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For Vanya Cheney, with thanks for all her encouragement,

not to mention the title. Thanks too to the real vicars,

churchwardens and congregations in

my life: may their fêtes always be profitable.


ONE

A hot and sticky afternoon toiling at another village’s church fête is not my idea of pleasure. But when my old friend Robin Levitt, the vicar, phoned me to beg for my help, it was hard to say no.

‘The couple who promised to take charge of the second-hand book stall both managed to pull muscles playing tennis yesterday afternoon.’ He sighed down the phone. ‘Fast and furious, they said. Oh dear, why aren’t they keen on something dangerous, like white-water rafting?’

Why indeed? Except there wasn’t too much opportunity for that in Kent.

‘Sounds more furious than fast to me,’ I said. ‘What do I need to do?’ I asked, admitting defeat without so much as a skirmish.

‘Just stand behind ranks and ranks of tatty paperbacks and flog them to punters. You can do bulk discounts if you want – the former organist likes to buy a dozen crime at a time, preferably hard-boiled. Eighty-five and on a Zimmer. But she likes her blood and gore. And someone in the choir snaps up bodice-rippers quicker than you can unzip a... Sorry, Lina, not an appropriate image for a man of the cloth.’

His Adam’s apple would be in mid-bobble.

‘Don’t mind me,’ I said. ‘Unzip whatever simile you want.’ I was proud of that word. My education had been pretty well zero, in formal terms, but then Griff, my dear friend and better-than-a-grandfather, came into my life and rescued me from – well, everything that lies in wait for a young girl going wild on the streets. He not only gave me a roof over my head, he also taught me all he knew about antiques, and, most important of all, he loved me and let me love him. He also tried to make up what I’d missed when I’d skived off school. Similes and metaphors were just part of the latest stage of my education – simply because they existed, I suppose. Like onomatopoeia. I do love words like that, even if I can’t always remember them, or, of course, what they mean.

God knows how I’d manage on a bookstall.

Robin embarked on a garbled apology. For one whose sermons were nice and short and clear – not that I heard many of them, most of my Sundays being taken up with antiques fairs – he was terribly prone to getting tangled up in everyday speech. ‘The thing is, it’s special – a matter of life and death, if you can say a building lives, though it can certainly be killed. And it might be a total waste of effort, but I have to try.’

‘What time do you want me to turn up?’ I asked, cutting across the knot, like some Greek hero Griff once told me about. I needed to know because Griff had a lunch date in London with an old friend and I would have to get cover in our shop. Mary Walker was always happy to work extra shifts, provided her shiny new fiancé could sit with her and tap away on his laptop. He was a retired accountant turned practising poet.

Robin was still apologetic. ‘If I could get someone to set up the stall for you...’

‘The best way for me to get to know what I’ve got is to lay everything out myself. Very well,’ I mused as I jotted a note to myself, ‘so it’s pretty much an all-day affair.’

Perhaps I shouldn’t have used that noun. Robin once had a bit of a thing for me. I might have had a bit of a thing for him as well, if it hadn’t been for two other things: the damned Adam’s apple, and, more important, his calling. Some of any antique dealer’s life involves buying cheap and selling dear, and while Griff and I are proud of our reputation for absolute honesty about the provenance and integrity of our stock, there are one or two things I wouldn’t want people to know about. People such as policemen and clergymen, who have to keep a closer eye than the average person on what Griff calls laws temporal and laws spiritual.

He swallowed. I heard the glug down the phone. ‘We’ve got a Celebrity opening the fête at two,’ he managed, ‘so everything has to be set up by then. There are several hundred books in the vestry already, and people may bring more...’

‘Excellent,’ I said briskly. It was either that or swear in a way neither he nor Griff would approve of. ‘I’d better be there by eleven, then. Oh, Robin – just one thing! Which church?’

Robin juggled at least five churches, maybe six, and it would never do to turn up at the wrong one. I knew St Mary’s, and St Peter and St Paul’s (yes, the two saints have to share the one building) because both churches were pretty well down the road from where my father lived, but he named one I’d never heard of, St Jude’s, in Kenninge, an outpost right in the south of his benefice.

‘Maybe you’d better bring a few sarnies because the tea ladies are very strict about not selling anything before the fête starts. And by then I hope you’ll be too rushed off your feet to eat. The good news is there’s a loo in what used to be the parson’s stables,’ he added. ‘A bit basic, but a loo.’

You see what I mean about Robin being honest.

Since Griff was keener on Robin than on any of the other men I’d been linked with, he rubbed his hands with glee when I told him how I’d be spending my Saturday. ‘The weather forecast’s excellent. You should wear that delicious little straw hat that sets off your cheekbones so well. I’ll bake a couple of cakes for those dragons of tea ladies – and you could take some of those books we got landed with at the last auction,’ he added, with a bit more self-interest.

I could indeed. We’d wanted an immaculate calf-bound set of Fanny Burney for a collector friend of Griff’s, and we’d had to buy eight cardboard boxes of tat to get it. I’d been meaning to take the rest of the books to my favourite charity shop, Oxfam, but maybe there’d be something the organist would fancy. Any leftovers could always go to Oxfam anyway.

When I turned up mid-morning on Saturday, I found that my stall was sheltered from any wind and most of the sun by a truly revolting Victorian family tomb, standing maybe ten foot high and draped with grumpy-looking angels. It blocked my view of what seemed to be a very old church indeed, the roof line sagging in the middle and one of the walls way out of true. There was no time to take a closer look now, however. I’d got to sort out all the boxes of books, both Griff’s donation and those Robin had promised, which had been dumped beside the trestle tables. No one seemed particularly pleased to see me, and smiles only cracked faces when I produced Griff’s gateaux for the cake team. Maybe it was something to do with the fact I’d used our van, with Tripp and Townend blazoned all over it. Perhaps they thought I was there to scavenge, not to give my most precious commodity, time.

On the other hand, there was an interesting-looking bric-a brac stall. And already a couple of familiar figures were sneaking up to it. Our instructions had been delivered with military clarity by a short woman clearly born to command, despite a mouthful of the worst teeth I’d ever seen. We were to sell nothing to anyone for any reason till we’d been Declared Open. The gentle-faced woman in charge of the bric-a-brac – far too much for one person to manage, spread over acres of tables – fluttered her beautifully manicured hands anxiously in a rather feeble protest. Minnie Fielding and Mel, who didn’t, as far as I knew, have another name, were bottom-of-the-pond dealers who would make mincemeat of her and snaffle up anything worth having for no more than a couple of bob. And then they’d sidle up to people like Griff and me and try to flog it for as much as if it had impeccable provenance. Good luck to them – but not on my watch.

I sauntered over and simply slotted in behind the stallholder, folding my arms. Maybe I was born to command too – I might ask my disreputable father if we’d got any military glory in our genes. Mel and Minnie did a double take. Last time we’d met I’d told them where to put their identical fake Gallé vases, all four of them. And here I was guarding their prey. ‘It’s not two yet,’ I said.

Mumbling that they had to be somewhere else by then, they hunched away from me and fixed my new companion with beseeching eyes. ‘That little lady – I’ll give you a quid,’ Mel whispered, pointing at a filthy Worcester figure which, even with that damaged finger, might fetch £25 at a fair. Incidentally, if I restored her, she’d fetch a lot more.

‘It’s not two o’clock yet,’ I said again, as much to my companion as to them. ‘And the churchwarden will kill if we let anything go before then. If you want this lady – and she’s worth twenty of anyone’s money – you’ll just have to be late for your next appointment, won’t you?’

They agreed it would be better not to be, and sloped off.

‘If they come back, get someone to call me,’ I told the bemused stallholder. ‘I’m Lina, by the way.’

‘As in Lena Horne?’

‘Yes, but spelt with an I.’

‘And I’m Marjorie.’

We exchanged a friendly smile. She was probably in her sixties, but trim and with just enough colour in her hair.

‘Those two,’ I added, ‘Minnie and Mel – I wouldn’t trust them as far as I could throw them.’

‘But not if no one else wants the stuff?’

I nearly said something foolish, like, ‘I’ll buy anything worth having myself and tell you what really ought to go to the tip, so it won’t clog you up next year.’ Nearly. Not quite. Griff would have killed me. I would have killed me. ‘Look, how are you pricing this lot? It’s mostly tat, and dirty tat too.’ I picked up a plastic cruet set with mustard still encrusted on it. ‘But some things are worth a bit. Why don’t I put things on different tables: twenty pounds, fifteen, ten, five? Then the rest you can sell to anyone mug enough to offer you a quid – or even just take it off your hands.’ That was by far the largest proportion. ‘And if you’re in any doubt, just ask me.’

Ten to two. Thanks to that precious loo, which turned out, though basic, to have a washbasin and plenty of floor space, I washed, brushed up and changed into a pretty retro dress with a fitted bodice and full skirt. I’d picked it up for a song, but it made me feel like a million dollars, and the blue went particularly well with the sun hat Griff had insisted I take. Actually, since I was in the shade, and I thought it made me look like someone from a nursery rhyme, I gave up on the hat and popped it safely in the van, remembering to set the alarm.

And here at last was our Celebrity, apparently a soap actor, but since soaps were one thing Griff would never let us watch I was none the wiser. There were a few tentative screams from a gaggle of girls who probably wouldn’t buy anything, and a flutter of applause. His speech, delivered in a mockney accent, was well-nigh inaudible. More applause, and time to sell.

Not buy, of course. Well, to be frank I had already liberated a couple of the books from the cardboard boxes, not because they were valuable but because I wanted to read them. And I’d paid full whack, telling the garden-produce man what I was doing and making him witness the money I was putting into the tin. A tin! So naive! I should have brought a bumbag, so I could stow cash safely and keep an eye on roving hands. Actually, I needed an assistant. Who could I ask? I didn’t know a soul, of course. There was no sign of Robin. Perhaps he was escorting the Celeb around. I was surprised I hadn’t seen him earlier, to be honest, but then vicars had lots of things other than fêtes to worry about, especially when this fête was in the fierce hands of the woman I was thinking of as the Commandant. But they were capable hands, too. She’d spotted my difficulties and was over in an instant.

‘Backup on its way!’ she barked, trying to hide her jungle of teeth behind thin lips. Why had the NHS, so good at dental work, let her down so badly?

I nearly saluted, but limited myself to giving my friendliest smile and thanking her.

She was back in two minutes with two reliable-looking middle-aged men. Actually, Celeb and Robin apart, all the men ranged from middle-aged to what Griff insists is merely mature, as did the women. ‘They can take over here. Marjorie’s sending up distress flares! You’re needed over on bric-a-brac.’

I really didn’t want to be on bric-a-brac. It was too much of a busman’s holiday. On the other hand, something was calling me from that direction. Quite loudly.

For some reason I’d been born what some of my mates call a divvy. Like a diviner finding water in a desert, I can scent from afar a precious item that no one else has noticed. It’s a physical summons. You’d think it was a priceless gift, but in fact it’s a two-edged sword. It never functions when I want it to. Just when it happens to call.

And it happened to call from a stall where I’d touched every single item without getting so much as a whisper.

Because a whole mass of people seethed round the tables, I managed to ignore the call for a good twenty minutes or so. I beat up the price on a couple of things that punters had probably picked up and then abandoned in the wrong section, and ruthlessly slashed a price I’d slapped on an item before I saw the crack that was now obvious to me, if not to the buyer. Seeing the mountain of rubbish still remaining, I grabbed a piece of card and a marker from Marjorie’s basket and scrawled: 50P FOR ANY 2 ITEMS – THIS TABLE! And yes, I did check there was nothing of value on the table before I put it in place. I even tried to move the table slightly to one side to avoid confusion. What was stopping the back legs? Stooping to have a look, I found some empty boxes and a couple of full ones.

‘It’s stuff I didn’t have room for,’ Marjorie explained. ‘And Fiona says some of it’s from Colonel Bridger, too,’ she added in the reverent tone country people seem to keep for people who they think are their betters. I knew my father and never used it. Now wasn’t the time to ask about this colonel, though, because she was off again. ‘So I’ve got to put it out, although as far as I can see it’s worse than the rest of your fifty pence table.’

My heart would have sunk, but for one thing. My divvy voice shouted, like on the old TV game-show, open the boxes!

‘I can hold the fort while you sort it out,’ Marjorie said.

So I had to.

As she’d said, there was nothing remotely promising to be seen. Some fellow dealers made a living out of kitchenalia, but even they’d have been hard put to wangle more than a quid from the first box I opened. The next box really should have gone to my original stall. It contained half a dozen really old Georgette Heyer paperbacks still in pristine condition, so I thought if no one else wanted them I’d buy them for Griff, who read Heyer in bed if he fancied he had the ’flu.

There was also a bigger book – folio size – pretty well falling apart, with the front cover and frontispiece missing. But surely it was more important than everything on the bric-a-brac tables put together, full of designs for chairs and so on, eighteenth century by the look of them. I didn’t think they were by Adam, but they were that sort of period. A scholar would have pounced on the book, even though the back cover looked as if mice had been at it, and all the pages were badly foxed. Not knowing any scholars, I thought of English Heritage or the National Trust, or a couple of major libraries. So I had to buy it. No one else would, and it would be a sin to send it to landfill, the threat hanging over all the other unsold books in too poor a state to wish on Oxfam. But I’d no idea how much I should put into that tin. If only Robin was around.

I tried to explain the situation to Marjorie, but she only gave me half an ear. ‘Just take the thing, do, my dear. Give me a pound if it would make you feel better. Is there anything else down there?’

If my instinct was anything to go by, there certainly was. Old hairbrushes and combs thick with hair and dandruff; chipped saucers, none matching; a tiny box, tarnished to within an inch of its life, with an embossed lid. It was too filthy for me to read the hallmark. Was that what was calling? Oh, yes. Though I’d no idea why. But there was something else too. My hand hovered. Over a screw of paper a couple of inches long. I opened it carefully, squeaked with delight, and turned it upside down. There! Crossed swords. Of course, other makers used crossed swords too, but this felt like quality Meissen. I knew where I was with this, at least.

‘Look, Marjorie – isn’t it lovely?’

‘Pretty little thing – a parrot, is it?’

‘Yup. Not just any parrot. A miniature Meissen parrot. Look, I could sell this for – let me think – about a hundred and twenty pounds, maybe more. And the box... Who knows? I’ll pay you a hundred and fifty pounds for both. And if I make any more, which I may well, I promise to give it to Robin direct. Does that sound fair?’

‘It sounds admirable to me, Lina,’ said a voice. Robin at last.

‘Let me write an IOU. And the same for this book of patterns.’

‘Lina, you gave your word. That’s enough for me. And I’m sure for Marjorie too.’

I shook my head. ‘Griff’s dinned it into me I must keep records – not just for your benefit but for mine.’ I grabbed another of Marjorie’s cards and wrote, signing and dating my bargain. ‘Your signature too, please, Robin.’

He signed with a sudden flourish, laughing as he recounted Josephine Public’s attempts to get the Celeb’s autograph. For some reason he’d steadfastly refused to put pen to anything, even for money.

I didn’t join in the general derision. Perhaps like me he was embarrassed by his handwriting; certainly, he hadn’t had hours of patient help to improve it, as I had done.

As Robin put down the pen, a hand appeared from nowhere and grabbed the silver box.


TWO

Robin might look saintly, but he’d once been an amateur boxer. He’d also done time, as he put it, as a curate in a rough northern parish where the very few people who were in his congregation were more likely to take money off the collection plate than put it in. So his reflexes were good.

But the box disappeared before he could even cry out. The box, the hand, and, almost, the man attached to both. Younger than Mel, as far as I could see.

My reflexes weren’t bad, although I’d learnt my skills at a far less orthodox school of fighting than Robin’s. And I was pretty quick on my feet. So, vaulting over the table, I gave chase. Yelling ‘Stop, thief!’ might have been a good idea, if I’d had breath to spare, but at least Marjorie managed it – thin, squeaky, but a yell all the same. I was almost on the guy when someone got the wrong idea and shoved a foot under not the thief’s legs but my mine. I went down. My skirt went up. And that was the end of my chase, not to mention my dignity.

‘Don’t worry about me! Get that bastard,’ I shouted, forgetting where I was.

After a vital second’s hesitation, Robin accelerated past me and had almost caught up with Lightfingers when a small object hurtled on to a gravestone. It took Robin’s eye off his target for a vital second, and the thief was over the churchyard wall and into the adjoining woodland.

By now I was on my feet, hands and knees smarting with gravel-rash. All the same, I was mobile enough to make for whatever the thief had dropped. It was the poor box, now battered as well as tarnished. The impact had burst it open and strained the hinge holding the lid to the body. It came apart in my hands.

It seemed that first-aid to silver, in pieces or not, was not Robin’s main concern. He didn’t know whether to identify and rebuke whoever had tripped me, or to minister to my injuries. As for me, there was such a commotion amongst the stallholders and the visitors that I was afraid of more thefts, so I caught the Commandant’s eye.

‘First-aid box in loo,’ she barked. Then, turning to the others, she declared, ‘Nothing to worry about, good people. Plenty of tea in the pot. Loads of raffle tickets left. Let’s do fête!’

A woman after my own heart.

The gravel rash was much less serious than that I’d had most weeks when I was a kid, but for some reason hurt much more. I must have forgotten how to fall. The main victim was the poor dress, and I spent more time swishing cold water on the bloodstains than on the whole of my own treatment.

There was a hammering on the door. My disappearance must have alarmed someone, or perhaps all those elderly bladders were panicking. Calling that I was fine and wouldn’t be a minute, I tidied the place up a bit. And stowed the snuffbox where no one could get at it – thank goodness for the full skirt, which covered any giveaway bulge.

Sympathetic hands reached for me as I emerged, and I submitted to being guided to the refreshment tent, where I was loaded with tea and cakes. But I’m not really one to be coddled and fussed over by strangers, so I took the cup and plate back to the bric-a-brac stall, ready to return to work.

‘Come on, folk,’ I called. ‘If it’s worth nicking, it’s worth buying. Let’s see your money now! Roll up, roll up.’ Sounded convincing.

Maybe it was my curiosity value that brought people flocking round. Whatever it was, we sold about five times as much as we had before, people pressing notes into our hands and not asking for change.

One person who I didn’t see, however, was Robin. What had happened to him?

At last the surge died down. Nothing eluded the eye of the Commandant.

‘Only another fifteen minutes to go before we can shut up shop. Did well there,’ she said. ‘Patched yourself up all right?’

I nodded, afraid she’d demand to see the dressings. ‘Any idea where Robin might be?’

‘Saw him at the apple-bobbing. Or maybe at the Chuck a Sponge. The far side of the church.’

Assuring her I could find him myself, I pottered off. There was a lot of splashing and laughter, but no Robin.

Before I could explore further, the Commandant called me over. ‘Crisis on the bookstall!’

It was the organist, wanting to know whether Edward Marston and Amy Myers could be considered hard-boiled. I told her cheerily I’d no idea but that I liked the jackets, so she added them to her pile.

The funny thing about fêtes is you never get time to look at what should be the focus of the whole event, the church itself. At last, all the remaining bric-a-brac and books were repacked. Apart from those heading for Oxfam, some boxes were destined for the tip; others were going back in store in someone’s barn so their contents could have another dreary outing next year. Why? If no one wanted the stuff now, why would they want it when it was a year older and smelt even mustier?

At last I could emerge from the shadow of the tomb – which, come to think of it, might have been the title of one of the books the organist had bought – and have a look round.

Whatever other skills the congregation had, flower arranging must have been up there with the best. The wooden-walled porch was so full of early sweet peas and roses that you could hardly smell the dry rot. Inside, other flowers glowed from the base of each squat pillar, each deeply recessed window sill. The font, huge and solid, quite out of proportion in the tiny nave, was surrounded by carnations. Exotic flowers I couldn’t name cascaded from the altar. There was even a little posy on the end of each pew. The thought hit me quite uninvited: if ever I got married, I’d like it to be in a church like this.

I sat down on one of the choir stalls out of sight to ponder. Not so much about finding a man I might love enough to marry, but about leaving the man to whom I owed everything – Griff. It would be unbearable for us both. Worse than Emma trying to leave poor Mr Woodhouse, in that novel neither of us liked very much. At least there was no Mr Knightley to trouble Griff and me just at the moment, and although there’d been a couple of Frank Churchills – far worse than Frank Churchill, to be honest – my heart had been no more than dented. Rather like that box, except I’d never been unhinged; at least, not since Griff had taken me into his life. How about that for a simile? – no, I mean a metaphor. When you get things like that right, after all the things I’ve got wrong in my life, you can’t help smiling, so I gave God a thank you smile – I was in His house after all, and liked to be polite, most of the time, at least.

And I gave Him another smile when I discovered what I’d been sitting on. Not just any old choir stall, but a misericord, one of those seats that tips up to support the chorister’s bum if he has to sing during a long service. Underneath the plain seat you’ll often find carving, which there was here. In turn, I found a fat man, a long-faced woman who looked as if she’d got toothache, and what looked like a Green Man. Maybe it was the evil-looking imp next to him that made my retro necklace snap, the beads cascading all over the floor, parts of which were so dark I had to find them by touch. I hope I said nothing too offensive, but I couldn’t guarantee it.

‘And what might you be doing, miss?’ a voice demanded.

Scrabbling to my feet, I found myself eyeball to eyeball with the Commandant and her teeth, set in snarling mode. ‘Gathering up these,’ I said, showing her a handful. ‘What a time and place for the string to give way.’

‘Hmph,’ she said, not pleasantly.

I almost asked when kneeling in a church had become a crime. But she looked as tired as Griff after a busy fair, so I simply smiled and fell into step with her as she headed for the door. Actually, to be honest, I didn’t fall into step. I was herded, wasn’t I? Anyway, someone called her, so I had another dawdle, this time by some impressive memorials – not because I could read the Latin, but because I wanted to make a point.

I was just leaving the church when Robin ran up the path. To my amazement he was wearing his church gear – the white nightie over the black skirt.

‘Hoped I’d catch you,’ he gasped, ‘before you left.’

‘Where’ve you been?’ I asked stupidly.

‘Nearly forgot a wedding at Brayham,’ he said. ‘Dear Lord, that was a close call. Anyway, what did the police say?’ He collapsed into a handy pew.

I joined him. ‘What police?’

‘The police after the thief. I called them. That was when I remembered the wedding. Thank goodness the bride was even later than I was.’

I made a little rewinding gesture. ‘Did you actually dial nine nine nine?’

‘No. Someone with a mobile said he was doing it and why didn’t I just scoot. What’s the matter?’

I was twitching the end of my nose. Why had someone said he’d phone, which meant no one else would, and then obviously not done so?

‘All these flowers giving you hay fever?’

‘Just smelling a rat,’ I said. ‘But that’s me. I smell them even when someone’s gone to all this trouble to keep out the smell of damp. And isn’t that dry rot in that funny little porch?’

‘Our fault, not the original builder’s,’ he said quickly. ‘Oak withstands most things, but not a blocked drain. As for damp, yes, we’re missing some slates.’

‘Will the money you raised today pay for everything?’ I asked, just managing not to squeak in disbelief.

‘Hardly. It’s like the little Dutch boy and his thumb in the dyke, I suppose. We just stick in more thumbs.’

‘Let’s hope no one pulls his out, then – though he may get a plum, I suppose. OK, so how do we raise enough to do a proper job? I suppose you haven’t got a handy millionaire or two in the congregation?’

‘I wish. But then, would we want to accept tainted money?’

‘Tainted?’

‘Think of the rich man and the camel trying to get through the eye of a needle.’

‘I thought you said that that was a reference to some narrow gate or other,’ I said, referring to an explanation he’d given me months back.

He grinned. ‘True. But think about it. How can anyone be a millionaire without exploiting someone?’

I could see him muscling up for a good philosophical argument, so I nipped in with another question. ‘OK, what about ordinary people?’

‘There’s a joke going round us clergy. The Archdeacon phones to say there’s good news: there’s plenty of money to repair the roof, or whatever. The bad news is it’s still in people’s pockets.’

‘Ah. And are there enough pockets?’

‘Not a chance. On a good day I get twenty souls, on a bad ten. Most are retired: the young aren’t exactly leading a lemming rush to eight o’clock Communion. In terms of cash, it’d be cheaper to buy a minibus and ferry them to one of the other churches than to pay the heating and lighting. Not to mention the maintenance work.’

‘But surely something as old as this must be listed?’

‘Oh, yes. I think all churches may be, actually. And this one is special. So special I’m surprised – shocked – that English Heritage isn’t prepared to help. Well, the cuts, Lina – everyone’s having to tighten their belts, as they say.’

‘Yours is on the tightest notch already. And those misericords are pretty important, aren’t they?’

‘Oh, yes.’ He sighed, then buried his face in his hands. Although he wasn’t on his knees, I thought he might be praying and didn’t want to interrupt, so I sat quietly and looked about me. I was a sucker for lost causes. Was there anything I could do?

When he emerged from his silence, I asked bluntly, ‘Have you any valuables to sell? The church, not you.’

‘You’d have to talk to the churchwarden. Fiona. She’ll know. She’s wonderful – no parish priest should be without a Fiona, preferably a Fiona for each church.’

Fiona must be the Commandant. No need for him to know we hadn’t entirely hit it off.

After a pale smile, he added, ‘You know they’ve tacked another church on to the benefice? Eight altogether now.’

‘All the extra services?’ I squeaked. ‘Not to mention extra parish work? You need a trade union,’ I declared, getting to my feet. ‘Come on, it’s a lovely evening. Let’s find a pub and I’ll shout you a shandy and you can tell me who was supposed to have called the police. Hell! That’s my van alarm!’ Elbowing him aside, I sprinted out into the sun.

Whoever had tried to get into the van had presumably been put off by the noise, though not necessarily the one that the people restoring the churchyard to its usual state heard. We’d had our system tweaked, just a little, so in addition to the usual racket there was another, probably illegal noise, just out of the range of adult hearing. It came courtesy of one of Griff’s shadowy friends, and I approved of it heartily – see, I’m not fit to be associated with an agent of whatever law you choose – and it was there to deter the odd enterprising youngster who thought he’d nick something to sell for his next fix, or just smash up anything handy. Until his ears started to hurt a very great deal. As mine were hurting now, though Griff’s wouldn’t even have picked up the evil sound.

When the alarm stopped and I could venture closer, I could see that there were a couple of marks on the back doors, from a jemmy by the look of it, but the defences were still intact. At this point I withdrew and covered my ears. I knew what was going to happen. Just when it seemed to have settled down, the alarm became very, very loud again. That was part of its charm. From a discreet distance I zapped the van and silenced the system. Presumably whoever had tried to break in had taken the same exit route as the guy who’d been after my silver box earlier, over the fence and into the woods. In jeans and trainers I’d have been in there chasing him. But not in this dress and these sandals.

I turned back. Robin had stripped down to civvies again, bundling his working gear over his arm. He still sported his dog collar, though, and it seemed wrong to let him go off to do my dirty work chasing after Crowbar Man dressed like that.

I managed a rueful smile. ‘No harm done. That’s what we have the alarm for, to put people off. And maybe the guy who promised to call the fuzz was just too busy.’

Shaking his head, he frowned. ‘Two attempts at theft in one fête is two too many.’

‘Do you remember who you asked?’

‘I didn’t ask. He offered. And I don’t think I knew him. But the fête was well advertised – there was a really good piece on local radio – and I didn’t know quite a number of the visitors.’ The frown deepened. ‘Does it mean we’ve not just got two attempted thefts, we’ve got two would-be thieves?’

There was no point in lying to Robin. ‘Or maybe a thief and an accomplice?’

‘You’d have thought one of us would have noticed someone trying to break into your van,’ he mused. ‘Why did no one say anything? Look, I’ll have a word with Fiona.’

‘She’s as knackered as you are. Tell you what, do you have a parish mag that carries photos of events like this?’

‘Yes. I think I saw Brian with his nice new digital jobbie.’

‘When you’ve a moment, ask him to keep everything. He may have got a snap of the guy trying to lift that box. Or jemmy the van. Just by accident, when he was taking something else.’

He looked around. ‘He’s gone. But I’ll email him.’

I put a hand on his arm and smiled. ‘Can you hear that? It’s the Rose and Crown calling, saying it’s got a pint of best bitter with your name on it.’

He cocked his head: he could certainly hear something calling, but it turned out to be his phone. He took the call at once, his face changing from a nice bloke after a drink to a serious, concerned professional.

‘That was the hospice. I’m afraid Mrs Garbett needs me. I’ll see you soon, Lina – OK?’ He managed a quick peck on my cheek and was gone.


THREE

Since Griff wouldn’t be back till late, I called my father to say I’d drop in on the way home. With the impressive name of Lord Elham, he lived at the equally impressive address of Bossingham Hall. If you approached via the front it was very impressive indeed – a lovely Palladian house, perfectly symmetrical. However, my father had been relegated to just one wing, which he sometimes loudly resented. Since the trustees who now owned the place let him live rent free, I didn’t think he had much to grumble about.

‘I suppose you haven’t brought any more bubbly?’ he greeted me, flourishing a fresh bottle of champagne. He’d probably drunk his way through another during the course of the day.

It had taken me ages to realize I couldn’t stop him being an alcoholic, but these days I supplemented his diet of Pot Noodles with home cooking and fresh fruit and vegetables and insisted he got through at least four cups of green tea a day. At least, he did when I was there to brew them, which wasn’t as often as he thought it should be.

‘I told you, I’ve been to a church fête.’

‘But they have bottle stalls and tombola and raffles – you might have won something.’

I was quite taken aback. ‘So they do. And I didn’t buy a single ticket! Drat!’

‘You’d probably have wasted your money anyway.’

‘But that’s the whole point of church fêtes – losing your money for a good cause.’ He plainly didn’t follow the concept, so I patted the bottle. ‘I shall have to buy you some. Is there anything else you’re short of?’ I drifted us both into the kitchen to see what he needed.

The shopping list was getting quite long, which showed how much his diet had improved – who’d have thought of my father mentioning fruit, let alone eating it? – when he said, ‘We’ll need something to pay for all this with, won’t we? Are you going to do your divvy act?’

‘Tell you what, we’ll have a cup of tea and I’ll see what I can find. Divvy or no divvy.’ Actually, I’d have killed for a glass of champagne, but I was driving. So green tea it was, on the grounds that it was good for him. He didn’t like it, but didn’t moan too much so long as it was jasmine-flavoured. Pity I hadn’t managed to lay my hands on one of the fête’s gorgeous cakes, or had the sense to keep back one of Griff’s. Of course, he had donated them to the fête, not to my father.

Any other daughter might have asked her father what he’d been up to, but the answer would be either watching daytime TV, which I wasn’t really qualified to talk about, or working for Titus Oates, which I certainly didn’t want to discuss. Titus was a sort of mate of mine, though Griff disliked him intensely. But it’s one thing having friends on the shady side of the law, and quite another to know your father is a master forger. So I told him about my day – not that he showed much interest in what I was up to until I mentioned Robin Levitt.

‘That Bible-basher? Drops in to see me from time to time, but only brings bottom-end cava? Oh, he’s a decent sort, but he’s not good enough for my precious daughter, whatever that old queer of yours thinks. Griff. Sorry.’

I regarded him over the rim of the tea cup. How on earth did he think that the bastard daughter of a promiscuous lord – a lord, moreover, who’d been so careless in the matter of contraception that the precious daughter had thirty brothers and sisters out there, all equally illegitimate – might be a marital asset? But somewhere in that booze-dimmed brain was enough cunning to have got me out of at least one serious scrape.

To change the subject I told him about the attempted theft, which drew a tut of sympathy from him, as he appeared to notice my plasters and bandages for the first time. I even dug in my pocket where I’d transferred the little snuffbox and showed it to him.

What was my father doing looking knowledgeable? Snuffboxes weren’t his line at all. Were they?

All he said, though, was, ‘Pretty little thing. Will you be able to mend it?’

Good question. I’d made a bit of a name for Tripp and Townend with my restoration work, but that was china and occasionally glass. ‘I’ve never tried fixing silver,’ I admitted. ‘And after that business with the Hungarian dish, I’ve not managed to get very fond of it.’

‘Hmm. You’ve always struck me as being capable of doing anything you turned your mind to,’ he said, surprising me. Then he returned to his priority. ‘Anyway, I’m sure you’ll find something to sell.’ He removed the cup and saucer from my grasp. ‘Come on. There’s a new quiz show starting in twenty minutes, and I wouldn’t want us to miss it.’ Delete the us and you’ll get his meaning. And perhaps go on would have been more accurate than come on.

Although my father had very little to do all day, illegal activities apart, he didn’t think of filling the hours tidying or cleaning his wing of the house, though I have to admit that these days I no longer feared a visit to his kitchen might cause instant food-poisoning. Perhaps he was right to confine himself to polishing the sink and swabbing the tiles. All the other rooms were crammed with a weird assortment of objects. Some would have made a Sotheby’s auctioneer reach sweaty-palmed for his gavel, some I’d have consigned to the tip as happily as I’d have disposed of this afternoon’s leavings. It wasn’t hard to tell one from another. In the rooms I hadn’t already reorganized for him, it was more a question of reaching what I wanted without causing an avalanche of assorted plates, books and pictures, many, despite my efforts, still stacked willy-nilly on top of each other.

What I liked to do was stand in one of the corridors, or on a flight of stairs, and wait to be called. If my father was in a hurry, I’d just have to barge into a room at random and pick something. Then I’d clean whatever it was, sell it, taking ten per cent, and use the proceeds to buy him food, clothes or whatever. Champagne, mostly, though in the past I’d organized a fridge-freezer, a washing machine and tumble dryer. I kept a very strict account of what I’d taken and how much it had made. I even made him initial the transaction, just in case a half-brother or sister ever turned up claiming what they hoped was a fat inheritance and alleging I’d robbed him. Sometimes, like when I held a rather poor oil painting of a family group like the one I was looking at now, I rather hoped a sibling would turn up. A sister would be nice, since there were plenty of assorted men in my life.

But enough of that.

The oil painting was far too primitive to attract a collector. I should imagine it was the result of one of my female ancestors finding some genteel occupation. Perhaps it ought to be back in the main part of the Hall, but it would give my father apoplexy if I suggested it. Maybe I could smuggle it in one day. I knew a couple of unauthorized entry-points and could easily slip through while my father was glued to the TV.

Meanwhile, I must hunt for something else. What about that pile of plates under a hideous split plastic planter? Four of them. Oh, ho! This might be my lucky day with birds. First the Meissen, and now what I was sure were Joseph Crawhall plates. Each had a bird with foliage on the front. And – yes – the reverse of each plate had a thumbnail head and shoulders self-portrait and was signed and dated. A set like that should keep my father in champagne for a while and would allow me to pop some in the emergency account we’d set up for him during one of our occasional forays together into Canterbury. I stowed them carefully in the planter, which I could bin at home.

By now he was well into his new programme, accusing it of being rubbish – who was I to argue? – and waving a casual hand in farewell. But then he actually got to his feet and zapped the TV. ‘Nice evening. See you out,’ he said. I was so surprised I nearly dropped the planter.

He made it as far as the top of his steps, which were nowhere near as grand as the approach to the house itself, but imposing enough in their way. Then he thought there might be some cricket on Five – not that he liked it, but he hated Griff to outscore him on sport, which was easy, seeing that we had Sky and there was nowhere to pop a dish on his part of this Grade One listed pile. Not officially. I was sure he’d find a place for one soon, however. We waved each other a casual goodbye, no more, and I set off.

It really was a nice evening, still warm with some low-flying birds scaring me half to death as they dived in front of the van. What if Robin had finished with his hospice call and fancied some company? I pulled over and reached for my mobile. But knowing him, even if his parishioner had died, he’d stay with the family until he thought he’d done all he could to ease their grief.

In any case, by now Griff would be waiting for me. I put the van into gear and set off.

‘Sweet child, what on earth have you been up to?’ On his return, much later than either of us had expected, Griff greeted me with horror.

I’d changed from the pretty dress – which had responded well to a gentle hand-washing and was now on the washing line – into shorts and T-shirt.

‘Your legs! Your poor hands!’

‘Not as bad as they look, I promise. I just took a bit of a tumble on some gravel. I’ll tell you all about it when I’ve made you some tea. And when you’ve told me your news.’

‘Not tea at this time of night. The caffeine... Something nice and cold and very alcoholic in the garden, so we can watch the swallows. My news,’ he added dramatically, casting his panama hat on to the sofa, ‘is that Miles has turned teetotal! Can you believe it? And he’d got it into the cotton-wool ball that passes in his case for a brain that we were to spend the afternoon shopping for a new outfit for him. It seems he’s decided to make an honest woman of that vile Caro. And nothing more than tea to sustain us through a trawl of department stores, since he’s too mean to go to Savile Row and Jermyn Street. Not too mean to buy a huge vulgar car, however, or to pay through the nose for parking. Not to mention the congestion charge. Remind me to send him something truly revolting for his wedding gift.’

‘He and Caro must have everything by now, surely,’ I said. ‘So why not think out of the box, as they say, and buy him something quite different? A couple of goats, for instance. No. A loo! For somewhere in Africa, of course.’

His face changed from disbelief to amusement. ‘A loo... A communal loo... Point me to the website, my sweet. But only when we’ve had our drink. A pitcher of Pimm’s, I should think...’ He caught my eye. ‘Very well, just a glass. But make it nice and strong, loved one.’

We ate our supper in the garden, and at last I showed Griff my acquisitions. ‘I need proper valuations so that I can put anything I owe into the church fund,’ I said.

‘Whatever happened to buy cheap, sell dear?’

I blinked. Griff had always dinned into me that one didn’t diddle friends. I put the parrot into his hands first. On the other hand, he was always inclined be tetchy if he thought my father had seen something before he did.

He pulled a face. ‘It’s charming, but you’ll need to find a collector to get back what you paid. Or a bird lover. Ah, this is what you suffered for, poor little thing.’ He could have been referring to me or the snuffbox. A look at his face said he didn’t think much of it, though he ran his finger carefully over the lid.

‘Hard to tell – is this embossed work a hunting scene? But if you only paid a few pounds, even if you make a loss, it won’t break us. And somehow I don’t think, as your face suggests you fear, that you’ve mislaid your divvy gift. Both of these items will repay investigation, and I’m sure that Mrs Walker will know just the customer to take that parrot off your hands. A thirty-pound mark up would be fine. Yes, an extra thirty pounds for Robin, if you insist. As for this little box, let us go on the principle that if someone wants it enough to steal it, it must be worth having. A little homework is called for, isn’t it?’ He topped up my glass. ‘You said you’d shown the snuffbox to your father. You didn’t show him the folio? I thought not. And I think I can guess the reason. You’re afraid it’s one of his forgeries, aren’t you?’ He took my hand, shaking it gently. ‘My dear one, your father specializes in single pages, or pamphlets at most.’

‘Exactly. Just the sort of thing he’d copy!’ I blurted. ‘Tear pages out of a book like this and ruin it – not that there’s much to ruin here, I admit – and then punt forgeries about the place via Titus.’

‘Quite. I know you keep your ears resolutely shut when there’s gossip concerning the discovery of a rare item everyone assumed was lost, but that’s what he does. He sees it as a little part-time job.’ He added with a teasing smile, ‘He’s happy enough to talk about it to me when you go off on one of your divvying expeditions, leaving us alone to while away the hours.’

I nodded. My father would probably have filled me in on every last forged full-stop. It was just that I didn’t want to know. I’m not sure why. ‘He knew something about the snuffbox,’ I whispered. ‘He didn’t say anything, though.’

‘He was probably afraid you’d snap his head off. But there’s no harm in your asking him, I’m sure. Any more than there is in asking him about this folio, though he’s no expert on furniture.’ He flicked through the smelly pages. ‘Not Chippendale or Sheraton, I’d have thought – the lines aren’t good enough, are they? Heavens, look at this strange Chinaman, with his moustache coming from the side of his nostrils. You know, I’ve a feeling I’ve seen some of this man’s work... No, it’s gone. As for the box, I’ll pick a few brains and read a few books. I suspect the Internet is more your thing.’

It was. And to think I hadn’t been able to switch on a computer, let alone use one, when I met Griff.

The last ray of sun left the garden. It would never do for Griff to catch cold, so I gathered the china and glasses on to the Victorian papier mâché tray.

‘I only have one regret about giving up smoking,’ he murmured, slapping his arm. ‘A cigarette deals so efficiently with the little blighters who do so ruin a late evening garden. Come on, dear one, before they nibble your dear flesh into horrid red weals. The customers would be too worried about you to buy.’

‘So they would,’ I laughed, tucking my arm in his. ‘Folkestone tomorrow, and I’ve not even packed our crates...’
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