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Chapter One
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Every silver trophy Hattie had ever catalogued told you who had won it, and not one of them had ever told you who had lost. The cup on the office desk at Ashby's on Thursday morning had a blank where the last name ought to be, one shield out of twelve left bare on its ebonised plinth, and she had been turning it under the desk lamp for a quarter of an hour before she made herself stop and get on.

Eight o'clock, and the Michaelmas Fine Sale catalogue was going online. Jas had three windows open on the screen, Gavel Live's back end in one of them, refreshing lot images as fast as the server would let her, and was talking to someone in Shrewsbury about a Georgian teapot without once looking away from the keyboard. Gideon shifted along his perch by the window, put his head on one side at the yard below, and said, to nobody in particular, "Any advance?" Bryn's trolley went past under the window, wheel squeaking, heavy end first.

Piers's second letter had been unanswered since she opened it on the twentieth of August. The first was still behind the Toll House kitchen clock, unopened, because she had decided months ago that some doors, once you shut them, you left shut. The two pinholed Wyndes were in the office safe six feet from where she stood, wrapped in the same acid-free tissue she used for everything else that had once been worth more than it should have. She had settled, this last week, on the only sensible order of operations: she would not write back to Piers until she knew where the forger's paper had come from. Everything else was noise before that.

Lot 46 was not noise. Lot 46 sat on the desk in its own square of green baize, waiting for her to finish looking at it and let Bryn carry it through to the display cabinet with the rest of the silver, and she had not yet finished looking at it, because it would not let her.

It had come in the week before, in a plain document box sent down by the executors of a J. Morris of Ludlow, who had died over the summer at a good age with, so far as Hattie could tell, no descendants and a solicitor in Ludlow who wanted probate wound up before Christmas. Most of the box had been unremarkable: a canteen of plated fish knives, three photograph albums nobody had wanted, a barometer that didn't work. The cup had been wrapped in a tea towel at the bottom, and she had known what it was before she had it half unwrapped, because she had catalogued three others exactly like it in a year in Wenhope and had learned the shape a challenge cup takes in the hand of somebody who has just realised what it is.

A late Victorian silver two-handled cup, Birmingham marks, on an ebonised wood plinth. Round the plinth ran a band of twelve small silver shields, each meant to carry the engraved name of a year's winner. Eleven of them did. The last three in a row read the same name. The twelfth was blank.

That was the one fact of the morning she could explain to herself in a single clean sentence, and she liked it for being clean: a challenge cup won three years running, by the same exhibitor, was won outright and kept by the family for good, and the last shield on it usually stayed blank for ever, because there was no more competition left to record. It was a small, ordinary, rather sad piece of trophy etiquette, the sort of thing you only noticed if you had spent nineteen years reading the backs of things for a living. A cup with a blank shield was a cup that had come home and stopped travelling.

She had written the catalogue entry three days ago and had it by heart, the way she had most of her own copy by heart, because Delia said a good cataloguer should be able to recite her lots back like scripture, and Hattie had never yet found her wrong.

LOT 46. A late Victorian silver two-handled challenge cup, Birmingham, the bowl engraved 'The Lenn Valley Challenge Cup, for the best pen of Hill Radnor ewes, Wenhope Show', on an ebonised plinth with a silver band of twelve shields, eleven engraved with the names of winners, the last three 'Meredith, Lower Lenn', one shield vacant. Provenance: won outright by the Meredith family of Lower Lenn Farm; their dispersal sale by W. Gwilliam & Son, lot 212, to J. Morris of Ludlow; thence by descent. Estimate £600 to £900.

She had built the provenance line, word for careful word, from a single receipt she had found folded inside one of the photograph albums, on paper gone soft and brown at the folds. It was headed, in a clerk's copperplate that had gone out of fashion before she was born:

W. Gwilliam & Son. Dispersal sale, Lower Lenn Farm, by direction of the Mortgagees. Lot 212. Silver challenge cup. Sold to J. Morris, £40. Received with thanks.

A dispersal sale "by direction of the Mortgagees" meant, in the plainest English there was, a bank selling a farm up from under a family who could no longer hold it. She had catalogued the ends of enough farms in her year at Ashby's to know exactly what that particular week looked like from the inside: the good stock going first because the good stock made the money, then the machinery, then the things that had no market value at all except to the people losing them, sold anyway because a mortgagee did not deal in sentiment. Somewhere on the far side of that receipt was a family standing in a yard watching a stranger walk off with the one thing that had told the world, three years running, that they bred the best sheep in the valley. She thought about it for exactly as long as it took to fold the receipt back into its glassine sleeve, because that was what you owed the dead: attention, and then the next lot.

She was still thinking about it when the office window went dark for a second the way it did when someone large stood in the yard outside it, and then Tudor Gwilliam came across from the Smithfield with Fly at his heel, and the whole room seemed to draw a bigger breath to make room for him.

He filled the doorway the way he filled most doorways, ducking a fraction out of habit though the frame gave him an inch to spare, and Fly went under the desk without being told, the way she went under every desk in every building Tudor had ever stood in, and settled with her chin on Hattie's shoe as if she had been doing it all her life. Tudor had his phone out, held at arm's length the way men of his generation held phones, squinting at the screen.

"There it is, then," he said, and his voice made the window hum faintly in its putty, the way it did whenever he raised it above a murmur. "Lot 46."

"You've seen the catalogue."

"Jas put me on the list weeks back, bach. I look at every one now." He came round the desk without asking and stood over the cup for what felt, to Hattie, like a very long time, long enough that Jas stopped typing and Gideon stopped talking and even Fly lifted her head to see what had gone quiet. He did not touch it. His hands, which could sort a pen of ewes without a wasted movement, stayed by his sides, and he looked at the blank shield the way she imagined a man might look at a photograph of a house he used to live in.

"Tudor," she said, because the silence had gone on long enough to worry her, "are you all right?"

"Right as rain, bach." He didn't look up. "Jas about?"

"Here," said Jas, from the other desk.

"Fetch us the commission book, love."

Jas brought it over, the slim leather-bound ledger she kept for absentee bids, and Tudor watched her open it with the respect of a man who did more sums on a rail than on paper.

"Lot 46. Commission, to two thousand pound."

Jas glanced at Hattie, the smallest flick of an eyebrow, because two thousand pounds against an estimate of six to nine hundred was not a bid, it was a wall nobody else was likely to climb, and then wrote it down properly in her own hand: Lot 46. Commission, T. Gwilliam, to £2,000. Taken by J.K., Thu 24 Sep. Tudor watched her write it, nodded once as if she had got a sum right, and only then turned to Hattie and put one thick finger to his lips.

"Not a word, bach." His voice dropped, for him, meaning it was still loud enough to carry to the yard. "It's a present."

She thought about asking. It would have been the easiest question in the world, and he plainly wanted her to want to ask it, the way a man wants to be caught being kind. But a present for whom was not a valuer's business, any more than a vendor's overdraft was, and so she only nodded, and said, "It's a lovely cup," which was true and also nothing at all, and watched something in his face ease, as if she had passed a small test without knowing she was sitting one. Fly, released from under the desk by some signal Hattie never caught, stood and shook herself and went to lean against his leg.

"Come on then, girl," he said to the dog, not to Hattie, and they went, and the window stopped humming, and the office felt, for a moment, oddly empty for a room that had exactly the same number of people in it as before.

Delia came down not long after, cane first through the door as always, the cane she called the pointer and used the way other women used a fan, to gesture with more than to lean on. She had the Courier folded under one arm and an expression that said she had already read the parish notices and found them wanting.

"Tudor Gwilliam," she said, settling into the chair by the window, "stopped me at the street door in August and asked whether I'd seen Bethan Skyrme up at the council, about his meadow. I told him I don't gossip." She looked extremely pleased with herself. "Which he found very funny."

"Did you say why he was asking?"

"I did not ask why he was asking. I have never in my life asked a Gwilliam his business, and I'm not starting at seventy-six." She rapped the cane once against the floor, a full stop, and looked at the cup on the desk with the frank, assessing eye of a woman who had been valuing things since before Hattie was born. "That's a good lot. Whose commission?"

"His."

"Ah," said Delia, and left it there, which was, Hattie was learning, the most Delia Ashby ever said about a thing she had already understood.

The eleven o'clock general sale filled the Wool Hall the way Thursdays always did, farmers' coats steaming faintly where the morning's rain had caught them, the ring men in their usual row along the back wall, Crewe drifting between them with his pocket square catching the light and his eyes going everywhere at once. Delia took the rostrum with Hattie clerking beside her at the desk at its foot, and there was nobody faster with a gavel in the Marches, nobody who could read a room's last penny out of it the way Delia could, "Going, going," and down before the word had properly finished leaving her mouth.

Hattie noticed, and said nothing, that Delia took the three worn oak steps up to the rostrum one at a time, her free hand flat on the brass rail, as she had since the marquee step moved under her in July. She said nothing because Delia would have heard it in her voice in an instant, and because a woman entitled to climb her own steps however she pleased did not need her god-daughter's concern laid on top of them. Olwen sent up a plate of bacon baps at half past twelve that nobody quite had time to eat hot, and Gideon, back on his perch by then, said "Sold!" twice in Hugh Ashby's voice at moments that had nothing to do with anything being sold, and the room laughed both times, the way it always did, as if he had meant it.

At dusk, with the yard gone quiet and Bryn's trolley put away for the night, Hattie carried lot 46 through to the office safe herself, past the two locked and waiting Wyndes, and set it down between them on the shelf. She drew her gloved thumb once, lightly, over the vacant shield, cool and smooth and entirely blank under the pad of her finger, the way it must have been the day the engraver finished the eleventh name and closed his tools and never came back to it. Somebody, once, had left that space for a winner who never came. She turned the key, and went home by the bridge wondering, without any way yet to answer it, who the twelfth shield had been waiting for all this time.
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Viewing days at a Fine Sale, Delia said, were for the room to fall in love, and on Monday the Wool Hall fell in love with the Tallowmere candlesticks by half past nine and with nothing else all morning.

Hattie stood back from the display table and let it happen. The George the Third candlesticks stood on a dark cloth under the gallery light, tall and plain and honest, the way silver looked when nobody had asked it to be anything else for a while. Beside them, on an easel each, the Dutch flower paintings on panel showed their tulips and their one fat bee, home from Birmingham after a summer nobody at Tallowmere wanted to talk about. Lot 120. Lot 121. Somebody from the Courier had already photographed them twice.

The Wool Hall had dressed for Michaelmas the way it always did: lots ranked on trestle tables down the centre, furniture along the walls with numbered tags tied to a leg or a handle, porters in their brown coats moving between them with the flat competence of men who had carried worse things up worse stairs. Bryn had the red chinagraph behind his ear and a clipboard under his arm, and was telling a young porter, not for the first time that morning, to lift with his knees and his mouth shut. Through the open office door Gideon's perch creaked as he shifted from foot to foot, watching the room the way he watched every room, as though counting the house.

The catalogue, printed and stapled and now scrolling on three screens for anyone who preferred to look at it that way, ran lot 12, lot 12A, lot 14, exactly as every Ashby's catalogue had for a hundred years. Lot 12A this time was a pair of Staffordshire spaniels, sitting up with their gilt chains and their identical idiot benevolence, and Hattie, cataloguing them the week before, had thought, as she always did and told nobody, about the other 12As, the one Hext had bought nine years ago with four pinholes in its corners, and the one from Tallowmere with the pinholes to match it, both locked now in the office safe two rooms away. She thought about it, standing at the trestle table with the little dogs in front of her, for exactly as long as it took to write "chip to one ear, minor" on her sheet, and then she put it away, because a viewing day was not the day for it and there were three hundred and twelve lots still to be looked at by people who had come to look at them.

Crewe arrived at ten, in mustard cords and a silk square the colour of mulberry jam, and did what Crewe always did at a viewing: walked the room slowly, hands behind his back, talking to everyone and looking at nobody's chosen lot until he was sure nobody was looking at him. Hattie had learned to read a Crewe viewing the way she read a room of bidders on sale day, which was mostly by who did not meet whose eye. Two dealers from Ludlow stood at a safe distance from a longcase clock and discussed the weather with unusual passion. A woman from the Hay direction spent four minutes with a workbox and left without touching it, which meant she wanted it badly.

Crewe drifted to Hattie's elbow at the candlestick table, picked one up without asking, turned it, put it down as though it had disappointed him, which it had not.

"Delia," he said, to the middle distance, "will she be up to it on Thursday, do we think?"

"She's always up to it."

"Of course she is. Marvellous woman." He straightened a corner of the cloth that did not need straightening. "It's only that three days is three days, dear heart, and a rostrum is a rostrum." He smiled at her, the smile that never quite reached whichever thing he actually wanted, and moved off towards the silver before she had to answer him at all, which she suspected was the point.

Jas was at the desk by the office door with a headset on, answering Gavel Live questions from two counties at once. "Yes, it's got both hinges, I've just checked... no, condition report doesn't mention foxing, but I'll have a look and put a note up... Hay-on-Wye, is it, lovely, yes, lot 88 is on view till Wednesday five o'clock." She caught Hattie's eye over the top of the monitor and mouthed Shrewsbury with the specific weariness of someone who had already said the word forty times.

Olwen had the Tea Hatch open in the entrance lobby, the urn going, a plate of Welsh cakes under a cloth that she lifted for favoured customers and let fall meaningfully in front of everyone else. "There's lovely," she said to no one in particular, of the candlesticks, of the weather, of the queue, of anything that pleased her, and pressed a Welsh cake on Hattie without asking whether she wanted one, which she did.

It was gone eleven when the tall old man came in.

He came through the main doors slowly and crossed to the office counter with the long, deliberate walk of someone used to uneven ground. He was in a tweed jacket gone soft and dark with age at the elbows and cuffs, cavalry twill trousers, boots that had been resoled more than once, and he carried a shepherd's crook with a handle carved from a ram's horn, worn pale and smooth where a hand had held it for what looked like half a century. He leaned it against the counter, the horn end up, and asked Jas, in a voice that took its time over every word, whether he might fill in a bidding form.

"Of course," Jas said, and slid one across, and went back to her headset.

Gideon came down the counter sideways, the particular crab-walk he used when he had decided something was his business, climbed the horn handle of the crook as if it had been left there for him, and settled on the curve of it with his claws gripping the polished wood.

"Hello, darling," he said, with enormous warmth, to the old man's elbow.

The man laughed, a short, surprised bark of a laugh, and went very still, holding the crook exactly where it was so as not to tip the bird off it. "Well," he said. "Duw. I've carried worse passengers."

He filled in the form one-handed, steadying the crook with the other, while Gideon rode it with the placid self-satisfaction of a general reviewing troops, and Jas, glancing over, wrote his name off the top line into the register without looking up: Elfed Meredith, the Graig, Staunton Leys.

He found Hattie later at lot 46, where it sat in its glass case on the long table with the other silver, and stood in front of it for a long time without saying anything, which said more than most bidders managed. She came over with her gloves already on, out of habit more than need, because a man who looked at an object that way generally wanted someone to take it out for him.

"Would you like to hold it?"

"If I may, bach."

She lifted it from the case and turned it slowly in her gloved hands so the light ran round the band of engraved shields, and he leaned in, not touching, reading the names the way another man might read a headstone.

"My great-grandfather's," he said, "and my grandfather's, and my father's." His finger, not touching the silver, traced the line of the third shield along and stopped a little short of the last, blank one. "Gone at the dispersal when I was twenty-four."

"I'm sorry," she said, because there was nothing cleverer to say and she had learned, in a year on the Marches, that plain was usually kindest.

"No need." He straightened, and the crook, still against the counter two tables away, seemed for a moment to be missing from his hand. "Our people farmed Lower Lenn before the Graig. Down by the river. The bank had us in the end, the way the bank does." He said it without heat, the way you might report on the weather of a year long gone. "I keep Hill Radnors still. Same line my father kept. My grandfather's, before him."

"Will you bid on Thursday?"

"I'll bid what I've got." He looked at the cup a moment longer, and then at her, and something in his face eased, as though he had decided she would do to tell it to. "It's silver and wood, bach. But it was ours a long while, and I'd like it home before I'm not here to want it."

He did not say who had bought Lower Lenn, or the stock, or anything against anyone at all, and she liked him for that as much as for anything else he had said. She found, setting the cup back in its case, that she was moved in a way she had not expected to be by half past eleven on a Monday, and that she was hoping, with a private and entirely unprofessional fervour, that Tudor's present, whatever it was, would not cost this man his cup. She told herself, closing the case, that it was none of her business who bought what at Ashby's, which had never once stopped her minding.

Tudor came through at half past twelve on his way to see Delia about the lease, Fly at his heel as always, and pulled up short at the sight of the crook against the counter.

"Elfed, you old goat."

"Tudor Gwilliam." Elfed's whole face changed, the dryness cracking into something younger. "Still selling sheep too dear, I hear."

"Still buying them too cheap, I hear." Tudor clapped a hand the size of a spade onto the old man's shoulder, and for a minute the two of them were boys again, somewhere Hattie couldn't follow, trading names of men long dead and jokes worn thin with fifty years of use. Tudor did not look at lot 46, not once, though it sat not six feet from where he stood talking, and Hattie, who had spent nineteen years learning what a man's eyes did when he was pretending an object was not in the room, noticed it the way she noticed everything, and said nothing, and went back to her sheet.

By late afternoon the crowd had thinned to the last serious lookers and the porters resetting anything that had been picked up and put back wrong. At five Delia declared the viewing closed for the day, sent the last stragglers off towards the Talbot with a firmness that brooked no argument, and announced that she would test the lectern light before anyone went home, because Thursday was Thursday and she was not having Marian Pell ring up on the day to say she couldn't read the increments off the screen.

She went up the rostrum steps the way she always did, cane in one hand, the other trailing the brass rail, three worn oak treads that a hundred years of auctioneers had climbed before her. She was on the third step, at ten past five by the clock over the door, when her hip went.

There was no cry, only a small, sharp intake of breath and the sound of the cane, the pointer, skidding off the tread and clattering down onto the oak boards below. Bryn was nearest and got an arm across her before she went the whole way down, but it was only half of her he caught, and she sat down hard on the Wool Hall floor at the foot of her own rostrum, white to the lips, her hand still gripping the rail above her head as though she meant to haul herself back up by it.

"Delia." Hattie was across the room before she knew she had moved.

"Don't you dare," Delia said, in a voice gone thin and furious, "call it a fall. I sat down in a hurry."

Nobody laughed. Bryn was already on his knees beside her, and Jas had the phone in her hand before anyone told her to lift it, and up on his perch Gideon had gone utterly silent, which was somehow worse than any word he could have said.

The ambulance came from Hereford, twenty-five miles that felt like fifty, and by the time the paramedics had Delia on a trolley in the lobby with a blanket over her and her jaw set like a woman conducting a sale from a stretcher, Hattie already had her car keys in her hand.

She followed the ambulance's lights through the dark all the way to Hereford, the hedges black and streaming past, the Beacon a shape she felt more than saw off to her left, and did not let herself think about Thursday, or the rostrum, or the three oak steps, until she was standing in a corridor that smelled of disinfectant and hot radiators, watching them wheel Delia past on the trolley towards X-ray.

Delia's hand shot out from under the blanket and closed around her wrist, hard, harder than a woman with a broken hip had any business gripping anything.

"Thursday," she said.

Then she closed her eyes, and let them wheel her away, and left Hattie standing alone in the corridor with the word still ringing, and three days, suddenly, nowhere near enough.
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Michaelmas Day, Hattie's grandmother used to say, was when the devil spat on the blackberries, and at seven in the morning on a ward in Hereford Delia Ashby was spitting on everything else.

"I do not want the tea," she said, to a healthcare assistant who had done nothing to deserve it, "I want to know what time they are taking me down, and nobody in this building will tell me anything useful." She had a cannula in the back of one hand and the other hand flat on the blanket over the offending hip, as if she could hold it still by force of will, the way she held a room still at the top of the rostrum steps. Her hair was done. Hattie noted that first, before the drip stand, before the thin hospital gown that made her collarbones look like something out of a case of silver flatware: Delia had asked someone, or done it herself with one working arm, to put her hair up properly, because she was not going to lie there behind pins that had come loose.

"They'll come for you at two," Hattie said, having asked at the desk on her way in. "The consultant's already round. It's straightforward, they said. You'll be walking on it by the weekend."

"I have been walking on it for three years," said Delia, "which is more than the consultant has managed since he qualified." But her eyes went, for a second, to the window, to nothing in particular, and Hattie saw the fear under the crispness the way you see the repair under a good French polish, if you know to tilt the piece to the light. Delia Ashby had refused this operation three times: once when Hugh was alive and could have talked her into it and hadn't tried hard enough, once the year after he died, and once in May, when Lionel Hext had gone down in the front row at the Spring Sale and Delia had said she had no time to lie in a bed while the world went on selling things without her. Now the hip had made the decision for her, on the rostrum steps, in front of her own porters, and there was no more refusing to be done.

"You'll be all right," Hattie said, and meant it, and did not know what else there was to say to a woman who was magnificent and frightened at once, giving orders from a pillow because giving orders was the only chair left in the room that still fitted her.

"Of course I shall be all right." Delia looked at her properly then, the way she looked at a piece before she named a price for it. "Which is more than can be said for Thursday, unless you attend to it."

Hattie felt the floor of the ward go very slightly out from under her, the way it did in dreams where a familiar staircase turns out to have one step too many. "Delia."

"The Michaelmas Fine Sale," said Delia, as if Hattie might have forgotten it existed, "is in two days. Three hundred commission bids. Two hundred more online. The insurers have been paid for cover from tomorrow, whether or not anybody stands on that rostrum. Honor Delahaye has put her candlesticks and her Dutch flowers into that sale to mend her roof before the frost gets into it, and I will not have her waiting another quarter because I sat down in a hurry on a Monday." She took a breath, and it cost her something, and she did it anyway. "You will take the rostrum on Thursday, Harriet, or I shall discharge myself and take it on one leg."

It was, Hattie thought afterwards, the funniest and most frightening thing anyone had said to her in a year, and Delia had known it would be both, and had said it anyway, because that was how Delia got things done.

"I haven't stood on a rostrum since London," Hattie said, which was true, and left out the rest of it, which was also true and fitted in one sentence if she let it: the last time a room had waited for her judgement, the judgement had been wrong, and two hundred thousand pounds and a partnership of nine years had gone down with it.

"I am aware," said Delia. "It is exactly why it has to be you." And then, because the anaesthetist had put her head round the curtain to ask about allergies and the moment for arguing had closed like a door on a draught, that was the whole of it, and Hattie went out into the corridor with her heart going like a clock somebody had wound too far.

By noon she was back at the Wool Hall, in the office, with Jas, Bryn and Olwen round the table and the catalogue open in front of them like a body nobody wanted to examine too closely.

"We can't put it off," Jas said, for the second time, as if saying it again might make it less true. "We've three hundred and twelve lots on Gavel Live with reserves attached. If we move the date the online bidders think we've cancelled and half of them won't come back for the rearranged one."

"The insurers have it down for Thursday," said Bryn, from the doorway, where he stood because sitting made his knee worse and standing made everyone else nervous. "Move it and we're covering three hundred lots on our own money for however long it takes to reschedule."

"And Mrs Delahaye's roof," said Olwen, who had come through from the Tea Hatch with a tray nobody had asked for and set it down anyway, because in her experience trouble went better with a Welsh cake in the hand. "That roof's not waiting on anybody's hip."

There was no version of it that ended anywhere but Thursday, ten o'clock, the rostrum, and Hattie on it. She knew that before the meeting started; she had known it in the hospital corridor, really, walking to the car park with Delia's voice still going in her ears. What she did not know, and what nobody in the room could give her, was how to stand up there and do it.

She took a catalogue from the pile, turned to the back page where the notes to bidders were printed, and on the blank margin began to write numbers, the way she had been taught nineteen years ago by a man in London who was now the reason she couldn't do this at all, except that the numbers themselves owed him nothing. Ten to a hundred: ten, twenty, thirty, on to a hundred. Fifty to a thousand: fifty, a hundred, a hundred and fifty, faster now, the rhythm of it, the increments a saleroom lived by before pounds became a language and stopped being arithmetic at all. A hundred to two thousand: a hundred, two hundred, and there the leaps got longer and the risk of losing a bidder in the gap got larger, and she wrote it out three times until her hand knew it without her eyes checking the page.

"You're doing the increments," Bryn said, not a question, watching her over Olwen's tray.

"I'm doing the increments," Hattie agreed, and did not say the rest, which was that the increments were the only part of Thursday she felt any confidence in at all.

It was Olwen, folding the Wenhope Courier back from the Tea Hatch counter where she'd left it that morning, who found the notice. "There's a notice in here," she said, "about the lease. Council's having its meeting." She read it out, in the flat voice of someone reading a parish announcement: "Wenhope Town Council. The lease of the Wool Hall, Broad Street. Public meeting, Tuesday 20 October, at 7 pm, in the Council Chamber. Expressions of interest by Friday 27 November." She put the paper down. "Crewe's been in the Talbot telling anyone who'll stand still about his partners. Whoever they are."

"Nobody's ever met them," said Bryn, and went back out to the yard, because a hundred years of Ashby's standing on one evening in the Council Chamber was not a problem the collection book could help with, and he preferred problems the collection book could help with.

Hattie folded the increments into her coat pocket and did not let herself think about the lease, or about Crewe's partners, or about anything except Thursday, because Thursday alone was more than enough to be carrying.

It was mid-afternoon, with the office gone quiet and Jas back on the phones to Gavel Live, when Tudor came across the yard with Fly at his heel, filling the office doorway the way weather fills a valley. He didn't knock; he never did. He crossed to Delia's desk, which nobody had been using, and sat himself on the edge of it until it creaked under him, an old desk that had held ledgers
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WENHOPE SALEROOM MYSTERY

ASHBY & CO ° AUCTIONEERS & VALUERS - WENHOPE

SALE No. 3

Going, Going,

Gone

Knocked down: to the book.

provenance: 2 dispersal sale.
The hammer falls once.
This time it fell too soon-

ROSAMUND E. VALE
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