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Truth is rarely pure and never simple.

—Oscar Wilde








PROLOGUE


Phil

ONE YEAR EARLIER

THE EMBANKMENT, LONDON

Arthur Crockleford sat on a bench overlooking the murky waters of the Thames as it swept under the Hungerford Bridge and lapped against the Embankment. Heavy gray clouds darkened the sky above him, and the damp wind picked up an old candy wrapper and bounced it down the pavement. His arm was stretched over the back of the bench in a casual pose, but his jaw was clenched.

Phil had been studying Arthur from a distance, searching for clues as to why he had demanded a meeting out of the blue. With Arthur everything was methodical and precise; nothing was a coincidence.

“Everything all right?” Phil asked as he approached. His friend had bags under his eyes and was thinner than the last time they’d met.

Arthur pulled his arm back and tugged nervously at his cuff while he scanned a group of tourists who had stopped to take a photo overlooking the river. “I’ve heard there is to be a succession…. The Collector is stepping down and a new one will be chosen.”

The Collector?

Phil froze.

The last time he had heard the name was at a meeting with Interpol five months before; a Shakespearean First Folio printed in 1623—one of only two hundred and thirty-five known in existence—had been stolen from a private collector in New York. One of the younger agents, Sloane, stated that she’d heard the Folio had been trafficked to the United Kingdom on the same day. The theft was meticulously planned, and the only lead they had was a CCTV recording of a white van leaving the scene. When the van was found days later, it had been torched. All that they discovered, a few paces from the wreck, was a broken key chain of a serpent eating its own tail.

“I’m sorry, I…” Phil ran a hand over his face trying to clear his thoughts and slumped on the bench next to Arthur. “Let me get this straight. You’re implying you believe The Collector is real? Like, one man is responsible for all those million-dollar thefts spanning hundreds of years!” He shook his head and searched Arthur’s face for answers. “Most believe that he’s a myth… a legend of the black market…”

“Most do, but you don’t.” Arthur gave Phil a knowing look.

Phil ignored the statement—he wasn’t going to discuss his old partner, Ed, the folder tucked away at the bottom of Ed’s desk drawer, or his decades-old theories. Theories that had always been laughed off. “Keep talking.”

“Straight to the point, as always.” When Phil glared at him, Arthur sighed. “Very well. Remember the Ming Dynasty vase stolen from a Greek museum back in 2001? The one I was employed to track down?” Phil blinked slowly. How could he have forgotten? Arthur continued, “I ended up in Jordan, where I believed a sale was to take place at sea. The vase was so rare I still wonder what sum they had placed on it. Definitely in the millions. Throughout my investigation The Collector’s name came up repeatedly until it was hard to dismiss the idea that there might be some truth to the stories of the legendary antique thief.

“My main contact back then was Chris Prince—I saw him as a low-level thug-for-hire with no real interest in antiques or antiquities. Although with all the information he provided I suspected that he worked for The Collector—or people associated with him—and was on the boat transporting the vase. When it was destroyed in a fire, I believed he was one of the four men who perished.”

Phil wove his fingers together and tried to shut down the memories—but decades couldn’t take away the overpowering smell of gas and burning wood. Or the nauseating panic as he tried to get his small fishing boat close enough to search for survivors and smoke hit the back of his throat.

“Phil?” Arthur reached out and patted his hand, bringing his attention back to the Embankment. “I know Ed…”

He shook his head at Arthur, not willing to discuss Ed. “Chris Prince…”

“Right, of course. A few days later, I found Chris, miraculously alive, waiting in my hotel room. He was skittish and pale, gripping a box to his chest and begging me to hide it. I believed him when he said that he would be killed if he was found with it. Chris and the vase had not been on the boat that morning. He said I was the only one who knew.”

“Chris was alive and had the vase all along?” Phil locked down the rage, but his next question was laced with venom. “Why did you keep this from me? I could have tracked him… gotten answers.” He would have had retribution by now.

“In hindsight, dear sir, I should have. I should’ve handed the vase over to the authorities immediately—but please understand that I wasn’t willing to put a man’s life at risk for an object.” Arthur sighed. “You were raw with grief… livid… I didn’t trust…”

“That I wouldn’t have gone in and torn everything down to get…” revenge—it was what Phil would’ve done back then, perhaps even now, even after all this time.

“That you wouldn’t have done the wise thing.” Arthur’s gaze rested on Phil’s clenched fists, which were now the only crack in his calm, professional mask. “But Chris didn’t stop there. He also played on my desire to bring down the black market and convinced me that we could use the vase to bait The Collector out into the open. He said The Collector coveted the vase more than anything else, as if they were emotionally connected to it. We struck a deal and then Chris disappeared. I began to believe he’d told me a pack of lies and that he had come to a bad end.

“Until he sauntered up to me bold as day at a party last winter and demanded to know where the vase was. He was a different person to the one I’d known. He’d always been confident, but there was more to him now—he was troubled. His light had darkened. I wanted to know why the vase was now so important to him decades later. We struck another deal.”

Phil flexed his fingers then raked a hand through his hair. “The FBI… We… I won’t like this, will I?”

“I told Chris the vase was in a museum and that someone I trusted could retrieve it. But the clue to where it’s hidden will only mean something to the right person.”

“You went too far with your secrets this time, old man. Too far.”

“I’m here to make it right.”

“Tell me where this vase is, and we’ll set the trap. Tell me how to find Chris.” Arthur shook his head, and Phil’s impulses took over—he reached out and grabbed Arthur’s forearm. “Arthur! You’ve made me wait decades.”

“Not now.” Arthur pulled back and straightened his jacket. “I’m told there’s to be a special antiques cruise next autumn—where a new Collector will take up the position. There will be one meeting when the outgoing and incoming Collectors will be together. Get on that cruise and identify them once and for all. It’s the only way to stop it. To stop all the death that goes hand in hand with their operation.”

A pigeon pecked around their feet and Arthur adjusted his trilby hat as he rose from the bench. “I understand how deeply you want this.” He looked down at Phil with a furrowed brow. “All those years ago, at the funeral, I promised you that I’d help you get justice for Ed’s death, and I meant it. I’m asking you to wait a little longer. I need to make sure everything is in order.” He reached out and placed a hand on Phil’s shoulder and squeezed. “You will have one chance, my friend.” Arthur started walking away.

“What about you?” Phil called after him. “You’ll be there too, won’t you?”

But Arthur didn’t reply.








DEDHAM VALE NEWS


Murdered Thief and Priceless Hoard of Antiquities Found in Suffolk Mansion



A manhunt is underway to find the murderer of art-and-antiques thief Giles Metcalf. It is believed he had accumulated a vast collection of stolen antiquities and hidden them in secret vaults beneath his family seat, Copthorn Manor.

Scotland Yard Art and Antiques Unit, the FBI Art Crime Team, and local antique hunter Freya Lockwood have been praised for their part in the recovery of the priceless hoard of Middle Eastern artifacts.

Ms. Lockwood, 47, declined to comment when approached by the Dedham Vale News. It is known that she and her aunt, Carole Lockwood, recently inherited Crockleford Antiques, Little Meddington, from the late Arthur Crockleford.

Local business owner Agatha Craven of the Teapot Tearooms commented: “I knew Arthur very, very well. He used to hunt down and recover stolen antiques, returning them to museums and the like. He was the kindest man. He donated a painting to Lowestoft Maritime Museum, just to fill a space on their wall! How lovely was that?”

Freya Lockwood is part of a rapidly growing fine arts sector working to return stolen works to their rightful owners and items of cultural significance to their country of origin. Over the past few decades, stately homes across the UK have been targeted by specialist art thieves who, many believe, steal to order for unscrupulous collectors.

The black-market trade in art, antiques, and antiquities has an estimated global value of $50 billion, and the market continues to expand. From the British Empire’s looting of artifacts during the imperial era to the pillaging of ancient sites during recent Middle Eastern conflicts and art theft from war-torn Ukraine—the ruthless plundering of our cultural heritage shows no sign of slowing down….
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Freya

Crockleford Antiques was deathly quiet. I sat at Arthur’s old partners desk, gazing out the window as four schoolchildren hurried past, huddled under a striped golf umbrella, all gripping the handle to keep their shelter braced against the wind. One of the boys shrieked as a particularly strong gust swept down the high street and threatened to bowl them over; for a moment their laughter drowned out the drumming of the rain.

I turned away and sighed—the shop seemed darker than normal. There was a small desk lamp within reach, so I switched it on and picked up the first of three glass snuff bottles I had retrieved from the cabinet by the window. It fitted neatly into my cloth-covered palm. When I brought it closer to my eye, I saw a small flea bite or nick in the bottom of the glass. A customer might not notice, but that wasn’t how I did business. I pulled off the original £550 price sticker. It was still a very pretty piece—Chinese, from the late nineteenth century, reverse-painted crystal—and I hoped that someone would see its charm in spite of its damage and purchase it. Just as with people, damage didn’t equal worthlessness. Dust clung to its graceful shoulders and furred the top of its red stopper. I gently brushed one corner of the cloth over the bottle, and the Chinese characters painted beneath the surface came to life once more.

After my parents’ death in a fire, when I was twelve, I had spent my teenage years working for Arthur in this shop and later had joined him in his antique-hunting escapades. He was no longer at his rightful place behind his desk, but his presence was etched into the worn arms of his chair and the sweet, musky scent of polish that still filled the air. Having been estranged from Arthur for decades, I was now back where I belonged.

I picked up the next snuff bottle: Chinese Qianlong pewter with an engraved chilong dragon design and a green stopper. My fingertips brushed over the cool metal, and I removed the stopper to see the tiny spoon attached to the inside, used to measure a pinch of snuff.

A fresh shower of rain pelted against the shop’s windows and wind whistled through the cracks in the warped door, making the poster stuck to the inside of it flutter. I checked the Georgian longcase clock to my left as the hand reached three and the gentle chimes rang.

Sky’s late. Strange.

Sky Stevens was a twenty-five-year-old who had started working as a shop assistant a few weeks back. She was smart, reliable, and responsible. She’d quickly become indispensable because no matter how much I loved my aunt, punctuality was not one of her many talents. Sky had also begun an online presence for the shop by making us a website and putting items up for sale there and on specific antiques sites—she was quite the computer genius—and it had increased our profits substantially.

I breathed deeply and scanned the empty shop. Not for the first time I found myself wondering if antiques were more reliable than humans. People could fade gradually out of your life, drawn to new places and new friends—or, worse, leave without warning. If inanimate objects were lost or stolen, there was always the possibility they could be found and returned. In my twenties, with Arthur, I had done just that: tracked down stolen antiques across the globe and returned them to their rightful owners. There was nothing quite like the thrill of the hunt, carefully piecing together information until the location of an item was laid bare. But if I wanted to reignite that life, first I needed a client to commission a new search. That was where I was currently out of luck.

I looked back to the clock. Was Sky to be one more person that faded away?

The rose snuff bottle could wait. I replaced all three safely in their cabinet and wiped a gray streak of dust from my elbow. I sat down and pulled out my phone to call her. Hoping my fears were wrong.

The shop door flew open and crashed against the wall. I leapt to my feet to see my sprightly aunt Carole standing in the doorway. Cold, damp October air rushed in behind her, along with a wave of her signature scent, Chanel N°5. The late-October day might have been overcast before her arrival, but Carole always brought a special kind of sunshine with her.

“No Sky?” she asked, struggling to maneuver her wide-brimmed hat and an armful of shopping bags through the doorway. She almost toppled over then, and I ran to help her.

Carole resorted to shimmying sideways, her enormous, slightly wilted sun hat brushing against the door frame. Sun hat? “I was in Bury and the end-of-summer sales were on,” she explained. “You know I never miss a sale.” I took some of the bags from her. “Thank you, darling. I got a few bits and bobs for you too. I’m absolutely gasping for tea after all that excitement.”

I hung up her raincoat with my free hand. “I’ll pop the kettle on.” As I placed her shopping bags on the floor by the desk, I noticed a beach towel peeking out. “You do remember that the antiques cruise canceled my appearance, don’t you? Or have you decided to go on holiday anyway? I really am fine on my own here if you want to travel like you used to…” My voice trailed off. I wanted Carole to live life to the full and had spent the last few weeks insisting she should travel again. I promised that I definitely wouldn’t be lonely if she went. I had been on my own for a long time. “I’ll get some biscuits too,” I said, ducking under the dark, thick medieval beams in the corridor and heading for the kitchen.

A month ago, I’d received an invitation to be an onboard expert on an antiques-themed cruise to Jordan. With it came the possibility of new customers and the ability to network with antiques specialists. I had assumed this was a job that Arthur had usually been asked to do and that I was being invited in his place. I was over the moon at the idea of following in his footsteps, and Carole and I celebrated with prosecco in the Crown that evening. But a week later a man from the cruise line emailed stating that I was no longer needed.

After that disappointment, I had eagerly reached out to all the contacts I remembered from when I’d worked with Arthur over twenty years ago. Most were no longer in the art-, antique-, and antiquity-hunting business, and the ones who were sounded wary of me. One especially tactless man commented that it was strange to be starting up a private art investigation business “later in life” and could not get me off the phone fast enough.

I had also searched through every bit of paper Arthur had left in the shop—there was a detailed log of the antiques on sale and their provenance, but I couldn’t find any mention of people he had worked with. It was as if Arthur had destroyed all that information before his murder or else someone had removed it after his death. I had literally no contacts in the industry apart perhaps from Bella—the art thief I had encountered some months ago on the Copthorn Manor case. But I couldn’t start an antique-hunting agency with someone who was very much on the wrong side of the law. Plus, if I did want her help, I didn’t have her contact details.

When I re-entered the shop carrying mugs of tea, Carole was settling her sodden new hat on a Victorian wig stand. Seeing me, she rummaged inside one of the shopping bags she had flung down next to the desk. “Look what I have for you!” Her brow creased as she ran her eyes over me. “You look a little gaunt. Is trying to sort out the shop and setting up your”—she scanned the customer-free area and leaned closer—“top-secret antique-hunting agency too much stress for you? When the cruise line wrote to say they were canceling, I decided I’d still go shopping and book us both a summer holiday—have a grand adventure—meet new friends.”

I winced. “Is this like your plan last month to hold puppy yoga in the village hall?” That had turned into a close encounter with a smelly old sheep and three pensioners having tea. It was actually quite fun, but I wasn’t going to let on I’d enjoyed myself or it would encourage even more outlandish schemes.

“Everyone loved Edna, and you did make three new friends.” Carole pulled a slip of red polka-dot material out of a bag and held it up.

My mouth dropped open. “That’s a bikini.” I hadn’t worn one since before I gave birth to Jade over twenty years ago.

“I know! You’re gobsmacked because it’s fabulous, and you love me so much for finding it for you at half price.” She flapped the flimsy material in my face, but the gaze she fixed on me was full of warmth. “You were so excited when the invitation came through… and now…”

I hardened against the twist of disappointment. “And now I will find another way to get the business going.” I reached out for the thin strings of the bikini and changed the subject. “I’m too old for this.” I shook my head in disbelief. “You kept the receipt, didn’t you?”

“You’re never too old for a jolly good—”

The bell above the door tinkled.

“I’m so sorry.” Sky came hurrying in, her tall, slender frame hunched over a wheelie suitcase. When she straightened up, we saw that her hazel eyes were full of tears. “Sorry,” she said again, tucking the case away next to the mahogany hat stand. “I’m…” A tear tracked down her cheek.

I rushed toward her and pulled her into a large hug, relieved she had arrived and worried for her at the same time. “What’s happened?” I stepped back still holding her shoulders and tried to meet her eye. Sky looked away and brushed raindrops from the knee-length, bright pink cardigan she wore instead of a traditional coat.

“Come and sit down,” I said, gently steering her to one of the Victorian balloon-back dining chairs on the other side of the desk. “How can we help?”

“I’ve left Aaron and now…” Her eyes returned to the suitcase.

“And you need somewhere to stay?” I asked and she nodded. “You can stay here.”

Tears flowed freely then. “I’m sorry. I’ve nowhere…”

Carole handed her a tissue. “I’ll put the kettle back on.” She hurried toward the kitchen. “And we have the chocolate-chip cookies I was saving for this very emergency.”

As Sky raised her hand to blow her nose, I saw red, raw bruising on her wrist. She noticed and pulled down her sleeve. “It was a bad breakup. Aaron… he…”

“I can see that. We need to report it.”

Her eyes shone with fear. “No. I can’t.”

“How about we talk this through when you’re settled? There’s a bedroom upstairs that’s yours for as long as you need.”

Carole stood in the hallway holding a cup of tea and watching us. Sky looked up at her, embarrassment flushing her cheeks. “When I saw that newspaper article about you finding those stolen antiques, then looked you up and found out about this job,” she sniffed, “I felt so lucky. And now I’m here, ruining it with my mess.” She reached out and took the mug of tea Carole handed to her.

“We’re a team. And there’s no mess! You’re the tidiest twenty-five-year-old I’ve ever met.” I looked over at Carole, who smiled in agreement. “You can do a lot better than Aaron.”

“I love this place,” said Sky, her expression lightening a little. “It isn’t just an antique shop. It has a bigger purpose and that makes me feel part of something. You both make me feel part of something.” She took a long, steady sip of her tea.

I’d had my suspicions about her boyfriend over the last few weeks but hadn’t liked to pry. Now I wished that I had. I remembered a comment about Aaron not liking her friends, so she didn’t see them anymore, and that she had to have the apartment “clean and tidy” with “dinner on the table”’ when he got home, like she was a fifties housewife. And then there were the bruises…

I was warmed by the connection she felt to the shop because I felt it too. “We just need our first case and then the antique-hunting side of the business will really be off.”

Carole was nodding enthusiastically. “And not only do we think you’re utterly fabulous, but all your computer magic has been wonderfully helpful. You’re an asset to the team. I’m sure once we get a case, then your fancy computer studies degree can help us with some hacking.”

I glared at her. “Um, no. That’s absolutely not what Sky’ll be doing. We are going to remain on the right side of the law, remember?”

Carole hurried over to our new assistant and pulled her into a hug. “It’s going to be okay. Let me help you make up the bed.”

The phone rang. We all turned to stare at it.

The shop phone never rings.
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My aunt snatched the handset from the old-fashioned rotary-dial phone that Arthur had refused to replace.

Is this a run-of-the-mill stock inquiry or something far more exciting?

“Crockleford Antiques,” said Carole.

A hush descended over the shop as Sky dried her tears and I concentrated on following the conversation.

“Yes, this was Arthur’s shop, although I’m afraid he’s no longer with us.” Carole’s face clouded slightly when she said this. The caller continued to speak rapidly. “A man’s body?” Her sparkle had returned. “And a stolen painting? Then you called the right place, darling.”

I reached out to grab the receiver, but Carole shooed me away with a flick of her hand.

“And did he die of natural causes, or was he murdered?” she asked.

I raised an eyebrow at her and mouthed: “Be sensitive.”

But I desperately wanted to know the answer too.

“I’m so sorry, darling. Of course, how remiss of me,” she was saying. “Introductions first.” Her tone became clipped. “I’m Carole Lockwood, Arthur was my best friend, and my niece Freya and I inherited his shop about five months back. Now, how may we help with your murdered man and theft?” I squished in beside her and put my ear next to the phone.

“I found a dead man behind the museum and police say he was stabbed…” The woman’s voice quivered. “A small painting was stolen and no one is telling me anything.”

Carole gripped my arm in excitement. “A museum theft. We’re the women for the job—” I tried to take the handset again; by now I was desperate to talk to the caller. “It will take us an hour and twenty minutes to get to you if I drive like the wind,” said Carole. She slammed down the receiver. “Sky, will you be okay here on your own for a couple of hours?”

Sky nodded, clearly as fascinated as we were. She’d pulled off her cardigan coat to reveal a pencil skirt and striped polo-neck sweater. “I’m fine to work.”

“You would say if you weren’t? I could always go on my own,” I said.

Carole looked shocked at the mere suggestion of being left behind. “If it’s all too much, just lock up the shop.” She hurried to put on her raincoat. “The caller, Betty Peters, is a volunteer at Lowestoft Maritime Museum. She says the police are concentrating on the murder and aren’t talking to her about the painting. Betty doesn’t like their attitude and thinks a specialist antique-hunting business is her best hope of finding out what happened to the painting.”

My heart skipped. Our first case.

Sky pulled out her cell phone while I grabbed my bag. “Let’s get some background on the place before you go.” After some rapid clicking and scrolling, she turned her phone toward us. “Lowestoft Maritime Museum has occupied a converted Victorian cottage in Sparrow’s Nest Park, Lowestoft, since 1968. An extension was added in 1977 and another in 2008.”

“Probably as the museum’s collection grew,” I said.

Another click and Sky continued. “There are also a few press reports from three days ago saying an unidentified male—no fingerprints or dental record match—was found at the back of the museum behind the recycling bin but that there were no obvious signs the museum was broken into.” She scanned Carole’s face and then mine. “We are just looking into the painting, aren’t we? Or do we now hunt for murderers as well?”

“No, we only track down stolen art, antiques, and antiquities.” Though, truthfully, I think I would’ve hunted almost anything to get the agency up and running with its first case.

“The museum is run by volunteers, has extensive displays on the history of the local fishing community…” But Carole and I were already by the door. The thrill of the hunt had taken over.

“We will be back with our first case in hand,” called Carole as Sky took my place behind the desk.

I linked arms with my aunt. “Who needs a cruise when we’ve got a maritime museum case to solve?”



Carole’s vintage and—appropriately—nautical-blue Mercedes was parked, unlocked as usual, just outside the shop. She settled in behind the wheel, with the door still open, and started raking through her handbag for something. The keys probably. Then she yanked out her special driving headscarf and adjusted the rearview mirror so she could see herself properly while she tied it Grace Kelly−style over her long blond hair, the loose ends crossed gracefully before her throat and knotted behind her neck.

“Shall we put the roof down?” she suggested hopefully. It was one of her favorite things.

“Um, it’s October and still raining.” I stayed on the pavement, unsure if Carole’s car was our best option. “Is there petrol?”

“Of course there is,” she said indignantly.

I stuck my head inside to read the gauge—there was half a tank left.

She beamed at me. “I’m very well organized, darling. Petrol for the car, bikini for our summer holiday.”

“I might mention that it was only last week we ended up being driven home in Simon’s tractor because you thought we definitely had enough petrol to get to Hadleigh and back,” I replied.

“And wasn’t it fun? You were all quiet until I took us on a tractor safari.” Carole revved the engine. “As I’ve said before, you can’t just sit around waiting for fun to find you—you have to seek it out.” She leaned toward me. “There might be no specialist antiques cruise to be an expert on, but we can still have some grand adventures on our own. Come on, get in. We are off to Lowestoft!”

Of course, Carole was right. Now that we had our first case it was all going to be fine.

“The museum normally closes for winter at the end of October so we’re lucky they broke in while it was still open or Betty may not have discovered the painting was missing until much later,” said Carole.

It was a good point. Why would someone break in while it was still open? Why not wait a couple of weeks when there would be a lot less chance of anyone noticing something was amiss? What exactly was so pressing?

At the time, as I watched the rolling farmlands of Suffolk speed by, I trusted that what we’d heard so far was the truth and all of the truth… and that was my first big mistake.
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It took exactly one hour and twenty-three minutes to drive to Lowestoft from Little Meddington—a hair-raising journey with Carole at the wheel. The coastal town had been battered down by the storms of time and was trying to get back on its feet—I admired its fighting spirit. Outside a row of Edwardian seaside homes was a garbage bag being picked over by a squabble of seagulls.

Within minutes we had reached the golden sands of South Beach, where feeble rays of afternoon sunshine were lighting the murky North Sea. I longed to stop and savor the deserted, windswept beauty of the place. The area felt as if it was on the brink of something—the calm before the storm of artists and independent coffee-shop owners discovering its low-cost housing, uninterrupted stretches of sand, and healing salty air.

Carole saw me leaning toward the window to get a better look. “If we’re quick, we might have time to grab a cuppa and some chips before we head home,” she told me.

I beamed at her. “I’d love that.”

Lowestoft Maritime Museum was situated at the northern end of the town, near a trailer park and over the road from the sea. It was housed in a diminutive flint-faced Victorian cottage with an oversized flagpole flying a Union Jack. A huge letterbox-red WW2 mine—hopefully disarmed—loomed beside the path. In the window next to the front door was an Open sign, but the museum seemed abandoned.

“Hello?” called Carole as she crossed the threshold of the museum.

I hung back and studied my surroundings. The building didn’t look like it had been broken into lately—there were no shattered windows, and the door was intact—but when I bent closer to the lock, I noticed a tiny hairline scratch on the weathered brass.

This lock has been picked recently.

A small gift shop through an open doorway to our left also doubled as the ticket office. A tall thin woman with perfectly curled white hair and a silk scarf draped around her neck stood up as we entered.

“Betty?” asked Carole.

“Carole? I’m thrilled you came.” She hurried toward us.

“I’m Freya from Lockwood Antique Hunter’s Agency.” I smiled with pride and stuck out my hand. “How may we help?”

Betty reached out both her hands and closed them around mine. “I’m so grateful you came at such short notice. The police are focusing on the poor dead man found behind the recycling bin.” She threw her head backward in the direction of the wall behind her. “I gave them an in-depth account of all my suspicions, but no one is telling me anything.”

“It’s always the not knowing that eats away at us, isn’t it?” Carole squeezed her shoulder and then picked up a guide to the museum.

“Oh, it is, it is!” Betty spun and gripped Carole’s hand instead. “I can’t do much to help that investigation, but when I saw the painting was gone, I knew Arthur would’ve been able to help with that, so I took a chance that you would too.” She looked Carole and me up and down, as if to check we were up to the job.

“The front lock looks like it has been picked recently. The scratch is bright against the antique brass,” I told her. “Were there any other signs of a break-in?”

“A picked lock?” Betty’s eyes widened. “Oh, well, the police didn’t tell me that.”

“How about you start from the beginning,” I suggested.

She straightened her skirt, tucked a handkerchief under her cardigan cuff, and gave a quick nod. “Follow me, then. It all started two days ago when a youngish man came in while I was selling tickets… thirties, blond hair and too much of it. He arrived in an expensive car—I saw him park it outside. He was wearing a flashy suit, handmade shoes, gold serpent ring with green eyes. You know the sort of man—Suited and Booted.” She ushered us through a doorway to the right of the ticket desk, and down a small corridor with wooden floorboards that reminded me of a gangplank.

We entered a large room with model ships inside display cases. “He walked straight up to the ticket office and asked if there was a gray vase on display—never mentioned a painting—said he was looking to borrow some items for a talk or something. Have you ever heard of such a thing?”

When Carole and I shook our heads, she continued. “I said we didn’t have a gray vase and nothing in the museum could be ‘borrowed’! What a thing to ask!” Betty searched my face for answers, but I didn’t have any just yet. “Well, then he went off and I locked up as usual at the end of the day. Then I came in the next morning and the painting Arthur donated was missing.”

Arthur? I was about to ask her to explain what Arthur’s relationship was with the museum when Betty sniffed and pulled out her handkerchief. “Then I started to tidy, as I always do… I was just putting out the rubbish around back… never expected to see a gloved hand… a body. I had to get Clive from the trailer park to help.” She wiped the end of her nose again. “He called the police and I waited at the desk. Then they closed the museum.” Betty breathed in deeply. “It’s not the sort of thing that happens here. Our CCTV doesn’t even work… it’s just for show.” Her voice faltered and I stepped closer to her, resting my hand on her arm.

“We don’t need to talk this through in any further detail if it’s too painful for you.” I lowered my voice to try and calm her. “I’m sure it was very distressing finding the victim like that. But perhaps you can tell us more about the painting Arthur donated? Do you have a photograph of it?”

Carole and I exchanged glances.

My curiosity had already been ignited and we had only been there a few minutes.

Betty placed her handkerchief back in her sleeve and met my eye. “I’ll show you where the painting was hung. Maybe you can find a clue as to what happened to it there.”

We strode through the first gallery, passing towering glass cases displaying model ships. Betty was now in full tour guide mode—it was clearly her favorite role in the museum. She pointed to each of the large models we passed, naming the man who had made and donated it. After, we arrived at a reproduction wheelhouse covering a small corridor leading to the next exhibition area. Betty stroked her fingers up and down the wooden door frame. “This came from a real ship.” Carole and I stepped into the area and stood next to the old-style wooden wheel. Above that a computer screen showed the real-time location of all the boats currently off the coast around Lowestoft.

I watched Carole grab the wheel and give it a spin. “I bet kids”—she whirled the wheel to left then right and back again—“enjoy pretending to steer a ship when they’re here.”

My daughter, Jade, would have loved that when she was a child. The thought surprised me and I pushed the ache of missing her away. Now twenty, Jade hadn’t been back since moving to America last summer to attend university. The only thing her very wealthy father ever did for her was fund her university education. I was thrilled that she was so happy, but at the same time I was wistful for all the time we used to share.

Betty tapped Carole’s arm to move her on, and when that didn’t do the trick, she linked her arm though Carole’s and practically dragged her away. “Follow me. I arrived at eight in the morning and walked through the galleries as I always do. When I arrived at this very spot…” She had guided us through almost the whole museum when she came to a stop at the far end opposite a wall with a nail sticking out.

“The painting was missing from there?” I pointed.

“Yes! Arthur told me it was a reproduction. Not worth much. Now, let me tell you some of my theories. I know I look like butter wouldn’t melt, but I do like a good true-crime binge watch on the telly.” There was a glint in Betty’s eye that told me she never missed a clue. “I think there were two men here that night. Mr. Suited and Booted returned to steal the painting with an accomplice and then…” She jabbed her finger to the ceiling like she’d had a eureka moment. “They argued and the accomplice was killed.”

“Did the police find proof of a fight or a murder inside the museum?” I tried to keep my smile steady, but I was quite confused by Betty’s theory—it was honestly rather outlandish. Why would a thief kill his accomplice at the scene? However, I had learned years back that it was best to keep witnesses talking, as sometimes they held important information that they didn’t realize they had.

“Hmm.” Betty frowned. “Well, then, they took the fight outside—like pistols at dawn. Then Mr. Suited and Booted stole the painting and hid the accomplice’s body behind the trash bins. I’ve shared all this knowledge with the police, but they don’t seem to be taking me seriously.”

“But the poor dead man was stabbed, darling,” said Carole. “No pistols.”

Before I could pose another question, Carole grabbed Betty’s hands and squeezed them. “We will get to the bottom of this. A murderer stealing a painting is just our thing. Freya has a lifetime of experience.” When I opened my mouth to object, Carole nudged me. “We are the very best women for the job!”

I beamed at Carole, because I actually believed that we were.
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The museum cooled as the autumn sun sank toward the horizon and daylight faded from the windows. But the empty space on the wall shone brightly at me.

“Do you have a photo of the painting?”

“Perhaps there is a photo. I’ll have to ask Steven the manager.” Betty frowned.

“Can you tell me what it depicted?” I pressed on.

“It showed a big old sailing ship with cannons along one side and huge sheets which had caught the wind. A captain at the helm… but half of the ship was engulfed in flames and sinking. The sea was black and stormy, and overhead there were rain clouds…. Arthur said it was a nineteenth-century reproduction of an earlier work—decorative but nothing special.”

A painting of a burning ship?

A shudder rippled down my spine.

I stared at the single nail sticking out of the wall, but my mind whirled…. I had remembered something. After his death last May, I had found seven of Arthur’s journals hidden in the antiques shop, all of which contained lists of often-priceless stolen or missing art and antiques that had found their way onto the black market. Although he had been blackmailed into assisting at the illicit dealings in Copthorn Manor, Arthur had planned eventually to seize back as many of these antiques as he could and return them to their owners.

He had not lived long enough to achieve his ambition. He left the journals where he knew his heirs, Carole and I, would find them. We had then managed to help save the Copthorn Manor haul of Middle Eastern antiquities. One of these journals listed a large number of nautical art and antiques, and in the back was a photograph of a painting of a burning sailing ship. I couldn’t remember if there was a captain depicted, but I knew Arthur had written something underneath. The sight of flames always brought up unwanted anxiety, so I hadn’t dwelt on the photograph. But now I needed to see it again….

“It looks so bare,” sighed Betty, bringing me out of my thoughts.

“We’ll try and get it back for you, but I just have a few more questions. If you don’t mind? When exactly was the painting donated?” I asked.

“The fifteenth of May this year,” she said. Arthur had been murdered only a few days after that; his death had been made to look like an accidental fall. He had known the danger he was in and made elaborate preparations to tie up his personal affairs beforehand.

When I followed Arthur’s clues in the Copthorn Manor investigation, he had shown me the scale of the illicit trade in art and antiques by organized crime, and the way in which artworks had become an alternative form of currency without the need for banking checks and procedures. All that was needed was an antiques verifier to confirm an object’s value—work that Arthur had been forced to undertake for the Copthorn Manor gang of international forgers to save me from being framed for murder. Luckily, he’d kept his options open by secretly feeding information on their activities to the FBI. A small museum that concerned itself with seafaring and coastal fishing memorabilia seemed an unlikely hangout for international art thieves. But since the only thing to have gone missing was the painting Arthur had donated, that meant it had to be more significant than it appeared.

What were you up to, Arthur?

Carole returned from interacting with the exhibits and stepped ahead of us into the kitchen while I asked Betty if she could remember anything else Arthur had said about the painting.

“How did you know Arthur?” I asked.

“Oh, I’ve known him for donkeys years. My cousin, Agatha, runs the Teapot Tearooms in Little Meddington. Arthur was just the best, wasn’t he? Always on hand to help. He was here when the Princess Royal opened the new kitchen extension over there.” We walked a little farther on, and Betty pointed to the museum guidebook in my hand. “It’s inside, see.” I opened the guide for the first time and saw a photograph of Arthur standing next to Princess Anne. In his hand he was holding a tiny teacup as if he were about to attend a dolls’ tea party.

“And when was this guide designed?”

“It’s quite new. Yet another thing Arthur volunteered to do.”

I smiled to see my old mentor again. I desperately wanted to ask him why he was so involved with the museum.

“And when Arthur redesigned the guidebook, did he also choose which photographs appeared in it?” I asked.

“Well… yes. Always very thoughtful was Arthur. He noticed that in that picture of him with the Princess Royal there was a bare patch of wall by the kitchen door and a few weeks later he turned up with the painting to fit it—even brought a hammer and nail to hang it as well.”

Did he?

“Do you know where Arthur got the painting?”

“Not really. He arrived one afternoon, said he’d picked it up in Norfolk and driven straight here. He hung it, like I said, and I told him it was very generous of him. He said there was no need for any fuss, it wasn’t valuable.”

That jogged my memory about something I’d seen recently. “But I read about Arthur donating that painting in the Dedham Vale News.” Betty’s mouth dropped open and she shook her head in disbelief, a guilty expression creeping over her face. “You did tell someone, didn’t you? You told Agatha at the Teapot Tearooms in Little Meddington. She mentioned it when our local paper was writing about the Copthorn Manor case. Someone could have read about it and come here especially to steal it.”

She clamped her mouth shut and her eyes welled with tears. “I might have… but she promised not to say anything! It was just… Agatha came in for a catch-up, and we were walking around together when she noticed it and asked about it straight off. None of the volunteers had paid any attention to it. But she’s such a chatterbox!”

I touched her lightly on the arm. “It’s a small local newspaper. I’m sure it was of no importance.”

She sniffed and changed the subject. “I do believe the victim and the painting are connected,” said Betty, pulling at her sleeve to find her handkerchief. “Arthur always said to trust my instincts.”

“And Arthur was always right,” replied Carole.

I considered Betty. There was a good chance that she knew more about Mr. Suited and Booted than she had told us. “Did the suspicious visitor ask you about anything else? Think back if you can…. There was a gray vase… the painting… and…”

The mention of a gray vase made me remember a case Arthur and I worked on decades ago when we were employed to track down a similar object that dated from the Ming Dynasty. But I pushed it from my mind—it couldn’t be the same because the vase was never recovered.

Betty’s gaze drifted ceilingward as she tried to remember. “Well… oh now you say that… he asked about a navy sword and when he saw my mug of tea by the ticket desk he rambled on about teacups in shipwrecks, if you can believe it. I told him we’ve never had anything like that round these parts.”

Betty had got the wrong end of the stick—there really were shipwrecked teacups—so I decided that perhaps if I gave her a brief introduction to shipwreck ceramics, she might recognize one. “Shipwreck ceramics are very collectable. For over a thousand years, ceramics were traded between Asia and Europe, merchant ships sailing between the two full of cargo, but they had to journey through perilous waters. Sometimes the ships went down with all their cargo.”

The idea of undisturbed items under the sea for hundreds of years, where barnacles, corals, and shells grew over them, sometimes fusing together into “sea sculptures,” was as romantic as it was fascinating.

“Oh, now, that does sound wonderful, doesn’t it?” said Carole, taking a few steps away down the corridor. “I’ll have a look for some.” It was clear that she wanted to keep exploring the museum’s exhibits rather than stand around talking.

One of the things I loved most about shipwreck ceramics was that they could sometimes be traced all the way back to the potter’s wheel where they originated and, because of captains’ logs, to the precise date a ship sank. The Hatcher Collection and the Hôi An Hoard contained some of the best-known and documented discoveries. I found it somewhat charming to imagine divers discovering an underwater world frozen in time.

“It sounds mesmerizing all right, but we definitely don’t have anything like that lurking in the North Sea, I don’t think… well, actually there was that discovery, wasn’t there?” said Betty.

“What discovery?”

“The wreck of HMS Gloucester was found near here some years ago and kept secret while the marine archaeologists were at work. Went down in 1682 with hundreds of souls lost at sea, though the Duke of York, the future King James II, survived. I do like a bit of local history, don’t you? I suppose if there was a teacup found from that ship you could call it shipwrecked, couldn’t you? I never heard of one here, though.”

I opened my mouth to ask more about the location of HMS Gloucester, but Betty checked her watch and said, “I’m so sorry but I should be closing for the day soon.”

“Of course, there is one last thing. What was the talk Mr. Suited and Booted wanted to borrow something from the museum for? Did you ask him?”

“He said he was leaving to be an expert on a specialist antiques cruise in a few days and needed some fine pieces to show at a talk he was giving—and if he had found what he was looking for, maybe we could’ve loaned it to him. I tried to search for the cruise on the library computer, but computers aren’t really my thing.”

I smiled at Betty. “We will look into it.” I reached for my phone and called the shop. Perhaps Sky might like a distraction. She could find out a thing or two about the other experts on the cruise as the Lockwood Agency’s chief (and only) researcher.

“Sky, it’s Freya. I’m wondering if you could help—is there a special interest cruise with antiques experts sailing this month? Perhaps the one I was meant to be on? I need a list and photos of all the experts involved.”

“I’m on it,” she replied and hung up.



We had just pulled out of Lowestoft when a text message came through from her.

I read it out to Carole.

“Only one cruise featuring antiques is sailing this year and it departed yesterday. It’s run by MVGoldstar. Has TV antiques experts and some others doing talks, mini-excursions, etc. It sails from Greece to Jordan.”

Carole took her eyes off the road. “That was the one you were meant to be on!”

Another text came through shortly afterward.

“It says there are ‘at least five onboard experts.’ But the only information they post is about their star expert—Mark Rushwell. I’ll need to do more digging. The only other thing to note is that there’s been a recent change to the cruise’s advertised onboard exhibition. It’s now featuring a private collection of antiques. Here is the updated info…”

The pictures on the MVGoldstar website made me gasp. In the background of the photo was a scabbard for a navy sword. I’d seen it before! I zoomed in on the background of another shot showing a large display cabinet. Inside was a collection of shipwreck ceramics. One was a distinctive sea sculpture that I recognized.

I reread Sky’s message.

“It can’t be a coincidence that Mr. Suited and Booted might have been talking about the cruise I was meant to be an expert on. And an exhibition of nautical antiques… Arthur wrote about those in his second journal. I’ll check it as soon as we get back.”

I needed to verify in person if the sword and scabbard, the shipwrecked ceramics, and the sea sculpture in Arthur’s journal were the same ones in the onboard collection.

“We need to get on that cruise,” I said to Carole.

She beamed at me in reply.
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