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“Riaffort’s here,” Clareen Simmon’s voice came through the intercom speaker.

“Send him on back,” I wondered what he wanted. He hadn’t called for a business appointment. It was too early for lunch. It wasn’t like Riaffort Richards to take time out of his business day for a social call. His law practice placed too many demands on his time to allow that.

Clareen added in a low voice, “He has someone with him,” after they’d left her desk. I waited the twenty seconds it would take them to get from my administrative manager’s desk to my office.

Riaffort and a man I didn’t know arrived at my doorway and waited for me to invite the two in. I waved to them and said, “Counselor, to what do I owe this honor?”

“An introduction to a client of mine, and possibly a client of yours,” Riaffort’s smile seemed genuine as he introduced us. “Sydell J. Harrell, I’d like you to meet Sir Edward Claypool-Smyth. Sir Edward is new to Florida. He’s recently purchased a vacation home in Palm Bay. As I’m sure you’ve guessed, Sir Edward is from England.”

We extended our hands. The physical contrast between my two guests could hardly have been greater. Riaffort’s light ebony skin looked darker next to the pale-pasty white of his friend. Sir Edward’s body, short, fireplug-like, featured a head topped with thinning red hair, attached directly to his pudgy frame by an almost non-existent neck. A slim 6’2”, Riafford towered over the man of less than five-and-a-half feet. Raiford’s deep brown eyes showed a strength that Sir Edward’s light green pupils lacked. The only commonality was each had gray flecking in their hair.

Edward’s handshake was firm. I greeted him with my southernese, “Hey, glad to know you.”

“It’s my pleasure,” he replied.

I accompanied them two my conference table and suggested, “Won’t you be seated?”

Riaffort immediately began explaining the reason for their visit. “While I helped Sir Edward with some legal issues, he mentioned a problem he had, and I thought you might be the man who could help him. I know Sir Edward’s problem isn’t exactly what you do, but it is something you might have Trotter handle.” Riafford glanced at Sir Edward’s questioning expression and explained, “Trotter is one of Mr. Harrell’s operatives.” Riaffort continued, “I wanted to get the two of you together so you could explore if an arrangement can be made.”

I nodded and asked, “How can I help you Sir Edward?”

“Please, call me Eddie,” the man said without smiling. “I have a rather special article that I fear needs safe-guarding by a professional. I wish to transfer it to the States and keep it in my home here in Florida. I want someone to pick it up in England and escort it back here. Could you arrange for that? I am willing to pay quite well for the service.”

“We can probably come up with something we can agree on. What kind of an item is it?” I pulled a legal pad from the table drawer and prepared to take notes. “I take it that the item is valuable and has some special issues in transporting it. Is it like...a special car? A race horse?” I waited for his answer.

“No, Mr. Harrell, nothing so large. The container it’s kept in is a fifty-centimeter cube. The entire weight doesn’t exceed fifteen kilos.” Sir Edward used his hands to show the box’s size as he spoke.

“Oh. Then it is of large financial worth?” I asked.

“It has some reasonable value in pounds sterling. One gem, a ruby, is embedded in the ceramics. The real worth is in its historic value to my family. It is a present from the queen and actually represents the source of our family’s nobility. Besides the heritage there are other potential values. It is a ceramic replica of the hat Lord Admiral Horatio Nelson wore during the naval Battle of Trafalgar. Our family, specifically, a great-great-grandparent rescued the hat when it was returned from Gibraltar with Nelson’s body. It was presented to my ancestor as a token of appreciation along with knighthood.” A bit of pomposity slipped into Sir Edward’s tone as he asked, “Are you familiar with English history, Slydell?”

I returned the conversation from the sporting fields of Oxford to the cattle pastures of central Florida. “Who in the hell is Slydell? Call me Sly or SJ. No, Eddie, not very. I know a lot about the British in the World Wars and the interfaces with the Revolutionary War. Other than that, all I know are a few isolated facts.”

“Well, Sly,” Sir Edward grinned. “English history is fascinating. Let me tell you ab—”

Riaffort interrupted, “I’m afraid that will have to wait. I have to be in court this afternoon and have prep work to do. Why don’t you two exchange email addresses and phone numbers? You can set up a dinner with your significant others and see if it works for both of you.”

I handed Sir Edward a business card while he wrote his information on a slip of paper. I asked, “Eddie, since that isn’t big or heavy, why don’t you bring it back the next time you go home to England?”

Sir Edward and Riaffort stared hard at each other for several seconds before, Edward said. “I won’t be returning to my home for at least a year. I’m responsible for its safe-guarding and must have it close to my presence.”

The look told me there was more to the story than I’d been told. A lot more.
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“Where do you suggest?” I asked.

“How about The Tides?” Dennia suggested. “Or Maison Martinique. Maison has a lot of Mediterranean dishes. They might be more comfortable with them. I’m sure they spend time on the Riviera.”

“Maison Martinique it is.” I picked up the phone to return Sir Edwards call.

After we exchanged hellos and ritual small talk, I suggested the restaurant. We agreed to meet there the next day for super. It was then he asked a question I wasn’t ready for. “Does the restaurant have security?”

“Security? Why do we need it?” I asked.

Silence. After several seconds he answered. “I’ve heard about the crime in America. Lady Glenda is quite concerned.”

Reasonable, I thought. “That’s in big cities, like New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, and San Francisco. They used to be the country’s mansions on the hill. They’ve become the country’s cesspools lately. In Vero Beach, we still lock up criminals.”

“Good. That’s good.” There was a reticence remaining in his voice.

“Is there something else?” I asked.

“I don’t suppose there are private rooms?”

“Yes, but they are generally reserved for larger parties than four people.” I hesitated then inquired, “Is there some other reason? Besides the crime you’ve heard of in American cities?”

Silence, again. Finally, he told me, “Old chap, I’m a bit...let’s say superstitious. My astrological forecast is quite dire today. It mentions violence...that kind of thing.”

I definitely believed he was trying to blow smoke up my ass. However, I asked, “Did Riaffort tell you anything about my past, what I did for a living?”

“Yes, he described you as a kind of American James Bond.”

“That’s an exaggeration to the tenth power, but I have some skills in that area. I have a license to carry...a gun. I can guarantee we won’t need it, but I’ll pack it. You and Lady Glenda can be completely assured we won’t see any thugs or rioters. But, if they show, they’ll have a short life expectancy.”

“Is 7:30 agreeable?” Sir Edward asked.

“Yes, I’ll send the address to your email.”

I felt Dennia’s hand on my shoulder, “What was that about?”

“I haven’t the foggiest,” I answered.

She smiled, “Well, from your description of Sir Edward, I feared this would be a dry, stuffy evening. My thinking might have been all wrong.”
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“I told you there was no hurry.” Dennia, smirked. “Society types are all the same, whether it’s London, England or LaBelle, Florida.”

I looked at my watch. “You mean they’re fashionably late?”

“You’re bloody well right, governor.” It was Dennia’s best Angela Lansbury imitation. “Do you know what he’s driving?”

“No idea,” I said and looked at my watch again. Our guests were fifteen minutes late.

“You better check with the maître d.’ We don’t want to lose our table.” Dennia’s deep green eyes had the I told you so twinkle in them. She looked past me, and her eyebrows lifted. “I do believe they’ve arrived.” She pointed.

The Jaguar pulled up to the restaurant entrance and a valet hustled to open the passenger door. Lady Glenda rotated her legs out of the sports car and unfolded them. Lady Glenda was not what I’d expected. Dennia switched her gaze from Sir Edward who struggled out of the driver’s seat. After seconds, Dennia pronounced, “Trophy wife.”

Lady Glenda was as tall as me without her six-inch stiletto heels. Her long raven-black hair rested on slim olive-skinned shoulders. Her dark eyes said Spain more than Britannia. Her figure and face corroborated Dennia’s evaluation. Lady Glenda’s tight, white sheath clung to her bosom by means of a narrow strap that went behind her neck, her back...bare an inch past the demands of modesty. Dennia advised me to, “Close your mouth, Sly.”

The age difference? As startling as the appearance. I mumbled in Dennia’s ear, “Fifteen years?”

“More like twenty,” she corrected. As they walked toward us, Dennia added, “You see it? A greyhound and an English bulldog,” through smiling clenched teeth. I didn’t laugh, but it was hard.

I greeted them “Good evening, Sir Edward. Lady Glenda.”

As we went through introductions, I watched two beautiful women size each other up. I’d value Dennia’s opinion of Lady Glenda...and Sir Edward. She has a keen instinct when meeting people for the first time. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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It was extraordinary. I have a keen interest in what surrounds me. My adult life, much of it, revolved around being vigilant. It helped keep me alive through many of the dangerous activities I’d engaged in. Sir Edward exceeded my vigilance in a seemingly threatless situation.

He requested we wait for a table located in a windowless corner of the restaurant. He maneuvered his position at the table so his back faced the wall, and his vision could focus on the entrance. Sir Edward’s nervous eyes flitted to each new patron visiting the restaurant. It was an obsession.

His wife presented an opposite. The lady, confident and completely oblivious of her surroundings, chatted with Dennia. Lady Glenda readily volunteered a volume of information including the fact there were seventeen years difference in her and her husband’s ages. She had experience in drinking. Her flexible elbow downed three Manhattans before I finished my first Jack and water. Her assertive nature showed as the alcohol disappeared. Despite the confidence, almost swagger, she exuded, there was a restlessness in her. It was apparent the lady got what she wanted and expressed that verbally and with mannerisms she exhibited. Her conversation provided the thread that led to what our relationship would be about.

“Do you live in Vero Beach?” Glenda asked. 

I answered her. “Actually, no. I live on a cattle ranch a long hour’s drive away. It’s near a small town...Kenansville. You never heard of it. Cattle, alligators, and rattlesnakes are our neighbors.” 

Lady Glenda smiled, “I know all about living in a remote region. Claypool Manor, that’s my husband’s ancestral land, is in Malmesbury. You Yanks would call it in the boondocks.”

“That’s pretty countryside,” I stated.

“You know where Malmesbury is?” Sir Edward sounded astounded.

“And...where would that be?” Lady Glenda asked. Her eyes told me she doubted I’d ever been to the area.

“Southwest England. It’s halfway between Cheltenham on the north and Bath on the south. I’ve driven through Malmesbury. If I remember correctly, it’s one of the oldest shires in Britain. I think it is among the prettiest parts of your island.” I watched his surprise and her acknowledgement. I asked, “Ancestral land? Would you share how long it has belonged to your family, Sir Edward.”

For the first time Sir Edward lost his preoccupation with arriving restaurant clientele. His focus became the story he told us. “We’ve had Claypool since the early 1800s. We’re late comers by royalty standards. The issue I hope you will undertake for me relates directly to how my family acquired its lands. And...has maintained them. It’s the reason I asked if you are familiar with English history. Sly, what do you know about Lord Admiral Nelson?”

“He is the greatest British naval hero of all time. He won the battle of Trafalgar which ended Napoleon’s plans to invade England. His statue rests in Trafalgar square in London. That’s about it,” I observed.

“Very good. Few people outside the Isles know that much. Lord Nelson was a brilliant leader of men, and his tactics were studied by naval colleges to the present day. Those tactics triumphed at Trafalgar. He took a significantly inferior sized fleet and defeated Napoleon’s combined French and Spanish fleets. What few people know, is that Nelson lost his life in that battle. A sharpshooter aboard one of the French vessels shot and killed him. After the battle the triumphant British fleet put into Gibraltar. Despondent, the remaining officers searched for a way to preserve his body for its return to England. My ancestor served as a line officer for the Admiral and lost an eye in the battle. He was one of the group that decided to preserve Admiral Nelson’s body by placing it in a barrel filled with brandy. Part of Steven Claypool’s duties were to act as an honor guard during the fleet’s return. When the fleet was in sight of England, they brought the barrel to the deck and placed it next to the wheel to figuratively steer the fleet on its return. It was covered by the flag that flew on his ship during the battle. On top they laid the Admiral’s hat. While they were still some distance from port, the hat went over the side when a sudden gust of wind blew through the ship. Lieutenant Steven Claypool dove over the side without hesitation. He rescued the Admiral’s hat. As a result of that act and valor during battle, the crown knighted him, and he received a grant for the lands that are Claypool Manor today.” 

“Impressive,” I said. “Is that when the ceramic copy of the hat was presented to your ancestor?”

“No, no. There is a lot more to the story. Because of Steven’s wounds, he was reassigned, and the man became guardian of the naval museum. The artifacts preserved there were articles from Admiral Nelson’s career including his hat. When Nelson’s family requested and received many of the great man’s possessions, they were given them. That included the hat. Unlike many of these items, an item on the hat had value far beyond the historic worth. A chelengh was given to Nelson by a Turkish Sultan to celebrate his victory at the Battle of the Nile in 1798. It had over a hundred diamonds and other valuable stones adorning it. The Admiral always wore it on his hat. When the hat was used in frequent ceremonial purposes, first Steven Claypool, then his male heirs accepted the responsibility of guarding this treasure for the family. Claypool’s preformed a guardianship over those treasures in some manner until the family sold them to the national museum in 1929.” Sir Edward sighed. “Tradition is difficult to kill in Britain. The Claypools continued their shadow protection of the artifact even while in the museum.”

“Is that when your family was given the ceramic copy?” Dennia asked.

“No. Another strange twist caused that happening.” Sir Edward drummed his fingertips on the table. “In 1951, jewel thieves stole the hat and chelengh from a case in the museum. My great-great-great-grandfather, Sir Phillip Claypool-Smyth swore an oath he would reclaim the Admiral’s Hat or die in the pursuit. He did just that. Sir Phillip spent every moment he was awake in its pursuit. He bribed half the London underworld to find out who had it and where it was kept. When he staged a raid with three friends, he got his hands on the hat and clung to it so tightly the thieves couldn’t pry it away. They did detach the chelengh and it hasn’t been seen since.” He paused, smiled, and nodded to Dennia. “Now dear lady, I’ll tell you how my family came to possess the ceramic version. The Crown spewed praise on poor, dead, Sir Phillip, and the family. They added to the holdings we have at Claypool Manor and as a token of their esteem, they had the ceramic copy produced by a curator of the museum who was skilled in the process. A single large ruby was recessed in it. Clayton Claypool received the award from a young Queen Elizabeth. Since then, the hat has been passed from eldest surviving male heir to eldest surviving male heir. It is our most valuable family heirloom.”

“That’s quite a tale, Sir Edward,” Dennia observed.

A thinly designed smirk covered Glenda’s features as she spoke, “That’s not all of the story. And, the remainder makes it much more interesting...doesn’t it dear?”

“I suppose,” Sir Edward frowned as he spoke. “There is a bit of lore attached to the ceramic piece. After a year, the police confirmed the thieves had an inside accomplice. That accomplice turned out to be the curator. Cedric Chapman was his name. The one that molded the ceramics. That much is proven fact. The police discovered him in a London alley, horribly beaten and tortured. He lived long enough to say a clue to finding the chelengh was on the ceramic piece. He wanted to deny the prize to the rest of the culprits who killed him. London Yard surmised the curator hid the jewels knowing they would be too hot to dispose of for a period of time after the robbery. Careful examinations of the piece have turned up nothing. The portion I just told you is fable, or so we believe.”

Lady Glenda’s loud laugh carried a bit of sarcasm. “You left out some of the most important parts of the fable, dearie.” She looked at me, too brazenly; a look at Dennia confirmed my opinion. “The first sixty years the ceramic monstrosity only changed hands three times. It was the world’s most perfect dust collector. Suddenly, in 2015, all that has changed. A historian asked to examine the piece. Eddie’s oldest brother allowed him to view it. The man examined it, said he found nothing of interest, and left Claypool. When George called the historian’s office at Oxford, surprise, there was no historian in residence named Wadsworth Wellington. There never had been. No one has found out one thing about him since. Then things began happening.” Glenda ran her index finger across her throat. “Sir George died six weeks later. He took a walk in a park in Cheltenham. Never met his wife at the restaurant. The constables found him in the johnny, his pants around his ankles and his throat slit. Robbery the constables deduced. However, he still had his Schaffhausen on his wrist. Enter younger brother, Stafford. He too had bad luck. Somehow, he fell onto a hay fork while doing something in the barn. It wasn’t work, Stafford suffered from an allergy; if work came close, he developed flight syndrome. Right, Eddie?”

Sir Edward frowned but remained silent.

“Come, come let our host know. Sir Edward is the second youngest of the six Claypool-Smyth surviving boys. The oldest four? Kaput in six years! That ceramic piece of...bull pucky, it’s as deadly as the Ebola virus. Sir Edward is moving to a healthier climate, he hopes. All his brothers died of accidents...well, except for the murder of Sir George. One drowned in his bathtub, the fourth was the victim of a hit-and-run driver while he jogged. Let’s see, one, two three, four,” she pointed at her husband, “five.”

“My goodness, why don’t you simply get rid of it. Donate it to a museum. Something.” Dennia looked like she smelled something other than fresh fish.

“I can answer that too. The ruby in the ceramic is worth 10,000£. That’s not chump change. We’re well off, but nobody is that well off. But the real secret is if the lore, what Eddie called his tale, is true, that little trinket would be worth millions of your dollars. Worth keeping around wouldn’t you agree?”

“Excuse my wife,” Sir Edward stared coldly at Lady Glenda. “She believes she handles her liquor better than she does.”

I looked at Lady Glenda; the lady didn’t exhibit a pinhead of shame. “I wouldn’t worry, Sir Edward, your wife made an excellent point. That kind of money pays a big booze bill for a full year.” 

“You’d consider going to England and returning here with it?”

“Sir Edward, it would be my pleasure! Dennia never traveled out of London before. I’d like to show her the area. As far as how much pleasure I need to enjoy the trip, shall we discuss that tomorrow. I see our meals are on the way to our table.
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“Sure, I’d like to make the trip.” Dennia took a sip of coffee. We sat on the veranda of my ranch house while waiting for breakfast. We were discussing our dinner the evening before, the Claypool-Smyths, and my possible commitment to acting as a high-priced mule to carry the ceramic hat from England to the US. “My question is why do you want to take this on?” 

“I’m looking at this like a paid vacation. Sir Edward pays all our expenses plus another, let’s say, ten grand. We get a week to ten days in the British Isles. You are always talking about seeing Scotland and those old English Castles. We go over early. Do our sight-seeing tour. We pick up the hunk of mud the day we leave and have it the US before anyone can make plans to snatch it. I have some doubts that a real threat exists, but... I can use the break and there isn’t anything going on in the office that Trotter can’t handle.” I sipped coffee. “You think of a reason I shouldn’t?”

“If it works out that way, fine.” The caution in Dennia’s voice lit an amber light in my mind. Her concerns and evaluations of people were uncannily accurate.

“You think there is more to the story than we were told?” I asked.

“Certainly.”

“I agree. That’s why I’ll limit my services to transport of the ceramic piece from A to B.”

Dennia didn’t say it, but the doubt in her face showed it.

“I promise. No getting drug into some complicated plot this time.” I crossed my heart with my index finger.

Dennia circled the top of her coffee mug with one finger. She focused on a blue heron wadding at the edge of the pond while she constructed a response. Finally, her pupils moved to me. “I think the whole scenario has more to it than we know. You know me. I believe people make the situations where they find themselves. Sir Edward? Lady Glenda? Who are they? I don’t think we know. You saw how jumpy he was last night. I’ve seen a cat in a cage with a pit bull that looked more comfortable. What has Sir Edward so spooked, particularly in a place he had nothing to fear, he wanted to crawl out of his skin.” She picked up her cup, stared at the black liquid, and set it down without drinking. “Then there’s Lady Glenda. I have the feeling she’s a good actress. The woman is very smart. My guess is we’ll find she is a lioness who’d eat her cubs if it benefitted her, and there aren’t many like that. And, I’d guess their relationship is limited to ten minutes a couple times a week. The vibes I got...zero affection exists between those two.”

“You think I should walk away?”

“No,” Dennia shrugged her shoulders, “If I said yes, it wouldn’t make a difference. The whole thing intrigues you. You’ve made your mind up. You’re as stubborn as I am.”

Dennia was right on all her observations. I needed to do some additional research. I thought of the Foxxes, my computer tech genius couple. “What if I ask Val and Russ to do background check on the Claypool-Smyths?”

“I’d feel better,” Dennia answered.
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“Where are you?” I asked.

“Would you believe Cabot Cove, Maine? We wanted to see if the real town was as inviting as the place described in Murder She Wrote.” Valerie Foxx’s alto sounded as always; rational, controlled, and intelligent. She asked, “Do you remember the series?”

“Sure. My parents never missed an episode. Even if they hadn’t, you could hardly miss seeing the series on the net.” I asked the obvious, “Well, is it?”

“Yes, it is. Russ and I were talking, and we agree it is one of those places that doesn’t disappoint.” Val chuckled, “No, we haven’t seen Angela Lansbury jogging around town. I’m sure that isn’t what you want to know. What do you want? We could use an extra infusion of cash right now.”

“I’ve got a request to do a project for a man, that I see may have some yellow flags associated. Before I fly off to England and get wet, I want to know what might be lurking in the water.” I heard Val rustling paper through the cell phone speaker as I spoke.

“You want a background check. That shouldn’t be any problem. Russ spent a lot of time in London and Manchester, so he knows his way around their systems. He’s out fishing for strippers with a man he met. Give me what information you have on him, and I’ll get Russ started as soon as he gets back.”

“The man’s name is Edward Claypool-Smyth. That’s Smyth spelled with a ‘y’ not an ‘i.’ He’s hereditary nobility, so it’s actually Sir Edward.” I gave her a chance to write. “He’s early fifty’s, has a wife...Lady Glenda...she’s seventeen years younger. They have an estate near Malmesbury. Claypool Manor. He wants me to transport a family heirloom that has some cloak and dagger associated with it. Since I’m taking Dennia along, I want to avoid any dangerous complications.”

“Royalty? I don’t think he’ll need anything else, Sly. If this guy wasn’t blowing smoke about that, there is probably volumes of info exist that Russ can access.” I heard a noise, probably her dropping a pen on a table. “When do you need this? Next six or seven days?”

“That would be fine.” 

I could hear her tapping a keyboard in the background. “Ahhhh, This Sir Edward guy and his family’s been in the news recently, you know about that. That’s why you’re interested. There are a lot of news articles in the past three years. Being a Claypool-Smyth isn’t a healthy condition as of late.” 

I cleared my throat, “Yeh! Like I said, I want to know more about what I’m getting into.”

The cell microphone committed, “You’ll have either a progress report or the whole thing in four days. If the striper fishing is very good, I can do this one myself.”
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“How long are you planning to be gone?” Trotter asked.

“About ten days,” I answered. After a quick reconsideration, I amended, “Unless Dennia wants to stay longer. She’s talked about wanting to go to Ireland. I guessing, but four more days.”

Trotter jumped from the “topless” Jeep as we rolled to a stop at a gate between two pastures on the ranch. “I don’t see any problems around here. Do you have the paper done on the load of steers for Armor Meats this month?” He swung the gate open, and I pulled my CJ5 through. As he stepped up in front of the passenger’s seat, he added. “If you’re a little late, they’ll need shipping, and I’ll need it.” He folded his 6’4” frame into the ‘bucket.’

“I’ll be back before they need to go.”

Trotter lowered his chin and stared at me from under his brows. It was a look of no confidence.

I nodded, “I’ll make sure the paperwork is filled out except for those items that can’t be completed until the cattle are on the truck.”

Trotter touched his Stetson with a finger acknowledging my answer.

We sat in silence as the Jeep traced the sand tracks the ruts made through the unimproved pasture. The trail avoided big clumps of palmettoes, individual pines, and groupings of scrubby oak. Quail scurried into a patch of gall berries, an armadillo trotted across the ruts, and a family of deer sprinted across the field, their white tails at full flag. We were on our way to fire up a pump and refill water troughs for our herd of ‘Brangus’ cattle in a pasture without a pond. 

A quarter mile ahead I saw the pump house nestled at the edge of a small oak stand. The galvanized watering troughs reflected morning sunlight and were the targets at which the road aimed. A dozen plus cattle milled around, waiting for the Jeep to magically make something to drink appear.

Trotter broke the silence, “Why did you take the job?”

“Two reasons. Riafford wanted me to do it as a favor. I owe him a few. The other reason, Dennia wants to see some of merry old England. She’s been to London a couple of times, but never in the countryside. Sherwood Forest. Castles on the Atlantic coastline. Those kind of things. It will be a paid vacation.”

“You ain’t a messenger boy,” Trotter said disapprovingly.

I grinned. “Haven’t you ever picked up a loaf of bread for a friend when you went to a grocery? I look at it that way. Dennia and I are picking up that loaf of bread on our way back from vacation.”

“You told me this guy is scared to do it himself. I don’t see being a target for some scared dude is worth it.”  

I shook my head. “It’s not like that. I can’t see any danger. No one over there will know we are even in the country to pick up the package until the day we show up. That will be an hour before it goes in my hands. If anyone is trying to get their paws on the ceramic trinket it will give them zero planning time. Dennia and I will be on a flight home in less than twelve hours.”

Trotter just stared at me.

“Don’t worry! I think the whole thing is a string of coincidences. Sir Edward has a bad case of cold feet.” I tried to sound unconcerned. That would not be true until the Foxx’s background check nestled in my hands.

The stare continued, so I changed the subject. “There might be something at the office. We have a possibility of doing a recovery job for the Smithsonian. If Carleen gets anything, I’ll have her give you a call. Take a look at it. If you think it has good possibilities, get a hold of me. Use your judgement.”

“If it is like what you’ll be doing, I’ll tell the Smithsonian to pound salt.” He pointed ahead of the Jeep. “Slow down unless you want to build a new pump house.”

I jerked my head around. We were rapidly approaching the end of the road but in no danger of colliding with the structure. I took my foot off the accelerator and let the CJ5 slow. The ruts ended next to a large grouping of tightly packed palmettoes. I braked us to a stop three feet from the overhanging fronds.

After turning off the ignition, I told Trotter, “Go unlock the door and I’ll bring the gas can for fueling the generator.” 

He was out of the Jeep and halfway around it before I had the keys removed from the dash, and before I started to step down backward to the ground. As I was in process, Trotter yelled, “Freeze!” 

I clung to the steering wheel with one hand and the metal body with the other arresting my downward motion. One foot stopped eighteen inches from the sand. On cue I heard a familiar, a dreaded, a frightening sound. “Buzzzzzzz.” The rattling of an Eastern Diamondback isn’t an event rarity on my ranch. But, it is seldom a welcome one. 

Trotter quickly retraced his steps to and past the passenger side door opening. He reached into the rear of the CJ5 and removed our varmint repellent. A Browning automatic 12 gage shotgun effectively removed dangers like the one coiled beneath me. Trotter continued to my side of the Jeep. He said, “I got a safe shot at its head. Don’t move.”

Trotter kneeled and pointed the barrel at the fat five-footer in its “S” shaped striking pose. Its head two feet from my dangling leg.

“Blam!”

Headless, dead snake.

Trotter grinned as he swung the barrel away from me and the Jeep. “Never know when the danger you don’t see will flat bite you in the ass.”

It was a warning worth heeding.
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“We aren’t going to get all this in, are we?” It wasn’t a question that Dennia asked, it was a statement of resignation. 

She’d been busy searching the Internet. Dennia had mined gold. I’d seen flyers and brochures on places we’d agreed to visit in the vicinity of Claypool Manor. Malmesbury Abbey, Wardour Castle, Sudley Castle, Nunney Castle, and the Roman Ruins at Bath were in close driving distance. Not so Loch Ness, Edinburgh Castle, Edinbourgh, the Scottish Highlands, the Hogwarts train, and the town of Aberdeen. They were all in Scotland, and though a reasonable drive, time consuming. Killarney, King John’s Castle, Galway, Terra Nova Fairy Garden required the short flight to Ireland. I stopped thumbing through the stack one third of the way through. 

“Nope,” I said and made the rules as I spoke. “We have ten days including over and back. The day over we stay in London. I have to allow a day to pick up the old admiral’s hat and we have a day to fly back. It will take three days to the see what we’ve agreed to that is near Claypool. It will take a day to get to Scotland or Ireland and a day to return. That leaves two days in either one to sightsee. Pick one and we’ll come back and see the other another time.”

Dennia sighed and said, “I’d really like to kiss the Blarney Stone, but that will have to wait. Scotland. All those old castles. Who knows, we might hit the timing right and catch Brigadoon.” 

We both laughed as my cell phone played Dixie.

Val Foxx answered my hello.

“I have your background check. It’s long, very long, so I’m sending it attached to an email.” Val knew the face I’d be making at the mention of a long document. “Relax. I’m calling you to summarize and call your attention to what I think you’ll believe is important. Ready?”

I borrowed Dennia’s pen and the legal pad Dennia had been making notes on, flipped over to a fresh page, and said, “I’m ready. Shoot.”

“Okay. I have this broken into three parts. What I found out about Sir Edward’s and his wife’s personal history. What I found out about their finances. And...what I found out about the recent history of the piece of clay I’m guessing you’ll be bringing to the US.” Val waited for me to acknowledge.

“That’s good, start anywhere you want.”

“Let’s start with his finances. You won’t have to worry about getting paid. He’s good for anything you charge him. His liquid finances are better than three million pounds. That doesn’t include real estate, and two businesses he owns. Claypool Manor is in a trust. It was originally left to the six brothers; there are no sisters. It has twenty-three bedrooms. The brothers all live there or did until four got snuffed. They share servants, horses, and a reputation as snobby gentry. The property is some of the best in that part of England according to the rating I saw. Four hundred plus acres. Like I said, you’ll get paid. Unlike his relatives, Sir Edward pays his bills on time.”

“That’s good to know. Next.” I hadn’t written a thing.

“Here’s the history on Sir Edward. He’s fifty-four. You’ve seen him so I won’t go into that, other than to say he’s lost forty pounds in the last six months. There’s more on that I’ll go into later. He’s an Oxford grad. He’s known as a very hard worker but not overly bright. A solid average from what I could find out. He and Lady Glenda haven’t any children. His first business was and is Claypool Cutlery. It’s high-end stuff. That line covers everything from dinner utensils to ceremonial swords. He started it as a hobby, but has made it a good paying business. Sir Edward has over a third of the prestige market in England and twenty percent on the continent. His company trademark is crossed battle axes. That’s what he does. Sir Edward builds and collects model trains as a second hobby. He owns racetracks. Horse and auto. Inherited them from his mother’s side. According to MarketWatch and Barron’s UK they’re solid. Edward’s the majority stockholder. As for Lady Glenda, she has what Sir Edward provides and that’s a lot. There is a prenup. She’s thirty-seven, has the equivalent to a high school education. Lady Glenda has a temper and can be rough around the edges according to gossip columns. Edward’s mother didn’t approve, but... If she cheat’s, divorces him, or if he’s murdered, she gets nothing. He was smart enough to eliminate an early demise at her hands. An article in the London Times remarked about her contribution to the marriage. I’m reading their catty quote. The soon-to-be Lady Glenda Maureen Claypool is the former Miss Glenda Mardell, noted retired model. She brings a magnificent figure and impeccable taste in clothes to the wedding. Not too flattering. In short...people like him, her, not so much.” She hesitated then said, “Got that?”

“Yes.” I finished scribbling a few notes.

“Now to what will interest you. It’s short and not sweet.” Valerie cleared her throat and said, “How much history did Sir Edward tell you?”

“Quite a bit. I know how the family got their lands and nobility.”

“You know about the theft of the hat and its return?” Valerie asked.

“Yes, and the whole thing about the chelengh,” I said.

“About it not being found?”

I hesitated a few seconds, then tried to save some time by volunteering the rest of what I knew. “I know the chelengh wasn’t found. Sir Edward told me the curator of the museum it was stolen from participated in the theft and evidently got beaten to death by the gang who he helped steal it. He said there was some kind of clue connected to the ceramic replica, but no one has been able to figure out what. The Admiral’s hat is passed down from father to eldest surviving male heir. No problems were attached for sixty years. Now, in the last few years, whoever ends up inheriting it ends up dead.” 

“I’ll take it from there,” Valerie said, interrupting what little else I knew. “The situation changed when some guy asked to examine the ceramic piece for his university, except he was a fake. Anyway, Edward’s oldest brother was murdered within a couple months.”

“I knew that,” I said.

“Did you know his throat was slit?” Val asked.

“Yes.”

“And that he was brutally tortured?”

My attention peaked quickly. “I did not know that. I was told the law thought the burglary caused his death. That doesn’t equate with what they did to him.”

“Did you know brother number two took a pitchfork in the chest after all his fingers were broken and a blow torch was used on tender parts of his body?”

I whistled. “Pitchfork...yes. Torture...no. How in the hell is that classified as an accident?”

“Who told you that?” Val laughed sarcastically.

“My client’s wife.”

“It’s listed by the Malmesbury police as an unsolved murder. I
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