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      ‘What I still don’t understand is why we’re staying in a hotel so close to our homes. We could just go for dinner, prop up the bar for a few hours, then I could get a taxi back to the comfort of my own bed. This seems like a rather pointless exercise to me.’

      Joyce looked over at Ginger with a weary expression. They’d often talked about having a girls’ weekend away together, but Joyce had meant heading down to London, or perhaps jumping on the Eurostar and enjoying the charms of Parisian men as they dined on a bateau-mouche with the Eiffel Tower above them. Not driving half an hour down the road from where she worked and staying in a town she knew like the back of her hand. Like the back of both hands and both her feet, come to think of it.

      ‘Because, my dear, you don’t have to make the bed in the morning. Because you don’t have to make your own coffee, you can have breakfast brought to your room. Because there will be an entire cocktail bar at our disposal, and because my good friend is the manager of the hotel and he’s invited me to stay for free and I’ve had the good heart to invite you along as my plus one. Although I can drop you off at a bus stop and go on my own if you’d prefer.’ Ginger started to indicate and slow the car down as they neared a concrete box of a bus station up ahead.

      Joyce wasn’t up for a bus ride. ‘There is something seriously wrong with the world the day I get on a smelly, germ-ridden tin can. I’m assuming we get a room each? I imagine you’re a snorer.’

      Ginger crunched through the gears as she increased the speed again. ‘Of course.’ It didn’t escape Joyce’s notice that Ginger didn’t seem entirely confident in her response, but Joyce wasn’t planning on accepting anything less than her own room. She could always deal with that at reception.

      

      Joyce hadn’t known Ginger for very long. The two single women, both in their late sixties, had met the previous year and over numerous glasses of champagne had discovered that despite being wildly different in almost every way, they made good, if rather odd, friends. Ginger, a sturdy woman who repaired her own garden walls and refused to buy clothing that had special washing requirements (silk being an exception to the rule), and Joyce, who spent more time over her makeup each morning than Ginger spent in a typical year, had found in one another comfortable companions. Conversation had quickly turned to weekends away, but with spa breaks being Joyce’s preferred choice, while a weekend tramping over the mountains of the Lake District or exploring the history of a city with a guide book in one hand formed the basis of Ginger’s suggestions, time had flown and nothing had come of the plans. Until Joyce got a phone call.

      ‘Pack up your lipsticks, unplug your hair straighteners, and get ready to relax. We have an all-expenses-paid weekend in a newly renovated hotel with an excellent cocktail bar.’ Joyce hadn’t questioned the free aspect of it; she was all in. She just hadn’t expected her dreams of Monaco or Vegas to be interrupted with, ‘We’re off to Buxton.’

      ‘Buxton?’ she had screeched. Even Joyce had to admit that it was a screech. ‘I do my shopping in Buxton. If I need to go inside an actual bank, I go to Buxton. I do not go to Buxton for a weekend of glamour and relaxation.’

      ‘We’ve always talked about going away together. If it turns out that we drive each other up the wall, this is a whole lot easier than trying to avoid each other for a weekend when we’re somewhere like Madrid, and then having to sit next to each other on the plane home, fighting wordlessly over the arm rest. Glamour is all in the mind, love, it’s all in the mind.’

      ‘It’s all in your bloomin’ mind if you think I’m coming,’ Joyce had muttered.

      ‘I heard that, you ungrateful madam. I’ll pick you up from work next Friday at 4pm.’

      ‘We don’t close the shop until six.’

      ‘You’re the boss. Get someone else to do it.’

      Joyce couldn’t argue with that. She was in charge and never shied away from delegating if she needed to pop out to buy a new pair of shoes (“need” being a relative word; she owned over 200 pairs) or her favourite mascara was running low.

      ‘Alright,’ she’d grumbled. ‘Only I’m not going up any bloody hills for one of your afternoon rambles.’

      Joyce now looked across at Ginger. ‘You better be right about the extensive cocktail bar. Alcohol might be the only interesting thing about this weekend.’

      Ginger brushed her rather wild and undisciplined grey hair out of her eyes, and Joyce was left distinctly uncomfortable by the smirk she was convinced she had seen flit across her friend’s face. She sank into the seat for the remaining fifteen minutes’ drive and closed her eyes, clinging on to the vision of a yacht bobbing in the waters of St Tropez. Dreading whatever reality waited for her up the road, she was going to take every available minute to indulge in her dreams.

      In truth, Joyce had always been fond of Buxton, one of England’s finest Georgian spa towns. Perhaps not quite as well-known as Bath, it is still a tourist destination, flocked to by lovers of Austen and Brontë who like to imagine Mr Darcy popping by to enjoy the healing properties of the famous thermal waters. That was something that Joyce could relate to; she could easily view herself among the wealthy visitors of the 18th century. Of course, running into Mr Darcy also featured in her imaginings. He would invite her to a ball, and later accompany her to a salon or some theatrical entertainment at the Opera House, which would likely result in more racy memories than her recent visit with Ginger. After watching a rather fine Gilbert and Sullivan, Joyce had been subjected to Ginger’s high-pitched declaration that she was a Modern Major General for the entire drive home and it had taken all her willpower not to steer them under an oncoming bus.

      It had never crossed Joyce’s mind to stay in Buxton itself, no matter how late some of the events she had attended finished. She would just call a taxi and enjoy the silk sheets of her own queen-sized orthopaedic alpaca-hair mattress, knowing that she could drink her favourite coffee and luxuriate in her favourite bath salts the following morning. Having said that, she did quite like the idea of a change of scenery. The gloom of January and February had started to seep into her bones. She’d managed a week on the island of Majorca at the start of the year, but the vitamin D boost she’d received had long since dwindled, and she’d resorted to pulling out the brightest of her clothes from her comprehensive wardrobe. Her yellow twinset with stylish black edging and buttons and a matching skirt had resulted in one particularly annoying colleague referring to her as a bumble bee, and her rainbow-striped woollen dress had the same cretin asking her if a pot of gold could be found under its pleats. The sniggers and range of innuendos had lasted the rest of the week. But if nature was not feeling duty bound to liven up the monochrome weather that had been blanketing the hills of Derbyshire, Joyce was more than equipped to do the job.

      Now, however, she wanted a break. She hoped she possessed enough imagination to pretend that the hotel they were heading for was actually on New York’s Fifth Avenue, if you ignored the northern English accents and the popularity of sausage rolls and fried breakfasts in the surrounding cafés.

      Joyce’s eyes popped open as she heard the squeal of tyres and the sound of Ginger shouting at another driver, informing him in rather crass tones what he could do with his Porsche SUV and where she was convinced it might fit. Joyce sank further down in her seat. It was bad enough that she had to be driven in a scratched, dented and muddy twenty-year-old three-door Ford Fiesta, her own convertible BMW currently undergoing repairs after Joyce had become a little too intimate with a wall so low it had almost been invisible, but now the language being tossed out of the window made the whole scenario more embarrassing than she thought possible. Once the driver of the SUV realised that Ginger was unlikely to be concerned about her car getting a few extra dents in a parking tussle, he drove off with a hand gesture which Joyce was sure couldn’t be found in the dictionary of British Sign Language, and Ginger did a neat little reverse park into a space within sight of the front doors of The Lodge, their home for the weekend.

      Joyce took a deep breath. Imagine it’s New York, imagine it’s Paris, she chanted to herself as her cherry-red lips formed a tight smile. She quickly checked her blonde hair to make sure the modern take on a beehive hadn’t been damaged on the journey, convinced herself her makeup didn’t need reapplying (unlikely – she’d done that thirty minutes ago), and then swung her rather impressively shapely legs out of the car. This might not be her dream destination, but she was going to make an entrance that told the staff what kind of weekend she was expecting.
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      Ginger looked up at the entrance with pride. She felt a bond with The Lodge, having watched it grow from a large, well-respected, but slightly tired establishment into one of the most talked-about boutique hotels in the area. The Lodge was formed from a row of Victorian villas that looked out across the Pavilion Gardens, the final touches being added during a long-term renovation programme on the top floor which had left half the rooms closed over the winter. She had contributed to the work by making a number of curtains and cushions out of a fabric that the manager had found on his travels to India and Istanbul. Ginger’s career as a seamstress had seen her making ornate costumes for West End musicals, so this had been a quick and easy job for a childhood friend.

      With a large holdall slung over one shoulder and a bundle containing her coat, an extra cardigan which she’d thrown in the car at the last minute, two scarves and a pair of sheepskin gloves, Ginger leant her shoulder against the door and pushed her way through. The lobby immediately sucked visitors into its warm embrace, the mahogany reception desk taking centre stage against a backdrop of dark-green walls. Contemporary artwork threw cooler colours and light into the room, each in elaborate gold frames. Two armchairs in gold fabric flanked a low table made from the stump of a tree, upturned so the roots carefully held a glass top, with flecks of gold scattered within the glass. The flamboyance of the space matched the personality of the family who owned the hotel.

      Ginger heard ‘Thanks’ muttered from behind her, at which point she realised she had forgotten to hold the door open for Joyce, who was lugging an enormous lurid-pink suitcase behind her. Ginger might have guessed that she would have packed multiple outfit changes for each day.

      ‘Oops, sorry, love. You alright?’

      ‘Of course I’m alright. It…’

      Ginger didn’t catch the rest. She dropped the pile of clothes onto an armchair and threw her arms around the neck of a mountain of a man. Dennis Matty, the general manager and the latest of the generations of his family to run the hotel, was almost as broad as he was tall, and he was very tall. His impressive girth was clad in a beautifully tailored navy-blue pinstripe suit and deep pink tie, an outfit that Ginger could have described before she entered the building. It was his uniform of sorts; he had a wardrobe full of navy pinstripe suits and a vast collection of pink ties. Whether it was a shade of plain pink, had dots, stripes, or some other pink detail, each and every tie had a matching handkerchief which protruded from the breast pocket in a perfectly twisted triangle.

      He gave Ginger a tight squeeze and lifted her briefly from the floor.

      ‘Careful there, you’ll do your back in.’ Ginger laughed, although she wasn’t kidding; she wasn’t small herself. Whenever she was with Dennis, she felt like the teenager she, and he, had been when they first met.

      ‘Never, you’re as light as a feather.’

      There was a soft snort and they turned together towards the door.

      ‘I’m sorry, Dennis, this is Joyce Brocklehurst. Joyce, this is Dennis Matty.’

      Dennis stepped past Ginger and took Joyce’s hand in both of his, briefly examining the bright pink talons on the end of each finger. Ginger noted Joyce’s appraisal of his appearance; she seemed satisfied. Dennis too seemed rather pleased with the vision before him. A dark-pink long-sleeved t-shirt with thick black and white swirls was topped off by a long pink coat. Black trousers which were a little too tight, pink shoes and a matching handbag finished off the look.

      ‘Welcome, Joyce, I’m so pleased that Ginger brought you with her. It’s going to be a pleasure to get to know you, and I want to hear all about life working for a Duke and Duchess.’ His warm baritone voice echoed in the lobby. Everything about Dennis exuded warmth and familiarity.

      ‘Oh, I only run their gift shops, it’s nothing too fancy. It’s lovely to meet you too, Dennis. When Ginger suggested a weekend in your fine establishment, it didn’t take a moment’s thought for me to accept. I’ve heard so much about your hotel and the word on the street is that you’re doing a rather magnificent renovation.’

      Ginger smiled to herself. Joyce had turned up the intensity on her ‘Lady of the Manor’ act. She was all Received Pronunciation and cut-glass vowels when she wanted to be, but she was a Derbyshire lass really, although the overworked enunciation didn’t appear entirely out of place. With her sharp posture, chin up, designer handbag dangling from an arm held at a neat 90 degree angle and the whole display balanced on a pair of stilettos that could be used to spear fish, all Joyce lacked was a tiara, and Ginger guessed she probably had a couple of those at home.

      ‘It’s not so much a renovation as a redecoration, but I’m hoping the impact is as impressive. The upper floor was the only area yet to be refreshed and we’re just having a few finishing touches done before it officially reopens on Friday. However…’

      Ginger gave a small clap of her hands; she knew what was coming next.

      ‘Yes, my dear, I’ve made sure two of the rooms have been finished for your arrival and you’re in Mary’s room. Joyce is next door.’

      Ginger looked across at her friend. ‘Mary, Queen of Scots. I’ve always wanted to stay in there, it’s the most decadent room.’

      ‘She didn’t actually stay here,’ Dennis explained to Joyce, ‘she stayed over the road at the Old Hall, but I felt that an homage was in order, and it meant I could have a lot of fun with the whole Queen theme. Do you have all your bags? I’ll carry them up for you, and then you can have some lunch.’

      ‘No you won’t,’ Ginger instructed. ‘We can carry our own bags. You can get busy at the bar; Joyce and I will be down for cocktails as soon as we’ve dropped our things off.’ She saw a light come on in Joyce’s eyes at the mention of cocktails.

      ‘As you wish, madam, I will go and warm up.’ He walked through a door, miming the actions of shaking a cocktail high in the air. Ginger laughed.

      ‘Come on, Lady Muck, let’s go and check out our home for the weekend. Sorry you didn’t get the room fit for a queen. On this occasion, you get to be the lady’s maid in the room next door.’
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      Joyce breathed in the smell of fresh paint as they ascended the stairs. She wished that Dennis had opened a few more windows, but at least it was a sign that plenty of work had been going on. As the upper floor wasn’t officially open to guests yet, she shouldn’t be too surprised if she saw sheets still protecting carpets or plastic wrapping on furniture. They passed two young men who were on the way down the stairs, Bennett’s Family Carpenters written on their t-shirts, and Joyce enjoyed the lingering look one of them gave her. She hadn’t lost her touch.

      The solid wooden banisters matched the mahogany desk, the staircase walls covered in a grey velveteen wallpaper with an ornate pattern that gave a shimmering effect. More pictures in gold frames lined the route. Once at the top floor, the wide staircase opened out onto an attractive bright landing, a large window overlooking the Pavilion Gardens opposite. The cast-iron and glass structures of the pavilion and conservatory were two of the many landmark buildings that pulled people to the pretty town. A velvet loveseat was positioned so visitors could sit and enjoy the view.

      Ginger led the way, looking from behind like a washerwoman heading to the laundry with the bundle of clothes in her arms. Joyce couldn’t understand why she hadn’t taken the time to fold them and add them to her bag. The picture wasn’t helped by the loose skirt Ginger was wearing, which was now hanging at an odd angle, one side lower than the other, or the thick oversized fleece shirt she had put on to keep the cold out, making her look bigger than she really was.

      Ginger’s head turned at each room to check the name. On this floor, Joyce had noticed, the rooms were not numbered, but named: the Anne Lister; the Joseph Paxton; the Josiah Wedgwood. All names of famous people who’d held associations through the ages with Buxton or who had been known to visit, although some of the links were a little tenuous. It appeared that Dennis was a man who didn’t mind playing fast and loose with history in the name of drama and fun.

      A housekeeper’s cart sat up ahead, just before a junction in the corridor, but there was no sign of the housekeeper.

      ‘Here we are, Mary, Queen of Scots. This is mine; you’re next door in Mr Wedgewood, so to speak.’ Ginger handed Joyce a key with a soft leather tag, and then tried to insert another key into her own door. ‘See you in a minute.’

      ‘Hang on just one minute, lady. I want to check out your room first, so that when I do go into mine, I’ll know if I want to swap.’ Joyce was joking, but enjoyed watching Ginger roll her eyes. ‘Oh, come here, give me those.’ She wrestled the bundle of clothes from Ginger’s arms so her friend could better manage the door. ‘If that cleaner hasn’t reappeared once we’ve had a look round, we should take some extra lotions and shower gel. They never leave enough.’

      The door opened into a short corridor. As soon as they walked in, they were confronted by a portrait of Mary, giving them the once-over before they went any further. A slim woman with red-gold hair and pale skin, she was standing wearing a black dress, a hand on a wooden table and long curtains behind her. The table was a distinctly orange shade, while the curtains looked as if they should have been a kind of gold, but light bouncing off them made them also appear orange.

      It was this colour that had been chosen as a key feature of the room. They stepped in and were presented with a richly decorated seating area. Fat orange velvet armchairs were set against the backdrop of William Morris-style wallpaper, which made it look fussy but welcoming. A stone bust of Mary sat on the coffee table. Long orange silk curtains, reflecting the colours in the painting of Mary, framed a large window. The remaining walls were cream velveteen.

      As the two women stepped further into the room, they could see how large it was. Joyce went to examine the bathroom, until her inspection was interrupted by Ginger yelping.

      ‘Dear God!’

      ‘What is it?’ asked Joyce idly, wondering if Ginger had come face to face with a workman, or the missing cleaner had taken her by surprise. Joyce was more interested in the bathroom, which she rather liked. A roll-top bath sat in the centre of the room, the orange tiles surrounding it warming, whereas the colour in the main room was far too dark for her liking, although certainly luxurious. She had a look at the toiletries: a very nice, and expensive, locally produced brand. She was definitely going to be raiding the housekeeper’s trolley and more than once.

      ‘JOYCE! Where the hell are you?’

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Joyce made her way out of the bathroom and to the hidden half of the bedroom, which was dominated by an ornate wooden four-poster bed, patterns in the wood picked out in gold. ‘Just dump your stuff and we’ll go next door.’

      ‘You don’t need to worry about the cleaner catching you nicking her stuff,’ Ginger declared, stepping out of the way and pointing at the bed.

      ‘Why? Oh…’ Following the direction of Ginger’s finger, Joyce saw a woman dressed in black lying on the sheets. She strode towards the prone figure. ‘Sleeping on the job? There’ll be no tip for her.’

      ‘I think she’s dead, Joyce. In fact, I’m sure she is.’

      Joyce stopped suddenly, not keen to get too close to a corpse, but still she leaned over, seeing red marks lining the woman’s neck.

      ‘I’ll call reception.’ She picked up the phone by the bed and dialled 0.

      ‘Hang on one minute.’ Ginger sounded curious. ‘That’s not a cleaner’s uniform. That’s Mary, Queen of Scots. Oh my goodness, I made her dress. I know her.’
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      Ginger stepped past Joyce and checked for a pulse. There wasn’t one.

      ‘How the hell do you know Mary, Queen of Scots?’ asked Joyce. ‘You’re old, but you’re not…’

      ‘It’s Caroline Clatworthy. She works here and…’

      ‘Come on,’ instructed Joyce. ‘We’ve got to get out of here, leave the scene as undisturbed as possible. Grab your stuff… Ginger, come on!’

      Ginger gave the Queen a final look before grabbing her things and following close on Joyce’s heels.

      ‘I don’t understand, did she die while taking a nap?’ Ginger didn’t yet feel able to confront the obvious truth: however the woman had died, it wasn’t by the hand of nature. ‘She’s not that old, so I doubt it was the strain of work. Maybe she had a heart attack and lay down as she started to feel unwell.’

      ‘I’ve no idea. But I do know I need to find the bar.’

      The sound of heavy footsteps pounded along the corridor, and as Joyce turned to leave, she blocked the path of a very red-faced Dennis.

      ‘The front desk told me you found Caroline. What’s wrong, is she unwell? They said she was dead, but surely she’s just a bit peaky. Can we go and…’ He rushed into the room and to the bedside. His ruddy cheeks went very pale, very quickly.

      Ginger stood on the opposite side of the bed. ‘We need to go downstairs, Dennis, there’s nothing we can do.’

      ‘Come on. We all need a strong drink.’ Joyce put a pristinely manicured hand on Dennis’s shoulder and gradually turned him round to face the door. Ginger followed, thinking about what needed to be done. Right now, what was most important was that they sealed off this floor. Sealed off? Closed off? She couldn’t remember how it was described on the police shows she watched, and she watched a lot. She blamed the shock for her inability to remember the right word, and then thought if that was the worst of the shock, she was going to be okay.

      Dennis descended the stairs in stunned silence. Reversing their roles, Ginger made him take a seat at the bar, and then went round to the other side to get him a drink.

      ‘Should we be doing this before the police arrive?’ he asked. Ginger hesitated for a moment. It might not be the most sensible thing to do, to drink right now.

      ‘A small one will be fine. If it helps calm us all down, then we’ll be of more use to the police.’ She could hear Joyce calling to a member of staff and asking – or, more precisely, demanding – that they stand at the bottom of the staircase to make sure no one went up until the police arrived.

      ‘Are there many guests staying at the moment?’ Ginger asked Dennis.

      ‘Only a few, on the ground floor and first floor. They’re all regulars and don’t mind all the work going on during the day. I shouldn’t be here, I should be with my staff.’

      ‘Drink this first.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘A martini.’

      ‘Are you out of your mind? I’ll be drunk when the police get here.’

      Ginger looked at him knowingly. ‘No, you won’t. I’ve seen you knock back half a dozen of these and still dance a flamenco without putting a step out of place.’

      Dennis nodded his agreement and took a sip. ‘I need to teach you how to make a martini.’

      ‘Who doesn’t know how to make a martini?’ asked Joyce, joining them. ‘Can’t stand them myself, but everyone has to know how to make them.’

      ‘I can’t be good at everything,’ retorted Ginger. ‘Drink?’

      Joyce shook her head. ‘It might be the first time I’ve ever turned down a drink, but I’ll wait. Dennis, I’ve given your staff their instructions, which can be summed up as stay put, say nothing and do nothing. They look like they can cope with that.’

      Dennis looked in the direction of the door. Two of the hotel staff were talking, both looking pale.

      ‘Things haven’t long settled down after the thefts,’ he said sadly. ‘They’ll need my support to get through this.’

      ‘What thefts?’ Ginger asked as she returned the gin to the shelf.

      ‘A range of items have been taken from staff and visitors just recently, but in the last couple of weeks or so, it seemed like it had stopped and morale had been improving in leaps and bounds.’ Dennis took two big gulps of the poorly made martini before heading for the door. ‘I can’t stay here, I’ll go and say nothing and do nothing with my team.’

      Joyce watched him leave, and then turned to face Ginger who was pouring herself a glass of scotch.

      ‘Who is she… was she, I mean?’

      ‘Caroline Clatworthy? She worked here at The Lodge as a cleaner, but was also a tour guide around Buxton. She would dress as Mary, Queen of Scots and talk about her association with the town. The Queen swore by the healing properties of the spa water here, and even when she was imprisoned by Elizabeth I, she insisted on coming here. Part of the building she was held in remains – it’s the Old Hall Hotel, over the road. There’s a lot of interest in her, and Caroline was one of a couple of guides to dress as her. She contacted me last year and asked if I would make the dress.’

      ‘Do you know much about her? Caroline, I mean.’

      ‘Almost nothing. She would come for fittings, we’d talk about the hotel or what was happening in Buxton and that was it. Small talk.’ There was a pause, during which time Ginger emptied her glass in one go.

      ‘Thanks,’ Joyce said.

      ‘What for?’

      ‘A weekend away less than half an hour’s drive from my house wasn’t very appealing, but you’ve certainly livened things up.’

      ‘How have I livened things up? I didn’t kill her.’

      ‘True, maybe you don’t deserve all the credit, but things have certainly got more interesting around here. Now put that bottle of champagne in ice. Once the police have done with us, we’ll toast this Caroline woman, and you better learn how to make a martini if that’s Dennis’s tipple of choice. He’s going to need a few.’
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      Detective Sergeant Colette Harnby stood in the doorway to the bar. Joyce had watched her walk up the staircase as part of the buzz of activity that had gradually taken over the hotel in the time after the body had been found. She had known that Harnby would want to talk to them eventually; the DS had been involved in a number of investigations at Charleton House, the home of the Duke and Duchess of Ravensbury and Joyce’s place of employment.

      As usual, DS Harnby was wearing a very smart, very boring dark skirt suit. Joyce desperately wished that she would liven it up a bit; she understood the serious nature of the woman’s role, but a more colourful shirt wouldn’t have gone amiss. Perhaps an eye-catching brooch; Joyce was on a mission to brighten up the world. Harnby’s dark bob framed her face almost rigidly and Joyce wanted to reach out and mess it up.

      ‘Ginger Salt and Joyce Brocklehurst.’ DS Harnby looked up from her notepad. ‘I thought the names were familiar, but I couldn’t see why you’d be staying at a hotel so close to home, and work.’

      Joyce glanced at Ginger. ‘I thought the same thing.’

      ‘So, what are you doing here? I believe you found the body – is that correct?’

      Joyce stepped down from her bar stool; it didn’t seem right to be perched at a bar when being quizzed by a police detective. Harnby indicated to a small, low table with chairs around it and all three of them took a seat.

      ‘Yes, we found her,’ Joyce confirmed. ‘Well, I suppose Ginger did really. She was the first in the bedroom, and we’re here because Ginger knows the owner and it’s a free stay, which immediately makes it more relaxing, in theory. Throw in a couple of cocktails, afternoon tea at the Old Hall Hotel and a spa treatment or three, and you get the picture.’

      Harnby nodded enigmatically, then got Joyce and Ginger to run through their discovery. What had they seen? Had they touched anything? Did they know the deceased?

      ‘Never seen her before in my life,’ Joyce confirmed. ‘Never been in the hotel before.’

      Harnby turned to Ginger, who nodded. ‘I made her dress; I also saw her here a few times. I visit Dennis a lot so I’m on speaking terms with many of the staff. But I didn’t get to know her particularly well. She was strangled, is that right?’

      Harnby looked at Ginger. She seemed to be considering how to respond: the official, professional way, or…

      ‘I need to have it confirmed, but yes, it certainly looks that way. Okay, I presume I can find you here if I have any more questions?’

      Joyce hadn’t thought about that; Ginger’s room was a murder scene. Now she was here, within arm’s reach of a bar and a kitchen that food would magically appear out of without her being involved, she wasn’t as keen to call an end to the weekend as she thought she might have been. But she needn’t have worried.

      ‘Absolutely,’ Ginger confirmed. ‘There’s plenty of room and I plan on sticking around to help Dennis. He’s bound to need some support.’

      Harnby closed her notebook and stood up, giving both women a quizzical look.

      ‘I do wonder about the coincidence.’

      ‘What on earth are you talking about?’ Joyce sounded a little more strident than she had intended.

      ‘Well, you in particular, Joyce, have been in the general area of a few of the cases I’ve worked on over the last couple of years, and now you’re right in the middle of one.’

      ‘I’m nowhere near the middle, I’m on the periphery. I’m so close to the periphery, I’m in danger of falling off.’

      Harnby gave the smallest of smiles, but her eyes were practically grinning and Joyce knew she was being teased.

      ‘We’ll be here all weekend,’ she said haughtily, ‘and if we hear anything, we’ll be very happy to pass it on.’

      ‘When you say here, I’m guessing you mean right here.’ Harnby looked over at the bar, the mischievous twinkle making her eyes dance. ‘I hope they stocked up.’

      ‘What are you saying?’ Joyce asked. Harnby smiled again; this time the grin reached her mouth.

      ‘Enjoy your stay, ladies. I’m sure I’ll see you over the next couple of days.’

      ‘What is she insinuating?’ Joyce asked as Harnby left the two women and went to rejoin her colleagues. ‘That we’re a pair of lushes?’ Joyce was both put out and surprised. Harnby had made jokes about Joyce’s personal habits in the past, but it never failed to astonish her; the DS looked so straight-laced.

      ‘Not me,’ corrected Ginger, ‘you. I’ve only crossed paths with her very briefly. She knows you better, and she’s a detective, which means in all likelihood she’s basing that comment on solid evidence.’

      ‘I like a drink – who doesn’t? – and at my age, I deserve a little of what I like.’ Joyce knew she sounded defensive, but felt the need to stick up for her reputation.

      ‘A little?’ Ginger raised a single eyebrow. Joyce wondered how long she had been practising that. ‘Come on, there’s no point arguing with facts. Let’s find Dennis. I need a room apart from anything, then we’ll see if there’s something we can do to help.’

      Joyce gave a little huff, eyed the champagne bottle that was sitting in ice, and then followed her friend out of the door.

      Lush, she thought, how dare she? before checking her watch to see how long it was until 5pm, cocktail hour.
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      Dennis had just finished speaking to a police officer and was moving to the reception desk to check out a couple. At least, Ginger assumed they were a couple; the man was quite a bit older than the woman, but they had the air of being together. She was perfectly turned out, her makeup delicate and beautifully applied; he was handsome and clearly worked hard on maintaining his tan.

      In contrast, Dennis looked tired. The glow of energy that Ginger was used to seeing emanate from him at all times had gone, but he still managed a warm smile and friendly goodbye as he saw the guests off, the man giving him a firm handshake before they went. Dennis’s pocket handkerchief had slipped down out of sight and he’d clearly been running his fingers through his hair more than a couple of times. He had always been very proud of his full head of hair, and Ginger was used to him stopping to check it in mirrors and windows at every available opportunity, but right now it looked less than perfect.

      ‘Is everything okay’ Ginger asked, knowing it was actually a pretty stupid question.

      ‘I suppose so. I’m just grateful we have only a small number of guests. None of their rooms will be affected as they are all on either the ground or the first floor. I have no idea how long the police will want the top floor closed off. I’m just hoping we can reopen in time to honour all the bookings I have lined up for it next week.’

      ‘When are people due to start staying in those rooms?’

      ‘Friday. We have a drinks party planned, thought we’d make it an event and combine the opening of the top floor with the launch of Tim’s exhibition.’ Tim was Dennis’s boyfriend and The Lodge was hosting an exhibition of his work in the bar, although a number of his paintings were already in permanent positions around the hotel. Dennis moved his hand away from the mouse and leant on the desk, letting out a long sigh. ‘I know it’s just a lick of paint and some new furniture here and there, but it was an added excuse to open the bubbly.’

      Ginger could sense Joyce’s ears pricking up at the sound of the word ‘bubbly’.

      ‘What can we do?’ she asked. ‘There must be some way we can help.’

      ‘There’s honestly nothing. We just have to put up with the hotel looking like an episode of CSI and wait for the guests to start returning throughout the day. It will be easy enough to continue with a level of normality for them; they never went to the top floor anyway.’

      ‘And how about you?’ Ginger turned to the woman who had been standing silently next to Dennis the whole time. Her smart navy skirt suit had the logo of the hotel sewn into the fabric. A cream silk shirt and shiny navy court shoes finished off the look. Her dark brown bobbed hair was similar to Harnby’s, but was softer and less like a helmet. If anything, she seemed a little bewildered.

      ‘Me? Oh, I’m okay. I just can’t believe that Caroline is gone. None of us can.’

      Dennis seemed to perk up a little as he remembered his manners. ‘Barbara, these are my friends, Joyce and Ginger. They’re staying at the hotel. Ladies, this is Barbara Dwyer, the best receptionist in the Peak District.’

      Barbara smiled. ‘Nice to meet you both.’

      ‘You knew Caroline well?’ Ginger asked.

      ‘Reasonably. We weren’t friends, but we would chat whenever she came in to work. Everyone got on with her, I think. I can’t imagine anyone wanting to kill her.’

      ‘You think everyone got on with her?’ Joyce stepped forward and leaned over Ginger’s shoulder, a strong whiff of Chanel No. 5 following her. Barbara glanced between Ginger and Joyce.

      ‘I think so. I never saw anyone argue with her, and there isn’t much in the way of gossip or people falling out here at The Lodge. We enjoy being here, Dennis makes it fun.’ She looked at her boss, who gave her arm a gentle squeeze.

      ‘Were you here on the desk all morning?’ Joyce had moved even closer and Ginger was starting to feel a bit crowded.

      ‘Most of it. I had to pop in to the office a couple of times.’

      ‘Did you see anyone unusual come in and go upstairs?’

      Ginger decided it was time to intervene. ‘What are you doing, Joyce?’ she demanded. ‘I’m sure poor Barbara has already been quizzed by the police.’

      ‘Just curious. No harm in that, is there?… So, did you see anyone?’

      ‘Joyce, let it go. They’ve all had a shock.’

      ‘It’s fine, I don’t mind,’ said Barbara. ‘A number of workmen were going up and down.’

      ‘I know it’s a Saturday, but it’s the final push to get everything finished,’ Dennis explained.

      ‘I recognised most of them because they’ve been here the last couple of months,’ Barbara continued. ‘But I couldn’t be certain I knew every single one of them, and someone could have slipped past.’

      ‘So it would have been easy enough for someone to head upstairs unnoticed and murder Caroline before coming down the same way and no one raising an eyebrow?’

      Barbara looked at Dennis with an expression of horror.

      ‘Dear God, woman! Come with me.’ Ginger grabbed Joyce’s arm, spun her round and, with a hand placed firmly on her back, steered her into the bar. ‘What the hell are you playing at? They’ve just lost their colleague and, I’m sure on some level, friend. Added to which, she was murdered here, in this hotel, just above our heads. Go easy on them.’

      ‘I understand all that, I’m not a complete ogre.’

      Ginger made sure her face expressed how she felt about that.

      ‘Wipe that look off your face! Now, listen to me. You heard Dennis, they want to open up the top floor with a small shindig on Friday. Toast the new wallpaper. The murder is going to hang over them for as long as it takes to solve it. The police will be coming and going, staff will be interviewed and re-interviewed. It’s going to appear in the papers, which may or may not be good for business, and either way, it’ll prevent them from moving on. They need this to be solved, to have the killer identified, to have their friend or colleague or Mary, Queen of Scots or whoever laid to rest so their lives can go on. Agreed?’

      ‘Agreed. I sense you’re heading somewhere with this.’

      ‘Of course I am. I don’t ramble pointlessly, I never have. I don’t ramble at all, come to think of it.’

      ‘Sure about that?’

      ‘Stop it, you’re distracting me. My point is that if we can figure out who killed Caroline, and quickly, then Dennis and everyone else here can move on.’

      ‘I have heard of an organisation called the police. I believe they’re quite good at this, and I seem to recall they were here. Some of them still are.’ As if overhearing the conversation, a uniformed officer stuck his head into the bar, apologised for interrupting and left. ‘See?’

      ‘How good they are could be up for debate. We’re here, on site. You know Dennis very well and I’m sure you could get any information we need from him. While we’re staying here, we’ll have plenty of time to get to know the staff and needle anything important out of them, and if all goes to plan, we can identify the killer and Friday night will be a real celebration.’

      ‘I’m not sure celebration is the right word to use,’ was the reply, but Ginger couldn’t help feeling that Joyce had a point. Over the years, she and Dennis had stuck together. They’d kept each other’s confidences since they were thirteen years old. They had bailed each other out of a variety of legal and illegal scenarios. It would be nice to solve this, to fix a problem for her friend and help him through what was going to be a dreadful week. Ginger didn’t even know if the full enormity of what had happened had hit him yet. He was probably just trying to keep the team going and answer all the questions that were being fired at him.

      Ginger looked at Joyce. Her friend’s eyes were wide and clear, the certainty that her plan was the right thing to do stamped firmly on her face. Weirdly, she was also standing stock-still and Ginger was tempted to poke her to see if she hadn’t turned to ice.

      ‘Okay, I’m in.’

      ‘Marvellous.’ Joyce’s features softened into a broad grin. ‘I knew you’d see sense. Now then, we need a magnifying glass and a deerstalker hat.’

      ‘We need what?’

      ‘I’m joking. Go and get Dennis. What we really need is to make a start.’
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      Ginger had decided that it would be a nice idea to get Dennis out of the hotel for a while, give him a change of scenery and some fresh air. This had required Joyce to make a shoe change as Ginger had also concluded that it meant going for a walk. Not that this was a problem as Joyce never went anywhere without multiple pairs of shoes that would cover all eventualities. Although Joyce could never be considered much of a walker (the word ‘hike’ made her shiver), she had brought with her a pair of black knee-high boots which would go perfectly well with her current outfit. They would do the job.

      The hotel sat on the edge of the Pavilion Gardens, a restored Victorian pleasure garden which was very used to people perambulating through its landscaped grounds, although not necessarily for the purpose of discussing murder. All the trio had to do was cross the road and they were walking around a small man-made lake, past cascades, and over footbridges that spanned the narrow River Wye. The gardens were not yet bursting with an array of greens, let alone colourful flowers as it was too early in the year, so there was a drabness to the scene which fitted their conversation well, and the air around them felt damp. The bandstand stood empty, anticipating the spring and a chance to entertain. The tracks of the miniature railway were waiting for the next train of the day to trundle past carrying a handful of uncertain-looking children, all bundled up against the cold day. Joyce glanced across at the Opera House at the far end of the Pavilion, the twin-domed towers framing its ornate glass canopy. Its stately position as an Edwardian architectural jewel was diminished by the gloom of the grey skies overhead.

      Dennis had arranged for takeout coffees from the hotel kitchen, which Joyce was very grateful for. She had a feeling it was going to be a long day and they still hadn’t had lunch. The three of them sipped their coffees now as they walked slowly side by side down the wide paths.

      ‘Have you heard from Tim?’ Ginger asked.

      ‘Regularly since I told him about Caroline, he’s been making sure I’m okay. He’s gone to an art exhibition in Sheffield; he was desperate to see Anish Kapoor’s work, but he’s already on his way back.’

      ‘Tell us about Caroline,’ Joyce instructed him. If she was honest, her little speech back at the hotel had been more a show of bravado than anything, she’d got caught up in the moment. But as the minutes had ticked by, the idea had started to settle into her mind and the questions were shooting around her brain. ‘I want to know everything about her.’

      ‘I’m not sure I can tell you everything. But I’ll tell you what I can.’ Bundled in a long black coat, Dennis could have easily been mistaken for a spy, passing on information gathered in shady undercover actions. But the softness in his face and voice would soon put paid to that image. ‘She came to work for me two years ago. She was raised here in Buxton, but left the area when she went to university. Her mother still had a house in the town and when she died, Caroline inherited it and decided to come back. As she told it to me, she didn’t have any ties anywhere else, remained fond of Buxton and took it as a sign that she should come here and try to build a life for herself.

      ‘She was looking for work and we were one of the places she sent her CV to. She’d done customer service work in the past, but the only job I had available was as a cleaner in the housekeeping team and she took it.’

      ‘How old was she?’

      ‘About forty-two-ish. I can’t remember.’

      ‘Was she meant to be at work today?’ Ginger asked.

      ‘No, she’s only part time and she wasn’t down to work.’

      ‘And the tour guiding?’

      ‘She loved history and went on a couple of local guided tours – the ones where the guide is dressed in historical costume – and it inspired her. She was particularly interested in Mary, Queen of Scots, did a lot of research, and then offered to give tours to guests. But she could talk to them about general Buxton history too so it was a great bonus to have her on staff.

      ‘There are a couple of guides who do this in Buxton, but in the summer months there are enough tourists to give them all work. If I got a special request from a guest and Caroline was at work, then I could swap a few things round on the staff rota and free her up to give a tour. She was my on-call Queen Mary, so to speak.’

      ‘Was she any good?’ Joyce wasn’t sure about the idea of trailing behind someone in costume out in public. She’d feel rather silly.

      ‘Excellent. I got nothing but positive feedback and I’m sure she was making a fair bit of extra money in tips, especially from the American guests.’

      The trio stopped on a metal-framed footbridge and Joyce looked over at the ducks. The idea of duck down was appealing; she was getting cold.

      ‘What about the other guides, was there any competition? Any feuds with threats of duels at dawn?’

      ‘None. If you’re looking for people who might have reason to kill her, I can’t think of anyone. She was a quiet, conscientious worker. I don’t recall her being particularly close with anyone and I don’t believe she was dating anyone. When she wasn’t guiding, she pretty much faded into the background.’

      Ginger looped her arm into his. ‘But someone wanted her dead, Dennis, and they’d been thinking about it for a while.’

      ‘What makes you say that?’

      ‘There was no sign of a struggle, for a start. The room was spotless, if you exclude the corpse. Also, you’ve just told us she wasn’t scheduled to work, so presumably she was meeting someone. Unless a guest had asked her to do a tour.’

      ‘No, not that I’m aware of.’

      ‘So why was she at the hotel, unless someone had asked to meet her? And as there was no sign of a struggle, they knew what they wanted to do and they could do it without her having time to call out or struggle enough to make a mess of the room.’

      She’s good, thought Joyce. Dennis’s expression turned from one of curiosity to concern. There were a few moments of silence as everyone let that idea settle into their minds before Joyce spoke.

      ‘There is one thing puzzling me, Dennis. You haven’t asked why Ginger and I are so interested in all of this.’

      ‘I don’t need to. If Ginger has a reason, then I trust her. Besides which, we’ve known each other for over fifty years. We tell each other everything.’

      ‘I want to hear more about how the two of you met, but I’d rather we did it indoors, if you don’t mind. Can we…?’

      Ginger looped her other arm though Joyce’s and spun her and Dennis round to face the other way, pulling them in the direction of the hotel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Ed, will you carry these ladies’ bags down to the Stanage Suite?’ Dennis had just finished finding Ginger and Joyce accommodation on the ground floor and called over a member of staff. ‘It’s two en-suite rooms with a shared living room, so you girls can make yourself properly at home.’

      ‘So long as the bedrooms are far enough away that I don’t have to listen to her snore.’

      Ginger was confused. How would Joyce know about her sleeping habits?

      ‘You’ve never heard me snore.’ Ginger did snore, but she wasn’t going to admit that to Joyce. ‘We’ve never slept in the same room.’

      ‘No, but you look like a snorer.’

      Ginger briefly glanced in Dennis’s direction. The corner of his mouth was trying to wiggle its way into a smile, but he was winning the battle. He knew very well that she snored.

      ‘Ladies, if you’ll follow me.’ A lanky youth picked up their bags and led the way.

      He’ll be quite good-looking in a few years, mused Ginger. Right now, he’s all arms, legs and big feet.

      ‘Is there anything else I can help you with?’ The youth set their luggage down in the hallway leading into the suite and paused before leaving the room. Ginger wondered whether she was meant to tip him before remembering she didn’t have any change on her so he was out of luck.

      Joyce came to the rescue with a five pound note. ‘Yes, there is. Do you have a minute?’

      ‘Errr, yes.’ He looked at the striking woman with her well-applied makeup (Ginger hesitated to use the phrase ‘war paint’ in case it turned out that Joyce could read minds) and bright pink outfit. He appeared too nervous to say no.

      ‘Have you worked here long?’

      ‘Two years. I’m part time, I’m at college the rest of the week.’

      ‘You must have known Caroline well. I’m so sorry, today’s events will have been a dreadful shock to you all.’

      ‘Yeah, kind of, I s’pose. I mean, how does someone get murdered here? It’s kind of crazy.’

      ‘Crazy indeed. So, were you friends?’

      The young man laughed, and then reined himself in. ‘Me and Caroline? God, no. I mean, she was a lot older than me, it would have been like hanging out with me mum.’

      ‘But you talked to her?’

      ‘Oh yeah, she was alright to pass the time of day with, and she’d always help you out.’

      Ginger stayed back; she was enjoying watching Joyce try to talk to a teenager who probably thought they were both approaching 100 years of age.

      ‘Did she get on with everyone?’

      ‘I guess so.’

      ‘Do all the team get on with each other?’

      Ed paused. ‘Err, yeah, I s’pose.’

      ‘It must have been hard, when the thefts were happening. Weren’t you all wondering who it was, if it was someone you were working with?’

      That apparently took Ed by surprise and he didn’t seem to know how to respond. Ginger stepped forward, starting to feel sorry for him.

      ‘Thanks, Ed. We don’t need anything else, you’ve been very helpful.’ He left the room as quickly as he could. ‘Poor lad. I think we terrified him.’

      Joyce laughed at Ginger’s concern. ‘Good to keep people on their toes.’

      ‘You’re evil.’

      ‘Yes and it has served me well. Now then, let’s see this room.’

      The Stanage Suite, like the other rooms on the ground floor, was named after a location in the area, in this case Stanage Edge, a gritstone escarpment about forty minutes’ drive away and popular with rock climbers. It was much brighter than the Queen Mary room, pale grey walls forming the backdrop to an array of antique furniture which had all been updated in bold colours. A purple sofa had a red armchair at one end and a blue one at the other, all with gold wooden edging. An enormous painting of Stanage Edge dominated one wall, the wild and blustery weather shown spectacularly well in the sweeping brushstrokes. Tartan curtains made of the same shades of purple, blue and red as the furniture framed the windows, the lack of a view concealed with net curtains. The large light fitting was made from two dozen bell jars, while a taxidermied squirrel watched them from a shelf in the corner. Ginger promptly stuck it in a cupboard.

      ‘I’m not having that bloody thing eyeballing me all the time. Gives me the creeps. I’ve told Dennis to get rid of them, but they’re all over the place and he’s given them all names.’

      ‘This is more like it,’ declared Joyce, picking up a cushion to examine the picture of the stag on it in more detail. ‘I’ve no idea what you’d call this style, but it’s certainly more cheerful than that room upstairs.’ She peered through both bedroom doors. ‘And no dead body on either bed. I’m having this one, unless you have any objections?’

      Ginger didn’t; she was just grateful that Joyce had both agreed to come and was now happy to stick around. She’d have volunteered to sleep on the sofa if that had been required, but she simply smiled and nodded.

      ‘I’m going to freshen up,’ said Joyce, ‘I’ll meet you in the bar. It’s almost cocktail hour and I plan on devouring most of the bar menu to make up for the lack of lunch, and… I want to spend more time with Dennis. I’m sure he can tell me all sorts of scandalous gossip about you.’

      Ginger made her way to her own room, rather nervous about how loose Dennis’s tongue could get after a couple of martinis.
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      Joyce knew a thing or two about design, and was impressed by how much care and attention Dennis had taken in creating a fun hotel which had something for everyone, no matter what their taste. She hadn’t paid too much attention to the bar the last time she was in here – hardly surprising having just found a dead body – so she made up for it now with a thorough scrutiny.

      It was a grand room, cream walls offset by steel blue inlays with a delicate pattern just visible within the paint. A dark blue carpet added depth and made the cream leather sofas and armchairs stand out. Low glass-topped tables with gold legs gave a faintly Art Deco feel. A shiny black piano stood in the far corner.

      On the walls was a collection of artwork by the same person. Tim, she assumed. The pictures were mixed media: watercolours, photographs, newspaper cuttings all combining to capture the beauty and history of Buxton. One showed the elegant Georgian Crescent, a beautiful painting of it overlaid with a black-and-white photograph of guests arriving in the 1930s. Just visible through the paint were the words of newspaper clippings. Another showed Solomon’s Temple, a Victorian folly which overlooked the town. The temple itself was more like a sketch, the backdrop of greens and blues a mixture of paint and shreds of paper.

      Joyce wasn’t entirely sure what you would call the overall look of the room, but it was certainly stylish and calming, and had more than a touch of glamour. Perfect for those who found some of the more quirky choices elsewhere in the hotel a bit too ‘out there’.

      Dennis was behind the bar and had clearly spotted her admiring the room.

      ‘We finished this a month ago; I’m rather proud of it.’

      Joyce nodded approvingly. The bar stools were equally glamorous: white leather seats and a rail for feet which could have been designed with her exact height in mind. She gracefully stepped up and into the curve of the seat and crossed one leg over the other. Joyce wasn’t what anyone would call skinny, but she verged on slim and had curves in all the right places, coupled with a tendency to wear clothing tight enough to show off those curves in their full glory. Even Dennis, she noted, couldn’t help but watch as she arranged herself to ensure her best assets were on display.

      After all, she thought, you never know who might walk in. It might even be husband number four.

      Joyce had chosen an elegant black dress with a neckline that plunged low enough to need an oxygen tank and flippers. Large gold hoop earrings dangled from her lobes, while a necklace made of hundreds of hoops of varying sizes covered most of her décolletage. A matching bracelet hanging from each wrist looked a little like elegant shackles that she had only partially broken free of.

      Dennis now looked a little calmer, certainly less flustered than before. On the surface at least, he had recovered quickly from the shock of the day’s events. He certainly seemed as though the bar was his natural habitat, a place where he would feel most at ease and able to forget that earlier the same day, a body had been found in his own hotel. Joyce took this as a sign that he would be able to make her a superb cocktail; besides which, he was bound to want to impress the travelling companion of his best friend.

      She ran her eyes across the bottles on the long glass shelves behind the bar, tapping a fingernail on the counter as she took in the selection. If truth be told, she wanted Dennis to spot the polish: half jet black, half gold with a vibrant sparkle. Gins appeared to be a speciality here at The Lodge bar, but there was also a bourbon collection that she knew would satisfy Ginger’s tastes.

      After giving her a few minutes, Dennis spoke.

      ‘May I suggest a glass of Moët to begin? Once Ginger arrives, I can make you some cocktails I designed personally, but for now, you might prefer to relax with something a little more familiar.’

      ‘That sounds like a marvellous suggestion, Dennis.’ Her plummy speech had returned. Ginger always teased her about that, but Joyce felt that she was simply adapting to her surroundings, a verbal chameleon, if you will. She also knew she was as good as any lord or lady she had met and wasn’t going to have any of them look down on her. It was her firmly held opinion that she really did belong in the finer surroundings and in a past life had been a duchess, or maybe a king’s mistress.

      ‘Which of the Egyptian pyramids did you raid to get all that?’ Ginger pulled herself up onto the stool next to Joyce, never once taking her eyes off the gold that twinkled in the bar lights. ‘Is it real?’

      ‘You’ll never get close enough to find out,’ replied Joyce as she stretched out a hand for the champagne Dennis had finished pouring.

      ‘Oh, I don’t know, we are sharing a suite. I can give it the once-over before placing a pillow over…’

      ‘Ginger, darling,’ interrupted Dennis, ‘put the claws away. What would you like to drink, or can I assume you would like your usual?’

      ‘She knows she’s my new favourite person.’ Ginger winked at Joyce, who raised her glass at her.

      ‘I’m offended.’ Dennis placed a hand dramatically over his heart.

      ‘I said new; you’re my old favourite and always will be. Yes please, my usual, no one makes them quite like you.’

      ‘One Old Fashioned coming up.’

      ‘I assume you’re joining us?’ Ginger asked.

      ‘After a day like today? I’m going to spend as much of the evening as possible on that side of the bar
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