons,’ I said. I even bit my lip to show sincere remorse. It was my tenth stolen ashtray. I tried to look as though it was my first. ‘Look, missus,’ I said, going noble. ‘My grandfather founded that restaurant. He built it with his own hands.’ I showed her my own hands as proof. ‘This is simply a souvenir. If you insist, I’ll go back and pay for it. It’s only plastic.’ Neither of my grandads could boil an egg, let alone run a nosh bar.


‘All right,’ she said, slow but watchful. ‘One hour exactly?’


‘One hour,’ I promised, and hurried off. Even if the entire frigging morning was wasted I was now free of that female nutter. Cheerfully I cut down past St Nicholas’s churchyard and emerged into freedom near the arcade. Alison Bannister beckoned from her antique shop – household furniture, mostly Victoriana, and dress items. I tapped my watchless wrist twice, promising to be with her by two o’clock, and hurried on. She had a militia man’s antique ‘housewife’ I badly wanted – not a woman, but a tiny leather drawstring bag of threads, buttons, patches and sewing needles. I’d heard that Mankie Holland, he of the phoney catalogues and phonier eighteenth-century watercolours, had a buyer for one. Back to normality for that mighty antiques firm called Lovejoy Antiques Inc. The entire business is only me, but it’s real honest-to-God living and that’s more than you can say for any other form of existence. I trotted on to the auction, blissfully happy.


Seance indeed.




Chapter 2


BLISS. I INHALED the grotty armpit-and-dust stench of your typical country auction. Except some days everything goes wrong.


In the doorway somebody barged me, I swung angrily, saw who it was and grinned weakly. Big John Sheehan, with four homicidals. ‘Wotcher, John,’ I said. ‘Sorry.’


‘No harm done, Lovejoy,’ he pronounced forgivingly. His serfs shoved me aside. I was relieved. John’s a hard man, and I’m not. Tell you more about him later.


Worse, the flaming picture I wanted had gone – been sold, left me alone and palely loitering. Some rich undeserving swine had actually bid. I entered Gimbert’s auction rooms furious with blondes, seances, auctions and auctioneers. I stormed through the crowd to where Margaret stood waiting for the good porcelain to come up. (In country auctions the best wine is always last; remember that tip and it’ll save you money. The first couple of items are usually giveaway cheapo, as come-ons.)


‘Who got it, Margaret?’


Margaret Dainty turned calm blue eyes on me. ‘First, good day to you, Lovejoy. Secondly, if you mean that Constable sketch, Gwen bought it. And she paid the earth. Where did you get to?’


‘Seance. Where’s Gwen gone?’


‘Home to Bernard for her special reward.’ Bernard and Gwen run a sex-encounter group, our current scandal. ‘Did you say seance?’


I picked up the old dish Margaret had been inspecting and grumbled audibly, ‘You should have bought that oil sketch instead of tarting around this gunge.’ Saying those words broke my heart and mentally I whispered an apology to the dish, but casually I replaced it on its job-lot pile. Lot 228.


‘Silence during the bidding, Lovejoy,’ Wheatstone warbled from the rostrum. He’s an import from Stortford, all chained spectacles and degrees in fine art, but at least he can read and write which for an auctioneer is space-age stuff. He resembles all auctioneers the world over: pin-stripe suit, slicked hair, and looks deep fried.


‘Shut your teeth, Stonie.’ I didn’t even glance. Amid laughter and catcalls I nudged Margaret. We edged from the mob compressed round the podium. Jeb Spencer – antique jewellery, Regency fashions – and others were keeping an eye on me to see if my irritation about the Constable oil sketch was genuine.


‘Silly bitch, Margaret. I told you to bid for it if I was delayed.’ I spoke loudly for Jeb’s benefit. His barker – Doris, a rheumy old doxy with radar ears – was shuffling innocently nearby.


Margaret looked harassed, not sure if I was pretending. ‘You never said definitely, Lovejoy.’


I kept up the gripe. ‘Bloody hell. Do I have to decide every single time there’s a Constable copy around East Anglia? We’re knee-deep in the sodding things . . .’


Doris trundled innocently back into the throng to report that I’d used that doom word ‘copy’. I breathed again. We were now in the space near the tea bar at the back. Margaret was curious, wondering what was going on. She’s early middle age, lovely, has a gammy leg from some marital campaign or other, and loves me. We’ve been intermittently close for years because of our unspoken agreement: I never ask after her husband, and she doesn’t demand honesty from me. This is why older women are best by miles. I’d swap ten popsies for one thirty-plus any day of the week.


‘Get somebody to bid for 228,’ I muttered, still pretending anger for Jeb Spencer’s benefit.


‘Who?’ Margaret knew better than to glance back to where 228 lay. Idly I scanned the mob of dealers. God, but we look horrible in a group. Tinker was there, an old bloke milling about a cluster of over-coated dealers. He’s my own barker, paid in solid blood to sniff out antiques, rumours of deals, any news at all, and sprint – well, totter – to me with the news. He’s a filthy old soldier. His cough can waken the dead.


‘Flag Tinker down. Tell him to get one of his old mates in from the betting shop, sharpish. His mate can have the rest of the job lot, but keep the Arita dish.’


‘Isn’t it a bit Chinese for Arita?’


The big dish had the Dutch East India Company ‘VOC’ mark among its stylized pomegranate designs – the O and C each bestriding one limb of the V in a central circle – all in underglaze blue. The Dutch wanted replacements for the Chinese porcelains they couldn’t get after 1658, and began their Japanese Arita shipments about then. A genuine one like 228 can keep you two months in sinful luxury.


‘You women always bloody argue. Dutch VOC Arita’s supposed to be Chinese Wan Li style. Japanese potters spent half a century perfecting the phoney look.’


‘Did it feel genuine, Lovejoy?’


‘Yes.’


‘All right.’ And from the way she spoke I knew she’d now arrange a serious bid. She trusts my divvying skill implicitly, though not much else. ‘Is Gwen’s Constable sketch genuine?’


‘Genuine old, not genuine Constable.’


Margaret pulled a face. ‘People were saying it was a Tom Keating fake.’


‘I know.’ I knew because I’d started the rumour to lower the price. Tom was one of East Anglia’s great modern success stories in fakery.


‘Bernard will he pleased,’ Margaret pronounced sweetly. Gwen’s husband gambles every groat Gwen brings home. It’s quite an arrangement. Actually I like Gwen, but she gets on Margaret’s nerves. ‘Seances, Lovejoy? Not Beatrice, I trust.’ Beatrice is our one antiquarian occultist and lives down on the wharf with a giant mariner. She and I used to, erm, before the Navy arrived.


‘No. Owd Maggie. Some bird wanting news of an overdue husband.’ I kept half an ear on Wheatstone’s meanderings. ‘A ghost told her to hire me.’


Margaret was interested. ‘Is he dead?’


‘The ghost presumably; the husband hardly. Owd Maggie said he was living it up at the seaside.’


‘And you won’t go?’


I shrugged. ‘Got fed up. No point. He’s probably just shacked up with some tart, keeping his head down and his—’


‘Lovejoy,’ Margaret reproved, taking my arm all the same. I shook free and gave her the bent eye. In antiques there’s no time to be pally.


‘They’re at Lot 203. Get a move on.’


She tutted in annoyance and moved over to the mob for Tinker. The old bloke was the right choice. Nothing daunts porcelain experts more than finding a scruff bidding confidently alongside. For a few pints Tinker’d bid serenely for the Mona Lisa. Probably had, in fact, more than once.


Pleased at having rescued the day from total waste, I ambled, grinning, to get a cup of tea and be ready for the fun. The other dealers were all suspicious. Helen lit a cigarette and eyed me sardonically, knowing something was up but having to guess exactly what. She’s the shapeliest legs in the business and coughs in her sleep from so many fags. Patrick, our most extravagant local, was also suspicious. He looks and is decidedly eccentric, but he and Lily – a wealthy married lady he archly describes as his procuress – are a pair of formidably shrewd dealers. Big Frank from Suffolk, terror of local silver collectors and marriageable spinsters, feverishly rummaged through his catalogue in case he’d missed something. He’s our most-married dealer, seven on the trot plus one foreign bigamy on a Beirut package tour, though we’d all warned him not to go.


Cheerfully I sank back on a Windsor wheelback chair – modern copy, real gunge, not even a proper yew-wood hoop to grace its poor little back – and felt my spirits rising. What with a chipped cup of grotty peat-coloured tea, a warehouseful of antiques and junk, amid a mob of idiot dealers and the scatterbrained old public, I felt able to reflect on the perfection of life.


‘Here, Lovejoy. I’ve an old print covered in candle-grease.’ Rudyard Mannering had sidled up from the intense mob of dealers. He’s a bloke who always looks suspicious even if he’s doing nothing wrong, although I like him. He’s quite harmless. All he thinks of is old manuscripts. He hovered furtively, a Bolshevik bomb carrier if ever I saw one.


‘Scrape it with a paperknife, then soak it in petrol a few minutes. Use BP Five Star. Have you a camel-hair brush . . . ?’


Absolute bliss.


My ecstasy ended exactly at Lot 217, a Victorian chaise longue with faded upholstery and one leg missing, because Donna Vernon found me, like a whirlwind. See what I mean about women being really selfish? Just because her husband’s gone missing she comes and interrupts my day.


From then on it was downhill to doom all the way, and no turning back. God knows I tried.


Her abuse and threats came about half-and-half. Of course everybody had a laugh at my expense, especially when Wheatstone had his whizzers – auctioneer’s assistants, even more cretinous – bundle me and the blonde into the glass-partitioned office. My mates kept grinning through the glass pulling flat-nosed faces. Chris Bonnington, he’s coins and Tudor domestic crafts, even opened the door to call some good-humoured jest but by then I’d had enough and gave him one of my looks. He left in silence.


No silence about Donna. She threatened me with subpoenas, writs, lawsuits, hate, poverty, and took a swing at me. I countered by shoving her into Wheatstone’s one chair.


She yelped, squirming. ‘That’s assault and battery! Chauvinist pig! I’ll sue you—’


‘Law’s irrelevant to such as me, love.’ I kept her pinned down with Lot 331, silver-headed walking cane, quite nice but a bit late with its Birmingham hallmark of 1883. Her belly was too soft to damage the tip so that was all right. ‘Just get somebody else.’


‘I’ll see you never work again, Lovejoy!’


‘Thanks.’ I’ve not done an honest day’s work for years. Somebody on my side at last.


The door opened, and in wafted Lydia on a cloud of babble from the auction, her face screwed up to denote how sternly she was taking this spectacle.


‘What’s going on, Lovejoy?’ She’s only my apprentice, but you wouldn’t think it from the way she goes on sometimes. She’s a born nuisance, but great. Heart of a sinner, soul of a nun. Martin Luther knew his stuff. This voluptuous maid wears morality like an erotic gymslip.


‘You’re a witness!’ cried my blonde. ‘Lovejoy attacked me.’


I transformed instantly. ‘Mrs Vernon wants me to go away with her, Lydia,’ I said meekly. ‘I don’t want to go.’


‘Pull yourself together, madam,’ Lydia commanded, cold. ‘I will not have hysteria.’


Mrs Vernon stopped wriggling at the wintry tone. I’d chosen my phrases carefully. Ben, one of Gimbert’s whizzers, rapped on the glass for the cane. Gingerly I relaxed pressure and passed Lot 331 out of the door, spotting the relief on Big Frank’s face. Women always like hearing that a man can’t stand another bird, even if it’s only one of those telly newsreaders with disastrous hairdos.


‘Lovejoy’s under contract to me and’s trying to default.’ Mrs Vernon rose to do battle. I was happy to see she was now furious at Lydia instead of me. I edged out of the door. Women, especially real ones like Lydia, have this knack of quelling opposition by simple turns of phrase. It’s a gift. God really knew His stuff with spare ribs.


Jeb Spencer and Chris were closer to the glass partition than they needed to be, and moved aside with studied casualness. The sods had been trying to listen.


‘A rich London buyer,’ I lied casually.


They tried to nod disbelief but I could see they were unsure. Pleased, I saw Margaret leave carrying a bag. Tinker must have nobbled the job lot with the Arita dish. That meant 10 per cent, say, a week’s living expenses from the VOC plate alone after the split. I’d see Margaret got her favourite reward. Now to con the near-Constable oil sketch out of Gwen Pritchard before husband Bernard pleasured it off her and gambled it on some lame nag, and I’d be laughing.


There was a commotion by the door. Algernon was arriving in his Martian-style bike rig. Algernon’s my other apprentice, buck teeth, clumsy and mind-bendingly slow, for whom I’m paid a pittance to teach antiques. He has the brains of a rocking horse. He was looking pleased with himself as he blundered through the door and fell over a small escritoire with a crash. The dealers laughed. He’s never done anything right yet, so why change the habit of a lifetime?


‘Lovejoy!’ he yelped, grinning delightedly as an old dear hauled him to his feet. ‘That pewter!’


Disbelievingly I thought: I’ll cripple him. It was supposed to be a secret deal, the nerk. Subtle as the Blitz. This was obviously turning out to be one of those days. I darted through the mob at a breathless run into the safety of Gimbert’s yard.


Fourteen pubs within a stone’s throw. One gulp of the town’s exhilarating smog and I headed towards the Three Cups and perdition.


Ten minutes later I was pulling Owd Maggie’s leg about being a witch. She drinks foul black stout until the pub closes.


‘Madame Blavatsky, I presume,’ I joshed. ‘What’ll Cardew have? Pint?’


She spoke without animosity, contentedly hunched in the inglenook. ‘You can scoff, Cockalorum. But he’s as real as you or me.’


I pretended to be impressed. ‘Is Cardew always right?’


‘Never wrong, dear.’ She rattled her glass. I scraped together the odd groat and fetched her a bottle. ‘He was right about you,’ she pointed out. ‘Told that lady straight, Cardew did. Said you were not to be trusted.’


‘Then Cardew’s a cheeky sod. Anyhow, he got it wrong. I’m not going.’


‘Lovejoy.’ Breathlessly Lydia slid into the seat beside me as I spoke.


‘Got rid of her, eh?’ I was really pleased, though surprised Lydia had entered the tavern alone. She usually knocks at the door and waits to be brought in, going red and keeping her eyes on the floor. This time she was ignoring our tawdry surroundings. If anything, she was a bit pale around the gills. My heart sank.


‘You’ve sold me to white slavers,’ I accused.


‘No, Lovejoy. Please listen. Good afternoon, Madame Blavatsky.’


‘Hello, love,’ said Owd Maggie, smiling at me. I could have throttled her, batty old know-all.


‘There’s been a prediction. In a dream. Mrs Vernon received a warning. You must go with her, Lovejoy.’


I tried to push off but Lydia was penning me in. Luscious women are a right pest. ‘For crying out loud. This isn’t the frigging Dark Ages, Lydia. Everybody knows superstition’s all crap.’


‘Kindly moderate your language, Lovejoy,’ Lydia said. ‘No situation’s too horrible for good manners.’


‘You tell him, dear,’ from Maggie. ‘He can’t go against the guidance.’


‘Shut your gums, you silly old crab. You’ve caused enough trouble.’


‘Lovejoy! Apologize this instant!’


I mumbled something to mollify Lydia but I could tell her heart wasn’t in all this.


‘You see, Lovejoy. You are our only dealer who has the inner eye.’


‘I divvie antiques, not people.’


‘Cardew knows,’ from Owd Maggie.


I wondered for a second if Cardew secretly told her what me and Lydia got up to, blow-by-blow accounts as it were.


‘But Mrs Vernon hates me. And she’s going to sue.’


‘Not now I’ve negotiated a lucrative rate.’


See what I mean about women? Sniffing heart-break because I was in chancery, meanwhile briskly fixing percentages.


‘Don’t be cross, Lovejoy,’ she urged earnestly. ‘I have ensured that you will reside only in first-class accommodation, receive intermittent emoluments, and any antique purchases—’


‘Antiques?’ I perked up in spite of Lydia’s Brontëspeak. Until now there’d only been talk of this tiresome husband.


Lydia’s eyes opened wide. ‘Didn’t you know? Mrs Vernon’s husband is an antique dealer on an antiques sweep through East Anglia. The idea is you simply find him—’


‘—through the antique shops he visited?’ I yelped. My spirits soared. I assumed a quiet courage. ‘Very well, er, darling. If . . . if it will please you.’


‘You’re so sweet,’ she said. Because it was true I let her buy the next round. The search couldn’t take long, after all. And if we already had a list of places where he’d gone, it’d be simple.


Right?




Chapter 3


NEXT MORNING DAWNED wet and gale force across the estuary. A strong turbulence was whistling up the valley tumbling my apples on to the grass. Lydia had arrived early, shivering and complaining whenever the wind gave its chimney moan. Her feet are always perishing cold, worse than Dolly’s and Connie’s even in summer. She’s unreal, a gentle little soul full of vitamins, Victorian manners and bran flakes, and was packing for Armageddon.


‘Your brown pullover if it’s chilly, Lovejoy,’ she was saying, folding away. ‘Shirts and underpants. Shaver, Lovejoy. Look.’


To oblige I looked. Face screwed in solemn concentration, she deposited my electric razor with the deliberation of a stage magician trying to convince a sceptical audience he’s not cheating. ‘Right,’ I said.


Lincoln. Lowestoft. Manningtree. Surely not in that order? I had drawn rings round the places on the map from the list Donna Vernon had given me in Jackson’s restaurant. East Anglia’s a big place; admittedly no Australia, but more nooks. Purling Lock. Where the hell was Purling Lock? Barnthwaite I’d never heard of and couldn’t find.


Surprisingly, Donna Vernon appeared almost at ease and really rather presentable when finally she showed. I hadn’t looked too hard at her yesterday. I vaguely remembered an assortment of modern stridey gear, the jeans and duffel sort, all buckles. Her hair now moved a bit instead of seeming clamped. Her coat was actually brightly coloured. Today’s mouth was an obvious red, whereas yesterday I’d only noticed the decibels.


‘Good morning, Lovejoy,’ she said to me out of the car window. Lydia got a curt nod.


‘A couple of last-minute’s, Lydia.’ I humped my case in. ‘Tell Helen her price is too high for that Ming Dynasty erotic print of that couple on the matting. Get Patrick to go halves with us for Gwen’s Landscape Noon sketch that she got yesterday, and fend Jessica off over that Nabeshima porcelain. She can have our Lowestoft jug, but charge her the earth.’


‘Very well.’ Lydia stood there on the gravel outside my cottage door. ‘You have everything.’ Unquestioning statement, that. ‘Travel safely . . .’


‘Not be long.’


‘Let’s get this show on the road, for God’s sake!’ from dearest Donna.


As we slithered out into the lane scattering pebbles I saw Lydia’s hand raised in the minutest flutter. It takes somebody as sensitive as me to realize what an effort that gross demonstration cost her. I cleared my throat. Women get to you. You have to take proper precautions because female means sly. I’d have to watch myself. Antiques is too grim a game for attachments.


Algernon had just got off the village bus by the chapel. He saw me and flagged us down, spooking a fat pony which was noshing the chapel hedge. He goggled in the car window.


‘Lovejoy! There you are! How very fortunate—’


‘Cut it. You got the pewter medallions?’


Mrs Vernon drummed her fingers on the steering wheel.


He was astonished. ‘Lydia didn’t inform you?’


‘Of what?’ Foul suspicions welled within my breast – see how catching fancy talk is?


He stepped back, smirking proudly. ‘I did what you continually instruct, Lovejoy. I checked! The Latin inscriptions were gibberish!’


‘And you didn’t fetch them,’ I registered brokenly.
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