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      “I still think you’re being unnecessarily gloomy,” said Dorothy Martin, zipping up the collar of her light green wool coat as they walked. She’d bought it in the sale at the big department store in Great Malvern and found it quite fetching.

      Charity Cleveland, walking beside her, was adjusting her gloves, for the cold March wind whipped around them, making Dorothy’s ‘fair-hair-with-a-touch-of-grey’ - as she liked to call it - stick out at peculiar angles despite her best efforts with the hairspray that morning.

      The two old friends were walking along the top road in Great Malvern, with the massive Malvern Hills towering up on their left, and the town sweeping down the hill to their right - towards the Severn Valley.

      “I’m not being gloomy,” Charity replied, tucking a strand of her own iron-grey bob behind her ear, and her voice softened. “I’m just trying to be realistic, my dear. When did you hear of any of these travelling valuation events actually turning up a lost Rembrandt hiding in someone’s attic?”

      Dorothy turned to her and retorted triumphantly, “Mrs Hunter’s nephew went to one in Cheltenham and discovered his grandmother’s tea set was worth three hundred pounds!”

      Charity sighed. “Good for him. But three hundred pounds would barely cover a month’s service charge at Malvern View Village, Dorothy. And that’s assuming your heirlooms actually are valuable, which ..” Charity caught herself just in time, “which they might well be. I’m just saying we shouldn’t get our hopes up. I’ve told you already, I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed, and I do hate to see that!”

      “Oh, Charity, old thing!” said Dorothy, holding her collar to her cheek to withstand a particularly cold gust. “You don’t want to turn into a glass-half-empty sort of person! I know how much you care about everyone. Just let me try this thing out. If you’re right - then I’ll treat you to tea and cake at The Cake Stop Café!”

      “With the fourpence you earn?”

      “With the fourpence I earn,” grinned Dorothy.

      Charity smiled at her old friend, and they linked arms as they walked along together.

      A woman and her husband hurried along the pavement in their direction. “Two hundred pounds!” she said to her husband. “I’m sure I always thought that vase was worth a thousand at least.”

      “Two hundred pounds in the hand is worth more than a thousand pounds in the bush!” he smirked.

      “Just because you never liked it ..” snorted the woman. “I’m quite upset, actually. No really, I am. I don’t know that I should have let it go that easily ..” and they passed on up the road.

      “Goodness! What can that mean?” hissed Dorothy, who’d been listening avidly. She clutched the large canvas bag slung over her shoulder closer to her and patted it reassuringly. Inside, carefully wrapped in newspaper, were the few pieces she’d inherited from her mother: a small porcelain figurine, a pair of silver candlesticks that had always looked rather too grand on the mantelpiece, and a watercolour painting of a country scene that she’d never particularly liked but she’d kept because her mother had been fond of it.

      “Well, even if they’re not worth anything, it’ll be interesting to know their history,” Dorothy said, putting a brave face on it. “And it gets us out of the house on a Saturday. Better than sitting around fretting about whether we can afford to move or not.”

      Charity nodded. “You’re right there, dear!” She had to concede that point. The question of moving to Malvern View Retirement Village had been weighing heavily on both their minds lately. They’d been friends for so long, and they’d fallen into a pleasant routine of looking after each other. When Charity’s creeping arthritis - possibly the result of spending so many years on her knees tending her large garden - had started making her Nether Trotley cottage difficult to manage, they’d begun discussing moving somewhere with more support. Somewhere they could be together and not have to worry about lawn-mowing or frozen pipes.

      But the place they had their eyes on was somewhere horrendously expensive.

      Talking about being at home made Dorothy think of Toffee and Eddie. “Hope the dogs are ok,” she said. “I’m always afraid old Eddie will start going dulally and rip the house up.”

      “More likely to stare at the wall and not know where he is,” smiled Charity. “One of my neighbours in Nether Trotley - Elsie Larkin it was - she had a dog who went a bit dippy. He just seemed disorientated, poor thing. ‘’E don’t know which way is up!’ as Elsie put it. But Eddie’s fine, Dorothy! Don’t wish old age upon him.”

      “You’re right - he’s doing great. And I think young Toffee has been wonderful for him. But I can’t help looking ahead.”

      “Don’t meet trouble halfway! as my Dad always used to say. What you can do is look ahead to many more years of his company. As I do with Muffin and Sapphire and the rest of the cats. Cherish him!” Charity waved her arms expansively, “Enjoy him! We can’t go around waiting for our special people to drop off their perches - that would never do!”

      She paused to get her bearings. “Oh, there it is!” she pointed ahead to the hall, where a banner flapped in the wind: ANTIQUES VALUATION DAY - Expert Appraisals - Free Admission, it said.

      A small queue was slowly filing into the hall, huddled up and keen to get out of the blustery weather. Charity, who knew everyone who was anyone,  recognised several faces - mostly elderly folk from the surrounding villages. They were all clutching bags or boxes, and all with the same hopeful expression on their faces as Dorothy had.

      “Mrs Smedley,” Charity nodded to a woman at the tail end of the queue, a former dinner lady from the primary school - back when Nether Trotley had its own school - and now a stalwart of the parish church.

      “Miss Cleveland! Miss Martin!” Mrs Smedley beamed at them. “En’t this right exciting? I’ve brought my mother’s jewellery box.” She leaned closer. “They say he’s an expert from London, you know. Been on the telly and everything!”

      “Has he indeed?” Charity raised an eyebrow.

      “Oh yes! I saw the poster. ‘Mr Reginald Farthington-Smythe’,” she declaimed in a posh voice. “Quate distinguished. He’s done valuations all over the country.”

      “Fancy!” said Dorothy, sneakily impressed despite Charity’s misgivings.

      Mrs Smedley pushed the door open and was swallowed up by the hall, followed by Charity and Dorothy. The room was full of chatter, the usual smell of floor polish and coffee having been added to by the mustiness of old belongings brought out from attics and cupboards, now either reverently laid on a table or clutched to hopeful bosoms.

      Long tables had been set up around the room, with plenty of chairs for everyone. At the far end in front of the stage, behind the most important table, sat a tall man in his late fifties. He wore a burgundy velvet jacket and a ruffled shirt with a red spotted bow-tie, his neat grey hair balancing the eccentricity of his clothing. A pair of gold-rimmed spectacles hung on a chain around his neck.

      “That must be him,” Dorothy whispered. “He certainly looks the part.”

      “Hmm .. he does,” said Charity non-committally.

      They joined the queue snaking toward Mr Farthington-Smythe’s table. An earnest young woman with a clipboard was directing people, keeping things orderly. Every so often, the distinguished gentleman would pick up an item, peer at it through a jeweller’s magnifying glass, and then deliver his verdict in a voice clearly designed to carry across the room.

      “Eighteenth century? I’m afraid not, dear lady. This is a reproduction from the 1920s. Decorative, certainly, but worth perhaps twenty pounds at most.” The disappointed lady scooped up her item and shuffled away.

      “Victorian silver plate, not solid silver I’m afraid. Can you see the stamps here? Worth about fifteen pounds.” Another customer deflated.

      The man not far in front of Dorothy and Charity was next. “Ah, now this is interesting! This snuffbox appears to be genuine Georgian.” The expert turned the box over in his hands, lovingly opening and closing it. “I’d estimate its value at around two hundred pounds.” Eying the customer’s excited face, he leant forward and added confidentially, “If you’re interested in selling, I may be able to put you in touch with a buyer?”

      Charity’s ears pricked up. She watched carefully as the owner of the snuffbox - an elderly gentleman with a shock of white hair - beamed with pleasure.

      “Two hundred pounds! My word! Well, I don’t know … it’s been in the family for such a long time …”

      “Of course, of course. No pressure at all. I’m happy to write my contact details down for you. You can think it over.” Mr Farthington-Smythe’s smile was warm and avuncular. “I could offer you a hundred and fifty pounds cash if you wanted to sell today. It saves you all the bother of auction fees, you understand.” He tilted his head with empathy.

      “Cash? Well, that is tempting …”

      “Take your time. I’ll be here for another few hours.” He looked to the next customer.

      Charity and Dorothy edged forward in the queue. They watched as a parade of hopeful owners received mostly disappointing news. A Victorian oil lamp: fifty pounds. A set of Royal Doulton china: thirty pounds per place setting, but - with several pieces chipped - perhaps eighty pounds for the lot. A collection of costume jewellery: “Charming, but valueless, I’m afraid.”

      Finally, it was Dorothy’s turn. She carefully unwrapped her items and laid them on the table.

      Mr Farthington-Smythe picked up the porcelain figurine first - a shepherdess in a blue dress with a little lamb at her feet. He turned it over, examined the base with his loupe, then set it down with a slight smile.

      “Dresden, but a later copy. Perhaps 1940s. Worth about twenty-five pounds.”

      Dorothy’s face fell slightly but she nodded. She still had hopes. “And the candlesticks?”
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