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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime

  writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Prologue




  It was half past three in the morning; a cold night with a few wisps of cloud about; but no rain. The streets of the south-coast town were empty; in the patrol car the younger

  of the two policemen eased his position in his seat and yawned. His young buxom wife was curled up warmly in bed and he ardently wished he was beside her. Roll on eight o’clock, he

  thought; aloud he said to the older, more experienced, man by his side, ‘Nothing doing tonight, Charlie; the villains must all be in bed.’




  He was quite wrong, of course.




  At the precise moment that the young constable was making his optimistic statement a man was hurrying along one of the small turnings that led off the main street of the town.




  The street was called Red Lion Street; it had in it the Red Lion Hotel and a number of the small boutiques and bric-à-brac shops in which the town abounded.




  The man, hurrying along the narrow pavement and carrying something in his right hand, was not interested in the hotel, the boutiques or the bric-à-brac shops.




  His goal was a wine bar called Sebbie’s and he was making his way to it as fast as he could, his throat dry with apprehension and his heart thumping uncomfortably.




  He had never before been to the wine bar. But his daughter had. Stella had. When he thought about Stella all the misery of the last weeks flooded over him afresh and a low cry of distress and

  despair was forced from his lips . . . Stella, his Stella; if only she had said something; told him what was happening; asked him for help; but no, she had said nothing, she hadn’t

  turned to him, her father, for help, she couldn’t face it. The daily woman had come to him white-faced and said, ‘I don’t think Miss Stella’s very well.’ Stupid fool

  of a woman – not very well!




  When he went upstairs to the small tidy bedroom Stella was dead; the bottle which had held the sleeping pills was standing empty on the bedside table; the young face was twisted unhappily, the

  small red mouth sagged open in a sort of horrible grin. The man didn’t think he would ever be rid of that awful memory for the rest of his life; it was with him now as he hurried down Red

  Lion Street, fully determined on what he was going to do and certain in his heart that it was no more than an act of justice.




  The wine bar faced the street with a bow window of Regency style; the hated name Sebbie’s appeared across it flamboyantly.




  The man put down the two-gallon tin of petrol that he was carrying and looked up and down the street. He was alone in it; one of the street lamps swung a little in the night breeze and the

  shadows shifted eerily on the pavement.




  From one of his side pockets the man produced a small heavy hammer. Another quick glance up and down the street. Nobody there; maybe the gods are on the side of justice for once, he thought. . .

  .




  The hammer smashed two of the panes in the bow window, and the noise of breaking glass, at that time in the morning and in that silent street, sounded deafening.




  Now the man acted feverishly, goaded by a frenzy of revenge. Using the petrol tin as a sort of battering ram it was a comparatively easy matter to force an entry through the broken window and

  the few minor cuts which he sustained in the process meant nothing to him in his now almost fanatical mood.




  The inside of the wine bar was much as it had been left when the last customers had gone round about one o’clock. A certain amount of tidying up had been done and the rest would be seen to

  later in the morning.




  . . . but not this morning, the man told himself with a savage satisfaction as he unscrewed the cap of the petrol can and began to sprinkle and pour the liquid over the wooden

  floor.




  He was indifferent now to outside events and he was under the impression that he had been in the wine bar for quite a long time, but actually it was a matter of only a few minutes before he was

  outside on the pavement again. The street was still empty, a fresh puff of wind from the sea suddenly blew down it; the man was pleased; a wind will make it burn all the better, he

  thought. . . .




  Taking a box of matches from his pocket he struck one, shielded it for a moment with his hands from the wind, and then, tossing it through the broken window into the interior of the wine bar,

  turned and ran.




  Precisely at the moment when he started to run away from the roar of the exploding petrol and the crackling of the first flames the patrol car with the two policemen in it turned into the street

  and began to accelerate along it.




  In the dock he made no attempt to deny what he had done, but he did try to explain it; it was an act of justice, he said.




  The judge, who thought there were far too many people going about smashing places up and setting fire to things, reminded him sharply that the dispensation of justice was the prerogative of the

  bench, not of the dock, and advised him if he had nothing better to say to keep his mouth shut.




  As far as the police were concerned it was a beautifully simple case, a most conveniently cut and dried affair; an arsonist caught red-handed. The judge thought so too and he congratulated the

  two officers on their prompt action. What was known of the accused? he asked.




  Two people had come to court to do what they could in the matter. According to them the accused man ran his own small car-hire business and had always been known as a perfectly respectable and

  law-abiding member of society. The judge was unimpressed. He pointed out that respectable and law-abiding members of society didn’t go about setting fire to places.




  The two people who were doing their best for the defence spoke about the daughter’s suicide and what had led up to it. It had had a traumatic effect, they claimed, on the accused man, and

  the balance of his mind must have been temporarily disturbed by it. The judge, who mistrusted words like traumatic, said crustily, ‘Then I’ll give him time to recover it

  – six months.’




  Afterwards when the man had been taken below on his way to prison his two friends sat unhappily reviewing what had happened.




  ‘I suppose in a way,’ one said, ‘you can’t be surprised. He pleaded guilty. He was guilty. He was caught in the act. What else could the law do?’




  ‘But what is the good of sending a man like that to prison? He isn’t really a criminal. Six months in jail won’t do him or society any good. What will come of it?’




   




  What came of it was this –




  





  Chapter One




  ‘It jumped right out of my hands as I was drying it, Mr Hefferman; that’s what it did, just jumped right out of my hands.’




  The jug which was alleged to have displayed such remarkable activity lay in pieces on the floor of the kitchen in the Hove flat.




  Hooky Hefferman and Mrs Oldshaw, out of whose hands the jug had jumped, surveyed it in dismay and, it must be confessed, a certain amount of trepidation.




  ‘I daren’t tell her, Mr Hefferman,’ the culprit said, ‘I just daren’t tell the old lady.’




  Hooky was well aware that his formidable aunt was old, indeed he was there to celebrate her birthday (‘Somewhere in the eighties,’ Mrs Page-Foley said, ‘but exactly which

  eighty I am not prepared to tell you’). He was also aware that the Honourable Theresa Page-Foley was a lady. She was of the old regime – unbending, unforgiving, as hard on herself as on

  everybody else. Yet somehow the phrase ‘the old lady’, although undeniably true in every particular, hardly seemed an adequate description.




  ‘I’ll tell my aunt; don’t you worry, Mrs Oldshaw,’ Hooky said, and the good woman who came for two hours every day to do the chores beamed at him gratefully. ‘Mr

  Hefferman, you’re a gentleman,’ she assured him.




  Hooky, a robust not to say rugged type, who had tangled with the old harridan Life in all sorts of places, had in his time been called a number of things, not all of them complimentary. Mrs

  Oldshaw’s assurance was gratifying to him, and with the warmth of it still in his ears he sought out his aunt.




  ‘The little blue and white jug, the one I use for hot water?’ she demanded.




  ‘I’m afraid that’s the one.’




  ‘What happened? She threw it to the ground and stamped on it, I suppose.’




  ‘According to Mrs Oldshaw the jug jumped out of her hands.’




  ‘The woman’s an imbecile.’




  Hooky looked as though he might be going to protest about the word ‘imbecile’ but his aunt repeated it forcibly.




  ‘Of course she’s an imbecile,’ Mrs Page-Foley asserted, ‘otherwise she wouldn’t come here and work for me. I’m an exacting, ill-tempered, unreasonable relic;

  a fossil from a forgotten age. If the woman had any sense she would tell me to do my own chores and go off and play bingo or whatever it is they do these days – and incidentally if I did my

  own chores they would be done a lot more thoroughly than they are now.’




  Hooky said he could well believe that, and he enquired about the value of the broken jug.




  ‘It wasn’t valuable,’ Mrs Page-Foley said, ‘that is to say not valuable in the sale-room sense, although with the nonsense that goes on in Christie’s and

  the other auction rooms these days it’s hard to say what will fetch money and what won’t. Henry always thought the jug was a piece of Wall’s Worcester. Of course it wasn’t.

  But, then, Henry knew very little about china. He knew very little about anything. Men don’t know much on the whole. They are really very extraordinary creatures. They go to Eton and a lot of

  them never grow out of the place, they remain schoolboys for the rest of their lives. The jug wasn’t a piece of Wall’s Worcester, so in that sense it wasn’t valuable; but for me

  it had a sentimental value.’




  Hooky pondered on that word ‘sentimental’ more than a little. It was rare for his aunt to use the word ‘sentiment’, rarer still for her to show any; he wondered what

  memories were connected with the blue and white jug, now swept up off the kitchen floor and unceremoniously shovelled into the dustbin. It was difficult to associate this straight-backed,

  uncompromising old woman with romantic evenings of shaded lights and soft music yet Hooky, an avid amateur of the human scene, was well aware that there’s nowt so queer as folk; he

  had learnt, to his intense interest, that every human being is a mystery and is apt to have an interior secret life not shown to the world.




  He was due to leave Hove next day, and at breakfast his aunt made a final reference to the blue and white jug. ‘I’m sorry it’s gone,’ Mrs Page-Foley said. ‘It was a

  present from somebody, and I don’t get presents from people nowadays.’




  A girl sat reading the gossip column of her daily paper in a flat in Bolton Mews. She was small, small enough to feel annoyed about it sometimes; five foot four could make you

  feel a shade envious when some tall, slinky creature swept into the room snapping up all the male glances.




  Not that Livvy need really have worried much; nature might have made the package a small one but she had stuffed it full of vivacity.




  The room mirrored its occupant; looking round it showed you a good deal – the stubs of yesterday’s cigarettes were still in the ashtray; the curtained-off alcove which served as a

  kitchen was best not examined, the residue of breakfast would shortly be piled on top of the residue of last night’s meal which was not yet dealt with; the divan bed, recently vacated, was

  still in disarray and would remain so till evening, for Livvy had a job to go to.




  There was a record player, and three pictures were to be seen, two reproductions of famous paintings of the Dutch school, one a still life in oils done by Livvy herself.




  So, looking round, you gathered a good deal; enough to say ‘untidy, impulsive, artistic’; Sylvia Max-Paling would cheerfully have acknowledged the verdict and would have swept it

  aside as being largely irrelevant and hopelessly inadequate. What counted first and foremost with her was the adventure of living. Every day there was somebody new to meet, some new entanglement of

  life to be amused by.




  The ‘Sylvia’ with which she had been christened had been transformed by her own mispronunciation when young into ‘Livvy’ and Livvy she had been ever since.

  ‘Livvy’ suited her, being short, lively and unusual.




  Livvy was twenty-two, an unassailable peak from which to view life – anyone not yet that magic age being a callow youth, anyone over it tottering towards senility.




  The Max-Palings lived in the country and, truth to tell, they had been more than a little disconcerted by the unlikely off-spring born to them in their middle years.




  When she was twenty Livvy announced her intention of living in London and Colonel Max-Paling, her father, didn’t even try to dissuade her. Maybe he was even slightly relieved.

  ‘I’ll make you what allowance I can,’ he said, ‘but I’m afraid it won’t be much.’




  After a year Livvy, who knew very well that her father couldn’t afford even the small allowance he was making her, was able to tell him to discontinue it.




  Her lack of height had been against her getting work as a model, which is what she originally wanted to do, but by the sheer luck of being at the right party at the right time, plus the

  bed-aspiring ambitions of a director, she had been given a very small part in a T.V. comedy.




  She had resisted the advances of the director, being, in spite of appearances, fastidious in the matter of sex; but her first role on the box was noticed, and before long she was offered another

  equally small part.




  Thereafter dearth. The T.V. industry, of which she was beginning to have high hopes, showed itself able to get along very well without any further assistance from Livvy Max-Paling, and she had

  reluctantly to fall back on the fact that when she was eighteen she had completed a secretarial course and had come out of it reasonably well qualified.




  Temporary jobs were not difficult to come by and temporary jobs were what she wanted – a fresh post and a fresh boss to work for kept her interest alive.




  In point of fact her first two temporary bosses were not particularly interesting and when the second of them – a travel agent – showed signs of wanting to tell her all about his

  domestic problems at home and how misunderstood he was by his wife, Livvy smiled and threw up the job. ‘Cry on somebody else’s shoulder,’ she told him.




  Fate moves the pieces – how true it is! If the man standing next to her at a crowded party had not accidentally jogged Livvy’s elbow and spilt her drink she would probably never have

  been given her two minuscule parts on T.V.; if she had not come into the Instant Temps office at the precise moment that she did things would almost certainly have gone very differently for

  her.




  Livvy came into Instant Temps to announce the end of the job with the travel agent and to ask if there was anything else available.




  The principal, a mannish-looking woman in her forties, was speaking on the telephone – an occupation she was engaged in most of her working day.




  The voice at the other end was saying ‘ . . . probably it will only be a fortnight, getting ready for the show, then the three days of the Fair itself, and clearing up the paperwork

  afterwards.’




  ‘We are quite happy to supply a Temp for a fortnight, Mr Wrighton.’




  ‘Somebody intelligent of course.’




  ‘All our Temps are intelligent, Mr Wrighton.’




  ‘The paperwork’s the main thing; but of course if you’ve got anyone who does happen to know a bit about antiques so much the better, only I do want her straightaway, absolutely

  straightaway.’




  ‘I’m sure we shall be able to suit you, Mr Wrighton.’




  The mannish-looking principal replaced the receiver and found Livvy confronting her.




  ‘Let’s see – the travel people in Hammersmith, wasn’t it?’




  Livvy nodded.




  ‘What happened?’




  ‘I got bored with my boss.’




  The principal smiled, she liked this small, vivacious girl who had an air of quality about her. Her smile broadened a little; somehow she didn’t think Livvy would find Sebastian Wrighton

  boring.




  ‘Do you know anything about antiques?’ she asked.




  If the question had been did she know anything about breeding butterflies or making miniature radio sets for cars Livvy would unhesitatingly have answered ‘yes’; having already

  learnt the truth, so well known to politicians and priests, that the world is very apt to take you at your own valuation.




  As it happened she was very considerably interested in antiques and certainly wasn’t an entire ignoramus about them.




  She nodded vigorously. ‘Yes, rather; quite a lot actually.’




  Knocking off the discount which experience had shown her to be advisable with such assurances the principal still considered Livvy’s answer satisfactory.




  And the point was that Livvy was there, on the spot, she could go at once – or, if she couldn’t, she wouldn’t get the job.




  ‘Can you take the job up straightaway, now?’




  ‘I’m raring to go,’ Livvy assured her.




  ‘Do you happen to know anything about Sebastian Wrighton?’




  ‘Never heard of him.’




  We live and learn, the principal thought, or do we? She wasn’t quite sure. Filling up the inevitable form and handing it to Livvy she said, ‘Well, there you are. My usual commission,

  of course. It’s only for a fortnight, but the money’s good and I think you will find Mr Wrighton an unusual sort of person.’




  Livvy had gone to the address given her by Instant Temps and was immediately engaged.




  Sebastian Wrighton asked a couple of questions in his soft voice, and then studied her with those extraordinary eyes of his which had the disconcerting trick of not blinking for long periods at

  a time.




  ‘All right,’ the soft voice said finally, ‘let’s see how we get on, then.’




  He dropped his eyes and Livvy was glad, she already found that curious unblinking gaze a little frightening.




  ‘I’m quite ready to start, Mr Wrighton,’ she said quietly.




  Six hectic days followed. The general set-up soon became clear – Sebastian Wrighton Antiques had a shop in the Cotswolds and, along with fifty or so other dealers, had taken a stall at the

  widely publicized Antiques Fair shortly to be held for three days in London’s Golden Square. There was plenty of hard physical work to be done; to start with, the bare wooden bones of the

  stall itself had to be dressed and made presentable. In spite of his soft white hands and the general air of being remote from practical matters Sebastian Wrighton showed himself to be extremely

  competent at all this and Livvy could not help being impressed.




  Then there was much unpacking to be done and much polishing up of the things unpacked – furniture principally, chairs, tables, corner cupboards, two superb mirrors and some china.




  This, of course, involved paperwork; invoices had to be checked; lists made; price tags written in the secret code which must first be learnt; letters typed.




  For half a day it seemed likely that the Fair wouldn’t open and that everything would be in vain. A waitress employed in the refreshment room was caught stealing a two-pound bag of tea and

  was dismissed. An electrician, who after working hours enjoyed the favours of the waitress in question, managed to persuade himself that she had been ‘victimized’ – it was one of

  his favourite words. He therefore proposed to call out all the electricians working at the site on unofficial strike unless the waitress was reinstated.




  ‘Dear God in Heaven,’ Sebastian Wrighton groaned, ‘it’s costing me the best part of a thousand pounds to have a stall here for three days; it’s costing the bigger

  dealers a lot more; and now the whole thing is in danger of being wrecked and ruined for a two-pound bag of tea.’




  ‘What will happen?’ Livvy asked.




  Wrighton drew a white handkerchief out of his breast pocket and held it aloft. ‘Surrender, I hope,’ he said, ‘and the sooner the better. No good talking about principles when

  they’ve got you over a barrel. I’m sure stealing is dishonest, my mother always said so; but, my God, if we are all going to be punished for dishonesty where would the antiques trade

  be? If they’ve got any sense they will apologise to this damned woman and tell her that she can steal all the tea she wants, the electrician will be made a shop steward with the promise of an

  O.B.E. next honours list and then we can all get on with the job. And, as I say, the sooner the better; if there is any more talk about industrial action the Duchess may not come.’




  ‘My boss is afraid the Duchess may not come to open the thing,’ Livvy told a girl friend that evening in the Bolton Mews flat. The girl friend, a year older than Livvy and

  case-hardened by a job in Fleet Street, was reassuring. ‘She’ll come,’ she said, ‘she enjoys the publicity. Bows and bobs and “your Graces” and a free lunch is

  all much better fun than sitting alone in that draughty great pile of hers wondering what the hell the Duke is up to. Who is your current boss?’




  ‘A man with a rather unusual name, as a matter of fact I’m beginning to think he may be rather an unusual person – Sebastian Wrighton.’




  The Fleet Street eyebrows shot up.




  ‘Sebastian Wrighton? Good Lord!’




  ‘You know him?’




  ‘Not exactly. What’s he like?’




  ‘I’ve hardly found out yet. I think he’s a bit frightening in some ways.’




  ‘I don’t know him,’ Fleet Street continued. ‘I wish I did. But of course I know of him. He’s a bit of a mystery man and the paper is always trying to get

  something about him for the gossip page. Is he a roaring homo? Most of these types who go in for the antiques lark seem to be and frightful snobs as well, of course. If the Duchess does open the

  affair you can bet your boots Sebbie Wrighton will be dancing attendance on her in a big way. He was supposed to be mixed up in some murky business to do with money a bit ago. We did our best to

  dig a story out of it, but couldn’t get anywhere; so do keep your eyes and ears open like a good girl and if you come across any choice tit-bits let me know.’




  ‘I’m the man’s temporary secretary and personal assistant,’ Livvy said a trifle sharply, ‘not a spy in the camp.’




  Not a whit put out Fleet Street laughed. ‘O.K., sister. Fair enough. But watch your step. He who goes into the jungle will one day meet a tiger. Confucius he say.’




  Two days before the opening date of the Fair preparations were reasonably well advanced; plenty of tea was still being stolen, but the sharp-eyed waitress who had first spotted this particular

  fiddle had been moved elsewhere in the interests of peace and quiet. ‘Quite right too,’ was the general verdict. ‘Honesty’s all right as long as it doesn’t get in the

  way of business.’




  The Sebastian Wrighton stall was more nearly completed than many of its competitors, but it was still wanting what was to be its pièce de résistance.




  This was a Queen Anne chest which Sebastian had discovered almost by accident; whatever his personal views on morality might or might not be, he had a genuine feeling for fine furniture and his

  voice took on an unaccustomed warmth as he described the piece to Livvy.




  ‘It’s absolutely genuine. Untouched. That’s the beauty of it. Of course there are fifty ways of faking any piece and I know most of them. This Arthur Negus stuff on the box has

  convinced a lot of people they are experts, and no doubt some of them have learnt a bit; what they don’t realise, however, is that the most difficult thing to fake is simplicity. And

  that’s what this chest has got. Convincing simplicity. It is just entirely and absolutely right. When I first saw it I literally gasped.’




  ‘In a shop somewhere, was it?’ Livvy asked. ‘Did you buy it?’




  ‘Yes; but not in a shop. It was in Lincolnshire. Out in the wilds. I got lost a couple of times looking for the house. I had been tipped the wink that there was an old man living on his

  own who had a collection of pictures which he might be willing to sell. I was in that part of the world anyway and it wasn’t much out of my way so I thought I would go and have a look.




  ‘As I say, I got lost twice looking for the place, but I found it at last, a hideously ugly house. Red-brick Victorian for the most part, built about 1880, I should think. And just as

  uninteresting inside. A few Victorian chairs which were very ordinary; with the market as it is you could make something of them but not a great deal, hardly enough to pay for the trouble of going

  to look at them.




  ‘The old chap who owned the place was pretty well in his dotage. He smelt. Incontinent, I suppose. He had got a bee in his bonnet about these pictures of his which were all crowded into

  the drawing-room. You’ve never seen such a hugger-mugger. Even if the pictures had been any good you wouldn’t have been able to see them. But they weren’t. They were just very,

  very ordinary. Nothing. They would have to be either a lot better or a lot worse to be worth anything. The public are fools, of course, but not such fools as that.




  ‘Naturally I didn’t tell the malodorous old fool what I thought about his precious pictures because I wanted to have a look round the rest of the house.




  ‘I said he had got a very interesting collection together and there were two pictures in it in which I was definitely interested; meanwhile could I have a look in some of the other

  rooms?




  ‘“Look where you like,” he told me, “you won’t find anything, all the pictures are in here.”




  ‘He was very nearly right. The dining-room table and chairs were like the pictures – nothing, neither good enough nor bad enough to be interesting. Upstairs there was a four-poster

  bed which had been good in its time, but the woodwork was so worm-eaten I couldn’t see it paying for restoration – if indeed it could have been restored.




  ‘Down the corridor from the four-poster there was a small room which he told me used to be the housekeeper’s room. Years had gone by since there was a housekeeper or any staff for

  her to look after and the room had been piled up with the usual junk of a glory hole. It was there that I saw the chest. It was covered in grime and dust, of course; but as far as I could tell

  without examining it closely it wasn’t damaged at all. And even through the grime and the dust the quality of the thing fairly shrieked at me; it was difficult to believe that the old idiot

  showing me round couldn’t see it, but the truth was (as I luckily realised) that he had become so obsessed with his ridiculous pictures and with his own cleverness in collecting them that he

  just wasn’t interested in anything else.




  ‘So the way to play this particular sucker was obvious.




  ‘I told him straight out that I liked the chest, I wanted just such a piece for a place in my own home and it looked about the right size and shape; if he was willing to sell I would think

  about buying.




  ‘“And what about the pictures?” he said, which was precisely what I wanted to hear.




  ‘The art of dealing with a sucker is to give him a chance to feel that he is cleverer than you are, which, down in the drawing-room once more, was what I proceeded to do.




  ‘“What about the pictures?” he asked again.




  ‘I selected a couple of paintings which I thought I might be able to get rid of for about fifteen or twenty pounds each, if I was lucky.




  ‘I saw his eyes brighten when I picked these two out and I guessed that he reckoned they were the plums of his collection.




  ‘“Quite honestly, Mr X,” I told him, “there isn’t anything among your pictures that I particularly want. But I do want that chest upstairs, it would just suit me.

  Maybe it isn’t all that valuable, but it’s the size and shape I’ve been looking for. I tell you what I’ll do – I’ll give you a hundred pounds for the chest if

  you throw in these two paintings, how’s that?”




  ‘He fairly chuckled with delight at a realisation of his own cleverness. He could see what a cunning swine of a dealer I was; but not cunning enough to fool him, of course; he knew

  perfectly well that it wasn’t the chest I was after but the two pictures and he wasn’t going to let those go for a hundred pounds. Not likely.




  ‘“So you want me to throw the two pictures in?” he asked.




  ‘“If you let me have the chest, yes. As a make-weight.”




  ‘“Some make-weight,” the old man croaked. “Those pictures are worth four hundred pounds.”




  ‘I was delighted to hear his price, but of course I looked shocked.




  ‘“Oh dear,” I said, “that’s way beyond anything I had in mind; but I don’t want to have a fruitless visit, I’m prepared to come up a bit.”




  ‘In the end I came up two fifty, he came down fifty, which made him positively glow with delight at his skill in bargaining.




  ‘We struck a deal for three hundred and fifty pounds for the chest with the two pictures thrown in – which, as far as he was concerned, meant for the two pictures with the chest

  which he had almost forgotten about thrown in; as so often in life, the truth about anything depends on the angle you are looking from.




  ‘As soon as the price was agreed and he was sure the dealer he had so cleverly outwitted couldn’t back out of it the old man couldn’t restrain himself any longer.




  ‘“Do you know where I got those two pictures?” he asked.




  ‘I didn’t know.




  ‘“In a junk shop in High Wycombe. I picked them out. The woman running the shop wanted five pounds each, I beat her down to seven pounds ten for the two. And now you’ve given

  me three fifty for them.”




  ‘“The trade will have to beware of you,” Mr X, I told him.’




  This instructive story was recounted by Wrighton in the car on the way up to Bardbury to get the Queen Anne chest together with half a dozen small items – snuff-boxes and the like –

  which still had to be brought to the stall.




  Livvy listened to it fascinated and amused; she was beginning to feel that, although her new boss was a little intimidating at times, working for him might turn out to be rather fun.




  Wrighton’s old-fashioned car was no racing outfit, and details to be settled in Golden Square had made a later start inevitable so that it was mid-afternoon when they finally reached

  Bardbury.




  Livvy had never been in the Cotswolds before and it was some little time before she realised what it was that made Bardbury so immediately attractive.




  Wrighton put it into words for her. ‘It’s the absence of vulgarity,’ he said. ‘Walk down Bardbury High Street and you see nothing that isn’t dignified and decent.

  Everything done in Cotswold stone and in the traditional manner, not like the cheap-jack stuff that makes the High Streets of most English towns indistinguishable from one another.’




  Sebastian Wrighton Antiques had a notice in the window announcing that the shop would be shut for the period of the Golden Square Fair.




  Unlocking the door Wrighton led the way in and groaned when he saw the heap of letters lying on the floor.




  ‘We’ll deal with those later on,’ he said. ‘Meanwhile let’s tackle the small stuff, the snuff-boxes and the china, and get them listed and wrapped up.’




  Eventually the snuff-boxes and china were dealt with and Livvy was permitted to see the Queen Anne chest.




  Since its first discovery in the housekeeper’s room in Lincolnshire a great deal of loving care had been bestowed on the piece and its quality was magnificently evident.




  ‘A beauty, isn’t it?’ Wrighton said. ‘1710 or thereabouts. Look at that superb colour. Look at the patination and that marvellous figuring on the walnut front. A thing

  like that simply could not be made today; we’ve got silicon chips and computers and laser-rays, but a beautiful piece like that just could not be made; we haven’t got the skill to do it

  any more.’




  ‘And what price are we putting on it?’ Livvy asked, amused to realise that she was already identifying herself with the firm.




  ‘A thousand pounds,’ Sebastian Wrighton said unhesitatingly, ‘and I hope to God I sell it, I need the money.’




  Wrighton had not yet opened the letters which he had picked up off the floor on entering the shop, and the prospect of having to do so evidently didn’t appeal to him much.




  ‘I suppose I’ll have to see what’s in this lot,’ he said finally. ‘Mostly bills, I expect. I don’t propose to drive back tonight. I don’t enjoy driving

  and I’ve done enough for one day. When I’ve dealt with the letters we’ll have dinner somewhere; not at the main inn, the Salamander, I believe it’s very good but I

  don’t use it. I like something smaller. You can get yourself a room there if you want to and can afford it; or you can come back here. There are two rooms above the shop, my own bedroom and a

  dressing-room with a camp bed in it. You can have the camp bed. You needn’t worry about being seduced because I shan’t attempt to do it. Whether you will be relieved or disappointed I

  don’t know; but as long as you don’t snore and will make coffee for us both in the morning I shall be satisfied.’
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