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Chapter 1


In antiques, everything is women.


Everything else is America.


I’m a convert to America. Like a nerk, I’d always assumed the Olde Worlde was a cut above the Yanks. Now? Now, I can’t honestly see why they bother with the rest of us. They’ve got everything. Like beauty. Antiques. Wealth. And, strangely, innocence. So if you’re a confirmed Ami-hater, better swap this quick for some improving literature, because this story’s how I fell in love with the place through the genteel world of antiques – meaning the hard way, via murder, robbery, fraud, larceny.


Antiques make you live that way. I’m an antique dealer, every breath I breathe.


I’d been in New York three days, and seen nothing but hurrying crowds. I worked in a bar eatery. From nothing, I’d already worked myself up to the lowest of the low.


The Benidormo Hotel was as cheap as Binge could make it. The dozy bloke at the reception desk – a couple of planks flaking paint – made me pay a night’s advance. His job was watching quiz shows. I tried to sound American, wrote my name as R. E. Lee, didn’t tell him I’d just arrived from Hong Kong with nearly nowt, and found the right floor by trudging because I mistrust lifts.


A bird saw me in the gloomy corridor, a place for assassins. She was pleasantly laconic, overpainted. A little lad trailed her. I’m hopeless about kids’ ages. Seven, eight?


‘Can I help?’


‘No, thank you.’ The key tag said this was it.


She followed, stood looking from the doorway. ‘I mean can I I … help. Twenty dollars’ worth.’


I gauged her. This young, they should be at home worrying about term exams. ‘Unless you know where a job’s going.’


She appraised me more frankly than I had her. I felt weighed. ‘What can you do?’


‘Anything.’


‘That means you can do shit,’ she said elegantly. I was trying to appear cool and streetwise, but women can always suss me. ‘How long’re you here?’


‘Until I get enough to travel. I’m from California, studying in England.’


‘Don’t give me shit.’ She made up her mind. ‘I’m Magda, next door. No banging the walls when I’m working, okay?’


‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’ That didn’t sound slick New Yorkese. ‘Sure,’ I amended quickly. ‘Lovejoy.’


She nodded. ‘Whatever you say, Mr Lee. You’re weird, y’know that? Try Fredo. Manfredi’s. He kicked a counterman.’


‘Fo’ crackin’ n’ smackin’.’ The little lad rolled his eyes to show drug dementia.


How had a kid this young learned about ecstasy? Magda saw my shock and said, ‘Zole, meet Lovejoy. Short for Zola.’


‘He’s soft sheet,’ Zole said with scorn. ‘So’s Zola.’


Maybe her brother? ‘Howdy, Zole. What time does Mr Fredo open?’


Her eyes widened. ‘Where you say you’re from?’ She gave me one of those number sequences which are pinpoint addresses in this extraordinary country. ‘Get over there, Lovejoy. People’ll be standing in line.’


I thanked her, locked my door and left. She too was leaving, would have held back but I dithered so we left together, Zole trailing and bouncing a worn tennis ball. I warmed to her. Considerate. I just didn’t like the way she had me down as a prude. We walked a little way then she stepped into a doorway and wished me luck with the job. It might have hurt her feelings had I wished her luck with hers, so I merely said so-long.


‘So-long, Rube,’ Zole called with derision. What did Zole do while Magda took her clients upstairs? A New York problem. Unsolvable.


‘Lovejoy? Take the bar.’


‘Right, Fredo.’


‘And that jerk’s a chiseller. Watch the bucks.’


‘Right, guy.’ He meant a man at the end might try to evade paying. I didn’t know quite what a jerk meant, but it isn’t praise.


Manfredi’s was as crowded as I’d yet seen it. I’d been lucky: Magda’s name had counted; Fredo gave me a chance because some employee had Monday bottle sickness. That first night I’d worked until closing time, frightened by the sense of this big city. I’d got myself hired, and threatened about behaviour.


The drinks were a difficulty, contents I’d never encountered before, but at least I could clear tables and wash the bar counter. Fredo watched all dozen of us workers like a hawk. The first day I’d seen him fire two of the blokes for fiddling money and general slowness. It taught me New York’s message: earn your pay, or else. By the evening of the second day I’d memorized every drink, their prices, was hired on a daily basis.


‘Guy? What’s with this guy?’ Fredo asked.


Fredo often looked at me, amused by my strange speech.


‘Ah, it means boss, Fredo. Picked it up from the, er, Limeys.’


He chuckled, an amiable man. ‘Sir yesterday, guy this. We’ll talk English, yet!’


I chuckled along, grovelling being my strong suit when poverty’s trumps. I’d stuck to the story I’d told Magda: I was heading back to California after years of studies in London. Lies come naturally to an antique dealer. I hinted I had a girl in New York, which was why I wanted this job.


The other bar hand was late this third evening and the rush about to begin, so I tidied things and got started. I couldn’t help looking for the girl with the antique amber brooch.


Tonight she was in early, eightish. Theatregoer? Meeting her bloke from work? She always – in NY three consecutive nights count as always – placed herself away from the door. I gave her a smile. That amber Agnus Dei brooch again. I tore my eyes away and started my job, saying ‘Coming ride up!’ and ‘Awl ridee’ like I thought everybody else was doing. Mr Manfredi had this complex system of double invoicing, which caused me a deal of trouble. But I’d mastered it, because I’d seen what happened to waiters who didn’t. The idea in these American bars is there’s a counter where customers perch on stools, while elsewhere floor space has tables for a waitress service. It sounds a rum arrangement, but it works. A dozen tables, swing doors onto Eighth Avenue so you could glimpse those fantastically long motors everybody drives, a score of customers, and that was Manfredi’s Manhattan Style Eatery. Oh, I forgot to mention the talk – God, but Americans chat. And they do it to anyone, even though they’ve not been properly introduced, or have any reason. I’d never heard so many opinions on weather, politics, sport, traffic, the Middle East. That you might disagree counts nil. Strangely, I was starting to like it. You could say anything to anyone about anything any time. Surprising.


The chiseller proved no problem this particular evening. He was three parts sloshed and gradually slumped to a foetal posture less than three drinks and an hour after the boss had left. Josephus, our giant waiter who sang the livelong day, threw him out towards nine.


‘Hey, Josephus,’ I said soon after that interlude. ‘What time’s Mr Manfredi back?’ At this social level, you start everything with Hey or Say-my-man. I was blending in.


‘Doo any second, Lovejoy ma man.’


A bit odd. I remembered Fredo’s words: thirty minutes. He never missed checking the till money. I clocked the time. Two whole hours, and no sign.


But it was a normal evening otherwise. The punters came and went. I served the vodkas, learned two more drinks recipes for my armoury. People from work, offices, the shops disgorging folk into Manfredi’s. I can’t help looking at people, wondering why they’re in a nosh bar instead of home. The trouble was, three days and I’d seen nothing of America except that taxi ride from the airport, my grotty little pad with Magda plying her trade in the next room. And here.


‘New Yorkers live on the hoof,’ a woman’s voice explained.


‘I was just wondering.’ My words were out before I saw who’d spoken.


She’d finished her meal, an enormous salady thing of avocado and chicken in deep crisp-heart lettuce foliage. That’s another American thing, the meals. I’d never seen so much on a plate.


‘Nobody home cooks.’


Her Agnus Dei wasn’t as ancient as some, but brooches like hers are unusual. Once, new Popes issued wax Lambs for wearing in silver discs. This wasn’t one, but could easily have been except for the amber. My chest bonged faintly the nearer I moved. Genuine antique. Norwegian? Swedish? She saw me looking. I went quickly to serve a lady’s martini in that fearsome high-gin New York formula.


‘You like my brooch?’ Persistent.


‘The Scandinavians’ Agnus Dei pendants were usually silver. Amber’s such a Baltic thing.’


She was mid-twenties, shrouded against the autumn cool, and pale featured. Long hair, nothing spectacularly fashionable. Slight, quiet, always reading.


‘You know about such things?’ Her grey-blue gaze took in my lapel badge. ‘Lovejoy’s some kinda name.’


‘It’s all I have, miss.’


She rocked with silent laughter and mouthed: Miss? I went a bit red, stepped down the counter to punish a suited gent with a treble bourbon. I’d quickly learned that Americans drink booze through shovelfuls of ice, God knows why. Even their beer has to be freezing. No, honest. It’s quite true. Go and see for yourself.


‘Sorry, Lovejoy,’ she said when I drifted past her end. ‘I’m a New Yorker. Rose Hawkins. Can you price it?’


See what I mean? Straight to essentials. In sleepy old East Anglia getting down to a valuation would take a fortnight.


‘I’d need a good light. But it’ll keep you a month. Around 1800 AD.’


‘That fits.’


She looked at me curiously. For a few minutes I had to hear about baseball from three geezers, regulars in for the bar telly. Baseball – an unknowable ritual resembling our women’s rounders – is as baffling as American rugby, which is all I ever hope to say about them for ever and ever. These fans kept explaining the ins and outs of the damned thing since they’d spotted my ignorance. Every religion craves converts.


‘It was my great-grandmother’s,’ she told me next pass.


‘Don’t give me provenance, love, not without documentation. I’ve …’ I caught myself.


‘You’ve …?’


‘I’ve heard it’s safer. Never mind what dealers and auctioneers tell you.’


‘Been to the exhibition, Lovejoy?’


‘Exhibition?’ I was casual, doing the mystique with ice and gin for a newspaper vendor. He called every second hour.


‘Antiques. It’s only two blocks, if you’re interested.’


Interested? I’d give almost anything. ‘I haven’t time off. I’m new here … I mean, I’m new back.’


For a second I was proud of my vernacular, shortening my adverb; or whatever it is, American fashion. She began to ask me where I was from, all that. I gave her the Californian back from England, desultory patter between hurtling orders for drinks.


Then I noticed the kitchen was being closed. Last orders for grub. Lil the elderly boss waitress was collecting the invoice chits. Ten o’clock? Only nearby Apple Jack’s stayed open later than us. No Mr Manfredi.


‘Hey, Josephus,’ I asked the big bloke. ‘Fredo back?’


‘Dunno, man. I’m zoomin’, Lovejoy.’


‘Doan look at me, honey,’ Lil called.


A couple of customers gave amused advice. A lass left the kitchen, calling goodnights. The mousey-haired brooch girl stayed, said she was from some place called Greenwich Village. Like a nerk I asked politely how often she went home to visit. She seemed puzzled. I hoped it wasn’t anywhere near California. Being merely one more illegal immigrant working for the Almighty Dollar makes you edgy. Fredo had twice asked for my social security number. Not having any idea what that was, I’d told him I’d bring it in tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow.


Outside the traffic was still hard at it, zooming to and fro. Police sirens were a standard feature, I knew by now. The first night I’d twice got up from my pit to see what was happening, but by my second night I was impervious, by today oblivious. New York’s siren song, always there.


Josephus had called closing several times. Finally the brooch made to leave, smiling.


‘Goodnight, Lovejoy.’


I was wiping the counter, washing glasses, keeping an anxious eye on the door for Fredo, not knowing what to do. Della, our cash-cheque lady, was locking up her pedestal and handing me the keys and donning her coat. I told Rose goodnight.


She left in the same door-swing as Della. Everybody was yelling goodnights to me, people giving me keys. Josephus was singing his folksy way out. I was desperate. He declined Della’s keys.


‘Dowan tra me, Lovejoy. I’m singin’ in ma club tonight.’


‘Oh, aye.’ I’d forgotten. His big chance, some melody he’d written.


Which left worried me, the customers all departed, the greasy keys from the kitchen’s street entrance on the counter. And Manfredi’s Manhattan Style Eatery empty. Except for two cash registers loaded with money. Waiting. Gulp. Hurry back, Fredo.


Outside, sirens whooped. I stood there by my clean bar, wondering what to do. I went and turned off the lights in the kitchen. Only one storey, thank God, so no upstairs to worry about. I called a feeble inquiry into the Ladies’ loos, checked the Gents’ for lurking figures. I was alone.


With all that money.


Fredo’s home number? I hunted high and low. I tried the New York telephone book, my first experience. Its size took my breath away. There was a Greenwich Village actually here in New York. And a Bronx! No wonder Rose stared when I’d asked her what state she hailed from … Well, might as well look for an Italian name in a haystack. I gave up, took off my apron, stood there like a spare tool, thinking worried thoughts.


My doss house hotel was a couple of miles southwest, so no chance of popping round to ask guidance from the dozy old bloke. Magda I’d hardly glimpsed since my arrival. Lock up? Last night Fredo’d winkled out some tipsy customer with vigorous expletives and mucho muscle. Bums had to be slung out no matter what, and everybody was a threatening bum until proved otherwise. This morning I’d heard Della telling Josephus how she’d been mugged in broad daylight, her purse stolen with its credit cards. Danger land.


I bolted the door, but its lock was electronic – tap its buttons in the right sequence or it doesn’t obey – so I achieved nothing more.


Money, though.


All American money looks alike – hundred-dollar notes look like ones, fifties look like the rest. Weird. All decimal, of course, so my trick of translating into the simpler old pre-decimal guineas, pounds, crowns, florins, shillings, tanners, threepenny joeys, pence and farthings, which everybody could understand, wouldn’t work here.


Homesick and forlorn, I made myself some coffee, putting a coin on the till for it, and sat wondering about the USA, with its enormous meals and streets all numbered in order so you couldn’t get lost and everybody so cheery and … Like Rose, for instance. So direct, so willing to smile and talk. Most odd. So unlike us. I mean, as recently as 1989 Lord Dacre threatened to resign because his Savile Club decided to allow members to talk during breakfast, the bounders.


Somebody shoved the door. I leapt a mile, bawled a terrified ‘Hey, go home, ya bum!’ and switched lights on round the place. Silence, or what passes for silence in New York. That is, traffic, sounds of people speed-walking, talk, sirens, motor horns, occasional yells.


The bar now seemed cold and uninviting, even stark. There’s something unnerving about tidiness, isn’t there? I’m always lost when some woman comes to stay, tidies me into her pattern, washes sheets and gets grub by the clock. I like a little disorder. Manfredi’s, all prepped for the morning, was an uncomfortable oasis.


Nothing to read, so I switched the telly on for company just as a policeman pounded on the outer glass panel, frightening me to death. His silhouette seemed convincing. I went to let him in.


‘What’s going on here?’ he said, eyes everywhere.


‘Evening, constable. I’m still waiting for Mr Manfredi.’


He gazed around. He was all dark leather pouches. The gun made me swallow a couple of times.


‘New, huh?’


‘Yes, constable. Barman.’


He walked about for a few moments, eyed me in what can only be called a threatening manner, strolled out without another word. I was relieved to see him go.


An hour on, I surrendered all hope and got some cold grub from the kitchen fridges. I made more coffee, though by now I was sick of the bloody stuff. The great survival trick is to avoid cinnamon. America must float on a sea of the wretched spice. They put it in rolls, things called muffins which aren’t, in tea bags, in anything edible. Midnight came and went and the telly game shows went on and on. I barricaded the front entrance with chairs and a trough filled with giant greenery, tested the windows, listened horrified to somebody fighting outside, pulled out plugs, generally lessened the electricity bill for the dark hours … except there are no dark hours in New York, that insomniac’s paradise.


A bench seat would do me. Towards two o’clock I unfastened a window, peering out. Motors still about, pedestrians, somebody falling over, neon blinking multicolour into faces, somebody running down a side street. And the grids steaming as if Hell was somewhere immediately below. I couldn’t get used to the great funnels they stick into the roadway to pipe the gases high into the air. I latched the window, baffled. Grub finished, I washed the crockery in case the kitchen people went mental in the morning, and put the lights out.


The telly I left on, sound lowered. I dozed fitfully on the bench. Three or four times during the night I roused thinking I heard people trying windows, doors, but there was no one and I slept on.




Chapter 2


Seven o’clock, and I was dismantling my barricade when Fredo came. He was there breathing hard, with the same bobby from the previous night. Fredo looked distraught, a piece of sticking plaster on his forehead and his wrists bandaged.


‘Morning, guy. You okay?’


‘That’s him, Fredo,’ the policeman said.


They pushed in. The law stood by while Fredo attacked the cash registers. I got fed up just standing about while they exchanged meaningful glances so I went and brewed more of that terrible liquid. I’d have made myself an egg but I once cracked one at home and there inside was an almost fully formed live chick. Now I wait for birds to do the cooking, or go without. After all, what are women for? They can’t go about doing nothing all blinking day, not even in America.


The kitchen people were obsessional about their ovens, so I switched the electric ones on and lit the gas under the ones that looked as if they needed it. I heated some water, which I thought a really sensible move. We usually had quite a few people in for breakfast, who sat along the bar. I put the telly on, more unbelievable game shows with everybody clapping all the time.


‘Yes, guy?’


Fredo was breathing hard, but sitting down now. The bobby was glaring. My heart sank. Morning of my fourth day in America, and it looked like I was for it.


‘The money’s right,’ Fredo accused. His words hurt him.


I gazed blankly back. ‘I know. Della tilled up last night.’


‘Why’s he talk like that?’ the cop said.


‘Who minded the store, Lovejoy?’


I thought that one out. Some idiom? Guarded the restaurant, probably. ‘Stayed here? Me. I couldn’t work the alarm.’


The cop looked troubled, but shrugged and left when Fredo gave him a series of long slow nods. That left us two, except Josephus trundled in like a sleepy troll and Lil, Della and the rest arriving, hallooing that ‘Hi, there …’


‘In here, Lovejoy.’ Fredo walked with a limp as we made his office. He yelled for coffee through his hatch and got a chorus of cheery rejoinders. God, but morning heartiness is depressing stuff. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take.


‘Lovejoy. You stayed?’


Patiently I recounted my feat of having dozed on the bench during the night. He listened, staring.


‘O’Leary was waiting for you to make a break for it.’


‘Break?’ Run away? As from a robbery …? My mind cleared. ‘You mean the constable expected me to steal our money?’


Fredo corrected, ‘My money, Lovejoy. You barricaded yourself in. O’Leary heard. He covered the rear exit.’


I shrugged. So the police waste their time here as well. ‘Big deal.’ I brought out my Americanism proudly.


‘Lovejoy. You stay downtown, right?’ I still don’t know what Americans mean by downtown. Ask what they mean, they’ll define it a zillion different ways. They know where theirs is, though, which I suppose is what matters. ‘And you’re new off the boat, right? The money’s right.’ He pondered me.


‘I know.’ This was mystifying. And the outer doors were clicking as New York poured in for nosh. ‘Look, guy. We’ve already said this twice round. Customers. If you want me to say it a third time, just call, eh?’


Apron, wash hands, and leap into a whirlpool of noisy greetings over the biggest breakfasts you ever could imagine.


Jonie, a lanky lad who shared Josephus’s rotten taste in rotten music, told me Fredo had suffered an accident on Grand Central Parkway, been unconscious all night. Jonie was a merry soul who dressed like a jogger itching to go, laughed at his own joke: ‘Business worries got him hospitalized, Lovejoy – and business worries woke him right up!’ Everybody thought that hilarious. I grinned, quipped that dough worried everybody, got a chorus of ‘Right, right!’ and pressed on serving coffees, shouting orders and making sure the right sauces, pickles, condiments, were on hand for whatever customers lurked behind those mounds of steaming food we served and served. And served.


‘Lovejoy?’


‘Evening, Rose.’ I was tired by eight. She was in, same stool, had her tunnyfish salad and sliced eggs and coffee and a glass of white wine. ‘Want me to buy you a drink?’


I thought I’d misheard at first. ‘Er, thanks, love. But I don’t drink on duty.’ Then I contemplated the alternative, the terrible cinnamon tea of America, and relaxed my rule but insisted on paying for it myself. She frowned slightly, heaven knows why. I got some American white wine.


‘Why d’you lot import so much European stuff when yours is better?’ I mused between customers, on the principle that compliments stop women frowning. ‘Like your American cut glass.’


‘Cut glass?’


‘Late Victorian. It’s miles better than … er, foreign antiques of that vintage.’ I’d caught myself in the nick of time, reminded myself that I was a Yank, not an illegal immigrant hopefully passing through.


‘You and antiques. We take in that exhibition?’


‘Give me half a chance, love.’


‘It’s a date. Tomorrow afternoon?’ She saw my hesitation, reminded me tomorrow was Sunday. I agreed with ecstasy. Antiques and time to think? ‘Then you can concentrate on legit antiques, Lovejoy.’


She smiled, tilting her head towards the lovely woman in the corner who’d captured my attention an hour previously by her accessories. Her purse was a genuine Victorian Belgian gold-mesh chained handbag – I was practically certain it had a garnet clasp and a gold dance pencil on its chain. It may sound silly, but purses and handbags are still among the easier antiques to find. And they’re still relatively cheap (though by the time this goes to press …) I must have stared rather. The woman, aloof from us rabble, actually used a cigarette case with the old Czarist tricolour enamelled between gold mounts. Surely not Fabergé, here in New York?


‘Lovejoy ma man, Fredo wants you.’


I served one customer a gallon of bourbon (mounds of freezing ice, poor bloke) and left them to it. Josephus took over. He hated this. It stopped him singing because people along the bar talked and he had to answer. Fredo was in his office, ashen now.


‘Lovejoy. You gotta do a job for me tonight, y’hear?’


‘Tonight?’ I was knackered. I’d never thought the prospect of snoring my head off in that grotty little hotel would seem like paradise. But Fredo looked worse than I felt. His eyes were bloodshot and he was slanted in his chair. He was on whisky. ‘Shouldn’t you be in hospital?’


‘I been in hospital, goddammit.’ He groaned at the effort, sweat pouring down his face. ‘A thousand dollars for nuthin’, send you home worse ’n before, for chrissakes.’


He was worrying me. ‘Look, Fredo. Close Manfredi’s just for tonight, eh? Call your doctor—’


‘Lovejoy.’ He spoke with drained patience. ‘You do my outside job tonight, right? Juss do it, ya hear?’


So I got this job, dead on nine. Wasn’t there some old play once by that title, where somebody finishes up shot? It didn’t turn out like that. Not immediately anyhow.


When you’re in some new country, city, anywhere, it’s only natural to want to look, get the feel, be amazed at whatever’s there to be amazed at. Tired as I was, I was impatient to see New York, walk and gawp. So far I hadn’t had a chance. I’d been in two shops – I’d bought essentials, razor, street map and that – plus Manfredi’s Eatery, plus my microscopic drossy pit. So Fredo’s command to get in a taxi and go to a written address pleased me: chance to see New York at last! I waved to Rose and explained to Josephus and Jonie and Della and Lil, left them arguing the toss about who was to do what, and left.


The taxi man was local. ‘I’m the only remaining New Yorker behind a wheel,’ he told me. ‘You’re lucky you got me. Now, they’re all African, Hispanos, Europe, you name it. Next month I quit, run my own service on Long Island with my dumb brother-in-law. He’s a schmuck …’


I listened in bafflement as his family hatreds came out. I’d never heard anyone speak like this before. Was it the custom? To tell a stranger your native city stank from garbage? That you’d kill the mayor if you could? That your President shoulda done law ’cos he’s stoopid? That your son was a bum? By the end of the journey I was stunned. I hadn’t even looked out of the window.


‘How much?’ I asked, alighting in this enormous driveway. A large house loomed above up narrow stone steps, an ominous place in spite of the lights and music on the terrace.


He spoke with disgust, explained, ‘It’s down to Fredo, my brother-in-law. You believe my luck?’ And drove away into the glittering night leaving me standing there being watched by two silent goons.


One beckoned, examined my bag. I felt my nape hairs rise. Being looked at like that brings out the coward in me every single time. Life’s always on the wobble, and men this tranquil exist solely to tip life out of control.


‘My waiter’s things,’ I said, nervous.


Silence, broken after a couple of centuries by a woman’s irritated voice calling was he here at last and get him in here. I received my bag and was shoved to the rear entrance, where another bulky goon was standing, knowing I was coming and saying nothing. His hands hung down. He made no reply to my nervous ‘Hi there!’


‘Where the hell have you been?’ The same woman, by her voice, light hair and smart in dark blue and ruffles, comely but modern.


‘I only knew a little while ago, ma’am. Mr Manfredi sent me. He’s had a road accident.’


‘In there. You’re on. They’re just going in.’


The place was beautiful in a modern way, by which I mean clean and spacious and wretchedly dull. As I changed into the jacket – slightly too big, but it had to do – I could hear music and a faint kitchen clatter. The aromas were mouthwatering. I managed to get the shoes on, too tight but no time to argue, and tried combing my hair. It never works. Ready.


‘For chrissakes! What’ve you been doing? This way?’


Shapely walk, white gleaming corridors of below-stairs, following into a lift – incredible. A lift! In somebody’s house! – then a pit-stop at some unnumbered floor.


‘Manners above all. Y’hear? You done this before?’ Her voice was a whispering bandsaw. This was a lady with whom I would never argue.


‘Yes, ma’am.’


The place was plush. Other flunkeys were standing about the edges of the concourse. Pale lavender carpet, a grand staircase asking for gowned starlets to make riveting descents, chandeliers and antiques. Paintings on the walls that bonged into my chest and shut my mind off from common sense. A superb Chippendale library table which some lunatic had placed against the wall where its loveliness would be concealed. Sacrilege. Why not in the library, for God’s sake? I found myself tutting in annoyance. The woman furiously told me to pay attention.


‘The butler’s Mr Granger. I’m Jennie, catering. The captain’s Orly, okay?’


‘Mr Granger, Jennie, Orly.’ The white-gloved old bloke was straight out of rep theatre.


‘Follow Orly’s instructions. Don’t speak if you can help it. Got it?’


‘Thank you, ma’am.’


She wasn’t a catering manageress. She was a very very frightened catering manageress. Like I was a scared waiter. I wondered if we were all terrified. On the way into the lavishly appointed corridor – too much rococo wallwork for my liking – I realized some flunkeys were more flunkeys than others. Two waiters were nervous as I was; three others similarly attired were not nervous at all. These were stiller than the rest. They didn’t look at the guests. They looked at me, the other waiters, the spaces between.


‘Just in time. That’s Orly. Take position by him.’


Orly was an agitated smoothie positioned across the spacious entrance hall. Dark slicked hair, very mannered, slim, colourlessly delighted to be in charge. Only twenty guests, I counted, so nothing major.


Jennie glided away into the servants’ regions. I took stock.


This was class. The ladies were glamorous, stylish from the certainty that all this richness would still be here in the morning. Looking young was their game. A couple were middle aged but doing brave battle. We’d have trouble selling spuds tonight. The men were monosyllabic, except for a garrulous laugher with silvered waved hair. Politician? The remainder were too economical for my liking. Economy always chills me. They were economical with smiles, words, gestures, though they’d have passed for a first-night crowd anywhere on earth. Dinner jackets tailored, rings a little too flashily genuine. There was tension in the air, with everybody eager to pretend otherwise.


We got down to it at a gesture from Mr Granger. The grub looked superb, but I was more interested in the antiques around the room. Twenty’s no great number, is it, and I had time to fall in love with a vase on a pedestal – daft, really, sticking a Greek krater where us blundering servants might knock it off. These are worth a fortune. Think early Wedgwood if you’ve never seen one. It almost made me moan with lust. It stood glowing, its twenty-four centuries emitting radiance you can’t buy. (Well, you can, but you know what I mean.) I kept trying to get near its inverted-bell shape to see if its two handles had ever been injured and re-stuck. The red-figure styles, like this, are the sort to go for. It was worth this whole house …


Orly gestured so I leapt to it, serving vegetables. Italian seemed to be the grub theme, but well done. Somebody expert in the kitchens tonight, thank heavens. Veal done in some posh way, broccoli, some sweet-aroma pale things I’d never seen before, and boats of other veg, it looked good enough to eat (joke). They left almost everything, ungrateful swine. It broke my heart. I could have wolfed the lot.


‘Certainly, ma’am.’


The hostess was an elegant youngish blonde wearing an enormously long diamond neck chain from the shoulders. She’d indicated that a Spanish bloke wanted some grub, so I hurtled decorously, trying to look, as waiters do, that I’d just been about to get round to him any second. As I served – Royal Doulton, no less – I caught a momentary flash of complicity between two glances. Well, my business was to see this guest got his fair share of mange-tout peas, never mind if he had something going with the hostess.


‘Lovejoy.’ Orly’s quiet murmur took me out of the dining room in a lull.


‘Yes?’


He rounded on me. ‘Pay attention in there! Can’t you concentrate a single moment?’


‘Eh? I am, I am!’ I’d thought I was doing brilliantly.


‘You’re not!’ He gave instructions. ‘No more staring at the walls. What is the matter? You’ll have us cemented in the East River. Don’t you know who these people are?’


Well, no. ‘Okay, okay.’ I returned to the trenches as Orly clapped his hands imperiously for the waitresses to clear the main course away. I’d met blokes of Orly’s temperament before, of course. His sort gets worked up over nothing.


The pudding was some impossible concoction – hot outside pastry with a cold fruit middle – which I served smiling to prove I was all attention. I almost dribbled into their dishes, I was so hungry. I even earned a smile from a dark lady in deep blue velvet who wanted some more wine. Her neighbour was a showy bloke who was all teeth. I was sure I’d seen his teeth somewhere on television.


And that was it, really. The reason I’m going on about this dinner is that it nearly got me killed. As in death.


It was afterwards that my problems began. The guests drifted out to a loose chat, drinks and coffee in the larger of the two salons. My first real glimpse into American affluence. It convinced me that America was and is the mightiest nation that ever was. It had quirks, I knew, for wasn’t that a Thomas Cole landscape painting placed beside a genuine Persian seventeenth-century tile wall panel – over a hideous modern lounge suite? Well, no explaining what money will get up to.


One small incident: the host, a neat compact man who could shut people up by simply drawing breath to speak, made an announcement when everybody was sprung from the nosh. Orly signalled me to freeze. Mr Granger stood self-effacingly among the foliage. We serfs were not to be noticed.


‘Ladies and gentlemen. A toast. I give you the Game.’


‘The Game! Win, Nicko!’


Nobody stood, though everybody seemed happily enthusiastic. Oddly, the blue velvet lady, Sophie Somebody, had to strain her grimace to its limit. Didn’t like games? I caught her careful evasion of the Spanish gent’s gaze, and his of hers, because I was standing nearby her at the time with a tray – silver, a genuine antique Boulton and lovely to clutch. I was dying to look for the hallmark. She wanted some more wine. I naturally stooped to pour, and found something worrying.


She was wearing some lovely jewellery – except it was modern crap. Diamonds really are precious, but phony diamonds aren’t. Maybe wearing non-diamonds in the super circuit was the reason for her concealed anxiety? There’s nothing really wrong with a bit of fakery. I mean, look at me.


Mr Granger inclined his head. I zoomed for glasses, refills, after-supper chocolates. The glass wasn’t quite Jacob Sang, but it was rich Edwardian so I was pleased. And Mrs Sophie Velvet caused me another pang a second or two later because I saw she’d put her glass on the Sheraton Pembroke table and the glass foot was wet, silly cow. She was moving across to speak with Spanish, whose wife was laughing merrily with the politician, so there was no telling how long it had been there. I crossed quickly, blotted it dry, whispered to Orly that I’d attend to it later, and the party chattered on with nobody noticing we were into danger time.


The guests left about one in the morning. I’d been helping to clear away. Then Jennie caught me examining the Sheraton piece, on my own. Its surface was marvellous, took my breath away.


‘Lovejoy? What are you doing?’


‘Eh?’ I straightened up, worried by the stain. Satinwood can be a pig. ‘Oh, there’s a mark on this wood, ma’am. I caught it in time, but—’


‘Sure that’s all?’ She was looking about suspiciously. I was narked at her tone.


All right, so there was nobody else about and Orly and the rest were packing up to go, but a mark is death even on the best furniture.


‘Knock it off, love. These library steps are worth a mint.’


‘Jennie?’


Light flooded down the lounge from a tall doorway. Nicko stood there, his wife Gina and the politician visible inside the room behind. It seemed to be a large study, loads of books lining the walls. Lovely.


‘It’s this waiter, Nicko. I caught him going through the drawers.’


I licked my lips in a panic. Jennie was looking at me in a mixture of apology and anger. ‘There are no drawers, guy.’


We did the what’s-this-guy-bit for a second or two. Nicko moved closer. I noticed two of the silent flunkeys had silently reappeared.


The host positioned himself directly in front of me, but his eyes stared obliquely off at an angle. It gave me the creeps.


‘What were you doing?’


‘It’s a set of library steps made to look like a table. Sheraton often did that. And Ince and Mayhew—’


‘Jennie?’


For a bloke with a quiet voice his words could penetrate. Jennie drew breath.


‘Sheraton’s the antique maker, Nicko. A couple of centuries back.’ Wrong dates, but I shut up in case Nicko disagreed. Might is right in these situations.


‘What steps?’


Jennie hesitated. She didn’t know. I carefully opened the Pembroke table to show them it was phony clever, as made by the immortal Sheraton. ‘See? This table’s really steps. Sheraton often did that trick. Made them like leather-covered stools as well.’ Hadn’t they ever looked, for heaven’s sake?


Nicko glanced down. It might have been a plank, instead of the most beautiful furniture ever made by the hand of man. A cret, though a scary one.


‘Has he excuse to be here?’ he asked the air beside Jennie.


‘Something about a mark on the surface, Nicko.’


‘You crept in here? To check a scratch?’


I showed him that too, him staring off into the middle distance. Jennie examined it.


‘Shouldn’t we rub it off?’ she asked.


‘No. Leave it. Rub it well when it’s hard, never straight away. It might not need repolishing, with luck.’


Nicko turned away, but like a fool I opened my mouth.


‘Er, excuse me, sir. It was the lady with the zircons did it, not me.’


Jennie’s sharp intake of breath should have warned me, but I’m basically thick. So I went on to describe how she’d put the glass down and moved away to talk to the Spanish gentleman …


Nicko inclined his head and Jennie went with him as they talked. Me standing beside the Sheraton, worrying what I’d said wrong. I was barely ten feet from them and couldn’t hear a word. She returned as Nicko went to the study, the door closing behind him. The two Suits evaporated.


She looked at me. ‘You’re from Fredo, Lovejoy?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’ I paused, not quite knowing what was going on. ‘You can check.’


She paced a step or two, not quite wringing her hands. For a happy supper party there was a lot of anguish here. I was tired enough to fall down. And us serfs hadn’t been offered a bite, not even with tons left over.


Then she said, ‘Zircons? Mrs Brandau wore zircons?’


‘Yes. The lady in the blue velvet dress, ma’am.’


They paid me, got me a taxi back into Manhattan, making sure I had all my things.


Simple as that, and I’d earned a few dollars on the side. I was so pleased with myself. Like a milliard others, me and Americans were an instant success.


When I’m stupid I go all the way.




Chapter 3


‘New York’s a collection of islands, then?’


Rose laughed, vivacious. The breeze along the boat kept blowing her hair. I’d have told her she was bonny, but she believed she was ordinary. They’re full of daft ideas. We were just docking after a circular trip round Manhattan.


‘The song, Lovejoy! To the New York Islands …’ She pointed across the Hudson River, singing about this land being her land or something.


‘Oh, aye,’ I exclaimed quickly so she’d know I’d only forgotten for a sec. ‘That barge?’


‘Every day, Lovejoy. Garbage goes out on barges, dropped into the ocean. The city’s almost blocked with the stuff we New Yorkers throw out. Unbelievable.’


‘I’m struck by the buildings.’ And I was.


Everything in a new country’s astonishing, I know, but New York is beyond belief. Until then I’d only seen New York in rain. My images had been formed from cinemas, that skyline they always show you of skyscrapers, tug-boats, traffic on those bridges, the same old longshot of people crossing that long street between blocks.


I now saw New York was beautiful, kaleidoscopically and mesmerizingly lovely.


Most of Manhattan’s buildings are no more than three or four storeys, all different. And the ferryboat had steamed between forested hillsides and cliffs studded with lovely houses, chalets, countryside so colourful it could have been Tuscany. I was so taken aback I’d asked Rose, ‘Are we still in New York?’ when I’d run out of landmarks. Several people standing along the boat’s railings had turned and laughed, made jokey remarks.


‘Not often New York gets such a good press, Lovejoy,’ Rose said as we watched the docking. ‘Especially from a Californian.’


‘Why not?’


She gazed at me. ‘East Coast and West Coast. Sibling rivalry.’


‘Oh, that old thing.’ I laughed, I thought convincingly.


The city seemed really … well, bright. Remade yet sound, not at all like the brash New World I’d expected. And such friendly people. Preconceptions are always wrong.


We got a taxi.


‘Hey!’ I’d spotted something. ‘There’s a pattern. Avenues north to south? Streets east to west?’


Rose laughed at my exitement. ‘Sure. The rule here.’


‘And numbered!’ I was more thrilled than Columbus. ‘In sequence!’ How simple it all was.


‘Except for Broadway,’ the taxi driver cut in. ‘And lower n’ 14th Street’s real bad. Old-fashioned, y’know?’


He and Rose engaged in an incomprehensible dialogue about whether all even-numbered streets should all have eastbound traffic. I looked out. The place was heaving, for all that it was Sunday. Rose had told him to go round the southern tip of Manhattan to show me SoHo and Greenwich Village. I thought it all wonderful. And I was safe here, which was more than could be said for the place I’d left.


More parks and open spaces and different architectures than the parson preached about. I was exhilarated when we stopped in West 56th Street to disembark. I had an ugly moment of terror about the tip. Rose explained.


‘A tenth, fifteen per cent if you’re pleased.’


We were standing in a quiet street outside an antiquarian bookshop of the name Hawkins. Hardly any traffic, and Rose looking distinctly flushed as she fumbled for a key. Why was she nervous? I’d not made any serious mistakes, not said the wrong thing.


‘I work here, Lovejoy. I’d like you to see it.’


If she said so. I followed her up the steps into a pleasant but confined shop. She seemed a little breathless, talking too much.


‘My sister’s business, really. She’s the one with the knowledge. I’m just a hanger-on.’


‘Mmmh, mmmh,’ I went, saying the books were really quite good, the usual lies. There’s a feel you get from reading old pages that you don’t from new. I thought Blake a swine until I read his own printing.


‘That glass case holds Moira’s special sale stock.’


I paused. Nothing special, save a tatty copy of Martin Chuzzlewit. It bonged me like the first edition, which is fine but common. ‘Great,’ I said heartily, trying to please.


‘Of course, Moira dreams of the one really big find,’ Rose said, switching lights on so I could be impressed all the more.


‘Don’t we all, love,’ I said with feeling. ‘Same back home. Er, in California.’


There was a desk at an angle between the cabinet and the door, with unanswered letters spread about.


‘We have associates in England, France, Germany. Coffee?’


She had a silvery pot all ready, fresh milk in a carton, cups. Modern gunge.


‘Please.’ I didn’t like Rose’s let’s-pretend conversation. But that alone wasn’t what was worrying me.


One of the addresses I could see on the letters was not far from where I live. Lived.


‘Moira’s on the trail of something now.’ Rose already had the pot making a noise. I watched her.


‘Special?’


‘Something drastic, fantastic.’


Oh, dear. I almost switched off. Antiques are an open invitation for every extraterrestrial to orbit in from Planet Greed. We’re all avaricious, wanting Tutankhamen’s gold bracelet for a song, dreaming of finding a Turner watercolour behind the wainscoting so we can ballock the boss and eagle off to Monte Carlo. And legends don’t help, teaching us about King Arthur’s lost crown, Shakespeare’s autobiography, the fabled gold ship lost in the North Sea. Newspapers make us worse, always full of little lads digging up early Christian silver chalices, old aunties discovering that their plain gilt earrings are the ones Cleopatra lost in the Nile, all that. You think I’m against romance? Work a week in antiques. You’ll get weary with reports of miraculous finds that turn out to be utter dross. It’s always somebody else’s exultant face under the banner headline, never mine.
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