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      Looking back through memory’s eyes

We will know life has nothing sweeter than its springtime

Golden days, when we’re young

Golden days


    

    
      Golden Days

Mario Lanza, 1924
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  Chapter 1

  
  







“Good Lord, Ellie Blaine, I leave you alone for three months and you appear to have turned into some sort of Bauhaus bohemian. What in blazes have you done with all the furniture?”

Georgie shook her coat off as she strode into the entrance of Melmersby Hall, handing it briskly to Ellie while scanning the wide, and now mostly empty, room.

“Bow-who?” Ellie said, raising a sharp eyebrow. “And thanks, yes it’s lovely to see you again too.”

“What? Oh, well of course, darling,” Georgie said, leaning in to give her friend a warm embrace, then stepping back to look her up and down. “And may I say you are looking simply wonderful, I do believe love has put a little healthy pink in those alabaster cheeks of yours.” 

Ellie cheeks turned pinker still as her friend turned to inspect the hallway again. “Bauhaus, darling,” Georgie said, turning back to her as she surveyed the space with a shake of her head. “Minimalism. I’m assuming that’s the look you are going for here? Or have you spent too much on tinkering with your car again and had to flog all the movables to cover your debts?”

Ellie laughed. “I’m giving the place a bit of a makeover,” she said. “It was starting to feel a bit like I was living in a museum. I’m not sure when Richard’s family last bought anything new, but I was half-expecting to find cave-paintings behind some of the book cases.”

Georgie ran her hand over the top of a rickety writing desk that Ellie had pushed against the wall beside the door, quickly flicking her fingers to shake off the thick layer of dust they picked up. “Yes, well, out with the old and in with new, and so on, but I do rather hope you haven’t cleared the whole place out like this, there are some rather fine pieces here.” She glanced up the wide lower rise of the central staircase, frowning at the empty space on the small landing where it turned up and to the right. “I do hope you are going to tell me that you still have the beautiful long-case clock that stood there, for instance.”

Ellie shrugged. “It never kept time very well; or at all, to be honest. It’s gone to a better place.”

“A better place?” Georgie said, hands firmly on her angular hips. “That better place had better be the drawing room. That clock was made by Luke Wise of Reading. It was crafted when George III was still your king, before all that unfortunate business with tea parties and liberty bells and so on. Perhaps if your lot hadn’t been so keen to see him off you’d have a better appreciation for history.”

“Talking of tea,” Ellie said, with a grin, “do you want one? You must be tired after your journey.”

Georgie let out a sharp puff of breath. “I think I may need something a little stronger, if I am to brace myself for the swathe of destruction you’ve cut through this fine English hall.”

Ellie held out her hand to let Georgie lead the way into the smaller drawing room, where the drinks cabinet had been freshly restocked in time for her friend’s latest visit up from London, where her work as a barrister had been keeping her busier than usual in the last few months.

“Don’t worry,” Ellie said, “I donated the clock to the village school. It might not tell the time anymore but its big old hands are ideal for teaching the kids there how to do that. Think of it as a new lease of life for a tired old grandfather.”

Georgie sat down heavily in the well-padded wing-back chair set next to the drinks cabinet. “Well, at least this room is still relatively intact.”

Ellie poured a short shot of whisky into a crystal low-ball glass and handed it to Georgie. “I know it’s your favourite room, so I’ve left it just as you like it.”

Georgie raised her glass in salute. “At least some things are sacred,” she said. “I wonder what our dear Richard will make of you gutting the old family pile.”

Ellie pulled round the chair opposite, moving a well-thumbed copy of The Motor magazine from the seat before sitting down. “It’s not his house anymore,” she said. “Took me a while to really accept that, but now I have and so I don’t feel bad about it. Oh, of course, I’ve left his study exactly as he had it. Like you say: some things are sacred.”

“And how is your dashing beau doing in the far Indies? I suppose you miss him terribly?”

Ellie gave a slight shrug. “Well, the last I heard, he was doing just great. Sounds like he’s making a real difference at Francis Tomlinson’s hospital. He’s certainly keeping busy. Too busy to write, it seems.” Ellie stood up sharply. “You know, I think I might join you in a drink.”

“Hmm,” Georgie said, puckering her mouth to take a sharp draught of whisky, “trouble in paradise?”

Ellie filled her own glass and sat down with a sigh. “No. At least, I don’t think so. I expect he is very busy. It’s just…” she leaned forward. “For the first three months he was writing every week, twice a week sometimes. But… well, I’ve not had anything for nearly a month now.”

“Not a peep?”

“No, no peeps, no letters, no telegrams, nothing. I wouldn’t mind, but I sent him a telegram two weeks ago to tell him about my plans for this place; I thought he should know so it wasn’t too much of a shock when he got back. But I’ve heard nothing. I’m starting to wonder if perhaps I upset him – I mean, he said he never liked this place, but he has known it all his life and now I’m not sure if maybe he’s unhappy that–”

“Nonsense,” Georgie put it. “Richard’s not one for holding back if he has an opinion, I think we both know that. If he didn’t like the idea I am sure he would have written back post-haste with a full list of his grievances. I suspect, like you say, he is terribly busy. You know how he is, he throws himself into his work and I know he is very passionate about this hospital project, and when he is passionate about something he tends to give it his full attention.”

Ellie looked down into her glass and Georgie shook her head, reaching over to put a hand on her friend’s knee. “Not that he isn’t very passionate about you, of course, darling. And I never thought I would say that about Richard. He’s never struck me as the passionate kind; not in that way anyway. But now here he is driving racing cars over mountains and tackling armed villains to protect his inamorata. I’m not sure what you’ve done to the old chap, but I have to say I’m rather glad you did.”

Ellie smiled weakly. “I’m sure you’re right, he’s probably just busy, like you say. I expect I’ll hear from him soon enough. Anyway…” Ellie put down her glass, drawing an approving glance from Georgie for the speed at which she’d finished it. “Let me show you the rest of the house, I want to tell you my plans for it.”

“I hope they are spectacular and ludicrously ambitious,” Georgie said. “And I also hope you can afford it, old girl.”

Ellie shook her head. “Don’t worry about me,” she said, “I’m not going to break the bank. I’m just going to modernise the place a little. I would like to have some things in here that aren’t so… brown. Besides, I’ve been putting a little aside from my second job.”

Georgie frowned curiously for a second, before catching on. “Ah – of course, the detective work. Ellie Blaine, private investigator. How’s that going? Caught any more dastardly murderers lately?”

“I’m sure I would have told you if I had,” Ellie said. “Besides, I’ve never caught one without you being there to help me, so luckily I’ve not been called on while you were away in London. It’s mostly just little things. I did solve the mystery of who was stealing Mrs Garnet’s sausage rolls!”

“A case that will no-doubt go down in the annals of criminal history,” Georgie said. “Do tell. Was it some international pastry thief, hiding out from Interpol in the anonymity of our quaint little Yorkshire village?”

Ellie laughed. “Sadly not that exciting. It was Mrs Garnet’s Jack Russell terrier, Chips. And he would have gotten away with it too, if it weren’t for my brilliant observation that he’d got so fat his collar didn’t fit any more. Turns out the little guy had worked out how to open her pantry door with his paw.”

“I’m sure the citizens of Melmersby will sleep more soundly knowing he has been brought to justice,” Georgie said. “And I’m also sure that job probably didn’t pay very well.”

“I got free carrot cake for a year,” Ellie said with a mischievous smile. “Well, once a month anyway. As long as I buy something else of equivalent value or bring a guest who pays full price.”

“Generous to a fault that Mrs Garnet,” Georgie said.

“I still have all of the money poor old Ed Chelm paid me for solving his case, that should pay for a few of my ideas.”

“Ah yes, well I suspect he rather regrets that now, but that is how it goes sometimes. And I suppose we should be glad no one else has been bumped off, even if it means no more adventures for you.”

“There was a murder,” Ellie said, leaning in to top up her friend’s glass at an urging glance from Georgie. “Over Maltham way, a couple of months ago. George Armitage, I think the guy was called. I was asked to look into it – DI Lochner recommended me, apparently. But, I never got the chance. It was solved before I even started on the case.”

“Oh dear, that’s a shame,” Georgie said. “Not that the fellow got caught, of course, just that he didn’t wait a little longer for you to nab him. What happened?”

“Burglary gone wrong,” Ellie said. “Seems he kept a lot of valuable things in his house, and someone must have got wind of it. They caught the thief with some of his stuff in his possession, and they matched his fingerprints to bloodstains at the scene. Pretty cut-and-dried case by the sounds of it.”

“Well,” Georgie said, “I suppose we should be thankful he was caught. Good to know the police can sometimes solve things without us, right? Besides, it doesn’t sound like your sort of– oh! Please tell me you are not getting rid of that!”

Georgie was pointing, with what looked very much to Ellie like a look of horror, at an old, slightly woodwormed and definitely very brown, cabinet that was laying on its side in the far corner of the drawing room.

Ellie grimaced. “Well, I kind of was…”

“Eleanor Blaine! Oh my! It is a good job I got here when I did. Heaven knows what else you have hurled out in your rush to modernity, but I will at least see that you save that piece.”

Ellie looked at the cabinet curiously. “Is it valuable?”

“Valuable?” Georgie gasped. “Well, if you value heritage, and history, and the great British tradition of cabinetmaking then yes, very valuable indeed. To be fair, if you value anything it is – that elegant piece you have so unceremoniously dumped on its backside in the corner is worth a pretty penny.”

“Should I know what it is?”

“One should know what it is,” Georgie said. “But I wonder why I’m not surprised you don’t. That, my dear thing, is in the style of George Hepplewhite, and I should not be surprised if it wasn’t made by the great man himself.”

“And I suppose I should know him?”

Georgie shook her head. “Again, yes you should. One of the great British cabinetmakers; a maestro of mahogany, the Wagner of walnut. Throwing that out would be like… well, lining your marigold pots with an original score for Beethoven’s Fifth.”

“You can have it, if you like it.” Ellie said, nodding towards the cabinet.

Georgie snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s worth a small fortune – you could do up the whole drawing room in whatever outlandishly modern decor you fancy if you sold that at auction. Not that you should sell it, it should be cared for and cherished, like a work of art.”

Ellie shrugged. “I wasn’t planning on scrapping it, I’ve just put the old furniture in the empty West Wing while I decide what to do with it. Why don’t you take it – for now, at least. Keep it for a while and if I decide to sell it you can always give it back.”

“You know as well as I do you won’t ask for it back,” Georgie said.

“Perhaps not, but it’ll only get paint splashed on it in the West Wing –I’m decorating in there at them moment, or trying to – it’s a bit of a losing a battle with dry rot. You should take it. Think of it as you preserving it, for history.”

Georgie shook her head. “Well, it would look rather splendid in my salon. And if you put it like that…”

“Good,” Ellie said, putting her hand out to seal the deal, “I’ll get Reggie to drop it off next time he is over your way.”

“Thank you,” Georgie said, firmly taking her friend’s offered hand, “that is frightfully generous of you. I don’t know what to say.”

“Well, that’s a first for you.” Ellie chuckled. “Just say you’ll help me with the painting and decorating and we’ll call it quits.”

“Of course,” Georgie said. “And you will need supervision with your furniture removal too, to make sure you don’t chuck out any more irreplaceable pieces of British heritage. In fact, I’ll go one better than that. I shan’t just supervise you, I shall educate you – what is it they say: ‘if you give a man a fish he is hungry again in an hour. If you teach him to catch a fish you do him a good turn’?”

“You’re going to teach me to fish?” Ellie said, frowning.

“It is rather like fishing, I suppose,” Georgie said, putting her hand to her angular chin. “Knowing where the best catches can be found, waiting patiently for just the right moment to hoik on your line and snare the prize, and when it is wiser to let it go.”

“Sorry – what are we talking about?”

“Antiques!” Georgie proclaimed. “I am going to help you dip your pretty little toes into the murky waters of antique hunting. I am taking you to auction.”
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“Now, I should tell you before we get there, this is not Sotheby’s, so I can’t promise we will be looking at the treasures of age. Mostly bric-a-brac and house clearances, I’m afraid, although I have picked up the odd mildly interesting piece here occasionally. However, it is a little more suited to our pocket and it will give you your first taste of the thrill of antique hunting, and perhaps a little more appreciation for the value of–”

“Brown things?” Ellie said, smiling as she turned her Sunbeam car into a narrow, shingled driveway under an arched sign that read ‘Oswaldkirk Auctions’.

“Classic British style, darling. In all its shades.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fun, anyway,” Ellie said, lifting her head up to see if she could find a place to park in the small yard to the front of a rather unprepossessing brick building. “Looks busy, must be a good sale on today.”

“There’s a space there,” Georgie said, gesturing to the far side of the yard. “Just behind where that little black saloon car is dawdling. Be quick and I think you can nip in.”

“You sure he’s not waiting to get in?” Ellie said, frowning.

“If there’s one thing you need to know about auctions, old thing, is that if you hesitate you lose – go on, otherwise we’ll have to park on that muddy slope there and I am not wearing the shoes for that.”

Ellie shook her head. “Ok, well he’s not moving, so he might just be waiting for someone I suppose.” She turned the car sharply into the narrow space, pulling up the handbrake firmly and silencing the low hum of the engine with a turn of the key. “Right, lets go and see what your auction–”

“What the devil do you think are doing? That is not on, not on at all. You just took my place!”

Ellie turned her head to see the passenger side window beside Georgie now filled with a very round, very pink and very angry-looking face.

“Sorry,” Ellie said, holding up a hand in apology, “we weren’t sure if you were parking or not. I can move if you–”

“Oh, a woman driver. Oh, that explains it,” the man said, standing up to put his hands on his hips, then dropping back down again to poke his head through the gap Georgie had gingerly cracked open in the window. 

Ellie opened her door to step out and face him over the canvas roof of the car. “Like I said, I wasn’t sure what you were doing. I’m happy to–”

“Shouldn’t be allowed behind the wheel, that’s what I say. It’s a safety hazard. No regard for the proper rules of the road, no common sense, far too emotional to be in charge of powerful machinery. A gentleman would not simply take another fellow’s spot like that.”

“I suspect a gentleman would know how to park without dawdling for 20 minutes while he assessed the width of the space,” Georgie said, pushing open her door enough to force the man to take a long step backwards. “There is plenty of room on the grass slope over there; even you might manage to fit in it, if you take it nice and steady.”

The man’s face turned an even deeper red and Ellie wondered how many shades it would go through before Georgie was done with him. She smiled as sweetly as she could, nodding to Georgie to suggest it might be best to go inside now. “I am sorry,” she said, “it was an honest mistake, but we do have to get in before it starts. Good luck in the auction.”

Ellie stepped round the car to take Georgie by the arm before she could say anything else, and hurried her up the small flight of steps to the auction room door, to the sound of muttering and mumbles from the disgruntled driver as he skulked back to his car.

“Woman driver?” Georgie said, looking back over her shoulder with an expression that made Ellie worry she hadn’t quite finished with the man yet. “I’ll give him ‘woman driver’ – he drives like a–”

“Oh, look,” Ellie said, rapidly changing the subject, “this looks like an interesting piece. What is it, Georgian?”

Georgie looked down to where Ellie was resting her hand on a narrow, lattice-fronted wooden box set against the wall of the entrance corridor. She put her own hand to her face, pushing up her black-rimmed glasses to pinch at the bridge of her nose. “That, my dear, benighted thing, is a radiator cover. We aren’t actually in the auction room yet. I can see your education may take a little longer than I anticipated.”

Ellie grinned sheepishly. “Just getting my eye in,” she said, unconvincingly.

“Mornin’ Miss Parr.” Ellie turned to see the smiling face of a young lad, probably no more than 15 years old, she thought, as he touched his flat cap in welcome. “Not a lot of stuff for you ‘ere today, from what I’ve seen of it, miss, but I’m ‘ere if you need me.” The boy had a sharp, angular face that his grin made look particularly mischievous, Ellie thought; even more so when the boy winked at her.

“Thank you Amos,” Georgie said. “I am introducing my dear friend Ellie here to the joys of antique hunting. We may have need of you yet, so keep an eye on us.”

The boy gave an exaggerated bow. “Delighted to make your acquaintance, Miss Ellie. And I don’t need no invitation to keep my eye on a pretty lady, it should be my pleasure.”

“How old are you?” Ellie said, letting out a sharp, dry laugh.

“Old enough to appreciate beauty,” the boy said, “even in things that are a little older. That’s why I’m so good at my job.”

Ellie raised her eyebrows as the boy turned on his heels, whistling softly as he skipped back through the dark double-doors that led into the now-crowded auction room. She half-turned to catch a distorted glimpse of herself in the shine of a silver plate that hung on the wall of the entrance corridor.

“Precocious little thing, isn’t he?” Georgie said. “But a useful ally in the battlefield of the auction room. He’s the auction assistant here, and sometimes my assistant when I need him, for the right price.”

“Am I starting to look old?” Ellie said, pushing up her hair from her forehead and twitching her brow up and down as she stared into the silver plate.

Georgie studied her friend’s reflection for a moment, then patted her firmly on the back. “What are you now? 30?”

“Twenty-nine!” Ellie snapped, scowling as she turned to face Georgie.

“Oh well, you are practically an old maid then,” Georgie said, with a dramatic sweep of her hand. “Might as well put you out to pasture. Good job Richard was able to overlook your advancing years, otherwise you might have been left on the shelf for good.”

Ellie shook her head, smiling weakly. “I just–”

“Amos is barely out of short trousers, darling, I imagine anyone who was born before the turn of the century looks positively ancient to him. You are a picture of youthful beauty, although I must say vanity doesn’t look good on you, and I– are you trying to give yourself a Chinese burn?”

Ellie followed Georgie’s eyes down to where her own hand was twisting firmly and rapidly around her left wrist. She let go, pulling her sleeve back up. “I keep doing that – I’m used to my watch being there, and since I gave it to Richard… I forget it’s not there.”

Georgie nodded sympathetically. “You miss him, don’t you?”

Ellie sighed. “I just… what if he’s met someone out there? I mean, I wouldn’t be surprised. Of course, I’ll put a brave face on it, and we‘ll still be good friends, and…”

“Ellie Blaine!” Georgie said, folding her arms. “Vanity and now insecurity. I’m not sure I approve of this latest turn. Can I please have the old Ellie back, she was much more fun.”

Ellie laughed, suddenly shaking herself out of her mood. “Yes, of course. She was. She is. She’s back. Forget it. Come on, let’s cause mayhem in the auction. I wonder if they’ll take a bid on the radiator cover?”

* * *

“What about this one, I think it would look simply divine in the yellow drawing room?” Georgie opened her arms to show a small, elegantly carved mahogany side table, inlaid with delicate marquetry.

Ellie studied it for a second. “It’s a bit…”

“Don’t say it!” Georgie barked.

“Brown.” Ellie shrugged.

“You said it! I told you not to say it. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Ellie old fruit, but wood does tend to be brown.”

“Maybe not quite so brown?” Ellie smiled.

“I’ve shown you two dozen pieces now and they have all been too brown. What are you looking for? Pink? Blue? Orange? Well, we will need to find something to bid on before the auction starts, we have about two minutes now before this has been rather an unproductive treasure hunt. How about–”

“Oh, that!” Ellie said, suddenly pointing at something over Georgie’s shoulder. “That is perfect.”

Georgie span round on her heels to face a tall corner display unit, simply built from dark wood and a little plain-looking. She turned her mouth down. “Well, it’s not a Chippendale, and it doesn’t have a great deal of age, but at least it’s something.” She leaned down to look at the ticket set on its lowest shelf. “Reserve price seems fair. I suppose we have to start your auction journey somewhere. If we–”

“No,” Ellie said, shaking her head, “not the cabinet, that – there, on its top shelf.”

Georgie glanced up, silent for a second, then her jaw, usually set so firm, fell slackly open as she looked rapidly between the shelf and Ellie and back again. “You are not being serious, surely? Please tell me you are not being serious.”

“I am,” Ellie said, grinning. “It’s kinda cute.”

“Cute? Well that’s one word for it,” Georgie said, folding her arm tightly. “Another one, I might suggest, is monstrosity; or gewgaw.”

“Gewgaw?”

“Tat, gaudy tat. It’s quite the gaudiest tat I have seen for a very long time.”

“Gewgaw?” Ellie said again, rolling the word on her tongue. “You know, I thought we spoke English in America, but it turns out you and Richard speak an entirely different language sometimes. I like it. I guess I like gewgaws?”

Georgie stared back at the shelf – at a brightly coloured, glossy and grumpy-looking ceramic cat dressed in a buttoned up waistcoat and peaked cap. She picked up the sale label, putting her glasses up to read it out loud: “‘Pottery cat in butler’s raiments, contemporary, provenance unknown, reserve price 3 shillings’.” She put the label back in place, staring at the cat with an undisguised look of contempt. “Well, at least we shan’t break the bank, although I should like to break that… thing. Look at it. It’s quite hideous.”

“I like it. He looks just like Mr Madison. It’s Mrs Madison’s birthday in a couple of weeks, and I think she’d love it. Might get her to finally warm to me, a little bit at least.”

Georgie looked back at the cat. “There is a passing resemblance, I suppose,” she said. “Well, it’s ginger at least. Doesn’t look much like any cat I’ve seen before, mind you. Look at its face, it’s poorly done, looks half-human half-cat; like some sort of ghastly were-cat. And since when does a butler wear a cap? He looks more like a train conductor, if you ask me. All aboard the express train to Tatsville, stopping at Gewgaw Junction!”

Ellie laughed. “You wanted me to bid on something, I’m going to bid on that. You should be happy.”

“No,” Georgie said, “you are not going to bid on that.”

“Really,” Ellie said, crossing her arms, “and how–”

“I am going to bid on that,” Georgie said.

“What?”

“Hideous as it is, if my good chum wants it, she shall have it. And I shall buy it for her. Now – don’t look at me like that, I insist. You have given me a very splendid cabinet and in return I will buy you a very… well, a pottery cat. For three shillings. Which hardly seems a fair exchange, but there is no accounting for taste, it seems, and so it shall be done. Now, stop gawping, we need to take our seats. The auction is about to begin.”

Georgie ushered Ellie over to their places in two hard wooden seats at the end of a row, pushed just a little too close to the seats in front and behind so Georgie had to pull her long legs almost to her chest to squeeze in. Across the row in front of them, Ellie caught the eye of the man whose parking space she had taken and offered him a friendly smile that was returned in the form of a scowl.

“Here we go,” Georgie said, nudging Ellie’s arm as a wiry and slightly hang-dog looking man in half-moon glasses stepped up to a low podium at the front of the hall and picked up a small wooden mallet.

“Lot 1,” he said, in a low, gravelly voice, “a rather charming 18th century Windsor chair in oak and elm. Some patina, but in solid condition. Who will start me at 12 shillings?”

Ellie watched as the man nodded his head around the room, trying to work out what he could see that she couldn’t as he seemingly picked bidders out of thin air. “I’m worried to move,” Ellie whispered to Georgie. “What if I have to scratch my head? Will he think I’m bidding?”

“He knows what he’s doing, he’s rather a good auctioneer is old Frank. I am sure he will allow you an itch without selling you anything.”

The auction moved at a pace that almost dizzied Ellie, as she scanned the room rapidly from one side to the other as bids flew in and the hammer dropped, Georgie nodding or tutting to signal her evaluation of whatever price each piece went for.

“Brace yourself,” Georgie said at last, “your were-cat is up next. Watch me and you’ll see how this is done.”

The auctioneer carefully took the pottery cat from Amos, studying it curiously for a second before putting it down on the podium next to him. “Right, well, this next lot is a very peculiar piece. We have what appears to be a 20th century pottery cat, looking rather splendid in his butler’s uniform. Provenance is unknown, but perhaps of interest to any cat-lovers out there with a space to fill on their mantelpiece. Who will start me at one shilling?”

Georgie nodded her head subtly, and the auctioneer nodded back to her. “One shilling, in the room. Any–”

“Two shillings!” 

Ellie turned to try to catch a glimpse of the new bidder. This one wasn’t being so subtle, and had his arm firmly up in the air. She turned back to Georgie, whose brow was now knitted. “That’s–”

“Our man from the car-park,” Georgie hissed. “Yes. Oh, so he’s playing that game, is he. How very petty. Three shillings!” she called out.

“I’ve got three–” the auctioneer started.

“Four!” the man called out again.

“Six shillings!” Georgie responded, glaring at the man.

“Seems we’ve got some interest,” the auctioneer said, in a tone of light surprise. “Do I hear–”

“Ten!”

“Twenty!”

Ellie nudged Georgie with her elbow, keeping her voice low as she leaned in to her. “Georgie, that’s enough. I don’t want you paying more than it’s worth, let him have his little moment of revenge.”

“Five pounds!” the man called out, to gasps from the room.

“Ten pounds!” Georgie countered.

“Twenty!”

“Georgie, it’s getting a bit crazy now, it’s too much,” Ellie said, looking back over at the man who was fidgeting nervously in his seat.

“Don’t worry,” Georgie said, “I have this all under control.” Georgie nodded subtly to Amos, who tiptoed briskly towards her from the front of the room. He slowed down as he past her, without looking down. “A little help, Amos,” she whispered out of the side of her mouth as he passed. “Black saloon, on the slope.” Amos kept walking without acknowledging her words, hands firmly in his pocket as he turned towards the other side of the room.

“All done at twenty pounds?” the auctioneer called out.

“Thirty pounds,” Georgie said, as Ellie put her head in her hands.

“Fifty!” The man growled the word out, throwing a look of daggers at Georgie.

“Sixty,” Georgie said, crossing her arms and returning a look of defiance.

“One hundred pounds,” the man said, sitting back in a way that suggested he thought his work was done. Georgie didn’t respond.

“One hundred,” the auctioneer said, puffing out his thin cheeks. “At one hundred in the room. Any advance? No? Going once at–”

“Ay up!” The auctioneer stopped his gavel hand, to stare across the room to where Amos was standing on tip-toe to look out of the window. The boy turned back to call out across the room. “Looks like someone forgot to put their handbrake on – there’s a black saloon what’s rolling right down the hill, it’ll be in Oswaldkirk Beck in a tick. That’ll make a right mess.”

The man stood up sharply. “Black saloon? That’s my car!” He pushed his way rapidly through the tight rows of seats, drawing a sharp rebuke as he trod on an elderly gentleman’s toe in his haste. “Hold the auction,” he called out. “I’ve got to stop it. I’ve not even paid it off yet!”

The auctioneer watched him, shaking his head and closing his eyes for a second, before lifting his gavel again. “I’m afraid we must push on, there’s a lot to get through. Going at one hundred pounds, for the last time–”

“One hundred and one pounds!” Georgie called out.

The auctioneer shrugged. “Alright then, at one hundred and one pounds. Going once, going twice – sold! To Miss Georgina Parr, for one hundred and one pounds.”

A light ripple of applause echoed around the room, and Georgie bowed her head slightly, turning it around to acknowledge the reception.

Ellie stared at Georgie, speechless and shaking her head, as her friend patted her firmly on her knee.

“And that,” Georgie said, straightening out her jacket lapels, “is how you win an auction.”

* * *

“That was a dirty trick that you pulled in there, getting that lad to fib for you like that.” The man had been waiting by Ellie’s car when they came down the steps of the auction room, after Georgie had subtly slipped a crisp pound note into Amos’s hand on the way out.

“What can I say,” Georgie said, shrugging. “All is fair in love and auctions.”

“The windows are pretty dirty in there,” Ellie said, hopefully, but not too convincingly. “I’m sure it was an honest mistake on his behalf, he probably couldn’t see clearly.”

The man looked down at the prize Georgie was now cradling in her arms. “I’ll give you one-fifty for it,” he said.

“A hundred and fifty pounds? For this?” Georgie said, holding up the pottery cat to inspect. “No deal, I’m afraid. I’ve taken rather a shine to him.”

“Two hundred then,” the man said. “That’s my final offer.”

Ellie pulled at Georgie’s sleeve. “Georgie, come on, that’s more than generous.”

“No,” Georgie said, “one can’t put a price on the feelings I have for this little fellow. I’m afraid you will just have to accept that today was not your day, sir. Better luck next time.”

Georgie eased her way past the man to slip quickly into the passenger seat of the Sunbeam and close the door firmly on any further negotiation. Ellie walked round the car to settle in beside her, shaking her head.

“Georgie! Two hundred pounds. Just take it, we can buy Mrs Madison something really special for a fraction of that. You won the auction, don’t you think that’s enough?”

“Men like him think they can always get what they want,” Georgie said, throwing a sharp look through the window to where the man was now anxiously pacing the gravel of the driveway. “Well, he needs to learn that this particular woman is very much in the driving seat, and has no intention of giving way, at any price. Come on, step on the gas as you say, let’s get Gilbert home.”

“Gilbert?”

“Gilbert. That’s what I’ve decided to call him. Gilbert the Gewgaw.”
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“I think Gilbert looks rather good there, don’t you?” Ellie said, standing back proudly.

Georgie stared at the cat, perched in a little recess just to the side of the main entrance of Melmersby Hall, the light above him showing him in all his orange and black glory. “Hmm,” she murmured, “maybe I should have taken that chap’s money after all.”

“Yes,” Ellie said, scooping the cat up under her arm, “yes, you should. I mean, I like him and all, but two hundred pounds!”

“A preposterous fee for a preposterous beast,” Georgie said. “One can get carried away with the rivalry of an auction room. Still, if it makes you happy.”

Ellie crossed the hall to open the small, locked cabinet beside the stairwell, one of the few pieces of furniture that had survived her cull of the entrance hall. “I’d better put him in here,” she said, “so Mrs Madison doesn’t see him before her birthday. I’d like it to be a surprise.”

“Oh, it’ll be a surprise alright,” Georgie said. “But then so is finding a spider in your shoe in the morning.”

Ellie laughed, closing the door and popping the small brass key in her pocket. “She’ll love him,” she said. “Besides, perhaps he’s a work of art after all – that guy seemed pretty keen to buy him. Maybe I do have an eye for antiques and I’ve uncovered some hidden gem.”

“If it was hidden,” Georgie said, “I can perfectly understand why. If I had made that, I should never wish it to see the light of day.”

“Oh come on, I see the way you look at Gilbert,” Ellie said, gently nudging her friend’s elbow, “I think you secretly love him.”

“There’s a fine line between love and hate. I am firmly on one side of it,” Georgie said, glancing at the clock on the stone mantelpiece of the broad hearth; the fire that had been set earlier in the day now down to its last glowing embers. “Anyway, it was a fun day – if a little expensive – but I suppose I should be getting back. I expect I shall be dreaming of were-cats all night.”

Ellie went to look at her watch, shaking her head when she realised she’d forgotten again that it wasn’t there. “It’s pretty late, I expect Eric will be in bed by now, and I think I might be a bit tired to drive you back. Why don’t you stay? One of the guest rooms is already made up, and I can find some fresh clothes for you for the morning.”

“My driver is a bit of a night-owl,” Georgie said, “but perhaps you are right. And any excuse to enjoy one of Mrs Madison’s legendary breakfasts.”

“Perfect,” Ellie said. “Do you want a night-cap before turning in?”

“I am going to surprise you and say no,” Georgie said, nodding up the stairs. “I am all tuckered out – the thrill of the battle has done me in, not to mention the lightening of my purse. I– oh, here’s the cause of all my trouble, come to gloat have you?”

Ellie looked down to see Mr Madison gently sniffing at Georgie’s shoe, before slipping round her legs to rub his broad, ginger cheek on Ellie’s ankle.

“Ah, Mr Madison, you’re going to love Gilbert. He looks just like you, he could be your brother,” Ellie said, leaning down to tickle him under his chin.

Mr Madison gave a loud purr and Georgie scowled. “You won’t be purring when you see him, old boy, that was most definitely not a compliment.”

Ellie shook her head. “Goodnight, Georgie.”

“Goodnight darling,” Georgie said, leaning in to kiss Ellie on the cheek as she stepped up onto the lowest stair. “See you in the morning.” She turned her head towards the locked cabinet, letting out a resigned sigh. “And goodnight Gilbert, whatever you are.”

* * *

Georgie had woken early, and was half-way through her breakfast when Ellie came down. “Can’t stand on ceremony,” she had said, “things to do, people to see.”

Ellie waved her off just as the postman arrived; a daily event she was starting to dread. A handful of bills, a request from Rev Barton to show guests around the old Lindley family church, and a thank-you letter from Mrs Lomax at Melmersby preparatory school. But clearly, and now familiarly, no letters bearing a stamp from India. She put the mail down on a side table in the drawing room to read through properly later, and finished the nearly cold cup of tea she had left over from breakfast.

“Perhaps he’s had some sort of…” she started to herself, then shook her head to rattle out unwanted thoughts. “No, stop it Ellie, don’t go there. Pull yourself together. He’s busy.” She let out a frustrated grunt. “Oh, I’m annoying myself now!” she said, out loud to no-one. “I think I need to be busy, too much sitting around and thinking is making me feel sorry for myself. I need a case to solve. Nothing too grim. Maybe some more missing pastry?”

The doorbell rang, and Ellie leaned into the recess of the window to stretch her neck and catch sight of the familiar figure of DI Lochner standing at the door, rocking back on his heels and quietly mumbling to himself as he waited for an answer. She began to regret what she’d just wished for.

Ellie opened the door, dismissing her butler, Reginald Barry, with a friendly wave as she reached the handle before him.

“Ah, good morning Miss Blaine,” DI Lochner said, stepping up into the hall before Ellie could invite him in. “How are you keeping? All well, I trust?”

“Morning Carl,” Ellie said. “I’m keeping pretty well, thank you. Is everything alright?”

“Never better,” DI Lochner said. “Just passing by, and thought I’d drop in. Not seen you for a while, thought it might be nice to catch up.”

“It’s always nice to catch up with you Carl, Ellie said, inspecting the inspector suspiciously. “Did you want to catch up on anything in particular?”

DI Lochner scratched at the back of his neck, forcing an awkward grin that showed his slightly crooked teeth. “No. Well, yes. Perhaps. You see, while I’m here I thought… I was wondering if… I don’t know, if maybe you’d heard of any… you know…”

“Crimes?” Ellie said, with a knowing smile. “Bit quiet at the moment is it?”

DI Lochner shrugged sheepishly. “Dreadfully so. Not so much as a breach-of-the-peace. In fact, and I know I shouldn’t say this, but I rather wish someone would breach it. The peace, I mean. There’s rather too much of it. I shouldn’t complain, but there are only so many games of cribbage I can play with PC Wade down at the station. Not to mention, he’s terrible at it, so it’s not much of a game anyway. I just thought perhaps, with your knack of picking up on these things, you might have heard something. You know, from the underground.”

Ellie let out a soft laugh. “I’m not sure how much of an underground we have in Melmersby. You should be happy, it’s a reflection of the good work you and PC Wade are doing – keeping the notorious street gangs of Melmersby Dale quiet.”

DI Lochner almost smiled. “Thank you, I think. I am happy, of course. I don’t want anything too untoward to happen. I don’t know, just a little… reckless driving, that would do.”

“I can see why you came to me then,” Ellie said with a sly grin. “I’ll do my best.”

DI Lochner held his hands up. “Oh, no, please don’t! I wasn’t being serious.”

“Neither was I,” Ellie said, holding her hand out for DI Lochner’s hat. “Do you want to come in and have a cup of tea? Maybe I could be your new cribbage partner, I could do with a distraction too.”

“That’s very kind of you, Miss Blaine, a tea would be–”

His words were cut short by the screeching of tyres, as a car suddenly swung into the driveway of Melmersby Hall. Ellie stepped quickly around DI Lochner to stand in the still-open doorway. As the car sped down the gravel entrance drive towards the house, Ellie could see it was a familiar black Austin coupé with a green canvas roof.

“That’s Georgie’s car,” Ellie said, turning to DI Lochner. “Eric must have driven her straight back here. Well, there’s your reckless driving, I guess. What on earth is up?”

The car pulled up to a sharp stop, spraying gravel across the wide expanse of lawn to the front of the house, and Georgie was out in a flash, not even stopping to close her door behind her. She marched briskly across the driveway towards Ellie, throwing her arms around her and squeezing her so tight she couldn’t breath for a second. Ellie stepped back, to look at her friend with concern.

“Georgie? Are you alright? Have you… have you been crying?”

“Oh Ellie,” Georgie said, her voice shaking as she gripped Ellie’s hands tightly. “They’ve ruined it, upturned everything, all my lovely things. They’ve just destroyed the place, I don’t know if I can even…”

Ellie looked at DI Lochner, who had already reached into his pocket for his notebook. “Who has? What things? What’s happened, Georgie?”

“My house,” Georgie sobbed. “Last night, while I was here. Someone has broken into my house and turned it quite upside down. I just don’t know what to do.”

Ellie swallowed hard. She and DI Lochner exchanged guilty glances – they had got what they asked for, it seemed, but it certainly wasn’t what they wanted.
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“Are you sure you’re alright, Miss Parr? Would you like me to call someone for you? Dr Waterman, perhaps?” DI Lochner hovered awkwardly over Georgie’s shoulder as she sat on the two-seater drawing room sofa, firmly gripping Ellie’s hands.

“I’ve been burgled, not shot,” Georgie snapped. “I don’t need a doctor, I need you to go and arrest the fellow!”

DI Lochner held his hands up in apology, and Ellie offered one of her own on her friend’s behalf. “She’s just a bit upset Carl, give us a minute would you?”

“Well, of course I’m upset!” Georgie said, taking her hand back to pick up the glass of whisky Ellie had put on the occasional table next to the sofa. “You didn’t see the mess he made of the place. Every drawer, every cupboard, tipped out on the floor. It was like a hurricane had been through there. And you–” Georgie turned to call back DI Lochner, who was in the process of making himself scarce as quickly as he could. “Don’t you go anywhere, I need you to start feeling some collars. You should be out there now, arresting and whatnot.”

DI Lochner cleared his throat nervously. “I will ensure we leave no stone unturned in–”

“You don’t need to turn over any stones to find this particular snake,” Georgie sniffed. “I think we can be pretty sure who is behind this, can’t we Ellie? You just need to go and bring him to justice.”

Ellie narrowed her eyes. “You think it was that man from the auction?”

“Oh, I am quite sure it is. Frightful fellow. You saw how badly he wanted Gilbert–”

“Gilbert? How are you spelling that?” DI Lochner said, flipping over his notebook. 

Georgie glared at him and continued. “He was very put out that I won that auction and, for whatever ungodly reason, he wanted that… monstrosity enough to pay £200 for him, so I have no doubt he would be just as prepared to break the law as he was to break the bank to get his grubby paws on him. You saw him, Ellie, he was a very shifty looking sort.”

“He’s certainly worth investigating, I would think,” Ellie said, turning to DI Lochner. “We didn’t get his name unfortunately.”

“Frank will know who he is,” Georgie said. “Put a call in to Frank, at Oswaldkirk Auctions, inspector. Ask him who the… I was going to say gentleman… ask him who that rogue was who was bidding against me yesterday. Get his name, and I can promise you, you’ve got my burglar.”

DI Lochner nodded. “Could you tell me what they took from your house, Miss Parr? Perhaps if we catch someone in possession–”

“Well, that’s just the thing, you see,” Georgie said, sitting up straight to address the inspector. “That’s how I know it was that man. Nothing was taken. They turned over the whole house and they took nothing, because what they were looking for wasn’t there. Gilbert is here – locked in a cupboard.”

“You’ve got someone locked in a–!” DI Lochner started.

“I’ll explain,” Ellie said, standing up to show the inspector through to the foyer where she kept her telephone. DI Lochner followed her, glancing back suspiciously at Georgie who was now impatiently tapping her neatly manicured nails on the glass top of the table.

“I shall want to come along, of course,” Georgie said sharply as Ellie returned to the room.

“Along where?”

“With the inspector, when he arrests that man. I will have a few choice words to say to him, I can tell you.”

“We can ask,” Ellie said. “He’ll probably be more scared of you than DI Lochner, maybe you’ll get a confession out of him.”

“And so he should be,” Georgie snapped. “The brazen nerve of the man – my private things, how dare he.”

“We’ve got a name,” DI Lochner said, stepping back cautiously into the room.

“And?” Georgie said, fixing him with her sternest stare.

“Archibald Primrose,” he said. “A man I know well.”

“A thief?” Georgie exclaimed. “I knew it.”

“Not quite,” the inspector said. “Well, not that we’ve been able to prove yet anyway. He’s what – if you ladies will pardon the common parlance – some might call a spiv. He buys and sells, all sorts, never too fussy where it comes from or where it goes. We’ve never been able to pin anything on him, but, if you are right about him, you’ll be doing us all a favour.”

“Well come on then,” Georgie said, standing abruptly. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go and put this spiv where he belongs.”

* * *

“I’ve told you twice already,” Archibald Primrose said, nervously glancing at Georgie as he addressed the inspector, “I was here, in my own humble home, listening to the wireless last night. They had the Band of H.M. Royal Air Force on. I am rather partial to a bit of marching music.”

“The only marching you should be doing,” Georgie said firmly, “is straight off to jail.” She turned to DI Lochner. “Can’t you just put the cuffs on him and be done?”

DI Lochner stopped a sigh from slipping out just before it started. “It doesn’t quite work like that, as I’m sure you are aware, Miss Parr. Perhaps you might like to take a seat while I conduct the tedious business of due process?”

“Can’t she wait in the car or something?” Archibald said. “I don’t like the way she’s looking at me, it’s hard to concentrate on your questions when I feel like I’m going to get a handbag across my head at any moment.”

Georgie turned her back on the inspector, Ellie putting a comforting hand to her arm and throwing a sympathetic look at DI Lochner.

“I believe that you were aware, Mr Primrose,” the inspector continued, “of an item that Miss Parr purchased at the auction house in Oswaldkirk yesterday afternoon, and that you expressed a great interest in acquiring said object?”

The man shrugged. “I made a very good offer. A ridiculous offer, to be frank, for what is essentially a piece of cheap tat. For whatever reason, both my buyer and… that lady, seemed to hold some sort of value in it far beyond its worth. I don’t ask the whys and wherefores, however, I just do the deals.”

“You had a buyer? For Gil… for the cat?” Ellie said.

“I did,” the man said. “I was asked to go to the auction and bid on that cat, and to buy it at any cost. I stood to make a nice commission too, if your friend there hadn’t pulled a fast one on me.”

“Could you give me the name of your buyer?” the inspector said, pulling down a stubby pencil from behind his ear.

“I could if I had it, but I don’t,” the man said. “Anonymous bidder. I get a lot of that.”

“I’m sure you do,” Georgie snapped, her back still turned.

“What was the arrangement?” Ellie said. “Did you have somewhere to deliver it to?”

The man shrugged. “All arranged over the telephone. Buy the cat, the man said, then await further instructions. Didn’t give me a name, didn’t give me a number. He called me again after the auction, to see how it went, and he wasn’t too happy when I told him, I can tell you. There’s a customer I won’t be seeing again.”

“Can you tell us anything about him? Anything at all? Any accent, distinctive vocal tics?” DI Lochner said.

Archibald scratched the back of his neck silently for a moment, then shook his head. “Nothing in particular,” he said. “He was quite well-spoken, soft local accent, pretty much like half the people I know.”

“Well, I’m not sure how helpful that is, but thank you, I suppose,” DI Lochner said. “We will be asking further questions, of course, and will value your continued cooperation in this inquiry. If you recall anything else about the man, we would appreciate you informing us at your earliest convenience.”

“That’s it?” Georgie said, turning back round at last with a glare. “You’re not going to arrest him? Search his house?”

“We…” DI Lochner hesitated, looking for the right words, or at least looking to avoid the wrong ones. “There is a process, Miss Parr, with which I know you are intimately familiar in your capacity within the legal profession. I would remind you that we do rather have to observe that process if we want a satisfactory conclusion to the case.”

Georgie’s expression suggested she would be quite happy to see any process thrown out of the window in exchange for swift, and sharp, retribution, but she said nothing.

“Must be worth a few bob, then?” Archibald said, as DI Lochner picked up his hat from the low stand beside the man’s front door. “That cat. You wouldn’t think it to look at it. But then, I’m no antiques expert, just an honest trader.”

DI Lochner shook his head, then placed his hat firmly on it. “Good day to you, Mr Primrose.”

* * *

“It might be?” Ellie said, as the three of them walked back to the inspector’s car.

“What might be?” DI Lochner said.

“Worth something; more than we knew. The cat.”

“That might explain the fuss around it,” the inspector said. “Whoever burgled your house, Miss Parr, passed over quite a few valuable items in favour of this cat of yours. They must have wanted it pretty badly.”

“We could go to Maltham,” Georgie said. “They would know there.”

“Maltham?” Ellie said.

“Yes, lovely little town, about a 40 minute drive from Melmersby, set in the most delightful little valley. Some splendid antique dealers there. I have spent many an hour, and many a pretty penny I can tell you, perusing the antique shops of Maltham. The chaps there know everything about anything when it comes to collectibles and whatnot. If Gilbert really is a masterpiece in disguise – and if he is, it’s a very good disguise – well, someone there will be bound to tell us.”
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“Ladies, welcome to my emporium of artifacts. Please feel free to look around, and if you need any help, well I have nowhere better to go so you shall find me here behind this counter whenever you require me.” The man gave a deep nod of friendly respect, and gestured around the cluttered space of the shop.

“You’ve sure got a lot of things in here,” Ellie said, looking around the shop floor. Barely an inch of floor space wasn’t covered by some weighty piece of furniture, heavy stone ornament or elaborately embroidered chair, most looking a little the worse for wear. The shelves groaned under the weight of vases, cutlery and bone china, while the walls were filled floor-to-ceiling with oil paintings and faded tapestry.

“If you can’t find it in Rick Farrar’s Antiques Emporium,” the man said, then it is either in the British Museum or it doesn’t exist. Do you see anything that takes your fancy?”

Ellie stepped around a slightly-worn corner chair to approach the shop owner, a thick-set man whose jacket stitching seemed to be fighting a losing battle with his waistline, and who had a broad, dimpled face set into an almost-permanent grin. “I was kind of hoping I had something for you,” Ellie said. “Well, something you might be able to tell me about.”

She reached down into the leather shoulder bag that hung by her side, as the man watched her curiously.

“You want me to do an evaluation for you?” he said. “My pleasure, what do you have? Anything interesting?”

Ellie pulled out the cat, wrapped for protection in sheets of newspaper, unfolding it to place down in front of the man on the glass-topped counter. The man took a step back, staring intently at the piece with a look of either curiosity or distaste, Ellie wasn’t sure which.

“That is… quite something,” the man said, ruffling his slightly-thinning hair with his thick fingers. “Where on earth did you acquire that?”

“At auction,” Ellie said. “I paid £101 for it, and I wanted to see if I’d got a good deal.”

The man shook his head, dark brows creased. “It’s…um. Well, the important thing is that you like it, right?”

“So you’re saying we’ve been had, then?” Georgie put it. “Paid over the odds and whatnot? I could have told you that already.”

The man picked the piece up, taking a small silver eye glass out of his pocket to inspect it more carefully. “Let’s see if there is any maker’s mark; that might tell us– oh, watch out!”

Gilbert slipped from the man’s grasp as he turned it, clipping the edge of the counter and tumbling down to the flagstone floor of the shop – in an instant, Georgie thrust out a long arm, grabbing the cat by its foot just inches from impact.

“Oh, I say, I am so frightfully sorry,” the man said, putting his hand to his broad chest. “That would have been quite a disaster. Here, put it on the counter and I’ll take another look. I’m afraid I shouldn’t be handling delicate things at the moment, I’ve rather damaged my hand here, grip’s not what it should be. Not a good thing in this game.”

“That’s alright,” Ellie said. “No harm done. What did you do to your hand?”

The man lifted up his hand to show a bandaged finger, the edges of a dark bruise showing below the tight wrap of gauze. “Took rather a nasty blow playing cricket. I turn out for Maltham CC; took on a rather fiery young quick bowler from Tadcaster last weekend and I came off rather the worse of us. My eye, and my hands, I’m afraid to say, are not what they were when I was in my prime. Although you, young lady,” he said, turning to Georgie, “you are a natural. What a catch! Could have done with you in the field against Tadcaster.”

Georgie dropped her head. “Thank you, Mr Farrar. I like to think I do have a little sporting aptitude”

“Call me Rick,” the man said. “All the best people do.” He grinned widely, then turned Gilbert over again, more cautiously this time, on the countertop.

He stood up straight, putting down his eyeglass and shaking his head. “No, there’s nothing on here to indicate any sort of studio work. The quality of the moulding is actually rather good, but the glaze is a little iffy. I would say, from the styling, it is a fairly recent piece, with no provenance. I suspect you paid a little over the odds for it, I’m afraid.”

“How much of a little?” Ellie said.

Rick gave a sympathetic smile. “A lot of a little, I’m sorry to say. I should think, if I were selling it here, I might put it on at… 5 shillings? Six at most. Sorry.”

“He’s not for sale,” Ellie said. “Sentimental value, so I’m not too concerned about the price. I was just curious really. Thank you for your help, and I hope your finger heals quickly.”

“Not a problem, Miss…”

“Blaine,” Ellie said. “Ellie Blaine.”

“Not a problem, Miss Blaine. You are welcome to return at any time; as I like to say: there’s always something new here, even if it’s old.”

“We can try another shop, get a second opinion?” Georgie said.

“You should try the new shop across the way,” Mr Farrar said. “Charming lady in there, she might be helpful, if only in confirming my original opinion. I shouldn’t bother with Mr Botham next door, though – he is a rather curmudgeonly old fellow, with an interest only in the finest of china, and little patience for knick-knacks, however charming they might be.”

“Thanks,” Ellie said. “You’ve been very helpful.”

* * *

“Nice chap,” Georgie said as she closed the shop door behind them. “Not much use in uncovering Gilbert’s history though.”

“Maybe he doesn’t have one,” Ellie said. “Maybe he is just a five shilling cat after all.”

“Then why did someone wreck my beautiful home looking for him?”

Ellie shrugged. “Maybe they didn’t? Maybe they were just common burglars, got disturbed before they took anything?”

“Or maybe…” Georgie said, raising a knowing finger, “…maybe behind that rather whimsical face of his, he is hiding some terrific secret? I say! What if there’s a fabulously valuable diamond under that glossy orange fur? Stolen from a Paris museum in a daring robbery. A cat burglar, if you like!”

Ellie waited for Georgie to stop laughing at her own joke, then shook her head. “I would think it would rattle,” she said.

“Only one way to find out,” Georgie said, eyeing Ellie’s bag.

“We are not breaking Gilbert!” Ellie said firmly. “He’s just had one brush with destruction, and he is going to be in one piece when I give him to Mrs Madison.”

“Just a suggestion,” Georgie said, holding up her hands defensively. “Well, if we’re keeping him, perhaps we should keep trying to find out more about him. What about this shop?”

They had stopped outside the neatly dressed wide bay window of a well-kept but rather tumble-down looking shop front with a faded sign that read: ‘John Botham Antiques & Curios’.

“Well, whatever Mr Farrar said about this place, Gilbert is certainly a curio,” Georgie said, “so this might be worth a try after all.”

A bright bell jangled as they pushed open the door, needing a little force to move it where it had jammed in the frame. A thin, wiry man with a slightly pained expression turned urgently at the sound then forced a weak smile onto his taut face.

“Good afternoon,” Georgie said, “am I talking to the owner of this establishment?”

“Aye,’ the man said softly. “That’s me, how can I help you ladies?”

Ellie stepped forward.“Hi Mr Botham, my name’s Ellie, and this is my friend Georgie. Nice place you have here,” she said, looking around the neatly laid-out floor. The shop was considerably less cluttered than the previous one, with a large collection of elegant looking vases set on sturdy pedestals spread out around the room. To her right, a tall glass cabinet held a neatly arranged display of cap badges, medals, maps, spent rifle clips and empty shell cases, some of them remolded into artistically etched vases.

“Are you interested in militaria?” the man said. “I have quite a bit more in the back room if you would like to see it.”

Ellie shook her head. “No thank you.”

“The war was not kind to my friend,” Georgie said, gently taking hold of Ellie’s hand. “I shouldn’t think we would wish to see any reminders of it.”

The man shook his head. “I am sorry,” he said, “it was not kind to many of us. What can I help you with today?”

“We’re trying to find out a bit more about a piece of pottery we bought recently, I was hoping you might be able to help.” Ellie said, reaching into her bag.

The man nodded around his shop. “Ceramics is one of my areas of expertise,” he said. “Show me what you’ve got and I’ll do my best.”

Ellie unfurled Gilbert from his newspaper wrapping and put him down on the top of a small empty pedestal while Mr Botham reached behind his counter for a pair of thin-rimmed reading glasses. He turned to inspect the piece Ellie had brought, fumbling up his glasses then suddenly stopping as he put them on, the colour seeming to drain in an instant from his face.

“Do you know anything about this piece?” Ellie said.

The man was silent for a moment, then removed his glasses again. As he pushed them into his top pocket, Ellie could see his hand was shaking.

“No, it’s… it’s, um… it’s a cat,” he said, beads of perspiration catching the light of the overhead bulb as they rose on his forehead.

“I can see why you’re considered an expert,” Georgie said, dryly. “We were rather hoping your expertise might go a little deeper than that though.”

The man coughed, shaking out his shoulders and standing a little straighter. “As I say, it’s a cat. It appears to be, um, stoneware, underglaze painted, using a tin-glaze, I would say. Near contemporary, judging by the styling. Of little value. Are you looking to sell?”

“No,” Ellie said firmly. “I’m not selling it. It’s a gift for someone and I’m not open to offers of any kind.”

The man seemed more assured now as he spoke. “I shouldn’t imagine you would get many offers, miss. It’s a frivolous piece of moderate artisanal quality. Charming, in its own way, if you are a cat lover, I suppose, but nothing that we would sell here.”

“Thank you for your time,” Ellie said, “we have a few more shops to visit, but you have been very helpful.”

“More helpful than you know,” Georgie said, tipping her hat then turning on her heels to put her arm through Ellie’s as they left the shop.

* * *

“Well!” Georgie said, as they stepped briskly away from the front door, “if that wasn’t a guilty man, I don’t think I’ve ever seen one.”

“That was an odd reaction,” Ellie said, glancing back over her shoulder. “I should think there’s a chance we might have found Mr Primrose’s mystery caller.”

“We should tell DI Lochner,” Georgie said, “get a squad of bobbies round here quick sharp and hoik him off to jail!”

“DI Lochner’s got his processes, Georgie,” Ellie said with a sly smile, “and I’ve got mine. I want to find out a bit more about this cat first. I’m not sure him looking nervous is going to be quite enough to see Mr Botham convicted just yet.”

Georgie looked disappointed, but then suddenly perked up as she took hold of Ellie’s arm to draw her attention across the narrow street. “Ah, look – here’s that new shop Mr Farrar mentioned. I’ve not seen it before. How exciting. Shall we try in there next?”

Ellie nodded. “Sure, why not. It’s as good as anywhere.”

“La Grotte Antique!” Georgie read out the elegantly painted blue and white sign above its door as they briskly stepped across the road towards the shop. “How very charming. I do hope the contents match up to the exterior.”

“Don’t think you need to worry about that,” Ellie said, as they stepped through the door into a small but immaculately presented cave of antique wonders – a walnut table elegantly inlaid with elaborate filigree making the centrepiece of a dazzling display.

“Ah, ‘allo, welcome to my little grotto. I do hope you can find something that pleases you. Would you like a macaron?” The shop owner, a tall woman with striking cheekbones, neatly clipped ash-grey hair and dressed as stylishly as the shop was laid out, stepped forward with a small silver tray, topped with neat, pastel-coloured treats set in a perfect pyramid.

“Don’t mind if I do,” Georgie said, taking one for herself and handing another to Ellie. “Mmm…” she mumbled between mouthfuls, “simply delicious, thank you.”

“You are more than welcome,” the woman said. “Please let me know if there is anything I can help you with and do feel free to wander around, take as much time as you like. If I may introduce myself, I am Madame Giresse, but my friends call me Emily, and all my customers are friends.”

“Nice to meet you, Emily,” Ellie said, offering her hand. “I’m Ellie and this is Georgie.”

“Lovely to meet you too, Ellie and Georgie,” Emily said.

“What a lovely shop you have,” Georgie said, gently running her hand over the back of a gold-embroidered, beautifully-carved wingback chair. “You can’t have been here long, I have never seen this shop before.”

The woman stepped towards Georgie, giving a nod of approval at her choice of furniture to stroke. “About eight months,” she said. “I had a shop in London, but, well I am a country girl at heart and I missed fresh air and the space to be oneself, if you know what I mean.”

“Where were you before?” Ellie said. “The accent I mean. Are you French?”

“Close enough,” the woman said with a soft laugh. “I am Belgian. I have been in England six years now and in my ears I speak with a proper English accent, just like the King, but you are here to remind me that I am still a learner.”

“You speak beautiful English,” Georgie said. “And your accent just makes it sound even more beautiful.”

The woman brushed back the hair from above her ear, and waved away Georgie’s comment with a small sound of protest. “Thank you, well, that is nice of you to say. Now, is there anything in particular you are looking for today?”

“Well,” Ellie said, pulling Gilbert from the bag again. “I’m looking for information on this, although I’m starting to think there probably isn’t much to tell.”

Emily looked down at the cat where Ellie held her, tilting her head to inspect it more closely. “Oh, what a charming little cat!” she said. “He is quite the sweetest thing in his little railway uniform.”

“Ha!” Georgie exclaimed. “Told you so.”

Ellie shook her head. “He’s meant to be a butler.”

“Ah yes, I see that now,” Emily said. “A handsome little cat butler. Very nice. What did you want to know about him?”

Ellie shrugged. “Have you seen anything like him before? Or do you know much about him?”

Emily gave a deep shrug. “No, no. He is quite unique to me. But I am not an expert in such things. Wait here a moment, let me call my friend, he knows a great deal about such things. I will be just a minute.”

The woman disappeared into a back room while Ellie took a seat in a softly carved wooden chair and Georgie continued her inspection of the shop’s stock. Emily returned briskly, with a small pot and three cups on a tray. “I am still learning to be English,” she said with a smile, “but I know to keep a pot on the boil – it is always time for tea, is it not?”

“It’s always 11 o’clock somewhere,” Georgie said, taking one of the delicate porcelain cups with a nod of thanks.

Emily sat down next to Ellie, raising her own cup in salute. “My friend will be here in five minutes,” she said. “So, is there anything else I can help you with until then?”

“Well,” Georgie said, looking around the room, “my home is going to need some serious perking up, so I think I shall take a moment to look around your delightful shop. Where do you get all these beautiful pieces from? I have to say, this is a step up from what I’m used to here.”

“Oh, thank you,” Emily said, “that is very kind. I get most of it from my contacts in Europe, it is a very different style, I think, to what you are used to in Yorkshire, no?”

“Certainly is,” Georgie called back from behind a tall, whitewashed armoire she was now carefully inspecting.

“What brought you to England?” Ellie said

“The war,” Emily said, putting down her cup on a wooden coaster set on the top of an ornate side table. “I made my home in England when I lost my home in Belgium. I am thankful, for the welcome I was given, and for all you did for us to restore my homeland.”

“Ellie is American,” Georgie called out, her voice echoing from inside the armoire now.

“Ah, American,” Emily said. “Then I am just as thankful.”

“What happened to your home?” Ellie said.

“It was destroyed,” she said, turning down her mouth sadly. “A beautiful home, but it was lost. I should not worry too much on it – others lost more, as did I. And now I have a new home, in Yorkshire, and it is beautiful too.”

“I should think you are doing fabulously,” Georgie said, stepping out of the armoire and returning to pick up her half-finished tea. “I can safely say you have the best antique shop in Maltham. Should shake up some of those other stuffy old shops, get them to up their game.”

“No, no,” Emily said, raising her hand in protest. “I don’t wish to shake anyone. It is a difficult business enough, I want to keep friends. Already, I think, I am not part of, how do you say it? - the boy’s club? Alec, who will be with us in a minute, is a good friend. Some of the others–”

“They’re not keen on the competition?” Georgie said.

“I think they have their ways that they like to do things,” Emily said, “and maybe they need to get used to me.”

The door opened with a slight judder and Ellie turned to see a tall man, well-dressed in a grey suit and fedora hat, step through with a friendly wave to Emily.

“Ah, Alec,” Emily said, standing up to greet her friend with a kiss on either cheek, “these are the charming ladies and their little cat I told you about on the telephone. We all hope you are able to help.”

“Good morning,” Alec said, raising his hat, then depositing it on a marble-topped table. “Always happy to be of assistance. So, let’s take a look at this cat of yours.”

Ellie stood to hand the cat to Alec, who studied it curiously for a moment, turning it in his hand. He moved closer to a decorative glass lamp that illuminated the corner of the shop, holding the cat under its glow to better look at it.

“Where did this come from?” Alec said, holding the cat up to Ellie. “It’s not something I recognise.”

“We bought it at auction, a couple of days ago.”

The man scratched his head with one hand, holding Gilbert out in front of himself with the other. “It is not a style I’m familiar with,” he said, “but I think I can tell you a little about it. Do you see this…” he turned the cat into the full glow of the light to better show Ellie, tracing his finger down its leg. “There are quite a few pinholes in the glazing, from where charcoal must have got into the clay. And firing cracks – the glaze will have been a little too wet. I would say, these are classic signs of an amateur piece.”

“Amateur?” Ellie said, following the line of his finger down the cat’s leg.

“Yes. A very talented amateur, I have to say, but an amateur nonetheless. Probably without access to an industrial kiln.” He handed Gilbert back to Ellie. “If you let me hold on to him for a bit, I could probably tell you more.”

“No, you’ve already given us quite enough, thank you, I appreciate your help,” Ellie said.

“So, it’s not worth a fortune then?” Georgie said.

Alec laughed. “No, I’m afraid not. I shouldn’t be rushing to Sotheby’s with him just yet. But, he has his charms. An unusual piece, at least, if not a valuable one.”

“That’s what everyone has told us,” Georgie said, “so I guess we are none the wiser as to why…” she stopped herself with a stare from Ellie, suddenly aware of saying too much. “…why he feels so priceless to us,” she finished, unconvincingly.

“We’d best be going,” Ellie said. “Thank you both very much for your time.”

“Not a problem,” Alec said, holding out his hand to Ellie. “Here’s my card. If you need any help with anything else, you are welcome to call on me any time. I like nothing better than to talk antiques.”

* * *

Ellie carefully placed Gilbert back in his hidey-hole, after quickly checking Mrs Madison was safely tucked away in the kitchens, then stood back to stare at the locked cupboard with a sigh.

“Well, that was a long day,” she said, “but a useful one. I think we know where we should be looking now.”

“Mr Botham,” Georgie said. “Perhaps we should get DI Lochner to call on him? Put the frightners on him, as they say – he seems the sort of fellow who might crack under interrogation.”

“Well–” the sound of a telephone ringing from the adjoining foyer turned Ellie’s head. “Reggie!” she called out, “do you mind getting that for me?” She turned back to Georgie. “I think you might be right. There’s not much concrete evidence, but there’s probably enough to go on that it might be worth asking the police to step in, even just to ask him a few questions. In the meantime should maybe do a little digging, see what we can find out about him.”

“I should very much like to do some digging,” Georgie said. “Digging a deep pit to chuck that fellow in. I am sure he’s the one responsible for wrecking my home, I can feel it in my bones.”

“Well, if he is, I’m sure we–”

She turned her head at a loud cough, to see her butler standing with his hands folded together at his waist, in the doorway that led through to the small foyer. “M’am,” he said, “I have a gentleman on the telephone who wishes to speak to you. He says it is a matter of some importance.”

“Gentleman?” Ellie said.

“Indeed, m’am. A Mr John Botham,” Reggie said.

Georgie and Ellie exchanged glances. “Yes, thank you Reggie, I’ll talk to him.”

Reggie stepped aside as Ellie passed him into the small foyer where she kept her telephone.

“Hello, Mr Botham,” she said as she picked up the phone. “How can I help?”

The other end of the line was silent for a moment, and Ellie wondered if perhaps the call had been disconnected. Then she heard the sound of slow breathing, and a shaky voice.

“The cat,” the man said, breathlessly. “I’m calling about the cat.”

“Is there something you know about it?” Ellie said.

Another pause, and then the man spoke again. “I know everything about it.”

“Everything?”

“I– I have to tell you. I have to tell someone. I can’t– I just can’t go on with this anymore, I have to… I am so sorry.” The man began to sob.

“It’s alright,” Ellie said softly, “you can tell me. Whatever it is, you can tell me. It will be alright.”

She heard the man sniff, then the sound of his breathing again as he moved the phone closer to his mouth. “It shouldn’t have–”

There was a clatter, a crack, as if the phone had been suddenly dropped, then the sound of grunting, the shattering of glass, then nothing but the soft hum of the line.

“Mr Botham? Are you there? Mr Botham – is everything alright?”

On the other end of the line, she heard the heavy fall of footsteps, then the click of the telephone, then silence.
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“Strangled with his own phone cord,” DI Lochner said, opening his jacket pocket to pull his notebook out. “Put up a bit of a fight it seems, from the state of the room, but all to no avail.”

“Poor guy,” Ellie said. “No wonder he was nervous.”

“So, remind me again exactly why was he calling you? You said it was about this odd cat of yours?”

“I’m pretty sure he’s the man who asked Mr Primrose to buy Gilbert,” Ellie said.

“Gilbert being said cat?” DI Lochner said, scribbling down a quick note.

“Yes, Gilbert,” Ellie said. “We went to Mr Botham’s shop, to see if he could give us an expert opinion on Gilbert, and he seemed shocked to see him. When he called me later, he said he wanted to tell me about the cat; he was just about to tell me something he knew about it, something that upset him, when he was killed.”

“There does appear to be some connection,” the inspector said. “At the moment, we are assuming Mr Primrose’s story is true – his neighbour confirmed he was at home listening to the wireless on the night of the robbery, as he had cause to knock on his door to turn the music down. Twice. So perhaps Mr Botham was the burglar?”

“Or the person who killed him was,” Ellie said.

“Indeed.” DI Lochner placed his notebook back in his jacket pocket and stood up. “We are coordinating our investigation with officers in Maltham, on the basis that there is some connection between Mr Botham’s murder and the burglary at Georgie’s house. I am heading over there now, and wondered if you would be so good as to accompany me. In your capacity as my consultant.”

“As always, I’m here to help,” Ellie said, smiling.

* * *

As DI Lochner’s car pulled into the high street of Maltham, Ellie could see that a police cordon had already been set up around Mr Botham’s shop front, and a small group of people was milling around the two officers stationed outside. They pulled up a little way short of the cordon, and as they walked towards it she could see one of the men was arguing furiously with the officers.

“Is everything alright here?” DI Lochner said, as he approached the group.

“Sir,” one of the policemen barked. “All well and in order.”

“All is not well!” the argumentative man snapped. “My brother is dead, and these officers will not let me in to my own shop!”

“I thought John Botham owned this shop?” Ellie said.

“We both do… did. I suppose I have to use the past tense for my dear brother now. Dear lord, that it has come to this. He ran the place, day-to-day, but we owned it together.”

Looking at the man now, Ellie could see the family resemblance. He had the same taut, slightly care-worn expression, and was just as agitated, pacing briskly and twisting his little finger nervously as he spoke. But then, she thought, he had just lost his brother and it was no surprise he should be troubled.

“Ellie here is a consultant to me, in criminal matters,” DI Lochner said to one of the officers who was looking at her curiously. “Please afford her the same assistance you would give to me.”

“Ah, you must be Ellie Blaine,” one of the other men standing outside the shop said. “I have read about your exploits in the newspaper. I should think we’ll have the case cracked in no time now.”

Ellie took his offered hand with a nod of thanks for the compliment, hoping she could live up to it. DI Lochner stepped forward to offer his own to the man.

“Ellie, allow me to introduce Henry Elliot,” the inspector said, “the esteemed mayor of this fine town.”

“Nice to meet you,” Ellie said.

“Likewise,” Mr Elliot said. “It is a trying time for this little place of ours, and your help is very welcome. We are not used to such events as these, it is usually a quiet and very harmonious town.” He stepped to the side to gesture towards another, smaller man, with a soft, timid looking face, standing a little behind him. “And this is Ernest Cooper, my good friend and very capable parish councilor.”

Ellie let go of Mr Elliot’s hand to take hold of Mr Cooper’s, slightly discomforted by the weak, clammy handshake he offered in return.

“What about my shop?” Mr Botham’s brother cut in. “I should very much like to get inside and see that everything is put back in order.”

“I’m sure these officers will allow it at the appropriate time, Alan,” Mr Elliot said. “But I believe it is a crime scene at the moment, we must allow them to do their work – for John’s sake.” Mr Elliot turned to Ellie. “John was a very good friend of mine, a good friend to us all. I do hope we can have a swift resolution to this terrible affair.”

“We will do all we can, Henry,” DI Lochner said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I should like to look inside the building myself.”

One of the officers lifted a loose rope that had been put across the doorway, allowing DI Lochner and Ellie to step under it and into the shop. Inside, the neat shop floor was undisturbed, vases still secure on their pedestals and glass cases firmly shut.

“I think we can assume it wasn’t a burglary,” DI Lochner said, scanning the room. “I imagine some of these are worth a pretty penny.” He lifted the hinged opening of the counter for Ellie to pass through into a small, dimly lit back room. “It’s a little stiff,” he said, pulling hard at it as it suddenly popped open with a loud creak. 

Stepping into the small back office, Ellie could see papers and notebooks scattered across the floor, and the fragments of a broken vase had been pushed into one corner, while in another she could see a black, wall-mounted telephone.

“This is where it happened?” she said, scanning the room.

“Yes,” DI Lochner said. “He was found on the floor just beneath the telephone, they got to him about ten minutes after you called me, he was already well past help by then.”

Ellie looked closely at the shelves that lined the room. There were a number of books on ceramics and antiques, as well as neatly-bound volumes of military history and some light novels of the sort Mrs Madison liked to read. On the wall opposite the telephone, a glass display cabinet contained two mounted medals, a cap badge and a badly damaged map marked out in a series of irregular red and blue lines. DI Lochner followed her gaze.

“Mementos, I think,” the inspector said, following Ellie’s gaze. “Those are his service medals. Looks like the fellow was in it from the start – that’s a 1914-1915 Star right there, the one on the left.”

“Star?” Ellie said, squinting at the medal, crossed swords topped with a crown and adorned with a ribbon of red, white and blue stripes.

“Yes – you have to have been there pretty much from the beginning to get one of those, expeditionary force and a few plucky volunteers. Poor chap, he survived the whole of that ghastly show only to be killed in his own shop.”

“What’s that badge?” Ellie said, pointing to a slightly tarnished brass symbol of a lion set within a stylised rose.

“5th Yorkshire North Riding Regiment,” DI Lochner said, leaning his head in closer to read the words written around the edge of the badge. “Must have been his regiment, in the war. That would make sense, what with him living around here. Most of the chaps in that particular regiment came from this area.”

“What about the map?”

DI Lochner stepped forward to look more closely at it. “Ah yes,” he said, stepping back again. “Reningberg.”

“Reningberg?”

“It’s a town, in Belgium. Terrible fighting around there, late 1917, during one of our big offensives. The whole town was destroyed, wiped off the face of the earth, along with most of the chaps in this fellow’s regiment. One of the bloodiest days of the whole war, and a dark day in Yorkshire history.”

“I’m surprised he’d want to remember it,” Ellie said.

“I suspect it would be hard to forget,” DI Lochner said. “We should probably take some of these papers and whatnot back to the station, there might be something in them. I will ask one of the officers outside to collect them. Is there anything else here you think we might consider?”

Ellie shook her head. “Unless there’s something in his notes, I don’t think so– unless…”

“Unless what?”

Ellie turned round to look through the door, back to the way they had come in. “That counter top was a bit sticky to open,” she said. “Noisy too. And you can’t get in here without opening it. And this room’s too small to hide in.”

“And so?” DI Lochner said, lowering his brows curiously.

“And so it would be pretty hard to sneak up on someone in here.”

“So you are saying…”

“That whoever killed him, he must have invited them in, or at least known they were here already.”
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“So, you reckon the chap knew his killer then?” Georgie said, swinging her legs up to recline back on her bed, arms behind her head.

“I think it’s likely,” Ellie said, “or at least I’m sure he must have known they were in the shop. Do you need another pillow there?”

Georgie shifted back against the head of the bed, sitting herself up slightly to better talk to Ellie. “No thank you, it’s perfect as it is. And thank you again for letting me stay here while my house is put back together. You are a real friend in need.”

“You’re always welcome here, you know that. Stay as long as you need,” Ellie said, carefully folding over the sheets she’d taken from Georgie’s bed in the guest room.

“You don’t need to be cleaning up after me, you know,” Georgie said. “I’m quite happy to take care of myself, or you can get young Livvy to do it if you insist on treating me like a normal guest.”

“Livvy has the week off,” Ellie said, tucking the stubborn sheets under her chin to get a better hold. “I think she’s gone to York with her Alfie – chaperoned, of course!”

“I should think so,” Georgie said with mock seriousness. “Is that that young window-cleaner chap with the very impressive calf muscles?”

“No, that was Alfie Bowman,” Ellie said, deciding the sheets were quite neat enough and dropping them over the back of a small wooden chair. “This one’s Alfie Truckle, he’s an apprentice to Jim Appleby, the carpenter.”

“Wasn’t her other chap called Alfie as well?” Georgie said, handing Ellie a towel that she’d draped over the bedside table. “Is she determined to go through all the Alfies in Yorkshire?”

“Only until she finds the right one,” Ellie laughed.

“Well, good luck to her, I say. I’m sure there must be one out there who’ll stick.”

“It could be the brother?” Ellie said, adding the towel to the growing pile on the back of the chair.

“Alfie has a brother?” Georgie said, sitting up taller. “He’s not called Alfie as well is he? Only that would get very confusing.”

“No,” Ellie said, sitting down on the end of the bed next to Georgie. “John Botham’s brother, Alan. He was at the shop when I arrived, trying to get in. It seems they co-owned it.”

“Well, he’d certainly not arouse suspicion by being in there then. Did you pick up any other clues while you were there?”

Ellie hesitated for a second. “I’m not sure. I’d like to talk to Emily again.”

“Emily?” Georgie said. “That charming lady? Surely you don’t think–”

Ellie shook her head. “No, I don’t think she killed Mr Botham. I’m not sure she’d even have the strength to overpower a hardened war veteran like him. But there was something – probably nothing. John Botham had been in Belgium during the war. I’ve got nothing more than that, but I’ve learned that any coincidence is always worth following up.”

“It’s hardly a coincidence, old thing,” Georgie said. “Everybody was in Belgium during the war. That’s where most of it was going on.”

“I know,” Ellie said, standing again. “But even so, I’d like to talk to her.”

“So would I,” Georgie said. “About any discount she might have on that lovely armoire. But I don’t think she’s involved. No one who makes macarons that delicious could possibly be a bad sort.”

Ellie walked across the room to the tall sash window directly opposite the bed, pulling it down to reach through and pull in the blinds a little against the late evening light. She stopped her hand to peer through the leafless branches of a tall poplar that rose above the roof of the stone garage outside the window.

“You alright, darling?” Georgie said, sitting up higher. “Have you seen something? It’s not Mr Madison stuck up a tree again is it? I’m not going up a ladder after him again, not after last time – I swear you can still see the bite marks.”

“I’m not sure,” Ellie said. “Come here a minute.” She waved Georgie over to the window without looking back. “Look, over there, by the wall,” she said, pointing, as Georgie swung her legs over the side of the bed and walked over to look over her shoulder.

Georgie squinted. “Can’t see a thing.”.

“I thought I saw someone, looking over the wall.” Ellie said.

“What on earth would they be looking for?” 

“Not sure. Not sure I want to know.”

“Don’t you have a telescope somewhere? For your stargazing and whatnot?” Georgie said.

“I do,” Ellie said, snapping her fingers. “Upstairs. Come on.”

Georgie hastily pulled on her slippers to follow Ellie as she led the way along the corridor and up the narrow stairs that led to the upper floor. Inside the first room, Ellie had a long, brass telescope set up to point upwards through the uncurtained window. She popped off the lens cap and lowered it, in line with the tree she had seen movement behind earlier.

“Yes,” she said, standing up from the telescope. “I thought so. It is someone, take a look.”

Georgie took off her glasses and bent down to put her eye against the eyepiece, turning the end slightly to adjust the focus before standing up sharply. “I say! You are right. The scoundrel is moving along the wall, popping his head over every few steps. I do believe he is – how do you say it – casing the joint!”

Ellie let out a long breath. “Whoever it is, they must know Gilbert is here.”

“And must be planning to make the same sort of mess here as they made in my house,” Georgie said, scowling. “We should call the police right now.”

“No,” Ellie said, rubbing her chin. “Not yet.”

“Really? Well, at the very least, we should leave the lights on tonight. Let the blighter know we are very much at home and ready.”

“I’m sure he’d just come back tomorrow,” Ellie said, pulling back the telescope and refitting the lens-cap. “And when he does - well, I’ve got an idea.”

“Oh dear,” Georgie said. “Why do I get the feeling that you are about to do something entirely reckless and that I am going to be involved.”

“Because you know me better than anyone,” Ellie said with a grin. “I think if he is so determined to get into Melmersby Hall we should do the decent thing.”

“The decent thing?” Georgie said, frowning.

“Yes,” Ellie said, gently slapping her friend’s shoulder. “We should invite him in.”

* * *

“You’re sure he’ll know the house is empty?” Georgie said.

“I told Mrs Garnet this morning that we were all going away. I suspect the whole of Yorkshire knows about it now.”

“And how did the staff take it?”

“Mrs Madison was not happy, of course. She insisted the whole building would collapse if she wasn’t here, but I told her it would be empty so there’d be no one to cook or clean for anyway. She’s gone to her sister’s place for the weekend. Reggie was suitably matter-of-fact about it, and I think Albert was pretty happy to get a break.”

“A break from what?” Georgie said. “You never let the poor chap drive you anywhere.”

Ellie shrugged. “A break from me, I guess!”

“And where are we going again?” Georgie said.

“Scarborough, for a girl’s weekend.”

“How lovely,” Georgie said, “very bracing, at this time of year.”

“Hope you packed some warm clothes,” Ellie said with a sly smile. “Oh, I think Eric is here. We’d best get going.”

Ellie opened the door just as Georgie’s driver reached to pull the rope for the bell, and he looked momentarily surprised at her sudden appearance, before pulling himself back straight. “Miss Blaine, m’am, I have the car for you. May I assist you with your baggage?”

“We’re travelling light,” Ellie said, turning to Georgie to nod her towards the waiting car. “Come on, let’s go.”

The car turned slowly out of the gated entrance to Melmersby Hall’s grounds and onto the dark, empty road that led westward out of Melmersby village and towards the coast.

“Turn left here,” Ellie said, as the car reached the end of Melmersby Hall’s long perimeter wall.

“Left, m’am?” Eric said. “I believe we should be in Scarborough sooner if we take the main road here.”

Ellie nodded towards the narrow un-tarmacked side road that disappeared into overhanging trees. “We’re taking a shorter route,” she said. “Just down here, then left at the end.”

“Begging you pardon, m’am,” Eric said. “But won’t that just take us straight round to the back of Melmersby Hall?”

“Exactly,” Ellie said, smiling. 

* * *

“So, now we just wait?” Georgie said. “In the dark and the freezing cold. For a man who might well be a murderer, as well as a burglar.”

“I think it might give the game away if we light a fire,” Ellie said, pulling a thick wool blanket up to wrap around her shoulders. “And I have this.” She held up the service revolver that Richard had left her when he left for India.

“If you can see the blighter to shoot him,” Georgie said. “Can’t see a bally thing myself.”

“I’m hoping I don’t have to shoot anyone,” Ellie said. “A warning shot should be enough.”

“Well, I wish he’d hurry up,” Georgie said. “I don’t think I can feel my toes anymore.”

“I’m sure he’ll– what’s that?”

Georgie turned her head to the sound of clattering crockery coming from the kitchen wing. “Oh good Lord, I think he’s here already.”

“Follow me,” Ellie said, throwing off her blanket and standing up, gun in hand. “This way. Keep really quiet.”

Georgie followed, firmly gripping an unlit torch. “Don’t go too far ahead of me,” she said nervously. “I can’t see where I’m going.”

“Down here,” Ellie said, gesturing with her hand to the door of the kitchen cellar, which now stood slightly ajar. “I think he’s down there. I can hear him moving about.”

“He’s not being very subtle is he?” Georgie said, as the sound of a china plate shattering as it hit the stone cellar floor reverberated up the darkened stairs.

“I don’t suppose he needs to be, if he thinks the place is empty. Come on, keep your torch ready.”

Ellie and Georgie tiptoed gingerly down the steps, feeling carefully with their feet for any loose or creaky steps. Suddenly, in the shadows, Ellie caught a flash of movement.

“Torch Georgie!” she shouted. Georgie quickly fumbled up her torch and in an instant the cellar was illuminated by a bright beam of light.

“Stop where you are! I am armed and–”

As Georgie’s torch scanned the floor, it picked out the glow of a pair of bright, yellow, and strangely familiar eyes as they stared back guiltily at them.

“Mr Madison?” Ellie said. “What are you…? Is that Mrs Madison’s birthday ham?”

“Oh thank goodness,” Georgie said. “It’s just the bally cat. I was–”

Behind them they heard the click of the cellar door closing, and the scrape of its heavy bolt being pushed into place.

“No!” Ellie shouted, rushing back up the stairs to rattle at the locked cellar door. “No, no, no!”

“Well,” Georgie said, puffing out her cheeks. “This hasn’t gone as well as I’d hoped.” She stared at Mr Madison, fixing his gaze as he guiltily flicked out his tongue to take up the traces of ham still left on whiskers. “Don’t look at me like that,” Georgie snipped at him. “This is all your fault.”

“He’ll wreck the place,” Ellie said. “And he’ll find Gilbert.” She rattled the door again, letting out a sharp grunt of frustration before kicking at its solid frame.

“Can’t you shoot the lock off, you know, like they do in the movies?” Georgie said.

“I’ve only got one bullet, Richard left his gun but he was pretty much out of ammo. I might not hit it, and I feel we might still need it.”

“Sounds like he’s started turning the place over already,” Georgie said, wincing at the sound of drawers being pulled out and tipped on the floor.

Ellie shook her head. “I should have been more careful. Maybe this wasn’t my best idea.”

“Is that the table?” Georgie said, looking up at the sudden loud crash of timber onto the floor above their heads. “I should think he could just look under that. There’s no need to wreck the place.”

“Hold on,” Ellie said, lifting her gun. “I think he’s coming back.”

The sound of heavy footsteps moved towards the cellar door and Ellie took a step back, as the bolt slid open again. The door swung open, light suddenly flooding the steps, and Ellie crouched low, gun raised and pointed at the door.

“Don’t move an inch, I will shoot. I’ve got– Albert?”

“Miss Ellie,” Albert Braithwaite said calmly. “I believe you have had an unwanted visitor.”

Ellie and Georgie sprinted up the stairs, hurrying after Albert and through to the entrance hall, to be greeted by the sight of a half-emptied chest of drawers, an overturned table and a dazed-looking figure, slumped at its side, a steady flow of blood running down a nose that looked just a little off the straight.

“I caught him going through your belongings when I returned to the house,” Albert said, rolling back down the sleeves of his shirt over his thick, tattooed forearms. “He refused to leave, and so I was forced to take appropriate measures.”

“It appears it’s rather handy to have a chauffeur who used to be a prize-fighter,” Georgie said with a grin. “Now, you, young man,” she growled at the prone figure. “You have a lot of explaining to do.”

* * *

“Just get the cat, they told me,” the man said, still holding a thick kitchen towel to his nose as Albert stood guard behind the chair they had put him in for the interrogation. “They didn’t say nothin’ about no blinkin’ prize-fighter with a fist like a traction engine, nor Yankee ladies with guns. They ain’t payin’ enough for this.”

“Who aren’t?” Ellie said. “Who put you up to this?”

“Search me?” the man said. “People don’t tend to leave their business cards in this line of work. Just some bloke in the pub.”

“Can you describe him?” Georgie said. “I assume he got you to burgle my house too? Applegate Lodge, on the Harrogate Road?”

The man shrugged. “Don’t mean to be rude, miss,” he said, “but one house is very much like another to me. I suppose it could have been.”

“I have a very elegant bronze of Persephone holding a sheaf of wheat in my salon,” Georgie said. “I’m sure you would remember that.”

“Oh aye,” the man said. “I do remember that. Very impressive piece of work that, lovely casting.”

“Why thank you,” Georgie said, “that is very kind of you, I bought it at– wait a minute!”

Ellie shook her head. “You can tell PC Wade all about it, when he gets here. But right now I need a description of the man who told you to come here.”

“Rather like the houses what I work,” the man said, “I don’t much remember one from the other after the event. Normal looking bloke, bit of a posh voice like. That’s about all I remember.”

“Could be anyone,” Georgie said.

“What did he tell you about Gil… about the piece he wanted you to steal?”

“Reach in me pocket would you,” the man said, nodding down to the side of his jacket.

Ellie looked down suspiciously and the man nodded again. “In there,” he said. “It’s everything I know about the cat, which ain’t much.”

Ellie reached in, squirming slightly as her fingers caught the residue of a discarded boiled sweet, then pulled out a scrap of scrumpled paper, unfolding it carefully.

“What’s that?” Georgie said.

“It’s a description of Gilbert,” Ellie said, holding out the paper for Georgie to see.

“It’s from the auction list,” Georgie said. “Just seems to be saying what we already knew.”

“He gave me that so as I’d know it when I saw it,” the man said, nodding at the paper.

Ellie shook her head. “I’ve been stupid,” she said. “We’re looking in the wrong place, I should have thought of this before.”

“Thought of what?” Georgie said.

“I’ve been so busy thinking about what the cat is worth, I didn’t think of the obvious question. Where did he come from? Someone must have put him up for auction. If we can find out who, we might have a clue as to why he is so important.”

“Aye,” the man said. “What is it with this cat?”

“That’s what I’m hoping to find out,” Ellie said. She turned her head to the sound of the doorbell and the man in the chair grimaced.

“That’ll be PC Wade,” Albert said. “Shall I get the door?”

“Thanks Albert,” Ellie said. “Oh, wait, before you do. I meant to ask, why did you come back to the house? I mean, I’m glad you did but I gave you the weekend off.”

Albert coloured slightly, scratching awkwardly at the back of his thick neck. “I…um. I thought I might. I mean, sometimes I…”

Ellie frowned gently. “Albert?”

“It’s the car miss. The Sunbeam. She’s such a beautiful car and I never get to drive her, you see. So, sometimes. When you’re not here, like, I…”

Ellie smiled. “That’s alright, Albert. Thank you for helping us out of a fix. And sorry that I don’t let you do your job more often. I’ll put that right. And in the meantime, any time you want to take her out for a spin, you just need to ask.”

Albert gave a smile of relief. “Thank you ever so much, Miss Ellie. I will do that.”

“I never get to drive in a car,” the man in the chair said, dabbing at his nose again.

“Don’t worry,” Georgie said, as PC Wade stepped, scowling, through the door. “This gentleman here is going to take you for a nice little ride right now.”
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“Thank you very much, Frank, you’ve been a great help,” Ellie said. “And I will pass on your best wishes to Georgie. Goodbye.” She put the phone down and turned to Georgie, who was waiting expectantly, hands on hips, at the door of the foyer.

“Well?”

“Well…” Ellie said, “that was very interesting.”

“Interesting?” DI Lochner said, leaning around Georgie’s shoulder. “What kind of interesting?”

“The interesting kind,” Ellie said. “The intriguing kind. He gave me the name of the man who Gilbert belonged to before he was sent to auction.”

“Then we should speak to him, post haste,” the inspector said.

“That might be tricky,” Ellie said. “He’s dead.”

“Dead?” DI Lochner said, instinctively reaching for his notebook, then dropping his hand. “Dead how?”

“Murdered, that’s how,” Ellie said. “But before you get too excited…” DI Lochner’s hand had gone immediately back to his pocket. “…the murder has already been solved. Or at least, we think it has.”

“Whose murder?” Georgie said, exchanging glances with the inspector.

“George Armitage,” Ellie said. “And, according to Frank, it seems he was something of a pottery collector.”

“Mr Armitage?” DI Lochner said, open-mouthed. “The chap who was bashed with a poker a couple of months back?”

“The same one,” Ellie said. “The case you asked me to look into, only you caught someone pretty quickly if I recall.”

“Absolutely,” DI Lochner said, “got him red-handed. Literally – the chap we caught’s fingerprints were in a blood stain at the scene, and he was in possession of a gold pocket watch that belonged to the unfortunate Mr Armitage.”

“I think we probably need to talk to him,” Ellie said.

“That might present a few difficulties,” DI Lochner said. “He is currently in the middle of his trial for murder, at York Assizes. I shall have to speak to his counsel and see if that can be arranged. Quite why the fellow is bothering with the rigmarole of a trial I do not know. He would have been better to have pleaded guilty and hoped for leniency in return.”

“Everyone deserves a fair trial,” Georgie said. “One can’t assume guilt, no matter the surface evidence.”

“Not even your burglar?” Ellie said, with a smile.

“Well – one can make exceptions,” Georgie said.

“What about our burglar friend?” Ellie said, turning to DI Lochner. “Have you got any more from him yet?”

DI Lochner let out a sharp sigh. “Not a great deal, I’m afraid,” he said. “He may be protecting someone, but I’m inclined to believe the chap really doesn’t have a great memory for faces. He keeps calling me PC Wade when I go into the cell. I mean, I look nothing like him.”

“You are far more handsome,” Georgie said, with a soft wave of her hand.

“Why, thank you very much,” DI Lochner said, colouring slightly.

“See if you can arrange a meeting with…”

“Joe Cummings,” DI Lochner said. “That’s the name of the chap who bumped off Mr Armitage.”

“See if you can arrange a meeting with Mr Cummings then,” Ellie said. “In the meantime, I’d like to talk to Emily’s friend Alec Foxton again. He’s an expert on ceramics, chances are he might have known Mr Armitage. I’ll see if I can find out a little more about our dead collector.”

* * *

“Well Ellie,” Alec said, “I must say it is a delight to meet you again, even under… rather unusual circumstances. This cat of yours seems to be a source of some trouble. You wouldn’t think it to look at him.”

“You wouldn’t,” Ellie said. “But it seems two people who’ve taken an interest in him have now died, and I’m quite keen to make sure no one else is added to that list.”

“Mr Armitage? You said you wanted to talk to me about him? I find it hard to believe he would have an interest in such an item. He was very much focused on the high-end of the market and, charming as your little cat is, he is… somewhat at the other end of that particular scale.”

“Yes, it does seem a bit odd,” Ellie said. “According to the auctioneer, the cat was part of a job lot sent to them from the collector’s estate, after he died. Trinkets, mainly, he said. Perhaps it wasn’t part of his collection, just something he found charming?”

“Hmm,” Alec said, putting his hand to his mouth in thought. “It’s possible he had a bit of a sentimental side to him, but if he did, I never saw it. Very serious chap, old George. Especially when it came to ceramics. He had no family, few friends. His little collection was his whole life in a lot of ways. I suppose I should say that is sad, but he seemed content enough.”

“I think someone wants the cat,” Ellie said. “Badly enough that they are prepared to kill for it. I suspect that was what whoever killed him was looking for when they broke in.”

“They caught the chap, didn’t they?” Alec said.

“They caught a chap,” Ellie said. “I haven’t spoken to him yet, but I will. I thought it might have been a man who broke into mine and Georgie’s houses, but apparently he has a cast-iron alibi for that night.”

“You were burgled? This cat really is trouble.”

“So it seems,” Ellie said. “My thought is that if the killer was looking for the cat, why didn’t they find it in Mr Armitage’s house? He had his whole collection there – they smashed most of it, the police told me.”

“Well,” Alec said. “That is queer, but if you are right and it isn’t the chap they’ve arrested, if it was someone looking for that cat, I can think of two possibilities. Sugar?” Alec reached across the table of the small Maltham cafe where they were meeting, offering the bowl of sugar lumps. Ellie shook her head. Alec continued: “The first is that he had no idea he owned the cat. He may have picked it up in some job lot somewhere, where he had an eye on one or two items and casually discarded the rest.”

“And the other possibility?” Ellie said.

“That he was aware of the cat, and aware of something about it. Something so important that he was prepared to suffer anything – even the destruction of his precious collection – rather than reveal its whereabouts.”

“You think the killer smashed his collection to force him to talk?”

“That might be the case,” Alec said. “From what I’ve read of the case in the papers, nothing was taken apart from a pocket watch. I know for a fact that some of the vases in his house would pay for a small automobile if he sold them. There would be no reason to break them, unless…”

“Unless you were trying to break their owner,” Ellie finished for him. “Get him to reveal the whereabouts of the cat?”

“Precisely,” Alec said, taking a long sip of his coffee. “Like I say, I am simply guessing at motivation here. But if this cat really is something special, and if the killer was after it, and Mr Armitage determined to hold onto it, that would be the most likely explanation to me.”

“Seems plausible,” Ellie said.

“Ah, Alec. And young Ellie, isn’t it?”

Ellie looked up to see the imposing figure of Henry Elliot standing over the table, a wide, friendly smile on his face, and dressed in his dark mayoral robes.

“Just been doing some official business, opening a new nursery,” he said, gesturing at his clothes. “I don’t always dress like this. Just popped in for a much-needed cuppa on my way home, mind if I join you?”

“Be my guest,” Alec said, standing to pull out a chair.

Henry sat down heavily, with a sharp puff of breath. “Long, long day,” he said. “I am parched. Earl Grey please Doreen!” he called out to the stocky, grey-haired lady who was busily wiping down an empty table next to them. “So, what are you chaps talking about? You look very conspiratorial.”

“We were just talking about Ellie’s cat,” Alec said. “And the fact that people appear to be getting bumped off when they come into contact with him. Poor old John seemed to have taken an interest in the piece. And its previous owner was George Armitage.”

“Old George?” Henry exclaimed. “Good lord. That is a curious coincidence. This cat of yours does seem to inspire misfortune.”

“Mr Botham seemed very nervous when he saw the cat the other day,” Ellie said. “Do you have any idea why that might have been?”

Henry nodded silently, straightening the placemat in front of him, then putting his hands down on the table either of side of it. “I don’t, but I am aware that he was concerned about it. You see, something rather peculiar happened with John, the night he was killed.”

“Peculiar?” Ellie said.

“Yes,” Henry said. “John called into my office, on the night of the murder. In quite a state. My secretary had to pour him a stiff drink before he was calm enough to talk to me.”

“What did he want to see you about?” Ellie said.

“About you, as it happens,” Henry said. “And the cat.”

“Me?” Ellie said, pointing at herself.

“Yes. The police have already spoken to me about this, and asked me to keep it to myself, but as you are part of the investigation, it seems, I see no harm. Alec here is as trustworthy as the day is long, so I have no qualms with him hearing it either. John called round about five o’clock, just as I was getting myself ready to go home. He told me that a lady – I now appreciate he meant you – had come into his shop with a peculiar piece, a ceramic cat, and that he was troubled about it.”

“Did he say why he was troubled?” Ellie said, curiously.

“He did not, although I tried my best to get it out of him. He said that he wanted to talk to you, that he needed to tell you something about the piece that could get him into an awful lot of trouble. The poor fellow seemed to be looking over his shoulder, as it where, as though someone might be about to jump out on him. He was scared, I could see that much. Nervous fellow at the best of times, but this time he was positively petrified.”

“And what did you say to him?” Alec said.

“I told him if he was in any sort of trouble he should talk to the police. I reminded him that he was a dear friend, and that I would help him as much as I could, but that he should tell me the whole story if he wanted me to help him. But he would have none of it, simply asked me if he should do the right thing, even if it meant… well, even if it meant his life was in jeopardy.”

“He thought someone was after him?” Alec said. “Well it looks like he was right.”

“Sadly so,” Henry said, taking a hot cup of tea from the waitress with a smile of thanks and setting it down on the table.

“You don’t suppose John knew something about Mr Armitage?” Alec said. “If the cat connects both of their deaths–”

Henry shook his head. “I shouldn’t think so. John might have known Mr Armitage in passing, but they weren’t well acquainted.”

“Is it possible he knew more than you thought, about his murder?” Ellie said. “If he was carrying some burden, like you say.”

Henry let out a laugh, then held his hand up in apology. “I’m so sorry, it’s no laughing matter. It’s just, if you are implying John may have had some hand in Mr Armitage’s death – well, you didn’t know John. A cantankerous fellow, yes, but a gentle soul. A less likely killer would be hard to find. But if it helps, when did Mr Armitage meet his unfortunate end?”

“December 12th, I think it was,” Ellie said.

“Well,” Henry said, pulling out a small leather-sleeved pocket diary from his coat, “one of the advantages of being mayor is that I have my finger very much on the pulse of everything that is going on in this little town. Let me see if I can… ah yes,” he turned the book towards Ellie, pressing his index finger to the top of one of the pages. “Evening of December 12th. Maltham High Street Traders Christmas planning meeting. As a leading businessman in the town, John would have been in that meeting, and indeed both I and Mr Cooper can attest to his presence. Whatever it was that worried him about that little cat of yours, whatever troubled his conscience, I can be sure it won’t be anything to do with Mr Armitage’s death.”

“Thanks,” Ellie said. “Then I suppose we have to try to imagine why he seemed so scared of it and why two people are now dead.”

Henry studied Ellie for a moment, then put his fingertips to his mouth. “Miss Blaine, are you still in possession of this cat?”

“I am,” she said. “He is kept in a safe place, no-one will find him.”

“Good,” Henry said. “But this is what I think. Whatever advice I gave John did not keep him safe, but I will trouble myself to give you some advice all the same, with the hope that I do better this time. It strikes me that this cat of yours is nothing but trouble. George, and now John. Two good men. I’m not one to believe in bad luck, but I know that two deaths is more than a coincidence. Here is my heartfelt advice to you – get rid of that cat. Bury it deep in some bleak, trackless moor; cast it into the sea if you have to. But get rid of it, before whoever is behind all this dark mischief catches up with you.”
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There seemed to be more questions than answers around this little cat of hers, Ellie thought. And if she was to find any answers, then she’d have to start digging a bit deeper. Right now, that digging had taken her to this quiet street in an affluent part of Pickering, a small town on the edge of the North York Moors, and the former home of the unfortunate George Armitage.

A cold rain was falling steadily and she pulled her raincoat in tight around herself as she stood outside the whitewashed house. The place looked closed up, a ‘For Sale’ sign in the window the only evidence that anyone had been here since its owner met his untimely end, so she was surprised when her speculative ring on the doorbell was met with the opening of the door, and the suspicious face of a well-dressed man in a grey three-piece suit.

“Can I help you, miss?” the man said.

“Um, yes,” Ellie said, thinking on her feet. “I’ve come to look around the house. I am interested in buying it.”

“Are you?” the man said. “I wasn’t made aware of any prospective purchasers visiting today.”

“I’ve just come from the agency,” Ellie said. “They said you would be here, so they told me I could just pop round.”

The man looked uncertain, but waved her in nonetheless. “Not really my line of work,” he said, “showing people around houses. But feel free to wander, you won’t be disturbing me.”

“Thank you,” Ellie said. “You’re not with the agency then?”

The man looked even more uncertain now, looking Ellie up and down. “No. I am – was – Mr Armitage’s solicitor. I’m taking care of the disposal of the estate, probate and so on. Just making some last checks. There are still a few items to be disposed of.”

“How do you dispose of them?” Ellie said. “He didn’t have any family, I heard.”

“You seem to know a great deal about him,” the man said.

“It’s a small place,” Ellie said. “Everyone knows everyone’s business around here.”

The man shrugged. “Most of what was left, that wasn’t damaged in the unfortunate business here, was sold off at auction. The proceeds go to the Crown in a case like this, and it’s my job to see His Majesty gets the best deal he can out of it.”

Ellie made a show of inspecting the brickwork in the large fireplace of the front living room. “Looks solid,” she said, tapping it with her knuckles, “I like a nice fire at home. Did you sell any of his belongings at Oswaldkirk Auctions – only I’m a bit of a collector myself and, now I think of it, I remember seeing some pieces from this estate there recently.”

“Oswaldkirk?” the man said. ‘Most of it went to Christie’s – the few valuable pieces that weren’t destroyed, that is. The furniture was disposed of wholesale. I think we did send a few things to local auctions – bric-a-brac mostly. He had quite a store of it in his lock-up. Still quite a bit left to sort through, so if you don’t mind I shall attend to that work now.”

“Oh, do you mind if I come with you and take a look,” Ellie said. “Like I say, I’m a bit of a collector. I could save you some work and take a few pieces off your hands. I will pay for them, of course.”

The man studied Ellie cautiously. “Don’t you want to look around the rest of the house?”

Ellie shrugged. “I’ve seen enough. Lovely place. I’ll think about my offer and get back to the agents tomorrow.”

The man shook his head. “Come this way then, it’s through the back garden.”

Ellie followed the man through the half-glazed door at the back of the house, noticing the single pane that had been in-filled with a thin sheet of wood. She imagined it must have been where someone had forced entry the night Mr Armitage met his end. At the end of the garden, the man fumbled with a small clutch of keys before unlocking a heavy padlock that secured a large red-brick shed.

“In here,” he said. “You can have a quick look through, see if anything takes your fancy, but I need to be out of here in the next ten minutes.”

“Thank you,” Ellie said, “I won’t take long.”

A few old tea chests stood on the far side of the concreted floor, and Ellie walked over to take a look at what they might hold. The first seemed to contain old pieces of canvas and paper, discarded artworks that appeared to have been painted by a less-than-skilled hand. Next to it, another chest was full to the top with broken or dismantled pieces of machinery, engine parts, cogs and gears. Behind this, another chest was almost empty, but for a few bundles of books, picture frames and scraps of clothing. She leaned over to take a better look, and a crumpled piece of grey-green cloth caught her eye. She picked it up to inspect – an army cap, a little frayed, and with its insignia seemingly deliberately removed. On the side of the case, as with the others, she could see a piece of type-written paper stapled to the wooden frame.

“What’s that?” she called out to the man, who was inspecting a stacked pile of chairs at the other end of the shed. “The paper on the boxes?”

The man turned his head. “Inventories,” he said. “We have to list all the content of those boxes. Thankfully, my boy does that work, I should find it quite tedious.”

Ellie knelt down to read through the list on the half-empty box, tracing her finger over the bold title at the top: ‘Estate of Mrs Hilda Garbutt. Maltham. House sale. January 14th, 1919’.

As she read down the list, it seemed to be a collection of mostly simple household goods, as well as a few pieces of old army equipment and clothing. “Wool trench cap, poor condition,” she read. “Pewter photo frame; shaving razor, mother-of-pearl handle, good condition; first edition copy of Peter Pan, damaged spine–”

She stopped, double-checking the next item on the list to be sure she’d read it right: “Ceramic cat, in stylised butler’s raiments, good condition, unknown provenance.”

She stood up suddenly, letting out a sharp breath.

“Found something you like?” the man said. “Best grab it quick, I need to lock up now.”

“Um, yes,” Ellie said. “Just a second.” She reached into the box, taking up the cloth cap and the bundle of books, then spotting the pewter picture frame and taking that too.

“Come on then,” the man said, jangling his keys. “Best be going. I don’t think any of that is worth very much, I’m sure the King can get by without your couple of shillings so I’ll let you take those for free if you like.”

“Thank you,” Ellie said. “That’s very kind.” She watched as the man searched for the right key again, then, when his back was safely turned, she quickly tore the inventory off the side of the box, pushing it into her raincoat pocket and coughing loudly to hide the noise.

“Bit dusty in here,” she said with an awkward grin, “gets in your throat.”

The man said nothing, but held the door open for her to walk through, locking it behind them before leading her back through the house and out again onto the street.

* * *

“So, what have you got there then?” Georgie said, as Ellie laid her collection of bric-a-brac on the dining room table at Melmersby Hall.

“Bits and pieces,” Ellie said. “I just grabbed the most interesting looking ones, not sure what I’ve got really. But I do know they belonged to whoever owned Gilbert before Mr Armitage.”

“Ah,” Georgie exclaimed. “The trail is getting hotter!”

“Or colder,” Ellie said. “It seemed to have been discarded by its previous owner, so either they didn’t know its worth or else whatever secret it’s hiding now wasn’t such a secret then.”

“Anything in those?” Georgie said, nodding at the small pile of tattered books on the table edge.

“Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens,” Ellie said, picking the top one up. “Well-read by the looks of it.”

“Oh, topping adventure that,” Georgie said. “I’ve always fancied being whisked off to Neverland, you know. Going a bit wild, fighting pirates and whatnot.”

Ellie looked at Georgie incredulously. “I’m not sure they have malt whisky in Neverland, Georgie. Not sure how long you’d last. Oh, here you go…” Ellie turned over the cover of the book, which loosened itself even further from the binding as she folded it back. “Someone’s put their name in here: ‘William Garbutt, Class 2b, 1907’.”

“I wonder if this is him?” Georgie said, holding out the pewter picture frame. “Looks about the right age. Picture was in back-to-front, I just turned it round.”

Ellie inspected the photograph; a young man, dressed in army fatigues and wearing a soft woolen cap leant on the butt of his rifle, striking an awkward pose that looked somewhere between proud and bewildered.

“Could well be,” she said. “It came with the book.” She squinted more closely at the man, knitting her brow. “He looks kind of familiar,” she said, turning the picture back to Georgie. “Do you recognize him?”

Georgie shook her head. “No. Should I?”

“I don’t know,” Ellie said, looking again. “I feel like I’ve seen him before.”

“Perhaps there’s some clue in the picture,” Georgie said. “I mean, the uniform. Someone might know what uniform that is, might give us an idea as to who he is if we can find regimental records or whatnot?”

“Great idea Georgie,” Ellie said.

“Thank you, well I like to think I am of some use. Shame Richard isn’t here,” Georgie said. “He’d know about such things.”

Ellie was quiet for a moment, then put the picture down and forced a smile. “Jim. He’ll know, I’m sure.”

“Jim Turnbull?” Georgie said. “How is he these days?”

“Much better. Still a bit jumpy, but he’s past the worst of it I think. I’ll take this over to him and see if he can tell us anything about this man’s uniform.”

* * *

The door to Jim Turnbull’s cottage opened almost at the moment Ellie began to knock, Jim standing in the doorway, an awkward smile on his face that did little to cover his usual tense expression.

“Afternoon Miss Ellie,” he said, stepping aside to let her and Georgie into the small living room that opened straight to the outside. “I’ve just finished my rounds, and got the kettle on the boil. Can I get you anything?”

“No, that’s alright,” Ellie said, “thank you though. How’s your mom keeping?”

Jim shrugged. “Ah, she’s alright. Still got that bit of t…trouble with her hip, but you know ‘ow she is – she won’t let that stop ‘er. She’s at market now, in Cowthorpe, won’t be back till tea time I don’t think.”

“That’s ok,” Ellie said. “It’s you I wanted to talk to.”

“Me?” Jim said curiously. “What can I ‘elp with you Miss Ellie?”

Ellie pulled out the photograph and placed it on the table, gesturing to the chair to ask if she could sit. Jim nodded and pulled out a chair for Georgie before sitting down opposite them, moving aside a cosy-covered teapot to give them more room on the table.

“I found this picture,” Ellie said. “And I’m curious to find out more about it. I was wondering if you recognised the uniform, if there was anything you could tell me about it?”

Jim studied the photograph carefully, turning it to better catch the dim light of the standard lamp that illuminated this side of the room. “Looks like a regular infantry uniform to me,” he said. “Stripes on ‘is arm, so ‘e’s a corporal, I can tell you that much.”

“Nothing more distinctive?”

Jim shrugged. “Looks like it was taken in t’ field,” he said. “Must ‘ave been when things were a bit quieter over there. I reckon must ‘ave been taken quite early on in the war though.”

“What tells you that?” Georgie said.

“He’s still got his service dress cap,” Jim said. “We stopped wearing them about a year in, too big and awkward for the trenches. But, ‘ang on – that’s a bit odd.”

“What is?” Ellie said, looking down to where Jim’s finger was tracing the length of the gun the man held.

“That’s a Pattern 14 gun,” Jim said. “Didn’t see many of them until, well, about a year before the war ended, so it can’t ‘ave been taken early after all.”

“Can you make out the cap badge?” Ellie said. “It’s a bit blurry.”

“‘Old on a minute,” Jim said, standing up and turning to look through the top drawer of a small dresser set just behind the table. “Mother ‘as ‘er reading glass in ‘ere, for ‘er magazines and such. Eyes ain’t what they were.” He pulled out a large, brass-rimmed magnifying glass with a worn wooden handle and sat back down to hold it close over the photograph.

“See anything?” Georgie said.

“Aye,” Jim said, sitting up and putting down the glass. “I see it. Local lad is he?”

“I think he might be from Maltham,” Ellie said.

“Aye, that would be about right,” Jim said. “5th Yorkshire North Riding – that’s what it is. All local lads, they were. Poor fellas.”

“Did you know any them?” Ellie said.

“In passing,” Jim said. “They were a Pals Brigade, see.”

“Pals?”

“Aye. At the start of the war there was a few Pals Brigades – new regiments made up of volunteers all from the same place; same town, same factory or so on. Reckon they thought it was a good way to get people to sign up: join with your pals and all that. I was in the regulars meself, so I didn’t know ‘em too well, but a few of ‘em joined us close to the end of the war. Well, they ‘ad to, there was barely a one of them left from the old pals.”

“Reningberg?” Ellie said.

“Aye. You know about that do you? Terrible business that.”

“What happened?”

Jim sat back, pausing for a moment before talking. “It was during one of them Big Pushes, what they kept throwing us into. Regular slaughter most of them were. Germans was dug in in Reningberg, dead set they were, no winkling them out. But them at the top sent those poor lads in anyway, to clear ‘em out. By the time it was all over, the whole town was nothin’ but rubble and there was barely a lad of Maltham still alive or fit to walk back to the trenches.”

“How ghastly,” Georgie said. “Those poor boys.”

“Aye,” Jim said. “Few of them that was left was sent to join the regulars. One or two of them I might have met, but I can’t give you names or nothin’. By that time I ‘ad learned a ‘ard lesson in not making friends in the trenches. It didn’t pay to get too close to a man when you never knew what…” Jim’s voice broke and Ellie could see his hand starting to shake where he held the photo.

“That’s alright Jim,” Ellie said, gently taking the picture from him. “That’s more than enough, thank you so much for your help.”

Jim pulled himself up, steadying his hand on the table. “Aye, well, you are welcome Miss Ellie.”

Ellie and Georgie stood, thanking Jim again as he opened the door to them.

“Bye Jim, and all the best to your mom,” Ellie said.

“Thank you, miss” Jim said, starting to close the door. He suddenly stopped his hand, nodding to Ellie. “It is getting better, Miss Ellie,” he said, with a weak smile. “Thanks to you and Lord Melmersby and all them doctors. Sometimes I feel like my old self; more often now. It is getting better.”

Ellie smiled back. “I’m so glad to hear that, Jim. We will always do whatever we can for you, you did more than anyone should ever be asked to do for us.”








  
  
  Chapter 10

  
  




“He’s through here,” the man in the dark gown and lightly powdered wig said, gesturing the way through to a small, dimly lit cell below York Assizes. “Court is back in session in 20 minutes, so whatever it is you have to ask, please make it quick.”

“Thank you,” Ellie said, “It shouldn’t take long and I think it might be very helpful for your client.”

“So you tell me,” the man said. “And he could use some help.” He led Ellie into the cell, nodding at the nervous looking man hunched down on a hard seat behind a small metal table. “Mr Cummings, this is the lady who claims she has some information about your case, I suggest you cooperate with her.”

Joe Cummings half-rose from his seat to greet her. His complexion was pale, almost grey, the cheap suit he wore hanging loosely from his thin limbs. “If you can help me, I’ll tell you anything you want,” he said, in a voice just as thin as he was, “but I don’t know what more I can add that you won’t have read in the papers already. They’ve already written me up as guilty, and I’m sure they’d like to see me hang.”

“I’m hoping you won’t have to, Mr Cummings,” Ellie said. “But I’ll need you to tell me the truth.”

“That’s all I’ve ever told anyone, miss,” the man said with a deep sigh. “For all the good it’s done me. I didn’t kill no-one. I wouldn’t. I couldn’t.”

Ellie reached down into her side bag, pulling out the paper-wrapped parcel to put on the plain table in front of the prisoner and folding down the wrapping. “Do you know what this is?”

The man stared at the pottery cat, then back to his barrister, and then Ellie. “Is this some sort of joke?” He said. “I don’t understand what you are asking.”

“It’s not a joke,” Ellie said, “it’s very important. A matter of life or death. Do you know what this cat is?”

The man shook his head. “I haven’t a clue, miss. Should I know?”

Ellie wrapped the cat up again and dropped it back in her bag. “No,” she said. “It’s probably best for you that you don’t. Can you tell me what happened on the night of Mr Armitage’s death?”

“Aye miss,” the man said, “I can tell you, but it’ll just be the same as I told the judge, same as you can read in any of the papers. I will be truthful with you, miss, I’m not what you’d call an honest man. I don’t deny that. I’ve had my brushes with the law, but I’ve never hurt no-one.”

“You were in Mr Armitage’s house, though, at the time of his death?”

“That I was, and it is something I will regret for the rest of my life, however short that might be now. I was in Pickering, doing my rounds. Checking houses, if you like. There’s a lot of nice houses on that street, and a lot of their owners have their main homes in York, or even London, so they are often empty and… well, they make good pickings for the likes of me.”

“So you were looking to break in?” Ellie said.

“For my sins, aye,” the man said. “I was looking over walls and such and I saw there was a broken pane in the back door of one of the houses – Mr Armitage’s house as it turned out. Gave me an easy way in. Lights were off, so I thought I’d take my chances. I went in, all quiet like, to have a look around. Then I saw him.”

“Mr Armitage?”

“Aye. Spark out he were, lying on the floor of the living room. Broken pottery and such all around him. Well, I thought he must have had an accident or something, slipped over and bashed his head. But then I spotted this iron poker, lying just by his side. Well, I panicked. I went to leave but then he called out.”

“He was still alive?” Ellie said.

“Aye. Just about. He called out, for a glass of water. Well, I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to run but I couldn’t just leave him there. So, I went to check on him. He was in a bad state alright, I could see that; taken a right heavy blow to the head. I asked if he needed help and… well, he said the most curious thing.”

“What did he say?”

“He held his hand up, like this.” Mr Cummings lifted his left hand, holding it parallel to his face. “It was like he was praying or something, but with just one hand. Anyway, he says something but I don’t hear it proper, so I lean in and he says it again, real quiet. Just one word it was: ‘cats’. I ask him: ‘cats?’, I say. And he says it again, clear as you like: ‘cats’, showing me his hand, like.”

Ellie frowned. “What happened next?”

“Well, I could see he were struggling to breathe, so I went to get him a glass of water like he asked. And when I came back, well, it were too late.”

“He was dead?”

“Aye. And then I did the stupidest thing I have ever done. He had a gold watch, on a chain on his waistcoat. I don’t know why I did it, but I took it. Just the thief in me, I think. Maybe I was in a panic and didn’t have time to think. I took it, and now I shall hang for it. But I didn’t kill him, miss, I swear it on everything. I didn’t kill him.”

Ellie drew a deep breath. “I believe you, Mr Cummings. And I can’t promise anything, but I hope I will be able to prove you right. What you’ve told me might well help me do that, so thank you.”

The man shrugged, then let his shoulders slump. “Well miss, I really hope you do. Because you might be my only hope now, I see the looks the jury give me, and I can tell you they very much do not believe me.”

* * *

“Cats?” Georgie said. “As in the plural of cat? You think there might be more Gilberts out there?”

“That’s what Mr Armitage said, apparently,” Ellie said, putting down a hot cup of Earl Grey on the kitchen table next to Georgie. “At least according to the only witness.”

“How reliable a witness is he though?” Georgie said, taking a careful sip from the cup’s rim. “I mean the chap’s a career criminal standing trial for murder; he’d say anything to get off the hook.”

“I believe him,” Ellie said, sitting down next to Georgie. “Or else he’s a very good actor, he was completely baffled by Gilbert, I’m pretty sure he had no idea about him.”

“So, assuming there is more than one cat,” Georgie said. “Are they all as… dangerous as Gilbert? I mean, is there a spate of people being bumped off over some collection of ghastly feline gewgaws?”

“I don’t know,” Ellie said. “There’s a lot I don’t know, and that is what is worrying me. I can’t seem to make sense of any of it. What have we got: a regiment in the army; a battle in Belgium; a cat, or cats; a mystery soldier whose hat doesn’t match his gun? All centering around Maltham, and around the murders of a pottery collector and an antique shop owner. I’m not sure where to start.”

“Why not start with the soldier?” Georgie said. “We know his name – or we think we do. We should perhaps find out more about him. There must be records and whatnot?”

“There will be, of course,” Ellie said, suddenly standing up. “Good thinking. And I know just where to find them.”

* * *

“Hello, I’m Ellie–”

“I know who you are,” the woman said, “and I can be pretty sure why you are here.”

Ellie felt her shoulders tense at the stern stare of the librarian. She swallowed hard. “Yes, well, about that archaeology book,” Ellie started, “we did make sure it was returned, eventually, and–”

“How exciting!” the woman said, clapping her hands together. “I suppose you need my help again in solving a dastardly murder?”

“Um, yes,” Ellie said, throwing a puzzled glance at Georgie. “But how–”

“Wonderful,” the librarian said. “Now I know my part in your adventures has been a small one, but all the same I feel very much a part of your team. I have read all about your exploits, of course. How could I help otherwise, curating all the local papers and so forth? This is very exciting. You might find this hard to believe, Miss Blaine, but being a librarian isn’t all excitement and derring-do. Yes of course, there’s always the thrill of a new novel to catalogue, or hours of research into the most fascinating of subjects. But it has its dull moments too. This is quite a turn-up, to be – in my own small way – something of a detective. I feel as if I might be in the pages of a classic crime novel, like The Woman in White, or one of those new Agatha Christie’s everyone is so excited about.”

“Well, I’m glad to have you on my, um, team,” Ellie said awkwardly. “I’m hoping you can help me again today.”

“Just ask and you shall receive,” the librarian said. “What are you looking for? A clue? Please tell me it’s a clue.”

“Well, I hope it might be,” Ellie said. “I’m trying to find out some information about a soldier, from the Great War.”

“A soldier?” the woman said, putting on her thick-rimmed reading glasses. “Well, we have plenty of records on those. Do you know his name? His regiment?”

“I think his name is William Garbutt,” Ellie said. “And he was a corporal in the 5th Yorkshire North Riding Regiment.”

“Ah,” the librarian said, removing her glasses slowly. “Well, there we might run into an impasse, unfortunately.”

“Impasse?”

“Yes. The records of that particular regiment were destroyed, shortly after the war. A fire, in the War Office. Most unfortunate, and most disappointing that such an esteemed organisation does not take better care of its archives. I’m afraid that particular regiment is something of a lost battalion, both on the battlefield and on paper.”

“I see,” Ellie said, feeling a twinge of disappointment. “But we do have his name. Could that help?”

“Possibly,” the librarian said. “We do carry meticulous records of our own, and look after them far better I must say. If there are any news reports of this fellow, I should be able to find them. Perhaps he was cited for gallantry? Or perhaps he perished. Either way, there might be something. Bear with me, I shall return anon.”

“Well, she seems perkier than last time?” Georgie said, as they waited at the library counter for the woman’s return.

“Sure does,” Ellie said. “Shame about the regimental records though, they could have told us something.”

The woman returned, her brisk steps on the wooden parquet floor breaking the silence of the space. 

“I have something for you! Only took me a tick to find,” she said, excitedly. 

“Thank you, Miss Carpenter,” Ellie said.

“Oh, you remembered my name!” the librarian said. “Now I really do feel part of the team.” She put down a slightly yellowed newspaper on the counter top, opening it to a page she had kept with her thumb. “Now, this is the Yorkshire Evening Press, Maltham edition, from August 1918,” she said. “And here is your Mr Garbutt. I’m afraid to say, the second of my assumptions was the correct one, and the poor fellow did not survive the war. Dreadful bad luck, he appears to have been killed shortly before the Armistice.”

Ellie scanned the broadsheet page, picking out a short piece near the top headlined: ‘Sad End for Local Hero’. She began to read it out:




“We are sad to report that another brave lad of Maltham has given his life for King and Country on the battlefields of Europe. William Henry Charles Garbutt, corporal, late of the 5th Yorkshire North Riding Regiment and latterly attached to the Fourth Army, succumbed to wounds suffered in the heroic action of the victorious Amiens offensive. William, known to his friends as Billy, or Copper Cap, on account of his striking ginger hair, was well known in Maltham in the years before the war as the butler of Lord…”




“William Garbutt is Gilbert!” Ellie exclaimed, suddenly standing up from the paper. “He’s Gilbert.”

“What on earth are you talking about?” Georgie said. “Are you sure you’ve not been working too hard on this case?”

“He’s Gilbert. I knew I’d seen his face before. You said yourself, Gilbert looked half-man half-cat. He was meant to. Gilbert is a caricature of William Garbutt. Ginger hair, a butler. Of course!”

“I say,” Georgie said. “I think you might be right.”

“Gosh,” Miss Carpenter said, clasping her hands together. “Have I just found some terrific clue?”

“I think you might have done,” Ellie said, beaming. “Thank you.”

“Well,” Miss Carpenter said, flushing and batting away the praise. “I do like to be a team player.”

“So now what?” Georgie said. “I’m sure it is a terrific clue, but I haven’t a clue what it tells us.”

“Cats,” Ellie said. “Plural. Like you said. If there’s more than one Gilbert, then there’s more than one William Garbutt. There must be other cats out there, and other men they are modelled on. If we find the cats, we find the men, and then–”

“We find our killer?” Georgie said.

“Exactly,” Ellie said. “And I know just where to start looking for them.”








  
  
  Chapter 11

  
  




“Are you quite sure that DI Lochner gave the go-ahead for this?” Georgie said, holding her jacket in close against the cold wind that was blowing down the dimly lit Maltham High Street, while Ellie crouched in the shop doorway.

“Yes…” Ellie hesitated, “in a roundabout way.”

“A roundabout way?” Georgie said, crossing her arms around herself even more tightly. “Well, I’m roundabout certain that means you have yet again inveigled me into some nefarious scheme that might see me carted off to the police station at any moment, my reputation in tatters. Perhaps I shall have to share a cell with that chap who burgled my house. I’m sure he’d be delighted to see me.”

Ellie stood up, smiling broadly at her friend as she pushed her hatpin back in place. “DI Lochner gives me a little wiggle-room on how I run my investigations. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind me coming in this way.”

“Wouldn’t mind you breaking-and-entering a crime scene? I’d like to see you wiggle your way out of that if we get caught.”

“We won’t,” Ellie said with a wink. “Door’s open. Shall we go in?”

Ellie carefully closed the door to John Botham’s Antiques and Curios behind them as they entered, wincing slightly at the noise it made dropping back into its ill-fitting frame and the light tinkle of the shop bell.

“Through here,” she said, gesturing towards the counter as they cautiously tiptoed around the ornamental stands that filled the centre of the room. “The hatch squeaks quite a lot when you open it, so be careful.”

Georgie shook her head, throwing a look that was meant to show Ellie just how careful she intended being. “Remind me again why we are here? I thought you’d already checked this place out.”

“I did,” Ellie whispered, carefully lifting the counter lid. “But only briefly. I didn’t have a proper look around. We know Mr Botham was in the same regiment as our soldier, and we know our soldier must have got hold of the cat when he was in the regiment–”

“Do we?” Georgie said.

“Yes,” Ellie said, very carefully lowering the counter top down again behind her. “Gilbert’s cap, it must have been modelled after William’s – the one we saw in the photograph. So he must have already joined the army when he got it, and we know he never left the army. Well, he never got the chance to.”

“So you think John Botham might have known the history of this cat of ours, then?” Georgie said, speaking more loudly now they had closed the office door behind them.

“Well he certainly knew something about it. You don’t react like he did when he saw Gilbert unless you know something important. He’s got a few army mementos in here, I wondered if perhaps he’d kept anything else; records, letters – I’m not sure what. Or, maybe, if there is more than one Gilbert…”

“He might have it?”

“It’s a possibility,” Ellie said. “One worth exploring.”

“Quite,” Georgie said. “But I’m not sure why we are exploring it in the middle of the night. Couldn’t DI Lochner have brought you here himself in the full light of day?”

Ellie grinned sheepishly. “He, um… he…”

“He said no, didn’t he? We’re not supposed to be here at all, let alone in the dead of night,” Georgie said. “I do not believe you, Ellie Blaine!”

“He said they’d got everything they needed and had handed the shop back. We’d need a warrant, and that could take forever. Mr Cummings might be convicted by then. The killer might have covered his tracks.”

Georgie pursed her lips. “That is quite beside the point. I am very surprised at you, Ellie.”

“Are you?” Ellie said, raising a mischievous eyebrow. “Really?”

Georgie let out a dry laugh, shaking her head. “No. I suppose I’m not, really. Come on, let’s get it over and done with.”

Ellie flicked on her torch to shine around the room. The shelves and desktop were mostly empty, the majority of paperwork that had been there before had been taken by the police as potential evidence, or else cleared out by Mr Botham’s brother, she thought.

“Not a lot to go on, is there?” Georgie said.

“Doesn’t look like it. I want to look at his army mementos again though, just in case I missed something. There’s got to be some connection to their time together in the army.”

A tall chest of drawers had been pushed against the wall just below the glass case holding Mr Botham’s personal military collection, and Ellie had to lean over it to look more closely. She flipped up a small brass latch that kept the case closed and carefully opened its front.

“I shouldn’t move that around too much,” Georgie said. “It looks rather meticulously put in place.”

“I’ll put it back,” Ellie said, taking one of the medals and turning it in her hand. She shrugged, satisfied there was nothing unusual about it, and turned her attention to the map.

“Anything on that?” Georgie said looking over her shoulder. “X marks the spot?”

“That would be handy,” Ellie said. “Unfortunately not, just a map. I think it’s of the place where their regiment met a rather brutal end.” Ellie went to pin the medal back in place, then stopped her hand as she pushed the pin in. “Hold on,” she said.

“You’ve found something?” Georgie said, squinting at the medal.

“It moved.” Ellie said, turning back to look at Georgie.

“What did?” Georgie said, looking urgently around the small office.

“The frame. When I touched it then. It moved.”

“Well put it back straight then,” Georgie said. “No harm done.”

“No,” Ellie said. “It moved backwards. Into the wall.” She carefully tapped the backboard of the case with her knuckles. “Yep, it’s hollow. There must be something behind it.” She leant over the drawers to slip her fingertips under the side of the frame, pulling at it. It opened, swinging out on a pair of stiff hidden hinges that gave a slight creak as she pulled.

“What have you got there?” Georgie said, looking over her friend’s shoulder into the newly opened space in the wall.

“A little security hole,” Ellie said, reaching into the opening. “With a box in it. A locked box, but that won’t take a second.”

She pulled out her hatpin again and set to work on the lock.

“Do you suppose that’s where he kept his money?” Georgie said.

“Probably,” Ellie said, biting her lip as she concentrated on the lock. “Tough one to pick this, it’s a good lock. There you go!” She put back the pin, then carefully prized open the box, lifting up her torch to shine it into the dark space.

“What have you found?” Georgie said.

“Money,” Ellie said. “Like you thought.”

“Anything else?”

“There’s something here,” Ellie said, pinching up a small, flat circle of grey fibre, turning it in her fingers to inspect.

“What have you got there?” Georgie said.

“Looks like dog-tag,” Ellie said. “It’s a bit bent and tattered, seems like it’s seen some action. I’ve seen one before in–” She remembered how she’d found Bertie’s tag in a box in Richard’s study, when she’d suspected him of being the murderer of his chauffeur. She shook her head to chase away the memory and looked again, more closely, at the tag.

“What does it say – does it have a name?” Georgie said.

“Yes,” Ellie says, “it’s a little worn and bent, but there’s one stamped into it. An odd one, for an army dog tag. It just says ‘Rose’.”

“Rose?”

“Yes, it–” she stopped, craning her neck to look up into the dark space. “Shine your torch up here Georgie, into the hole.”

Georgie stood on tip-toe behind Ellie to lift the torch over her head and shine it down into the back of the empty space. Set close to the back of the hole, hidden until now in shadow, was a small cloth-wrapped bundle. Ellie leaned further over to pull it out, then placed it carefully on the top of the chest of the drawers, folding back the covering of rough hessian cloth.

“Good Lord, you were right!” Georgie exclaimed, shining the torch down onto the opened bundle. “It’s another Gilbert.”

Ellie turned over the top half of the pottery cat, separated from the bottom by a neat, angular crack. “Not quite, this one’s a tabby, and he’s wearing a tweed jacket.”

“And looks a little like poor old Mr Botham,” Georgie said. “So he had a cat of his own?”

“He did, now we just have to work out what that means.”

“Well, I can tell you one thing it means, although you might not like it,” Georgie said.

“What?” Ellie said, frowning.

“He’s broken his cat. There must have been something in it, just like I said in the first place. So I’m afraid, Mrs Madison’s birthday or not, we are going to have to break up old Gilbert.”

Ellie sighed. “I suppose you’re right.” She placed the cat and the box back into the space and carefully closed up the cabinet, turning back to Georgie with a frown. “I just wish you didn’t look quite so pleased about it.”








  
  
  Chapter 12

  
  




“I’ve had a better idea,” Ellie said, staring guiltily at Gilbert’s inscrutable face as he stood on the dining room table.

“A better idea than whacking him with a hammer?” Georgie said. “I was rather looking forward to that.”

“I’m sure you were,” Ellie said, scowling at her friend. “We could x-ray him.”

“X-ray?” Georgie said. “Are you being serious?”

“Yes,” Ellie said. “Dr Waterman is calling by this afternoon, he called here last night when we were out. He’s in Melmersby today and said he’d be popping by to catch up with me after he’s finished his rounds. I can ask him. He must have access to a machine somewhere?”

Georgie shook her head. “I could just gently push him off the table right now, save an awful lot of bother.”

“No,” Ellie said, putting a protective hand to Gilbert’s back. “He’s a present. For Mrs Madison. And I’ve grown to like the little guy.”

Georgie shrugged. “Suit yourself, but aren’t we in something of a hurry to solve this case?”

“We are,” Ellie said, defensively. “But I’ve got other things to check on anyway, so we can do those first, then come back to Gilbert.”

“I suppose,” Georgie sighed. “What’s your plan then?”

“I want to go back to Maltham again. Talk to Alan Botham. If he jointly owned the shop, maybe he knew about that hidey-hole and his brother’s cat. And I’d like to talk to Emily again.”

“You still suspect that charming lady?” Georgie said.

Ellie shrugged. “I can’t rule out anyone. It seems there might be some connection to Belgium in all this. At the very least, she might be able to tell me more about Reningberg.”

“I suppose,” Georgie said. “And it will give me an excuse to look round her delightful shop again.”

“Ok,” Ellie said, glancing back one last time at Gilbert as she turned towards the door. “Let’s get going, we need to get a move on if we’re going to be back in time for Dr Waterman.”

* * *

Ellie felt a sudden shiver as she approached the door of John Botham’s Antiques and Curios. In the cold light of day, her unofficial visit the night before suddenly felt a little more risky, even if it had thrown up some valuable information. Suppose she’d been seen? What if Alan Botham already knew she’d broken in and was waiting to confront her with her actions? Her palms suddenly felt a little clammy, and she pushed her hands into her jacket pocket to dry them.

“You alright, old bean?” Georgie said. “You look a little pale.”

“Just tired,” Ellie said, smiling weakly. “It was a late night last night.”

“It certainly was,” Georgie said, dryly. “And look where we are. It seems like only, ooh– a few short hours ago we were last here.”

Ellie gave a soft laugh, tinged with a little guilt, as she pushed open the door to the shop. She froze for the briefest moment at the sight of Alan Botham, stood behind the counter, and deep in animated conversation with three men who she recognised as Mayor Elliot and his clerk Ernest Cooper, along with Rick Farrar from the neighbouring antique shop. Mr Botham looked up as the door entrance bell jangled, and the look on his face at the sight of her suddenly brought back the sweat on her palms.

“Oh, Miss Blaine,” Henry Elliot said, turning his back to the counter to greet her with a far more welcoming expression. “How’s the investigation going? Found out anything more about that mystery cat of yours, or are you here to grill us all again?”

Ellie returned the smile as sincerely as she could. “I’m still working on it,” she said. “I was hoping to talk to Mr Botham here, actually.”

“Anything you’ve got to ask me, you can ask me in front of these gentlemen,” Mr Botham growled. “Although I’m surprised you have the nerve to come in here, after what you did.”

Ellie blanched. “What I did?” she stammered, looking to Georgie who subtly raised her eyebrow back at her. “What did I do, Mr Botham?”

“Bringing that cat in here,” he snarled. “I don’t know what you done to him, but John was not right after you spoke to him, not right at all. If you hadn’t brought that damned thing in here my brother would still be alive.”

Ellie felt the sudden flush of relief that this wasn’t about her nocturnal visit. “I don’t think–” she started.

“I’ve got nothing to say to you, Miss Blaine,” Alan Botham said. “Nothing at all.” He glared at Ellie, then around the group of men, anxiously twisting at his finger and pacing the small space behind the counter.

“If I could just–” Ellie started again.

Mr Botham said nothing, but turned sharply on his heels, yanking open the door to the small room behind the counter and slamming it shut behind him as he left.

“Please excuse my friend,” Henry Elliot said with a soft smile of apology. “He’s just lost his brother in the most dreadful of circumstances, it is natural he might want to find someone to blame.”

“I understand,” Ellie said. “I can try again when he’s feeling a little… calmer, perhaps.”

“Is this all about that curious cat of yours?” Mr Farrar said, knitting his brows curiously. “Seems to be quite the source of trouble for such an unassuming little thing? Have you found out any more about the little fellow?”

Ellie shook her head. “Not a thing,” she said, as straight-faced as she could.

“Well,’ Mr Farrar said, “if you want me to take another look at it, I’m more than happy to help. Under the circumstances, I can’t help but think I might have missed something last time. Do you have it with you?”

“It’s in a safe place,” Ellie said quickly, “somewhere well out of the way. I thought that would be best, like you say, under the circumstances.”

“Best keep it that way,” Henry said.

“Does Mr Botham have any idea who might have killed his brother?” Ellie said. “Has he said anything to any of you about it? Does he suspect anyone?”

“Who doesn’t he suspect,” Ernest Cooper said, shaking his head. “He’s pointing the finger everywhere, even at his best friends.”

Henry looked at his clerk with a mixture of concern and admonishment. “As I said, Ernest, he has just lost his brother. We should perhaps cut him some slack.” He turned to Ellie again. “We are a little concerned about our friend, he has taken his loss quite badly. We are doing our best to reassure him that the police are working diligently to get to the bottom of all this. But he is becoming a little – well, I don’t like to say it, but paranoid. Yes, paranoid. It might be better if you left any questions for him to the police; as you saw, he seems to attach some blame to you, however unfair that might be.”

Ellie nodded reluctantly. “I suppose you’re right – he didn’t seem like he was about to open up to me. I’ll talk to DI Lochner and see what he can get out of him.”

Ellie turned to leave, glancing at the display of militaria that stood next to the counter as she turned. She stopped, suddenly turning back to the men.

“You’re good friends with Mr Botham, I take it?”

“Us?” Henry said, looking round the other men. “Well, yes, I suppose we are.”

“And his brother?” Ellie said.

“Indeed. It’s a small town and we are all men of business, we’ve known each other for some time.”

“Were you all in the war?” Ellie said. “You must be the right age for that?”

“Naturally,” Henry said. “We all did our bit for King and Country, no shirkers here. Why do you ask?”

“What regiment were you in, if you don’t mind me asking?” Ellie said.

Henry smiled. “Well, we’re a bit of a mixed bunch really. I was in the 74th Yeomanry, old Ernie here– you were in the 8th Division weren’t you? And Rick?”

“I was in the 8th, with Ernie,” Rick said.

“Oh yes, of course,” Henry said. “Two lads from the 8th.”

“What about Alan?” Ellie said.

“Alan?” Henry said. “I believe he was with his brother, all through the war.”

“Thank you,” Ellie said. “You’ve been a great help.”

* * *

“So,” Georgie said, “Alan was in the same regiment as Gilb– I mean Corporal Garbutt?”

“And the same one as his brother,” Ellie said. “So there’s a possibility he knows about the cats.”

“Or has one himself?” Georgie said, glancing back at the shop as they crossed the high street towards Emily Giresse’s La Grotte Antique.

“That’s definitely a possibility,” Ellie said. “In which case he might be in danger.”

“Or be dangerous,” Georgie said.

“He seems very nervous. Maybe he’s worried he’ll be the next victim?”

“Or that he’s about to get caught?” Georgie said.

Ellie nodded. “Either way, we need to keep a close watch on him.”

Ellie stepped up the short, balustraded flight of steps to the shop front to push open the door of La Grotte, stepping into the store to be greeted by the sight of Alec Foxton suddenly standing from his place on a small chaise longue he’d been sharing with Emily, whose face was now as pink as one of her macarons.

“Um, excuse me,” Alec said, straightening his tie. “I was just…”

“I thought I had locked that door, for lunch?” Emily said, the natural colour slowly returning to her cheeks as she too stood, the lipstick around her mouth a little less perfect than when they had last seen her. “Silly me.”

“Would you rather we left? We can come back later,” Ellie said, nodding back towards the door and glancing subtly at how Alec was gingerly covering the gold band on his ring finger as he moved towards it.

“I should probably… I should get going,” Alec said with an awkward grin. “Bye, ladies. Bye, um, Emily.”

“Goodbye Alec,” Emily said, forcing a smile.

Alec carefully picked up his hat from the stand by the door, raising it politely to Ellie and Georgie, before disappearing hurriedly down the steps.

“I hope we weren’t disturbing you,” Ellie said.

“That’s quite alright,” Emily said, “we were just… discussing business. How can I help you?”

“I was just hoping to ask you a few questions,” Ellie said. “If that’s alright?”

“Of course, of course,” Emily said, stooping to clear away two wine glasses from the table in front of the chaise longue. “Be my guest, take a seat. Can I get you anything to drink?”

“No thank you,” Ellie said, sitting down in a soft upholstered seat across the table, “we won’t keep you too long.”

Emily placed the glasses on the shelf of a tall dresser set against the shop wall and sat back down into the chaise longue. “So what is it you wish to ask me? Is it about your little cat again?”

“It’s about Belgium,” Ellie said, crossing her legs and placing her hands together on her knees.

“Belgium?” Emily said, turning down the corners of her mouth. “Well, I can probably tell you a great deal about Belgium, so, please, ask away.”

“Do you know anything about Reningberg?” Ellie said.

Emily gave a sharp laugh, but there seemed to be little joy behind it, Ellie thought. “Reningberg? Why yes, I think I can help you there.”

“You know it then?” Georgie said.

“I know it like you know your own mother’s face,” Emily said. “I should do. I spent 35 years there, from the day I was born until the day I left Belgium.”

“That’s where your home was?” Ellie said, unfolding her legs to sit up straighter. “The one that was destroyed?”

“Yes, along with many other homes and a thousand years of history,” she said, sadly.

“What happened?” Ellie said.

“What happened?” Emily sitting back into her seat. “The war happened. Soldiers happened.”

“The Germans?” Georgie said.

Emily shrugged. “You don’t check the language written on the shells that are falling on your house. I meant what I said to you ladies, I am forever grateful for what the men of your countries did to free mine, but if I tell the truth, our town was as much destroyed by those fighting for us as those fighting against.”

“I am so sorry. Can you tell us any more, if it’s not too painful?” Ellie said.

“No, it is not too painful. It is history, we all must move on, mustn’t we? You should not apologise, Miss Ellie, for something you did not do. If we all apologise for everything that was done in our names, we would have to say sorry so many times we might never have time to talk of the here and now, and I am not one to dwell on the past.” Emily folded her hands across her lap, lifting her chin up to address Ellie directly. “The Germans, as I understand it, were in retreat and made a stand in our little town. They took over houses, shops, churches, even our beautiful old abbey that had stood there for nearly 1000 years. And then the British did what they could, with fire and bombs and bullets, to see them out. And when it was over, everything was destroyed, so there was nothing left for us but to leave it all behind and preserve what we could in our memories.”

“The town was never rebuilt?” Ellie said.

“There was nothing to rebuild,” Emily said with a shrug. “What wasn’t destroyed was looted. They left nothing. No food, no belongings, no history. Just rubble and spent bullets.”

“Did you have family in Reningberg?” Georgie said, and for the first time since she had started talking Ellie saw the glint of water sparkle in Emily’s eye.

“My mother and father, I am so glad, were no longer with us to see what was done to the home they built. But I had a husband, yes. A dear, kind man. He stayed in Reningberg. With so many others.”

“I am so sorry,” Ellie said. “If you’ll let me say that. I know how it feels to lose someone that way.”

“You do?” Emily said, delicately dabbing at the corner of her eye with a silk, lace-edged handkerchief. “Then you will know that it is all that you can do to let them be at peace. We move on, we have to. Or else two lives are lost where one was taken – we cannot let the past overshadow the future, for their sakes as much as our own. Now, I live life as if it is a gift, and I cannot care for how others think. Life is very short, Miss Ellie. Too short to dwell on the past, or to trouble yourself over what other people may think.”

Ellie subconsciously looked over to the two half-empty wine glasses. “I suppose not,” she said. “Well, thank you for your time, and for sharing such a difficult story with us. We’d best be going.”

* * *

“Richard won’t be cheating on you,” Georgie said, as they walked back to the car. “I know him well enough to know he is not that sort of chap, and besides, he absolutely dotes on you.”

“What?” Ellie said, staring at her friend. “What are you talking about?”

“You were thinking about Richard, weren’t you? When Emily was excusing her dalliance with Mr Foxton.”

Ellie felt her face flush warm. “No. I wasn’t. Why do you think that?”

“Because you were fiddling with your non-existent watch again,” Georgie said, looking down to where Ellie was firmly gripping her left wrist. “Every time you are worried about Richard, you fiddle with your wrist.”

Ellie shook her head. “I still don’t understand why he’s not writing. To be honest, I’d rather he was cheating than… than, well, the other things that are starting to worry me. It’s not like we are… well, we’ve made no promises, I suppose.”

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Georgie said, though Ellie could detect less certainty in it than before. “Maybe his letters got lost in the post, or something?”

“Maybe,” Ellie said, with a faint smile. “Come on, let’s get back to Melmersby. Dr Waterman will be there soon.”
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“You want to x-ray your cat?” Dr Waterman said, creasing his brow. “I should think Dr Horsley would be your best bet, you need a veterinarian really, it’s not my–”

“Not Mr Madison,” Ellie said, taking Dr Waterman’s coat and hanging it on the stand beside the door. “I’ll show you.” She turned to Georgie. “Is Mrs Madison safely out of the way?”

Georgie nodded. “Fast asleep in her chair in the kitchen. I think she might have had a nip or two of her little ‘nerve tonic’.” 

Ellie pulled out a small brass key from her pocket and unlocked the cabinet by the foot of the stairs, pulling out Gilbert to turn and show Dr Waterman.

“That’s a… charming little thing,” he said.

“He’s positively ghastly, and you know it,” Georgie said. “But all the same, Ellie wants you to x-ray him.”

Dr Waterman shook his head. “He’s pottery, isn’t he? I’m afraid an x-ray will do you no good at all. It is very good at looking under your skin, not so good with more solid material, I’m sorry to say.”

Ellie gestured towards the sitting room door. ‘Come through here, just in case Mrs Madison gets up. This is meant to be her present.”

“So tell me,” Dr Waterman said as they stepped into the room, “why exactly are you so keen to look inside Mrs Madison’s pottery cat? What are you expecting to find? Pottery kittens?”

Ellie laughed. “No. I’m not sure what I’m expecting – but I think there’s something in there, and I think it might be the key to a case I am working on.”

“Still playing detective then, I see,” Dr Waterman said, colouring slightly at a glare from Georgie. “Not that you are playing, of course, you’re doing a capital job!”

“Capital enough to save your life, in case you have forgotten,” Georgie snapped.

“Yes, absolutely,” Dr Waterman said, grinning sheepishly. “And I haven’t forgotten, I remain eternally in your debt, Ellie.”

“That’s fine, Simon,” Ellie said, putting Gilbert down on the coffee table and offering a seat to Dr Waterman before sitting down beside him. “You can start paying me back by suggesting what I do about this cat.”

“Break him,” Georgie said. “It’s pretty simple.”

“Hmm,” Dr Waterman mumbled, “I can see it would be a shame to smash up Mrs Madison’s present. But I might be able to help keep it all… a little neater.”

“You can?” Ellie said. “How?”

“Well,” Dr Waterman said, nodding back towards the door. “If I nip back to my car I have a little bone saw in there. It’s for… well, I’m sure you know what it is for. But it’s sharp as a razor and tough enough to cut through that little fellow very neatly and precisely. We could slice the old chap and stitch him up good as new, with a touch of glue. Mrs Madison probably won’t even be able to see the crack.”

“That’s brilliant!” Ellie said, clapping her hands together.

“I’ll just be tick,” Dr Waterman said, standing up and trotting briskly out of the door.

“I still think a good whack with a hammer would do the trick more thoroughly,’ Georgie said.

“Do you, now?” Ellie said, throwing a sly glance at her friend. She sat down on the two-seater sofa next to Georgie, lifting her foot to cross her legs. As she did, her heel caught the edge of the table, rocking it sharply and tipping Gilbert suddenly over.

“Watch out!” Georgie exclaimed, lurching forward to catch hold of the cat before he toppled over the edge.

“Hah!” Ellie laughed, pointing a sharp finger at Georgie. “I knew it! You love him really.”

Georgie scowled. ‘You did that deliberately!” she huffed.

Ellie grinned. “You can’t hide your true feelings from me. I see the way you look at him.”

“I’m simply concerned that Mrs Madison enjoys her birthday,” Georgie said, carefully propping Gilbert upright again, sitting back to stare at him accusingly. “I couldn’t give tuppence for Gilbert.”

“Of course not,” Ellie said, with a look that deepened the furrow in Georgie’s brow.

“Right, here we are,” Dr Waterman said, stepping through the door brandishing a small, thin-bladed saw. “We’ll have this operation done in a jiffy. Is the patient ready?”

“Ready as he’ll ever be,” Ellie said, picking up the cat to hand to the doctor. “Georgie, could you go and check on Mrs Madison. I don’t want her coming in while we’re… operating on her present.”

“Fine by me,” Georgie said. “Just, be careful, Simon. Of Mrs Madison’s present.”

“I’m always careful,” Simon beamed, laying the cat down on a clean handkerchief on top of the table to begin his work. “Right where do you want me to cut him?”

Ellie studied the cat carefully. “What about just below his little waistcoat?” she said. “It might be easier to put him neatly back together there, and it’s about in the middle.”

“Waistcoat it is,” Dr Waterman said, carefully scoring a line as close to the edge as he could. 

The saw made a sharp rasping sound as it sliced through the glaze and into the underlying clay, while Ellie grimaced.

“Almost through,” Dr Waterman said, pulling the saw back sharply. “I have to say, it’s a lot softer than what I usually use this saw for. There you go.”

Dr Waterman gently eased the two parts of Gilbert apart, laying them down together on the handkerchief and sitting back.

“Is it all done?” Georgie said, stepping back into the room and gesturing back through the door with a nod. “Mrs Madison is fast asleep and snoring like a steam pump. I think we’re safe. What was old Gilbert hiding from us then?”

“Nothing,” Ellie said, frowning and holding the two pieces apart. “He’s completely empty.”

“Empty?” Georgie said, stepping over to where her friend was now staring into each half in turns. “Let me see.”

Ellie handed the parts to Georgie, who stood under the glass-shaded lamp set into the high ceiling of the drawing room, to better illuminate the interior of the pottery halves. She shook her head. “Not a sausage,” she said. “I was hoping for a diamond at least. Or some sort of secret message. But there’s nothing. Just clay.”

“Maybe Mr Botham just dropped his?” Ellie said. “Maybe they don’t have anything in them after all?”

“Should they have something in them?” Dr Waterman said, scratching the back of his head. “And are you telling me there’s more than one of these things? How many are you planning to cut up?”

“Just this one,” Ellie said. “Thank you Dr Waterman. Do you think you could put him back together now?”

“I’m on it,” Dr Waterman said with a smile, holding up a small pot of glue. “You’ll never know the difference.”

“So, what now?” Georgie said.

“Now, I’m stumped,” Ellie said. “There’s got to be a reason why John Botham had one of these, and why he was so scared when he saw Gilbert.”

“Perhaps it’s not the cats that someone is after,” Georgie said, carefully watching as Dr Waterman fixed the two parts of Gilbert back together again.

“If it’s not the cats,” Ellie said, “what is it then?”

“Maybe it’s the people who have the cats?” Georgie said.

“I see,” Ellie said, turning her mouth curiously. “What were you thinking?”

“Well,” Georgie said, “John Botham was positively terrified when he saw Gilbert, and his brother looked a bundle of nerves when we saw him in his shop earlier. If we assume they both have cats, being as how everyone with a cat so far has been in the same regiment, then perhaps he’s nervous because he thinks someone might be coming for him if they know he has a cat?”

“The collector too,” Ellie said, nodding. “He had a cat and he was killed, and he mentioned cats, when Mr Cummings found him. But then the collector can’t have been in that regiment, he was too old to have fought in the war.”

“True,” Georgie said. “But maybe whoever killed him didn’t know that? And why had John Botham kept his cat so carefully hidden? He obviously didn’t want anyone to know he had it?”

“But then why did someone set that guy up to burgle our houses? That would suggest it’s the cats themselves they are after. But why? If they are just cheap clay ornaments and there’s nothing in them?”

“I say,” Dr Waterman said, standing up from the table. “This all sounds dreadfully intriguing. Oh, the patient is all patched up now, just give him an hour or two before moving him again.”

Ellie looked down at Gilbert, expertly reconstructed and looking as good as new. “Thank you Simon,” she said, draping a light cloth antimacassar from the back of one of the armchairs over him, in case Mrs Madison did make a surprise appearance.

“What’s this dilemma of yours, then?” Dr Waterman said. “Perhaps I can help? Three heads are better than two, and all that.”

“You heard about the murder of that antique dealer up in Maltham?” Ellie said. “And the guy in Pickering a few months ago.”

“I have read about them in the papers,” Dr Waterman said. “I thought they’d caught the fellow from Pickering?”

“So do the police,” Ellie said. “I’m not so sure.”

“And you think they are connected, these two killings?” Dr Waterman said, studying Ellie curiously.

“I do,” she said. “And there’s some connection with a local army regiment, and possibly with a place in Belgium called Reningberg.”

“Reningberg?” Dr Waterman said, surprised

“Yes. Do you know it?”

Dr Waterman pursed his lips. “I didn’t experience it first hand, but I know of it. Ghastly business. I was stationed nearby during the whole affair. By that time, they’d cottoned on to my medical credentials and whatnot and decided I’d be more use in a field hospital than on the front line. I suppose I should be grateful for that, though at the time, when I was young and foolish and full of bravado, I was quite put out by it. I saw quite a few of those poor fellows they brought back from the slaughter there. In pretty bad shape most of them. Like I say, a ghastly business, and not our finest hour, for all we won the day.”

“Men from the 5th Yorkshire North Riding Regiment?” Ellie said.

“Indeed. What was left of it. Which wasn’t much, by the time the day had played out.”

“I don’t suppose any of them had cats, did they?” Georgie said. “Like old Gilbert there?”

Dr Waterman looked down at the cloth covered cat then shook his head. “Not the sort of thing you take into battle, I don’t think,” he said. “And there weren’t many cats in the trenches. Not that we couldn’t have done with a few there, they’d have had a fine old time with all the rats we had running about our feet.”

“Do you remember any of the men?” Ellie said.

Dr Waterman shook his head again. “To be truthful with you, few of them were in a state to give me a name, and I was rather too occupied with saving lives to have taken the time to remember them if they had. It was– oh, actually. Yes, I do remember one chap. Not from that day, but a little later, when I was working in France just as the war was ending. And now I come to think of it, yes – that’s quite queer – there is a sort of connection to cats with him. In a roundabout way, though nothing to do with your Gordon here.”

“Gilbert,” Georgie said. “His name is Gilbert.”

“What sort of connection?” Ellie said.

“Well, just a passing comment really. But it struck me as odd at the time, so it’s stuck with me. Chap by the name of Captain Andrew Rounthwaite. I remember him well, as he was quite a – well, a memorable man. Very dapper-looking gent, you ladies might call him handsome. And quite the force of personality. Poor chap had taken a rather devilish piece of shrapnel to the chest at Reningberg. He was actually in pretty good shape for it, even at the time – walking wounded and all that. But the unfortunate thing was, although it wasn’t a large piece, or on first glance too bad a wound, it had found its way right next to his heart. Too close to operate, so there was little we could do for him, and little he could do but wait. We weren’t sure how long; could have been a day, a week, a few months, but eventually it would move, and when it did–”

“Poor fellow,” Georgie said. “He must have been quite shaken, knowing all that.”

“Well, that’s the thing,” Dr Waterman said. “That’s what really struck me about him. He wasn’t. Not in the least. He was chipper, always smiling and laughing, always geeing up the boys who were feeling down, always looking on the bright side. A born leader, I would rather say a hero. Quite a remarkable man.”

“And what did he have to do with cats?” Ellie said.

“Well, it was a little joke of his, you see, that he would make all the time. We wanted to keep him in France, make him as comfortable as we could, you know, until… well, we weren’t sure he would survive the rigours of the journey back to Blighty. But he would keep insisting we send him home, and when we asked him why he was so determined we assumed he’d say he had some sweetheart he wanted to see again, or his dear mother.”

“But it wasn’t?” Ellie said, glancing at Georgie.

“No. Not at all. He would smile and simply say: ‘I need to look after my cats’. Well, I didn’t really think much of it, other than that he was a bit of a joker. But, now you mention the old 5th and cats, it just rather reminded me of him. I’m not sure what use that is to you, but there you go.”

“Did he ever get home?” Ellie said.

“He did,” Dr Waterman said, putting his thumbs firmly into his waistcoat pockets. “I’m glad to say he saw the rolling hills of Yorkshire again before he finally succumbed to his injury. Lasted longer than we all feared; tough old blighter, Captain Rounthwaite. He spent a good six months in one of our facilities for wounded veterans, not just as a patient but to all intents as one of the staff there, taking care of other fellows. He could have gone home, for his final days, but I believe he did not want to leave his men when they were still suffering. Like I say, a remarkable man. Passed away quietly in his sleep one night. I have never seen the nurses, or the doctors for that matter, so upset by the passing of one of our patients.”

“Were you with him, when he was in that facility?” Ellie said.

Dr Waterman shook his head. “No, I didn’t get back to Yorkshire until a few days after he passed. I asked after him when I called in, and was given the sombre news.”

“It’s an odd thing to say,” Ellie said.

“What is?” Dr Waterman said, frowning.

“About the cats. An odd thing to say,” she looked out of the window, deep in thought for a moment. “Are you still in touch with anyone who worked at that facility?” she said to Dr Waterman. “Someone who might have known him there?”

Dr Waterman shrugged. “I know a few of them. I should suppose Dr Wray would know him best; Captain Rounthwaite assisted him while he was there.”

“Do you think you could introduce me to Dr Wray?” Ellie said.

Dr Waterman nodded. “Absolutely. He works down Leeds way these days, but I can put a call into him, see if he’d be happy to talk to you. He’s a decent chap, I’m sure he’d be more than willing to assist you in finding whatever you are looking for.”

“Thank you,” Ellie said. “That would be really helpful.”

“What are you thinking?” Georgie said. “You reckon this Captain fellow might have something to do with all this business?”

“I don’t have much else to go on at the moment,” Ellie said. “We’ve hit a bit of a brick wall here. Maybe we need to take a look a little further back in time if we’re to get to the bottom of this.”
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“So, what have you got there? Have you taken up scrapbooking all of a sudden?”

“Sort of,” Ellie said, sitting back from the scattered pieces of paper she’d set out on the kitchen table. “I’m making an assembly line.”

“An assembly line?” Georgie said, staring at the table display. “It looks more like a disassembly line. What’s it all for?”

“It’s something my father told me about. He saw it when he visited Henry Ford’s factory in Michigan. Mr Ford came up with a way to simplify how cars were put together, by breaking down each process into separate parts and putting them together as they moved down a line.”

“Yes, I know all about that,” Georgie said, “but how is that meant to help our investigation here? We’re solving a mystery, not building a car.”

“Well it seems to me,” Ellie said, moving a scrap of paper from one side of the table to the other, “we’ve got most of the parts, but we’ve not got the finished product. I thought if I laid all the parts out, like on an assembly line, it might start to make more sense how they fit together.”

“And does it?” Georgie said, leaning over her friend’s shoulder to inspect the scraps of paper more closely.

Ellie put her hands behind her head, stretching her neck out to relieve a little stiffness. “Not so far, but I’m hoping it will come together soon.”

“So what have you got? What’s that thing?” She pointed to the largest scrap of paper, set in the centre of the ‘assembly line’. “Is that… what is it? A snail?”

Ellie frowned. “That’s Gilbert.”

“Oh yes, of course. How could I possibly have missed that. I’m going to take a wild guess and say you didn’t major in art?”

Ellie shook her head. “That’s Gilbert, and this is Nigel…”

“Nigel?”

Ellie grinned awkwardly. “That’s what I’m calling Mr Botham’s cat.”

“Let me guess. Nigel the Knick-Knack?”

“You know me too well,” Ellie said with a soft laugh.

“Well, I’m glad you’re taking this so seriously,” Georgie said. “Go on.”

“So, we’ve got the two Botham brothers; George Armitage, the murdered collector; Emily Giresse; two cats; a dog tag with the name ‘Rose’; Captain Rounthwaite and his cats; Corporal Garbutt; Reningberg; the Pals Brigade from Maltham; and whoever has been trying to steal Gilbert, if we don’t have him in the list already.”

“And how do you plan to fit them all together?” Georgie said. “I assume Mr Ford has a process in place for that, rather than haphazardly sticking them together as they fall?”

“I want to look at each one in turn,” Ellie said. “I’m seeing Dr Wray tomorrow, so that will help with Captain Rounthwaite. Dr Waterman has been kind enough to get me some documents and books on the battle of Reningberg from an army pal of his, and he’s promised to give them to me when I meet him with Dr Wray tomorrow. I’m still trying to find records of who was in the Pals Brigade, but I’ve hit a bit of a brick wall there, and I’ve been looking into George Armitage’s past with the help of the police in Maltham.”

“Find anything on the old chap?”

Ellie shook her head. “Nothing of interest. Seems he kept himself to himself mostly, and it looks increasingly likely he bought Gilbert accidentally. He had a habit of buying random house clearance boxes, in the hope of finding hidden gems. Which might explain why he didn’t give up Gilbert when his house was broken into. He probably had no idea what whoever did it was looking for, or that he had it.”

“Well, that’s a clue in itself, isn’t it?” Georgie said.

“Is it?” Ellie said, sitting up straight.

“Yes. Don’t you see? According to that fellow who you say found him injured, one of his last words was ‘cats’. Well, if he had no idea about Gilbert, or… Nigel, or whoever else, then why would he say ‘cats’?”

Ellie shrugged. “They were trying to get Gilbert from him. I suppose whoever broke in told him they were looking for cats?”

“But they weren’t, were they?” Georgie said. “He only had the one cat. They would have been asking after a cat, not a multitude of them.”

“Perhaps they told him they were looking for more than one?” Ellie said.

“Perhaps but – and let’s put myself in your assembly line here, and imagine how I would fit together were I the one being bumped off.”

“I’d rather you weren’t,” Ellie said.

“Well, neither would I,” Georgie said. “But all the same. So, I’m sitting at home, minding my own business when suddenly, kersploosh!”

“Kersploosh?”

“That’s the sound of someone breaking a window to get in,” Georgie said, with an expression that suggested that should have been obvious.

“Ok,” Ellie said. “Kersploosh!”

“Yes. Well now there’s a chap, or chaps, standing in my house brandishing a poker and asking me to give over a piece of feline-themed pottery I had no idea I owned.”

“Go on,” Ellie said.

“So, they start to smash up my precious pottery collection, demanding I give them the information or else. They are getting more and more frustrated, more aggressive. I’m worried what they might do next. I’m fearing for my life. Well, in that situation I shouldn’t imagine I would be engaging in conversation with them about their ultimate goals, I wouldn’t be establishing if they were looking for just one cat, or multiple cats.”

“I suppose not,” Ellie said. “But perhaps whoever was attacking him simply told him.”

“Well, let’s assume that then,” Georgie said. “So now I know that my assailant is looking for a number of pottery cats. Then, they decide they have had enough and they give me a great whack on the head. I fall to the floor, dazed, mortally wounded. The assailant runs off, and I am all alone. At that moment, a stranger comes into the house; I call out for help and he comes to assist me. I know my time is short, and I only have time to tell him one thing before I’m done. What do I tell him?”

Ellie hesitated for a moment, thumbing her chin. “You tell him who did it?”

“Exactly!” Georgie said. “You don’t tell him their motivation, what would be the purpose in that? You tell him who they are.”

“They are cats?” Ellie said, shaking her head. “That doesn’t really–”

“No, it doesn’t,” Georgie said. “But it is another piece for your assembly line. And I can see already where it might slot in very neatly with one piece you already have.”

“Captain Rounthwaite!” Ellie said, snapping her fingers. “Captain Rounthwaite’s cats. They aren’t cats – they are men. Soldiers. He wanted to get back to take care of some of his soldiers. Somehow Mr Armitage must have known who they were. Georgie, you are brilliant!”

“Well darling,” Georgie said, raising her eyebrows. “I am a qualified barrister, you know. I didn’t get that position just for my easy charm.”

Ellie stood up and put her arms around Georgie, pulling her in for a tight hug.

“Steady on old thing,” Georgie said. “We’ve not solved anything yet.”

“No,” Ellie said, releasing her friend with a grin, “but we’re getting closer. I get the feeling my meeting with Dr Wray tomorrow might be a whole lot more productive now. If we can find out who the captain’s ‘cats’ are, I think, at the very least, we’ve found who killed Mr Armitage.”
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“So, how’s the investigation going?” Dr Waterman said, taking Ellie’s hand in greeting as he stepped out of his car. “Any closer to unravelling it all?”

“A little, I think,” Ellie said, shouldering her bag and stepping alongside the doctor as they walked towards the imposing Victorian red brick towers of Leeds Infirmary. “Certainly more than when we last spoke.”

“The investigation moves apace!” Dr Waterman said, waving his hand dramatically. “Never a dull moment with you around, Ellie, old bean.”

“Did you bring the documents for me?” Ellie said, nodding back the way they had just walked.

“Ah yes,” Dr Waterman said. “They are in my car, do take care to remind me when we get back, I can be quite forgetful.”

“I will,” Ellie said with a smile. “Thanks for all your help on this, by the way.”

“Not a problem at all,” he said. “Even if you hadn’t saved my life, you are the sweetheart of my dear friend Richard, and – if I may be so bold – I consider you a friend myself. So there are three jolly good reasons why I should always do my best to assist you in any way.”

Ellie’s hand went instinctively to her left wrist. “Have you heard much from Richard lately?” she said. “Any news of his work in India?”

Dr Waterman shook his head. “Not a thing, I’m afraid. Which is a little frustrating, as I sent him a telegram – well, it must be two weeks ago now – asking for some rather important information concerning cover for his London practice. No response whatsoever, which leaves me a little in the lurch.”

“That’s not like Richard,” Ellie said nervously.

“No,” Dr Waterman said, “not like him at all. Ah, here we are – cardiology department. Dr Wray’s office is just up these stairs.”

Ellie followed Dr Waterman up a steep flight of stone steps, feeling her heart beating a little faster as they rose, and not just from the effort of climbing. At the top of the stairs, a heavy wooden door, framed in brick and polished marble, bore the sign ‘Dr TH Wray: Senior Cardiologist’. Dr Waterman knocked firmly, to be greeted by the practised smile of a well-dressed woman with neatly cropped salt-and-pepper hair.

“Dr Waterman,” the woman said, nodding politely. “Dr Wray is expecting you, please do come through.”

“Ah, Simon, my old chum!” Dr Wray beamed as they walked into his well-appointed office space. He stood up from behind a heavy mahogany desk, whose top was almost completely obscured with piles of papers, and put out a broad hand to take Dr Waterman’s in a firm grip that Ellie could see almost made him wince. “How long has it been? Two years? Three?”

“I’m afraid to say it has been five,” Dr Waterman said.

“Five!” Dr Wray exclaimed. “Good Lord, has it really? Tempus fugit, as they say. The years go by so quickly now, I must be getting old.” He turned to Ellie, his broad face widening even further in a hearty grin. “And this charming creature must be Miss Blaine. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”

Ellie took his offered hand with a faint smile, and sat down where he showed her a seat in a leather-padded chair just the other side of his desk.

“So, Simon,” Dr Wray said, absent-mindedly moving one of the piles of paper across his desk. “You want to revisit the old Duchess?”

“Duchess?” Ellie said, looking at Dr Waterman.

“Grand Duchess George of Russia’s Hospital,” Dr Waterman said. “That’s where we worked together after the war. It was one of the war hospitals that were set up, in Harrogate.”

“Strong friendships are forged in the heat of hardship,” Dr Wray boomed. “Those of us who worked at the Duchess have a bond that can’t be broken. Now, Miss Blaine, I understand you wanted to ask about a patient of mine, a Captain Andrew Rounthwaite?”

“Yes,” Ellie said, “I was hoping you might remember him. I believe he may be connected in some way to a case I am investigating.”

“I see,” Dr Wray said, steepling his fingers and pressing their tips to his mouth. “Simon did say you were something of a detective. Well, I’m not sure how much I can help you, but I shall do my best to furnish you with whatever information I have.”

“Can you tell me anything about him?” Ellie said. “Friends he had, what kind of things he got up to? What sort of man he was?”

Dr Wray tipped his head knowingly. “I remember the chap quite well. He was a patient – well, he was more than a patient, really. He absolutely insisted on mucking in and helping out at the hospital. He couldn’t do a great deal of the physical work, what with his condition, but I have to say he was quite the most brilliant chap at keeping up the other fellows’ morale. Very positive chap, never complained, never grumbled – though you might think he had a lot to curse fate for, you would never know it. Organised events and whatnot, classes and workshops, you name it – anything to keep the chaps occupied, keep their minds off the damage the war had done to them, physically and mentally. Yes, a real English officer and gentleman. A rare breed, and such a loss.”

“What kind of classes did he run?” Ellie said.

“Oh all sorts. Taught some of the chaps French – those with a little learning, anyway. Ran a card school, for those who enjoyed a flutter – playing for matchsticks, of course, no money changed hands, we did not allow that sort of thing. Oh, and he was something of an artist before the war, apparently. A real dab-hand with the potter’s wheel.”

“The potter’s wheel?” Ellie said, sitting up sharply.

“Absolutely. Insisted we get a little wheel in ourselves, for some of the chaps to get their hands on. Very therapeutic, he said, and I have to say, I tried it myself and it was the most relaxing experience. Quite hypnotic, watching that clay spin around, the feel of it between your fingers. When you are focused on such a delicate task it quite takes your mind off anything else that might be troubling you. Rather a brilliant idea of his, I thought.”

“What did he make?” Ellie said, glancing at Dr Waterman whose own face betrayed his rising interest in the conversation.

“All sorts; you name it. Plates, bowls, vases – oh, and he made these little figurines. Charming little things.”

“Figurines? Of cats?” Ellie said, leaning forward in her chair.

“Why yes,” Dr Wray said, sitting back in surprise. “How on earth did you know–”

“What happened to those cats?” Ellie said. “Did he give them to any of the soldiers in the hospital?”

“Hmm,” Dr Wray said, twisting his thick moustache between his fingers. “Not that I’m aware of. He might have done, I’m not sure to be honest with you. I do know I sent some of them away. He asked me to organise the postal service for them.”

“Do you know where he sent them?” Ellie said.

“To Ripon, I believe,” Dr Wray said.

“Ripon?”

“Yes. There was an army dispersal unit in Ripon. Chaps coming back from the war would be sent there for demobbing. They’d be taken in, given a quick brush down, a few words of encouragement, and off they’d go, back to civilian life. It’s my consideration that a great deal more should have been done to reintegrate those fellows, but it is what it was and we cannot go back to it now.”

“Why did he send them there?” Ellie said.

Dr Wray shrugged. “I suppose they must have been for pals of his, from his time on the front line. If they were from his part of Yorkshire, they would have had to go to Ripon on their return home and I imagine they would have picked up his gifts there. Perhaps he didn’t have a home address for them – probably the best way to ensure they got them.”

“Do you know how many he made?” Ellie said.

“Let me think,” Dr Wray said, rubbing his chin. “I can’t say I can be certain, but there were at least three that I handled myself.”

“Three?” Ellie said. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, quite sure,” Dr Wray said. “They were quite… whimsical little things, I do recall them. Well, one I only saw when Captain Rounthwaite had him all parcelled up, so I can’t tell you much about him, but I do remember the other two.”

“Can you describe them?” Ellie said.

“Indeed I can. One was quite on odd little chap; ginger thing, with a waistcoat and a peaked cap…”

“Gilbert!” Ellie exclaimed.

“I’m sorry?” Dr Wray said. “Gilbert? Is he–”

“Never mind,” Ellie said, smiling. “What about the other?”

“Yes – well, I was rather fond of the other. Being a keen cricketer myself.”

“Sorry?” Ellie said.

“Yes. Charming little piece, and very skillfully done, I must say. Quite the artist was Captain Rounthwaite. Stocky little cat, a silver tabby wearing a splendid set of cricket whites and brandishing a bat.”
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“I see your reasoning, old thing,” Georgie said. “However, I hate to tell you this, but you are in Yorkshire now and cricket is somewhat of a religion here. You could throw a cricket ball into a crowded pub in Maltham and hit two dozen men who wear cricket whites regularly.”

“Yes,” Ellie said, “but how many of them work in a shop next door to a murdered antique dealer? A man murdered, almost certainly, by someone he knew and trusted? Don’t you think it’s something of a coincidence?”

Georgie drew a deep breath. “It is an intriguing coincidence,” she said. “But a coincidence all the same, at least for now. I can’t imagine making a case for the prosecution based on the fact that Mr Farrar happens to be a keen cricketer.”

“It’s something though,” Ellie said, scribbling hurriedly on a piece of scrap paper.

“Another part for the assembly line?” Georgie said.

“Absolutely,” Ellie said, putting the paper firmly down with the others laid out on the kitchen table.

“So,” Georgie said. “We’re now assuming that Captain Rounthwaite sent these pottery cats to his chums – his ‘cats’, if you like, and that they must hold some sort of secret. Something someone is keen to uncover. Keen enough to murder, twice, for?”

“Yes,” Ellie said. “But there’s a couple of things that puzzle me about that.”

“What’s that?” Georgie said.

“Let’s assume these ‘cats’ killed George Armitage. Firstly, if he had no connection with Gilbert, or the Pals Brigade, how did Mr Armitage know these men were Captain Rounthwaite’s cats?”

“A good point,” Georgie said. “And what is the other puzzle piece that has you stumped?”

“John Botham must have been a ‘cat’. So why was he killed? If they are in this together, why kill him?”

“I should think that would be obvious,” Georgie said.

“Would it?” Ellie said.

“Yes. Come on Ellie – are you going to make me do all the work in this one? I can if you like, but then I shall be the detective and you the doughty assistant. Which suits me just fine, but I am a stickler for tradition and that’s not how we usually do it.”

Ellie laughed. “I think I’m juggling so many thoughts about this case that I might be missing a few. Put me out of my misery.”

“He was calling you. To confess. If he was involved in the murder of Mr Armitage, I should imagine he had accomplices, and that they might not be so keen to have their name put into the frame for that, and their head put in a noose with it.”

“Of course,” Ellie said, shaking her head. “Yes, that was obvious.” She rubbed her face. “Maybe I’m overthinking it.”

Georgie shrugged noncommittally. “What about the paperwork Dr Waterman gave you? Anything in that?”

“Oh,” Ellie said. “I forgot about that. It’s still in the car. Hang on, I’ll get it now.”

She stood up from the table, patting her friend on the arm as she passed, heading towards the entrance hall.

“It’s tipping down out there, Ellie,” Georgie called after her. “Put your raincoat on, you’ll get soaked.”

Ellie gestured back with a thumbs-up, then grabbed her raincoat off the rack next to the door. She pulled her arms through the sleeves then popped up her hood, pushing her hand into one of the pockets.

“Oh,” Ellie said. “What’s that?” She pulled out a scrumpled up piece of paper, folding it open to read. “I forgot I took that,” she said to herself, folding it back over and placing it on the mantle shelf next to the door, before stepping out into the rain.

* * *

“Got everything?” Georgie said, as Ellie stepped back into the house, shaking herself down from the rain, before pulling out a neatly-tied bundle of books and papers from under her coat and handing them to her.

“Yep,” she said. “And this. I forgot about this.” She picked up the paper she had left by the door, giving it to Georgie while she took off her coat and hung it on the stand.

“What’s this?” Georgie said, examining the paper.

“It’s an inventory,” Ellie said. “A list of all the stuff Mr Armitage bought in the house clearance where he found Gilbert. I meant to go through it properly, see if there was anything else of interest in there.”

Georgie shrugged. “Very well, shall we add all this to the assembly line then?”

“Absolutely,” Ellie said, smiling. “Let’s get to work – we’ve got a car to build.”

“A murder car!” Georgie exclaimed.

“A whatnow?” Ellie said, frowning.

“Hmm,” Georgie said. “That sounded a lot better in my head.”

* * *

“Found anything yet?” Georgie said, sitting up from being hunched over a thick, leather-bound book and stretching her back out.

“Not much,” Ellie said. “There’s a lot of information on Reningberg in here, but most of it is military speak and, if I’m honest, it’s going right over my head. From what I can understand, it just seems to be describing what we already know about the battle. Not sure how much use it is.”

“No,” Georgie said. “I know the feeling. Still, we crack on. Can’t afford to miss anything. Would you like a cup of tea? Might perk us up?”

Ellie looked up from her book with a smile. “Go on then, I could do with a break. Why don’t you take a look through the inventory when you get back, it’ll be a lot easier going than those books.”

“I can do, if you think I’ll find anything useful in it,” Georgie said, standing up to walk to the kitchen. It was well past midnight, and Mrs Madison would be firmly tucked up in bed – which meant they could talk freely about Gilbert, but would have to make their own refreshments. “

“Well, at least it will give you a break from all the military gobbledegook,” Ellie said.

“Gobbledegook?” Georgie said, with a sly raise of an eyebrow. “Glad to see those English lessons are paying off.”

Ellie laughed. “Ceylon tea for me, please. Just a little milk.”

“Ah,” Georgie said, “and suddenly you reveal you aren’t an Englishwoman yet after all. I shall pollute your tea for you, if you wish, but let it be put on record I did it under protest.”

Ellie smiled to herself and turned her head back to the book, scanning a few more lines before folding over the corner of the page and closing it firmly. “I’m too tired for this,” she said. She looked at the pile of papers Dr Waterman had given her, lifting a couple of heavy books to pull out a canvas-bound parchment that looked like it might be lighter reading.

“What have you got there?” Georgie said, placing a bone-china cup next to Ellie and gently tipping in a hot spout of black tea.

“It’s a map,” Ellie said. “From the time of the battle. Might be easier work than the books.” She folded the map open, moving it to her right side to avoid swamping Georgie’s side of the table, as her friend sat down and opened up the crumpled inventory.

“What are you hoping to find on it?” Georgie said.

“Don’t know,” Ellie shrugged. “Something, I suppose? I guess I’ll know if I find it.”

“Well, it’s probably more interesting than this list,” Georgie said. “Hardly the Bowes Collection he had here, listen to this: ‘Copper coal scuttle, 19th century, damaged; badger-hair shaving brush, good condition; china Staffordshire dog, chipped; brass ring, possible trench art, inscribed with stylised cat–’ Good lord! Inscribed with cat!”

“What did you say?” Ellie said, looking up suddenly from the map.

“This chap, this Corporal Garbutt,” Georgie said. “He didn’t just have Gilbert, he had a ring – a cat ring. Some sort of trench art thingy.”

Ellie reached over to take the inventory from Georgie, scanning it carefully. “What’s trench art?” she said.

“Well, it’s art,” Georgie said, “made in a trench.”

“Thanks for the insight,” Ellie said dryly.

Georgie ignored the sarcasm in her friend’s voice. “Some of the more artistic fellows during the war, when they weren’t fighting, they’d make little bits and pieces out of what they had lying around: spent bullet cases, scraps of leather and so on. Some of it is becoming quite collectable now.”

Ellie traced the words on the paper. “And he had a ring? A cat ring. That’s– of course!”

“Of course!” Georgie echoed enthusiastically, before pausing to look again at the list. “Of course what?”

“George Armitage,” Ellie said. “When I spoke to Mr Cummings he said Mr Armitage had said ‘cats’, but he’d done more than that. He held his hand up to show him when he said it. He was showing what he meant, as well as telling it. The men who attacked him, they must have been wearing rings. Rings with cats on them. That’s what he meant. He must have been hoping that could identify them.”

“Like a sort of… I don’t know… gang symbol?” Georgie said, frowning curiously.

“Yes, or a badge. If Captain Rounthwaite had his ‘cats’, his chosen men – they’d be a tight-knit group, almost like a little regiment on their own. And they’d want their own regimental badge.”

“I do believe we are getting somewhere,” Georgie said, putting both hands down firmly on the table. “Though I’m not quite sure where yet.”

Ellie nodded. “We are. I just wish we could make more sense of these military books. I can’t help but think if I understood some of the terminology better, it might give me more of a clue about what happened at Reningberg and if it had anything to do with all this.”

“Again, it is a shame Richard isn’t here,” Georgie said. “He’d know a great deal more about it. What an inconvenient time for him to go gallivanting off to India.”

Ellie forced a smile, suddenly remembering Dr Waterman’s concern about Richard’s silence. She felt her hand go back to her wrist again and sighed. “Yes, it is a shame,” she started. “I suppose we could ask-“ She stopped, suddenly dropping her hands.

“Georgie! I know who the cats are!”

“You do?” Georgie said, staring at her in surprise. “Who? How? I mean who? Both those things.”

“I’ll tell you in a second. You’re going to go and talk to them anyway.”

“I am?” Georgie said. “Why?”

“You like auctions don’t you?”

“Well, yes, I suppose.”

“Good,” Ellie said, standing up sharply. “Because you are going to be an auctioneer.”

“An auctioneer?” Georgie said, joining her friend in standing and throwing a quizzical look. “And what exactly am I going to be auctioning?”

“Gilbert,” Ellie said, “I’m going to sell off Gilbert.”
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“So, you’re quite sure you know what to say?” Ellie said.

“I believe I am,” Georgie said.

“And you can make it convincing?”

“Ellie, darling, I am a barrister. It is my job to make convincing that which I know not to be true in its entirety. You can rely on me.”

“I always do,” Ellie said with a smile. “And you never let me down. Good luck.”

“Toodle pip,” Georgie said, waving her hand as she stepped out to where her driver was patiently waiting for her. “I shall catch up with you later, when the deed is done. To Maltham, Eric, and step on it!”

Ellie waved her friend off then turned back into the house. She’d caught Mrs Madison early in the morning and sent her off to the market in Cowthorpe with an extensive shopping list – long enough to ensure she would be out of the house until well past lunchtime. That would give her enough time to go over the evidence in her assembly line again, hoping to find some last clues that might make sense of the killer’s motives, before she confronted them.

She looked at the busy table, half covered now in discarded books and the still-unfolded map. She arranged the books neatly into a single pile then started to fold the map back into its cover.

“Why are these maps always so much easier to unfold than they are to put back together?” she sighed to herself, as she tried the third different combination of moves in what seemed as many minutes. Finally, she found a way to push the sections back together where they didn’t bend or crease or poke out from under the cover, closing the neatly-tucked sheet back into itself and placing it on top of the book pile. She pushed the pile to one side, to make more room for her ‘assembly line’, then suddenly turned her head back to the map, its cover now a little creased and lined from her efforts at folding it.

“Hold on!” she exclaimed out loud. “Yes. Of course. That makes perfect sense. So that’s where you’ve been hiding.”

“Where who’s been hiding, Miss Ellie?”

Ellie jumped slightly at the sound of the voice behind her, pulling herself back instantly at its familiar sound. “Oh, hi Livvy,” Ellie said. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Sorry if I startled you miss, just come down for me mop and bucket. There’s been a bit of a leak in the top bathroom. Who was hiding, miss? I heard you shout out. Is everything alright?”

“What?” Ellie glanced at the collection on the table. “Oh, yes, everything’s fine. It was… Mr Madison. I wasn’t sure where he was, he didn’t come out for his breakfast. He was under the table. He just ran off a second ago.”

Livvy scrunched up her freckled nose curiously. “Ain’t that Mr Madison there, at the window, miss?”

Ellie turned round to see the grumpy, and hungry-looking, face of Mrs Madison’s ginger cat staring in through the pane, his mouth wide in a frustrated mew.

“Um, yes. That was quick of him,” Ellie said awkwardly. “I should probably get his breakfast sorted.”

“Leave that to me, miss,” Livvy said. “You look like you’re up to your neck in that work of yours. What is it? Another mystery?”

Ellie shrugged. “Yes. Only don’t say anything to Mrs Madison about it, please?”

“She’s not in any trouble, is she, miss?” Livvy said, her expression suddenly troubled.

“Oh, no,” Ellie said, batting away the comment with a wave of her hand. “Not at all. It’s just – I have a surprise for her, for her birthday. I don’t want her finding out.”

“Ah,” Livvy said, nodding knowingly. “Well you know me, mum’s the word. I’m not one to let out any secrets.”

“No,” Ellie said, unconvincingly.

“What did you find then, miss, if it weren’t Mr Madison?”

Ellie smiled. “I found Rose.”

“Rose?” Is that what you’re getting Mrs Madison. For her birthday, like?”

“It’s connected,” Ellie said, with a grin. “Very much connected.”

* * *

Ellie paced the floor nervously, checking the clock on the mantelpiece for the fifth time in as many minutes and finding it still wasn’t moving any faster than the last time she’d looked.

“Come on Georgie,” she said to herself, letting out a sharp breath. “You should be back by now.”

She went to look at the clock yet again, when she heard the sound of a car turning into the long drive that led up from the Melmersby road up the hall entrance. She hurried to the wide window, curtains still fully open even in the early evening dark, and was relieved to see the round, yellow lights of Georgie’s Austin, as it turned down the drive, shining through the trees that lined the way up to the front of the house. Ellie didn’t wait for the car to stop before opening the door to stand in the doorway, arms folded against the cold night air.

“Waiting at the door for me with a look of concern, I see,” Georgie said with a wry smile as she stepped out of the car. “Suddenly I feel like I am 16 years old again and returning from somewhere I really shouldn’t have been. Does this mean no pocket money for a month?”

Ellie shook her head and raised her eyes. “I was starting to worry, you’ve been a long time. These aren’t good people we’re dealing with.”

Georgie gave Eric a limp wave as he turned the car around in the wide driveway entrance, then stepped past Ellie into the house, patting her friend firmly on the back as she passed. “It took a little longer than I expected. I believe there was some issue with ensuring the funds were available. Eric and I enjoyed an early evening repast at the Lamb Inn while we waited. Frightfully expensive, and the steak was overdone, but they do make a good jam rolly polly and custard. I am quite full to bursting.”

“Did we get an auction?” Ellie said, taking Georgie’s coat from her and hanging it up, before following her friend as she breezed into the drawing room.

“We did,” Georgie said, straightening out the sleeves of her under jacket as she walked.

“I thought we might,” Ellie said. “That’s a relief at least – they are just as deceitful as I hoped they would be. They believed your story then?”

Georgie flopped heavily down into a well-padded armchair. “Of course they did,” she said. “I told you, I’m a barrister. I informed them I was a little down on my uppers, what with the burglary and such, and had decided I had overstretched myself in buying Gilbert. So naturally, when a collector friend of mine from London identified it as fine Arts and Crafts piece and offered me £250 for him, I said yes. He is coming next week to collect it, but before he does I had to go back to them to give them a piece of my mind for deceiving me so over its value. They suddenly seemed rather keen to make me a counter offer, now they were aware of the cat’s true worth.”

“Nicely done,” Ellie said with a grin. “You’ve worked the story up a bit, I see.”

“Indeed,” Georgie said, stretching out her legs to recline deeper into the seat. “Would you expect any less of me? Of course, you weren’t happy about me selling him, being as I’d bought it for your housekeeper. But, like I told them, it does not do to buy such expensive gifts for the staff – it quite spoils them, and the next thing you know they shall all want £100 spent on them, and then where should we be? Better to make a little money off the beast, and spend a more appropriate portion of that on fripperies for the downstairs staff.”

Ellie laughed. “I can just imagine you saying that, and them believing you. How much did our little butler boy go for?”

“The princely sum of £501.”

Ellie let out a sharp whistle. “They weren’t taking chances,” she said.

“None at all,” Georgie said, “although of course there will be disappointed losers as well as triumphant winners in such an auction.”

“I’m counting on it,” Ellie said. “I suppose I’d better get everything ready to receive our winning bidder. I need to make a phone call, and make sure everything is in place. Are you still happy to do this? We’re dealing with murder here, it might not go smoothly.”

Georgie batted away Ellie’s concern theatrically. “Don’t you worry about me, old girl, I’m really rather used to stepping into the lions’ den now. It seems to be something of an occupational hazard when one is friends with Ellie Blaine.”

Ellie let out a dry laugh. “I think we’ll be ok this time. I’ll get the fire going in the West Wing, some of the windows are out and it gets pretty cold in there if you’re going to be hanging around.”

“Marvellous,” Georgie said. “A flask of coffee wouldn’t go amiss either. Perhaps with a little dash of something in it, you know, to keep out the cold.”

“Consider it done,” Ellie said, turning to inspect the clock. “We’ve got about three hours to get everything in place. I reckon we might have time for a coffee now, if you fancy one.”

“Why not,” Georgie said. “A little caffeine to keep me on my toes. Maybe we should give Gilbert a little polish too, after all he’s costing them a pretty penny. Although I’m sure our winning bidder would be happy to take him ‘as seen’.”

“I’m sure they would,” Ellie said with a wink. “Both of them.”
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Georgie tightened her red paisley silk scarf around her shoulders, puffing out a breath that turned to mist in the cold air of the open room. The best part of the ceiling above had fallen through some time before, exposing the high beams of the roof and drawing up most of the heat from the fire that seemed to be doing little to ease the chill of the early March night. All around the room was piled high with stored furniture, draped in dust cloth, the air heavy with the smell of paint and turpentine from Ellie’s attempt to brighten up the dull space. She checked the clock again: 10:04. They should be here by now, she thought, and glared at Gilbert, his orange fur reddened further by the glow of ash wood flames. The sound of an urgent knock snapped her head round again.

“Come in!” she called out. “The door is unlocked.”

The heavy wooden door creaked as it eased open, and a large, broad-faced man wearing a thick woollen overcoat and a wide, sheepish grin stepped in.

“Good evening, Mr Farrar,” Georgie said. “Welcome to my own little boutique.”

Rick Farrar shivered. “I say, it’s rather cold and dark in here. Couldn’t we have conducted our business somewhere a bit more convivial?”

Georgie shook her head. “I am afraid I might stir up something of a hornet’s nest, were we to make our transaction in the main house. Mrs Madison is rather overly fond of cats, and I shouldn’t like her or any of the other staff, to get wind of what might have been for her birthday.”

Rick shrugged. “Suit yourself. Let’s get this done then. Do you have the cat?”

“He’s over there,” Georgie said, nodding to the small pedestal table where Gilbert sat proudly surveying the room. “But I am afraid I can’t give him to you until I have, as they say, seen the colour of your money.”

Rick stepped forward, drawing a thickly-filled manila envelope from inside his jacket. “It’s all there, I counted it out myself. Now, if you’d just–”

“Not so fast,” Georgie said, stepping to the side to cut off Rick’s path to his prize. “I am not one to doubt your honesty, but having recently had my house turned over by one unconscionable rogue , I am afraid my trust in my fellow man is not at its highest point. I shall count the money myself, and when I am satisfied you have honoured our deal I shall hand over the cat.”

Rick sighed. “Very well, but be quick about it. It’s cold enough to freeze the buttons off a snowman in here.” He stepped briskly towards the glowing grate, rubbing his hands together in front of its tepid warmth.

“Five, ten, fifteen,” Georgie counted, slowing down with each turn of a note. She glanced quickly at the clock and then back at the door. Rick caught the movement of her eyes, following her gaze and then staring at her suspiciously.

“Are you expecting someone else?” he said, narrowing his eyes.

“No, not at all,” Georgie said firmly. “I’m simply conscious of the time, it has been a long day. And now you have made me lose count. I shall start again. Five, ten, fifteen…”

Rick grunted, turning back to the fire with a deep scowl.

“Forty, forty-five,” Georgie continued. “Fifty, Fifty-F–”

A sharp rap on the door turned Rick’s head. He turned back to Georgie with an expression of confused concern, then back to the door as it opened to the sound of a familiar, and angry, voice.

“I knew it!” the man said. “I damn well knew it was you! You deceitful, shameful traitor.”

“Good evening Alan,” Georgie said. “You’re a little late.”

“What is going on here?” Rick said, rapidly turning his head between the two.

“I could ask the same question,” Alan Botham said. “I saw your car parked on the drive. I knew it was you.”

“Now hold on a minute–” Rick started.

“No, you hold on a minute,” Alan said, reaching into the pocket of his waxed jacket to pull something out.

“Good Lord, Alan! Is that a gun? There’s no need for all that!” Rick blurted.

“We agreed a price, Rick. £500. And we agreed I would pick the cat up, but here you are.” Alan turned to Georgie. “How much did this treacherous snake offer you?”

“£501,” Georgie said calmly.

Alan let out a short, harsh laugh. “£501? You really are a cheapskate as well as a traitor. So you waited to see what the bid would be then went and put your own in? You dirty, rotten…” He turned back to Georgie. “You told me I’d won the bid.”

“And you told me he’d lost it,” Rick said, his face turning more ruddy by the second.

“Sorry,” Georgie said. “I must have got mixed up.”

“You did it, didn’t you?” Alan snarled at Rick. “You wanted Billy’s cat all to yourself so you did it. You killed my brother. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t shoot you down right here where you stand.”

“Now steady on!” Rick said. “Come on Alan, you know I didn’t kill John, I swear it, on my honour.”

“Your honour?” Alan let out a cold laugh. “You have no honour, Rick. You’d cheat your own comrade at arms, after all we’ve been through together? It is betrayal, pure and simple.”

“Look,” Rick said, holding his hands up as Alan pointed the revolver at him. “Ok, I admit it. I let greed get the better of me. I’ve done a rotten thing. I am ashamed, deeply ashamed. But I would never hurt John, he was almost as much a brother to me as he was to you. You have to believe me.”

“I don’t have to believe anything that comes from that liar’s mouth of yours,” Alan sneered. “Not any more.” He raised the pistol as Rick cowered, his arms wrapped tight around his head.

“Police! Put the gun down. Now!”

Both men’s heads turned up to the sound of the voice. Above them, where the broken floor of the upper story dropped away, PC Wade had his own revolver trained on Alan, while DI Lochner pointed a short-barreled rifle at Rick.

“Drop your weapon,” DI Lochner barked, “and put your hands where we can see them.”

“You’d best do as he says,” Ellie said, standing up sharply from behind the cover of a tall chest of drawers. “PC Wade is an excellent shot.”

“I’m a terrible shot myself,” another voice said from high above them, “but even I can’t miss from this distance.”

Ellie looked up to see PC Wade and DI Lochner, faces flushed of colour and arms raised high above their heads. PC Wade was looking nervously to the side, where a revolver had been levelled against his head, while another man, holding a shotgun, carefully took the officer’s own firearms from them.

“Good evening Ellie, Georgie,” the man with the shotgun said. “I hope you don’t mind, but we came in through the house. You really should keep your door locked, there are some unpleasant people about.”

“Henry Elliot?” Ellie gasped. “You had better not have hurt–”

“Everyone is fine,” Henry said, with a nod back to the door through to the main house. “All a little… tied up, at the moment, but unharmed. I believe you have something that belonged to a friend of ours. We’d very much like it back.”

“How did you–” Georgie started.

“Do you know why Captain Rounthwaite called us his cats?” Henry said. As he spoke, Ellie could see behind him that PC Wade and DI Lochner had been secured with their own handcuffs by the other man, who now stepped forward into the light. “Ernie here, me, Alan and John, Rick, poor old Billy. Do you know why?”

No-one responded, and Henry nodded to Ernest Cooper to lead the two officers down the short ladder into the main room, following carefully behind, his gun still trained as much as he could on Ellie.

“He called us his cats because we were with him from the very start, and no matter what scrapes we got into, we always got out of them. There must have been half-a-dozen times each and every one of us should have died. But we didn’t. So he said we must all have nine lives, and he called us his cats.” Henry Elliot dropped the last short step from the ladder, kicking it away behind him. “But that’s not the real reason we survived,” Henry pointed with his gun for Georgie and Ellie to sit down on a dust-cloth covered sofa at the foot of a tower of stacked furniture. “We survived, because we were smarter than our enemies, always one step ahead of them, always knowing what they planned to do before they did it. And a smart soldier never lets one of his own go into battle without scouting out what the enemy has planned first. It was a nice try, ladies, but if Kaiser Bill and his generals couldn’t get the better of us, it was probably a little ambitious of you to think you might.”

“It was all of them!” Georgie said, scanning the group. “The whole bally lot!”

“Always will be,” Henry said, “always was. Tell me, Ellie, what made you think it was Rick and Alan?”

Ellie glared darkly at Henry. “The rings,” she said.

“The rings?,” Henry said curiously. “Ah, yes. I must admit, we made a bit of a mistake wearing those when we visited Mr Armitage. But you see, you wear something so long it almost becomes a part of you and you forget it is there. We were masked of course, but we should have taken off our rings. When we read the court report, what Mr Armitage said to that unfortunate dupe who stumbled across him, we had to get rid of them before the police put two and two together. I’m intrigued to understand how you knew Alan and Rick had them?”

Ellie stared contemptuously at Rick. “I imagine he was a little slimmer, during the war, when he put on his ring. Must have been a real effort to remove it after all that time. Enough to bruise a finger. And that one,” Ellie nodded at Alan, “I know how it is to wear something familiar, something that carries so many memories, and then for it not to be there. When you are nervous, you still reach for it, for reassurance. You can’t help yourself, whether that’s a watch on your wrist or a signet ring on your little finger.”

“You are a very smart lady,” Henry said. “The reports didn’t really do you justice. Unfortunately, you found some of the parts and not all of them. A problem we have been all too familiar with, so you have my sympathies.”

“You won’t find your missing part in that cat,” Ellie said. “We opened him. He was empty.”

Henry let out a heavy laugh. “Of course he was,” he said. “But then you’re not a cat, so I wouldn’t expect you to find it.”

“Find what?” Georgie said.

“A dog tag,” Ellie said, turning to her friend. “Rose. The heat of the firing had warped it. It wasn’t an R, it was a two: ‘20 South East’ – it’s the number of the military map we found in John’s office.”

“Seems Alan was right after all - he said he thought someone had been in there,” Henry said, scratching his chin. “Yes, it’s a map number. Not a useful one, that particular one; we already knew what map we needed without it. I expect your little cat will be a lot more helpful to us.”

“I told you,” Ellie sniffed, “he’s empty.”

“Did you look under his hat?” Henry said with a smile.

“His hat?” Ellie said.

“Like I said, you are not a cat. If you had been, you’d have known Billy. Lovely lad he was, salt of the earth. Bit of a character. He was very attached to his hat, he seemed to think it was some sort of lucky charm. And I suppose it was, right up until it wasn’t. Those old trench caps were horrible things, bulky and uncomfortable, next to no use in a trench at all. But Billy loved his, wouldn’t swap it, even when they gave us all tin pots to try to keep us safer And we loved that hat too, because that’s where Billy kept his treasure.”

“Treasure?”

Henry nodded. “Didn’t matter where you were, could be hunkered down in a trench, sheltering from machine gun fire in a shell hole, marching from one god-forsaken mud bath to another – if you needed something Billy would see you right. He’d whip off his cap and take out whatever he had hidden in it that day; chocolate, cigarettes, a photo of some pretty lady in case we had forgotten what they looked like. That’s where he kept his secrets: under his hat. You should have looked under his hat.”

Ellie closed her eyes. “You were probably right about that hammer, Georgie,” she sighed.

“What did Gilbert have under his hat?” Georgie said. “I’m still not sure I follow.”

“Do you want to tell her, Ellie?” Henry said, holding out his hand in invitation to talk.

“A grid reference, for a place on that map,” Ellie said, shaking her head. “Part of one, anyway. The part these… people were missing. What did Captain Rounthwaite hide for you there?”

“What indeed?” Henry drew a deep breath. “And therein lies a tale. You know, I envy you, Miss Blaine,” he said. “I really do.”

Ellie curled her lip. “Why on earth–”

“You, I am sure, are still the same person you were as a child,” Henry said, his voice now tinged with melancholy. “Oh, I’m sure you have changed and grown, but you are still the same person. I am not. We are not. I went into Reningberg as one man, and I came out as another. I’ve been told I was lucky to survive that affair, but I know the truth of it – the man I was died in Reningberg, just as sure as those poor fellows who remain there to this day.”

Henry Elliot half-sat against the edge of a low, cloth-covered table, putting his hands together at his knees, his pistol still in his grip. “We knew it was folly, of course,” he said. “Suicidal folly. But we had our orders, and so we went in. We’d caught the Germans on the hop the day before, pushed them all in a hurry out of their trenches. They had no way back to rejoin their lines, so they dug themselves in in Reningberg. Took over houses, shops, churches – anywhere they could get shelter. We could have just left them, of course, but then we’d have a threat on our supply line as we pushed forward. The Big Hats, back behind the lines, wouldn’t have any of that, of course. And so, they sent us in.

“We did what we could to soften them up, rained shells and bombs on that town from dawn until late afternoon. For all the good it did – it simply built barricades of rubble, dug holes for them to hide in. And when we went in, they made good use of those barricades and holes – cut half of us down before we even knew where they were. Captain Rounthwaite did his best to keep our chins up, but we found ourselves pinned down – seemed like Jerry was everywhere, to the left, to the right, behind and in front. We couldn’t go forward, we couldn’t go back. All we could do was hide. Our artillery had made short work of the best of the town, but we found a ruined building, some old church we thought, that still had a good part of its walls intact. There were Jerry inside there, of course, but we were desperate and we made short work of them.

“But even behind those walls, we were vulnerable, so we did what we had learned to do over three long years – we dug. We pulled up rubble and fallen beams and made ourselves scarce under them. Captain Braithwaite found a spot, under what we thought was some great old upturned table, so we heaved it up to get in and then we saw it.” Henry hesitated.

“Saw what?” Ellie said.

Henry stood up, holding his hands out wide. “It must have been, oh… two feet long, at least. And as much wide. A cross. A golden cross. I suppose the table we found must have been an altar, and the building – well, I know now it was all that was left of Reningberg Abbey. It was a cross. Shining, so incongruously, in the dirt and the dust and the despair. Solid gold, studded in precious stones; rubies, diamonds, sapphires. I swear, I never saw anything more beautiful. It seemed almost like… I don’t know, a sign. Telling us that everything would be alright.”

“Telling us we’d be rich,” Alan scoffed. “If we ever made it out of there.”

“Yes,” Henry said, sitting back down with a sigh. “Telling us that too. We waited, in that ruined abbey. There was no way we could fight our way out, so we waited for it to all be over. But we knew, when our rescue came, that they would not let us walk by with such a treasure in our hands. So we buried it, deep under rubble, with the intention of returning as soon as we could, in secret, once the war had moved on to other fields, other towns.”

“But we never got the chance,” Alan said. “Those of us who were left were sent off almost at once, given another chance to die, for another regiment.”

Henry nodded sadly. “Indeed. I didn’t lie to you, Ellie. I really was in the 74th Yeomanry. I just didn’t tell you when. Not so much a lie as deceit through omission of context – well, I am a politician after all. But I was always one of the 5th, one of the Pals. We all were, and we always will be.” 

Ellie shook her head at the easy smile Henry gave her with that last comment. “You’re a killer, that’s what you are.”

Henry sighed deeply. “We are most of us killers, Ellie, those of us who went and did our duty, German or Englishman, American or French.” He stood up again, stretching out his back. “Captain Rounthwaite, of course, did not join us in our new regiments. He took his fatal wound in Reningberg, though none of us knew it at the time. And neither did we know that he left his hospital bed and went back for the cross, and that he buried it in the deepest part of one of the trenches, and that he left us the means to find it.”

“Why didn’t he just tell you?” Ellie said. “Why the theatrics with the cats?”

Henry smiled. “I wish you could have met Captain Rounthwaite,” he said. “He was the best man I ever knew. I have lived my life, since he fell, trying to be half the man he was and failing even in that. He knew us, Ellie; better than we knew ourselves. He knew how strong our bond was with each other. He knew we were brothers. But he also knew what we didn’t – that man’s greed for gold is so strong that it can simply rip apart a knot that could never be untied; that men’s weakness is, in the end, so much more powerful than their strength. He sent us the cats – left them for us to pick up when we were demobbed. But he didn’t say why. I wish he had, and we might not have sent that little fellow of yours to Billy’s mother. All he said, in a note he left for us, was to keep hold of the cats and that they would look after us.

“Then, last summer, out of the blue, we all got a letter from Captain Rounthwaite. Took us all by surprise, I can tell you. But that was Andrew for you, always a trick up his sleeve. He had arranged it all before he died – four years to the day. And the letter told us what the cats were for – in each one was a part of the trench map reference for where the cross was buried. Now, one or two of those cats on their own might have told us the trench system, the particular field, the orientation and so on. But unless we had them all, we could spend our lives digging up Belgian mud and never get anywhere.

“The reason, Miss Blaine, that they were all kept hidden and separate was simply to ensure that we were not. He knew us, he knew us so well. And so he made it so that none of us could get that cross on our own, not even some of us coming together without one of us. No, the only way we could ever find the gold was if we worked together – all of us, the team, the cats, back together again.”

“And he was right to do that,” Alan said, staring at Rick. “Because he knew what a greedy–”

“I’m sorry,” Rick said. “I am truly sorry. I… I’ve been having a rough time of it lately, I needed the money, you see I’ve–”

Alan raised his gun again. “Sorry? For killing my brother? You don’t know how sorry you will be, I–”

“Alan,” Henry barked. “Give me the gun. Now. This is not the way.”

Alan stared at Rick, spitting at the ground by his feet. “I will see you get what is coming to you, mark my words,” he snarled, handing the gun to Henry without taking his eyes off Rick.

Henry pocketed the gun. “I’m sure justice will be done, Alan. But take a care not to judge in haste. That is not how we do it.”

“How do you propose to get away with this,” DI Lochner growled, pulling at his cuffs and grimacing as they dug into his wrists. “We know what you’ve done. You can get your… map, or whatever, but you won’t get out of Yorkshire, never mind get to Belgium.”

“He’s right,” Ernest Cooper said. “They know what we’ve done.”

“What do you propose, then?” Henry said with a quizzical drop of an eyebrow.

“We kill them,” Ernest said. “We’ll have to. We’ve got no choice.”

“Really?” Henry said. “Ernie? You would kill these two innocent ladies? Two defenceless police officers? That does not sound like you at all.”

Ernest looked flustered. “I… we don’t have a choice. I mean… I…”

“I’ll do it,” Alan said. “And then I’ll kill Rick.”

Henry shook his head and put his hand to his forehead. “No you won’t, Alan. What do you think the captain would have thought about that?”

“Then what do you suggest?” Alan said. “I’m not going to prison.”

Henry smiled. “I might not be Captain Rounthwaite,” he said, “But I do my best for you, don’t I? I have a plan, just trust me. I will look after you, as I always do.” He turned to Ellie. “Miss Blaine, may I have that cat now?”

Ellie nodded over to the table. “It’s there, take it.”

“Thank you,” Henry said, smiling broadly and stepping around Ellie’s sofa to pick up the cat. He studied it curiously for a moment, turning it in his hand. “It is rather a remarkable likeness,” he said. “The Captain really was a very gifted man.”

“Why didn’t you just go to the auction yourself, buy him then? Wouldn’t it have saved all of us a lot of trouble?” Ellie said.

“It would,” Henry said. “And I would have done so, had I known he was for sale there. Sadly, I – like my friend Ernie – don’t know an antique from a hole in the ground. And John and Alan Botham deal in high-end pieces, they have no interest in the goods that pass through that particular auction house. Only one of us keeps an eye out for bric-a-brac and only one of us knew that the cat had come up for sale, and he, I fear, did not wish to draw attention to his purchase, in case the rest of us caught wind of it.”

Rick’s face turned an even deeper red, while Alan shook his head, the fire in his eyes burning hotter than ever.

“You should give me back the gun, before we go,” Alan said.

“And then you’d shoot Rick,” Henry said. “And another innocent man would die.”

“Of course it was Rick,” Alan said. “Who else would it be?”

Henry smiled sadly at Alan. “I can promise you Rick didn’t kill your brother.”

Alan shook his head. “How can you possibly promise that?”

“Because it was me,” Henry said.

Alan’s mouth fell open and Ellie could see his hands shaking. “You? Henry. Why?”

Henry drew a deep breath. “Because he had already decided to put his head in the noose, and I thought it better that a brother-in-arms be the one to do it.”

Tears were now filling Alan’s eyes, while Ernest and Rick stared disbelievingly at Henry. “How? How could you? He was your friend, your brother too.”

Henry turned to Ellie. “Are you a woman of faith, Ellie?”

Ellie looked blankly at Henry, confused for a moment.

“Well, whether you are or not, I do hold on to some… hope for something better. And my faith tells me that if you seek absolution you must first make confession. I fear absolution is beyond me, but all the same, old habits die hard. We never meant to kill Mr Armitage, you know. We went to find the cat, thinking he wasn’t at home at the time. When we found he was, we tried to… well, scare him I suppose. He denied having the cat, said he knew nothing about it. We thought perhaps he was being stubborn, or that we could frighten his memory back into place. We started to break his vases, we knew how much they meant to him. John picked up a poker, to do the job more thoroughly. I should have read him; I curse myself for that. Captain Rounthwaite would have read him. John was not the same man after Reningberg, he was angry, scared, all the time. Mr Armitage said something, in anger; the wrong thing to say. He called John a coward. Something just snapped. I’m not sure he even knew he was doing it, but he brought that poker down, and he undid us all. And he was not a killer, Ellie. He never was. He could not live with what he had done, and so, when you came into the shop with that cat, the last of any hope he had went out of the door with you.”

Ellie stared at Henry, sure now she could see the glint of water in his eyes, reflected from the glow of the fire.

Henry drew a deep breath. “I told you that he came to see me, Ellie. But I didn’t tell you the whole truth of it. He told me he planned to confess to his crime, and he asked my advice. I told him to think of the others, of his brothers, who would be brought down with him. But his mind was made up. So I went with him to make his call. I hoped, if I was there, if he saw the face of someone he would hurt by his actions, he might change his mind at the last minute. When I saw that he wouldn’t – I did the hangman’s work for him and I set John free.”

“You killed him!” Alan shouted and lunged for Henry, Rick quickly putting out an arm to pull him back.

Henry smiled, but Ellie could see a deep sadness in his eyes. He looked at the cat again, gently tapping it on its hat. “You see, Captain Rounthwaite really did know us. And he was right. Look at us now. What have we become? What has that hunger for gold made us? Traitors? Killers? Brother turned against brother? For what? A cross that never belonged to us in the first place? You know, I have always said, we left the best of us in the soil of Reningberg. And I think, perhaps, that is where our past should stay.” Henry turned suddenly towards the fire, pulling back his arm to hurl the pottery cat hard against the iron backplate, shattering it into a dozen pieces to scatter among the flames.

“No!” Rick screamed, suddenly letting go of Alan. “What have you done? What have you done?”

Rick charged forward, shoulder-barging Henry aside and dropping to his knees in front of the fire. Coughing and cursing, he thrust his hand into the flames, flinging aside glowing embers and flame-licked logs.

“I can get it, I can get it. Where are you? Where the devil are you?” he muttered, wincing at the pain of burning wood on his hands.

Georgie turned her head behind her, to where Rick was hurling the burning embers. She urgently nudged Ellie. “Um, that doesn’t look good.”

Ellie turned her head, to catch the first burst of orange fire rapidly rising up the dry dust cloth that covered the tower of furniture behind her. “Fire!” she cried, standing suddenly. “Quickly, the fire’s caught!”

Henry and Georgie hurried around the back of the sofa, frantically trying to stamp out the flames before they could rise higher. Behind them, Rick stepped back from the fireplace, blowing hard on his hands.

“Good Lord, what have I done?” he said. “Hold on, hold on.” He frantically scanned the room, suddenly stopping his gaze at the bucket set just below a narrow window frame. “Hang on,” he called out, “I’ve got this.”

Ellie turned just as Rick pulled back his arms to throw. “No! Rick, that’s not water! That’s turpen–”

Rick hurled the contents of the bucket onto the growing flames, instantly sending up a rolling plume of fire and black smoke that curled high into the roof beams, a torrent of red and yellow engulfing the whole of the furniture stack and forcing Ellie back from the power of its heat.

“Get out of here!” Henry shouted. “Now! Get out. Take these.” He threw the handcuff keys to Ellie, who juggled them before they fell then rushed over to release DI Lochner and PC Wade as the others ran for the door.

“Come on,” Ellie urged the officers, “get up, it’s taking hold, the whole place is as dry as tinder. We have to call the fire brigade.”

PC Wade puffed out a word of thanks as Ellie took his arm to help him up. DI Lochner nodded to her, holding out his hand to let her leave first.

“This looks bad,” Ellie said looking back at the rapidly growing inferno. “I just hope we can keep it to–”

She stopped at the sound of a high-pitched cry from above them, looking up to the last broken section of the upper floor, and to the sight of a small, orange and frantic-looking cat running one way and then the other in confusion.

“Mr Madison!” Ellie gasped. “He must have followed Henry in. We’ve got to save him.”

Behind him, a large section of floor suddenly gave way to the rising heat below, bringing the ladder down into the heart of the fire and cutting off any path to the upstairs door. 

DI Lochner shook his head. “There’s no way up, and we can’t get in through the house now. Poor little thing. We’ll have to leave him, we can’t do anything for him. I’m so sorry.”

Ellie’s eyes filled with water, not only from the smoke. “We can’t leave him,” she said. “We have to do something.”

“Is everything alright? You have to get out of here, Miss Blaine, now. Come on.” 

Ellie turned to see Henry Elliot urgently waving her out. “It’s Mrs Madison’s cat – he’s stuck. We can’t just leave him.” she said.

Henry looked up at the frightened cat, cowering in the shrinking space of the floor. He pursed his lips. “I’ll get him,” he said. “You get out of here, I’ll take care of this.”

“There’s no way up,” Ellie said, shaking her head.

“There’s always a way, I learned that much in the war,” Henry said, looking around the room. “That window,” he pointed up at a small sash window set high up and level with the upper floor. “Can I get up to there, on the outside?”

Ellie shook her head, trying to think. “Maybe,” she said. “The ivy is quite thick, I’ve climbed it before, but I’m a lot lighter than you. I should do it.”

“Absolutely not,” Henry said. “This is my doing, and I will fix it. Come on, let’s get out there, quick as you can.”

Henry turned to run out of the door, looking back to check Ellie was following. “Come on,” he puffed, sprinting round the corner of the house to stand directly below the window. He turned to his men, standing and watching with him. “Has anyone called the Fire Brigade?”

“I am on that right now,” DI Lochner called out as he ran past them towards the main house entrance.

“Good,” Henry said. “Georgie…”

Georgie pointed at herself. “Me?”

“Yes, could I be an awful bore and borrow that lovely scarf of yours?”

“My scarf?” Georgie said, fingering it nervously.

“Yes, thank you. It’s rather necessary if I am to rescue that cat of yours.”

“Mr Madison,” Ellie said, reading her friend’s confusion. “He’s stuck in there.”

“Oh good Lord!” Georgie said, rapidly unwrapping her scarf from around her neck to hand to Henry. “Of course, take it.”

Henry nodded his thanks, then quickly plunged the scarf into a puddle of cold, muddy water that stood at their feet before wrapping it tightly around his face. He put a thumb up to Ellie, then grabbed hold of the lower parts of ivy to haul himself up.

“Looks like it’s holding,” Ellie said as Henry pulled himself rapidly up the wall.

Suddenly a large section of ivy where Henry was gripping came away from the wall. He made a quick grab to another section, digging his feet into the wall to stop his fall.

“I don’t think it’s going to hold to let him back down,” Georgie said. “Especially not carrying Mr Madison.”

Ellie stopped in thought for a moment, then grabbed Georgie’s arm. “Come with me,” she said, turning on her heels.

“Where?” Georgie said, running to catch up.

“The garage, come on!”

Georgie wheezed heavily as she followed Ellie into the small garage set just to the side of the main house, stopping in her tracks as her friend turned round the back of her Sunbeam car and gestured to Georgie to go to the other side.

“Help me with this,” Ellie said, nodding at the car’s canvas roof. “I’m going to have to cut it off, otherwise we’ll be too long.” She picked up a sharp, one-edged trimming knife that hung on the wall behind her, wincing as she pushed its pointed tip into the soft material and slashed open its back.

“Your lovely car,” Georgie said, grimacing as she helped Ellie haul the canvas free from the body.

“I can get a new roof,” she said. “Mrs Madison can never get another Mr Madison.”

Carrying the roof between them, they hurried back to the West Wing, where the police officers and the rest of the men were still standing, joined now by Reginald, Lucy and Albert, who stood staring at the sight of the burning building.

“I untied everyone when I called the Fire Brigade,” DI Lochner said. “But I told Mrs Madison to stay in the far part of the East Wing, for her own safety. I didn’t want her here to see it in case anything…”

Ellie nodded. Her eyes were stinging from the smoke, but she could see movement in the upper window, shadows cast by the rapidly flickering flames. Suddenly a head appeared out of it, wrapped in Georgie’s bright scarf, now darkened by mud and smoke. It was followed by two arms, holding a very angry looking cat.

“He put up a bit of a fight, but I got him!” Henry said, his words half-muffled by the scarf.

“Great!” Ellie called back. “We’re going to pull out this canvas, make a soft landing. You might have to throw him.”

“I don’t think he’ll like that!” Henry called back. “But I can’t hold him much longer, he’s a strong old boy and he’s not too happy with me.”

Ellie nodded to the others to stretch out the canvas. “Like it or not, he’s got to come down. Are you ready?”

“I am,” Henry said. “Not so sure about him, but here goes.” Henry pushed out his arms to send Mr Madison tumbling and twisting down, landing squarely on his feet in the centre of the canvas net with a loud meow, followed by an angry hiss and then a leap to scurry off back into the darkness of undergrowth.

“He’ll get over it,” Ellie said, smiling at Georgie. “Ok, Mr Elliot,” she called up to the window, “your turn now.”

Henry pulled down the scarf to show his face, pale where it had been hidden, below a soot-black forehead. “Whatever you may have heard to the contrary,” he said, “I am not actually a cat and cannot be sure I’d land on my feet. It looks a long way down.”

“Jump!” Ellie shouted. “We’ve got you. It’ll be alright.”

Henry smiled sadly. “You know, I think I may have had my full quota of lives already. I’ve not been keeping count but I’m sure it must be at least nine by now.”

Ellie shook her head. “Don’t be silly, Mr Elliot. You have to jump.”

Henry shrugged. “I shall only be jumping into a noose, Miss Blaine, you know that.”

“Just…” Ellie hesitated, trying to hide her worried frustration. “Please. Jump.”

“Tell you what,” Henry said. “You count to three, get a really good hold of that net of yours.”

“Ok,” Ellie said, turning to the others. “Pull as hard as you can.”

“Oh, and Miss Blaine,” Henry said, pulling the scarf up again.

“Yes?”

“Look after my boys for me, they never meant to hurt anyone. Go easy on them.”

Ellie shook her head. “Come on! One, two, three…” She stopped, bracing for the weight of a fall that didn’t come. She looked up at the window, covered now in thick black smoke. A sudden gust blew as the fire inside the building flared, and the smoke cleared for just a second. Ellie watched the light of the flames dancing brightly in the frame where Henry had been just a moment ago, now standing empty.
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“Well, you wanted to remodel the house,” Georgie said, standing with her hands on her hips to survey what little was left of the West Wing of Melmersby Hall. “You’ve certainly done a thorough job of that.”

Ellie shook her head. “I’m just glad the Fire Brigade were able to contain it as much as they did. I suppose I don’t need to worry about sprucing up the West Wing anymore at least. Got a bit of work to do on the rest of the house though.”

“How bad is it?” Georgie said, wincing.

“Mostly smoke and water damage, but quite a lot of it,” Ellie said. “The East Wing is fine, thank goodness, but the main house is a lot darker and dirtier than it was this time yesterday. It’s going to take quite a bit to put it straight again.”

“Sounds expensive,” Georgie said. “If you need–”

Ellie waved her hand. “You’re doing more than enough already, letting me stay at yours. It’s all insured. It’s just the time it will take to get it cleaned up that worries me, I can’t ask you to put me up forever.”

“No,” Georgie said, “you can’t – because you don’t have to. You can stay at my house as long as it takes. Longer if you like, it will be an absolute pleasure to have you there. We shall have the best time and be thoroughly decadent housemates, listening to music, drinking and telling inappropriate stories until the small hours. It will be like I am back in university, only with enough money this time to buy decent wine.”

Ellie laughed. “Sounds fun when you put it like that.”

Georgie winked. “Well, it will be something like that, although you shall have the place to yourself much of the time. I have to go back to London next week and shan’t return for a couple of months at least. But while I am away, consider my house as yours.”

“Thank you, Georgie,” Ellie said. “You’re a good pal.”

“As indeed are you,” Georgie said, patting Ellie on the arm then turning away to inspect the still-smoking remains of the West Wing. She walked around to the far side of the ruin, to where the fire had started, testing what was left of the heat with her toes before kicking up a cloud of cold ash and charred wood.

Ellie watched her closely for a moment, as Georgie pulled out her handkerchief to clear her nose of the fine ash she’d kicked up a little too high. “What are you doing?” Ellie said, frowning.

“Oh, nothing. I’m just curious as to whether there might still be a trace of Gilbert anywhere, you know – a sentimental reminder and whatnot.”

Ellie gave a sly grin. “You know what curiosity did to the cat, Georgie. You’re trying to find the dog tag aren’t you?  What are you like?”

“I am not!” Georgie said, sounding a little embarrassed, although her face was too ash-covered to reveal any sign of it.

“It wasn’t fire-proof,” Ellie said, laughing. “You’re giving yourself a dust bath for no good reason.”

Georgie brushed down her jacket, frowning at how her hands only seemed to make it dirtier with each flick. “Well,” she shrugged, “seems a bit of a waste, all that gold sitting in the bottom of a muddy trench, doing no good for anyone.”

“I’m sure it’ll turn up one day,” Ellie said, taking out her handkerchief to help clean her friend’s face. “And when it does, it can go back where it belongs, and where it can’t cause any more trouble.”

“I almost feel sorry for the chap,” Georgie said, looking at the place where she and Ellie had stood below the window the previous night. “I suppose he found some of the redemption he sought. At least I hope he thought that, at the end.”

Ellie nodded. “So do I.”

Georgie looked back towards the main house. “And how is Mr Madison today? After his impromptu flight.”

“Good as gold,” Ellie said. “He was chasing leaves in the herb garden last time I saw him. Mrs Madison was– oh! Oh no, I forgot!”

“Forgot what?” Georgie said, tilting her head at Ellie with a look of concern.

“Mrs Madison. Today’s her birthday. I don’t have anything for her now.”

“Well,” Georgie said, “you wanted her to have a surprise, and we certainly gave her that last night.”

Ellie shook her head. “I’ll sort something out. Once I’ve finished getting everything together to bring over to your place.”

“Eric will be here shortly to pick us up,” Georgie said, “so I’ll give you a hand with– oh, hold on. Don’t look now but here’s the birthday girl!”

Ellie turned at the sound of heavy footsteps on the gravel of the driveway. Mrs Madison was marching purposefully towards them, holding up the hem of her long house dress to step through the ash-covered gravel, her face a little pinker, and even more stern-looking than usual.

“Watch out,” Georgie whispered, “I think she might have found out about Mr Madison’s circus act last night.”

“Happy Birthday Mrs Madison,” Ellie said, forcing a grin as her housekeeper stopped to stand directly in front of her.

“Well,” Mrs Madison said, “it is not much of a birthday, with half of Melmersby Hall burned down and poor Mr Madison no doubt traumatised for life. He hardly touched his second breakfast today, he’s so badly shaken.”

Ellie’s grin was becoming harder to hold on to. “Yes, well I suppose–”

Mrs Madison suddenly flung her arms out wide and, before Ellie could move, she was wrapped up in a bear hug that almost popped the wind out of her.

“Thank you,” Mrs Madison sobbed, tears now running down her ample cheeks, “thank you for saving my darling little man. I don’t know what I would ever do without him.”

Ellie waited a moment for Mrs Madison’s grip to loosen enough that she could draw in some air. “Um… well, thank you.” She took the opportunity of Mrs Madison reaching to wipe a tear to step out of her grip. “Think of it as my birthday present to you,” Ellie said, with a more genuine smile this time.

“The best one I could get,” Mrs Madison said, pulling up her apron to wipe her face. “Well, that’s it really. I just wanted to say thank you.”

“Hey, I just did–” 

“Of course it was you who put him in danger in the first place, and burned down a house that’s stood here for more than 500 years and been my home nearly 40. But you saved my boy, so I say thank you.” Mrs Madison curtsied lightly and turned to stride across the gravel back to the warmth of her kitchen.

Ellie stood silent for a moment, while Georgie fixed her with a look of sly amusement.

“Well,” Ellie said at last. “I suppose I’ll take that. It’s something, at least.”

“It certainly is something,” Georgie said, raising an eyebrow, then turning her head at the sound of tyres on gravel. “Oh, Eric’s here – I shall help you with your bags.”

“Who’s that behind him?” Ellie said, tilting her head to get a better look through the trees that lined the driveway.

“They’re on a bike, whoever they are,” Georgie said. “Oh, hold on, how exciting, I think its the telegram boy.”

Ellie stared at her friend, then back up the driveway. Eric’s car had pulled ahead and she could see the man on his bike clearly now, a small leather satchel slung over his shoulder as he pedalled. She felt her heart start to beat a little faster.

The man pulled up a little way behind where Eric was now parking the car, leaning his bike against the trunk of an old cherry tree and walking towards where Ellie and Georgie stood.

“Good morning,” the man said cheerily with a tip of his hat. “Is either of you ladies Miss Eleanor Blaine?”

Ellie put her hand up, giving a weak smile. “That’s me.”

“Telegram for you miss,” the man said, reaching into his bag to pull out a small brown-yellow card, folded and sealed, to hand to Ellie. “From India, by the looks of it.”

“Thank you,” Ellie said. She reached into her purse to find a half-crown to hand to the man, who tipped his hat again as he turned back to his bike.

“Well go on then,” Georgie said, nudging Ellie with her elbow, “open it. What are you waiting for? Your beau has responded at last, no doubt with a grovelling apology – or at least I should hope so.”

Ellie shook her head, looking down at the card. “I don’t think it’s from Richard,” she said.

“Oh, I say,” Georgie said, looking at Ellie with a concerned frown. “You have gone quite pale. Is everything alright?”

“It’s from the India Office, it looks official,” Ellie said, cautiously prizing open the card.

“The India Office?” Georgie frowned. “Why on earth– Ellie?”

Ellie’s hand had gone to her mouth as she read, her eyes wide and filling suddenly with water.

“Oh good Lord, Ellie,” Georgie said. “What is it? Is… has anything happened?”

“It’s Richard,” Ellie said, still staring at the telegram. “He’s missing.”

“Missing?” Georgie grabbed her friend’s hand, feeling it tremble between her own. “What do you mean ‘missing’?”

Ellie shook her head. “It says he left his hotel, two weeks ago, and hasn’t been seen since. The local police are looking for him, but…” Georgie felt Ellie’s hand clench firmly in hers as she pulled herself up straight, drawing a sharp breath through her nose.

“It’s going to be alright, they will find him,” Georgie said. “I promise. They will be doing all they can. And Richard is a tough old boot, I’m sure he’s probably just– I don’t know, got lost or something. I–”

A voice behind her turned Ellie’s head. “Ma’m, I have your luggage ready, if you wish to leave now. Would you like me to load it up for you?”

“Thank you Reggie,” Ellie said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “That would be great, please go ahead.”

Her butler nodded and he and Eric picked up the large travel chest they had just brought out of the house.

“Oh, Reggie,” Ellie said, as he began to tie the chest into the runner of the car. “I’m going to need you to help with the restoration work, the insurance documents, supervising the decorators and so on. Is that alright? I’ll give you all the relevant information once I’m settled in. And make sure Lucy and Mrs Madison are comfortable, I know they’ll both be worried about the state of the house, but it’s best to leave everything for the restoration. And tell Albert to arrange the repairs to the car, and that he can drive it as much as he likes while I’m away.”

Reggie nodded. “I shall do my best, m’am.”

Ellie let out a long sigh. “Right then,” she said. “We had best get going. It’s a long trip.”

Georgie narrowed her eyes, examining her friend with a look of concern. “I live four miles away, darling.”

“Yes, of course,” Ellie said. “We’ll drop you off first.”

“Drop me–?” Georgie started.

“Change of plan, Eric,” Ellie said as she stepped into the car. “I need to be somewhere.”

Eric looked back over his shoulder, his face unreadably calm. “Very good, m’am. And where do you need to be?”

“India,” Ellie said firmly. “I need to be in India.”
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