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      “The lies that fool me,” sang Zenobia Richardson, and as her voice rose in pitch, twenty-eight-year-old Dotty Sayers cautiously placed her glass of sparkling water on a walnut sideboard.  Staring at her drink, she wondered if it was true that an opera singer’s voice could shatter glass.

      “Isn’t Zenobia amazing?” whispered Aunt Beanie beside her.  “Even though she claims to be in retirement, few singers have her vocal range.”

      Aunt Beanie, whose full name was Bernadette Devereux, was not Dotty’s real aunt, but she’d provided Dotty with a cottage to live in and continued to offer her support, guidance and friendship.

      They were standing at the back of a beautiful room in Windrush Hall, a large Georgian country house, nestled in a valley in the rolling hills of England’s picturesque Cotswolds.

      The new owner, as Dotty considered Zenobia Richardson, stood in a semi-circular alcove at the front of the formal room, bathed in soft spring sunlight pouring through the floor to ceiling windows which looked out over the colourful garden beyond.

      Last week, Dotty had read a magazine article detailing the transformation Miss Richardson had made to the formal gardens, and she longed to walk through them admiring the tall delphiniums, delicate aquilegias and striking agapanthus.

      Zenobia finished her song with a clear, high note, and the group of American tourists who’d listened in rapt silence broke into applause.  Those who’d been sitting on ornate chairs stood and clapped and someone at the back of the room hollered, “Encore.”

      “Come on,” muttered Aunt Beanie, tugging Dotty’s sleeve.  “I need to familiarise myself with the contents of the drawing room before I conduct the first house tour.”

      As they left the music room, or morning room as it had been called in the sale prospectus, they met Zenobia’s red-headed and fiery-tempered Italian personal assistant, Serena De Rossi.

      Serena announced, “Madam will finish with a short aria.  After, guests eat high tea or go on tour of house. Bene?”

      “Bene,” replied Aunt Beanie as she strode away.

      Dotty stood in the stone flagged entrance hall of the large Georgian house and gazed up the circular staircase.  On her first visit, which was only last November, the house had been forlorn and neglected, with dust covering the now glittering chandelier.

      More had changed in the past eight months of her life than in her entire twenty-eight years.  Her husband, Alasdair, who’d been fifteen years older than her, had died while on a peace-keeping tour in Africa with his British army regiment, 8 SCOTS.

      The regiment had amalgamated last December and moved back to Scotland.  She’d been tempted to move with them and continue to receive their support until she’d realised how sheltered and smothering such an existence could be, and that she did in fact have the strength and determination to tackle life on her own.

      She’d been assisted by her colleagues at a job she’d inadvertently acquired at Akemans Antiques, and by her new friends in the Cotswolds.

      She tucked a strand of mousy-blonde hair behind her ear, and glanced across at a mahogany table where Serena was arranging Zenobia Richardson merchandise beneath a tall vase of pink lilies.  The fragrance of the lilies was strong and pungent.

      “Come and look at this,” called Aunt Beanie.

      As Dotty crossed the entrance hall, a grey-haired butler, wearing a black tie, waistcoat and tailcoat, with formal grey trousers, appeared from the dining room carrying a silver platter.

      “Do I smell sausage rolls?” enquired Aunt Beanie.

      “Yes, madam.  Straight out of the oven.”

      Aunt Beanie stepped forward, plucked one from the platter and popped it into her mouth.

      Red-faced, Serena De Rossi stormed across and in an aggressive whisper declared, “Those are for the guests.”

      “Delicious,” muttered Aunt Beanie through a mouthful of flaky pastry.  “Compliments to the chef.”

      The butler’s lined face wrinkled into a smile as he replied, “My wife’s own recipe.”

      As he headed towards the music room, Dotty followed Aunt Beanie into the drawing room.  She gasped.  When she’d first seen the room it had been an echo of its former splendour, but the peacock-blue silk wallpaper had been renewed and as she touched the curtains, whose fibres did not part as the original ones had, she noted the delicate embroidered flowers. Even the gilt wood sofas and chairs had been reupholstered.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” declared Aunt Beanie.

      “Of course,” remembered Dotty, “Miss Richardson bought most of the furniture, and some of the paintings and ornaments, as well as the house.  But it must have cost a fortune to return it to its former glory.”

      “She has money,” mused Aunt Beanie, “but she’s also smart.  How much do you think this group is paying for a private performance, high tea, and a tour of her new house?”

      Serena De Rossi strode into the room and announced, “Madam finish last song, so you begin tour.”

      Aunt Beanie examined her reflection in a gilt mirror above the fireplace.  She adjusted her green headscarf, tightened the bow which held it in place, and tucked a strand of grey hair beneath it.  She turned towards Dotty, smoothing down her green smock over her charcoal grey trousers.  For Aunt Beanie, she was conservatively dressed, as she loved bright colours, often wearing a combination of them together.

      “Wait here while I fetch the tour group,” she instructed Dotty.  “You can listen and learn, so you’ll be ready to assist me the next time Zenobia hosts an event.”  She turned and strode past Serena.

      Dotty was left alone in the drawing room and she heard applause, which she presumed signified the end of the performance.

      A brightly coloured display of ceramic figurines, animals, and objects arranged in a mahogany glass-fronted display unit caught her eye.  She stepped closer and her gaze was drawn to a model of two pairs of dancers in a colourful art deco design.

      She jumped as an elderly male voice said, “Madam’s original and favourite collection.”  She had not heard the butler enter, but he stepped forward and pointed to a statuette of a black cat holding a bunch of flowers.

      “That one started her collection.  She was given it on opening night when she first performed on stage in the West End.  But I doubt it, or the rest of the collection is worth much, unlike the majority of the contents of this house, which is probably why I like them so much.”

      Dotty turned to the old butler and smiled.

      He inclined his head and continued.  “Our housemaid, Esme, has taken to her bed complaining of stomach ache, and my wife is struggling with the last-minute preparations for tea.  Mrs Devereux told me you are an excellent cook and that you’d be willing to help out in the kitchen.  Is that so?”

      “Of course,” replied Dotty, realising she was relieved to be doing something useful, and she did enjoy cooking.

      She followed the butler across the stone flagged entrance hall and into the dining room.  Little had changed since the sale of the house and the auction of its contents, most of which Zenobia had bought, including the Duke of Ditchford’s family portraits which still hung on the walls.

      The kitchen was a different story.  The old Duke had used the space as his living quarters with a kitchen area, and a circular dining table and chairs arranged at one end around a log-burning fire.  But the fireplace was no longer visible, as a wall had been constructed across the room, and the modern kitchen into which Dotty stepped was half the size of the old one.

      A dumpy woman wearing a pair of yellow-tinted glasses entered the kitchen carrying a wicker basket full of bread rolls.  She exclaimed, “Benson, what am I to do?  Madam demands freshly prepared sandwiches, but I cannot make them and fry the tempura prawns and vegetables at the same time.”

      She deposited her basket on a counter and scampered across to a gleaming stainless-steel range cooker from which she pulled out a tray of mini quiches.  She placed them on a metal rack beside the oven and wafted them with a tea towel.  “Ouf!  They are not burnt, but Madam will be furious if we don’t serve everything immediately.”

      Benson crossed the black and white chequerboard tiled floor and gave the woman a huge hug.  “Françoise, this lady has come to your rescue.”

      “Chérie, quick, quick,” gestured Françoise to Dotty.

      Dotty worked quickly but diligently.  As instructed, she prepared open sandwiches with an array of toppings, including smoked salmon and cream cheese, smoked trout pâté  and dill, and blue cheese, fig and walnuts with a honey drizzle.

      Benson arranged the sandwiches on chrome platters and carried them away, while Françoise fried prawns and slices of vegetables in two deep fat fryers.  The noise of an industrial extractor fan dominated the kitchen.

      After half an hour of continuous work, the red-headed Serena appeared and declared, in a haughty voice, “You can stop now.  The guests have enough savouries, so you need to start on the sweets.”

      Seemingly oblivious, Françoise placed another handful of vegetables into a deep-fat fryer, which spat and hissed.  Serena shouted, “I said that’s enough!  We need the cakes.  Now.”

      Françoise spun round and stared at Serena through her steamed up glasses.  She removed them and began wiping the lenses on her apron.

      “Oh, who’s this?” exclaimed Dotty as a large furry grey cat wandered into the kitchen from the main house.

      “Who?” exclaimed Françoise.  She finished wiping her glasses and put them back on.  With a note of relief, she cried, “Mario.  There’s no food for you here at the moment.  Out you go.”

      The cat stopped and examined the cook and then Dotty.

      He was just like Earl Grey, her cat, who had originally lived in this house with the old Duke, but she was sure Earl Grey had never worn a diamanté studded collar.  Presumably they weren’t real diamonds.  “Mario?” she enquired.

      “Tosca’s lover,” snapped Serena as she roughly picked up the cat and carried him out of the kitchen.

      After a few seconds, Serena cried, “Ow!”

      Françoise smiled and exclaimed, “Bravo, Mario.”
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      After Zenobia Richardson’s guests had departed, Dotty and Aunt Beanie returned home to Meadowbank Farm on the edge of Fairford, a small, attractive Cotswold town, ten miles east of the larger Roman town of Cirencester.

      As she relaxed in her bath, Dotty reflected that she’d had a fascinating day.  She loved visiting other people’s houses, and it was her favourite part of her job at Akemans Antiques.  Most properties were not as grand as Windrush Hall, nor did they all contain so many expensive antiques, but the way people lived their lives, and the items they cherished, intrigued her.

      Aunt Beanie had invited her to the main farmhouse for a light supper, although this would now be enhanced by delicacies left over from high tea which Zenobia’s cook, Françoise, had smuggled into Aunt Beanie’s car, under the ever-watchful and disapproving gaze of Serena De Rossi.

      “So, has she made many changes?” Norman Climpson asked as Dotty entered Aunt Beanie’s farmhouse kitchen.  Even though Norman was in his sixties, there was no grey in his sandy-coloured hair, but the broken veins in his permanently tanned face betrayed a man who’d spent the majority of his life outdoors.  He sat at the pine kitchen table watching Aunt Beanie pull a large black kettle to the edge of a hot plate on her Aga range cooker.

      “And we really must find a better place for Agatha to sleep,” he added.

      Agatha was a black Berkshire pig who’d been a small piglet when she’d been given to Aunt Beanie the previous autumn.  Although her breed was not large, her prostrate body extended across the entire front of the Aga, absorbing as much heat as she could.

      Norman shook his head.  “One of these days, we’ll drop something hot on her.  I think I’ll remove those shelves beside the Aga and build her a bed.  Then she can sleep on or under it, whichever takes her fancy.”

      “Earl Grey will like that,” noted Dotty.  Her furry grey British blue cat lifted his head and stared at her with his bright yellow eyes.  He was laying on top of Agatha.  The two had become great friends since Dotty had moved into the adjoining farm cottage.  Most of the time, she left the door open between the two properties so Earl Grey could wander in and out at will.

      “Tea?” asked Aunt Beanie.

      “Yes, please,” replied Dotty as she sat down next to Norman.  She glanced across at the conservatory extension to the kitchen where Aunt Beanie’s husband, Uncle Cliff, sat in an armchair, wearing a pair of headphones.  He had dementia, but listening to podcasts about farming or nature seemed to keep him calm and content.

      “So back to Windrush Hall and its new owner, Zenobia Richardson.  What is the house like?” asked Norman.

      “You really should come with me next time I’m taking a group around,” replied Aunt Beanie as she placed cups of tea in front of Dotty and Norman and sat down.

      “Who’d look after Cliff?” responded Norman.  He’d moved into the farmhouse at the same time Dotty had taken the farm cottage and he helped Aunt Beanie care for Uncle Cliff, and undertook odd jobs around the farm.  He’d also persuaded Aunt Beanie to hire contractors to run the main farming business, something Uncle Cliff was no longer able to do.

      “I think she’s done an amazing job,” said Dotty, brightly.  “I’m so pleased the drawing room has been restored, but I think it’s strange that she kept the old Duke’s family portraits on the dining room walls.”

      “I believe it gives her a sense of heritage,” declared Aunt Beanie, “although I explain exactly who they all are on my tour.”

      She looked across at Norman.  “Thank you for recommending me as a tour guide, and for persuading me to come out of retirement.  I really enjoyed today, and American tourists aren’t nearly as stupid as people make out.  There were one or two questions where I had to fudge the answers.  I’ll need to prep more before Zenobia’s next private event.”

      “Well, it won’t be next weekend.  Akemans are hosting The Antique Tour television show at Charbury Castle Hotel,” announced Norman.

      “Of course, but how will my niece, George, cope with that?”

      Georgina Carey Boyd, known as George, ran the auction side of Akemans while her warm-hearted but disorganised sister, Gilly Wimsey, ran the antiques centre.

      Norman shrugged.  “She’ll be calm and professional once the event starts and the cameras roll, but a neurotic nightmare in the run up to it next week.  Which is one reason I’ve been asked to work all week, if you remember?”

      “Of course.  I’ve already asked Mrs Todd to sit with Cliff on Wednesday morning so I can visit Fairford market.”  She stood up.  “Time for supper.”

      Dotty unwrapped the foil parcels Françoise had given them and arranged their contents on blue and white Wedgwood patterned plates.

      “What about you?” Aunt Beanie asked her.  “What are your plans for the week?”

      “I’m not involved in the TV show, thankfully, as they have their own production team and receptionists.  That’s what they call the ladies who meet and greet the public, and direct them to the most relevant professional valuers.  So I’ll be keeping my head down in the office and organising Lots for this month’s auction.”

      “You’ve dodged a bullet there,” agreed Aunt Beanie.
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      Monday morning was bright and warm as Dotty parked in a staff only space on the gravel yard outside Akemans Antiques.  As she climbed out of her green Skoda Fabia, she lifted her eyes to the cornflower-blue sky and felt the warm rays of sunshine.

      The sand-coloured Cotswold stone of the three-storey converted mill building, which housed the antiques centre, looked mellow and welcoming, but the single-storey auction house, in whose shadow it stood, appeared cold and uninviting.

      Dotty pushed open the large oak door at the front of the antiques centre and strode across the vast, high-ceilinged room, which was divided into individual booths selling an eclectic range of bric-a-brac, art and collectables.  The walls were covered with pictures and mirrors and countless objects hung from the ceiling, including wicker baskets, cast iron light fittings, and retro signs advertising soup and baked beans.  When she had time, she loved rummaging around the different stalls.

      Outside auction week, the front door to the auction house was kept locked and access was via an interconnecting door from the antiques centre.  Dotty stepped through the door into the auction office-cum-reception area and placed her wicker basket on the worn green leather top of the mahogany reception desk.

      Pausing, she thought how lucky she was to have this job.  The work wasn’t difficult, although sometimes the paperwork became monotonous, and generally it was interesting.  As were her colleagues.

      Dotty walked to the rear of the small office area, which extended behind the reception desk, and switched on the kettle.

      “Excellent, coffee time,” exclaimed a short lady who had followed Dotty from the antiques centre.  Gilly Wimsey pushed her orange-rimmed glasses back up her nose and flicked an unruly lock of her curly orange hair out of her face.  “How was Zenobia Richardson’s private performance?” she asked.  “I was so jealous when Aunt Beanie told me she was taking you along as her assistant.”

      “She’s a fabulous singer,” replied Dotty as she made Gilly a cup of coffee and a Yorkshire tea for herself.  There had been a few months, after she’d been attacked and hospitalised with a head injury, when she’d only drunk herbal teas to help ease her headaches.

      Her late husband, Al, had insisted on only having Tetley tea bags in the house, even though he usually drank coffee, so she was enjoying trying out different types of teas.

      She turned and handed Gilly her coffee.  “And it was wonderful to see the house again, restored to its former glory.  I’m only sorry I didn’t get a chance to visit the garden as I was assisting the cook in the kitchen.”

      Gilly laid a hand on Dotty’s arm.  “You’re always so kind and thoughtful.  Helping out wherever you can.”

      Dotty blushed.

      “It’s such a wonderful day, and almost feels like summer.  I think we should air the auction house,” Gilly declared.  She placed her cup on the reception desk and bustled across to the front door, which she unlocked and swung open.

      “That’s a start, but do close it if it gets draughty.  I don’t want you catching a chill.”

      Between the mahogany reception desk and the front door was the reception area with a wooden coat stand in the corner nearest the antiques centre, and a grey sofa and tub chairs surrounding an oval, reclaimed elm coffee table in the opposite corner.

      There was a door in the partition wall beside the sofa and chairs, beyond the reception desk, which led into the main auction house and it opened now as Norman Climpson walked through.

      “Just the man I need,” cried Gilly, as she clasped Norman’s arm and led him back into the auction room.  Dotty heard her explain, “Let’s throw open the doors and get some fresh air in here.”

      Dotty settled herself at the reception desk and started examining the week’s schedule of auction item deliveries.

      David Rook strode through the open front door and declared, “I take it Gilly has commenced her annual late-spring clean.”

      He was a distinguished-looking gentleman with short grey hair, a high, pronounced forehead, and a salt and pepper moustache and trim beard.  His darker-toned skin was even more noticeable after his recent trip to somewhere in the Far East.  He had been surprisingly vague when Dotty had asked him about it.

      “That’s right,” announced Gilly, as she returned from the auction room.  “It’s time to clear away the cobwebs.”  She picked up her coffee cup from Dotty’s desk.

      “And not only in the auction house.”  David’s large dark eyes were playful as they regarded Dotty and she realised she’d been yawning.  “A late night in the metropolis of Fairford?”  He grinned.

      She smiled and shook her head.  “I was busy yesterday helping out at an event at Windrush Hall.”

      “You met Zenobia Richardson?”  David’s large eyes opened even wider.

      “No.  But I did hear her sing, and I had a look around the ground floor of the house.”

      “Zenobia Richardson,” echoed a haughty voice, and George Carey-Boyd strode through the front door.  She was tall and elegant, with long blonde hair and she wore a powder blue trouser suit.  “She’s the celebrity guest expert for our episode of The Antique Tour.”

      “I thought she was an opera singer.  What does she know about antiques?” asked Gilly, as she tugged her ear.

      “Quite a lot, actually,” replied David.  “I attended a talk she gave at the British Museum in London on Italian Renaissance sculptures.  When she was performing in Italy, she spent much of her free time viewing the country's statues and artwork and she had some novel ideas.”

      He turned to George.  “What is she an expert for on The Antique Tour?”

      “Sculptures.”  George’s phone rang, and she fished around in a large, black handbag before stepping outside to take the call.

      Gilly Wimsey leaned back against Dotty’s desk and asked, “Who are the other experts?”

      “Jennifer Boyle is on jewellery, Casper Dupré for furniture, Gilmore Chapman is giving his expert opinion on paintings and pictures, and I have the dubious title of ‘Miscellaneous Expert’.”

      “And George is the guest presenter?”

      “Yes,” confirmed David.

      “I know this weekend will be a disaster,” George declared as she reappeared in the entrance doorway and flicked her long blonde hair out of her face.  “That was Max, the producer …”

      Gilly giggled.

      “What?” demanded George.

      “He took rather a liking to David when he visited last summer.”

      David brushed off the comment and smiled at Dotty as he replied, “What can I say?  He’s a man of taste.”

      Dotty smiled back, but George wore a thunderous expression.  “Never mind that.  What are we going to do for a new show receptionist?  One of the regulars has to attend a family funeral.”

      “Dotty could stand in,” replied David, still regarding her.

      “Oh, yes,” agreed Gilly in a breathless voice.  “She did a fantastic job at the last auction when you and Marion were away, David.”

      “And I’m sure Marion wouldn’t mind coming in to help in the office this week, if needed,” added David.

      “But,” spluttered George, “She can’t appear on TV looking like that.”
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      Dotty felt nervous when she arrived at Akemans Antiques on Tuesday morning.  In the office she was greeted curtly by Marion Rook, David’s wife.

      Marion was efficient and organised, and worked in the auction house during the week preceding an auction, and she helped out when there was extra work or a special sale or event.

      As always, Marion was immaculately turned out.  Not a hair of her grey bob was out of place and she wore a pair of tailored grey trousers with a pink cashmere top and matching cardigan.  She examined Dotty over her tortoiseshell-framed glasses.

      Dotty shrank back, feeling self-conscious in a powder-blue blouse she’d found in a second-hand shop and an old denim calf-length skirt.

      “Hair,” announced Marion, in her rich gravelly voice.  “That’s the first area to tackle.”

      Dotty tucked a strand of her mousey-blonde hair behind her ear and bit her lip as Marion picked up her phone.  She felt like a small child again.

      “Giovanni, Ciao.  I have a friend who’s hair is in desperate need of restyling.  Do you have a free appointment this morning?”

      Marion listened to the response before replying.  “We’ll come straight over.”

      She drove them competently to Cirencester in her silver VW Golf and Dotty soon found herself being ushered into a boutique hairdressing salon in a narrow street, behind the gothic-entranced St John Baptist Church.

      She sat in a black leather chair, facing a wooden-framed mirror which spanned the length of the salon area, and watched the shaven-headed Giovanni lift strands of her hair, before letting them fall through his fingers.

      He curled his lip before pronouncing.  “So dull and lifeless.  It needs colour to lift it, but I don’t have the time today.  You come back tomorrow?”

      “No, Giovanni,” answered Marion.  “You’ll have to do the best you can with a cut.  What style do you recommend?  She needs to look approachable but professional.”

      “Like you?” remarked Giovanni as he glanced across at Marion, who sat in an identical black leather chair which she’d swivelled round to face Dotty.  Giovanni moulded Dotty’s hair around her face.  “A bob, si, but layered at the back to create beautiful shape.”

      He pulled a strand of hair forward and then tucked it behind her ear.  “And graduated at the front, and feathered so she can tuck it away and it doesn’t fall in front of her face.”

      “Perfect,” agreed Marion.

      Dotty’s chest tightened.  She had no idea what was about to happen, but she’d have to trust Giovanni.  At least he sounded competent.

      After her hair was washed by Giovanni’s teenage assistant, Dotty gripped the armrest as clumps of hair fell to the wooden floor.  Giovanni’s scissors whispered against her cheek as he snipped away, and she felt bare and exposed.

      After twenty minutes, he picked up a hairdryer and slowly dried her locks into a sleek bob.  Then he picked up his scissors again and snipped and feathered the ends so the sharp bob shape softened around her face.  She marvelled at his expertise and his total confidence in his own work.

      He held a mirror behind her so she was able to admire the neatly curved shape of the cut as it graduated into the nape of her neck.  Turning from left to right, she examined her reflection with wonder.  She didn’t recognise the sophisticated-looking woman in front of her.

      “Bella,” exclaimed Giovanni, stepping back.  “Next time we add highlights.  That make it perfect.”  Giovanni unfastened the Velcro at her neck and whisked off the black nylon cape.

      “Much better,” agreed Marion as she brushed stray strands of hair off Dotty’s arm.  “Now for a new outfit.”

      They walked along the street, away from the town centre, towards Cirencester’s 3,000 acre deer park.

      Marion peered through the window of the first women’s clothes shop they reached and then waved dismissively with her hand.  “Too casual.”

      A young man with rich-dark skin loitered beside the window of the next boutique they came to.  He turned away quickly as they approached the front door and Marion pushed it open.

      “Can’t you read?” demanded a female voice Dotty recognised.

      Serena De Rossi blocked the shop entrance with her hands on her hips.  “It says ‘closed for private fitting’.  Madam, not like to be disturbed.”

      Dotty felt Marion tense, so she placed a hand on her shoulder.  “Why don’t we try somewhere else?  We can always come back later.”

      Marion hesitated and she and Serena glared at each other.  Then Serena noticed something behind them and a shadow crossed her face.  She turned quickly, slamming the glass-paned door in Marion’s face.  It quivered and Marion reached forward to open it again when Dotty grabbed her arm.

      “Really, it’s not worth it.  That was Serena De Rossi, Zenobia Richardson’s assistant, and I learnt at the private event on Sunday that there’s no point arguing with her.”

      The man who’d been hovering outside the boutique was now examining cakes and bread in the bakery on the opposite side of the street.  For an instant, Dotty locked eyes with his reflection and she felt sympathy for the troubled young man.

      Marion gripped Dotty’s arm.  “Danielle’s.  I’m sure we’ll find something suitable there.”  She pulled Dotty forward, away from the bakery and the man who was still staring through its window.

      Dotty liked Danielle’s the minute she stepped inside.  It was neither too country set, being without rails of tweed skirts and jackets, nor too trendy, as there were no leather trousers and dresses with minimal amounts of fabric.

      Marion marched across to a rail and lifted the hanger of a pale green wrap-around dress with short flutter sleeves.  She held it in front of her.  “What do you think?”

      It looked rather racy and wasn’t a style Dotty normally wore.  “I’m not sure,” she stuttered.

      Marion threw the dress towards her.  “Try it on, and I’ll see what else I can find.”

      Dotty did as she was told and reappeared to find Marion talking to an elegant woman with spiky grey hair, who wore a flouncy chiffon layered top.

      The woman approached Dotty and ran an admiring eye over her.

      Dotty felt the blood rush to her cheeks.

      “So simple, but elegant.  And it highlights your wonderful curves.”

      Dotty lifted her leg and looked down at the parted material.  She wasn’t sure about the gap created by the wrap design.

      “You’ve such long, shapely legs,” added Marion with a note of awe.  “Why do you always hide them away with long, tent-like skirts?”

      Dotty dropped her eyes to the floor, but she felt her chest expand.  Nobody had ever complimented her body, and she’d always felt frumpy around the stick-thin women she knew.

      Marion announced, “It’s perfect for the camera.  She can’t wear anything too fussy.  And an outfit which is too bold or sexy would annoy the other women.  But they might be filming outside, so we need a short jacket or cardigan.”

      The elegant shop assistant produced a matching green bolero style jacket, which she held up for Dotty to slide her arms into.

      “And shoes,” considered Marion.  “Flats, or a slight heel.  They need to be comfortable, as she’ll be on her feet all weekend.”

      Dotty slipped on a pair of pale green suede loafers with a half-inch heel.  They had a cushion insole and felt snug.

      “Walk around,” commanded Marion.

      Dotty complied but stopped at the far end of the small clothes shop, in front of a freestanding, full-length mirror.  Now she really didn’t recognise the stylish woman staring back at her.

      “We’ll take two sets,” instructed Marion, “as she needs the same clothes for filming on Saturday and Sunday.”

      Dotty swung round.  “I can barely afford one outfit, but certainly not two.”  She’d been ignoring the eye watering price tag she’d noted when she’d put the dress on.

      Marion waved a credit card.  “Don’t worry, you’re on expenses, and I bet yours will still be the cheapest outfit on the set.”

      “But the most attractive,” drawled the shop assistant.

      Marion sighed.  “Youth will always win that contest.”
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      After the initial excitement of discovering she’d be working at the filming of The Antique Tour at the weekend, Dotty settled down for the rest of the week to organise the May furniture, antiques and collectables auction.

      The stone storeroom across the gravel yard from the auction house, which had originally stored sacks of flour when the antiques centre was a mill, was already half-full of furniture.

      Norman Climpson was assisting two removal men unload the final delivery of the week from a white transit van, parked in front of the double doors, halfway down the large auction room.

      Norman supported one end of a blue upholstered sofa as a removal man pushed it out of the van, jumped down and between them they carried it a few metres before lowering it to floor, next to two matching armchairs.  A second removal man placed two circular side tables on the bare concrete floor.

      “Mahogany side tables, round,” muttered Dotty as she checked the list attached to the clipboard she held.  Finding the items, she ticked them off.  She glanced around the empty auction room, which appeared forlorn and almost shabby, but she knew it would be transformed prior to the auction.

      Once the furniture and larger items being sold were arranged, and the room was dressed with fresh flowers and strategically placed lighting, it would entice and excite visitors.

      “That’s it,” grunted one of the removal men as he checked a large black watch on his hairy wrist.  He held out a delivery note, which Dotty dutifully signed and returned to him.  As the removal men slammed the rear doors of their white van shut, Dotty surveyed the mismatch of household furniture.

      As if echoing her thoughts, Norman Climpson ran a hand through his sandy hair and commented, “Not much for a lifetime’s collection.  It almost makes me glad that I have so little, just a few photos and mementoes.”

      “But you also have your tools, and what about your fishing equipment?” enquired Dotty.

      Norman waved her comments away with his hand.  “I expect they’ll end up on the tip, as I doubt they’ll be worthwhile selling at auction.  A car boot sale, perhaps,” he mused.  “Of course, there are also the Duke’s medals, but I’ll donate them to a military museum soon.  They’re too much of a liability for me to keep and people should know how brave the Duke was.”

      “And your father,” Dotty reminded.  She placed her clipboard on the arm of a blue upholstered armchair and picked up the company camera.  “Let’s photograph everything, and then I’ll write brief descriptions while you carry what you can across to the storeroom.  Will you need my help with the sofa?”

      “If you don’t mind,” replied Norman.  “It’s not heavy, just bulky.”

      “I’m afraid that’ll have to wait,” called David Rook in a clear, authoritative voice as he strode towards them from the direction of the office.  “Dorothy, Georgina and I are meeting the television crew at Charbury Castle Hotel, and I think it would be beneficial for you to join us.  You can acclimatise yourself with the layout before tomorrow’s filming.”

      Dotty looked down at her pale blue skirt, smeared with dust and what looked like a rust stain from helping unload a delivery of garden ornaments and equipment earlier.  She licked her finger and rubbed at the skirt, but that only made the mark more obvious.  Biting her lip, she followed David out of the auction room.
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      “Have you ever visited Charbury Castle Hotel?” asked David as he manoeuvred his silver vintage Mercedes out of Akemans’ yard and onto the narrow road.

      Dotty shook her head.

      “It’s located on the far side of Cirencester and has a long and colourful history.  Built in early Tudor times, it became a royal palace and there is a story that Henry VIII stayed there with his new Queen, Anne Boleyn, after their secret marriage.  Unfortunately, the main part of the castle burnt down in the nineteenth century and was left in ruins until a rich London financier rebuilt it as a family home.  I believe it became a hotel after the war, sometime in the 1950s.  It’s been upgraded and remodelled several times since then and is a very luxurious place to stay.  Marion and her friends like to visit the spa.”

      David joined the main dual carriageway between Swindon and Cheltenham and pushed his foot down on the accelerator, but after only a few miles, he slowed down and indicated left.

      Their pace was slower on the narrow winding roads, but a breathtaking landscape stretched out before them.  Rolling green fields of spring grass were dotted with sheep and horses, and separated by a criss-cross of hedges.  Deciduous trees, rejuvenated with spring leaves, seemed to be cascading down hillsides or nestled in hollows.

      The road followed the contours along the side of a hill with wonderful views of the countryside below them.  As the terrain flattened out, David turned into a tarmac drive.  On either side, the wide grass verges were neatly mown and ancient oak trees stood solidly guarding the approach to the hotel.

      Dotty glanced to her left and watched a farmer loading his sheep into a covered trailer.  A sheepdog dashed from side to side behind the small flock, driving them forward and preventing any individuals from breaking away from the group.

      “I understand that field will be used as a car park for the public on Saturday,” David said, breaking into her thoughts.  “Here we are, Charbury Castle Hotel.”

      The building in front of them was impressive, with a wide stone frontage, broken up by small mullioned windows, and a large round turret at the right-hand corner.

      David turned left and parked in one of six spaces marked ‘Visitors’.  As Dotty crossed the tarmac to the front door, she looked up and noted the defensive rampart running along the top of the building, like a row of square teeth.

      She followed David through the revolving entrance door into a large reception area and once again her eyes were drawn upwards following a central circular staircase which spiralled up to a glass domed roof.

      She heard David say, “Good afternoon. We’re looking for the television crew.”

      A neatly dressed receptionist, with short dark hair and a professional smile, replied, “They are in the bar.  Would you like me to take you to them?”

      “Just point me in the right direction,” David responded with a smile and turned to his left, in the direction indicated by the receptionist.

      The only people in the bar area were sitting in a rough circle around three square tables which had been pushed together.

      A dark-haired man with streaks of grey running through his flowing locks stood up.  He wore a pair of dark jeans with a yellow shirt and green floral cravat.  He held out a hand to David and enthused, “It’s great to see you.  How was your recent trip?”

      “Most satisfying,” replied David, shaking the proffered hand, “and let me introduce Dorothy, who is helping you this weekend.”

      Dotty clasped her hands in front of her and looked down at the water jug and tumblers arranged on one of the tables in the centre of the group.  She really wished she’d worn something more presentable.

      “Dorothy, this is Max, the show’s producer.”

      As Dotty glanced up, she noted Max’s disapproval at her appearance and fought the urge to flee.

      “Dorothy has been working in the auction house today, moving and cataloguing items.  I’m afraid we received some rather old and dirty garden equipment.”  David looked across at Dotty and smiled.  “But Marion told me you look charming in the dress you chose together in Cirencester.”

      Max’s shoulders dropped, and he smiled in relief.  He turned to David and enquired, “Is George joining us?”

      A young woman on the far side of the group stood up.  She wore black cargo pants and a cropped top with ‘Value this!’ written across it.  Her strawberry-blonde hair was tied up in a knot on top of her head.

      “Hey, how are you, Dorothy?  I’m Mel, and you’ll be working with me.”  Mel’s voice had the vowelly tones of an Australian accent.

      “Please, call me Dotty.”

      “Why don’t you two grab a pew and wait for George while we finish off,” suggested Max.

      David led Dotty to an empty table close to the production team.

      “I think that’s everything for Saturday.”  Max addressed his crew.  “Moving on to Sunday.  Mel, have you found somewhere indoors to film, as the forecast is for rain?”

      “Yeah, there’s the room they call the library on the second floor.  Not sure why as there are only a few bookcases, but it spans the front of the hotel.  They use it for events and that sort of thing.  Anyway, with its carved stone pillars and vaulted ceiling, it’s an ideal location to shoot Sunday’s detailed evaluations of the most interesting items the public brought along on Saturday.”

      “Good,” agreed Max, nodding his head.  “And is the room secure?  Can we store the items there overnight?”

      “I think so.  And my room is close to one of the entrance doors.  In fact, I think you, me and all the experts are sleeping on that floor.”

      One of the crew members muttered, “I wonder what Madam Zenobia will think about slumming it on the second floor with you lot?”
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      George Carey-Boyd swept into the bar area at Charbury Castle Hotel, gushing an apology, “Max, so sorry.  I was held up valuing the estate of the late Sir Reginald Adams.”

      Max stood and George strode across and air-kissed him on both cheeks.  In a breathless tone, she asked, “What have I missed?”

      “George, how lovely to see you.”  He stood back and held her at arm’s length, assessing the bright red trouser suit she wore with poise and self-confidence.

      He turned to his crew.  “I think that’s everything for now.  I’ll show George around and run through her script.  David, would you like to join us?”

      Dotty wondered if Max was being polite or if he was seeking reinforcements, as she suspected George’s self-assurance would evaporate once nerves got the better of her.

      She knew George would be professional when the cameras started rolling, just as she was when an auction started, but she was always a nervous wreck before a sale, shouting and snapping at everyone.  Only David was able to calm her down.

      “Dotty, come and meet the Carols,” suggested Mel.

      Puzzled, Dotty joined Mel and five middle-aged women, one of whom stepped forward and held out her hand for Dotty to shake.  “I’m Carol, and this is Carol-Ann, Caroline, Carrie and the other Carol.”

      All five women smiled warmly at Dotty, who couldn’t help asking, “And what is the name of the lady I’m standing in for this weekend?”

      “Anthea, but she’s happy being part of the Carols.”  Whichever ‘Carol’ had spoken tilted her head to one side.

      Mel explained, “Dotty, your role tomorrow is to direct people to the relevant expert to evaluate whatever they’ve brought with them.  It might be easiest to walk through it.  The forecast is for a clear, sunny day, so we’re setting up outside.”

      Mel led Dotty and the Carols out of the bar, through a side door, and across the tarmac drive which ran around the side of the hotel, into the grounds.

      Dotty glanced to her right and admired the wide herbaceous borders, which stretched away to a gate in a brick wall, which she presumed was the entrance to a walled garden.  She hoped she’d have the chance to look around it at some point during the weekend.

      Mature trees were dotted around the grounds and the white and purple pyramidal flowers of the horse chestnut trees resembled candles nestling amongst the bright green leaves.

      “One of these tents,” announced Mel, indicating towards two small, white marquees erected beside the drive, “is for the furniture, which will be unloaded directly into it, or carried across from the visitor parking spaces at the front of the hotel.  In the other, we’ll put those items shortlisted for Sunday’s evaluation.”

      Mel continued into the grounds.  “Over there,” she pointed to a white gazebo erected next to a flowering cherry tree, “is the sculptures area.  I reckon the blossom will make an awesome backdrop for Zenobia.  And that gazebo is for paintings and pictures.”  She pointed to a gazebo erected beside a stone fountain.

      “Will the water be turned on?” asked one of the Carols.

      “I hope so,” replied Mel.

      “Then we’d better move paintings and pictures.  We don’t want the fountain to damage any of them.  Why not put jewellery there?”

      “Good idea,” agreed Mel, and wrote something on the clipboard she was carrying.  She looked up.  “Let’s move paintings and pictures to the entrance of the rose garden.  The natural arch of the hedge will provide a beauty of a backdrop, and we’ll put miscellaneous artefacts in front of the stone mausoleum.”

      The other Carols nodded their heads in approval.  One of them asked, “Where is the entrance?”

      “Let me show you.”  They walked across the grounds towards a black, metal-railed fence which surrounded the field where the farmer had been loading sheep.  Walking around another white marquee, Dotty noticed a metal pedestrian gate set in the fence.

      “All the public, except those who have bulky furniture, are parking in this field.”  Mel turned to Dotty.  “People will queue up in the gateway and enter one at a time.  Either I, or one of the Carols, will greet them and direct them to the relevant receptionist.  Let me see.”

      She lifted up a sheet of paper on her clipboard and said, “I’ve put you down for jewellery to start with.  Your expert is Jennifer Boyle.”

      “She’s lovely,” one of the Carols remarked.

      Mel strode across and stood with her back to the gate.  “Imagine I’m a member of the public and I’ve brought a diamond necklace to be valued.”

      She held out her hand.  “I’ll be greeted by me,” she waved her hand up and down, “and directed to you.” Mel walked towards Dotty.  “You’ll ask me how my journey was, or what I’ve brought with me as you guide me around the back of the tent, along this gravel path, to the stone fountain.”

      The Carols followed Dotty and Mel.  They all stopped by a white gazebo with ‘The Antique Tour’ printed on the front in gold lettering.

      Mel continued, “At this point there will be a table with a stack of A5 sized numbered cards.  Take the top one, give it to me and ask me to fill out the form on the back with my name, contact details and brief desperation of the item.  A diamond necklace, in this case.  The number does two things.  It makes it clear who is next in line, and it is handed to the expert who writes notes on the back.  If the item is to be considered for Sunday’s detailed evaluation, the expert will ask me to take the card and my diamond necklace to the holding tent next to the furniture tent.  Does that make sense?”

      Dotty wasn’t entirely sure it did, but she understood her role, which was simply to take people to the tent and give them a number.

      “If there’s a long queue, or someone needs the loo or a cup of tea, they can leave their number on one of the chairs inside the gazebo to hold their place.”

      “That’s right,” agreed another Carol.

      “Ok, ladies.  Any more questions?” asked Mel.

      One of the Carols asked, “Is it true Gilmore Chapman is the paintings and pictures expert?  He’s rather dishy.”

      The Carols giggled and Dotty felt her face flush.
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      “You’re early, Miss,” said a grey-haired man wearing a high-visibility jacket on Saturday morning.  “Public parking is through that gate.”

      “I’m with the crew,” replied Dotty, hoping she looked more professional than she felt.  She wore a pair of jeans, which Marion had persuaded her to buy in the boutique in Cirencester, in spite of their price tag of £79.99, and one of her husband’s pink shirts, tied in a knot at her waist.

      “Your name?” asked the man, consulting a clipboard.

      “Dorothy Sayers.”

      “Like the author,” stated the man, grinning.

      “Just like the author.”  She smiled.  She’d ignored such comments in the past, having never read one of Dorothy L. Sayers’ detective novels, but Gilly Wimsey had given her a couple to read while she recovered from her head injury the previous autumn.  Now she was rather chuffed to be associated with the author, who she knew also liked cats.

      “Here you are.”  He made a ticking motion on his clipboard.  “Follow the sign for deliveries around the back of the house.”

      Dotty did as directed and grinned as she drove her little Skoda Fabia along the impressive tree-lined drive.  She parked at the rear of the hotel and noted that David’s car was absent, although George’s black Volvo 4x4 was parked at an angle and occupied two spaces.

      She noticed a side door and entered the hotel.  A young couple and a family were eating breakfast in the restaurant area, but she turned away from them, weaving her way between armchairs, sofas and occasional tables to the front reception area.

      Even before she reached it, she recognised the angry, raised voice of Serena De Rossi.  “Madam expects the first-floor suite, to which she is accustomed to.  Not a room on the second floor with the television staff.”

      ‘Madam’ was sitting in an armchair on the edge of the reception area, looking bored.

      “I assure you, we’ve given her the largest room on the second floor.  The suite is occupied by a honeymoon couple tonight.  Besides, all the other experts, including Gilmore Chapman, have rooms on the second floor.”

      Zenobia Richardson looked up at the mention of Gilmore’s name.  “Serena,” she called, “there’s no need to make a fuss.  Just get the keys.  I need to change, as I must look my best for the public.”  She stood and waved a hand airily.

      “Yes, madam,” replied Serena contritely, taking the two keys the receptionist had placed on the counter.

      Dotty approached the reception desk and whispered, “Dotty Sayers.  You should have a room reserved for me.”

      “Yes, Mrs Sayers.  Here you are.  Take the elevator to the second floor.”  She lowered her voice and whispered, “You’re on the far side of the staircase, well away from our celebrity diva and her assistant.”

      Dotty smiled uncertainly and took her key.

      She opened the door of her room and remained rooted to the spot.  The large bed was covered in a soft purple throw, which matched the decadent floor-to-ceiling curtains.  Purple was a royal colour and she certainly felt as if she was being treated like royalty.  She stepped inside and hung her dress bag in the wardrobe.

      The vintage chrome alarm clock showed a quarter past nine.  She was expected to meet Mel and the Carols at nine-forty five downstairs, which meant she had time for a shower in the huge walk-in one in her ensuite bathroom.

      After her shower, Dotty sat on the tapestry stool at a wooden dressing table and dried her hair.  She’d bought a new round hairbrush so she could curl the ends of her bob inwards and she was pleased with the result as she admired herself in the mirror.

      She contemplated blusher, but it was only likely to smear during the day.  Instead, she curled her lashes with a mascara wand.  Now for the dress.

      She fastened it around her waist but was still worried that it would open too far and expose the top of her leg, or something more.  Just in case there was such a mishap, she’d bought new cream underwear.

      Slipping into her green suede loafers and shrugging on her bolero jacket, she took one final turn in front of the mirror.  She was impressed, but doubted anyone else would be.

      As she stepped out of her room, she had the urge to walk down the ornate wooden circular staircase.  She placed her hand on the smooth wooden bannister and looked down, catching her breath.  The staircase spiralled below her in decreasing circles, reminding her of a whorl inside a seashell.

      Gripping the bannister, she stepped forward on the red patterned carpet.  She slowed her pace as she turned the last bend to face the reception area and heard the buzz of excited voices.  The Carols were already assembled and three of them giggled as they spoke to a dark-haired man who had his back to her.  One of the Carols looked up and smiled at her in a motherly fashion.

      The dark-haired man turned with an expression of polite interest on his face and locked eyes with her.  His face lit up, and he smiled broadly as Dotty felt the heat rise in her cheeks.  Why had she decided to make such a public entrance when she could have used the elevator?

      She carefully picked her way down the final steps, conscious of everyone watching her, and stopped in front of Gilmore Chapman.

      “Beauty,” called Mel in her Australian twang and the group turned to face her as she stepped out of the elevator and approached them.

      “Everyone’s here.  Hiya, Gilmore.  Do you have everything you need?”

      “Just about,” he replied, and Dotty wondered if she imagined his eyes resting on her.  Maybe she should have worn blusher to conceal the redness that continued to colour her cheeks.

      “Follow me, ladies.”  Mel turned towards the bar area and the Carols moved forward en masse.

      Dotty felt a restraining hand on her shoulder, and she looked back at Gilmore.

      “You’ve brightened up my morning.  Will you join me for a drink later, when our work is done?”

      “Sure,” she stammered before dashing to catch up with her group.

      As they filed out of the side door of the hotel, one of the Carols commented, “Someone’s caught Gilmore’s eye.”  Her eyes twinkled as she looked across at Dotty.

      “Just keep out of Zenobia Richardson’s way,” another one warned.  “I saw the way she eyed him up earlier.”
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      As Dotty followed Mel across the hotel grounds, enjoying the warmth of the soft May sunshine, she felt excited about the day ahead, but also rather nervous.

      She heard someone shout, “Oh, this is no good,” and turned to see George Carey-Boyd standing in front of the hotel entrance, surrounded by cameras and the television crew.

      David Rook stepped forward and placed his hands on her shoulders.  Dotty wasn’t sure what he said, but George nodded, and smiled awkwardly.  David returned to the group and George picked up her microphone and smiled at the cameras.

      Beside Dotty, one of the Carols remarked, “Nerves.  But it doesn’t matter if she or any of us makes a mistake in front of the cameras.  It can be edited out or reshot.  The only thing the film crew can’t do is repair an item which one of us drops or damages.  And it does happen.”

      Dotty didn’t feel particularly reassured by her comments.

      They approached the gazebo beside the cherry tree covered in an abundance of pink blossoms and Dotty breathed in the delicate vanilla, almost rose scent.  She loved spring and the promise of new life.

      “Madam cannot stand here all day by that tree.  She will sneeze.”  As if to make her point, Serena De Rossi turned away from Max, the producer, and sneezed violently.

      Max shook his mane of dark hair with its distinguished silver streaks.  “Would Madam prefer to be dampened by the fountain or scared by the ghosts at the mausoleum?”

      Serena turned back, making the sign of the cross across her chest.  She looked around and demanded, “What about over there?”

      “The entrance to the rose garden,” considered Max.  “She’s not allergic to roses, is she?”

      “No,” snapped Serena, crossing her arms.

      “Oh, very well.”  Max indicated towards a crew member, who was placing a wooden table in the gazebo.

      One of the Carols shook her head and remarked, “I don’t know why the powers that be insist on a celebrity expert for each show.  They cause Max more headaches than all the other valuers put together.”

      “The word I have issue with is expert,” a male voice with a slight lisp remarked.

      “Casper,” cried one of the Carols.

      “Hello, sweetie.  Like the outfit.  Very fetching.”

      The Carol giggled.

      Casper had spiky brown hair and a single square diamond earring, but Dotty’s attention was drawn to the bright red tartan waistcoat he wore.  He must have noticed her inspecting it as he stepped towards her and introduced himself.  “A new face, and a lovely one at that.  I’m Casper Dupré, the furniture expert.  And you are?”

      “Dotty,”

      “Oh, I hope not.  We have enough mayhem on this show as it is,” Casper guffawed, and the Carols joined in.

      “Casper,” growled Mel.

      Dotty felt comfortable in his presence and emboldened, she asked, “What do you mean, you have trouble with the word ‘expert’?”

      “Zenobia Richardson has an amazing voice, or should I say, had an amazing voice.  She’s a bit past it now.  So instead, she thinks she can waltz onto shows like this claiming to be an expert in sculptures, when it’s taken the rest of us years of learning and experience to gain our status.  I doubt she knows her Henry Moores from her Frederic Remingtons.”

      “Don’t be so catty, Casper,” admonished Mel.

      Casper sighed.  “I guess I should find my place.  That’ll be my tent, I suppose, by the driveway?  No cherry blossom backdrop for me.”

      “You know you have to be close to the road for furniture deliveries,” Mel said in an exasperated tone.

      “Very well,” he remarked as he sloped away.

      Mel consulted her watch and urged, “We must get on, the gates open in twenty minutes.”

      They joined the gravel path and Dotty glanced to her right, to the stone fountain beside another gazebo.  The fountain water had been turned on and it cascaded down over the two raised bowls into the stone pond beneath them.  She watched it, mesmerised, until she felt a soft tug on her sleeve and turned to face one of the Carols.

      As they approached the entrance tent, she became aware of a steady stream of cars slowly bumping across the grassy field in front of them.

      She caught a movement out of the corner of her eye and looked over at the drive as a grey pickup truck drove along with a lumpy black tarpaulin covering whatever treasures it carried.

      Two of the crew were making final checks on the entrance tent, hammering in pegs, and making sure the banner on the front was straight.

      A man in a high-visibility jacket directed the vehicles in the field to park in a neat row in front of him.  Dotty wondered how many people would come, and if the field would be large enough for all their vehicles.

      As people emerged from their cars, they removed cardboard boxes, plastic bags and cloth-wrapped bundles.  A small queue formed behind the entrance gate and Dotty thought she recognised the rich brown-skinned young man, third in line.  Bread popped into her mind.  Of course, he, or someone very similar, had been loitering in the street in Cirencester, looking into the bakery window, when she and Marion were searching for an outfit for today.

      Mel came across to Dotty and said, “If you stand here, at the end of the tent, I’ll direct anyone with jewellery to you, and then you can escort them to the tent beside the fountain.”  She turned and addressed the Carols.  “Are you all ready?”

      The ladies formed a line across the tent facing the entrance gate and field.  One of them smoothed down her navy skirt and another turned to Dotty and smiled.

      Dotty took a deep breath as Mel opened the black metal gate, and announced, “One at a time, please.  And don’t push.  We’ve time to see you all.”

      First through the gate was an elderly lady with curly white hair, leaning on a walking stick.  “It was my mother’s, you see.  That’s why I want to learn more about it.”  She rested her weight on her walking stick, removed the cloth bag hanging from her arm and passed it to Mel.

      Mel lifted out a paper bundle, which she unwrapped to reveal a figurine of a dancing lady.  She turned to one of the Carols, who stepped forward and took the small statue from her.  “Would you like to follow me?” she said to the elderly lady.

      The two women left and Dotty heard the older woman chastise, “You be careful with that.  It might be valuable.”

      A gentleman in a navy blazer and what Dotty thought was a regimental tie stepped forward carrying a picture-shaped bundle, covered in bubble wrap.

      Another of the Carols stepped forward without the need for Mel to signal her, and said, “A picture?  Follow me.”

      The young man, with rich-brown skin, stepped through the gate and Mel asked, “What have you brought?”

      “Nothing, I just want to meet Zenobia Richardson.”

      “I’m afraid only people with sculptures or statues can see her today.”

      “But …”

      “No buts mate.  Can’t you see we’re flat out here?  Come back if you have something to value.”  Mel blocked the gateway and the young man was forced to turn round.  Dotty felt sorry for him as he walked dejectedly away to a small red Honda car.

      Mel looked up at a tall, dark-haired lady wearing large, round sunglasses.  The woman removed a green leather case from her oversized black handbag, undid the clasp, and opened it.  Dotty wondered if she expected Mel to admire or praise it, but instead Mel turned and indicated towards Dotty.

      “Would you like to come with me?” said Dotty to the lady and led her around the back of the tent and along the gravel path towards the stone fountain.  She looked back at the woman and asked politely, “What have you brought to be valued?”

      “Nothing of interest to you,” snapped the woman.

      Dotty shivered and looked up as a cloud covered the sun.  Trying to ignore the dampening effect of the woman’s rudeness, she glanced towards the front of the hotel where several vehicles were parked in the visitors’ spaces, including the pickup truck she’d seen earlier.  The tarpaulin lay on the ground and the tailgate had been lowered.  A man wearing a maroon top leaned in and pulled a table towards him.

      Dotty reached the white gazebo beside the fountain.  She took a number from a pile on the table and handed it to the dark-haired woman, saying politely, “Please write your name and contact details on the back, and a brief description of the item being valued.”

      “Can’t you do that?” demanded the woman, seating herself in the front row of chairs.

      “Sorry, I have other visitors to escort.”  She clenched her hands into fists to keep herself calm but couldn’t help smiling when the woman’s mouth dropped open as she turned away.

      She found a young woman in her twenties, wearing jeans and a white shirt, waiting for her at the entrance tent, so she retraced her steps to the gazebo and handed her a number.

      She was about to return to the entrance tent when a pleasant-looking woman, wearing a bold orange tunic and matching long velvet jacket, approached her.  She reminded Dotty of Aunt Beanie and she even held back her long grey hair with an orange headscarf.

      “Darling, you must be Dotty, my helper.  How delightful.  I’m Jennifer and I think we’re going to have lots of fun today.”  She winked and looked towards the gazebo by the cherry blossom tree where Gilmore Chapman was arranging a series of pictures on artists’ easels.

      Dotty looked down at her hands, which she clasped in front of her.

      Jennifer said, “Now run along and find masses of wonderful pieces for me to value.  Who knows what gems we might unearth?”
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      The next time Dotty returned to the gazebo, Jennifer, the grey-haired jewellery expert, was examining the contents of a green leather case while the dark-haired lady, who had not removed her sunglasses, stood imperiously beside her.

      “I’m very sorry, but these aren’t real rubies,” apologised Jennifer.

      “But they must be.  This necklace has been in my family for centuries.  We know it was given to my distant relative by a member of Louis XIII’s court.”

      “Then I suspect at some stage the real necklace was copied, perhaps to raise funds.  It’s an excellent copy, but not worth more than £500.”

      “Really,” snapped the woman as she grabbed the case from Jennifer and strode back down the gravel path.

      Jennifer joined Dotty and said, “Oh dear, I don’t think my first client approved of my evaluation.”  She lowered her voice and confided, “I think the reason she’s so disappointed is that she wanted to sell it herself.”

      Next time Dotty returned to Jennifer’s gazebo, a camera crew was filming.  Jennifer held up a bright red and green necklace.  The young woman wearing jeans and a white shirt grinned with delight as Jennifer exclaimed, “It’s wonderful.  A Christian Dior Tutti-fruiti necklace.”

      “It was my grandmother’s, and she bought it at a local jumble sale.  I remember her wearing it, but I haven’t dared as it’s so intricate.”

      Jennifer explained, “Christian Dior was the first designer to create jewellery especially for a particular outfit or collection.  See how these stones are arranged.  They’re like bunches of grapes, and the white ones could represent oranges or peaches.”

      Jennifer turned the necklace round and peered at it more closely as she moved the stones around in her hand.  Her face fell.  “I’m afraid some of the stones are missing, which reduces its value considerably.”

      She looked up at the young woman and said, in an apologetic tone, “At auction today, I would expect it to fetch in the region of £600 to £800.  If it was complete, the value would be double that, and if it was in the original case, with the earrings which were made to match it, you would be looking at closer to £5,000.”

      “£5,000?  I would never feel able to wear it,” declared the woman, “and even though £800 is a lot of money, I think Granny would prefer me to wear it, rather than hide it away in a drawer.”

      Smiling, the young woman thanked Jennifer and took back her necklace.  The television crew stopped filming as Jennifer spotted Dotty.

      “Well, that’s a relief,” she confided.  “Not many people are happy with me valuing their jewellery at considerably less than it could be worth.”

      “I think I understand her relief,” replied Dotty.  “She can wear it now without feeling any guilt.  And she can still feel special wearing a necklace designed by Christian Dior.”  Dotty smiled appreciatively.

      “Well, when you put it like that.”

      Jennifer and Dotty returned to their respective pots.  In the entrance tent, Mel was holding an interesting looking bronze sculpture of a blindfolded woman holding up a pair of old-fashioned balancing scales.  The muscular man in front of her, who wore a tight fitting polo shirt, had an expectant expression.

      “Definitely sculptures,” commented Mel and the man was led away by one of the Carols.

      Dotty guided a mother and daughter towards Jennifer’s tent.  They each carried a plastic bag bulging with costume jewellery and Dotty didn’t envy Jennifer sorting through it to see if there was anything of value.

      At the jewellery tent, a gold necklace with large gold discs had been hung on a green velvet covered display board.

      “Extraordinary,” mused Jennifer.  “I feel it should be exhibited in a museum rather than out here, in the grounds of a country hotel.  What can you tell me about it?”

      “My husband’s father was a keen traveller, and he returned with this from one of his trips to the Middle East.  I’ve always been intrigued by the detailing on the disks.”

      “Yes, the granulated rosettes,” agreed Jennifer.

      “But I don’t know anything else about it.”

      Jennifer took a deep breath and squared her shoulders.  “If it was a genuine Babylonian necklace, from around 600 BC, it would be extremely valuable, but I think it’s more likely to be a nineteenth-century copy.”

      Slightly deflated, Dotty left the jewellery area.  Instead of walking back to the entrance tent via the gravel path, she walked across the grass to the gazebo beside the cherry tree.  She stopped to watch Gilmore as he talked animatedly to a gentleman about a picture on an easel which depicted a large ship, probably a military one, at sea.

      “And this shows us …”  Gilmore looked up at Dotty and faltered.  He caught her eye, smiled, and returned his attention to the man beside him.

      Dotty stepped lightly back to the entrance tent, and did a double take.  The young man with rich-brown skin was back, and he held a small marble bust of a veiled lady.

      Mel said something to him and turned towards Dotty.  “Do you mind showing this gentleman to Zenobia’s tent? Carrie is taking a break.”

      As Dotty led the young man towards the entrance to the rose garden, she asked, “Where did you find that?”

      “I bought it.”

      She didn’t think he was being deliberately abrupt as he appeared distracted and she noted a bead of perspiration on his forehead.  At the gazebo she handed him a number and said, “Please write your contact details on the back, together with a brief description of the item you’ve brought to be valued.”

      She wasn’t sure he had heard her as he was staring intently at Zenobia Richardson.

      Zenobia was walking around a plinth, examining the bronze sculpture displayed upon it.  “Quite exquisite.  Lady Justice, also known as Blind Justice or Scales of Justice.  See how her eyes are covered with a blindfold so she cannot see the person being judged?  It ensures she does not fall prey to prejudice or corruption.”

      The bald-headed muscular man, who Dotty remembered presenting the sculpture to Mel, wore a smug expression, which was strange.  Other members of the public were usually delighted when their objects were praised or valued highly, and some could barely contain their emotions.  So why was this man so calm?

      “Am I next?” asked the young man beside her.

      She turned back to him.  “I’m afraid not.  You’ll have to wait for your turn.  All these people,” she indicated towards the men, women and some children, sitting on chairs inside the gazebo, “are before you.”

      The young man’s shoulders slumped as he took a seat.

      Zenobia’s voice was rising in volume and pitch.  “If this is genuine, which it certainly could be, I’d value it in the several millions, even tens of millions of pounds.”

      Many of those sitting in the gazebo who had been listening intently jumped to their feet and clapped.  The television camera panned across them, capturing the excitement of the discovery.  Elsewhere on the grounds, people stopped and looked towards them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It had taken Dotty several minutes to register the enormity of Zenobia’s words and she was still staring at the bronze statue, displayed on the plinth, when she heard David Rook say, “That’s what all the fuss is about.”

      She turned to him and asked, “How can it be worth so much?  It’s so … small.”

      “Needless to say, if it is from the Roman period, then it is a couple of thousand years old, but age isn’t everything.  Scarcity is the dominant factor.  The Greeks and the Romans valued art and created numerous bronze statues and sculptures, but most of them have been melted down.”

      David was interrupted by one of the Carols who said, in a breathless voice, “Dotty, there you are.  I’ve been looking for you.  Mel says it’s your turn for a break.  Can you be back at the entrance tent at two?”

      “Excellent,” responded David.  “I’m also on a break.  Shall we?”  He indicated with his arm to a path leading away from the rose garden.  “Drinks and a buffet lunch have been set up for the crew in a tent towards the back of the hotel.”

      As they wandered across the grounds, Dotty watched the activity around the various gazebos.  All was quiet and orderly at Jennifer’s jewellery tent, beside the fountain, and Gilmore was discussing a landscape painting, resting on an easel, with an elderly couple outside his gazebo beside the rose garden.

      As they approached the furniture tent, two men wearing maroon polo shirts carried in a large grandfather clock.  Dotty shivered.

      “Are you all right?” asked David.

      “I have an aversion to grandfather clocks.  Bad memories.”

      “Understandable,” muttered David.  “So, returning to the subject of sculptures.  Age is not the major factor in considering their value.  Scarcity is, as well as perceived quality and the notoriety or fame of the sculptor.  Artists more famous for their paintings like Picasso, Matisse and Degas, have had their sculptures sell for millions.”

      They stopped to watch Casper, the furniture expert, and David chuckled, “Just like Casper to wear a bright red tartan waistcoat.  He hates being upstaged, especially by someone like Zenobia Richardson, who I’m sure he doesn’t consider a real expert.”

      Casper was inspecting a mahogany table.

      “He said as much earlier,” Dotty confirmed as Casper began his evaluation.

      “We have here an Irish silver table, dating back to George II, so around 1740.  It’s very attractive with this raised moulded edge, and beneath it this charming floral frieze design.”

      “There’s going to be a but,” whispered David.

      “But what I’m most surprised about is its condition, which is excellent.  Irish fires were notoriously peaty and furniture like this is usually blackened from the soot.”

      A debonair middle-aged man laughed, “It was rather dirty when I bought it so I had it stripped down and restored to its original splendour.”

      Casper tilted his head to one side and said in a disappointed voice, “What a shame.”

      The debonair man braced himself.  “What do you mean?”

      “The soot, and the wear and tear are part of the character of a piece like this.  In its original state, it would be likely to make, at auction, between £8,000 and £12,000.  But now it’s been restored, it’s unlikely to fetch more than £3,000.”

      The debonair man was speechless, but his eyes bulged and his cheeks reddened.

      “Time for lunch,” announced David, and he guided Dotty behind the furniture tent and along the tarmac drive to another marquee, near the entrance to the walled garden.

      They helped themselves to wilted sandwiches and sausage rolls which, when Dotty bit into one, seemed to be all roll and no sausage.  But she was very grateful for a cup of tea.

      “That’s better,” remarked David.  “It's nice to sit down for five minutes.  I find these events fascinating, but they are draining.  A few minutes’ peace is just what I need.”

      “Peace, don’t be ridiculous,” broke in Casper.  “All you need is a stiff drink.  What would you two like?  My round.”

      “Too early for me, Casper,” responded David.

      Dotty picked up her teacup.  “I’m happy with this, thank you.”

      “Suit yourselves.”

      Casper sashayed away but returned only a few minutes later with a glass of what smelt to Dotty like whisky.  He sat down at their table, raised his glass and pronounced, “Chin chin.”

      He took a large mouthful, savouring the flavour, and looked from Dotty to David.  “So, can you believe our celebrity sculpture expert has unearthed a priceless treasure?  Who would have believed it?”

      “Do you think it’s genuine?” asked David in a sceptical tone.

      “I don’t see why not.  Unlike that forgery which was only discovered after Gilmore’s auction house sold it for millions, the clothing and details appear authentic on this bronze.  I can’t wait to inspect it later.  But what gems have you two discovered?”

      David sat up and his eyes shone.  “An elderly lady, rather a character actually, brought me a late nineteenth century rhinoceros horn side-saddle whip, with an engraved gilt-brass handle.  She was absolutely delighted with my valuation of £1,000 to £1,500.  Said she rode with the local hunt with it for fifty years.”

      He turned to Dotty, “And what about you, my dear?  You were there when Zenobia announced her valuation of the statue, but has anything else caught your eye?”

      “I’ve been escorting people to the jewellery tent most of the time.  There was an unusual gold necklace with large gold disks.  Babylonian, I think Jennifer said, but she thought it a modern replica rather than the real thing.”

      “I wonder,” mused David.

      “Righty-ho,” announced Casper, jumping to his feet.  “No rest for the wicked,” and he strutted out of the refreshment tent.
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      Dotty and the other Carols searched the grounds for any loitering members of the public early on Saturday evening and escorted them to the car park.

      “I think that’s everyone,” announced Mel.  “Good on ya for today.  It’s been flat out.  There’s one last job left.”

      “I love this bit, even though I’m a bag of nerves and worry I’ll drop something,” enthused one of the Carols.

      “That’s right.  We need to move all the items short-listed for tomorrow’s detailed evaluations to the library on the second floor.”

      “That sounds a long way.  Isn’t there anywhere to store them on the ground floor?” suggested another Carol.

      “No.  Besides, we can keep an eye on them as we’re all sleeping on the second floor, and we won’t have to move them in the morning as we’re filming in the library.”

      The group made their way up the gravel path and across the grass to the two tents beside the drive.  Two men wearing maroon polo shirts, with Vintage Removals embroidered on them, approached Mel and said, “We’ve moved the clock, desk and chair upstairs as instructed.  Is that all?”

      “Yes, thank you,” Mel replied before leading the Carols to the second tent, which Dotty hadn’t been in, and announcing, “Come in.”

      Dotty thought the words ‘open sesame’ would have been more appropriate, as the treasures inside the tent made her think of Ali Baba’s cave, but something was missing.

      “Where’s the statue?” she asked, her chest tightening.  Had someone stolen it?  And if so, would she and the Carols be blamed?

      “Max took it upstairs himself, so he and the other experts could examine it more closely.”

      “You mean they don’t trust Zenobia’s opinion,” someone called out, and the Carols sniggered.

      Mel’s eye narrowed.  “This could be a very important discovery and the show needs to verify the statue is authentic before announcing it on TV.”

      Suitably chastised, the Carols each picked up an item to carry to the library.  Dotty was surprised to see the gold Babylonian necklace hanging on a green velvet display board and she wondered if Jennifer had changed her mind, and decided it was an original and not a modern replica.  She carefully picked it up and carried it inside.

      The library extended the entire width of the hotel and was part of the original castle, with small mullioned windows facing the front drive, and carved stone columns and a stone vaulted ceiling.

      As Mel had said the previous day, there were only three bookshelves located at one end, but the curved seats wrapped around the interior of the circular turret near them looked very inviting.  She would happily find a book and curl up in there to read it.

      “Over here, Dotty,” called Mel.

      Dotty made sure the necklace’s display board stood securely on the white-clothed table.  Beside it there was an attractive circular art deco ring.  Mel saw her looking at it and confided, “There’s a wonderfully romantic story accompanying that ring, and it’s valuable too.”

      Dotty looked at Mel with surprise.  She hadn’t taken her for the romantic type.

      Further along the table, the Carols placed a gilt-topped whip, which was probably the one David had enthused about earlier, a box which contained five Dinky toy racing cars, and a mahogany novelty sewing box in the shape of a piano.

      They had to make a second trip to bring up the remaining items which included two large paintings, one a portrait, and the other an unattractive arrangement of dead pheasants and fruit on a table, and a series of five collages which looked as if they had been created from newspaper and magazine cuttings.

      “Let’s call it a day, ladies,” declared Mel.  “We’ll meet downstairs in the restaurant for supper at seven thirty.  In the meantime, if anyone fancies a cold one, I’m heading to the bar.”

      “Good idea, darling.  Are you paying?” called Crispin as he walked into the library, followed by the other experts.

      Max was at the back and he skirted the group, carrying the bronze sculpture of Lady Justice, which he placed on a plinth, already positioned in the centre of the room.  Stepping back to admire it, he pronounced, “Perfect.”  Turning to Mel, he said, “I’ll join you.  The excitement of this statue has created quite a thirst.”

      Dotty kneaded her hands in front of her.  Would it be rude not to join the others in the bar?  As well as the large walk-in shower, her ensuite bathroom had a luxurious bath with jets.  Lying in it would be like having her own personal hot tub.

      “You look happy.”

      Dotty looked up into Gilmore Chapman’s eyes and blushed guiltily.

      “Sorry, I was envisaging a relaxing bath.”  As she said it, her feet began to ache.  “I’ve been on my feet all day.  What about you?  Are you going for a drink?”

      “I ought to, unless I receive a better offer.”  He raised his eyebrows.

      Dotty bit her lip.

      Gilmore placed his hand on her back and guided her out of the library.  “I tell you what.  Why don’t you meet me downstairs in the bar at seven?  That way you can enjoy your bath and then I can enjoy your company, without the rest of the crew.”
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      Dotty wondered what to wear.  She hadn’t counted on needing a separate outfit for supper and didn’t want to wear the dress she’d worn during the day, as it was sweaty and had a mark on the bottom.  But she didn’t want to risk spilling soup or a drink on the one she was wearing tomorrow.

      That left her new jeans.  Would she be too casual?   She searched around in her green canvas overnight bag and found a cream linen top.  She had been attracted by the red and yellow flowers, embroidered down the front and across the top of the sleeves, as it hung on a rail in one of the vintage clothes concessions, in Akemans antiques centre.

      As she removed it from her bag, she became aware of shouting outside her room.  Quickly, she pulled the top over her head and dashed to her door, opening it and looking out.  Raised female voices emanated from the room on the far side of the open staircase.  Was that Zenobia Richardson’s room?

      The door opened and Serena De Rossi stalked out, her elegant face the same colour as her fiery hair.  “That’s it.  I’m leaving.”

      Leaving for good, or just for tonight, wondered Dotty.

      Serena turned and caught her watching.  “Yes.  What do you want?”  She spun on her heels and walked deliberately down the staircase, her back straight and her head held high.

      Dotty looked around, but nobody else seemed to have heard the altercation.  She returned to her room and slipped on her green suede shoes.  They felt tight and the top of her little toe rubbed against the suede.  Hopefully, she could slip them off during supper without causing offence.

      She decided against following Serena down the staircase and took the more discreet elevator to the ground floor.

      Gilmore was already seated at a corner table in the bar.  He stood and smiled at her and she thought how relaxed he looked in his pale yellow, opened-necked shirt.

      He asked, “What would you like to drink?”
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      Dotty and Gilmore Chapman walked into the hotel restaurant.  The red carpet that covered the central staircase extended through the reception area into the dining room.  Matching full-length curtains appeared at intervals along the two external walls and tables covered in white cloths, set for two or four people, were dispersed around the room.

      In one corner, a mother and father were attempting to engage their three teenage children whose heads were bent over their electronic devices.

      They only lifted them when two waitresses approached and placed large round plates before them.  An aroma of rich, pungent roast meat tingled Dotty’s nostrils.

      “Roast venison,” observed Gilmore.

      “A little too rich for my taste,” commented David as he joined them, wearing a navy blazer and blue-checked shirt.  “But I understand wood pigeon is one of the restaurant’s specialities.”  He looked around the grand room.  “I’m pleased they’ve kept some of the previous owner’s paintings.  What do you think, Gilmore?”

      David and Gilmore strode across to examine a large painting of a landscape in an ornate gilt frame.  Dotty followed them, but stopped beside a table set for fourteen.

      They were soon joined by other crew members.

      “Sweetie, you were marvellous today.  Such a shame you can’t be a regular,” enthused Jennifer, the jewellery expert, who was resplendent in a lush green velvet coat, which reached down to the floor, and her silver hair shone in the light cast by fan-shaped art deco wall lights.

      Dotty was starting to feel considerably underdressed until Mel walked in, wearing a pair of fawn cargo pants and a black T-shirt with ‘Do Not Touch the Artwork’ printed on it.

      “Like the T-shirt, Mel,” remarked Max, who had followed her into the dining room.  He had cultivated his producer image well and tonight he was dressed entirely in black, which somehow enhanced his thick mane of dark hair with its silver streaks.

      He looked around the group and observed, “So we’re waiting for the Carols, Crispin, Zenobia, and her assistant Serena.”

      Zenobia clearly liked to make an entrance as she swept into the dining room wearing a full length, midnight-blue satin skirt with a matching sequin top.  “So sorry to keep you all waiting.  Unfortunately, Serena can’t join us tonight.”

      “Is she ill?” enquired Mel.

      “Nothing she won’t recover from by the morning.”

      Serena had looked far from ill when Dotty had last seen her.

      “Oh, dear, that makes thirteen,” worried Max.

      “Fabulous,” cried Casper as he approached them, his arm around a bald-headed man whose pectoral muscles strained against his white T-shirt.  “There’s room for Emery.  He’s the owner of the bronze statue and is staying in the hotel tonight to keep an eye on his treasure.”

      “Delighted,” responded Max.  “I’m sure the television company can stretch towards buying dinner for the owner of the star of our show.”

      At that moment, the gaggle of Carols appeared giggling.  “Oh, Casper, do introduce us to your handsome friend.”

      Emery bowed his head as Casper introduced him.

      Dotty sympathised with Emery as she usually clammed up in the company of others and hoped nobody would notice her.

      The Carols swept Casper and Emery to the far end of the table, and Max stood behind the chair at the head of the table.

      Gilmore pulled out the chair on Max’s left and looked enquiringly at Dotty.

      “Always such a gentleman, Gilmore,” enthused Zenobia as she stepped in front of the chair, waiting for him to push it forward.  “And you’ll join me?”  She tapped the empty seat beside her.

      Mel was already sitting on the other side of Max, opposite Zenobia, so David stood behind the chair to her right and said, “Dotty,” indicating the empty chair next to him.

      Jennifer completed the table, sitting beside Gilmore, opposite Dotty.  “Are you a vegetarian?” she asked, but before Dotty had time to reply, she continued, “Well, even if you're not, I recommend the spinach and ricotta cannelloni.  It’s rich and creamy, and fabulous when accompanied by a rocket salad with cherry tomatoes.”

      “Of course, the pasta in England can’t touch the dishes served in Italy.  I remember …” but Zenobia was interrupted by Max, who called, “Waiter.”

      The waiter approached and Max instructed, “Two bottles of champagne, no, make it Prosecco if we’re in an Italian mood.”

      Zenobia bridled.  “There’s nothing wrong with champagne.”

      “Except the cost,” whispered David to Dotty.  “And Zenobia’s rather partial to champagne, and if she starts with it, she insists on drinking it for the entire meal.  That was quick thinking on Max’s part.”

      Gilmore looked across at Dotty and said, “I’m told the seafood dishes are very good.”

      Dotty glanced down at her leather-bound menu and turned the page to ‘Main Course’.  There were salmon and smoked haddock fishcakes, served with a chive herb sauce, a soft boiled egg and watercress, or tempura prawns with a sweet chilli sauce served with grilled asparagus.

      “What do you recommend for me?” demanded Zenobia, batting her eyelashes at Gilmore.  “For an experienced woman of the world?”

      Gilmore, who was in the process of sipping a glass of recently poured Prosecco, choked.  “Sorry, must be the bubbles.”

      He looked across at Dotty again and asked, “Anything take your fancy?”

      At the other end of the table, Casper guffawed.  He downed his glass of Prosecco and held it up to the waiter to refill.  “I’m sure she does, you old goat.”

      Zenobia tapped Gilmore’s arm.  “Leave the child be.  She’s only staff.”

      There was a collective gasp from the Carols, followed by tutting and one of them remarked,”At least her best days are ahead of her.”

      Zenobia ignored the jibe but David, who had been discussing the opening of a new art gallery in New York with Mel and Max, drawled, “Zenobia, we are all staff under the definition of the word, as we are employed by the television company and you, my dear, are paid more than the rest of us.”

      Casper, who was half-way through his second glass of Prosecco, called, “Anyway, we all know how you treat your staff.”

      Zenobia closed her eyes, pinched her lips, and looked away from him.

      A white-jacketed waiter approached and, with his pen poised over his pad, asked, “Are you ready to order?”

      Zenobia picked up her menu and, without waiting for anyone else, declared, “For starter, the seared scallops with truffle beurre blanc, followed by the lobster Thermidor.”

      Dotty looked down at her menu.  She hadn’t realised they would be ordering a starter.  She turned back the pages in her menu.  The scallops were by far the most expensive item.

      She glanced further down and noticed the duck liver mandarin parfait, accompanied by orange chutney and toasted brioche.  She made her own chicken liver pate, but this sounded far more exotic, so she decided to try it.

      After they’d ordered, the volume of conversation around the table increased. Dotty chatted to Jennifer across the table, fascinated by the countries she’d visited to increase her knowledge of jewellery as she searched for unique pieces.

      Gilmore had joined the discussion about art museums with David, Max and Mel.

      Dotty looked across at Zenobia, whose shoulders sagged, and she seemed to have shrunk into her chair.

      Knowing how lonely it felt to be ignored, Dotty asked, “Zenobia, have you ever visited Venice? I’d love to stay there and explore the canals and admire the architecture.”

      “Mia Cara, visit? Why I lived there for three glorious years singing in La Fenice, and at outdoor venues during the balmy summer evenings.”

      “And you were brilliant,” added David.  “I was fortunate to hear you sing Tosca.”

      Zenobia smiled graciously.  The waiter arrived with their starters and there was an outburst of laughter from the far end of the table where Crispin had his arm around Emery.

      “Crispin’s taken rather a liking to our sculpture owner,” commented Max.

      “Looks to me like they’re on a date,” added Mel.

      Zenobia glanced down the table.  “It does rather.”  She wore a thoughtful expression.

      “Tuck in, before it gets cold,” chided Jennifer.

      Dotty turned to the Carol beside her, who she discovered was actually called Carrie, and they chatted contentedly about filming other episodes of the show and the amusing incidents Carrie had witnessed.

      Every so often, Dotty glanced across at Zenobia, who had become increasingly withdrawn.  She kept glancing down the table at Casper, who was entertaining the other Carols and Emery.  But when, after their dessert plates had been cleared away, Max called for the waiter to bring the port, she rallied.

      Turning to Gilmore she said, “I was interested in those collages you chose.  They’re not your usual style.”

      “No, they’re not, but there’s an interesting story behind them.”

      As Gilmore enthusiastically regaled Zenobia, David turned to Dotty and said, “You look exhausted.  Do you want to go up to your room?”

      “Thank you, but I’ll wait until everyone else leaves.  I don’t want to break up the party.”

      After the port had been passed around the table, in a clockwise direction at Gilmore’s insistence, and consumed, Max rose.  “I’m going to the bar if anyone wants to join me for a nightcap.”

      The Carols immediately pushed back their chairs.  “Not missing this chance, not if Max is paying.”

      Zenobia purred to Gilmore, “I’ve a fully stocked drinks cabinet in my room.  Why don’t you join me and tell me all about the portrait you’ve reserved for tomorrow’s filming?”

      Dotty pushed back her own chair and Gilmore looked up at her, his forehead wrinkling.

      “Well, I …” he began.

      “I won’t take no for an answer,” asserted Zenobia.  “Come on.”

      Dotty turned to David and said, “I’ll turn in now.  I presume tomorrow will be another long day?”

      “There’ll be less for you to do, but it will involve plenty of hanging around as the film crew manoeuvre themselves for the close-up shots.”

      Close-up shots.  “Where’s George?  Isn’t she staying at the hotel?”

      “No, she went home.”

      Jennifer came and stood beside David.  “Thankfully.  One diva is quite enough.  Come on, David, let me buy you a drink.  I want to hear all about your recent trip.”

      As they left the dining room, Dotty heard David say, “George isn’t that bad.”

      “She’s better when you’re around.  But she’ll be that nervous about tomorrow, and Casper winds her up terribly.”

      Dotty left the restaurant and thought of the luxurious bed in her room.  She was looking forward to a good night’s sleep.
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      Dotty’s bedroom was at the end of the corridor, next to one of two doors leading into the library.  She remembered the bookcases and carefully opened the library door.

      Switching on a light for her section of the long room, she glanced over to the collection of antiques, which were illuminated by dim moonlight from the small mullioned windows.

      She stepped inside the circular turret, whose curtainless window looked out over the shadowy hotel grounds.  Was someone out there?  Did something move beside one of the trees?

      But as she continued to stare, everything remained still.  She was just being silly, but even so, she shivered and returned to the bookshelves.

      Tilting her head so she could read the titles on the spines, she found a book entitled The History of Charbury Castle.  She plucked it from the shelf and returned to her room, remembering to switch off the library light.

      A light still shone under Zenobia’s door, on the opposite side of the large, open staircase, beside the second library door.  Was Gilmore still there?  She heard a deep murmur, followed by Zenobia’s laugh.  Clearly he was.

      Surprised by a pulling sensation in her gut, she reprimanded herself.  Gilmore was a distinguished art expert who wouldn’t be seriously interested in someone like her.  Besides, he was probably married.

      As she entered her room, she wondered why she hadn’t asked him about his family, but then their conversation had always remained on a professional level.

      Dotty undressed and, as she climbed between the crisp sheet and plush duvet, she squirmed with delight.  She turned on the bedside light, leaned against the plump pillows and opened the book from the library.

      The opening chapters detailed the construction of the original castle and she read quickly until she came to a section entitled ‘Ghosts of Charbury’.

      She was wondering whether to read it when she heard a creaking on the other side of her door and, as she glanced over, a shadow fell across the gap at the bottom.  Who or what was outside? After a minute, although it seemed far longer as she was holding her breath, the shadow moved and light once again seeped into her room.  Two women laughed loudly.

      She realised her pulse was racing.  Was it from anticipation or fright?  Unsure, she decided to skip the ghost section of the book and instead read about the gardens.

      She must have dropped off as she woke with a start and found the bedside light still on, and the book she had been reading open on the floor.  Climbing out of bed, she bent to pick it up when she heard a scraping noise.  She froze.

      It sounded as if it had come from outside the hotel.  Glancing across at the full-length purple curtains pulled across her window, she climbed back into bed, turned off the bedside light and pulled the duvet over her head.

      When she woke again, the light under her bedroom door was dim and the hotel appeared still and quiet.  Wondering what had woken her this time, she climbed out of bed and tip-toed to the bedroom door.  Opening it, she looked down the shadowy corridor and thought she caught the movement of a door closing.  Then all was still.

      Glancing across the open staircase, a dim light seeped under Zenobia’s door, but a much brighter light shone out below the adjacent library door.

      As she watched, the library door opened, and Dotty pulled back, closing her door until only an inch-wide gap remained.  “Goodnight,” she heard a man’s deep voice murmur and as she slowly opened the door again, she saw a figure walk steadily down the gloomy corridor.  Was it David?  If so, what had he been doing in the library and who else was in there?

      Still wondering, Dotty returned to her bed, hoping there would be no more night-time disturbances.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dotty rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand.  Disoriented, she looked around and remembered she was not in her cottage at Meadowbank Farm, but in a room at Charbury Castle Hotel.  Daylight seeped around the edges of the thick purple curtains.

      What time was it?  Had she slept in?  And what had woken her?

      She heard someone call, “What’s happened?  Did someone scream?”

      Someone else shouted, “Go back to bed. It’s only quarter to six.”

      Dotty sat up, feeling more awake.  She knew she wouldn’t go back to sleep now, but she could hardly get up and wander around the hotel.  It was too early.

      She pulled back the curtains and looked up at the stormy skies and down at the ground, which glistened with recent rainfall.

      Turning back to the room, she spotted the kettle and sachets of tea and coffee.  As the kettle boiled, she searched for milk.  She’d expected small sealed plastic posts of UHT milk, but to her delight, she discovered a fridge, hidden behind a door in the desk and inside it a jug of fresh milk.

      She took her tea back to bed and returned to the ‘Ghosts of Charbury’ section of the book she’d borrowed from the library.

      Over the past two hundred years, there had been several sightings of a ghostly woman at the bottom of the circular staircase.  Although the original staircase had been destroyed in the fire, along with most of the castle, the London businessman who rebuilt Charbury insisted the new staircase should replicate the original one.

      The ghost was thought to be that of Lady Violet Waltham who, at the tender age of sixteen, had married the Duke of Waltham, a man in his forties renowned for his violent temper, especially after a few drinks.

      Lady Violet fell in love with Robert Loughborough, the son of one of the Duke’s friends, the two having met when Robert and his family stayed at Charbury.

      Robert arranged for Violet to run away with him, but the night she tried to leave, the Duke had been playing a late night game of cards and he caught her leaving her room, fully dressed.

      Robert was waiting in the hall, and when he heard the Duke’s shouts, he rushed up the staircase to rescue Violet.  A terrible fight ensued with both men trying to grab Violet, who was caught between them.  Nobody seemed to know exactly what happened, but Violet fell over the balustrade and hit the stone floor below, where she died.

      Dotty put the book down, both fascinated and appalled.  Perhaps reading the chapter on ghosts had not been a good idea this morning.  She padded into the bathroom and turned the shower on.

      After her shower she dried herself and, although it was only quarter to seven, she slipped on the second wrap-around dress and tied a neat bow at her waist.  What time did breakfast start?

      She sat down at the dressing table and, repeating the actions of the previous morning, carefully dried and brushed her hair into its neat bob.  As she turned the hairdryer off, she heard a hammering on her door.

      “Dotty, are you in there?”

      It sounded like Gilmore, but his voice was strained and high-pitched.

      “Come in.  The door’s open and I’m dressed.”  Well, nearly.  Her bolero jacket hung on a hanger from the open wardrobe door and she wasn’t sure where her green suede shoes were.  She pivoted round on the tapestry stool to face the door as it opened.

      “You’re all right,” gasped Gilmore breathlessly.  He wore a long sleeve navy-blue t-shirt and red and blue checked pyjama bottoms.  His feet were bare.

      Dotty wrinkled her brow.  “Of course, I’m all right.”

      David appeared, fully dressed with a pale blue shirt, silver tie and charcoal grey waistcoat.  “Dotty’s safe and sound?”

      “Yes,” replied Gilmore.

      “Will someone tell me what’s going on?” insisted Dotty.

      “Didn’t the receptionist call you?  A woman’s body’s been discovered at the bottom of the staircase,” explained David.

      “But she wouldn’t tell us whose,” added Gilmore.  “Just that we have to remain on the second floor until the police arrive, and breakfast will be served in the library.”

      “Lady Violet,” breathed Dotty.

      “Who?” enquired Gilmore.

      Dotty shook herself.  “Sorry, I was reading a book about the history of Charbury, and the ghost of Lady Violet Waltham, who died after falling over the bannister of the central staircase.”

      David and Gilmore exchanged glances.

      David said, “I don’t think this is a ghost, or a body from the past.”

      “Zenobia,” shouted a woman with an Australian twang.  “Where is Zenobia?”

      Gilmore and David both turned towards Dotty’s open door.  Barefooted, and still holding her new hairbrush, Dotty followed them.

      She watched Max enter Zenobia’s room but return a minute later.  He looked across at David, Gilmore and Dotty and shook his head.  “She’s not there, and her bed’s not been slept in.”
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      Dotty, the other crew members of The Antique Tour television show, and Emery, the owner of the bronze statue of Lady Justice, gathered together in the library at Charbury Castle Hotel.

      The hotel had brought up two tables and laid a buffet breakfast out on one, and tea, coffee, and fruit juices on the other.

      “Any chance of a Bloody Mary?” Crispin muttered to a waiter, who placed a flask on one of the tables and positioned a plastic sign with ‘hot water’ in front of it.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Bring a jug then, I’m sure I’m not the only one who needs a pick-me-up.”  Crispin surveyed the room, but nobody responded.

      Dotty poured herself a cup of tea, picked up a croissant, which she placed in a paper napkin, and carried them both to one of several chairs arranged along the outer wall.

      Max was pacing the room between the two entrance doors, and Mel was examining the antiques.  David, Gilmore and Jennifer huddled close together, their heads bowed.

      The Carols had pulled their chairs into a circle and, after raiding the buffet, they sat silently eating pastries and bowls of fruit salad.

      “David,” a female voice shouted.

      The room fell silent.

      “Max,” the voice called again.

      Dotty stood up and looked out of the mullioned window beside her.

      George Carey-Boyd stood at the front of the hotel, wearing a raincoat and looking up at her.  George waved, but a uniformed police officer strode over to her.

      Dotty did not catch what he said but he indicated to the visitors’ parking area where other figures huddled under stripy umbrellas.

      The policeman turned away and George looked up at Dotty and pointed towards the side of the hotel, away from the area where the television show had been filmed the previous day.

      Dotty made her way along the library to the room in the turret.  She found the window partially open, so she pushed it wider and looked down at George.

      George shouted, “What’s happening?  Why are the police here?  They won’t let me come up.”  The hood of her raincoat slipped back to reveal her blonde hair.

      Dotty called back.  “There’s been an accident.  A woman’s body has been found and we’re all confined to the second floor.  All except Zenobia.  We can’t find her.  Is she down there?”

      David joined Dotty in the turret room and asked, “Who are you shouting at?”

      “It’s George.  The police won’t let her in.”

      Dotty stood back to allow David access to the window.

      “Georgina.  You mustn’t stand out there like that.  You’ll get soaked.”

      “What about the filming?”

      “It won’t happen at the moment.  Neither you nor the film crew are allowed up here.”

      Dotty looked around the compact room.  She felt like a princess locked in a tower.   She looked out of the window, over David’s shoulder, as a metallic grey Mercedes appeared and stopped next to George.

      Dotty groaned as the bulky figure of Inspector Evans emerged, a dark windcheater jacket falling open over his habitual brown suit.  Dotty hadn’t realised how thin the hair on top of his head was, but it was clear from this angle that he combed it over in an attempt to hide his bald patch.

      “Mrs Carey-Boyd,” his deep melodic Welsh voice easily carried up to the turret window.  “I’m not being funny, but why are you standing out in the rain shouting up at your colleagues?  That receptionist of yours is not Rapunzel.  She won’t be dangling her hair out of the window for you to climb up.”

      Dotty straightened up.  How had the inspector known she was up here?

      “Just a minute, Sergeant,” called the inspector and, intrigued, Dotty leaned back down and looked out of the window.

      She hoped her friend Constable Varma would forgive her for not sending a card to congratulate her on her promotion.  The constable had cancelled last month’s theatre trip as she had been revising for her sergeant’s exams.

      The engine stopped, but instead of a female figure emerging from the car, a dark-haired, dark-suited man appeared.

      “Sergeant, what do you make of this?” called Inspector Evans, indicating to the ground at the base of the turret.

      Dotty felt a thickness in her throat.  Constable Varma hadn’t been promoted, and she hadn’t been there to console her.  What sort of friend was she?

      “What is it?” asked George in an authoritative tone as she joined the policemen at the bottom of the tower.

      “It looks like footprints, from a pair of trainers,” replied the sergeant.

      “Young man.  The locals round here, particularly those who work at a certain antiques centre,” Inspector Evans looked up at the open window and Dotty blushed, “have a habit of interfering with police investigations.  I’d appreciate it if you didn’t give them information, I would.”

      The inspector turned away from his sergeant and faced George, who crossed her arms over her chest.  “At least members of my staff solve crimes,” she deliberately slowed down to articulate the last two words.  “What’s your excuse?”

      Dotty was not sure if she’d actually heard the inspector growl, but George lowered her arms and stepped back.  She muttered, “Anyway, when can I join the television crew?”

      “What television crew?” asked the inspector, looking wildly around him.

      “The one that’s staying here to film an edition of The Antique Tour.  Have you locked them in the tower as well?”

      Dotty heard one of the Carols cry, “An ambulance.”

      She left David in the turret and returned to the library, joining other members of the crew as they gathered around the mullioned windows.

      She found a space next to Jennifer, who she wasn’t sure was dressed or still wearing her night attire, as she wore a flowing grey silk kimono, with large bold prints of tulips, over a green silk top.  Beside her, Mel wore a black fleece with ‘The Antique Tour’, printed on the back in gold lettering.

      Peering down, she watched the lemon yellow roof of an ambulance reverse towards the hotel entrance.  Two crew members climbed out wearing moss green uniforms and disappeared from view.  They soon returned, climbed back into the ambulance and reversed it down the drive and around the side of the hotel towards the walled garden.

      “Where are they going?” asked Jennifer.

      “They can’t get a stretcher through the revolving door, so they must be using the side entrance by the bar,” replied Mel.

      Dotty helped herself to another cup of tea, having abandoned her first cup when she went to the turret to talk to George.

      “Good idea,” said David as he joined her.  “I need a coffee, even if it is a dreadful hotel brew.”

      “What is George going to do?” asked Dotty.

      “After the police left, I suggested she try the door by the dining room.  At least inside the hotel she can dry off and wait in some comfort for us to be released.”

      The library door opened and the sergeant who had accompanied Inspector Evans entered.

      All conversation stopped and everyone turned to face him as a Carol cooed, “Oh, he’s dishy.”

      His cheeks reddening, the sergeant cleared his throat and announced, “The inspector apologises for keeping you waiting.”

      “Quite right, so he should, keeping us shut up in here,” complained Casper.  Then he grinned and added, “He’s no idea what mischief we might get up to.”  He gave the sergeant a flirtatious look.

      Gilmore approached the young sergeant and Dotty heard him ask, “Is it possible to return to my room to shower, shave and change?  I’d rather not meet your inspector still dressed in my pyjamas.”

      The sergeant pulled at the sleeve of his jacket and looked around the room at the expectant faces. He pushed his shoulders back and lifted his chin.  “Ladies and gentlemen, if you would like to return to your rooms to change, I suggest you go now.”

      One of the Carols jumped up and dashed towards the door.  “After all that tea, I need the bathroom.”

      “Ah, here’s the waiter with my Bloody Mary.  Who’s going to join me?” asked Crispin.

      The rest of the crew ignored him as they scrambled for the exit.  Finally, the library doors closed, leaving Crispin and Emery sipping Bloody Marys as they wandered between the antiques still displayed in the room.

      The sergeant looked rather perplexed and Dotty, who was pleased she had already dressed for the day, wondered what Inspector Evans would have to say when he learnt that the crew had been allowed to leave.

      Timidly she walked towards the sergeant and asked, “Would you like a tea or coffee while you wait?”

      He focused on her, looked her up and down, and smiled.  “Thank you.  That’s exactly what I need.  Strong and black, please.”

      She walked across to the drinks table.  Was it her imagination, or was he staring at her?  Never mind, this was her chance to find out more about the body downstairs.

      She returned and handed the sergeant a cup, as he stared at Crispin and Emery.  She opened her mouth to speak, but he asked, “Who is that couple?”

      “They’re not a couple,” laughed Dotty.

      The sergeant raised his eyebrows sceptically.

      “No, Crispin is the furniture expert for the show and Emery, well I guess you can call him the star of the show, although Zenobia might disagree.”

      “Why?”

      “He brought that bronze sculpture they’re looking at now to be evaluated yesterday and Zenobia valued it in the millions.”

      “What?” cried the sergeant, splashing coffee on his jacket.  “For that?”

      “It’s old, Roman in fact, so very rare.”  Dotty decided this was the time to ask about the body.

      “Is it true a woman was found dead this morning at the bottom of the staircase?”

      “Yes, a hotel cleaner found her when she started her morning shift.”  The sergeant dabbed his jacket with a tissue.

      “And do you know how she died?”  Dotty asked in an innocent voice.

      “There was a pool of blood around her head, but we’ll have to wait for a post-mortem for more details.”

      “Poor woman,” Dotty shook her head.  “I wonder who she was?  Her family must be devastated.”

      “Oh, she didn’t have any family, at least none that we are aware of?”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “When someone famous dies, it’s easy to discover almost everything about their life with a quick search on the internet.  And I’m pretty sure Zenobia Richardson was all alone.”
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      “Sergeant Onion, have you found a room for us to conduct our interviews?”

      “Onion?” repeated Dotty, staring at the sergeant.

      The young sergeant rolled his eyes.  “Unwin.”

      Dotty turned to the inspector and smiled impishly.  “Sergeant Unwin,” she carefully enunciated his name, “was asking if you could use my room as it’s closest to the library, apart from Zenobia’s, but you won’t be allowing anyone in there.”

      “And why is that?”  The inspector narrowed his eyes.

      Dotty faltered, gulped and replied, in a slightly higher pitch, “Because she’s missing.  None of us have seen her this morning.”

      The inspector peered at her and then shook his head.  “All right, show me your room.”

      “Just a minute.  I’ll remove my things.”  Dotty scampered out of the library as she heard Inspector Evans declare, “I’m not being funny, but all our suspects have vanished, they have.”

      Suspects, thought Dotty as she brushed her teeth and returned her toiletries to her spongebag.  So the inspector did think the death was suspicious.

      When Dotty returned to the library most of the crew were back.  She carefully folded her dress carrier over the back of a chair and placed her green canvas bag on the floor.  She handed the keys to the sergeant and said, “All yours.”

      He raised his eyebrows and grinned.

      Dotty blushed.

      Max asked, in a loud clear voice, “Inspector, please can you tell us what is going on?  We’ve a full day’s filming to complete, but we can’t start without the crew, George Carey-Boyd or Zenobia.”

      The inspector cleared his throat.  “I regret to inform you that Zenobia Richardson's body was found this morning …”

      There was a collective gasp from the Carols and one of them cried, “Zenobia, but that’s not possible.”

      “I’m afraid it is, and as this case will be highly scrutinised, and will receive a great deal of media attention, I shall start by interviewing each of you in turn.  There will be no film crews or any outsiders on the second floor until my men have conducted a thorough search.  It goes without saying that Zenobia’s room is out of bounds.  From now on, if you wish to return to your rooms, the sergeant or one of my men will accompany you.”

      “But what about the statue?” cried Crispin.  “We can’t just leave it here?”

      “Why not Mr …”

      “Dupré, Crispin Dupré.  Furniture expert on The Antique Tour.”  Crispin tightened the cord of his white waffle hotel dressing gown.

      “Well, Mr Dupré.  With this police presence, I can’t think of a more secure location for it to be at the moment, I can’t.”

      “I suppose not,” grumbled Crispin and turned back to Emery.

      “If you’d like to get dressed, Mr Dupré, my sergeant will accompany you back to your room.”

      Crispin pivoted around and ran his eyes over the young sergeant.  “Now there’s an offer I can’t refuse.”

      As they left, Inspector Evans eyed the remaining occupants of the library and asked, “Who’s in charge of this mob?”

      “I am.” Max stepped forward and ran a hand through his mane of hair.

      “Follow me.”

      Dotty poured her third cup of tea, hoping she’d get a chance to sit quietly and finish this one.  Picking up the History of Charbury Castle, which she’d brought with her, she settled down at a table near the bookshelves.

      Opening the book, she skipped over the ghosts section and found the one about the fire.  She was just about to read it when David sat down opposite her.  His naturally dark skin tone was tinged with grey and his large dark eyes were watchful, their usual playfulness having vanished.

      “I can’t believe Zenobia is dead.  She was very much alive when I last saw her, although she was worried.”

      “About what?”

      “That statue, and about making a fool of herself on television by announcing in front of millions of viewers that it was worth a fortune, only for someone to discover weeks or months later that it was a fake, like the one sold through Gilmore’s auction house.”

      Dotty closed her book and pushed it to one side.  “I heard someone mention that. What happened?”

      “The art and sculptures department valued a sculpture of a Roman goddess at £2,000,000.  But two bidders fought hard and pushed the bidding to over £12,000,000.  Gilmore thought that was the end of it, but a telephone bidder entered the foray and pushed the price up to £21,000,000.  It was a record for such a statuette and clearly everyone was delighted.”

      David sipped his coffee and winced.  “Several months later, rumours started to circulate that it was a forgery, an excellent one, but still not a genuine Roman sculpture.  Analysis of the composition of the statuette had already been taken, so the creative process wasn’t the cause of such doubt.”

      David paused and looked up as Gilmore entered the library.

      “What was?” asked Dotty, fascinated.

      “The composition.  The robe was considered not to be a style the people of the day wore, as it was far shorter, and the face was devoid of expression.”

      Dotty frowned.  “And those are reasons to denounce it as a fake?”

      “They were enough to cause doubt about the statue’s authenticity.  Some, including the original valuer at Gilmore’s auction house, stand by the original finding, and still treat it as the real thing.”

      The door nearest their table opened and Max walked in. His face was pale and his jaw was clenched.

      The inspector followed and boomed, “Gilmore Chapman.”
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      Dotty and David sat silently in the library after Gilmore was called for questioning.  David appeared deep in thought, and Dotty didn’t want to disturb him.  The door at the far end of the library opened and a figure wearing a blue hazmat suit shuffled in.  They removed their blue latex gloves and pulled the hood of their suit down.

      Dotty recognised Constable Varma’s dark hair gathered into a bun at the nape of her neck and as she turned, her large oval eyes found Dotty’s.  She scuttled over, the plastic of her suit making a swishing sound as she moved, and exclaimed, “Dotty, what are you doing here?”

      The noise seemed to break David’s trance, and he looked up and said dully, “Good morning, Constable.  Although, it’s not, of course.”

      “Mr Rook,” replied Constable Varma in a calmer voice.

      “Constable Varma, Keya.”  Dotty felt uncomfortable using the constable’s Christian name, but she wanted to speak on a personal level, “I’m so sorry about your sergeant’s exams, and not getting your promotion.”

      “Oh, I passed my exams.”  The constable grinned.  “They weren’t that difficult, and I should have taken them ages ago.”

      “But I thought you’d be working for Inspector Evans?”

      “No, the rumours were true.  They parachuted in a fast tracker from Bristol.  Still, he’s rather attractive, don’t you think?”

      Dotty pressed her lips together but didn’t respond.

      Constable Varma’s eyes brightened, “Besides, I’m thinking of applying for a sergeant’s position in the new Rural, Heritage and Wildlife Unit, which my current role will be absorbed into.”

      Dotty smiled in relief and said, “That’s great.  You certainly have the experience, and knowledge of the local communities.”

      The constable straightened up.  “Talking about heritage, I’ve been sent to search the area around the items which were supposed to be filmed today.”

      “Be careful.  Some of them are hugely valuable,” warned David.

      “Oh, no.”  The constable’s shoulders sagged.  “That’s why the others were laughing when I left the dead lady’s room.  They know how clumsy I am.”  She looked around.  “First, I need a glass of water.  Wearing this thing is so hot and sweaty.”

      “What about a cup of tea?”  Dotty’s cup sat on the table, partially drunk.

      “That would be lovely, but I don’t have time.”

      Dotty took another sip of her tepid tea and watched Constable Varma down a glass of water, then replace her hood and gloves and shuffle from left to right across the far end of the room.  Her head was bent as she stared at the floor.

      Dotty jumped up.  If the constable carried on, she would crash straight into the easels supporting Gilmore’s chosen paintings and collages.

      She dashed across and grabbed Constable Varma’s arm.

      “What?” The constable jumped.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you, but you were about to knock over that painting.”  The constable turned towards the portrait of a woman and stepped closer to Dotty.  “She’s scary.”

      “And probably valuable. Let me help search around the antiques.  What are we looking for?”

      “Anything and everything.  I bag it and we’ll check it all back at the station, or in the incident room here.  Anything of particular interest will be sent to the forensics lab for fingerprints and that sort of thing.”

      Dotty began her search around the plinth of the bronze statue and her eyes scanned across to a grey upholstered dining chair, placed opposite the statue.  There was something resting against the chair leg.  “Keya,” she called, “I think I’ve found something.”

      Constable Varma knelt down, opened a transparent forensic bag and in it she placed a small black notebook and pencil.
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      Dotty was still kneeling by the empty chair, which faced the statue of Lady Justice, when she felt a rush of air as the library door nearest her opened.

      She looked up as Sergeant Unwin entered and coloured as she realised he wasn’t staring at her face.  She stood up quickly and pulled at her dress.

      The sergeant, who wore blue latex gloves and carried a laptop, averted his gaze and turned to survey the other occupants of the room.  He asked, “Does anyone know Miss Richardson’s password?”

      Mel, who had been subdued all morning and was slumped on another grey upholstered dining chair, answered in a flat tone, “You’ll have to ask her assistant, Serena De Rossi.”

      “And where will I find her?”

      Mel shrugged.  “I don’t know.  She didn’t join us for supper last night.”

      Dotty gulped and said, faintly, “Excuse me.”

      “Yes.”  The dark-haired sergeant turned back to her and raised his eyebrows.

      Nervously, Dotty continued, “Zenobia and Serena had a row last night.”

      “When?”

      “Before supper.  I was changing when I heard raised voices.  I opened my bedroom door and realised they were coming from the room on the opposite side of the staircase, Zenobia’s room.  As I watched, Serena stormed out and declared, ‘I’m leaving’ before marching down the stairs.”

      “And what time was that?”

      “Just before seven o’clock.  I left my room shortly afterwards and took the elevator downstairs and went to the bar.”

      Gilmore strode across and Dotty felt his hand on her shoulder.  “I can confirm that.  Dotty met me for a drink, but I didn’t see Serena.”

      The young sergeant pressed his lips into a thin line as he looked from Dotty to Gilmore.

      “The penny drops,” proclaimed Casper.  “There wasn’t a room for Emery when he first asked.  But we were having a little tipple in my room when a nice lady from reception called and told us they’d had a cancellation, and if he still wanted to stay, they’d prepare his room while we were having supper.”

      The sergeant’s level gaze turned back to Dotty, and he asked, “Did you hear what they were arguing about?”

      Dotty shook her head.

      “They were always having rows,” dismissed Casper.  “What do you expect when you employ a fiery Italian as your assistant,” he added cattily.

      Inspector Evans’ burly figured appeared in the far library doorway.

      “Development?” he asked instinctively.

      “Yes, Sir.” The young sergeant approached him and continued, “Zenobia Richardson’s assistant, Serena De Rossi, is unaccounted for.  And she was overheard having an argument with the victim, early yesterday evening.”

      “Then why are you still standing here?  You need to find her, you do.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Crispin Dupré,” called the inspector.

      “How exciting.  It’s my turn.”  As Crispin approached the inspector, he asked, “You don’t bite, do you?”

      Inspector Evans growled, and Crispin giggled and followed him out of the room.

      “Come and sit down,” whispered Gilmore to Dotty, and he led her back to the table beside the bookshelves.  Dotty’s half-drunk cup of tea sat forlornly on the table.

      “I haven’t apologised for abandoning you last night and accompanying Zenobia to her room for a drink.”

      Dotty smiled and replied, “You don’t need to apologise.”  She paused before asking, “How was Zenobia?”

      Gilmore sat back.  “She dropped her diva act as soon as we entered her room and began quizzing me about the controversial Roman statuette my auction house sold last year.”

      Dotty nodded.  “David told me about that, but what did it have to do with Zenobia?”

      “As I expect David also said, my colleague stands by his original evaluation but, because he does, some in the art world are now questioning his judgement.  And he’s a renowned expert in his field.  As Casper enjoyed pointing out, Zenobia hadn’t established herself as a professional valuer.  If she made the wrong evaluation on television, it would ruin her reputation and her career.  She damaged plenty of other careers in her singing days, so she was all too aware of the consequences.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “I tried to reassure her, but sculptures are not my area of expertise and I know there are some incredible forgeries out there.  She wouldn’t be the first expert to be duped.”

      Dotty tilted her head to one side and remarked.  “I’m starting to feel sorry for her.  I thought she was only on the show for her celebrity status, but from what you’ve told me, she was approaching her work in a professional manner.”

      “I only stayed for one drink as she began tapping away on her laptop, the one the sergeant was carrying.  She said she needed to find out more about Roman sculptures, so I used it as my excuse to leave.”

      “When was that?”

      “Not late, about half past ten.  There was still a light on in your room.”

      Dotty stared at Gilmore.  “How do you know?”

      Gilmore looked sheepish but was saved from answering by the arrival of David Rook.  As David pulled out a chair and sat down, Dotty wondered if it was Gilmore’s shadow she’d seen beneath her door, and if so, was she relieved or disappointed he hadn’t knocked?

      Gilmore turned to David and said, “We were discussing whether I was the last to see Zenobia last night.”

      David smiled solemnly.  “You’re off the hook there.  I believe I have that honour.”

      “You do?”  Dotty narrowed her eyes at David.

      “I had trouble sleeping last night, so I wandered down to the library to, well that doesn’t matter, but Zenobia was sitting in that chair,” David indicated towards the empty dining chair, opposite the statue, where Dotty had found the small notebook.

      “She was reading something on her laptop and when I asked what she was doing, she told me ‘research’ so I said goodnight and returned to my room.”

      “So it was you I saw leave the library last night, and the person you spoke to was Zenobia,” declared Dotty.

      “You saw me?  Excellent, I may need your corroboration for the police.”

      Dotty mused, “So Zenobia was last seen in the library, not her bedroom.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      David Rook, Gilmore Chapman and Dotty sat silently at their table beside the bookcases in the library at Charbury Castle Hotel.

      “How much longer is this going to take?” asked one of the Carols in a weary voice.

      “At this rate, we’ll still be filming tomorrow,” moaned Mel.

      Between the two library doors, Max paced up and down, speaking into his mobile phone.

      Suddenly, there was a cry.  It sounded like Constable Varma.  Dotty jumped up and looked around.

      Constable Varma, still wearing a hazmat suit, was examining the small room inside the turret.  Dotty rushed across to join her and asked, “What have you found?”

      The constable pointed towards the bottom of the metal window frame on which a piece of denim material was snagged.

      She asked, “Can you take a photo with your phone, and send it to me later?  Otherwise I’ll have to strip off my gloves and my hands are horrible and sweaty and I’ve nothing to wipe them on.”

      “Of course.”  Dotty took several photographs from different angles.  When she’d finished, Constable Varma carefully pulled the material away from the window frame and held it up.  There was a double row of orange stitching running across it.

      “Part of a pocket from a pair of jeans,” suggested Dotty, staring at it.

      “But how did it get here?” asked Constable Varma.  “Do you think someone sat against the window frame and caught their trousers on it?”

      “I’m not sure.”  Dotty glanced around and something else caught her eye.  “What’s that under the bench beside the window?”

      Constable Varma bent down and, with her spare hand, she felt around under the padded bench.  “Got it,” she gasped.  Withdrawing her hand, she held up a key attached to a plastic tag.

      Dotty bent down and read out loud, ‘The Hollies 3’.  The light from the library dimmed, and she felt a presence behind her.  Straightening up, she turned towards Inspector Evans, who stepped to one side and indicated for her to leave the turret room.

      Bowing her head, she left Constable Varma and their discovery, but instead of returning to the table where Gilmore and David still sat, she examined the contents of the bookshelf closest to the turret entrance.

      Sergeant Unwin entered the library and Dotty thought the wide knot of his tie hung a little lower, and was that a sheen of sweat on his forehead?

      “Ah, there you are, Sergeant.  Have you located Miss De Rossi yet?” asked the inspector.

      The sergeant squared his shoulders and replied, “She checked out of the hotel yesterday evening, at seven o’clock, and hasn’t been seen since.”

      “You shall have to widen your search then, but while you’re here, is there a room in this hotel called ‘The Hollies’?”

      Constable Varma must have placed the key in a forensic bag as the inspector held a transparent bag in front of the sergeant’s face.

      “Not that I’m aware of, Sir, and as you know, the keys for the bedrooms here are attached to large metal plates.”

      The inspector drew his eyebrows together.  “If you could just check.”

      The inspector turned his back on Sergeant Unwin and Dotty heard Constable Varma explain, “It was caught here, inspector.”

      The inspector opened the window and the delicate-pink flowers of a climbing clematis, with four large petals arranged in a cross shape, were blown against the side of the window frame.

      He looked down as if examining the side of the turret or the abundance of clematis blooms.  Drawing his head back inside, he called, “One minute, sergeant.”

      Sergeant Unwin had reached the library door and, when his name was called, his back and shoulders tensed, and he hesitated before turning around and re-tracing his steps.

      “You’re a sporting man.  Could you climb up the ladder trellis to this window?” asked Inspector Evans.

      “Not in this suit,” replied the young sergeant, stepping back.

      “I don’t mean now.  But if you were, say, wearing jeans and a pair of trainers.  Would it be possible to use the trellis to climb up the side of the turret?”

      The inspector stepped back, and it was Sergeant Unwin’s turn to lean out of the window and examine the outside of the turret.  He stuck his hand out and appeared to be pulling at something.  When he pulled his hand back inside, he held a broken piece of the trellis.

      “That looks recently broken, it does,” observed the inspector.  “So, could you do it?  Could you climb up the turret?”

      The sergeant nodded.  “I reckon I could, but what would be the point if the window was closed?”

      Inspector Evans rocked back on his heels.  “Good point.  Was this window fastened when you first inspected it, Constable Varma?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Dotty heard an ‘oh’ sound behind her and turned round.  Everyone in the room, apart from Casper and Emery, who were deep in discussion beside the bronze sculpture, had drawn closer to the turret as they listened to the police discussion.  The Carols stood, rather than sat, in a circle, which was inching closer to Dotty, and Max, Mel and Jennifer were standing beside Gilmore and David’s table, beside the bookcase.

      David cleared his throat and announced, “Inspector, that may be my doing.  I closed and fastened the window after speaking to you and George earlier.  I can’t swear it was secured when I opened it.”

      “You didn’t open it,” disclosed Dotty.  She turned back to the inspector.  “I pushed it open, when I first spoke to George, and the window wasn’t closed.”

      “An intruder,” cried one of the Carols.

      “That’s a relief,” declared Max.  “I thought if Zenobia’s death was suspicious, one of us would be blamed.  But if someone climbed in through that window, it sheds an entirely different light on the matter.  Anyone could be involved.  A deranged fan, for instance.”

      “I’m not being funny, but why would anyone risk climbing up the side of the turret on the off chance that the window was unfastened?”  The inspector crossed his arms.  “No, if they did, it was because they knew they could gain entry, and in that case, the window could have been left open by an accomplice.”

      “It wasn’t me,” said one of the Carols defensively.

      “I’ve always dreamed of a handsome stranger climbing into my bedroom window,” admitted another.

      “To rescue you?” asked the first.

      “Oh, no.”  They all burst into laughter, which eased the tension in the room.

      “Inspector,” said Max, walking towards the turret.  “If your forensic person has finished their inspection, do you think we can start filming?  We’ve lost several hours, but if we start now, we should complete it today.”

      Casper joined the group and asked, “But who’s going to value the statue?”

      “Can’t you, Casper?” replied Mel, stretching her arms into the air.

      “Not me, sweetie, I can’t do it.”

      “I will,” volunteered David, although he sounded less than enthusiastic.  “But I shall be very cautious and I won’t be throwing out a huge valuation.”
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      “So, how did David manage the tricky valuation of the bronze sculpture?” asked Aunt Beanie on Sunday evening.

      She, Norman and Dotty were sitting at the antique pine table in the kitchen at Meadowbank Farm.  Uncle Cliff was also sitting on a pine dining chair, which had been turned towards a small television set positioned on top of a bookcase.

      He appeared very content watching the weekly, late afternoon programme about farming and the British countryside.

      Norman used a flat metal bottle opener to prise the cap off his bottle of Wiltshire Gold beer.  He tipped the brown bottle and dark liquid slowly ran down the inside of his pint glass until he sighed with satisfaction.

      Picking the glass up, he took a swig before wiping foam off the small beard he’d grown recently.  “That’s better.”

      Dotty was fascinated by Norman’s ritual.

      Earl Grey uncurled himself from his place between the bottom of the Aga range cooker and Agatha, his Berkshire pig companion.  He padded across the terracotta tiled kitchen floor and jumped onto Dotty’s lap.

      “Hello, boy.  Did you miss me?”  Dotty asked.

      Earl Grey returned to a sleeping position.

      Aunt Beanie put down her glass of ruby-red homemade damson gin and repeated, “So tell me, what did David say about the sculpture?”

      Dotty stroked Earl Grey’s soft warm fur and replied, “He was very complimentary, emphasising its attributes and fine detailing.”

      “Yes, but what value did he give it?” asked the older woman impatiently.

      Dotty looked across the table at Aunt Beanie.  “He said it would fetch in the region of £5,000 to £10,000 at auction, but if it could be authenticated, and was of Roman origin, the value would increase significantly, and it could fetch several million.”

      “Which is a conservative estimate, if you look at the top end of today’s sculpture market,” noted Aunt Beanie.  “I wish I’d had the chance to see it.”

      Dotty said eagerly, “But you will, if you don’t mind travelling to London,” Dotty said eagerly.  “Casper, who has become very friendly with Emery, the sculpture’s owner, has offered to display it in his gallery.”

      “I bet he has.”  Aunt Beanie raised her eyebrows and her glass of damson gin.

      After a minute or so of silence, Aunt Beanie asked, “Did Gilmore have anything to say on the matter?”

      “No, he maintained a distance from the whole proceedings.  But I found his evaluation of a collection of collages, made from strips of newspaper and magazines, fascinating.”

      Aunt Beanie sipped her gin before commenting dryly, “Not his usual area.  No portraits of long dead people or an assortment of still-life objects?”

      “He had some of those as well,” admitted Dotty, observing Aunt Beanie.  There were untapped depths to the older woman’s knowledge and experience.

      Norman, whose pint glass was half empty, observed, “So an interesting weekend despite the tragedy.”

      Aunt Beanie sighed.  “And I was onto a good thing giving private tours around Windrush Hall, but I suppose the house and its contents will be sold again, if she has no heirs.  Great business for Akemans, don’t you think?”

      “I suppose it is, but it’s rather morbid,” confessed Dotty.  “The auction house makes most of its money from dead people.”

      “Death and taxes,” announced Norman, standing up and walking across to the fridge.

      Dotty’s mobile phone rang, and she read the caller ID before she answered.  “Hello David, do you have any news?”

      “About what in particular?” he replied.

      “Zenobia Richardson’s death.  I thought the police would have discovered how she died by now.”

      “If they have, they haven’t told me.  After you left, I watched Jennifer value the gold necklace with the disks and then I took my leave.  The reason I’m calling, and apologies for disturbing your Sunday evening, is that George has just spoken to the executors of Zenobia’s estate.  There are a few irregularities with the will and they want us over at Windrush Hall first thing tomorrow morning, to start documenting the contents.  I have copies of the catalogue from the Duke’s sale which should make the job easier.  So don’t go into the office tomorrow.  I’ll collect you from the farm at half-past eight.”

      “But what about this month’s auction?  I still have to photograph and prepare descriptions for items from last week, and there will be more deliveries tomorrow.”

      “Don’t worry, Marion has agreed to take care of that.  And George kept Monday and Tuesday clear so she could recover from the weekend.  They’ll sort out the auction between them.  This is a sizeable job, and very prestigious.  The solicitor who’s handling the will is driving down from London and will meet us tomorrow morning.  And he’d also like Norman there so he can discuss the upkeep and ongoing maintenance of the estate, so can you tell him I’ll also give him a lift, and drop you both back at Akemans later?”

      Dotty put her phone back on the table, looked across at Aunt Beanie and said, “You were right.  I’m going with David tomorrow morning to begin an inventory of Windrush Hall.”

      She turned to Norman, who had poured his second pint of beer while Dotty was on the phone.  “And he wants you to come with us.  We’re meeting a London solicitor who needs your advice about the upkeep of Windrush Hall.”

      Norman drew his eyebrows together, and replied, “But surely they’ll sell it as soon as they can.”

      Aunt Beanie reasoned, “There’ll still be probate, although that should be a simple process if there are no fighting relatives.”

      Uncle Cliff became restless and Aunt Beanie glanced towards the TV.  “The Antiques Tour is on next.  Shall we all watch it?”

      She settled Uncle Cliff and sorted out the volume so they could all hear as the programme started.

      Dotty considered David’s telephone call.  “David did say there were some irregularities with Zenobia Richardson’s will.”

      Aunt Beanie sat back down.  “Typical. Even in death she still wants to be the centre of attention.”
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      David navigated the narrow Cotswold lanes with expertise in his vintage silver Mercedes.  Dotty felt guilty sitting in the front passenger seat, but Norman had insisted on squeezing himself into the narrow back seat, where he now sat with his legs angled across the footwell.

      Fresh green leaves were unfurling on the oak trees and, as they drove across the top of a ridge, Dotty noticed the carpet of yellow rapeseed flowers spreading out into the distance.  Sunday’s clouds had cleared, and she leaned back, feeling the warming rays of sunshine on her face.

      They turned off the road and drove between the familiar stone columns at the entrance to Windrush Hall.

      Norman swivelled round as far as he could in his cramped position to observe his old stone cottage.

      “It appears to be occupied,” observed David.  Pretty floral curtains hung in the nearest window and there was a vase of wild flowers, including yellow cowslips and bluebells on the windowsill.

      “Good, I’d hate to see the old place empty and falling into disrepair,” replied Norman, with a note of nostalgia in his voice.

      They drove down the sweeping drive and drew up by the stone steps which led up to the front door of the Georgian country house.  A dark red Fiat 500 was already parked there.

      Serena De Rossi appeared in the open doorway and carefully walked down, one step at a time, carrying a large cardboard box.

      As Dotty helped Norman out of the rear of David’s car, Serena pushed the box onto the back seat of the Fiat.

      David strolled across, looked over Serena’s shoulder and observed dryly, “Removing Zenobia’s things?”

      Serena flung her head back and cried, “These are not madam’s.  They belong to the fan club of which I am chairperson.”

      Dotty joined Serena, who had moved to the rear of the Fiat.  The boot was open and filled with suitcases and holdalls, and something glinted from a partially open cloth bag.

      Serena must have noticed her scrutiny as she pulled the ends of the bag together and yelled, “Mine,” before slamming the boot shut.

      Intrigued by Serena’s behaviour, Dotty asked, in a quiet voice, “Are you leaving?”

      “Yes.”  Serena crossed her arms and lifted her chin.

      Dotty continued, “But surely you’ll help sort things out.  There must be paperwork and computer files that only you know how to access.”

      “Madam make it clear on Saturday that she not appreciate all I do.”  Serena uncrossed her arms and held them up to the sky in an imploring manner and shouted, “I give up my career to help her.  I good singer.  But look how she repay me.”

      “How?” asked Dotty.

      Serena dropped her arms to her side, looked down at the gravel drive and answered in a resigned tone, “That not matter now.”

      Dotty felt a fluttering of sympathy for this fiery Italian woman, who was probably very lonely.  What did she have to show for a life dedicated to ‘madam’?

      Dotty continued, “Is that why you and madam were arguing on Saturday evening, at the hotel?”

      Serena looked up with watery eyes.  “Yes, I tell her if that what she thinks I go.  And I do.”

      Dotty pressed on.  “So, where did you stay on Saturday night?”

      “I come home to my little cottage. My dear, sweet home.”

      Dotty glanced across at Norman, who nodded his understanding.  David stood slightly apart, observing the conversation.

      Serena declared, “But now I leave that too.  I finish here.  Goodbye.”  Before any of them could stop her, she jumped into her car and drove away.

      Dotty, Norman and David watched her speed up the drive.

      David asked, “Do you think she was upset about Zenobia’s death?”

      “I’m not sure.  She appeared more concerned with her own future, but I guess that’s understandable.  She’s given up the best part of her life for Zenobia.”

      “I’m going to have a wander round,” announced Norman and he strode away, around the corner of the house.

      “I wonder what she meant by ‘look at how she repay me’,” mused David.

      “I don’t know, but I’m sure the police will want to speak to her.  Should I call them?”

      David tugged his ear.  “It might be best.  Why not speak to Constable Varma?  That way, it can be unofficial, just a friend calling with information.”

      “Good idea.”

      “While you do that, I’ll take a tour of the house.”  David turned and climbed the stone steps to the front door.

      Dotty returned to David’s car.  She removed the wicker basket she’d brought and rooted about under her laptop and the paperwork David had given her from the previous auction at the house, and found her mobile phone.

      “Hi, Keya,” she said brightly when the constable answered her call.

      “No.  I don’t have an update,” Constable Varma responded stiffly.

      “Is Inspector Evans with you?”

      “That’s right, madam.”

      “Can you go somewhere else?  I’ve something to tell you and I wondered if we could trade information.”

      “I’m not sure about that.  Hold on.”

      Dotty waited, and she heard a door open and footsteps cross a vinyl floor.  She had visited the police station back in November, when Norman had been taken in for questioning.

      “OK, I’m outside.  Sorry about that, but you know what the inspector’s like, and he hates you and me discussing current cases.  Maybe he thinks we’ll crack them before he does.  Anyway, what did you want to tell me?”

      Dotty took a deep breath and said, “First, tell me how Zenobia Richardson died.”

      There was a pause.  Then Constable Varma admitted, “I suppose everyone will know soon, since the inspector’s getting ready for a press conference this afternoon.  It’s put him in a foul mood.  Anyway, Miss Richardson broke her neck and died instantly.”

      “That’s a relief,” remarked Dotty, “So it was an accident.”

      “Not necessarily,” Constable Varma replied hesitantly.

      Dotty thought she understood.  “Zenobia fell down the stairs, didn’t she?”  Just like the supposed ghost, Lady Violet Waltham.  “Do you think she was pushed?”

      “We don’t know, but from the angle of the body we know she did not fall down the steps, but through the centre of the open staircase.”

      Exactly like Lady Violet.

      “So what information do you have for me?” asked Constable Varma.

      “I’ve just seen Serena De Rossi, and I wondered if you are still looking for her?”

      “Sergeant Unwin’s on his way to Windrush Hall as we speak.  I think he was relieved to get away from the inspector.  Maybe it was a blessing I didn’t get that job.”

      “But you’re still working for the inspector.  Actually, I’m at Windrush Hall, so I expect I’ll see the sergeant soon, but I’m not sure if Serena is at her cottage, at the entrance to the drive, or if she left.  Her car was loaded up.”

      “Constable.” Dotty heard the deep baritone voice of Inspector Evans.

      “I have to go.  Thanks for the info and speak later.”  Dotty was about to finish the call when Constable Varma added, “And watch yourself with Sergeant Unwin.  I saw the way he looked at you yesterday.”

      Dotty ended the call, feeling the heat rise in her cheeks.  She looked down at her husband’s old blue shirt, which she’d tied at the front, over her trusty long denim skirt.  Maybe it was time to invest in some new work clothes.  After all, she was earning a steady income, her bills were not huge, and she also had her army widow’s pension.

      David stood on top of the stone steps and called, “Dorothy.”

      Time to get to work.
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      Dotty climbed up the stone steps to the entrance of Windrush Hall.

      “Good morning, ma’am.  It’s nice to see you back,” greeted Benson, the elderly butler she’d worked with on her previous visit.  He still wore his black and grey livery uniform, despite the passing of his mistress.

      “Thank you, although I wish it was in more pleasant circumstances.  How is Françoise?”

      Benson bowed his head.  “I’m afraid she is terribly upset and has taken to her bed.  There is no fresh bread today, but I can offer you scones or the cakes she baked over the weekend.”

      How wonderful.  “That sounds lovely, but perhaps later.  I ought to do some work first.”

      “Very good, ma’am.”  Benson turned and walked through the dining room towards the kitchen.

      “You two are on good terms,” remarked David.

      “I helped out in the kitchen when I came with Aunt Beanie for the private performance and tour of the house.  He and his wife, Françoise, who is the cook, were very kind, and sent me away with some tasty leftovers which Aunt Beanie, Norman and I enjoyed for our supper.”

      “Are there any other staff?”

      “I believe there is a maid, but I didn’t meet her as she was ill.  Where shall we start?”

      David looked around and replied, “In the dining room.  It looked relatively unchanged from when the Duke lived here.  We’ll check the paintings against the list I gave you from the previous sale.”

      They worked quickly through the paintings and discovered that the ornaments on the bow-fronted mahogany sideboard had also belonged to the Duke, and had been moved to the dining room from other places in the house.

      Benson appeared carrying a tray which held a cafetière of fresh coffee, hot water, a variety of tea bags, milk, cups, and homemade shortbread biscuits.

      Dotty nibbled on a biscuit as David poured himself a cup of coffee and declared, “I think we’re finished in here.  We’ll tackle the drawing room next.”

      Dotty carried her cup of tea into the peacock blue drawing room she admired so much.

      David said, “I must admit, Zenobia had impeccable taste,” reflected David.  “This room is a delight and pays homage to the original decoration.  But I wasn’t expecting this collection of ceramics.  Somehow, it’s not in keeping with the rest of the house.”  He sipped his coffee and smiled in appreciation.

      “Benson told me it’s Zenobia’s private collection, which she started when her singing career began.”

      “Some interesting pieces, although that bright pink leprechaun is rather gaudy.  For the purposes of this valuation, I’ll lump them all together with an estimate for the collection as a whole.  What else do we have?”  He surveyed the room.

      As Dotty and David finished their inventory of items in the drawing room, they heard the front door open.

      Sergeant Unwin appeared in the drawing room doorway and remarked, “I see you’re quick off the mark.  The owner’s body is barely cold and you swoop straight in.”

      David turned to face the sergeant.  His salt and pepper moustache twitched and his large dark eyes became cold.  “We are not scavengers, prowling round a carcass.  The executors asked us to undertake the valuation as soon as possible, as I understand there are some irregularities with the will.”

      The sergeant pulled at the large knot of his shiny green tie and replied, in a contrite voice, “I have also been asked to meet the solicitor this morning.”

      He turned to Dotty and his brow furrowed.  “Dotty, is it?  You were at the hotel yesterday with the film crew.”

      “That’s right,” she replied brightly, but rather than the appreciative glances she’d received the previous day, the sergeant wrinkled his nose and turned on his heels.  She glanced across at the gilt mirror hanging over the fireplace, and realised that instead of yesterday’s sleek locks, she’d scraped her hair back and fastened it into a small knot on top of her head.  That, and her old, unshapely clothes, were a far cry from yesterday’s elegant outfit.

      She really should buy some new clothes but she wasn’t sure she could afford another shopping trip with Marion.  Maybe she should ask Keya to go with her.

      And Sergeant Unwin?  Well, if he couldn’t see past her outer appearance, he wasn’t worth bothering about.

      Unperturbed by his snub, she followed him out of the room and called, “Sergeant, are you looking for Serena De Rossi?”

      He turned and replied, “I was, as a matter of fact.”

      “She was loading up her car when we arrived and sped off up the drive.  She’s been living in the cottage by the stone entrance gates, but I’m not sure if she’s there any longer.”

      The sergeant shook his head.  “I stopped by the cottage and it’s locked up.”

      “Was there any sign of her red Fiat?”

      Again, the sergeant shook his head.  “She must have made a run for it.  I’ll contact Inspector Evans.”

      “If I may?” murmured Dotty.

      “Yes.”

      “I wouldn’t speak to Inspector Evans, not before a major press conference.”

      “How do you know about that?”

      She ignored his question and continued, “If I were you, I’d call Constable Varma.”

      “You would.  Actually, that’s not a bad idea.  Excuse me.”

      As Sergeant Unwin walked out of the entrance hall and stood at the top of the stone steps, speaking into his phone, Dotty observed a large black car crawling down the drive.

      David must have noticed it from the drawing room window as he stepped into the entrance hall and remarked, “The solicitor.”

      He was correct.  A portly, bald-headed man climbed out of the back of the car, wearing a navy pinstriped suit.  His red cheeks were flushed as he climbed onto the top step and remarked, “Nice place Zenobia has here, but I don’t know why it has to be so far from London.”

      Ignoring Dotty, he thrust his hand towards David.  “Charles Willoughby, Zenobia’s solicitor, and I’ve been appointed to represent the executors of her estate.”

      “David Rook, from Akemans Antiques.”

      Sergeant Unwin finished his call and turned to the solicitor.  He also held out his hand and said, ‘Sergeant Unwin.  I believe you requested a police presence today.”

      “Most irregular I know.  But first, shall we go inside?  It’s rather chilly standing out here.  If you don’t mind, I’ll get straight down to business, as I have to be back in the City by three for a senior partners’ meeting.”

      As David led them through to the dining room, Charles Willoughby turned to Dotty and instructed, “Fetch me a coffee, fresh, none of that instant rubbish and whatever my colleagues would like.”

      Dotty looked at David, who nodded discreetly, so she continued into the kitchen as the men sat down.

      Mario, Zenobia’s British Blue cat, was standing on the worktop and he meowed as Dotty entered.  Benson looked up from the paper he was reading, in which Dotty noted a large black-and-white photograph of Zenobia.

      “Mario’s been crying for his mistress all weekend,” Benson reported.  “I swear he knows something has happened to her.”

      Dotty stroked Mario as she said, “The solicitor’s arrived from London and is asking for coffee.”

      Benson stood up.  “Very well, ma’am.  And don’t take any notice of Mr Willoughby.  He likes ordering others around.  You should have seen Serena’s reaction when he asked her to sort out tea on his last visit.  Her cheeks were the same colour as her hair, but he simply ignored her, which only made matters worse.  If I hadn’t gone to the music room to enquire if madam needed anything, they’d have remained thirsty.”

      Dotty returned to the dining room and sat down in a spare chair next to David.

      “Does she need to be here?  What I have to say is confidential.”  Charles Willoughby made it sound as if Dotty was a bug on the end of his bulbous, broken-veined nose.

      “Dorothy is my assistant, and will be handling the sale.”

      “Yes, well,” fussed the solicitor as he shuffled papers.

      He glanced around.  “I’m glad to see that Italian assistant of Zenobia’s is not here, but that’s hardly a surprise.  What about the staff?”

      David turned to Dotty, who tried to sound more confident than she felt.  “Benson is making coffee in the kitchen and his wife is very upset about her mistress’s death, and is in bed.  I don’t know about the maid.”

      Benson entered from the kitchen carrying another silver tray with a fresh cafetière of coffee.  There was also a plate of assorted cakes, which he placed in front of Charles Willoughby.

      The solicitor eyed them eagerly and plucked a slice of Bakewell tart from the plate, as he used his free hand to turn a page.

      Benson poured coffee for the solicitor and turned to leave when Charles Willoughby instructed, without looking up, “Stay, Benson.  What I have to say affects you.”

      Those around the table waited in silence while the solicitor finished his Bakewell tart.

      “As some of you already know,” the solicitor began, “there are a few irregularities with Zenobia’s last will and testament.  This,” he held up a piece of paper on which Dotty noticed ‘Charbury Castle Hotel’ written across the top, “is an amendment which I received after her death.”

      Benson gasped.

      “Quite so.  It is dated 20th May, which was Saturday, and the courier collected it from the hotel at 7.39 in the evening.  I visited the hotel before coming here, and can confirm that the signatures on it are those of the evening receptionist and one of the hotel waiters.  While it is unusual, it is still legally binding.”

      Dotty had never been to a will reading before.  Ian Puck, the welfare officer, had dealt with Al’s will after he died and he’d left everything to her, as his wife.  She wondered what changes Zenobia had made.

      “The smaller monetary endowments, mostly to theatres and arts charities are unchanged, but the bulk of her estate no longer passes to her assistant, Serena De Rossi, instead …” The solicitor stopped and glanced around the room, “it is left in trust to her cat, Mario.”

      David’s eyes bulged and Sergeant Unwin tried, but failed, to contain a snort of laughter.

      Poor Benson, who had refused to take a seat, grabbed the back of a chair and leaned against it.

      Charles Willoughby looked across at him and continued, “My faithful Benson and Françoise are to remain at Windrush Hall to cater to the needs of Mario, and then there are details about your pay and annual increases.  On the event of Mario’s death, and then she lists a number of small gifts, including something for Benson, to remember her by, but the bulk of her estate will pass to her beloved La Fenice theatre in Venice.”
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      Those gathered in the dining room at Windrush Hall appeared stunned by the terms of Zenobia Richardson’s will.

      Benson coughed.  “Excuse me, Sir, please can you explain that to me again?”

      “Certainly.”  The solicitor examined the plate of cakes in front of him and removed a gooey-looking chocolate brownie.  “Your employment, and that of your wife, is to be extended at Windrush Hall, which should come as a relief to you.”

      He greedily bit into the brownie, scattering crumbs across the polished mahogany dining table.

      “I was hoping for a pension settlement, Sir.  Neither my wife nor I are getting any younger.”

      The solicitor slowly finished his brownie and replied, “There’s no mention of a pension or cash settlement in Zenobia’s will, even on Mario’s passing.”

      “Oh dear.”  Benson looked dejected as he leaned heavily against the back of the chair.

      “How hard can it be, looking after a cat?” exclaimed Charles Willoughby.

      “This house must take a lot of cleaning,” broke in Dotty, feeling sorry for the elderly butler and his generous wife.

      The solicitor narrowed his eyes at Dotty.  “The maid can do that. What’s her name?”

      “Esme, but she left last week,” replied Benson forlornly.

      Dotty wondered why Esme had left.  Had she also had a falling out with her employer and did she also have a motive to harm her?

      “Not to worry, there’s enough money in the estate to pay for a cleaner and gardener.  Talking of which, is the Duke’s old groundsman here?”

      David, who had kept quiet during the proceedings, sat up and replied, “Norman Climpson.  I think you’ll find him outside.”

      “Good chap, is he?”

      “Excellent.  We’ve employed him at Akemans as our porter.”

      For the first time, the solicitor lost his composure, and appeared flustered.  “Oh dear, I was hoping to employ him to oversee the grounds here.”

      The solicitor slurped his coffee.  “Anyway, I don’t think it’s realistic to expect the building work to continue.  This house has been an expensive project, and I’m only sorry Zenobia didn’t get the chance to enjoy it.”

      Dotty wondered what building work he was referring to.  The house appeared complete, and she understood that landscaping the garden had been Zenobia’s final project, and that was finished.  She’d like to visit it, if she had got a chance.

      The solicitor stood, and the others followed his lead.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I need to tell my wife what has happened.”  Benson shuffled away into the kitchen.

      Dotty cautiously approached Charles Willoughby as he returned his papers to his black leather briefcase.  “Excuse me, but I was wondering about Zenobia’s fan club.”

      The solicitor paused briefly and frowned.   “Of course,” he considered.  “That’s not part of her estate.  It is a separate entity run by Serena De Rossi on behalf of Zenobia.”

      “So what will happen to it now?”

      “I expect its numbers will swell.  Death makes artists more distinguished, even heroic.”

      “And who will benefit from that?”

      “The fan club itself, and Serena De Rossi.”

      Charles Willoughby snapped his briefcase shut and addressed David.  “Shall we find your man?”

      He was about to leave the table when he stopped, leant over and removed a piece of millionaire’s shortbread from the plate of cakes.

      David led Charles Willoughby outside, leaving Sergeant Unwin and Dotty in the dining room.  The sergeant looked uncomfortable as he tightened the knot of his shiny green tie.

      Dotty sensed an opportunity and asked, “Do you think changing the terms of the will gives Serena De Rossi a reason to kill her employer?  After all, she wouldn’t know Zenobia made the changes on Saturday night and sent them by courier to London.”

      The sergeant narrowed his eyes as he stared at her, and Dotty dropped her gaze to the polished table.  “How do you know she was killed?”

      Dotty hid her hand behind her back and crossed her fingers as she replied in an innocent voice, “I didn’t.  I was just surmising that if Zenobia’s death was not an accident, then her changing her will, and cutting Serena off from a fortune, was a pretty solid motive.”

      The sergeant’s forehead wrinkled.  “If Miss Richardson’s death happened to be suspicious, then, yes, Miss De Rossi would be a suspect.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to return to the station.”

      Dotty placed the solicitor’s half-empty cup of coffee on the silver tea tray, together with the depleted plate of cakes.  Should she return them to the kitchen or leave them to Benson?

      She really wanted to see the garden.  Picking up a piece of flapjack, she wandered through the hall into the music room.  It was flooded with light from what she now realised were patio windows in the circular alcove at the front of the room, where Zenobia had performed on her last visit.

      She pushed open the doors and followed the gravel path into the new gardens.  The neat beds were delineated by small box hedges and the green mounds of lavender which lined the path would provide a pleasant perfume when they flowered in a month or so.

      She continued down the path into a second garden area which contrasted with the first as the neat lines gave way to curves and the borders were packed full of flowers and bushes, each with a designated colour scheme.  She bent down to examine the delicate heads of a cluster of pink snapdragons.

      As she did, she heard Benson’s voice.  “We have no choice, my dear, but to stay on.”

      “But what about my operation?  Zenobia said she would pay for it,” replied a lady’s voice with a French accent, presumably Françoise.

      “We’ll have to take our chances with the local health service and see if we can get you on a waiting list.”

      “But how long will that take?”

      “I’m afraid I’ve no idea.”

      Dotty stood up and strode quickly along the path towards the house.  Halfway back, she turned around and observed Benson and Françoise sitting on a wooden bench, on the lawn beside the formal gardens, looking across at the woods where bushes of purple and dark pink rhododendrons added splashes of colour.

      “There you are, Dorothy,” called David Rook.  “It’s time to get you and Norman back.  I’ll finish the inventory and valuations tomorrow.”

      Dotty glanced back at the elderly couple as they sat with their arms wrapped around each other and smiled.  It would be nice to have someone else’s love and support.
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      As Marion and George were progressing well with the catalogue for the upcoming auction, Gilly Wimsey took the opportunity to ask Dotty to help her in the antiques centre.

      In addition to the vast open plan floor space on the ground floor, the conversion of the old mill building had created two upper floors.  The second floor was empty, as was the first, apart from a storeroom and Gilly’s office.

      The ground floor space was the retail area of the antiques centre and it was divided into booths, some of which were run by Gilly, but most were licensed to individuals who sold a variety of antiques, collectables and bric-a-brac.

      Gilly and Dotty stood in front of a stall towards the rear of the building, where a thin layer of dust covered the contents and a vase of dead flowers stood forlornly on an empty table.

      Gilly pushed her orange-framed glasses up her nose and said, “It’s a shame Mrs Wade couldn’t make this work.  Such a lovely idea, but her prices were too high.”

      Gilly picked up a green metal tray decorated with hand-painted flowers, which made Dotty think of canal longboats, and turned it over.  “She was charging £100 for this when it’s really only worth £30.  Pretty though, like everything else.”

      The whole stall had a floral theme.  From trays arranged along a shelf, to a collection of biscuit and cake tins, and a delicate tea set on a grimy linen table cloth near the front.

      “What shall I do with everything?” asked Dotty.

      “I’ll help you.  We’ll start by giving everything a thorough dusting.  Then we’ll see which items I have space to sell on my stalls now, and everything else can either be packed up to display later, when I have room, or thrown away.”

      “That’s rather a waste,” remarked Dotty.

      They turned and walked towards the cleaner’s cupboard.

      Dotty continued, “I visited a reclamation yard in Scotland once, which also handled house clearances.  They had a display cupboard in which everything displayed was £1.  I picked up a pretty green and white serving dish.  It has a crack on the bottom, but nobody ever notices.”

      They paused at the bottom of the wide open metal staircase and Gilly looked up it to the first floor.

      “There’s so much empty space up there, but before I can let it to stallholders, I need to prove customers will climb the stairs.  A bargain section is a great idea.  And much better than being charged by the local council to throw things away.  And I hate the way the men at the recycling centre look at me, and rummage around in the boxes and tell me what I can and cannot chuck away.”

      She opened the cleaner’s cupboard and removed a couple of yellow cotton dusters.

      Dotty picked up a bucket and sponge.  “I think some items will need more than a dust.”

      Gilly turned to Dotty.  “You could take on that project.  And I could give you items which I haven’t sold and you can charge what you want and keep the profits.  It’ll be your own little business.  The only condition is that you have to get rid of anything you can’t sell.  As I said, I hate going to the recycling centre.”

      Dotty considered the proposition and looked up the stairs to the first floor.  Gilly was right.  There was plenty of room, and as she learnt more about the things people bought, she could join Constable Varma at car boot sales or bid for lots at the auctions.

      There were often boxes of household or kitchen items which nobody wanted, which sold for only £10 or £20.

      “It’s certainly tempting.  But what if you give me items I don’t like?  Can I give them back?”

      Gilly pressed her lips together as she pondered the question.

      “Of course you can.  That’s only fair, but it has to be immediately, before you put them out on your stall.”

      “And do you have any spare shelves and tables I could use to display things on?”

      “Take what you need from Mrs Wade’s stall, and anything else you find in the storeroom that we’re not using.  You’ll need to encourage people up the stairs.  Perhaps you should design some signs, nothing garish but along the lines of ‘More discounts upstairs’, or ‘Sale’.”  Gilly grinned.  “People can’t resist a bargain.”

      Excited, Dotty filled her bucket with water and returned to Mrs Wade’s stall.
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      On Wednesday morning, Dotty and Norman arrived early at the antiques centre and walked to Mrs Wade’s old stall, at the rear of the room.

      “So, what do you need me to do?” Norman asked.

      “First, we need to move these shelves and tables upstairs, and then the boxes marked with a ‘D’.  Those with an ‘S’ we’ll put in the storeroom across the yard, if there’s space amongst the auction lots, and the rest Gilly is putting out on her stalls.

      Rather than dismantle the long shelving unit on which the trays had been displayed, Dotty and Norman man-handled it up the metal staircase to the first floor.

      “Are you certain this is where you want it?” asked Norman, after Dotty had changed her mind several times and they had dragged it back and forth across the wooden floor.

      “I think so.  It’s so hard.  I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      “Start small, or people will be distracted and spend too much time walking about, rather than concentrating on the objects for sale,” advised Norman.

      “You’re right.  And the front of the stall should be welcoming and face the top of the staircase.  The shelving unit does a good job marking the rear boundary.  Now for everything else.”

      As they descended the staircase, Dotty felt her phone vibrate in her pocket and as she stepped off the bottom step, she fished it out and said, “Hello.”

      “Hi Dotty, it’s Keya.  Are you free for an early lunch today?  I’m attending a Parish Council meeting in Eastington this morning, so I thought I’d drive back to Cirencester via Coln Akeman.”

      “Yes, I’m free.  It’ll be nice to catch up,” replied Dotty, thinking she could also find out if the police had discovered exactly how Zenobia Richardson died.

      “I’ll see you at The Axeman at twelve thirty.”
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      The Axeman was an attractive Cotswold stone pub in the centre of Coln Akeman, a village less than a mile from the antiques centre.  As Dotty drove along the street towards it, she noted tables and chairs arranged outside the nearby shops and houses.

      Constable Varma was already sitting at a table outside The Axeman, and she waved as Dotty passed and turned left, parking at the rear of the pub.

      As she followed the footpath back to the Main Street, Dotty regarded the dark green leaves of the Virginia creeper spreading across the side wall of The Axeman.  When she’d first visited, in the autumn, the leaves were a stunning array of yellow, orange and reds.

      She greeted Constable Varma.  ‘Hi, I wasn’t expecting us to sit outside, but it’s actually rather warm in the sun.”  She pushed up the sleeves of her cardigan and glanced at the post office next door, which was adorned in Union Jack bunting.  “What’s going on?”

      “Morris dancers,” exclaimed Constable Varma in delight.  “I know they’re an old British tradition, but I’ve never seen them before.”

      “Neither have I,” replied Dotty, absorbing the constable’s enthusiasm.  “Can I get you a drink?”

      “Orange juice and lemonade please, and can you make it a pint?  I suddenly feel thirsty sitting out in the sun.”

      Dotty bought their drinks at the bar inside, ordering a bitter lemon for herself, and as she emerged through the front door, she looked across at the village green.

      It was a wedge shape, with a lane and houses running down each side to the point where it met the path that ran alongside the River Coln.  The village was partly named after the river, which ran parallel with the main street.

      Men dressed in white outfits were climbing out of a minibus parked next to the green.

      As she placed their drinks on a circular pub table, Dotty noticed an elderly couple carry plates of food out of their house, three doors down, and settle themselves on a wooden bench, facing the green.

      She picked up the menu, which consisted of a single sheet of paper, as Constable Varma asked, “Did you watch Inspector Evans’ press conference on Monday?”

      “No, but Aunt Beanie has been following the case and giving me regular updates.  I understand the reporters were annoyed that the inspector refused to confirm if Zenobia’s death was accidental or if someone else was involved.”

      “It could still be accidental even if someone else was involved, and,” Constable Varma leaned forward and lowered her voice, “we think there was.”  She sat up.  “But don’t tell anyone.”

      “Have you found out who?”

      “Possibly.  We think we’ve identified the mystery intruder.”

      “Did someone really climb up to the turret window?”  Dotty picked up her glass.

      “The inspector thinks so.  Sergeant Unwin didn’t find a hotel called The Hollies and no bed and breakfasts have rooms with that name.  So guess who had to search the internet?  Do you have any idea how many people rent out properties, even single rooms, in their houses?  It’s creepy.  Just think who could be staying.”

      “A murderer,” suggested Dotty dryly.

      A group of young mums with toddlers and babies in pushchairs arranged themselves noisily at another table outside the pub.

      Constable Varma continued, “After searching online, I spent the rest of yesterday on the phone.  Eventually I spoke to a woman who’s converted her outbuildings into small suites she’s called The Hollies.  And one of them was occupied by a young man on Saturday night, who arrived back late and woke her up.  He said he’d lost his key.  She thought he was drunk and had been in a fight as his jeans were ripped and he had a fresh scratch across his cheek.  Also, next morning she noticed his muddy trainers outside his room.”

      “Who was he?”

      Constable Varma removed her notebook from her trouser pocket.  “He gave his name as Felix Jefferson, and he was in his mid-twenties with deep copper-coloured skin.”

      Dotty drew her eyebrows together as she considered the woman’s description.

      “What?  Do you know him?” asked Constable Varma.

      “I’m not sure, but a man fitting that description kept turning up whenever Zenobia was around.  I first saw him loitering outside a clothes shop in Cirencester, and then he arrived at The Antique Tour without anything to value.  Mel sent him away, but he returned several hours later carrying a marble bust.”

      “That sounds odd.  It’s not as if you go to your local garden centre and buy one of those.”

      “It depends on the garden centre,” mused Dotty.  Where had he found the statue?  And why was he hanging around Zenobia?

      Constable Varma picked up her menu as a middle-aged couple sat down at the table next to them.  “Shall we order?”

      As Dotty felt comfortable and warm sitting outside in the sun, she chose a chicken, mango and bacon salad.

      “That sounds good,” agreed Constable Varma, “I’ll have the same, but without the chicken and bacon.”  She stood up, bumping clumsily against the table behind her.  ‘Oh, toda.”  She apologised to an elderly couple at the table and headed inside the pub to order.

      Across on the green, several of the morris dancers appeared to be fighting each other with wooden battens.  She thought morris dancing was an uplifting display.

      Constable Varma sat back down and asked, “What did you do to Sergeant Unwin?  He hasn’t mentioned you once since his visit to Windrush Hall.”

      Dotty smiled.  “I think he liked the dressed-up Dotty with expensive clothes and perfectly coiffured hair.  Not the regular one with her hair tied up in a knot, wearing an old skirt and her deceased husband’s shirt.”

      Constable Varma giggled.

      “Although,” hesitated Dotty, “it would be nice to buy some new clothes.  My denim skirt and Al’s shirts aren’t really appropriate for the work at Akemans, especially since I’m visiting some smart houses with David Rook.  But I’m not sure where to go.”

      “Cheltenham,” declared Constable Varma.  “I’d like to look round myself, but I better wait until payday at the end of the month.  Talking of work, can you look through my application form for the sergeant’s job with the Rural, Heritage and Wildlife Unit?”

      As Constable Varma handed Dotty the papers, she heard accordion music.

      The Morris dancers had added red or blue sashes to their white outfits and they all wore straw hats decorated with fresh flowers.  The wooden battens were not weapons, but part of the dance routine.

      The men formed two rows facing each other and began to skip, jump and turn in time to the music.  The wooden battens made hollow sounds as the men tapped the ends on the floor and then against one another’s battens.  Some of them wore strings of bells wrapped around their calves, which jingled as they moved.

      Only in England, Dotty thought contentedly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The previous porter at Akemans, before Norman, had delivered auction catalogues to the shops and post offices in the surrounding towns and villages, but Dotty had willingly taken over the task.

      She enjoyed exploring the Cotswolds and was even making friends with some of the shopkeepers and regular customers who awaited her arrival.

      She delivered the majority of brochures on Friday, but on Saturday mornings, she made her rounds of the villages closest to Coln Akeman.

      It was a damp, drizzly Saturday, and she was relieved that her last stop was the post office in her hometown, Fairford.  She parked in the small car park at the top of High Street, beside the open parkland of Fairford Park and Farmor’s School.  The River Coln flowed peacefully nearby.

      It was always a race against time to reach the Post Office before closing time, but today she had half an hour to spare.  She handed brochures to the customers waiting in line and left a stack on the usual shelf inside the shop.  Waving to the two women behind the counter, she pulled the hood of her raincoat up and stepped outside.

      “Dotty, there you are,” called Aunt Beanie.  She was standing on the pavement at the entrance to a three-storey stone building which housed the parish offices and community centre.

      Dotty joined her and asked, “How was your church meeting?  Are you on better terms with the vicar?”

      “I’ve served my penance,” replied Aunt Beanie airily as she linked arms with Dotty and walked with her back to the car park.

      The drive home took only a minute once they’d crossed the stone bridge over the River Coln.

      “I’m so pleased the contractors have put cows in the meadow fields,” acknowledged Aunt Beanie.  “Cliff always used to keep cows in those fields when he was well enough to run the farm.”

      A large black Daimler passed them, heading towards Fairford.  The elderly driver was hunched over the wheel.

      “That looked like Zenobia Richardson’s butler, Benson,” remarked Aunt Beanie, swivelling around in her seat to watch the retreating car.  “I wonder where he’s been?”

      As they parked in the yard at Meadowbank Farm, Norman appeared and when they climbed out of Dotty's car he asked, “Have you seen Benson?”

      “So it was him,” replied Aunt Beanie.  “He was driving a large black car into Fairford.  Why are you holding a scythe?  It looks as if you’re auditioning for the part of grim reaper.”

      Norman looked put out as he replied, “Benson asked if I had one he could borrow, to cut back weeds from the wood which are encroaching onto the lawn at Windrush Hall.  He said he didn’t trust strimmers.”

      “Has Benson added gardening to his job description?” asked Aunt Beanie.

      “There isn’t much butlering to do for a cat, or cooking for that matter.  Benson and Françoise are happy to take on some of the everyday gardening jobs which I’ve agreed to oversee, and I’m allowed to hire people for trickier jobs, and those that require brute strength.”

      “Well, good for you all,” commented Auntie Beanie as she passed Norman and went inside the farmhouse.

      “I think it’s a great idea,” agreed Dotty as she locked her car and walked towards her front door.

      “Come round for lunch, Dotty,” invited Norman.  “Benson brought a cool box full of food for us.  Most generous.”

      Inside the main bedroom of her cottage, which looked out over Aunt Beanie’s garden and the meadow to the River Coln, Dotty peeled off her damp clothes and changed into her jeans and a cosy jumper.

      “Earl Grey,” she called.  He had been asleep on her bed when she left this morning.

      There was no sign of her furry cat, and she presumed he was in the farmhouse with his friend, Agatha.

      She entered the farmhouse kitchen but was surprised to find the black Berkshire pig alone, stretched out along the bottom of the Aga range cooker.  “Have you seen Earl Grey?”

      Norman was removing clingfilm from paper plates piled with slices of quiche, homemade scones and individual pies.  “He was here not long ago, sleeping next to Agatha.  In fact, I expected to find him on the table when I returned, as he was sniffing around Benson’s cool box.  Does he like pies?”

      “You know Earl Grey.  He isn’t fussy and will try most things.”

      Norman looked at her sympathetically.  “Let’s have lunch, and if he hasn’t appeared when we’ve finished, I’ll help you look for him.  I’m sure he hasn’t gone far.  He hates the rain.”
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      Dotty padded into Aunt Beanie’s farmhouse kitchen on Sunday morning wearing Al’s faded blue towelling dressing gown over her floral nightdress.

      Uncle Cliff was already positioned in an armchair by the French windows in the conservatory area at the end of the kitchen, wearing a pair of headphones.

      Aunt Beanie bustled in and enquired, “Sleep well?”

      Dotty shook her head of crumpled hair and replied, “No, I couldn’t stop thinking about Earl Grey stuck down a hole.  I swear I heard his pitiful meow during the night.”  She laid her forearms and her head on the pine table.

      She heard Aunt Beanie lift one of the heavy metal lids on the Aga and place the kettle on a hotplate to boil.

      In a sympathetic tone, Aunt Beanie said, “Norman was up and about early looking for him.  The rain has stopped, for now, but it’s still very windy.”

      Dotty thought that would be worse for Earl Grey.  All the frightening noises wind could make and, if he was trapped in an outbuilding, they’d be unlikely to hear his meows and he’d probably be huddled in a corner with fright.

      And what if he was hungry?  Or thirsty?  Or cold?  Or all of those things?  She groaned as Aunt Beanie placed a cup on the table and she smelt a mint fragrance.

      “I bought some Twinnings Morning Blend tea to try,” commented Aunt Beanie.  “It certainly has a reviving smell.”

      Dotty lifted her head and inhaled the sharp, fresh aroma, and reached for the cup.  As she took her first sip, the kitchen door opened and Norman appeared, carrying a rolled up bundle of newspapers.  He moved his flat tweed cap and placed it on the side of the Aga.  “It’s a bit blustery out there.”

      “Did you find Earl Grey?” asked Dotty but she already knew the answer.

      Norman exchanged a clenched smile with Aunt Beanie and came to sit at the table with Dotty.  “I’m afraid not.  I searched the outbuildings again, calling for him, but there was no response.  I also asked in the Co-op in town this morning but they hadn’t heard anything about a stray cat.  They would be happy for you to put up a poster behind the counter if you’d like to.”

      “And I’m sure the Post Office would let you put one in their window tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow, thought Dotty.  Would Earl Grey survive until tomorrow?

      Aunt Beanie placed a mug of coffee in front of Norman and joined them at the table.

      Norman grunted his approval as he unwrapped the bundle and removed the main section of The Mail on Sunday.  As he spread it on the table, he noted, “The government is in trouble again.”

      “Nothing new there,” responded Aunt Beanie as she extracted the ‘You’ magazine from the remaining sections of the newspaper.

      Silence fell over the kitchen and Dotty stared over Uncle Cliff’s head at the garden beyond.  The morning light was dull and grey and the blossom from the apple tree twirled as it was whisked away from the tree branches.  As if it wanted to deepen her melancholy mood, rain splattered against the full-height conservatory windows.

      “Now this is interesting,” remarked Aunt Beanie, pulling the magazine closer to her.  “A priceless statue of Lady Justice, discovered at a recent filming of The Antique Tour, is going on display at Carlow Gallery in Cork Street, in London’s West End, before being auctioned at Gainfords.”

      She looked up.  “If Gilmore’s auction house has agreed to sell it, after last year’s controversy over that Roman sculpture, they must have found someone important to authenticate it.”  She looked at Dotty and announced, “We should go.”

      Norman looked up.  “Go where?”

      “To the see the exhibition.”

      “But it’s in London.”  Norman sounded alarmed.

      “Yes, it’s not like it’s St Petersburg in Russia.  You can catch a train from Kemble direct to Paddington station.”

      “Personally,” mused Norman, “I’d rather go to St Petersburg.  Always fancied visiting the Hermitage Museum.”

      “Oh yes,” agreed Aunt Beanie.  “And the Shuvalov Palace, where the Fabergé Museum is housed, is supposed to be beautiful.  But I digress.”  She turned to Dotty.  “What do you think about a trip to London?”

      “The auction’s this week,” Dotty replied dully.  At least she’d be busy and have less time to worry about Earl Grey.

      “Of course it is.  Anything special in the catalogue?”

      “Not really, the usual house clearance items.  Tables, chairs and boxes of crockery, glasses and odds and ends.”

      “We could go on Friday, after the auction,” Aunt Beanie suggested, “and ask Constable Varma to join us.  I’m sure she needs a break from Inspector Evans.”

      “She’s probably working, and I don’t think she can afford a trip to London.”

      “Nonsense.  I’ll pay.  It’ll be my treat for coming with me.  I’m excited just thinking about it.”

      Dotty smiled weakly.  It was hard not to be infected by the older woman’s enthusiasm.

      “This is interesting,” noted Norman.  “Felix Jefferson, 26, has been taken to Cirencester police station in connection with the death of Zenobia Richardson.  The police have not revealed details about his link to the famous opera singer, who tragically died last weekend.”

      Aunt Beanie turned the page of her magazine and gasped.

      “What is it?” asked Norman, without looking up.

      “A double page article about Zenobia’s assistant, Serena De Rossi, accompanied by a large glossy photo of her in an unnecessarily revealing pose.  And it’s titled, ‘How Zenobia Richardson couldn’t live without me’.  What poppycock.”

      But Aunt Beanie read on.  “Zenobia was so distraught when I told her I was leaving to pursue my own singing career, which I stopped when she begged me to become her personal assistant, that she threw herself down the stairs.”  Aunt Beanie wrinkled her nose.  “Shameful behaviour.”

      “And I doubt Inspect Evans will be happy about it,” remarked Norman.

      “Certainly not,” agreed Aunt Beanie.  “But it’s utter rot.  I heard her sing once at the London Opera House and she would never have made a soprano, she didn’t have the range.  If it hadn’t been for Zenobia, she’d have eked out a living singing in the chorus.”

      “Still,” considered Norman, “It’s good publicity if she does want to sing again.”

      Dotty thought about the last time she had seen Serena, at Windrush Hall and said, “And it’s good news for Zenobia’s fan club, which Serena runs.”  She looked at Aunt Beanie and continued, “When I went with you to Windrush Hall for the private tour, I remember her setting up a display of Zenobia’s opera singing merchandise, and David and I witnessed her loading it into her car before she left.”

      Aunt Beanie looked down at the magazine and read, “I miss her dearly, and if you do too, why not join her fan club for a special introductory price of £29.99.  You’ll also have the chance to buy her exclusive Best of CD for £10.99 plus postage and packaging.”

      “Disgraceful,” cried Aunt Beanie, throwing the magazine across the table.
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      Dotty woke early the following Friday, and after a quick shower, she stood in her bedroom wearing only a towel, trying to decide if she would wear her wrap dress or her jeans with a nice top to London.  She peeked through the curtains and saw the sun had risen into a cloudless sky.  Wrap dress it was.

      The week had been busy, and the auction a success and thankfully uneventful.  She’d been surprised by the number of in-person bidders on Thursday, as there were no star attractions, but it had been a miserable wet day.

      She glanced at the bottom of her bed, still expecting Earl Grey to be curled up on it, and her stomach ached.  There had been no sign of him on the farm and although a couple of people had called her, after she’d printed and put up ‘Lost’ posters around Fairford, they had been false alarms.

      One lady just wanted rid of a litter of unwanted kittens which were sweet as they rolled about and fought on her living room carpet, but they weren’t her large cuddly, Earl Grey.

      “Are you ready?” called Aunt Beanie from below.  “Norman’s starting the Land Rover.”

      Aunt Beanie and Dotty squeezed into the front passenger seats of the farm’s Land Rover Defender and Norman manoeuvred the long gear stick and drove out of the farmyard.  Avoiding the morning rush hour traffic on the main Swindon to Cheltenham road, they followed the country lanes to the lakes of Cotswold Water Park.

      “I remember when these were limestone quarries,” reflected Norman.

      “They’ve done a good job turning them into nature reserves and recreation areas,” agreed Aunt Beanie.

      “Reckon those houses they built beside the lakes are worth a bit.”

      “They will be now that silly planning rule has been removed, where owners had to vacate for one month a year.  Nobody ever did, and it’s far better for local businesses to have permanent occupiers, rather than Londoners using the houses as holiday homes, although I know some still do.”

      Kemble was a small rural station with a single-storey, Victorian stone ticket office.  As Norman drove up to the front of the building Dotty spotted David and Marion Rook waiting outside.

      David had thought the trip a marvellous idea, and he’d persuaded Marion and Gilly to join them.  George had a parent-teacher meeting in the afternoon so she was staying behind at the auction house and helping Norman pack up and dispatch items from the previous day’s auction.

      “Excellent,” declared David, “You’re in good time.”

      A small, white Mini Metro police car, with orange stripes running down each side, drove into the car park beside the station building.

      “And that will be Constable Varma, so we’re only waiting for Gilly,” said David in a satisfied tone.

      “I do hope she’s on time,” remarked Marion.

      “Have a good day, and let me know what time your train is due in this afternoon, and I’ll come and pick you up.”  Norman climbed into the Land Rover which spluttered into life and he drove away.

      “Isn’t this exciting?” exclaimed Constable Varma as she joined them.  She wore a deep-green tunic over baggy black trousers.

      “Do you all have your tickets?” asked David.

      The women removed pieces of paper from a range of handbags.  Dotty and Constable Varma had both chosen discreet bags which they wore across their bodies.  Dotty had heard stories about pick pockets and handbag snatchers in London, so she wanted to be careful.

      Aunt Beanie hadn’t taken such precautions and carried a large, blue and white striped straw basket.

      David looked impatiently at his watch and tapped his foot.  “We’ll give Gilly two more minutes and then we’ll have to go through to platform 1 to wait for our train.”

      They chattered for a bit but there was still no sign of Gilly.  “Come on, everyone,” instructed David, and they passed through the ticket barrier onto the station platform and joined a smattering of other people, mostly men wearing business suits, waiting for the London train.

      Although on the main line between London and Wales, the small station was attractive and had retained its original features.

      There were only two platforms, linked by a covered wooden footbridge, and above each were ornate wooden canopies edged with wooden dagger shaped moulding.  Dotty wondered if this was the Victorian version of bunting.

      David turned to the group.  “A trick of mine is to sit in the restaurant car and have breakfast, and stay there all the way to London.  The train becomes very crowded after Reading.”

      Dotty heard a crackle along the overhead electric lines.

      “Here it comes.  Everyone stand back.”  David held his arms out and stepped back a pace.

      As the smart pine-green GWR train pulled into the station, Gilly rushed onto the platform.  Her glasses were askew, and she was sweating.  “So sorry I’m late.  Peter was away half the night attending to a patient who’d suffered a stroke, and we both slept through this morning’s alarm.”  She took a deep breath as the train doors swished open and they climbed aboard.

      The restaurant car was half full, but they found two tables, one set for four people and the other for two, across the aisle from each other.  Marion sat down at the smaller table, so Constable Varma and Dotty slid across the double seats to the window of the larger table, where they were joined by Aunt Beanie and Gilly.

      Gilly sat back and closed her eyes.

      “Isn’t this fun, and breakfast too,” enthused Aunt Beanie.

      Constable Varma was studying the menu and shaking her head.

      “This’ll be my treat ladies.  I’ve just been paid for the private tour I conducted around Windrush Hall.  Very lucrative, and such a shame there won’t be any more.”

      “Thank you,” gushed Constable Varma, perking up.

      “A pleasure, constable.”

      “Please, everyone, call me, Keya.  Constable Varma is so formal and besides,” she giggled, “I’m working undercover today.”

      “How did you manage that?”  Aunt Beanie raised her eyebrows.

      “I persuaded Inspector Evans we needed to check out the sculpture, as there’s been a lot of fuss about it in the newspapers.  I told him you never know who you might bump into at these events.  Actually, I think he was distracted searching about gardens on the internet.  He just grunted his approval.”

      Dotty watched two waiters, further along the carriage, serve a table of four women who also appeared excited about the day ahead.  They toasted each other with glasses of champagne before the waiters served them breakfast.

      Dotty was surprised and amazed at the waiters’ skill as they placed each breakfast item on the ladies’ plates.  She would have expected the chef to load up the plates in the kitchen and the waiters to carry them through to the restaurant car.

      The train banked as it swept around a corner, but the waiters appeared unperturbed and carried on serving.

      One of the waiters lifted his head and Dotty noticed a scar running across his deep, copper coloured cheek.  He quickly bowed his head and continued serving, but Dotty thought she’d seen a spark of recognition in his eyes.

      The second waiter approached their table and took their orders.  Everyone ordered a full English breakfast apart from Keya who chose eggs Florentine.

      Aunt Beanie regaled them with stories about previous trips to London, and Dotty enjoyed the party atmosphere, while continuing to watch the waiter.

      “Excuse me,” she said, and Aunt Beanie shuffled out of her seat to allow Dotty to pass.  Dotty made her way down the carriage to the kitchen area where the waiter was wrapping knives and forks in white cotton napkins.

      Summoning her strength and courage, she asked, “Isn’t it time we were introduced?  I presume you are Felix Jefferson.”

      The waiter reached for another napkin.

      With a note of awe in her voice, Dotty asked, “Did you really climb up the clematis trellis on the side of the turret at Charbury Castle Hotel?”

      Felix glanced at Dotty and smiled nervously before continuing with his work.

      “It was very brave,” pressed Dotty.

      “Not really.  The trellis was like a ladder and easy enough to climb.”  It had been covered in a thick layer of clematis leaves and flowers, so Dotty doubted it had been as simple as Felix made out.

      “But why take the risk when you had no idea if you could get in through the top window?”

      “It wasn’t a risk.  I’d unfastened the turret window in the afternoon.  I overheard the Australian lady say all the short-listed items, to be filmed on Sunday, would be kept overnight on the second floor, and security wouldn’t be an issue as the crew were sleeping on the same floor.  Someone joked, ‘Even Zenobia’, and she said yes.”

      “Come on, Felix, take the plates.  We’re ready to serve,” admonished the chef, through the open kitchen hatch.

      “This is your food, miss.”

      On an impulse, Dotty asked, “When does your shift finish?”

      “When we pull into Paddington station.  Why?”

      “Then why not join us?  We’re going to an exhibition which is displaying the bronze statue from that weekend.  The one that could be worth millions of pounds.”

      “Felix,” called the chef.

      “Excuse me.”  Felix picked up a pile of plates and carried them down to Dotty’s group’s tables, where he carefully placed one in front of everyone except Keya.  He returned, and the chef handed him a plate with two poached eggs sitting on spinach-covered English muffins.  A white jug held a rich yellow sauce.

      “Please, miss.  I need to work.”

      “Will you join us when we reach Paddington?”

      Felix signed.  “I suppose so, but I don’t know about any exhibition.”

      Dotty and her friends ate their breakfasts enthusiastically, and they were finishing their second cups of tea and coffee when the guard announced over the tannoy, “Next station, London Paddington.  This train terminates at London Paddington.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Marion and David gathered their belongings together and led Gilly, Aunt Beanie, Keya and Dotty off the train.  Dotty hesitated beside the restaurant car door closest to the front of the train.

      “I’m not sure we’ll all fit into one taxi,” declared David.

      “Taxi,” repeated Aunt Beanie.  “Much quicker and cheaper to take the underground.  The Bakerloo line goes directly to Oxford Circus, and it’s less than ten minutes’ walk to Cork Street from there.”

      The other waiter, who’d been serving the people in the restaurant carriage, climbed down from the train.

      “Is Felix coming?” asked Dotty.

      “He’s just getting his coat.”

      Aunt Beanie and David were still arguing about the best mode of transport as Felix stepped down onto the platform.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      “I’ll come with you as far as the tube station.  You can ask me what you want on the way.”

      “I’m going by tube,” insisted Aunt Beanie.  “As you said, there isn’t enough room in a taxi for all of us.”

      “I’ll come too,” added Dotty quickly, “And so will Keya, won’t you?”  She looked round at her friend, who shrugged her shoulders.

      “That’s settled,” announced Aunt Beanie.  “Race you,” and she set off down the platform with such speed that Dotty, Keya and Felix had to run to catch her up.

      As they slowed to a walk, Dotty said, “This is Felix.”

      Keya looked at him and screwed up her eyes.  “Hang on, I know you.  Sergeant Unwin brought you in for questioning.  You climbed the turret at Charbury Castle Hotel.”

      “That was very daring of you,” remarked Aunt Beanie, hoisting her straw basket further up her arm.

      Felix stopped.  “You didn’t tell me the police were with you.”

      “Keya’s not really police,” replied Dotty brightly.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her friend frown.  “Well, she is, but she’s the nice, understanding side of the force.  Anyway, it’s her day off.”

      Dotty hid her hand behind her back and crossed her fingers.  “Look, we only want to find out what happened when you climbed into the library at the hotel.  If Inspector Evans thinks you’re involved, he’ll tease away at you like a terrier and you won’t have any peace.  It’s far better to let us help you discover the truth,” Dotty reasoned.

      “Come on,” insisted Aunt Beanie.

      They set off again at a jog towards Paddington underground station.

      “What ticket do I buy?” asked Keya.

      “If you don’t have an Oyster card, just use your credit card,” instructed Aunt Beanie, removing a blue card from her wallet.

      “Hold the card against the yellow pad on the right of the barrier and do the same at Oxford Circus when you leave.”  Aunt Beanie marched across to a row of metal gates, held her card against the pad and the gate flicked open, allowing her through.

      Gingerly, Dotty followed her lead and Felix was relaxed as he also used a blue plastic card to open the gates.  There was a cry behind them as Keya rushed through the gates before they closed on her.

      “Dangerous place, London,” she remarked.

      The platform was only a third full and the monitor above it told them they had one minute to wait until the first train, which terminated at a place called Elephant and Castle.  Dotty felt a rush of air and then a squat white train with red doors and a blue undercarriage pulled into the station with a whoosh.

      They climbed aboard and found a pair of double seats facing each other.  Dotty decide to start at the beginning and asked, “How did you know Zenobia Richardson?”

      Felix replied, “We met when I sang alongside her at the National Theatre.”

      “Wow, you’re an opera singer.”  Dotty raised her voice as the noise increased along with the train’s speed.

      “I’m a blues singer, but I was asked to sing a supporting role in a new opera, and it was great fun.  I’d only performed in nightclubs and small venues before, so to stand on stage in front of nearly twelve hundred people, it was exhilarating.”

      As they pulled into Marylebone Station, Felix’s eyes flashed with energy until a shadow passed across them.  “But Zenobia Richardson didn’t like someone else gaining attention, nor did she like to be turned down.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Keya.

      “I think I know,” nodded Aunt Beanie sagely.  “A young, virile man like yourself.  Zenobia wouldn’t be able to help herself.  But she wasn’t your type, was she?”

      Felix’s cheeks shone, and he looked down at the floor.

      The train stopped at Baker Street and lots of people disembarked while others got on.  A teenager wearing a large pair of black headphones, which didn’t entirely hide the rhythmic bass sound of the music he was listening to, sat across the aisle from them.

      As the train moved away from the station, Felix whispered, “You’re right.  I’m gay, but because I refused her advances, she started blaming me when things went wrong, and then she accused me of assaulting her.  It was a complete lie, but who do you think they believed?  An established star or new black singer?  I was dismissed from the show and I haven’t been able to get a part in a show since.”

      “So why have you been hanging around Zenobia?” asked Dotty.

      “I’m fed up of scratching a living as a waiter and only being given the odd slot to sing at nightclubs.  The stage was fun, and I know I have the talent to perform, if only someone will give me a chance.”

      “So why hang around Zenobia?” repeated Dotty.

      “She ruined my life, but I thought if I apologised, she would lift whatever invisible embargo she had preventing me from landing a singing role.  But I could never get close.  That talentless assistant always spotted me and sent me away.”

      “So, what happened on Saturday evening?” asked Keya.

      “This is Oxford Circus,” a voice announced.  “Change here for the Central and Victoria lines.”

      Dotty, Keya and Aunt Beanie stood up.

      “Aren’t you coming?” enquired Dotty.

      Felix consulted his watch.  “I suppose I might as well.”

      Aunt Beanie led them through the maze of corridors and out onto Regent Street.  Dotty was taken aback by the imposing five and six-storey stone buildings and the sheer number of people who pushed passed them.

      And the noise.  Black taxis honked and the shoes of crowds of people slapped the stone pavement as they walked.  She watched the red London buses slowly moving along the road.

      As Aunt Beanie marched ahead, Keya and Dotty stared at the passing window displays of world renowned clothing brands.

      “Can we go in here?” cried Keya as a line of red canopies, protruding from a stone building, revealed they were outside the famous Hamleys toy shop.

      “Not now,” replied Aunt Beanie as she skirted a group of animated children.  “This way,” she instructed, and they followed her as she crossed one lane of Regent Street, stopped on the central reservation for a gap in the slow-moving traffic, and crossed the second lane.  They turned into a quiet, elegant side street with cars parked outside expensive looking restaurants.

      Dotty walked alongside Felix and asked, “So, what did happen on Saturday night?”

      “Despite buying a marble bust at the Antiques Centre in Cirencester, I wasn’t able to speak to Zenobia properly during her valuation.  When I heard she was staying at the hotel, I asked for a room but none were available.  Instead, I looked on the internet and found somewhere to stay nearby.  Then I looked for a way to speak to her on her own, without the possessive presence of her assistant.  I hoped it would be in the bar or restaurant, but just in case, I made a back-up plan.”

      “To climb up the side of the hotel and break in through the turret window,” remarked Keya.

      “I wasn’t breaking in.”

      “How did you know which room was Zenobia’s?” Dotty asked, wanting to keep the conversation casual.

      “While I was hanging around the hotel lobby, the receptionist was called away and I was able to look on her screen.”

      “So your plan was to climb up the tower, into the library, and knock on her door.  What if she was asleep or refused to open it?” Keya frowned.

      He shrugged.  “I would have waited.  Slept in the corridor outside her room if necessary.  I wasn’t leaving until I spoke to her.”

      Dotty turned to him and asked, “And did you?”
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      Aunt Beanie certainly knew her way around London’s smart West End.  She turned left onto Saville Row, famous for its men’s outfitters, and Dotty glanced into the windows of elegant shops displaying tweed and wool suits.

      Then they turned right and entered Clifford Street, with large Georgian townhouse-style buildings and a scattering of restaurants and specialist shops at ground floor level.

      “Here we are, Cork Street,” announced Aunt Beanie.

      As they entered a tarpaulin-covered tunnel that protected them from the construction works on the building above, Dotty repeated, “Did you speak to Zenobia?”

      “Yes,” admitted Felix.  “When I pushed open the turret window, I heard a man’s voice call ‘goodnight’ and a door close.  It was awkward climbing through the window and as I twisted around, I caught my jeans on the ledge as I tumbled to the floor.  It was not the discreet entrance I had been hoping for.”  He grinned sheepishly.

      “I had no idea who was in the library until I heard Zenobia shout out, ‘Who’s there?’.  This was the opportunity I’d been waiting for, but I hesitated.  Zenobia called out again, so I stood up, brushed myself down and walked as confidently as I could into the room.”

      “What was Zenobia doing?” asked Dotty.

      “It was strange.  She was sitting on a chair facing a sculpture, presumably the one we’ve come to see today, with her laptop, and a notebook and pencil beside the chair.”

      Dotty turned to Keya.  “That must be the notebook we found.  And have the police accessed her laptop?”

      “Yes, but there wasn’t anything incriminating or exciting.  Her last internet searches were all about the history of bronze sculptures and that sort of thing.”

      “A draw,” declared Aunt Beanie.

      Dotty, Keya and Felix came to a halt beside some black railings, outside a Georgian brick building with a glass shop front.

      Gilly, Marion and David stepped out of a black cab, which had just pulled to a stop beside the kerb.

      “I hope you had a pleasant journey,” said David.

      Dotty felt flushed and a little dishevelled after her march through the West End.

      “Isn’t London a fascinating place?” enthused Gilly, smiling widely.

      “Shall we?” David pushed open a black panelled door and they entered Carlow Gallery.

      It was surprisingly light inside.  The room occupied the full width of the building and extended back at least twenty metres.  The walls were painted white but were not stark and cold but warm, perhaps as a result of the mellow wooden floor and lines of overhead lighting.

      Pictures and paintings hung on the walls while statues, sculptures and other collectables were displayed on plinths or inside glass boxes, placed around the gallery.  A crowd of people were gathered at the far end.

      Casper Dupré held his arms out in greeting and called, “It’s the country set.  Welcome to my humble abode.”

      “Thank you, Casper,” replied David.  “You know my wife, Marion, and this is Gilly Wimsey, a colleague at Akemans Antiques, and Bernadette Devereux, who founded the company.”

      Casper shook hands with each of them as Keya commented, “I’d forgotten Aunt Beanie set up and ran Akemans.”

      “I think she misses being involved in the antiques world,” replied Dotty.

      A dark-haired man wearing a waistcoat over a striped shirt and pair of jeans turned towards Dotty and smiled.  It was Gilmore, but before Dotty could approach him, David called, “Gilmore, thank you for coming this morning.”  The two men moved further into the gallery.

      Dotty spotted a table of refreshments to her left.  “Let’s grab a drink and see if we can finish our discussion.”

      She, Keya and Felix stood in a corner holding glasses of orange juice and water.

      “To recap,” began Dotty, “you climbed into the library through the turret window and heard a man leaving the room.  I think that was David.  You found Zenobia alone, studying the sculpture.  I know, from discussions with David and Gilmore, that she was worried about making a fool of herself, or even worse, jeopardising her career if she made the wrong valuation on Sunday.  That must be why she was researching it.  So what happened next?”

      “She didn’t even recognise me.”  Felix bowed his head.  “She’d ruined my career, but it meant so little to her.  It rather knocked my confidence, and I clammed up, but she kept badgering me, asking what I wanted.  Eventually I snapped and cried, ‘I want my life back’.  That surprised her.” Felix smiled, but it did not reach his eyes.

      “I explained who I was and how my career was in ruins, all because she had me sacked from the show at the National.  She waved her hands airily and told me to keep trying, and if I had talent, I’d land another role.  Then she told me to go away, but I refused.  I said I wasn’t going anywhere until she lifted the curse which was stopping me getting parts, and I sat down.

      “She huffed and puffed and eventually said, ‘all right, I can’t concentrate with you staring at me.  If I write you a note, will that do?  Marcel is auditioning singers for a new show at the Soho Theatre.  Take it along to him and see if you get a part.  But if you don’t, stop blaming me for your woes’.”

      “And did you?” asked Keya, wide eyed.

      “The first round of auditions was last week, when you had me banged up in your police station.”

      Keya bit her lip.

      “But there are auditions for the minor parts this afternoon, and the theatre is near here, which is why I’m happy to hang around here, with you lot this morning, rather than go home.”

      Dotty smiled.  “That’s really exciting, and well done.  And what happened after Zenobia gave you the note?”

      “My nerves got the better of me.  I stammered my thanks and ran down the staircase and out of the side door, by the bar.  There were still people drinking in there, so they, or the barman, should have seen me leave.”

      “I’ll make sure we check,” agreed Keya.
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      The crowd at the far end of the gallery dispersed and Dotty saw the bronze of Lady Justice illuminated in a glass case.

      “Shall we view the sculpture?” asked Dotty.  “It is the reason we came.”

      Still cradling their soft drinks, Dotty, Keya and Felix navigated around other visitors and works of art and approached the centrepiece of the exhibition.

      It appeared far more impressive on display in the gallery, rather than in the hotel garden or library, and Dotty marvelled at the detailing of the folds of the figure’s gown and the scales she carried, which contrasted with her smooth skin.  The effect was captivating.

      “I can understand what all the fuss is about,” Felix commented as he slowly walked around the glass case, studying the sculpture from all angles.

      “But it’s all rusty.” Keya sounded disappointed.

      Aunt Beanie must have overheard her.  “Wouldn’t you be if you were two thousand years old?  Bronze is an alloy created by melting copper and tin.  As the years pass, the copper oxidizes with the air and deteriorates.  Sculptures were finished by hand painting a protective layer, called a patina, but over time it wears down and the copper turns red, like her arm, or green as it is on her sword and around the base.”

      “So it really is from Roman times.”  Keya was staring at the sculpture with her mouth hanging open.

      “That’s what the experts say.”  Aunt Beanie pressed her lips together.

      A distinguished-looking gentleman approached, wearing a well-cut charcoal grey suit which accentuated his presence while disguising his slight paunch.  He asked, “What does your nose tell you about this treasure, Bernadette?  It’s certainly the talk of the town.”

      “Chief Inspector,” exclaimed Aunt Beanie.  “It’s not so much my nose as my gut, but since you’re here, I expect you have the same misgivings.”

      “It’s plain inspector at the moment, and has been since the Gloucestershire Antiques and Antiquities division closed down.  You left at the right time.  It was criminal closing the office with a number of cases still unsolved, especially those we’d been working on for several years.  As for this sculpture, it’s certainly unusual for a priceless antique to surface without anyone knowing about it.  But it does happen.”  He smiled thinly.

      “Like looted treasure reappearing in Iraqi museums?” Aunt Beanie remarked.

      “I see you haven’t let that one go.  Rumours continued after you left the division, but we could never pin any of them down.”

      Aunt Beanie’s mouth twitched.

      “I’m not saying you were wrong, but we didn’t have the resources to pursue it.”

      The inspector turned to Dotty, Keya and Felix.  Dotty had been listening to the conversation with interest while Keya and Felix whispered together on the far side of the display cabinet.

      “This is my young friend, and lodger, Dotty, who works at Akemans.”

      “Pleased to meet you.”  The man held out his hand for her to shake and smiled warmly.

      “And this is another friend, Constable Varma, or Keya as she’s told us to call her today.”  Aunt Beanie lowered her voice.  “She’s working undercover.”

      Felix’s face darkened as Keya sidled away from him.

      “Really, that’s most interesting,” mused the inspector.

      “It is?”  Aunt Beanie drew her eyebrows together.

      Dotty grabbed Felix’s arm as he stalked past her.  She whispered, “It was the only way Keya could afford the trip to London.”

      Felix scowled.

      “I’ve received an application from a Constable Varma for a sergeant’s position in the new Rural, Heritage and Wildlife Unit, which I will be heading up for Gloucestershire Police.”

      “You’re returning to the area?” Aunt Beanie grinned.

      “And I hope to reopen some of those unsolved cases.” He pressed his finger to the side of his nose.  “But that’s just between you and me.”  He turned to Keya and said, “So young lady, why do you want to join the new unit?”

      Keya hesitated, and Dotty nudged her gently in the back and whispered. “Go on, this is your chance.”

      “It will be fun, and interesting,” she said stiltedly, and gave Dotty an imploring look.

      Dotty nodded her encouragement.

      “And I love working with the local people and businesses in the Cotswolds and it’s such a wonderful area and I know I can help protect and support it.”

      “As you do now,” added Aunt Beanie.

      “Well said, constable.  Keep up the good work and you may find the position yours.  Bernadette, if I may?”  He indicated towards an empty area at the rear of the gallery, and the two of them moved away.

      “So you are on duty today,” Felix spat.

      Keya sighed.  “I’m always on duty to some extent.  And as Dotty said, now I know the full story, I can look for witnesses who were in the bar and saw you leave, well before Miss Richardson's body was found.”

      “If you say so.”  Felix appeared only partially appeased.

      Keya turned back to the statue and said, “The information on the back of the case says that there is a reserve on the statue of £500,000.  Is that like a price?”

      “A minimum price,” explained Dotty.

      “But I could buy a house for that, and a car, and a new wardrobe and holiday in the sun.”

      “You’re talking about a different world,” explained Felix.  “For rich people, buying a car is like me buying a new pair of trainers.  And I don’t think it’s because they like the sculpture.  The person who buys this claims the bragging rights for outbidding everyone else.  I’ve seen people like that in some of the clubs I’ve performed in, and I used to benefit when they gave me a £50 or £100 tip.  Now that’s a good gig to have.  Shame I lost so many of them.”

      “But if you get a new part in a show,” suggested Dotty.

      “If.”  Felix looked dejected.

      “The sculpture’s owner is a lucky man,” said Keya.

      “Yes,” Dotty agreed.  She looked back along the gallery and spotted Emery and Casper being greeted by a fashionably dressed couple, who Dotty recognised as actors from a recent Sunday evening television drama.  “And it isn’t doing Casper and his gallery any harm, either.”  She watched as the fashionable couple moved away, and Casper wrapped his arm around Emery’s thickset waist.  Emery wore a polo shirt, but it still strained against his muscled torso.

      “And it looks as if he and Emery have developed a close relationship since the weekend at Charbury Castle Hotel,” she added.

      Felix stood beside Dotty and followed her gaze.  “I know Casper Dupré.  Is he the owner of this place?  He’s a regular at one of the clubs I play in, and if you mean his partner, the bald-headed man wearing the tight fitting shirt, then they’ve been an item since Christmas.”

      Dotty turned to him, wide-eyed.  “But at the filming of The Antique Tour, they made out they’d only just met.  And how do you know how long they’ve been together?”

      “From that club I mentioned.  It was one of the few who supported me after the theatre fiasco, and I sing there three or four times a month.  I did some extra gigs over Christmas and New Year and I remember those two meeting.  The bald guy came in with other overly muscular friends and they caused a bit of trouble.  The manager was about to throw them out, but Casper intervened and calmed the situation down.  I’ve seen them together several times since then.”

      Dotty felt her stomach tighten.  “Then why did they pretend not to know each other?”
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      Dotty, Keya and Felix moved away from the bronze sculpture of Lady Justice as the fashionable actor couple moved towards it and were immediately accosted by three student-age girls holding out mobile phones.

      The couple fixed smiles on their faces as they became the focus of selfie photos.  Dotty wasn’t sure which was the bigger attraction, the sculpture or the couple.

      Felix looked at his watch.  “I better go and find somewhere quiet to prepare for my audition.”

      Dotty placed a hand on his arm.  “Good luck.  Do you have Zenobia’s letter?”

      Gilly joined them as Felix unfolded a piece of paper ripped from a notebook.  “I hope they believe Zenobia wrote it.”

      Gilly leaned over and looked at the note.  “Don’t give that away.  It could be worth something now she’s dead.”

      Felix wrinkled his forehead as he refolded the note.

      “And we’ll come and see you in the show, won’t we, Keya?” encouraged Dotty.

      “Of course.  I’d love to see a West End show.”

      “So would I,” agreed Gilly, “But for now I’d like to visit Ralph Lauren’s flagship store.  It’s supposed to be an exhibition in itself.  And there’s an interesting life-size statue of a horse and rider on the pavement in front of it.”

      They waved Felix goodbye and joined Aunt Beanie, Marion and David.

      David said, “I’ve booked a table at The Grill at The Dorchester at one-thirty.”

      “Inspector Ringrose is taking me to another exhibition,” announced Aunt Beanie.

      “And we’re going to look round the shops, aren’t we girls?” enthused Gilly.

      As they poured out of the gallery, Dotty heard David call, “Don’t be late for lunch.”
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      “We really must go,” said Dotty in an exasperated tone.  “It’s a fifteen-minute walk to The Dorchester Hotel.  Google maps say it’s on Park Lane.”

      “That sounds smart,” said Keya, but her attention was on the bright floral skirt displayed on the mannequin in front of her.  She lifted up the soft material and let go, watching it float back into place.

      The Polo Ralph Lauren store occupied a prominent corner position, and Dotty had noted one street was New Bond Street.  Inside, it was divided into rooms, each with a distinct theme.  Her favourite was devoted to classic menswear.

      The walls were covered with wooden panelling and the leather furniture and butler’s trays, with bottles of water for thirsty customers, enhanced the effect of a gentleman’s club.  A billiard table had been placed in the centre of the room, covered with a violet coloured felt cloth which supported a large silver trophy holding several orchid plants with white blooms.

      A display of menswear, including brown brogue shoes and a leather overnight bag, was neatly arranged upon it and she imagined a younger, more glamorous version of Benson, Zenobia’s butler, laying it out.

      She was now in the women’s section with Gilly and Keya.

      “What wonderful flowers,” exclaimed Gilly as she stepped behind two mannequins.  One was wearing a pretty blue and white floral dress and the other white trousers and a blue and white striped boating style top.  Behind them, a table held a huge display of blue hydrangeas and delphiniums, and white lilies and roses.

      “It is, but it’s time to leave,” insisted Dotty.  “I’ve looked up the restaurant we’re going to, and it has a Michelin star.  I don’t know about you two, but I’ve never eaten at such a place, and I don’t want to be late.”

      Gilly and Keya finally left the shop with Dotty, who followed the map on her phone as she led them up new New Bond Street to Bruton Street, around the top of Berkeley Square and along Hill Street, which appeared to be a mix of offices and upmarket period houses and flats.

      When the imposing Dorchester Hotel came into view, she stopped to take a breather.  The concave concrete front of the hotel didn’t face onto Park Lane but instead looked down it, with a private drop off area and small garden in front of the entrance.  The architecture of the building, including the iron railings across the front balconies, was an art deco style and this, together with two rows of red cyclamen above the entrance, captivated Dotty.

      A smiling doorman dressed in a green uniform, complete with a black top hat and bow tie, directed them to the Bar and Grill.  Dotty spotted an ornate gilt clock on the wall.  They were only five minutes late.

      The restaurant was much smaller than Dotty had expected.  David was seated at the head of a table set for seven people, and beside him were Aunt Beanie and Gilmore.  Dotty counted only twelve other tables, seating two to four people, although most of the bar seats which, unlike bar stools, had backs to them, were also occupied.

      The art deco theme continued through the geometric-shaped wooden floor tiles, and the patterns on the mirrored wall and ornate ceiling.  The overall colour scheme was cream, gold and brown.  It felt extremely opulent.

      Marion appeared and took the seat next to Gilmore as the others sat down.

      “I need a drink after that dash across Mayfair,” exclaimed Gilly, removing her navy cardigan and fanning her flushed face with her hand.

      David announced, “Gilmore has kindly ordered a bottle of champagne, and don’t worry about the cost, constable - sorry Keya - the company is paying.”

      Gilly grinned, and whispered to Dotty and Keya, “Even though George will be furious when she finds out we’ve been here.”

      As well as chilled champagne, the waiter bought each of them a small plate of delicacies which he said were, “Compliments of the chef.  I present lightly smoked trout mousse, a skewer of sea bream and a blini of salmon eggs.”

      Dotty leaned towards Keya and asked, “Can you eat this?”

      Keya looked slightly queasy.  “I do eat fish, but I’m not sure about the salmon eggs.”

      “If you don’t want them,” interjected Aunt Beanie, “Pass them along. They’re far tastier than caviar.”

      Dotty savoured the champagne, her delicious food and the ambiance of the restaurant.

      She was still lost in her own world when Aunt Beanie elbowed her in the side.  “Stop daydreaming and answer Gilmore’s question.”

      Dotty felt the heat rush to her cheeks as she stammered, “What question?”

      Gilmore smiled.  “I was only interested to know what you thought of the sculpture today?”

      “It looks very impressive, displayed in its case, in the gallery.  The light enhanced all the details.”

      “Who’s going to buy it for half a million pounds?” asked Keya, a note of doubt in her voice.

      “If it’s the real deal, a rich Arab sultan or Russian oligarch, most likely,” replied Gilmore.

      Dotty heard Keya mutter, “Money to burn,” under her breath.

      She looked from Gilmore to David to Aunt Beanie and said, “If it is the real deal, which is literally the million dollar question, how can its authenticity be either proved, or disproved?”

      David sat back and replied, “Shall we order before embarking on that discussion?”

      Dotty chose Cornish crab tart for her starter and pork with black pudding stuffed cabbage, which sounded intriguing, as her main course.

      “Wonderful to see such a great use of British ingredients,” enthused Aunt Beanie.

      When the waiter had taken all their orders and departed, David began, “There are a number of so-called tests, although most are easier to undertake with modern sculptures, where someone uses a real statuette to create a mould, from which a replica is cast.  Nobody has seen a sculpture exactly like the one on display, so it must be an original.”

      David sipped his champagne, so Gilmore continued.  “Next, we look at the detailing.  Replicas are often poorly defined but the chasing work, which is done when the bronze cast is cooling, is detailed and precise on this sculpture.  And there is a lot of detailing.  It took a skilled craftsman to finish it.”

      David took up the explanation.  “But the most difficult element to replicate is the wearing down of the patina which was painted on the sculpture to prevent it corroding.  You noticed the green and red tints?”

      “I pointed them out to her,” interrupted Aunt Beanie.

      “The Lady Justice is well preserved, but as expected, some of the patina has worn down.  It’s extremely difficult to fake that as it depends on the handling, atmosphere and, of course, the passage of time.”

      “But is it possible?” asked Dotty.

      The waiter returned and placed their starters on the table.

      David held his hands together as if praying and replied, “I believe so.”
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      On Tuesday morning, Norman drove himself and Dotty to Akemans Antiques in the farm’s Land Rover Defender.

      The red battery warning light had flashed on Dotty’s Skoda Fabia dashboard on Saturday morning as she was returning from the supermarket.  Norman told her it meant the battery had a fault and was not charging, and might need replacing.

      He helped her start her car on Monday morning and picked her up from the garage at Coln Akeman.  She was still waiting for an update on what work needed doing.

      She spent the morning finishing paperwork from the previous week’s auction.  A mahogany corner cabinet still needed collecting and two sets of dining tables and chairs, an assortment of table lamps and a collection of kitchen paraphernalia needed returning to the store to be re-presented at the following month’s auction.

      George stalked into the office and said, “I’ve just had Marion on the phone asking if we need her this week.  David left on a last-minute trip abroad and she only has a round of golf and a tennis match in the diary.  I’ve agreed and thought it would be a good opportunity for you to help Gilly sort out the antiques centre.  I know she gave it a good airing the other week, but can you persuade her to call the contract cleaners?  There are layers of dust on the walls and the floor is filthy.”

      Dotty was happy to help in the antiques centre and leave the organising and delivery of the first Lots for next month’s auction to Marion.

      George spun round in the doorway to the auction room and added, “And Gilly tells me you are setting up a bargain stall on the first floor.  Take the leftover boxes of assorted kitchen items.  There’s no point putting them in next month’s sale as they’ll be lucky to reach £20, and they take up a lot of space.”

      Dotty closed her computer and followed George into the auction room where Norman greeted her.

      “George has told me to take these boxes to your stall on the first floor of the antiques centre,” he said.  “Is that right?”

      “That’s what she’s just told me.” Dotty considered the contents of the boxes and her enthusiasm grew.  In one she noted a slow cooker, a set of green table mats and a large ceramic bread bin.  And they were now hers, to sell on her very own stall.  She picked up the box and carried it through to the antiques centre.

      At the top of the metal staircase, she came to an abrupt halt.  Clearly, Gilly wasn’t the only one with unwanted items to get rid of.  In the middle of the space Dotty had marked out for her stall there were at least twenty cardboard boxes and an assortment of lamps, vases and bowls had been left on the rear shelving unit.

      Was this going to be more work than she had anticipated?  And where should she start?

      Norman grunted as he manhandled a pine table to the top of the stairs.  He dropped it to the floor and said, “George has donated this.  She said there’s no point trying to sell it next month as we have a have an assortment of tables from a house clearance.”

      “Can you put it over there?”  Dotty pointed to a circular oak table with a large burn mark in the centre.  “I need somewhere to unpack all these.”

      Norman looked around and grinned.  “That’ll keep you busy for the rest of the day.”

      He was right.  Dotty unpacked the boxes and as she did, she was able to separate the contents into groups.  All the trays she displayed on shelves next to the wall, beside the floral ones from Mrs Wade’s stall.  Beneath them were a collection of glasses and above them jugs and mugs.

      There was another shelf for baking related items, one for crockery and another for an assortment of ornaments.  She arranged the costume jewellery and knick-knacks on the pine table, covered with one of Mrs Wade’s tablecloths, which she’d washed and ironed at home.

      She found an embroidered circular linen table mat in one of the boxes from the auction, which neatly covered the burn mark on the oak table.  On it, she placed a large porcelain vase decorated with images of peacocks.  She swivelled it around so the chip on the lip faced away from the stairs.

      Gilly opened the door to her office and spotting Dotty, walked over to her stall.  “I hate paperwork,” she declared, “but I still have a stack of invoices to send out and bills to pay.”  She surveyed the stall area.  “Wow, how much did I give you?”

      “It’s not all yours.  I think the other stall holders heard of the new venture and George gave me some unwanted items from the last auction.”

      “What are you doing with this vase?  It has a chip in it.”

      “I know, but it’s large and attractive.  I thought I’d take a tip from the Ralph Lauren store we visited and fill it with fresh flowers.  They’ll brighten the place up and their fragrance will hide some of the fustiness.”

      Norman climbed the stairs, wearing his flat cap.  “Are you ready to go, Dotty?  I’ve got that appointment with Zenobia Richardson’s solicitor at Windrush Park at four thirty.”

      “Is that OK?”  Dotty looked at Gilly.

      “Of course it is.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Norman ground the gears and manhandled the long gearstick as the old Land Rover chugged along the narrow Cotswold lanes until they turned off the road and drove between the stone pillars which marked the entrance to Windrush Hall.

      A large black car was already parked in front of the house, so Dotty and Norman climbed the stone steps to the front door.  Inside, they spotted Benson in the dining room, serving Charles Willoughby coffee from a cafetière.

      “Come, come,” said the solicitor, impatiently, “I have to get back to London this evening.”

      “I’ll pop through to the kitchen to see Françoise,” Dotty told Norman, but as she moved towards it, Benson stepped into her path.

      “I’m afraid it’s rather a mess in there,” he disclosed.  “Françoise would be mortified if you saw it, but let me tell her you’re here.”

      “And Mario?”

      Benson paled.

      “Is he OK?  He seemed very upset about his mistress’s death last time I was here.”

      Benson inhaled and replied, “He still misses her and is not quite himself at the moment.”

      Benson turned away and as he opened the kitchen door, she heard a mournful ‘meow’.

      She turned back to the dining room and noted several piles of papers arranged in front of Charles Willoughby, on the polished mahogany dining table.  He looked up at Norman and said, “I need to resolve which of Zenobia’s projects have been completed and which are still ongoing.”

      Benson returned and whispered to Dotty, “Françoise will be with us in a few minutes.”

      “First, has the summer house been completed?” asked the solicitor.

      Norman looked at Benson who replied, “What summer house, Sir?”

      “The ones these plans are for.”  He unfolded an architect’s drawing of a building resembling a Greek temple.

      “I’m not aware of any summer house, sir.”

      The solicitor mumbled something Dotty did not catch and lifted the top sheet from another pile.  “What about the cedar wood garage and storeroom?”

      Benson shook his head.  “The Daimler is parked in the stone barn, which I believe the Duke converted for such a purpose.”

      “He did,” confirmed Norman.

      Charles Willoughby muttered something else to himself and picked up a sheet from a third pile.  “Surely the greenhouse has been built.”

      “Not the new one, Sir.  The mistress was planning to, but she couldn’t decide where to put it or how large it should be.  We were discussing options the week before she died.”

      “But she’d already had these plans drawn up.”  The solicitor waved the paper.

      “I’m sorry, Sir,” said Benson, apologetically.  ‘But she hadn’t finalised the design, and I know she hadn’t had any plans drawn up.”

      Charles Willoughby sat back and placed his arms on the table.  “I don’t understand.  I was given a list of proposed works and I sent money over so drawings and costings could be prepared.”  He lifted his hand to indicate the papers in front of him.  “And when I’d received those, I sent money for the building work.”  He looked at Benson and wrinkled his brow.  “So, where is the money? And why has this work not been done?”

      “It is the first I have heard of any of this, Sir.”  Benson maintained eye contact with the solicitor.

      Françoise bustled into the room wearing her yellow-tinted glasses and carrying a silver tray.  “There we are, mes chéris, warm scones straight out of the oven with my raspberry jam and some fresh cream.”

      Dotty’s stomach gurgled and Norman stared intently at the plate as his smile grew.

      “Never mind scones,” cried the solicitor.  “Where is the money?”

      Françoise yelped, and the tray clattered to the stone floor.  Norman pulled a handkerchief, or it could have been a rag, out of his pocket and began mopping jam as it spilled out onto the fine Turkish rug beneath the mahogany dining table.

      “Really, Sir,” beseeched Benson.  “We know nothing about any building work, nor any money for it.  Maybe you should ask Serena.”

      “I’ve tried to, but she’s surprisingly elusive at the moment.”

      “Did you speak to Miss Richardson directly about these projects?” asked Dotty in a timid voice.

      “No, I always dealt with Serena.”

      The colour drained from Charles Willoughby’s face.

      Françoise scuttled back to the kitchen, her face flushed, and the scones, cream and jam, scattered around her tray.

      Norman turned towards the solicitor and remarked, “I think you’ve been taken for a ride.”
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      Dotty returned to Meadowbank Farm on Wednesday evening in her Skoda Fabia.  The garage at Coln Akeman had replaced the battery for £150, which Norman told her was reasonable.

      She wandered through to the kitchen of the main farmhouse and Agatha, the Berkshire pig and Earl Grey’s friend, trotted across to greet her.

      Agatha’s body was covered with wiry black hair and she had white legs, which resembled socks, and a broad white stripe down the centre of her nose and around her snout, which she lifted enquiringly up to Dotty.

      Her erect ears listened as Dotty squatted down, stroked her and said consolingly, “You’re missing Earl Grey too, aren’t you?”  In response, Agatha snuggled up to Dotty.

      Uncle Cliff was seated in his customary chair in the conservatory section of the kitchen, wearing his headphones.

      Aunt Beanie and Norman strode into the kitchen together.  Aunt Beanie tucked stray strands of grey hair under her brown headscarf as she said, “I’m pleased that five-bar gate finally arrived since you’ve worked so hard repairing and painting the walls in the shed.  Are you still interested in buying a cow?”

      “I am and that’s why I wanted to fit the gate today.  Some Jerseys are being sold at Thursday’s livestock market, at Driffield.”

      Dotty looked up and asked, “Where’s that?”

      “Just off the main dual carriageway, between the Cotswold Water Park and Cirencester,” replied Aunt Beanie, before turning back to Norman and asking, “But how do you know one good cow from another?”

      “I don’t, which is why I hoped you’d come with me.  I’ve already spoken to Mrs Todd, and she’s free that day to sit with Cliff, until her late afternoon bingo.”

      “Why not,” declared Aunt Beanie.  “It’ll be fun visiting the market again, but I think we’ll take Cliff with us.  He might enjoy the trip.  At one time, he visited the old market in Cirencester every week to catch up with friends and keep abreast of local farming news.”

      There was a knock on the kitchen door.

      “Are we expecting company?” asked Norman.

      Aunt Beanie shook her head as Dotty straightened up and went to open the door.

      “Hiya,” beamed Keya, as Dotty felt comfortable referring to her  since she wasn’t wearing her uniform.  “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

      “No, you’re not.  Come in.”

      Keya walked past Dotty carrying a purple plastic folder.

      Aunt Beanie lifted the lid on the Aga hot plate and placed the black metal kettle on it.

      “Excuse me,” said Norman and he left the kitchen

      “Take a seat, constable,” instructed Aunt Beanie.  “I want to hear all about Serena De Rossi.  But first, Dotty, what shall we have for supper?  And you’ll join us?”  She looked across at Keya.

      “Why don’t I cook a risotto?” Dotty suggested.  “I can use the leftovers from Sunday’s roast, but keep the chicken separate.  She turned to Keya.  Is that OK?  A vegetarian risotto.”

      “It sounds fabulous.  I’d only have toast or a ready meal if I ate when I got back home tonight.”

      Aunt Beanie made tea as Dotty removed ingredients from the fridge.  “Do you mind if I use the rest of the white wine?”

      “Help yourself.  I’ve already put another bottle in there in case we want a glass later.”

      Aunt Beanie placed a cup of tea in front of Keya and sat down.  Lifting up her own cup, she asked, “So, is the news correct?  Has Serena been arrested for Zenobia Richardson’s death?”

      Keya sipped her tea.  “Not exactly.  She’s been arrested for embezzlement.”

      “Which is what exactly?” asked Dotty as she thinly sliced shallots.

      “A form of stealing, but worse because the person who steals knows and is trusted by the victim.  As you found out, Serena told the lawyer she needed money for building works, which Miss Richardson had asked her to organise.  But that was a lie.  She made up the building work and instead of doing it, stole the money.”

      “It was quite a scheme,” declared Aunt Beanie. “Dotty told me she’d had architects’ plans drawn up and proper costings.”

      “She was clever, but so is the lawyer.  But he hates visiting the countryside, and she knew that.  She doubted he’d check the work had been done, at any rate, not until she’d left with all the money.”

      The pan hissed as Dotty added chopped shallots to melted butter and stirred them.  She asked, “So she was planning to leave?”

      “It looks like it.  Her cottage is pretty bare and there are no pictures or ornaments.  I think she’d already packed and moved them, but she won’t tell us where.”

      Dotty added carnaroli rice to the pan and stirred it to coat it with the buttery mixture.  “Do you think that’s what the row was about on Saturday evening at the hotel?”

      “Sergeant Unwin’s not sure.  He thinks Miss Richardson found out Serena was stealing, but not from her directly, but from her fan club.  He’s investigating that angle at the moment.”

      “From the article I read in the Sunday papers, she’s been milking Zenobia’s death,” noted Aunt Beanie.  “She certainly benefitted from it.  But does the inspector think she caused it?”

      Dotty slowly added hot bouillon stock from a small pan, simmering on the side of the hot plate, and stirred the rice mixture.

      “The inspector’s problem, as he keeps reminding us, is a complete lack of evidence that anyone else was involved in Miss Richardson’s death.  She definitely went over the side of the bannister and fell down the middle of the staircase, but was it an accident?  Or was she pushed, or worse still …”

      “Committed suicide?” announced Aunt Beanie in a sceptical voice.  “I can’t believe that.  I don’t believe it.”

      “Neither does the inspector.”  Keya’s head and shoulders sagged.  “But it’s hard to think that she accidentally fell over the bannister.  And nobody saw her drinking excessively.”

      “Someone pushed her.  It’s the only explanation.” declared Aunt Beanie.

      “But who?”

      “Serena de Rossi.  Realising that her embezzlement was about to be uncovered, she sneaked back into the hotel, somehow managed to entice Zenobia into the corridor and pushed her over the bannister.”

      Dotty stirred another ladle of stock into the risotto and then returned to the kitchen counter and started grating parmesan cheese.  “Would Serena have been strong enough?” she mused.  “And surely someone would have heard her arguing with Zenobia.”

      “I know that’s Sergeant Unwin’s concern, but how else could she have died?  And Serena certainly has a fiery Italian temper.  I wouldn’t put anything past her,” Keya remarked.

      There was silence and Dotty returned to the pan, stirring another ladle of stock into the plumped up rice which was developing nicely into a rich creamy consistency.

      “It’s a conundrum,” agreed Aunt Beanie, dully.

      There was another silence.

      Dotty added chopped asparagus, peas and spinach to the risotto and half of the grated parmesan cheese.

      Keya reached for the purple plastic wallet she’d brought with her and said, in a hesitant voice, “I’ve been given an interview for the sergeant’s job in the new Rural, Heritage and Wildlife Unit.”

      “That’s excellent news,” approved Aunt Beanie, smiling.

      “And I wondered if you could help me with my interview technique and what I should say.  You know Inspector Ringrose, and he’s heading up the panel.”

      Keya opened her plastic wallet and she and Aunt Beanie started discussing the types of questions she was likely to face and how she should answer clearly and concisely, and keep to the truth and not embellish it.

      “You’ve developed an excellent relationship with people in this community, and in the other Cotswold villages.  That’s a valuable asset, which you need to highlight,” instructed Aunt Beanie.

      Norman appeared with damp hair and a flushed face, and Dotty presumed he’d had a bath.  He laid the table and helped Uncle Cliff to his chair at the dining table, from where he could watch the television.

      Norman turned it on and Serena De Rossi appeared, speaking to the press.  She denied any involvement with Zenobia’s death, but her eyes flashed and she shouted angrily at a reporter who’d asked her if she felt the need to steal from Zenobia’s fan club because of her own lack of talent.

      Norman commented, “Hell certainly has no fury like a woman scorned.”
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      On Friday afternoon, Dotty was considering calling it a day when David Rook walked into the office and asked, “Is George about?  Gilmore and I found a community of brilliant new artists in north-eastern Spain, and we thought an exhibition of their work in the auction room would be good for business, for all of us.”

      Dotty shook her head.  “Sorry, she left early to collect her kids from school.  But tell me all about these artists.”  Dotty sat back in her chair, happy to have an excuse not to work.

      “It’s a fantastic initiative which we discovered on our trip.  The inhabitants of a remote hillside town, which has seen its economy and population dwindle over the last fifty years, set up a project to attract young, impoverished artists.  There are plenty of old buildings, which have been patched up for accommodation, studios and exhibition space.

      “Last year they held their first festival of art which included work by the residents, new and old.  It was wonderful to see how bringing creative talent to the town has unleashed the inner artistry of the original residents.  A group of elderly women have returned to the traditional method of making bright, elaborately patterned fans, which they sell through boutiques in Madrid.”

      “What a fascinating trip,” mused Dotty wistfully, “and it sounds as if you both enjoyed yourselves.”

      A shadow fell across David’s face and his large, dark eyes became watchful.

      “Visiting that town was both the high and low point of our trip.  We’d been told about a talented sculpture artist working there, and from examining his metal sculpture art, depicting animals and nature, it was clear he could have created the Lady Justice statue, including the intricate chasing details.”

      Dotty sat up.  “So that was the reason you and Gilmore took a last-minute trip.  You were on the trail of the sculpture?”

      The door from the antique centre opened.

      David sighed.  “When you’ve been in the business as long as Gilmore and I have, you rely increasingly on gut instinct and ours was telling us there was something not quite right with that sculpture, but neither of us could say why we thought that, nor could we prove anything.”

      “I couldn’t agree with you more,” confirmed Aunt Beanie.  “I sometimes felt like one of those old-fashioned tracker dogs, the ones with the floppy ears.”

      “Bloodhounds,” suggested David.

      “Yes, those are the ones.  I felt like one of those when I visited a sale or exhibition where counterfeit work was suspected.”

      She turned to David and said, “And I have the same feeling as you about that sculpture.  Don’t get me wrong, the artistry is fabulous, but statues like that don’t just turn up in people’s attics.  Well they do, but it’s exceedingly rare.”

      Dotty returned her attention to David and asked, “So, what happened?”

      “We found the young artist, and he became wary the minute we asked about bronze sculptures, and denied having worked with the material.  But Gilmore rummaged amongst the things in his studio, while I talked to him about his work, and discovered a wax statue of Lady Justice, and a mould.  It was clear from the work he had on display that it was not his usual subject, but he claimed it was for a future piece he was considering.”

      “But why would he have made the sculpture?  And how did it find its way to the filming of The Antique Tour in the Cotswolds?”

      “That’s what we failed to find out.  Gilmore called a police contact in Madrid and they took the young man in for questioning.  Hopefully he’ll see the error of his ways and tell us who commissioned him to do the work, but he’s not forced to.  We can’t definitively link him to the sculpture, even though Gilmore and I are both convinced he created it.  Such a waste of talent.”  David pressed his lips together.

      Dotty examined Aunt Beanie for the first time and wrinkled her forehead.  “Why are you dressed in overalls?” she asked.

      “Norman and I are collecting Buttercup.”

      “Who?”

      “The Jersey cow he bought at the auction yesterday.  I’ve hooked up the old trailer to the Defender and Mrs Todd is looking after Cliff.”

      “One more thing, Dorothy,” interrupted David.

      She turned her attention back to him.

      “The sculpture is being auctioned tomorrow, and I wondered if you’d like to join me on a trip to London?  Marion has a ladies’ doubles tennis match over in Winchcombe.”

      “What a fabulous idea,” declared Aunt Beanie, “I’d love to come, and Norman will be at home sorting out Buttercup so he can keep an eye on Cliff.”

      David’s jaw clenched, but then he turned to Aunt Beanie and smiled, although it didn’t quite reach his eyes, and replied, “I’d be delighted to accompany both you ladies, but it’ll be an early start.  Can I pick you up from Meadowbank Farm at seven tomorrow morning?”

      “We’ll be ready.  Ah, here’s Norman.”

      Norman appeared from the auction room and placed his flat tweed cap on his head.  “Dotty, I’ve locked the storeroom and the double doors in the auction room, so that’s me finished for the day.”

      “Join us for supper,” called Aunt Beanie as she left the office, “I found some salmon in the ‘must use today’ section in the Co-op.”

      David stepped closer and said, “I must be on my way as well, Dorothy.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      The office felt empty as Dotty switched off her computer.  She was washing up dirty coffee cups, which someone had left in the sink, when she heard the door to the antiques centre open.

      “Hiya,” called Constable Varma.  “I’m on my way to a village show meeting in Aldsworth, but I just had to stop by and tell you the news.”

      “A village show meeting on a Friday evening?” remarked Dotty as she rinsed the cups.

      “Yes, two of the committee members weekly commute to London, and they’ve asked me to join them and give my views on security.  I don’t mind.  I enjoy being involved in village events, and it’s not as if I have anything else to do.”

      Dotty stared at the back wall of the office, above the sink.  She had promised to visit the theatre or cinema with her friend, but other things kept cropping up.  Next week should be quieter.

      “Anyway,” declared Constable Varma, excitedly, “I have to tell you that Inspector Evans has charged Serena De Rossi with the manslaughter of Zenobia Richardson.”

      Dotty spun round and exclaimed, “No way.”

      “Oh, yes,” grinned Constable Varma.  “Sergeant Unwin argued that there was no evidence that it was premeditated murder, so Inspector Evans agreed to run with his theory that Serena and Miss Richardson had another argument, and in a fit of Italian rage, Serena shoved Miss Richardson over the balustrade.”

      “Serena did have a motive,” mused Dotty.

      “Yes, she admitted that Miss Richardson told her she would be cut out of her will, although Serena appeared really surprised when she was told she had been the main beneficiary in it.  And she doesn’t have an alibi.  She’s sticking with her story that she drove back to her cottage, at the entrance to Windrush Hall, and spent the night there.”

      “Can Benson or Françoise confirm her story?”

      “No, they didn’t see her.  I interviewed them again today and sneezed all the way through from that furry cat.  It was creepy how much like yours it is.”

      Dotty sniffed and screwed up her eyes.

      “What’s the matter?” cried Constable Varma.

      “Earl Grey is missing.”
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      On Saturday morning, David collected Aunt Beanie and Dotty up from Meadowbank Farm at seven o’clock in the morning, as promised.  Aunt Beanie had eaten a slice of toast, but Dotty could only face a cup of tea.  Still, she was excited about another trip to London and the prospect of an auction at Gainfords, one of the top auction houses in the country, if not the world.

      She wore her wrap-around dress, while Aunt Beanie had chosen a bright patchwork tunic-style top over black leggings.  She placed a blue padded picnic bag in her blue and white striped straw basket and covered it with a red shawl.

      The drive along the M4 motorway to London was uneventful and Dotty daydreamed as Aunt Beanie, sitting in the front passenger seat, chatted away to David.

      When David announced, “Knightsbridge,” she stared in fascination at Harrods department store.  It was a large, pink-brick, six-storey gothic style building and was well branded with its name in gold letters over the entrance doors and on the green canopies above the shop windows.

      David parked in an underground car park beneath Hyde Park and hailed a taxi directing the driver to “Gainfords, St James.”

      Dotty realised today was going to be all about grandeur and elegance.  They alighted in front of a neo-classical building built of white stone with a columned entrance, more suited to a country house than a London business premises.

      At street level, black metal planters filled with dwarf conifers and pink snapdragons rested on ledges below long casement windows.

      “Ladies, after you,” indicated David towards the door, opened by a red-liveried doorman.

      Inside, the building was just as impressive, with high, moulded ceilings and large, open rooms.

      David suggested, “Why don’t you two have a look around while I find Gilmore?  The sale starts in half an hour, in the auction room on the first floor.”

      Dotty kept her distance from the exhibits, fearing that she’d break or damage them, but Aunt Beanie wandered slowly alongside a claret-painted wall, examining various sized paintings, hung in guilt frames.

      “A Stubbs,” she cried in delight at a picture of a horse.

      They climbed an oak staircase with elegantly carved wooden balusters to the first floor, where a reception area had been set up for the auction.  “Are you here for the sale?” asked a pretty woman in her twenties, her dark hair tied neatly back in a ponytail.

      “We are, although more as observers than bidders.  We’re friends of Gilmore’s.”

      The woman smiled and handed them both glossy brochures with the bronze statue of Lady Justice on the front.  “The smaller items are being exhibited in the two rooms to your left, and the auction will take place in the room behind me.  If you’d like to bid for anything, please let me know and I’ll register you.”

      The first item which caught Dotty’s eye was the necklace with the gold disks which she’d seen Jennifer discuss at The Antique Tour.

      “Additional item, Lot 15,” read Aunt Beanie.  “Nineteenth century replica of a Babylonian necklace with gold disks with granulated rosettes.”

      “It’s beautiful,” mouthed Dotty.

      “It certainly is.” But Aunt Beanie pressed her lips together before muttering, “Nineteenth century replica.”

      The sculpture of Lady Justice stood proudly on a Roman column-style plinth in the centre of the next room, surrounded by gaping onlookers.  A burly security guard was positioned beside the door, leading back to the reception area, with his hands clasped in front of him.  Clearly, they were taking no chances with the centrepiece of the auction.

      David appeared in the doorway and caught Dotty’s eye.  He indicated for her to join him and when she did, he said hurriedly, “I suggest you and Bernadette take your seats, and I would be grateful if you can save one for me.  I’ll join you shortly.”

      The taupe-coloured walls of the auction room gave it a modern feeling and the two chandeliers which hung from the ceiling felt out of place.  A bank of desks formed a row along the left wall, each with a computer screen and several telephones.

      Behind the auctioneer’s rostrum, a large screen hung down, with ‘Gainfords’ displayed on it, and beside it was a large television screen.

      “They show the current bid in several different currencies on that screen,” explained Aunt Beanie.

      More people entered the room, so they moved forward between rows of black upholstered chairs and chose seats half-way down the room, leaving the one beside the aisle empty for David.  Aunt Beanie placed her blue and white straw basket on it.

      Young men and women filed in and took their places at the row of desks.  Some of them placed headphones, with mouth pieces, over their heads.  It was all very professional.

      A lady wearing a red jacket arrived at the rostrum and stood behind it while her two female assistants sat down beside her.  She glanced over Dotty’s head and said, “Two minutes, ladies and gentlemen.”  Her voice was amplified, and Dotty spotted a small microphone pinned to the lapel of her jacket.

      The screen behind the female auctioneer changed to display Lot 1, “A Josef Hoffman armchair’.  David stood in the aisle and Aunt Beanie removed her basket so he could sit down.  His cheeks were red and glistening, and his eyes darted warily around the room.

      Dotty was surprised by his appearance, as he usually appeared calm and collected, but her attention was drawn to the auctioneer who’d stepped behind her rostrum.

      “Isn’t this exciting?” whispered Aunt Beanie, mirroring her own thoughts.  It certainly was.  Dotty opened her catalogue and looked up the opening Lot.  The armchair was valued at £3,000 to £5,000.

      The bidding began slowly, with two of the young people behind the desks at the side of the room dominating the auctioneer’s attention.

      A lady in the room, seated in front of Dotty, joined the bidding when it reached £2,500 and the price rose quickly to the top end of the estimated value.  At £4,800, the lady in front of Dotty shook her head, and the auctioneer looked around.

      Dotty was about to look up the next Lot when the auctioneer called, “New bidder,” and the price increased again.  Dotty thought there were three bidders, someone in the room to her right and two telephone bidders, and they pushed the price to over £11,000.  The person to her right stopped, and it became a battle of the telephone bidders.  Finally, a young man with spiky blond hair shook his head.  The armchair sold for £13,750.

      “If every Lot exceeds its valuation by that much, we’re in for a thrilling day,” grinned Aunt Beanie.

      As the auctioneer called sold on Lot 13, David stood up and muttered, “Excuse me.”

      “Do you think he’s OK?” asked Dotty.

      “I think he and Gilmore are up to something,” disclosed Aunt Beanie, as the bidding for Lot 14 got under way.

      Dotty was more interested in Lot 15, the replica Babylonian gold necklace

      “A reserve of £200 to £400,” scoffed Aunt Beanie.  “That’s barely the value of the gold if it was melted down.”

      There was a murmur around the auction room as the auctioneer announced, “Lot 15, a nineteenth century gold necklace in the Babylonian style.  Who’ll start me at £250? 250?  200?”

      “I’ve a good mind to bid for it myself,” said Aunt Beanie irritably, and she crossed her arms.

      “£100.  We have a bid of £100.”

      The phones remained silent and the young men and women at the row of desks sat back, looking relieved to have a break from the frenetic biding of previous Lots.

      The bidding limped slowly on until the auctioneer finally called, “Sold,” at a price of £250.  She peered over Dotty’s head and said, “Bidder 78.  Thank you.  Lot 16 …”

      “Really,” proclaimed Aunt Beanie and the woman in front of her turned around with a pinched expression and uttered, “Hush.”

      “That was one of the more blatant forms of auction rigging I’ve seen.  Someone clearly put the word out not to bid for that necklace.”

      “It still made its estimate,” noted Dotty.

      “Barely,” spat Aunt Beanie.

      Dotty was enjoying herself.  She wondered what other surprises the auction had in store.
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      “Ladies and gentlemen, that is the end of the first section of the auction, so we’ll take a fifteen minute break.  Refreshments have been provided in the reception area,” the auctioneer concluded, before turning away from the rostrum at the front of Gainfords auction room.

      Aunt Beanie turned the page in her catalogue.  “Next up is the artwork, and then the sale of Lady Justice.  But now I need a cup of tea, and perhaps something stronger after all that excitement.”

      She smiled mischievously at Dotty, picked up her blue and white stripped basket and stood up.  Dotty followed her out of the auction room to the reception area on the first floor landing.

      She stood by the oak bannister, which formed a rectangular shape around the open top of the staircase, in the centre of the room.  It reminded her of the one at Charbury Castle Hotel and she shivered and looked behind her, but nobody was there.

      Further away, by the refreshment table, Aunt Beanie was laughing with a gentleman Dotty recognised as Inspector Ringrose.  She continued to look round and spotted Emery standing on his own beside the entrance to the room where the sculpture was on display.

      He glanced nervously inside, then across to the refreshment table and then the entrance to the auction room in a series of short, jerky movements.

      He pulled at the collar of the white, short-sleeved shirt he wore which strained across his muscular chest.  Dotty suddenly felt sorry for him.  This was an exciting day, but he looked completely out of place amongst the well-dressed patrons and established members of the antique community.  She picked up Aunt Beanie’s wicker basket and walked around the central staircase.

      “Hello.  I’m not sure you’ll remember me, but we had supper together when The Antique Tour was at Charbury Castle Hotel.”

      Emery wrinkled his forehead, so Dotty pressed on.

      “It’s exciting being here today, but rather daunting with all these distinguished people,” confided Dotty.

      Emery rubbed the back of his neck.  “It’s not my sort of thing, but Casper insisted I come and show my face.”

      Aunt Beanie joined them as Emery was speaking, carrying two cups of tea.  She looked at his pale face and said, “I could fetch you a cup of tea, but I suspect you’d prefer something a little stronger.”

      She handed Dotty both cups and bent over her basket, which Dotty had placed on the floor.  Unzipping the blue canvas picnic bag, she furtively removed a bottle containing a deep, claret coloured liquid, which she poured into two plastic glasses.

      She stood up and passed one to Emery as she declared, “This should put some colour back in your cheeks, my home-made damson gin.”  She took a large swig from her own glass and added, “That’s better.”

      Emery cautiously sniffed his glass before taking a tentative sip.  He must have enjoyed it as he gulped down the rest of the gin.

      “You look perkier already.”  Aunt Beanie finished her gin and returned the two empty glasses to the canvas picnic bag.

      “Thank you,” said Emery.  “I needed that.”  He turned to Dotty, and confided, “I hope I wasn’t rude before, but you’re right, this is a different world and I feel completely out of place.”

      “But isn’t it an exciting one?”  Aunt Beanie’s eyes glowed.  “Most of the Lots so far have exceeded their estimates.  You must be very excited about the sale of your sculpture.”

      Emery looked down at the floor.

      Dotty gave Aunt Beanie her cup of tea and said, “Do you mind me asking how it came to you?  Was it a family heirloom?”

      Emery looked up and smiled for the first time.  “My family doesn’t have things like that.”

      “So, where did you find it?” Dotty pressed.

      “That’s exactly what I did.  Find it.  In the attic of a flat I moved into in Islington.  I wanted to create access to a roof terrace and when I was pulling away boarding, I found some boxes of what I thought were rubbish, which someone had stored in the attic and forgotten about.”

      “But it wasn’t all rubbish?” Dotty suggested.

      “Most of it was.  Some chipped figurines of shepherdesses, and a wooden mantle clock missing the minute hand, and what I thought was an old metal sculpture.”

      “It was an old metal sculpture, but a valuable one,” said Dotty in an encouraging tone.

      “Exactly.  It intrigued me, so after I’d cleaned off all the dust, I decided to get it valued, but not at one of the shops around me.  I didn’t trust them.  I saw an advert for The Antique Tour and thought that would be somewhere I’d get a fair and honest opinion of the sculpture.”

      Emery relaxed as he told his story.  “And when Zenobia Richardson said it could be worth millions of pounds, I couldn’t believe it.”

      “And I guess neither could Casper?”

      “No, he was delighted for me.”

      “I bet he was,” remarked Aunt Beanie.

      Dotty asked in an innocent voice, “Did you know Casper before the filming of The Antique Tour?”

      A young man walked up the stairs and turned his head towards them.  It was Felix, the turret-climbing, singing waiter.

      “No,” replied Emery, whose eyes darted towards the staircase and he coughed, “Excuse me,” and rushed inside the room displaying the sculpture.

      “What spooked him?” asked Aunt Beanie as her gaze followed Emery’s retreating back.

      “Morning,” grinned Felix.  “I hoped you’d be here.  What about your police friend?”

      “She’s working this morning. And not undercover but back at Cirencester police station.”

      “Then you’ll have to pass on my good news.”

      Aunt Beanie focused on Felix.  “And what’s that?”

      “I have a part in the musical I auditioned for.  It’s only in the chorus, but I’ve also been asked to understudy for the leading man.”

      “More excitement and good news.  I think this calls for some more of my damson gin in celebration.”

      Felix’s eyes bulged.  “It’s a bit early for me, thank you.”

      “Never mind.”  Aunt Beanie looked longingly at the basket, while she sipped her cup of tea.

      “So, will you come and watch me?  You did promise.”

      “Of course we will, young man,” cried Aunt Beanie.  “I’m beginning to enjoy our trips to London.  And we should make a night of it, Dotty.  Go out for supper in Covent Garden, and maybe even stay over.”

      “I’m not sure about that, but I’d love to see the show, and so would Keya.”

      Just then, a man called, “Ladies and gentlemen.  Please return to your seats.  The auction is about to resume.”

      Dotty whispered to Felix, “Are you certain Emery, the owner of the sculpture, and Casper Dupré have known each other for a while?”

      “Of course I am.  I did an extra gig at the club on Christmas Eve, and I remember them cheering Christmas Day in with champagne.”

      Aunt Beanie picked up her basket and asked, “Are you both coming?”
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      David was already seated at the end of a row in Gainfords auction room and he stood up to allow Dotty, Felix and Aunt Beanie to take the three empty seats beside him.

      The auctioneer called, “A George Stubbs painting of a chestnut racehorse, with a spaniel, in a landscape setting.  Who’ll start the bidding at £100,000?”

      A young woman, wearing large black-framed glasses, sitting at one of the row of desks at the side of the room, raised her hand.

      Dotty sat back as the bidding rose to £200,000 and beyond.

      “Any advance on £305,000.  Final warning, at £305,000.”  The auctioneer looked around the room, before announcing, “Sold.”

      There was a discreet ringing sound and David stood up and walked towards the back of the auction room.

      On impulse, Dotty jumped up and followed him.  She’d been thinking over her earlier conversations with Emery and Felix and she wanted to discuss them with David, but as she left the auction room, she realised he was speaking into his phone.

      He finished his call as she tentatively approached and, lifting his chin, revealed, “That was the Spanish police.  The young artist finally opened up and admitted he was commissioned by an Englishman to make a one-off bronze sculpture of Lady Justice.”

      “Did he say who the man was?”

      “No.  Only that he was paid cash and posted the sculpture, hidden inside a wooden clock, to an address in Islington, London.”

      Islington.  Emery lived in a flat in Islington.

      “Dorothy, what is it?”

      “I spoke to Emery earlier.  He was very nervous.  But he told me he found the sculpture in a box in the attic of his flat in Islington.”

      “That sounds too much of a coincidence.  If only we could find his address and give it to the Spanish police.  They might be able to persuade the artist to confirm if that is where he sent it.”

      Dotty brightened.  “Keya, Constable Varma should still be at work.”  She checked her watch.  It was 11.30 am.

      She found her phone and called her friend.

      Keya immediately answered the call and asked breathlessly, “Has the sculpture been sold?”

      “Not yet.  But I’m with David and he’s doing some research into the sculpture’s history.  He’s also in discussions with the Spanish police.”

      “Why are the Spanish police involved?”

      “It’s a long story.  But could you do me a favour and find out where Emery lives in Islington?”

      “The owner of the sculpture?  What’s his surname?”

      Dotty looked up at David and asked, “What’s Emery’s full name?”

      David opened the auction catalogue, which had been tucked under his arm and flicked through it.  “The sculpture is in the ownership of Emery Brown.”

      “Emery Brown,” repeated Dotty into her phone.

      “Brown is a common name, but Emery isn’t.  If he’s registered on the electoral role, that will be the quickest way to find him.  Just a minute.”  She put Dotty on hold.

      David and Dotty waited in silence.

      “Any advance on £12,100,000?” asked the amplified voice of the auctioneer.

      Once again, David consulted his auction catalogue.  “That will be the Leonardo Da Vinci sketch.  Incredible detail, despite being only four inches square.”

      “Sorry, Dotty, I have to go, but my colleague will look for the address.  Can she text it to you?”

      “Of course.  Thank you.”  She ended the call and reported, “Someone at the police station is looking for the address, and they’ll send it to me if they find it.  Out of interest, do you know how much the Spanish artist was paid for the sculpture?”

      “I do.  $3,000, which is a lot of money for him.  I hope he continues his career, despite this incident, as he obviously has talent.”  David raised his eyes to the ceiling and pinched his lips together.

      “There was something else,” admitted Dotty.

      David was silent for a few moments and then turned his attention back to her.  “Yes?”

      “The young man who climbed up the side of the turret at the hotel.”

      David’s eyebrows rose.

      “I’ll explain later,” Dotty said hastily.  “Anyway, he sings in nightclubs and is adamant that Emery and Casper Dupré knew each other as long ago as Christmas Eve.  He told me he saw them together.”

      “O what a tangled web we weave, when first we practise to deceive!” quoted David.  He smiled at Dotty and explained, “From Marmion, written by Sir Walter Scott in 1808, but just as applicable today, don’t you think?”

      Dotty’s phone pinged.  “It’s Emery’s address in Islington.”

      David took out his own phone, and when his call was answered said, “Hola, puedo hablar con el Inspector Perez?”

      He gave the inspector Emery’s address.

      “What now?” asked Dotty, when David finished his call.

      “We need to update Gilmore.  He’ll be standing at the back of the auction room.  Let me see if I can find him.”

      Dotty waited, looking around the elegant landing, where several small groups of people talked in hushed tones.  There was a reverence surrounding the auction, almost like it was a spiritual gathering.  Perhaps it was to the more ardent collectors.

      David and Gilmore returned, but stood a little distance away from Dotty.  David spoke for a length of time, after which she thought Gilmore asked him questions.  They both turned and approached Dotty.

      “My apologies,” said David, “but I needed to update Gilmore.”

      On just the sculpture, wondered Dotty.  But what else could it be?

      Gilmore wore a serious expression as he remarked, “So we now know the young Spanish artist was commissioned to make a sculpture of Lady Justice, which he sent to an address in Islington.  Emery Brown lives in Islington and was friendly with Casper Dupré before the sculpture was presented to Zenobia Richardson, at The Antique Tour.  But why take a forged sculpture to such a public event?”

      “Emery said he didn’t trust his local antique shops,” replied Dotty.

      David pulled at his chin.  “He may well have distrusted them.  Any dealer or antique shop owner would be extremely sceptical about the legitimacy of an ancient sculpture.  They would want to know its history and would have asked him for evidence of provenance.  But a television show, in front of a live audience, where treasures which have been hidden under people’s mattresses are periodically discovered, that would be a far more favourable setting.”

      Gilmore nodded.  “Casper was dismissive of Zenobia’s expertise, but if she, because of her inexperience, or desire to play up to the crowd, declared it genuine and worth millions, and that was aired to the whole country, then who would question its authenticity or its provenance?”

      Dotty considered their statements.  “So this was no accident.  It was planned, and Emery and Casper were in it together?”

      David and Gilmore exchanged glances, before David said, “It looks that way.  Casper would have the knowledge and contacts, but he needed someone unknown in the antiques world.  So, was Emery part of the scam, or an innocent party?”

      Dotty noted a sheen on Gilmore’s cheeks.  “I’m not sure.  But I know what I have to do now.”

      Dotty and David looked at him.

      “Stop the auction.”
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      The auctioneer stood behind the rostrum, wearing her red jacket.  One of her assistants handed her a note and her face fell as she read it.

      Dotty stood in the doorway of the auction room and watched, while David and Gilmore spoke in hushed tones, behind her, next to the reception desk.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, that concludes the sale of artwork.”  She paused and looked around the room.  “But I am afraid the bronze sculpture of Lady Justice has been withdrawn from today’s auction.”

      There were gasps, and someone shouted, “Why?”

      The auctioneer waited for the room to settle before continuing.  “I don’t have any more information, but I suggest we take an hour’s break for lunch before we continue with the auction.”

      Aunt Beanie turned and made eye contact with Dotty, who pressed her lips together in disappointment.

      Casper Dupré pushed Dotty out of the way as he stormed out of the auction room.  “What’s the meaning of this?” he screamed at Gilmore and David.

      Gilmore squared his shoulders and replied, “Let’s not make a scene, Casper.  Come to my office and we’ll discuss it in private.”

      “Why should I?  This is a public auction.  And the sculpture is a valuable treasure.  The public has a right to see it.”

      As people left the auction room, engaged in animated conversations, Dotty moved across to stand by the central staircase.  She was soon joined by Aunt Beanie and Felix.

      “What …“ began Aunt Beanie.

      “Shh,” whispered Dotty.

      Casper had his hand up and was straining to look around the growing crowd in the entrance area.

      “Emery,” he called.  “Come here.”

      A few people stopped to watch Emery reluctantly cross the reception area, but most filed down the wooden staircase.

      Dotty and Aunt Beanie edged closer to David, Gilmore and Casper as Emery joined them, keeping his eyes on the polished oak floor.

      David stated, in an exasperated tone, “But it’s not a valuable treasure.  It’s a Spanish forgery.  An excellent one, but a far cry from a 2,000-year-old Roman masterpiece.”

      Dotty was certain Casper blanched at the mention of a Spanish forgery, but he regained his composure quickly and demanded, “Emery.  Tell them.  Tell them how you found it in your attic.”

      Aunt Beanie handed Emery a glass of damson gin, and said, “I think you might need this.”

      Emery still refused to look any of them in the eye as he sipped his drink.

      Casper’s voice became a menacing hiss.  “I said tell them.”

      Emery finished his gin and handed the glass back to Aunt Beanie.  He looked up at her and said, “Thank you.”

      “Are you ready now?” she asked.

      “I think so.”  Emery took a step back and turned to look at Casper.  “Casper, this has gone on long enough.  A few thousand pounds to do up my flat would have been great, but millions?  It’s all got out of hand.”

      “Emery,” growled Casper.  “You wanted to be on The Antique Tour.”

      “You’re right, I did.  People like me don’t usually get the chance to be on TV.  I thought it would be fun.  And I did think I’d enjoy duping the snotty people in the antique industry, but I’ve realised they’re not all filled with self-importance.”  He looked from Dotty to Aunt Beanie, who had refilled his glass.

      He took a large gulp of the dark liquid, and continued, “If I’d known the venture would lead to a woman’s death, I’d never have agreed to it.”

      Casper sprang at Emery, knocking the glass from his hand and grabbed him by the throat, yelling, “Not another word.”
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      Emery seemed surprised when Casper attacked him, but he soon recovered and prised Casper’s fingers away from his throat.  He held Casper tightly by both wrists and seemed immune to the kicks and yells thrown in his direction.

      “Enough,” bellowed David.

      It was the first time Dotty had heard him raise his voice, and she gulped as she looked at his eyes, which were dark and menacing.

      “Take him to Gilmore’s office while we decide what to do.  Gilmore, please lead the way.”

      Gilmore and Emery, leading Casper who continued to struggle and twist around in his grip, walked down a corridor behind the reception desk.

      David turned to Dotty, Aunt Beanie and Felix and smiled, but it did not reach his eyes, which had returned to their usual watchful state.  “Why don’t you three go downstairs and see if there is any lunch left?”

      They did as instructed and walked silently down the oak staircase.  It was clear from the loud chatter and occasional laugh which room lunch was being served in.

      They entered a gallery with taupe painted walls on which modern art paintings hung.  People were congregating around a table on the left-hand side of the room.

      “There’s a free table.  I’ll grab it while you two get some lunch,” suggested Felix.

      Aunt Beanie and Dotty weaved between tables of chattering diners to the buffet table, around which a few people still lingered.

      “It looks like the children’s clothes stall after a village jumble sale,” exclaimed Aunt Beanie as they stared at empty white plates and a couple of limp ham sandwiches.

      A waiter appeared carrying a full plate of sandwiches and finger food and those people lurking around the buffet table moved swiftly towards him, but not quickly enough.

      Aunt Beanie intercepted the waiter, grabbed the plate from him and said, “That’s very kind of you.”  She dodged around the other diners, back to the table which Felix had secured.

      “Are auctions always this exciting?” asked Felix as he picked up a sausage roll.

      “They have their moments,” replied Aunt Beanie, examining the sandwiches.  She picked up a small brown roll filled with egg mayonnaise.  “I have seen two rival bidders fight over a portrait of a naked lady, but it turned out one of them was married to the subject and the other was her spurned lover.”  She bit into her sandwich.

      Aunt Beanie turned to Felix and asked, “So, tell me about this play you’re in?”

      Dotty listened contentedly to Aunt Beanie and Felix as she slowly ate her lunch.

      “Ow, what was that for?”  Felix had elbowed her in the side.

      “Sorry, but isn’t that your police friend looking around the door?”

      Dotty looked across the room at Constable Varma, who waved and mouthed, “Hiya.”

      “Excuse me,” muttered Dotty, and she left the table to join Constable Varma.  “How did you get here so quickly?  You were in Cirencester when I spoke to you a couple of hours ago.”

      “More like an hour and a half,” giggled Constable Varma.  She indicated towards Sergeant Unwin, who was speaking to the red-jacketed auctioneer.  “The sergeant put his blue light on and I don’t think his speed dipped below a hundred until we hit the outskirts of London.”  She lowered her voice.  “He loved it.  You know, boys and their fast cars.”

      “Constable,” declared Sergeant Unwin, making Dotty jump.  His eyes gazed swiftly over her as he said, in an appreciative tone, “and it’s Miss?”

      “Dotty, but you already know that,” she replied impatiently.  “I was about to ask Constable Varma, why you are both here?”

      He smiled in a self-satisfied manner and crossed his arms.  “You and your friends are not the only ones interested in the Lady Justice sculpture.  I’ve been speaking to a colleague who joined Interpol and we’ve been comparing notes.  He’d heard a rumour about a promising sculpture artist in Spain, so when I overheard Constable Varma ask a caller about the Spanish police, naturally I was very interested.  She told me about the request for an address in Islington and I realised the action was in London, not Cirencester, so we jumped in the car and here we are.”

      “Where is the inspector?” asked Dotty, realising she had not heard his deep baritone voice.

      Constable Varma smiled broadly and replied, “He’s at the Chelsea Flower Show with his mum.  He was very proud to have secured tickets.”

      “There’s no need to bother him,” declared Sergeant Unwin.

      “Sergeant.”  The red-jacketed auctioneer strode towards them.  “Gilmore Chapman would like to see you in his office.”

      Constable Varma made to follow, but the sergeant stopped, turned round and asked, “Is your radio on?”

      She nodded.

      “Stay down here with …” he paused and smiled at Dotty, “Dotty, and I’ll call through when I need you.”

      He climbed up the wooden staircase, following the auctioneer.

      Dotty followed him with her eyes and asked, “How will Inspector Evans react to his new sergeant taking over the case?”

      “He was adamant that he wasn’t to be bothered this weekend, but he’ll be furious we’ve come to London.”  She shrugged her shoulder.  “But Sergeant Unwin’s ambitious, and he’ll get big brownie points if he solves this case.  Just as long as I don’t have to tell the inspector.”  She turned to Dotty wide-eyed and asked, “So, what’s been happening here?”

      “Gilmore withdrew the sculpture from today’s auction.”

      Constable Varma gasped, “No way.”

      “Come and join Aunt Beanie.  And Felix is here.  He can tell you his news.”
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      “That’s fantastic,” exclaimed Constable Varma, when Felix told her he had a part in the musical he’d auditioned for.  “We’ll definitely come and watch, won’t we, Dotty?”

      “Don’t forget me,” added Aunt Beanie.

      Constable Varma nodded.  “Of course.  So, tell me what happened when the sculpture was removed from the auction.  How did the customers react?”  She picked up an egg roll.

      “They were delighted by the drama,” declared Aunt Beanie.

      “But Casper was furious,” reported Dotty.  “He flew into a rage and attacked Emery.”

      “That was brave of him.  I’d have thought Emery could crush him with one hand.”

      Felix added, “I thought he would after Casper grabbed him round the throat.”

      “It’s never dull being with you lot.”  Constable Varma’s radio crackled into life.  She held it to her ear and listened.  “Roger.  Out.”  She jumped up and blurted, “I’ve got to go.  Catch you all later.”

      She ran out of the room, ramming her hat on her head as she did so, and knocking into a waiter who was handing out drinks from a metal tray to a table of diners.  They jumped up and cried out as the drinks spilled across the table.

      Aunt Beanie’s eyes gleamed.  “What are you waiting for?  We don’t want to miss the action.”

      Felix checked his watch.  “I’ve a shift at three.”  He looked from Aunt Beanie to Dotty, and asked, “Do either of you have a pen and paper?”

      Aunt Beanie produced a pen from her basket, together with the auction catalogue.  “You can write on the back of this.”

      Felix wrote something on the inside of the back cover and when he finished, he turned it towards Dotty.  “That’s my phone number.  Let me know how this turns out and when you want to watch the show.  I might even get hold of some free tickets for the dress rehearsal.”

      As Felix left the room, Aunt Beanie stood up and hoisted her straw basket up her arm.  “Come on.  Let’s see what’s happening upstairs.”

      They climbed the wooden staircase but halted at the top.  Sergeant Unwin was trying to restrain an angry Casper, whose arms and legs were flailing as he fought to free himself from the sergeant’s grasp.

      Constable Varma danced from one foot to another beside Dotty, who wondered if her friend was guarding against Casper’s escape.

      Sergeant Unwin gasped, as he ducked a blow, “Casper Dupré, I’m arresting you on suspicion of murder.  You have the right to remain silent but …”

      The rest of his words were lost as Casper screamed, “Get off me!”

      Dotty whispered to Constable Varma.  “What’s happened?  Did Casper admit to murdering Zenobia?”

      “No.”  The constable shook her head.  “But we can’t arrest him for the sculpture, as it’s outside our jurisdiction.  But I told you, Sergeant Unwin is ambitious.  This way he can take Casper back to Cirencester and try to unravel the case of the sculpture and the murder of Miss Richardson.  With Inspector Evans away for the weekend, this is his big chance.  Actually, I’m rather enjoying myself.  The inspector always leaves me to deal with the dangerous suspects.”  She looked round at Dotty, and grinned, “Or you.”

      “Do you understand?” shouted Sergeant Unwin.

      “Yes,” yelled Casper, but he finally wrenched his arm out of Sergeant Unwin’s grasp and before anyone could stop him, he darted towards the staircase.

      Aunt Beanie jumped out of the way but Dotty pushed both her arms forward and with her palms facing Casper cried, “No, you don’t.”

      Casper didn’t slow down and as he drew closer, she realised he was glistening with sweat and his eyes were haunted, like those of a trapped wild animal.

      He charged straight at her and, grabbing hold of her outstretched hands, hurled himself over the top of her.

      Dotty felt herself falling backwards and gasped as her head struck something hard.  She toppled over again and slid down the stairs feet first, on her front.  At the bottom, she slid across the floor until her feet smacked into something and she came to a halt.

      Gasping for air, she closed her eyes.  She regained the feeling in her arms and legs as they began to throb, but that was blotted out by the pain in her head, which started at her temple and cut through her right eye.

      She became aware of shouts and screams and then a pounding which was not inside her head but against it.  It was people running down the wooden staircase.

      Someone shouted, “Stop him.”

      Dotty thought she heard Gilmore’s voice ask, “Dotty, can you hear me?”

      And then Sergeant Unwin said, “We should call an ambulance.”

      “Out of the way, let her breathe,” ordered Aunt Beanie.

      Dotty felt someone squat down beside her and push a hand under her left one.  Aunt Beanie’s voice was calm but authoritative as she said, “Dotty, if you can hear me, squeeze my hand.”

      Slowly, Dotty moved her left hand and gently squeezed.

      “Good girl.  Now lie still.”

      Aunt Beanie turned away and called, “Keya, my basket.”

      Dotty gingerly pushed herself up into a sitting position, but her head began to spin and she thought she’d be sick.  Something soft was draped around her shoulders and pulled across her front.

      Aunt Beanie whispered, “That’s better, not so revealing.  But she shouldn’t have moved.  Not until qualified medics had examined you.”

      Dotty remembered she was wearing her wrap dress, and she tried to pull the two pieces of material together across her legs, but Aunt Beanie murmured, “It’s OK.  Nothing’s showing.  It’s the top that’s ripped.”

      Dotty closed her eyes and tried to hug herself, but her right arm ached.

      She heard David ask, “Is she alright?  That was most reckless.”

      “But she stopped Casper escaping,” replied Sergeant Unwin.  He moved away from Dotty and she heard him say, “Thank you.  Don’t I know you?”

      “This is Felix, who climbed the turret,” explained Constable Varma.

      Dotty thought Felix had left for the audition and she hoped he wouldn’t miss it.

      “I’ve no idea what you’re doing here,” responded Sergeant Unwin brusquely, “but we’ll take Casper now.  Besides, he looks dead on his feet.”

      Dotty opened her eyes and looked towards the entrance door as Felix handed a sorry-looking Casper to Constable Varma.

      “He needs to see a doctor,” called Aunt Beanie.

      Dotty felt something smooth against her lips.

      “Drink this,” encouraged Aunt Beanie, and this time, Dotty did.

      “Don’t worry, he will,” replied Sergeant Unwin.  “Mr Brown?”

      As Dotty sipped the thick, smooth damson gin, she looked up at Emery, who was staring down at her.

      He muttered in a haunted voice, “Just like Zenobia Richardson.”
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      Dotty woke up on Sunday morning with her whole body aching.  She lay on her back and stared at the ceiling.

      She lay like that for some time and thought about the events of the previous day.  It would be a shame if the Lady Justice sculpture turned out to be a forgery, but she was glad that Casper wouldn’t benefit from it.

      But had he and Emery been involved in Zenobia Richardson’s death?  Emery seemed to know something about it.

      “Oh good, you’re awake,” declared Aunt Beanie.

      Dotty slowly swivelled her head and looked across at Aunt Beanie, who placed a cup on her bedside table.  “English Breakfast tea to wake you up, and an ibuprofen on the side for the aches and pains.  How are you feeling?”

      “Sore.”  Dotty pushed herself up into a sitting position.

      “You will be.  You’ve bruises up your legs, your right arm, and across the top of your back.  And there may be more, but at least that gash on the side of your head is not deep, although it may leave a scar.”

      Dotty reached up and touched her face, above the right eye, but winced with the pain.

      “You could stay in bed all day, but I think it would be more beneficial to get some fresh air and exercise.  Norman is driving across to Windrush Hall this morning, so why don’t you go with him?  It’s a lovely sunny day and you can wander around the new garden.”

      Dotty reached for her cup of tea, and said uncertainly, “I’m not sure.  Maybe I should just stay here.”

      “Rubbish.  You can’t mope around all day.  You’ll feel much better after a shower.   Come on, up you get.”

      Dotty hadn’t the energy to argue.

      “OK.  Give me half an hour to sort myself out.”

      “I’ll cook you a bacon sandwich while you get dressed.”

      Dotty showered and changed.  The wrap-around dress she’d worn the previous day lay in a crumpled ball on the floor.  The rip across the front was unrepairable, but at least she had a second, identical dress.  But she wouldn’t wear it today.

      She reached for her new jeans and winced as she pulled them on.
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        * * *

      

      Dotty and Norman climbed the front steps at Windrush Hall, and Benson opened the door for them.

      “How are you?” asked Norman as Benson led them through to the dining room.

      “We’re all well, Sir.”

      “I’ve told you, please don’t call me sir.  It’s Norman, and I’ve worked here most of my life.”

      “Let me fetch the drinks, and Françoise has been cooking something special for you to try.”  Benson disappeared into the kitchen.

      He reappeared a moment later, but as he did, there was a cry from Françoise.  “No.  The door.”

      Dotty glanced at Norman, who shrugged.

      Benson was rooted to the spot at the entrance to the dining room, holding a silver tray, and looking at something on the floor.

      The next moment, Dotty was aware of a flash of movement and she staggered backwards as a heavy, furry weight landed on her shoulder.

      “What on earth?” exclaimed Norman.  “Well, I never.  I’ve only seen one cat perform that trick.”

      Françoise appeared next to her husband, wearing her yellow-tinted glasses, and wringing her hands and crying, “Je suis désolée.”

      Norman looked at the cat sitting serenely on Dotty’s shoulder and then across to Benson and Françoise, and asked, “What’s going on?”

      Benson stepped forward and placed the tray on the dining table.  ”Please sit down.”

      Dotty removed the cat from her shoulder and screwed up her face against the pain in her arm.  The cat refused to be put on the floor, so she sat down and cradled it in her lap.

      Françoise snuffled into a white lace handkerchief while Benson poured teas and coffees.  He pushed a plate towards Norman and Dotty and said, “Pâté en croute.  Earl Grey’s favourite.”

      “Earl Grey,” blurted Dotty, looking down at the grey, British blue cat curled up on her lap.

      “I thought as much,” remarked Norman as he leaned forward and took a slice of the pâté.  “After you’ve apologised to Dotty, I think you should explain.”

      “Ma chéri, I really am sorry, but we were desperate,” cried Françoise, before hiding her face in her handkerchief.

      Benson placed a hand on his wife’s arm and murmured, “Don’t worry, we’ll work something out.”

      He turned back to Norman and Dotty and declared, “Look at us.  We’re too old to find new jobs.  We don’t have pensions and Zenobia said she would see us right, but she hasn’t.  All we’ll get is a small gift.”

      Françoise wailed, “My eyes.”

      “She also promised to pay for Françoise’s eye surgery, but again, she didn’t.  We can’t afford to pay for private treatment and now there is a long waiting list for the operation on the National Health Service.  So you see, we were desperate to keep our jobs, even if they were only looking after Mario.”  Benson stopped and reached across for his wife’s hand.

      “So what happened?” asked Norman.

      “Mario disappeared.  I am not sure if he was pining after his mistress, or if someone took him, but he vanished.  We knew that if the solicitor visited and he wasn’t here, we would have to leave.”

      “But why take Earl Grey?” asked Dotty.

      “We knew he was the old Duke’s cat, Zenobia told us, and he looked like Mario, and knew Windrush Hall.  He seemed like the perfect solution to our problem.”

      “So Mario hasn’t returned?”

      Benson shook his head.  “I’ve walked the grounds on many occasions, but there is no sign of him.”

      “I take it that coming to see me and asking for a scythe was a ruse to get near Earl Grey?”

      Benson dropped his eyes to the table and replied, “I’m sorry for deceiving you.”

      “I didn’t know how we could get Earl Grey, but Françoise sent me with a cool box of food when I came to see you.  I couldn’t believe it when you took me into the kitchen and the cat was curled up by the Aga.  When you left to find the scythe, I took a chance, grabbed Earl Grey and pushed him inside the empty cool box.  That’s why I ran off without saying goodbye.  I didn’t want you to hear him meowing.”

      “I thought he was stuck down a hole,” stammered Dotty.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you.  We just didn’t know what else to do.”

      Norman looked at Earl Grey and reached for another piece of pâté en croute.  “At least he doesn’t seem to have suffered too much.”

      “Oh no, we gave him only the best food, just like Mario.”

      Dotty scratched Earl Grey under the chin and asked, “Have you been spoilt?”

      In reply, he looked across the top of the table, jumped up and pattered across to the plate of pâté slices.  Using his paw, he dragged a piece off the plate and began eating it.

      Dotty smiled.

      “See how much he likes my food?” cried Françoise, also smiling.  “I would like to make him a regular supply, if I could.”  She dropped her hands into her lap and looked down at them.

      “What will you do now?” asked Dotty.

      Françoise sniffled and Benson wrapped his arm around her as he replied, “Inform Mr Willoughby that Mario has disappeared and prepare to leave Windrush Hall.”
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      “I always park in the lido car park as it’s close to the hospital, but cheaper than parking there, and we can leave the car and walk into Cheltenham town centre,” said Keya.

      She had readily agreed to accompany Dotty to a check-up at Cheltenham Hospital on Tuesday morning, and also suggested it would be the perfect opportunity to do some shopping, especially as she had been paid the day before.

      “Straight over the mini roundabout,” she instructed Dotty.  “You must be so relieved that Earl Grey is home.”

      “I am, and so is Agatha.”

      “The piglet?”

      “She’s more than that now, although not as large as some pigs, but she still insists on lying across the front of the Aga.  Earl Grey curls up on top of her.  It’s very sweet.”

      “And he’s none the worse for his experience?”

      “I think he thought of it as a holiday and he was thoroughly spoilt, and now has a liking for pate.  But I do feel sorry for Benson and Françoise.  It must be awful being old and having nothing to show for a lifetime of hard work.  I’m not sure how they’ll manage.”

      “Straight on at this junction and then take the next left,” advised Keya.  “And what about Windrush Hall?”

      “David was supposed to be meeting the solicitor there today, but he’s disappeared on one of his trips, so George is going instead.  I guess we’ll be organising another sale.”

      “Sounds good for business.”

      “I suppose so,” agreed Dotty, “but I hope whoever buys it appreciates the work Zenobia did, restoring the house and creating the new garden.”

      “Here we are.  Park over there if you can find a space.”  Keya pointed to the far left-hand corner of the tarmacked parking area.
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      An hour later, they walked down the front steps of the main building of Cheltenham Hospital, between two double-height stone columns.

      Keya stopped and looked around.  “Why don’t we start in Montpellier?  It’s more expensive than the town centre but has some lovely boutiques, and if we don’t find anything there, we can walk into town.”

      They crossed the road and turned right, strolling past the lush playing fields and impressive gothic stone buildings of Cheltenham College.

      “I’m not sure whether the doctor was pleased to see you or not,” grinned Keya.

      “I suppose he’s right, though.  I do only have one head and I can’t keep damaging it.  Remind me not to stand in the way of crazy criminals in the future.  I should have realised that there were plenty of people on the ground floor who could have stopped Casper, including Felix.”

      “But the doctor didn’t think you’d done yourself any serious harm, did he?”

      “No, but as Aunt Beanie told me, I’ll have an interesting scar above my right eye.”

      “War wounds,” proclaimed Keya.

      They walked on past an old art deco style cinema, which had been converted into an upmarket restaurant, and then Dotty stopped to read a blackboard outside a hair salon.  ‘Special offer.  Full and Half-head Highlights’.  “What do you think?” she asked Keya.

      “Don’t do it just because it’s a special offer.  What if they turn your hair green?”

      Dotty laughed.  “I don’t think they will, but the hairdresser in Cirencester said highlights would lift my hair.  After all, it is rather a dull, mousy-blonde.” She cried, “Come on.  Let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      At two o’clock, Dotty and Keya stood outside the wide-columned frontage of The Ivy Montpellier Brasserie.

      “What do you think?” asked Dotty.  “Do you know if they serve tasty vegetarian dishes?”

      “They have a separate menu,” confirmed Keya.  “I came here once for my aunt’s birthday, but it’s rather pricey.”

      “I’m feeling extravagant today.”  Dotty held up both hands from which hung six boutique shopping bags, and Keya carried another two for her containing shoes and a new pair of knee-high suede boots.

      “I’ve already spent a small fortune, so what is lunch for two going to matter?  Besides, I need to repay you for sitting at the hairdressers with me for two hours, traipsing around the shops and helping me decide what to buy.”

      “If you insist,” giggled Keya and they pushed open the restaurant door walking through an intimate, but full, dining area with huge vases of pink roses and white and purple delphiniums arranged on the window sills.

      Dotty gasped as they walked into the next room, which was a light, airy dining space beneath a glass domed roof.  “What was this building?” she asked.

      “The Montpellier Spa, Madam,” replied a solemn waiter, as if her reaction was to be expected.  “A table for two?”

      “Yes, please.”

      They were seated at the edge of the circular room beneath a large wall fresco of a racehorse, beside an oversized potted palm.

      “I didn’t expect to find this,” said Dotty in a voice of wonder.  “It’s very Mediterranean.”

      “I think you did very well with your shopping,” observed Keya, as they piled bags onto a spare chair.  “I wish I was brave enough to wear some of the summer dresses you chose, but they do show off every lump and bump.”

      “You don’t have any lumps or bumps.  You’re as thin as a rake.”

      “Exactly.  Your curvy figure looked wonderful in them.”

      Dotty blushed.  “I suppose since I exposed myself in Gainfords, when I ripped my dress, I’m a little less self-conscious about wearing more revealing clothes.”

      “And you like the admiring glances you receive from certain policemen and antiques experts.”  Keya grinned.

      Dotty blushed and looked down, concentrating on the menu.  “I think I might join you with the vegetarian dishes.  I like the look of the twice-baked cheese soufflé followed by the wild mushroom and truffle linguine.”

      Two men wearing business suits walked past their table and as Dotty glanced up one of them caught her eye and raised an eyebrow.  She felt a fluttering in her stomach and heat in her cheeks.

      Keya commented, “You’re gathering admirers by the minute.  It must be the new haircut, and that low-cut blouse you’re wearing.”

      Dotty did feel like a new woman and she was actually enjoying the attention, where previously she would have shrunk away from it.

      She smiled at her friend and said, “Let’s order.”
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      At four-thirty on Thursday afternoon, Dotty was considering packing up for the day.  She’d spent most of it at Windrush Hall, where she’d been updating the previous sales catalogue in preparation for an auction at the hall in two weeks’ time.

      There was a lot of work to do in a short amount of time, but the solicitor had wanted it dealt with quickly.

      The phone rang on her desk and she picked it up, answering, “Akemans Antiques.  Can I help you?”

      “Dotty, it’s me, Keya.  I wasn’t sure I’d catch you, but are you free for a drink at The Axeman before you head home?”

      “Sure, whenever you’re ready.  It’s a lovely evening to sit out and I’ve had a busy day.”

      “And can you ask Gilly, and Norman?  Is David back from his trip?  And what about Marion?”

      “David is still away.  I’m not sure when he’ll be back, and Marion hasn’t been in all week.”

      “Never mind.  Do you think Aunt Beanie would like to come?”

      “I can call and ask her, but it will depend on Uncle Cliff.”

      Dotty wandered into the antiques centre and glanced up the stairs.  She hadn’t made any progress with the bargain stall as there hadn’t been time this week, and now she had to organise the sale at Windrush Hall.  She’d put aside some time once that was finished, and she did want to start her own venture.

      Gilly descended the metal staircase and smiled.  “I still hardly recognise the new you, but it’s very fetching.” She reached the bottom step and halted.  “It’s as if you’re growing up.”

      She placed a hand on Dotty’s arm. “But please remember to continue being kind and considerate to others, even as you grow in confidence and become more independent.”

      Slightly taken aback, Dotty stammered, “Constable Varma, Keya, called and asked if we’d like to join her at The Axeman.”

      Gilly checked her watch.  “Five o’clock already.  Where has the day gone?  I can come for a quick drink, but then I have to collect the kids from their tennis lesson.”
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      Keya was already sitting outside The Axeman pub, wearing the attractive green tunic top she’d worn on their first trip to London.  Seated at the head of the table was Inspector Evans in his trademark brown suit and Sergeant Unwin was lifting a second table, which he placed next to the first one.

      As he moved a chair he looked up at Dotty and smiled.  “I like the hair.  It suits you.”

      Dotty squeezed past Inspector Evans and sat down beside Keya, who grabbed her hand and whispered, “See, they’ll all be after you now.”

      But was that because she had a new haircut and fashionable clothes?  Sergeant Unwin hadn’t thought much of her when she was plain Dotty.

      “Inspector Evans,” greeted Aunt Beanie, and she sat down next to him, opposite Keya.  “Tell me all about your trip to the Chelsea Flower show.  I bet your mum loved it.”

      “Cracking,” replied the inspector, and he and Aunt Beanie started discussing roses.

      Norman walked around the corner and leaned on the back of a chair at the end of the table.  “What’s the celebration?” he asked.

      Constable Varma stood up and smiled at the group.  “My promotion to sergeant, and my new position in the Rural, Heritage and Wildlife Unit under Inspector Ringrose.”

      “Congratulations,” cried Aunt Beanie.  She looked across at Norman.  “I think this calls for a round of drinks.  Put them on my tab.”

      “What have I missed?” asked a breathless Gilly, as she pushed her orange-rimmed glasses up her nose.

      ‘Constable Varma will soon be Sergeant Varma,” explained Dotty.

      “That’s great, but does it mean you’re leaving us?”

      “Not at all,” replied Keya.  “Actually, our division will be working more closely with rural businesses like yourselves.”

      Aunt Beanie addressed Inspector Evans.  “And talking of police work, do you have an update on Zenobia’s death and the Lady Justice statue?”

      “I’ll let Sergeant Onion tell you all about that.  After all, he’s the clever so-and-so who cracked the case, he is.”

      “I get by with a little help from my friends,” sang Aunt Beanie, as if to herself.

      Sergeant Unwin - Dotty loved how Inspector Evans referred to him as ‘Onion’ - had the decency to blush.

      “Once we confronted Casper Dupré with Emery Brown’s side of the story, he caved in and admitted he commissioned the sculpture after a trip to Spain searching for new artwork to sell in his gallery.  But as Emery told us, they hadn’t expected the sculpture to be so good and Casper got greedy.  Rents in the West End are rising and his gallery is struggling.  He saw exhibiting and selling the sculpture as a way to keep his business afloat.  He admitted it was the controversy over a sculpture which previously sold for a huge price at Gainfords, which sparked the idea for his plan.”

      Norman carried a bottle of rosé wine and a pint of beer out of the pub, and he was followed by the barman carrying an orange and lemonade, and three wine glasses.  Norman placed the beer in front of the inspector and disappeared back inside.

      “Casper and Emery had become good friends after meeting in a London nightclub at Christmastime.  So when Casper was asked to be an expert on The Antique Tour, and realised Zenobia was to be the sculpture expert on the same programme, he persuaded Emery to bring the sculpture along to be evaluated.  If he could persuade Zenobia to tell the nation, on a popular Sunday night TV show, that the statue was worth a small fortune, he could use it to pull the crowds into his gallery and sell it to raise much-needed capital.”

      “So, is there a link between the statue and Zenobia’s death?” asked Dotty.

      Sergeant Unwin looked at her.  “I think you realised some time ago that there was.”

      Had she?  Once she met Felix, she realised he hadn’t hurt Zenobia, but she’d still been uncertain about Serena De Rossi, until she realised Serena was playing a different game.  Everything had kept leading back to the sculpture.

      “Casper realised Zenobia was doubting the provenance of the sculpture.  He was buoyed up by alcohol and insisted on finding Zenobia, intending to persuade her that the sculpture was genuine.  Emery tried to stop him, but Casper marched off and found Zenobia sitting in the library.”

      Norman placed a pint of beer in front of Sergeant Unwin and sat down next to him.

      Gilly poured wine into the three glasses and pushed one towards Aunt Beanie and another to Dotty, and Keya picked up the glass of orange and lemonade.

      The sergeant continued, “At first Emery said the discussion was amicable as Zenobia expressed her doubts and asked for Casper’s opinion.  She listened but then told them she would be saying it was an exquisite piece which, if its provenance could be verified, would be worth millions, but in her opinion it was an excellent copy worth between £3,000 and £5,000.”

      “She was spot on,” declared Aunt Beanie.  “Well done her.”

      “She may have been right, but that comment led to her death.  Emery told us Casper became increasingly worked up as he tried to reason with Zenobia, but she had made up her mind up and said she was going to bed.  Casper followed her out into the corridor.  Emery heard raised voices and as he opened the library door, he watched Casper push Zenobia over the balustrade.”

      “And I thought Emery was the muscle man,” commented Keya.

      “More of a gentle giant,” declared Aunt Beanie.  “But we witnessed Casper’s temper at Gainfords, didn’t we, Dotty?”

      Dotty nodded, but her thoughts were for poor Emery.  “Have you offered Emery any counselling?  I think, from some of the comments he made, that he’s tormented by Zenobia’s death.  And probably more so if Casper persuaded him to hide the truth.  I guess Casper told him they were both at fault and if Casper went down, he would drag Emery with him.”

      “That’s a good point,” agreed Keya.  “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Gilly put down her wine glass and asked, “Has Casper admitted to killing Zenobia Richardson?”

      “No, he hasn’t,” Inspector Evans remarked and picked up his half-drunk pint of beer.

      “I doubt he will,” added Sergeant Unwin, “But I also believe Emery Brown was not responsible for Zenobia Richardson’s death.”

      “And what about Serena De Rossi?” asked Norman.  “How is she involved?”

      “Greedy little so-and-so, that one,” growled Inspector Evans.

      “We’ve charged her with embezzlement.  The money she stole from the Zenobia Richardson’s fan club will be returned but we’re still looking for the money she stole directly from Zenobia for so-called building work.”

      “It’ll be a shame if Zenobia’s fan club dies with her,” mused Aunt Beanie.

      “Oh, it won’t,” disclosed Sergeant Unwin.  “Mr and Mrs Benson are taking over its management.”

      “Benson and Françoise,” exclaimed Dotty.  “That’s great news.”
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      A week later, Dotty returned to Meadowbank Farm to find Inspector Ringrose sitting at the pine kitchen table playing cards with Uncle Cliff.

      “Isn’t it great?” enthused Aunt Beanie.  “Although Cliff can’t remember what happened yesterday, he suddenly announced he wanted to play rummy.   Inspector Ringrose and I had to look it up on the internet and remind ourselves of the rules, but Cliff knew them.”

      “How are you feeling, young lady, after your tumble at Gainfords?”

      Self-consciously, Dotty touched the scab above her right eye as she replied, “I’m OK.  My bruises are disappearing.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.  It was a brave but reckless thing you did.  Reminds me of someone else I know.”  He turned towards Aunt Beanie.

      “I haven’t prevented criminals escaping by throwing myself down staircases.”

      “Perhaps not, but I remember other incidences when you behaved impetuously and saved a rare item or thwarted a criminal gang.”

      “I’m not sure about that,” but Dotty caught a gleam of pride in Aunt Beanie’s eyes.

      “Which reminds me, did you see the latest treasure to be returned to the Bagdad Museum of Antiquities?” asked Inspector Ringrose.

      Aunt Beanie narrowed her eyes and replied, “No.”

      “A necklace of gold disks with granulated rosettes from the Babylonian Empire.”

      “I knew it was real,” exclaimed Aunt Beanie, “So why did Gainfords describe it as a replica, and why was nobody bidding for it at the auction?”

      “I don’t know, but that’s the sort of thing you can find out if you join my team.”

      “Aunt Beanie!  Are you going to work in the Rural, Heritage and Wildlife Unit?” asked Dotty.  “What a fantastic idea.”

      “I’ve asked her to join us as a consultant.  That way, she can choose the crimes she wants to pursue.  And the people.”  Inspector Ringrose placed a hand on Dotty’s arm.

      “A friendly word of warning.  As you’re drawn into the antiques world, just be careful who you trust.”

      Aunt Beanie and Inspector Ringrose exchanged a meaningful glance.
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        * * *

      

      It was a glorious June day as Dotty welcomed guests to Windrush Hall for the sale of its contents.  The auction was being held in a marquee on the back lawn beside Zenobia’s new garden, which was full of colour.

      The lavender bushes along the central path swelled with fragrant flowers and the borders exploded with pink peonies, brightly coloured lupins and the full blooms of heritage roses.

      Despite it being early summer, and the previous auction at Windrush Hall having been at Christmastime, she still felt a sense of déjà vu.

      “What a lovely dress, Dotty,” complimented Françoise as she placed a plate of miniature cinnamon rolls on the refreshment table beside Dotty.  They must have been taken straight from the oven, as Dotty could smell the rich butter pastry and the sharp, sweet smell of cinnamon.

      “And how is Earl Grey?” asked Françoise.

      “He’s very well, except for his habit of believing he should eat with us in the evening.  He even jumps onto the table and sits by my place, which I know irritates Norman.  And how does Benson feel about selling Zenobia’s collection of figurines and porcelain?”

      “Conflicted.  Mr Willoughby made out that Zenobia had only left us a small gift, not her entire collection.  Benson would have preferred to keep it, but where would we put everything?  I doubt the pieces will make very much, but Benson has promised that if we raise enough money, I can have my eye operation.  That means I’ll be able to find a job in a cafe or something and supplement our salaries from running Zenobia’s fan club.  So we’re much better off than we expected.”

      She stepped closer to Dotty.  “But I am pleased he decided to keep the statuette of the black cat holding a bunch of flowers, which started Zenobia’s collection.”

      Dotty greeted more guests and, when the auction started, she seated herself at a desk, at the back of the marquee, and began entering sales information and winning bidders into Akemans’ auction computer system.

      She looked up when George announced, “Lot 36, a 1950s pink leprechaun cookie jar.  Who’ll start me at £100?”

      “£100 on the internet.  120, 150, 200.”

      The price rose to £2,700 without anyone in the room having a chance to bid.  George did a good job of hiding her surprise.  “I have £2,700 on AuctionRoom.com.  Any advance on 2,700?”

      Aunt Beanie stuck her hand up.  “2,900 on the telephone.”  David Rook had still not returned from his trip and Aunt Beanie and one of George’s friends were manning the phones for the auction.

      The bidding rose slowly.

      “£3,600.  Final call.”  George looked round the room.  “Sold.”

      “I can’t believe it,” cried Françoise behind Dotty.   “That will pay for my operation.”

      Dotty didn’t like to tell them that a commission of twenty-three per cent would be deducted from the sale price, but hopefully, other items from Zenobia’s collection would also sell well.  None of them had expected such a price for a small, brightly coloured cookie jar.

      She watched Benson hug his wife and then turned back to the auction as George declared, “Lot 37, a Lladro figurine of a flamenco dancer.  We’ve had a lot of interest in this gorgeous piece of porcelain with its intricately detailed, vivid red dress.  I shall start the bidding at £5,200.”

      “Oh, mon dieu!” cried Françoise.

      Aunt Beanie was busy on the phone again and this time her client was the winning bidder, paying £7,300 for the piece.

      “I didn’t realise Zenobia had such a fascinating collection,” remarked Gilmore.

      Dotty looked up quickly.  “Hi,” she stuttered, “I thought you were away with David.”

      “No, I returned last week, but he had additional work to attend to.”  He paused to examine her.  “I see you’ve had your hair done.  It suits you.  When are you next coming to London?  I’d like to buy you dinner.”
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        * * *

      

      Will Dotty’s increasing confidence boost her standing at work … and in love?  Find out in book 3, Bidding for Revenge.

      Stolen antiques.  An unexplained death.  Can an amateur sleuth tell a fake from the real deal and solve a curio of a murder?

      
        
        Buy Bidding for Revenge

        and uncover a treasure today!
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        * * *

      

      Would you like to know how Dotty obtained her job at Akemans and solved a murder?  Find out in the FREE prequel, Hour is Come, when you sign up to my newsletter for updates.

      A dead husband. A hidden body.  Can an inexperienced amateur sleuth save herself and identify a killer in the stroke of time?

      
        
        Download Hour is Come for FREE
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        * * *

      

      Would you like to know what happened to Mario, Zenobia Richardson’s cat?

      
        
        Click Here  to Read Mario’s short story
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        * * *

      

      If you enjoyed this book, please tell someone you know.  And for those people you don’t know, leave a review to help them decide whether or not to read it.

      
        
        Leave a review on Amazon
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        * * *

      

      For more information visit VictoriaTait.com
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