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This story is humbly dedicated to the memory of the
ancient Chinese patron saints Liu Chin-tin and Tsui
Tsung-yuan, who protect from poverty any scribbler who
dedicates a tale in their memory.
Lovejoy


A story for Ian McShane, Richard and Yvonne, Susan.
And the Coven for kindness and help.





Chapter 1



This story begins where I’m making love to an ancient Chinese vase, on gangster’s orders, watched by eleven point two million viewers.


But first, how to sell stolen hankies, from poverty, in the rain.


By evening the crowds of shoppers had thinned. The wet snuffed daylight off the Lion Walk spire, leaving me on the glistening square while women battled pushchairs into the rain. Those old Victorian lamps would have imbued the scene with a romantic opalescence. As it was, our town council now brittle us to death with a neon glare that hurts your eyes. Daft, like everything modern. I’m an antique dealer so should know.


‘Genuine Irish linen hankies,’ I warbled. People hurtled past. ‘Hankies. Genuine Lancashire,’ I tried. Prams zoomed. Where has compassion gone? I honestly wish people would reform. I’ll even reform myself when I can get a minute.


‘What’s this tramp cost, Mel, dear?’


Just my luck. I groaned aloud. Sandy was there, smiling wickedly with Mel, his morose friend. Sandy carried a rotating silver umbrella. Bells and minilanterns dangled from each spoke, the interior shedding a roseate glow on his magenta eyelashes. He suddenly screamed.


‘Ooooh! It’s not a tramp! It’s Lovejoy!’


‘Push off, Sandy,’ I said. It’s only friends who embarrass, never enemies. Ever noticed that?


‘How much are your rags, Lovejoy?’ Sandy prodded them with a finger. Cerise and ivory gloves, I observed, each digit with an external opal ring.


‘Six for a quid, Sandy.’ I hated the hope in my voice.


‘Don’t, Sandy,’ Mel said. ‘They’ll be stolen.’


‘Seven.’ I wouldn’t grovel, but my voice went, ‘Eight?’


They moved away, Sandy’s high heels clacking. Today’s motif was a miniver fur soprano cape. He looked ridiculous. I thought, cop this, and called, ‘Sandy. Your handbag’s horrible.’ It was a fluorescent yellow diamante.


He halted, stricken, then burst into tears and ran. Mel yelled, ‘There, Lovejoy! See what you’ve done!’


‘Sorry,’ I shouted after the weird pair. ‘Only joking.’


Jo was by the bread shop. She looked as jubilant as I felt, but drier. ‘How’s it g-g-g-going, Lovejoy?’ she said, shivering as a gust caught her legs.


‘Great, Jo. They’re genuine silk, see?’


She crossed over. ‘You’ve only s-s-sold four. I saw.’


‘Five,’ I said indignantly. ‘Well, nearly five.’ Milking the public’s finer feelings is bottling fog.


‘Nearly five’s f-f-f-four, Lovejoy. Cuppa char?’


Jo’s a good lass. Her stutter’s a pity. Probably our town’s best prostitute, though opinions vary. No statistician’s yet applied himself to the problem. Should be a good Ph.D. in that for some willing, student. Jo’s been very good to me off and on. And I’ve nearly been good to her.


‘Here, Jo,’ I said. ‘How much is cat food?’


She came over, hopefully doing her walk, but our football team had lost three-nil and the passing lads were all unmerry.


‘Is that y-y-y-yours, Lovejoy? F-f-f-feed it scraps.’


Toffee had adopted me two days ago. I’d kept it between my ankles for shelter since the drizzle started. It’s black, with a caramel chin. I’d had a hell of a row with the driver on the village bus, who wanted me to pay. For a cat. The fascist swine. I ask you.


‘Scraps have run out.’ I felt myself go red.


‘C-c-c-come on. I can’t s-s-s-stand all this pathos.’ She led the way. I said a come on to Toffee, and we made Woody’s caff without loss of life, though the traffic tried.


Woody’s is a nosh bar in our town’s Arcade. The grub is famed among East Anglia’s few survivors for running contrary to all known dietary wisdoms. Woody’s Dining Emporium is the home of cholesterol, the oppidum of saturated fats. The dense fug starts corrosion where acid rain leaves off. Even the furniture looks riddled with additives. Among it all was Woody, coughing fag ash indiscriminately into custard, chips, sizzling bacon.


A cheer of derision rose as we entered. Antique dealers, using the term loosely, gather here.


‘Wotcher, Lovejoy. How’s business?’


‘Fine, Podge.’ We found a table, Jo settling with a sigh. Podge Howarth is a tiny ginger-haired bloke into Georgian furniture. I like him, though he’s barmy. He actually built his own motor car, one of these tiny hatchbacks that expands into a hostelry by judicious tinkering.


Two other blokes were with Podge, just leaving. I said hello with a nod. Ollie Hennessey’s a neat compact individual who runs a supermarket; collects Civil War weaponry. He gives me day jobs at peak times like Christmas and August holidays. Me and schoolchildren restock his supermarket’s shelves, all illegal labour, of course. Clipper, who was with him, was a surprise because I didn’t know they were friends. Clipper’s a big beefy man, as thick as he is tall. He’s a phony gypsy, lives in caravans with a team of roughs. They work housing estates doing resprays of dubious motor cars. As always, Clipper carried a bag that clinked. We all smiled knowingly. Tell you more about this trio later.


A large woolly man whaling into a Woody’s fry-up gave a laugh at my name, mouth open so we could all admire his masticated calories.


‘Lovejoy!’ he roared, face going puce. ‘What a name!’


My weak grin encouraged him, because he made another couple of remarks as Jo ordered for us. She told Woody she wanted some milk in a saucer and some fish for Toffee. She’s really nice. Embarrassed, I muttered that I’d owe her.


‘Don’t be silly, Lovejoy,’ she scolded. ‘What’s the sense of getting soaked when you could be having a warm drink?’


I put my tray of sodden handkerchiefs under my chair. Toffee sat between my feet. I’d never had a cat before and wondered, was this a unique moggie, or your run-of-the-mill standard model?


‘Here, Jo,’ I said, my voice low so Toffee wouldn’t hear. ‘In confidence. This cat. What, er. . . ?’


‘F-f-female,’ she said. ‘S-s-s-stray, I should think.’


‘Stray?’ I said indignantly. ‘It’s a thoroughbred.’


‘It’s coming to something!’ The woolly geezer was enraged because nobody had laughed with him. They knew better. Lily, a rather sad antique dealer on East Hill given to disastrous love affairs, even tried to shush him with warning glances. She was sitting opposite – with? – him. ‘A street beggar, a whore, and an animal.’ He glared at us, a professional glarer if ever there was one.


‘Horses are thoroughbreds, Lovejoy. Cats are pedigree.’


‘It came in when I put the bird grub out,’ I told Jo. ‘It won’t eat fried bread.’


‘Is this allowed?’ the bloke was going on. ‘What sort of establishment are you running here. . . ?’ Etcetera, etcetera.


Jo had gone pale. We tried to keep up our conversation but the odds proved superwhelming. It finally happened when Erica fetched over our grub. She always ruffles my hair to annoy, but she didn’t this time. She put down a plate of chips, egg, and beans for me, and Jo’s cake.


‘Woody’s boned a bit of haddock, Lovejoy.’


The bloke spluttered. ‘That whore’s cat gets better treatment—’


Life is odd, sometimes. Even the same bit of life’s different when looked at from behind different people’s eyes. In theory, you’d think it to be all the same quality of material. Like, I can take abuse months at a time. In fact I do. I’ve been scathed by experts, so abuse is snow off a duck to me. I’d hardly noticed what he was on about until I saw Jo fumble trying to slip me a note underneath the table.


‘Eh?’ I said. My mouth was already full. I’d waded into the grub. ‘What’s up, love?’


‘I’ve j-j-j-just r-r-r-remembered s-s-s-something, Lovejoy.’ She was making to leave. And to give me the money so I could pay for the nosh. Her face was death, suddenly much younger in its despair.


The woolly man was beside himself. ‘Hey! A stuttery tart! What a find! I’ll bet when she—’


Heat filled my face, and I thought, Oh Christ, here we go. Embarrassment’s always been a prime mover with me. I sometimes wish I could ascend the evolutionary scale, from glands to cerebral cortex so to speak, but it’s happenings like this that keep you down. I reached, tugged Jo to stay her.


‘No, love. Wait here.’


‘Please, L-L-Lovejoy.’ She meant don’t make a scene. Woody’s is the one place she’s allowed in the shopping precinct.


Toffee rose and walked with me, probably thinking, oh well, easy come. I almost fell over her and said sorry. Woody called a weary, ‘Now, Lovejoy,’ but I said without rancour, ‘Quiet, Woody,’ and gazed down at the bloke.


Some things in life aren’t in doubt. Like, the most beautiful bottom ever painted is Louise O’Murphy’s Boucher picture, owned by the undeserving of Cologne; it’s magic even for eighteenth-century Frame. And it simply doesn’t matter that Louise, daughter of a poor Irish immigrant, used up lovers and husbands faster than church and Parisian society could count. The point is that her bottom wins by a mile. No doubts, see? But other things in life are never anything but doubt. Like, why should a peaceful caff become Armageddon.


Looking down at this goon’s piggy face, I realized I’m a great believer in faces. Sit me in a market square and I’m content all livelong day just watching faces. Mirrors of the soul. Some soul. I took the cruet, unscrewed the salt cellar. Woody’s salt is famed for its deliquescence, always clogs the nozzle.


The nerk watched in outrage as I emptied the salt over his plate. The pepper ran easier, out in a cloud. I dropped the containers into the grub.


‘Here, you!’ he bawled at Woody. ‘This hooligan—’


‘Eat, lad,’ I said, tilting his plate onto his lap. Then a runny sauce. A plate of pie off Woody’s counter smeared on his front, and goulash from John Parkworth – he’s Georgian furniture – one table along. Finally, with an excuse me to the appalled Lily, the table itself, and a kick to his right elbow as the goon lay in the mess, because some of these roving dealers carry paperknives. Police can’t touch you for a paperknife. He was even louder now, yelping and trying to scrabble. This disturbance wasn’t my fault. I mean, I’d honestly not started anything. I’d just been having my tea quietly, for God’s sake, and now this mess.


Toffee tripped me just about then. I went sprawling with my knee in Piggy’s belly. A pair of brilliant tan toecaps an inch away caught my eye. Immaculate creases in the check trousers, cavalry twill. I sighed, lugged myself into the upper air.


‘Wotcher,’ I said resignedly. It had to be Sykie’s elder son Eric. Only a nerk dresses that bad. He stood there, a yard ahead of his brother. Gold rings flashing, diamond facer watch dazzling, green leather shirt. Both Sykes lads hate me. Happily they’re scared of their dad. This keeps them under control, but one day they’ll go for me.


‘Lovejoy. Come on.’


‘I’ll finish my tea.’


Sykie’s lad drew breath, stayed silent. I rejoined Jo, Toffee as usual giving me nowhere to put my feet. I was frightened. Jo must have seen my tremulous fingers having two goes to spread margarine. Erica came with one of those sponge mops that squeezes itself out when you lever the handle. They cost a fortune but one day I’ll afford one.


Jo whispered, ‘It’s the Sykes b-b-b-brothers. Hadn’t you better make a run for it?’


Sykie’s an honest-to-God cockney, big on the Belly – Portobello Road, London. In fact I’ve often heard him say he founded the vast antiques market there. He’s got a soft spot for me because I rejected his sons as apprentices, told him the truth instead of what he wanted to hear. Yet this wouldn’t exempt me from grievous bodily harm, on a whim.


My neurons upped a gear into panic. What had I done lately? Nothing Sykie could be mad at, surely. I hadn’t seen him since Christie’s big September sale of Keating fakes. Out of my league. Jo gave a brave smile.


‘You d-d-d-don’t pat a cat,’ she said, keeping the conversation going for appearance’s sake. ‘That’s dogs.’


The Sykes lads were lighting cheroots, would you believe, outside the glass porch. ‘Er, look, love,’ I said, mopping the last eggs off the plate. ‘Look after Toffee, eh?’ And I was off, eeling hunchbacked past where the fat bloke sat, messy head in his hands and moaning. I signalled Woody I’d settle up with him later, got a sardonic glance. Why does he never trust me?


The Minories is a museum near the castle. By some oversight our town councillors haven’t flattened the lovely Queen Anne house into a car park. It’s left as a lovely quaint place, to rot to dereliction. And it would have, except for Beryl the curator, a plumpish bird with dark eyes. Most days she sits alone, ever hopeful for hordes of visitors. The trouble is, nobody comes, only maybe some old soldier out of the rain or a couple of ancient crones seeking warmth while planning their next bingo campaign. I don’t trust museums or curators, though I can forgive those like Beryl. She loves old dresses, embroidery, lace, and endlessly fights the council to keep her museum open. She’s always just lost another round.


Her face lit up when I creaked that lovely oaken door ajar. She was dusting the collection of dollhouses in the main parlour.


‘Hello, love. Room for one?’


‘Hello, Lovejoy.’ She resumed dusting listlessly. ‘Help me upstairs with the Hoover.’


I carried the damned thing, pausing to look on the mezzanine floor. One side, a nursery complete with cots, baby gear, lovely clothes right back to the 1690s. On the other side was a long gallery, originally the maidservant’s room. Beryl had some thirty or forty wax dummies in clever tableaux. Ladies out walking, fireside groups, a musical evening, marriages down the ages, even a witch coven, the lot. She’d got one thing wrong – a Wingfield tennis racket was in a sporty tableau dated 1865, but Major Walter Wingfield didn’t patent his lawn tennis until February 1874; people nicknamed it ‘sticky’ at first. I’d given her an early Victorian coromandel-wood games compendium, beautifully boxed, to start one display off. I must have been off my bloody head. I stared resolutely away from The Homecoming Sailor scenario – a matelot arriving to the big welcome. I’d faked his scrimshaw chest out of an old wardrobe, painted ship pictures and all. The brass handles I’d aged in a local farm’s muck-spreading tank, the best way if you’ve time.


‘It’s still here, Lovejoy,’ she smiled. ‘Think I’d sold it?’


‘Eh?’ I said, all innocent.


‘The fan. The one you let me have.’


My fan – my fan – was also there, in a wedding group, Display Sixteen. A wax maid of honour was behind the wax bride, my 1880 original fan in her undeserving wax hand. It was watercoloured, on gilt and mother-of-pearl sticks. I moaned.


‘Now, Lovejoy. You gave it, remember?’


Smiling, she passed me. I followed, not quite gnashing my teeth but definitely not rolling in the aisles from merriment. Beryl and I had been, well, close once. What women call generosity I call exploitation. Afterward.


‘Here, Beryl!’ I said brightly as she started vacuuming. ‘I’ve a couple of wedding knives for sale.’ Well, I’d come on the scrounge. First things first.


‘Wedding knives?’


‘They’re always a pair, in one sheath. Brides got them, as a symbol of marital status . . .’


Beryl stopped, shaking her head. ‘It’s no good, Lovejoy. Just look at this place. Listen.’ We listened. ‘Empty. Not a soul. You know how many visitors I’ve had, for thirty-two lovely rooms crammed with antique householdery? Seven. All week.’ She looked so tearful I’d have given her the wretched wedding knives, if I’d had any. ‘And I’ve finished Queen Victoria’s copy wedding dress.’ I’d noticed it, a lovely work with those double-puff sleeves, the famous eight-panelled bodice, the Honiton lace that sprang back into fame in 1840 and saved whole villages. Beautiful. Beryl’s three sisters are seamstresses.


‘That bad?’


She stood there, sniffing. ‘The council’s given me a final warning: Improve attendances or we’ll be closed.’ She blotted her face and switched the suction back on. ‘I’ve done everything. My cousin Teddie lent a van to tour the villages. Last week my dad dressed as the town crier and stood outside the pubs. Not a flicker of response.’ Tears started rolling quite unchecked. ‘What is it, Lovejoy?’


‘It’s people.’ I held her. ‘They’ve forgotten how to recognize love. Don’t worry. It’ll change.’


Well, all in all a hopeless visit. No money. No advance on antiques I’d not quite got. And Beryl wouldn’t let me borrow back my fan, even though I swore blind I honestly only wanted to show it to a friend. Typical. I left thinking nothing of it, a mere failed few minutes in a humdrum day.


But it came of importance, in time. After a death. Or two. Or, some said, three.


Hoping the Sykes lads had hoofed it by now, I collared up and left the Minories through the walled garden. The town was quieting in the evening rain, buses draining shoppers from the streets. Luckily it’s only a hundred sprinted yards to the north car park. My luck was in, or so I thought. The Ryan household’s Bentley was there. I’d only to wait a few minutes, crouching embarrassed among the cars, before the lady herself showed.


The rain had slackened. The town hall lights gave her a sparkling halo as she approached. She looked – is – wondrous. I kept low down while she parted from the bloke she was with. A gay Gaelic laugh. The famous Councillor Ryan himself, dressed in that guineas-and-goblets casualness that costs the earth and silences opposition. He’s our town’s main building contractor. This means the brains of an amoeba and all its survival skills. You’ve really got to watch his sort. Certain she was finally alone, I rose.


‘Excuse me, Mrs Ryan,’ I said humbly. ‘If I knuckle my forehead, ma’am, can your ladyship give me a lift? Only, the bailiffs be after me—’


She undid the door her side, carefully doing that non-smile of the woman who knows everything before you do. ‘Don’t be a fool, Lovejoy. Get in.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Ryan.’ Something black blurred in.


‘What’s what?’ Mrs Ryan gave a little yelp. ‘You’ve got a cat, Lovejoy?’


‘Well, one of us owns the other. I’m not sure which way round.’ Politely I asked after Councillor Ryan’s well-being and present location, in reverse order.


‘James? He’s back at the council chamber.’


‘Pleased to hear it.’ Three’s a crowd. James Ryan had started life as Jimmy O’Ryan. His name had escalated since he’d got pomp, posh, and plenty.


Mrs Ryan said quite casually, ‘I’ll use the Harwich road, Lovejoy.’ That would take us past very few houses, clever lady. Women are a shrewd lot. She spoke on even more casually. ‘Lovejoy. Are you still interested in my pendant?’


‘Er, yes.’ Cunning Lovejoy, not too eager. The pendant was an exquisite Roman brooch, its mount a refashioned foliate gold Luna. I’d noticed her wearing it at the village flower show. I cleared my throat, oh-so-casual. There were serious implications here. We hit the bypass and ran out of street lights. The Bentley hummed. Toffee snored between my feet. Nobody spoke. It seemed my cue. ‘Any chance of another look, Mrs Ryan?’


‘Possibly,’ she said instantly, but still offhand. ‘James will be late home. I’ll drop you at the chapel, then return later.’


‘Sure that’ll be all right?’


‘Perfectly,’ she said. ‘Incidentally, did I see you fighting? I happened to be passing a café—’


‘Me, fight?’ I gave a convincing chuckle. ‘No, love. I leave that to the professionals.’


‘It was somebody with a common-looking, ah . . .’


Women always run out of definitive terms, don’t they? It happens a lot when their personal values are at stake. I have this theory that women’s talk is a dot picture; join the blobs and complete the geranium.


‘. . . common-looking lady?’ I said, linking the dots.


‘Mmmmh.’ She glanced down. ‘I’ve told you before, Lovejoy; never while I’m driving.’


My hand had accidentally alighted on her knee. ‘Know what I learned today? You stroke cats but pat dogs, not the other way round.’


She laughed. Her face is lightweight, medieval tempera paint on parchment. She’s the sort who can don ultramarine earrings and turn smiling from the dressing table mirror to show them transmuted into a blanched eau-denile. Honest. I’ve seen her do it.


‘You’re off your head,’ she told me, still laughing. ‘Before you go, Lovejoy, did you think about it?’


‘Eh?’ Then, oh dear, I remembered she’d offered me her estate manager’s job, would you believe, all guns and yokels. ‘Can we talk about it later?’ is useful; postponement is my big skill.


She dropped me off, saying to expect her. I walked the lane from the chapel, thinking about Mrs Ryan’s persistence. She narked me, keeping on about her rotten job. If only women would stop being so demanding, they could achieve great things. Sometimes a woman is a character in search of an analogy. I stopped thinking complicated thoughts then because I could see my porch bulb shining. Odd, that. Sure enough there were two great dark cars blocking the drive.


Indoors, Sykie was swigging tea. ‘Wotcher, Lovejoy. You’ve been quick.’


Four goons lolled around, one of them with my mug. He was spooning the last of my sugar, the robber. I shut the door and sat down. ‘Wotcher, Sykie. Your lads’ll be a little while.’


He closed his eyes wearily. ‘Slipped them, did yer? Gawd, them pair.’ He looked about, indicating the cottage. ‘Here, Lovejoy. This the best you can do? It’s a right bleedin’ mess.’


That narked me. Admittedly the cottage was a little untidy, but I hadn’t been expecting visitors. ‘Well, things have gone a bit off lately, Sykie.’


‘They’ve improved. You’ve got a job, Lovejoy. On telly.’


‘Eh?’ Television?


He’s a heavy man, forever starting up in mid-sentence as if hearing an unexpected visitor outside. ‘Know that antiques game, where they guess things?’


‘That’s impossible, Sykie.’ I cast about anxiously. ‘I can’t look natty even if I try. For television you need glamour.’


He was grinning. Sykie does a lot of grinning. ‘Next show, one of the panel will unexpectedly drop out. They’ll pick a member of the audience.’ He grinned wider, winked. ‘Guess who.’


My voice was a croak. ‘But what if the expert shows up, Sykie?’


‘He won’t, Lovejoy. Will he, Dave?’


The sugar stealer gave a cadaverous smile. ‘No, Sykie. He gets flu tomorrer.’


‘Sykie, please.’ I felt like a kid in school.


‘You join the panel, Lovejoy. And guess all the antiques right.’ Sykie looked at his cup and rose. ‘And for Gawd’s sake get a few tins of beer in.’ He moved out, oafs holding the door. His shoulders heaved, him laughing. Serfs laughed along, always a wise policy. ‘Just do it, Lovejoy. And you’ll preserve all this.’ He indicated my cottage with a nod. Here it came. ‘Lovejoy Towers.’


They were still booming with laughter as the big saloons crunched down my gravel off into the night. I went back in, narked, Toffee the bloody nuisance between my feet. If Sykie had been a fat geezer trapped at table on his own I’d have sloshed him one. Or not. Lovejoy the hard man, I thought bitterly, black belt in origame.


Ten minutes later the Sykes lads tore up in a Jaguar, asking had I seen their dad. I said he’d dropped in for tea.


One o’clock in the morning and all hell seemed let loose. Blearily I went to the door with a towel modestly round my middle. The eldest Sykes son was there, tough and nasty. He gave me a bundle of money.


‘Me dad sez get some decent shmutter, Lovejoy. A proper suit.’ He paused. ‘Here, Lovejoy, that your horse?’


‘Horse?’ I was only half awake.


‘There’s a nag out here.’ He was thinking how to pull a racing scam. I can read these nerks like a book.


‘Not mine,’ I said. ‘Night.’ And shut the door.


I’ve no carpet, only a couple of tatty rugs that I leap to like stepping-stones because the stone flags are perishing. I dived in to her warmth with a glad cry.


‘Lovejoy.’ Mrs Ryan was aghast and whispering. ‘Who was it?’


‘A message.’ Cunningly I wriggled for more of her warmth while she was distracted. ‘I’ve to go on television.’


Mrs Ryan relaxed in relief. ‘You live the oddest life, Lovejoy.’ My hand found her breast. I can’t go back to sleep properly without one, some infancy hangover, I expect. ‘You’re freezing. Did you say on television?’


‘Shut up,’ I mumbled. Women never stop rabbiting. Then I thought a bit. ‘Here, Mrs Ryan. Did you leave a horse in my hedge?’


‘Of course. I couldn’t come in a car at this hour. People would hear.’ Women are sly. I’ve often noticed that.





Chapter 2



Mrs Ryan left while it was still pitch black outside. The wind had fallen, the rain ceased. She blamed me in a steady whimper of recrimination for (a) the cold weather, (b) having the best of this arrangement, and (c) not even getting up to make her some tea. She looked lovely. I watched her dress. I like morning women. They’re all floury and plump. It’s only later that they collect those toxins of antagonism that make danger. She wears a proper woman’s riding habit. (I think I mean a woman’s proper riding habit, but you know, not those jodhpurs that spread.)


‘I’ve no tea left.’ I spoke from her warm patch with bitterness. ‘Some gangsters nicked it last night.’


She came back and sat on the bed. It’s really only a foldaway divan, and tilts you riskily toward whoever sits on its edge. It has mixed benefits. I rolled against her.


‘Lovejoy.’


‘Shouldn’t you be going? Councillor Ryan will be—’


‘This can’t go on, can it?’ I gave a theatrical snore. ‘Don’t hide.’ She pulled the sheets off my face.


‘Look, Mrs Ryan. I’ve a big day on . . .’ But it was no use. Women always have everything their own way.


Before she took off on her animal she said to kit myself out at Kirkham’s tailor’s in town, on her personal account. I said ta, and promised most sincerely to remember whatever it was she’d been on about.


The day of my television debut dawned into one of those mornings where you have plenty of time but suddenly it evaporates. I don’t suppose it happens to other people much, everybody else being so organized. But it gets on my nerves when unexpectedly I’m having to hurtle everywhere out of breath. Worse, the train for London was punctual, an all-time first. Big Frank from Suffolk was alighting. He visits our antiques Arcade on the rare days he isn’t being sued for alimony. I like him. He’s a real dedicated silver dealer, anything before 1900. He’s also a megamarrier, bigamist, and multiple divorcé.


‘Hello, Lovejoy. Jeez, you’re done up like a dog’s dinner.’


‘Wotcher.’ I felt embarrassed in my new suit. ‘Here, Frank. Tell Tinker I’ve left him an envelope at the Three Cups.’ Tinker’s my scruffy old barker – that’s antiquese for a bent Machiavellian scrounger. I pay him in booze. ‘Help us up.’


He bumped the basket into the compartment for me, gaping. ‘It’s a frigging cat!’ I’d bought the big shopping basket this morning with my newfound wealth. Toffee watched dispassionately while she was hauled aboard, monarch of all she surveyed. I wasn’t sure what cats lie on, so I’d bought her a blanket thing. The pet shop girl had tried telling me that cats travelled in a lidded basket. I’d told her to stuff her portable dungeon. ‘What’s the game, Lovejoy?’


‘Going on telly.’ The whistle blew.


‘Straight up?’ He slammed the door. I put the window down. ‘Here, Lovejoy. Got anything like a silver fertility pendant?’


These are mostly oriental, or Regency, except for those of the ancient world, which are semiprecious stone or bronze. ‘Gawd, Frank. You’re not asking much.’


He looked so crestfallen – a massive slump for such a big bloke – that I felt sorry. ‘Okay, Frank. I’ll have a try. Still on that collection, eh?’ He’d been trying to compile erotic antiques for some local lady.


‘Mmmmh. Oh, Lovejoy.’ The train began to move. ‘Will you be best man?’


‘Me?’ I don’t usually get asked this, being a scruff. Must be this frigging suit, which served me right. ‘If you want. How many’s this?’


‘Eighth. That’s why it’ll have to be at that redundant church.’


Well, I could see why a going parish couldn’t risk doing weddings as job lots. Religion’s never any help to the living, is it.


Big Frank ran out of platform. We ended up bawling at each other over the wheel clatter, him yelling eleven o’clock at St Mary the Virgin’s church on Saturday week, me bawling a polite ta-for-asking. I sagged in my seat, nearly crushing Toffee in her basket. What with Mrs Ryan, the tailor’s, Toffee, and Big Frank I was knackered before the journey’d even started. So this new wife would be the eighth. Did bigamies count two?


‘Morning, Lovejoy.’ Dorothy was smiling at me from the opposite seat. I hadn’t noticed her. ‘My, aren’t we smart!’


‘Travelling by train?’ I gave back, though I like her because she’s bonny and plays the harpsichord for Les Moran’s music shop in the High Street. ‘The broomstick in for service?’ Her husband Les is a jealous Burke.


She smiled, letting Toffee sniff her fingers. ‘Now stop that, Lovejoy.’


Three months previously she’d been interviewed on local television talking about witchcraft, midsummer frolics, and all that. ‘Seriously, Dot. Still a fully paid-up witch, are we?’


‘I still . . . commune with nature, if that’s what you mean.’


‘I’m going on telly, too,’ I said proudly. We chatted of that until she got off at Kelvedon. After that some old dear with cherries on her hat started telling me what she fed her own rotten moggie.


‘Cats are superior,’ she explained, in a terrible sentence I later wished I’d listened to more carefully. ‘Lone walkers, they. Dogs want friends, especially in the night hours. Old softies.’


Daft owd bat, I thought, and nodded off.


The TV building amazed me. If you’ve never seen these places, don’t. They’re grotty, a real letdown. I emerged from the station to find this hunchback, gaunt-windowed brick building looking like a Salvosh soup kitchen between a post office and a derelict cinema. I even walked round the place to make sure, until Sykie’s lads came out and wearily hauled me in past the unshaven doorman.


‘I could do wiv yer, Lovejoy,’ Sykie’s eldest told me, ‘but you’re frigging weird. Bleedin’ nag one minute, moggie the next.’


The audience numbered about a hundred, mostly the blue-rinse brigade. We sat obediently in rows facing an alcoholic comedian who tried to make his transparent anxiety less contagious by telling a succession of corny Christmas cracker jokes. Finally he surrendered from exhaustion, and left us with a blunt instruction to applaud when he wagged a rolled newspaper.


This particular telly game’s moronic, like all the others. God knows why people watch. I used to, before sadists among the authorities played hell about licence money and nicked my black-and-whiter. The idea is that somebody comes onto the stage with some alleged antique. ‘Is it real or fake?’ the compere bleats through her lacquered grin. Bloody stupid, because everything’s one thing or the other, including people. She continues, ‘Is it . . . old or gold?’ The studio audience jubilantly chants this catchphrase, applauding themselves, and laughing. (Thrilling stuff, no?) A panel of three tries to guess each antique’s value while an antiques ‘expert’ sits there, sneering. His job’s to reveal the truth. He says. Former civilizations created brilliant musical liturgies and literature reaching the highest spheres of art. We add stupendous technology to this particular cake mix – and produce gunge.


There’s only one dicey bit: You’ve got to believe the expert. The reason the whole absurd carry-on’s so fascinating is of course antiques themselves. They’re exactly what life is: exalting, beautiful, and an exhilarating risk. Or fake.


Toffee’s feline brain sussed out the scene’s potential and wisely switched off. I was just settling next to a nice Birmingham bird who insisted on telling me all about other telly shows she’d been to, when Sykie’s action started. A thin terrified woman carrying a clipboard tore on, twisting with anguish.


Would you believe, she announced, but a panellist had – gasp! – flu and a volunteer was needed from the audience. She ran about, demented. People frantically rose to volunteer as one. I sat, bored out of my mind, until a Sykieprompted knee nudged my seat’s back and I obediently raised my hand. I can take a hint. The corkscrewing lady rotated down the aisle and picked me. I gave a glowering Sykes lad Toffee to hold, and followed the lady into a kind of barber’s where a lank bird in jeans tried to put powder on my face. I wasn’t having that, and saw her off. I made the panel unsullied. The show was Going Out Live, they told us breathlessly, as if we’d all be moribund otherwise.


So we panellists sat there on these neffie tubular steel chairs that hurt your spine. I eyed the others mistrustfully. Two youngsters were penning our names on cards. ‘Lovejoy,’ I told my particular youth when he asked. For some reason the duck-egg was crawling on the floor. I shrugged. Whatever turns you on.


‘And here’s Veronica Gold!’ a deity boomed. Applause and swivelling lights. This fetching bird marched on amid pandemonium. She’s attractive, in a rather threatening manner. Worship me, her smile commands, or I’ll liquidate you. We’d been instructed to call her Goldie. The suicidal comic flagged the applause to a mere tumult, and we were off.


‘Our panellists this week,’ Goldie trilled, ‘are Famous Television Personality . . .’ I listened with half an ear.


This FTP was quite a pleasant scholarly bloke who looked in from the country, Peter Something. I vaguely recalled him reading the news years ago. Then an intense lass of savage plainness called Beth, a Famous Feminist Author and Equal-Right Journalist, as if there is such a thing. And me.


‘And,’ Goldie beamed, ‘tonight’s Volunteer Celebrity Panelist, selected for one hundred consecutive viewings of this programme – Lovejoy.’


‘Er, sorry, love,’ I interrupted. ‘Never watch it, I’m afraid.’


Her eyes glazed. ‘What?’


‘Bit of a run-in over the TV licence.’


The comic wafted the feeble applause into a riot, and blew it out with a horizontal swipe of his newspaper.


‘No significance in Lovejoy’s name, folks!’ cried Goldie desperately.


The comic leaps into action. A gale of laughter, then silence. It was getting on my nerves, but it was their business. If this ludicrous pantomime made me immune from Sykie’s righteous anger, I’d play along. I’d been happier flogging hankies.


‘And now it’s time to play . . .’ Goldie chirped gaily.


‘Old or gold!’ the audience thundered. And on came the first item.


It was a small piece of niello jewellery on a velvet card, brought in by a brown-coated serf. The ex-newsreader guessed it Russian, worth a fortune. Beth the journalist talked until she was signalled by yet another creeping kulak – God, they seemed everywhere, crawling about. Like being in a bloody dogs’ home. One kept jabbing a finger at me and then at Goldie, telling me to keep staring at our elegant compere. Obligingly I tried, but kept getting distracted by somebody dangling past in the semi-gloom beyond the lights.


Somebody had asked me something. ‘Eh?’


Goldie looked narked. ‘Beth says stylized French, two centuries old, and five thousand pounds. Your guess, Lovejoy?’


My turn. ‘Oh, thank you,’ I said politely. ‘Crappy modern junk, love. Not worth a light.’


A split second of silence, then Goldie smoothly moved on. ‘So three distinct views. But is it . . . ?’


‘Old or gold!’ everybody yelled.


Our expert, a museum curator, emerged to a drumroll and pulled a lever. A massive screen above us showed carousel numbers clicking past. They stopped at twenty-six. I fell about laughing. The clapping faltered, stopped.


‘Yes, three points to Lovejoy,’ Goldie announced brightly. ‘He is in good humour at his success!’


‘Not that, love,’ I said. ‘You’d never get twenty-six quid for that rubbish. It’s penny a ton. Thailand stuff, mass-produced. There’s no variation in the niello, see? Ancient niello makers stuck to the old Cellini one-two-three step formula, silver is to copper is to lead. So do the Thais, incidentally, but their absolute mix is—’


‘Thank you,’ screamed Goldie, smiling a terrible smile at a camera. There were lots of these. A red light kept shining, first on one, then another. Pretty clever, really. ‘And the next item is . . .’


A lady walked on wearing an amber necklace. She was a good middle-aged handful for some fortunate yokel. Her beads were bonny, simply carved, a light orange.


‘Amberoid,’ I said in disgust without rising to examine the necklace and thinking, no wonder we’re all morons these days if this is your average telly. Why show dross when you needn’t? The lady exhibiting them looked lost. ‘Not your fault, love,’ I told her kindly. ‘Wiser heads than yours have fallen for it. Amber fragments heated together. You can tell by the longitudinal striations. Maybe a couple of quid on a bad day.’


In the mutterings that followed, Beth actually won that round because the expert said a hundred quid and she’d guessed nearest.


But when the next serf brought out this vase I really did burst out in a guffaw. I just couldn’t help it. It was on the far side so I couldn’t see it clearly at first. Its shape told me enough – well, almost. Only as tall as your ordinary neffie modern ornament, it was a pale apple green, bulbous at the base and slender-necked. I laughed because everybody gets scores of these Hong Kong replicas every week. They’re less than a quid each, delivered.


‘It’s another blinking fake,’ I said, falling about to Goldie’s obvious fury. I couldn’t help it.


Then something happened. I stopped.


Distantly, yet deep within me, a faint peal of bells sounded. Their chimes intensified, increased, until I was deafened by the resonance. Appalled, I felt myself shake. Their clamour actually set me quivering. Not real bells, you understand, but total.


The serf came nearer, placed the vase on a stand. The pedestal rotated. I thought, Oh God, no. The world was suddenly glowing. Dimly I heard Goldie say, all acid, ‘Lovejoy’s especially amused . . .’ but by then I was up and at the vase, apologizing heartbroken.


There it stood, its luscious ancient soul radiating while I chimed like a Sunday church. Sometimes I’m just thick. I could hardly speak from grief at what I’d just said to it. Alone, among this cretinoidal gathering, it was magic.


‘Look, love,’ I told it brokenly, ‘I’m sorry. Honest. I honestly didn’t think. It’s just this silly bloody game.’


Some people were laughing. Goldie was beaming confidingly at the audience, working their amusement, but I could tell heads would roll for letting me on the panel. That made me feel even worse. ‘We’ve never had a panellist make love to a pot before,’ she simpered. The panic-stricken comic fanned the laughter, uncertain applause.


I wasn’t having this vase spoken to like that. ‘Pot? You need a bloody good hiding, you stuck-up ignorant bitch.’ I apologized to the dazzling ornament. The audience quieted. ‘Do you mind, chuckie?’ I asked it politely, and reached out to touch it, thrilling. And I swear it almost did move, a swift gracious response of understanding emanated . . . I realized there was almost total quiet. Cameramen, the gecko crawlers, even Goldie, were stunned into silence.


‘Well,’ I said defensively. ‘She’s worth the lot of you pillocks. She hasn’t come down through all these centuries from ancient China just for you to have a frigging giggle, you stupid burkes.’


‘Break time now, viewers,’ Goldie caroled. ‘Don’t go away now!’


Everybody froze an instant, then all hell was let loose. They hoofed me off. Not a chance to say good-bye to that luscious green glass queen. A burly bloke actually hauled me down corridors, smashing through swing doors at a breathless run while I tried to explain in gasps. I had a glimpse of the drunken comic giving me a hilarious grin and a thumbs-up, then I was lobbed out into the rain. The door slammed and I was alone under an archway near the car park. Disgruntled, I went round the corner to a nosh bar and counted time, worrying about Sykes.
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