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For Ashoka and her grandparents,
and for grandparents and
grandchildren everywhere.









CHAPTER ONE


BOOM! Nani Arrives!


I’m Rani, Rani Ramgoolam, and I love writing stories. Not made-up stories about made-up things, but real-life stories about real people and the exciting things that happen all around us. I think that finding a good story is a bit like unearthing ancient pottery, cleaning it up and piecing all the bits together. Then research as many facts about it as possible before presenting it for everyone to enjoy in a museum like the one Mum curates. She calls me a story archaeologist but she knows that I really want to be an investigative journalist.


The local newspaper, the Camberford Herald, had recently announced a Junior Journalist competition with a prize of a £100 book voucher and the winning entry printed in the paper itself. I’d been looking for a brilliant story to report but my notebook was still blank. The closing date was in nine days but the story would have to wait. It was Saturday, the first day of the Easter holidays, and one of my favourite people in the whole wide world was on her way!


BLOW YOUR NOSE! PULL UP YOUR SOCKS!


“Shush, Cookie! And get out of there!” I flapped my hands in an attempt to stop my African grey parrot from pecking every piece of fruit in the fruit bowl. Just then the door flew open with a bang.


KAKAKAKAKAKAKAAA! screeched Cookie as Nani exploded into the kitchen. The parrot launched into the air in a flurry of grey feathers, mango juice dripping from his beak.


“Nani!” I yelled, running over to her as she breezed into the room, sari swirling.


“Mo Coco!” Nani grabbed my shoulders and kissed me on both cheeks, gold earrings swinging as she ducked to avoid Cookie who was now flapping around the kitchen wailing like a police siren.


WAOW-WAOW-WAOW-WAOW-WAOW!


“Quiet, Cookie!” I called as I hugged Nani. “You’ll give Nani a headache!”


QUIET, COOKIE! STOP THAT, COOKIE! SHUSH, COOKIE! he screeched in response, swooping over Nani’s head to land on the curtain rail above the door. MURDER! MURDER! CALL THE COPS!
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“Ki manyer? How are you?” said Dad, putting a lid on the spaghetti sauce he was making, then coming over to greet Nani with a kiss on each cheek. He stopped and stared as Mum staggered into the kitchen after her, dragging two ginormous suitcases. “I thought you were just staying until the summer holidays!” He laughed. “I didn’t realise you were moving in.”


“Moving in?” repeated Nani as Mum gave Dad a Look before he said anything else cheeky. “This is just essentials.” She flung open one of the cases to reveal tubs of pickles, chicken curry, vanilla teabags, preserved vegetables and a stack of soft roti. I tried not to laugh as Mum’s face went a funny colour.


“Ayo, Mother! I told you not to bring food! You could have got into so much trouble at the airport. I asked Anishka to check your case before you left!”


AYO! AYO! AYO! screeched Cookie, bobbing up and down on the curtain rail.


“Oh, Anu, I packed two cases!” Nani grinned. “Your sister checked the wrong one. Besides, why would I get into trouble for feeding my family? You are all far too thin!” Her gold bangles jangled as she patted her round tummy with pride.


Mum threw up her hands, rolled her eyes and shook her head all at the same time.


“Rani, stop Cookie screeching before my head explodes, then help your dad take Nani’s things upstairs.”


“Here, Cookie!” I called, patting my shoulder until he flew down to bury his head in my hair and nibble my hair clip. “Mum, can Nani sleep in my room with me? Please-please-please?”


“Absolutely not, you two will be chatting and giggling away the whole night. Nani will be in the guest room so we can all get some sleep!”


“Mersi, Coco!” Nani said as I took some of her bags. Nani always calls me Coco, which means something like “dear one” in Creole. That’s the main language they speak in Mauritius – the tiny tropical island in the Indian Ocean where she lives and where Mum and Dad were born.


“Get off, lazy bones!” I laughed as Cookie bounced between the cases as we pulled them upstairs. Cookie cackled with glee and jumped on to Dad’s hand.


“Ow!” he yelped, letting go of the heaviest case.


OW! OW! CALL THE COPS! Cookie screeched, surfing the case as it slid all the way back down the stairs. As it hit the floor it popped open, and jars of lotions and potions, books, clothes and jewellery erupted across the hall.


“Five detective novels!” said Dad as Cookie hid under one of Nani’s bras, watching us repack everything. “Two pirate adventures, a stack of puzzle books and –” he lifted a nightdress to reveal a pile of books with couples staring lovingly at each other – “a LOT of romance! No wonder it was so heavy!”


“It’s a portable library!” I giggled as I stacked the books on the shelf in the hall. Sadly they were all in French so I couldn’t borrow any of the exciting-looking detective novels.


By the time we finished putting Nani’s things into the room next to mine, scrumptious smells were drifting up the stairs. I popped Cookie into the living room. Cooking fumes can make birds very ill so he knew he had to stay out of the way whenever we made food.


POOR COOKIE. GO TO PRISON. POOR COOKIE, he grumbled. He hopped on to the perch in his huge cage and tucked his head under his wing.


“Don’t be so dramatic,” I said as he peeked out at me. “I haven’t even shut the door!”


Back in the kitchen, Nani had pushed Dad’s pan of spaghetti sauce aside to heat up some curry and roti bread while Mum brewed a pot of vanilla tea. Whenever I taste vanilla I think of Mauritius – its mountains, palm trees, sparkling blue sea, the breeze rippling through the sugar-cane fields. But the best thing about Mauritius was now right here – Nani!


“Manzer, manzer! Eat, eat!” said Nani as she filled my plate. “This chicken flew six thousand miles to feed you. Don’t disappoint it.”


I tore off a piece of roti and used it as a spoon to scoop up a mouthful of spicy curry.


As we ate, Nani told us what all of my cousins, aunties and uncles were doing now – who had got married recently, who had fallen out with each other. It took a long time as Mum has six brothers and sisters and they all have children. Cookie flew in halfway through the meal and sat on the back of Nani’s chair, head tilted to one side as though listening to every word.


“So, Coco,” Nani said as she took away my plate and handed me a gato patate. I bit through the warm sweet potato pastry of the little pasty and the syrupy insides spilled out, filling my mouth with delicious squidgy coconut. “We have nearly nine whole days to fill with mischief, just you and me!”


MISCHIEF! NAUGHTY-NAUGHTY!


Mum gave Dad a worried look, but he patted her arm. They were going to the South of France in the morning. Mum was speaking at a museums conference and Dad was taking a week off from his work as a maths tutor and going with her to make it into a little holiday. I couldn’t wait to spend time alone with Nani. She always has the best ideas for things to do, like giving each other mehndi face tattoos, tie-dying Mum’s bed-sheets, or pretending to be secret agents and seeing how long we could follow strangers without them realising.


“What was that?” Mum said sharply as Nani leaned over and whispered something in my ear.


“Nani just suggested we do some gardening,” I said quickly as Nani winked at me over her shoulder. I was pretty sure Mum wouldn’t appreciate Nani’s idea to turn the vegetable patch into a giant fishpond, but I thought it was brilliant. With ideas like that, Nani was just the person to help me find the perfect story for the competition!
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“Chalo! Let’s go!” Dad shouted, leaning out of the car window and honking the horn.


It was first thing on Sunday morning, and Mum and Dad were packed and ready to head off to the airport. But Mum kept running back to the house to check that Nani knew how to contact them and if she had the numbers for the doctor, the dentist, the hospital, the electrician, the plumber and the emergency services. I’m not sure what she thought we were going to be getting up to for us to need all of those people!


“Go-go-go! Allez!” Nani flapped her arms as she chased Mum back into the car. Dad blew us a kiss and accelerated down the drive before Mum could jump out again.


“Bon voyage!” called Nani. We waved them all the way down the street until they finally disappeared round the corner.


BON VOYAGE! BON VOYAGE! Cookie squawked from my shoulder.


For breakfast, Nani made eggs baked into rougaille – a spicy tomato sauce.


“Baldini time!” she announced, switching on the TV as we sat down at the kitchen table to eat. Every time Nani comes to visit we watch dozens of episodes of Baldini Investigates, a TV show based on a character from her favourite detective books. Baldini is a brilliant private investigator with a little triangular goatee beard, which he strokes whenever he finds a clue.


The best thing about the show is watching Nani as she watches it. She bounces in her chair shouting things like: “Liar! Don’t you listen to him, Baldini! He did the murder!” or “Watch out, Baldini, she’s got a gun!”.


I like how Baldini always looks people straight in the eye as if he can see their secrets. He also leaves long pauses when he speaks, which made the murderous film director he was investigating in the show today talk too much and reveal her guilt. I thought that was a good tip for interviewing people so I grabbed my notebook and jotted it down – leave long enough pauses for people to offer you extra information.


“Bravo, Baldini!” cried Nani, thumping the arm of the sofa as the detective snapped handcuffs on to the film director and said, “I’ll take it from here!”


BRAVO! squawked Cookie. I’LL TAKE IT FROM HERE! YOU’RE GOING TO JAIL, PAL!


“Even Cookie thinks Baldini is a genius,” Nani said. Cookie let out one of his long cackles. “Now, what shall we do today, Coco?”


“We could make a list?” I suggested, remembering Mum telling me that when you have a guest it’s polite to ask what they want to do.


We each made a list. Mine had five things on it:


Go to the seaside


Take a boat ride


Visit a museum


Go on an adventure


Find a story for the Junior Journalist competition


The last one was very important. With the deadline for entries only eight days away, I had to find my story soon!


“With a news nose like yours, I’m sure you’ll find an excellent story,” said Nani when I told her about the competition.


I looked at Nani’s list:


Meet the king


Ride on a tram


Pierce Rani’s ears


Take afternoon tea


See a famous painting!


I decided we’d do something from Nani’s list first. Meeting the king would make a fantastic story for the competition, but even Nani’s dazzling charm probably wouldn’t be enough to get us an appointment. I put a cross next to that one. I didn’t dare imagine what Mum would do if she got home to find Nani had pierced my ears so a cross went down next to that one too. I looked at the remaining things on the list and had one of my Good Ideas.


“We could do three of these in one day! Let’s ride the tram to the art gallery in town. There are lots of famous paintings to see there. Then we can have afternoon tea in their café.”


Nani slapped her palm on the table and grabbed her handbag. “Chalo, Coco! What are we waiting for?”









CHAPTER TWO


A Mystery Unveiled


We left Cookie happily splashing about in some water in the kitchen sink, a thing Mum and Dad never let him do. Then we took the tram into town, while Nani crunched her way through a bag of sherbet lemons and waved merrily at everyone in the street.


I noticed people raise their eyebrows at her outfit, which I had to admit was a little unusual. Even though it was a sunny day, Nani was wearing Dad’s green woolly cardigan over her bright orange and gold sari, and had his Liverpool FC scarf wrapped around her neck. Her long plait snaked out from beneath Mum’s bright-yellow hat with the pink pompom, which she’d pinned to her head with her favourite wooden hair stick with the white and yellow frangipani flower on the end. And instead of her usual sandals she was wearing thick stripy socks under Mum’s glittery gold trainers. She even wore cardigans in sunny Mauritius so our spring must have felt like the arctic to her.


“Are you sure you’re not too hot, Nani?” I asked, trying to ignore an annoying boy behind us who was starting to snigger.


“Hot?” cried Nani, “Coco, how you stand the icy cold here I’ll never know. Now put this on before you freeze.”


My cheeks were burning as Nani pulled out the frog-shaped hat an elderly neighbour had knitted for me when I was five and plonked it on my head. She’d already made me put on my winter coat before leaving the house. “There, nice and snug!”


As we passed through town, Nani pointed out a grand old building with tall stone pillars and stained-glass windows in the revolving wooden doors. “Who lives there?” she asked.


“Nobody. That’s Grennards. It’s a posh bank.” When I was younger, Mum and Dad let me run up the steps to pat the heads of the lions that guarded the fancy entrance whenever we walked past.


“Ah, we should stop by sometime so I can change some money,” said Nani, shaking her big, heavy purse which jingled with Mauritian rupees.


The tram rolled on, past the cobbled market square and the town hall with its green-tiled roof and ornate clock tower, past rows of shops and up the tree-lined hill towards the art gallery.


It was almost eleven o’clock by the time we arrived. The bright white building was made up of sweeping curves, sharp angles and colourful steps.


“Ayo!” said Nani as she stared up at the gallery. “It’s like an alien spaceship!”


The gallery had already been open for an hour so I was surprised that we had to queue for ten whole minutes to get in. The couple in front of us grumbled loudly as a tall man with his hair tied up in a bun and a big camera bag over his shoulder strode to the front of the queue and was let straight in. I wondered if he was important.


While we waited, I listened in on the conversations around us and caught something about a big unveiling. Could this be a story? I thought, reaching into my coat pocket. My heart sank as I realised it was empty.


“I forgot my notebook!” I groaned.


“Don’t worry, I have lots of paper, if you need it,” said Nani, pulling a few empty paper sweet wrappers out of her bag and shaking out the sugar granules.


I smiled and politely took them, but here was a story and I was a journalist without a notebook!


The queue finally began to move and we climbed the steps into the bright entrance hall.


“We have a cloakroom if you’d like to leave your coats,” said the man behind the counter, eyeing our winter clothes as he checked through our bags. “And don’t forget to head to the main gallery at twelve for an exciting announcement and the unveiling of a never-before-seen collection of artworks donated to us by the late Lord Harrington.”


“An exciting announcement!” I whispered to Nani as she completely ignored the suggestion that we leave our coats.


“Your news nose is twitching!” Nani laughed, as we wandered into a gallery full of paintings of serious-looking people in fancy Victorian clothes. “Who was Lord Harrington?”


“A rich man who lived in the humongous house just outside of town,” I told her. “He died a few months ago. The papers are desperate to find out who he left his millions to but no one knows.”


Lord Harrington had been ninety years old, but the lifelong bachelor was still whizzing around town in shiny vintage sports cars until the week he died. Last year, on his birthday, he held a big party for everyone in town with a birthday that week. My tenth was on the same day so I got to go and Mum and Dad came with me. When he’d realised he was exactly nine times my age, he’d made me the guest of honour. He’d even shown us some of the secret doors and passages in his house.


“This one leads to the throne room!” he’d said as he got Dad to lift me up to twist an antler mounted on the wall of his study.


“You have a throne?” I’d gasped as the wall swung open, revealing a wood-panelled antechamber.


“Doesn’t everyone?” He pointed to a door with a gold crown painted on it and a sign which read: THE THRONE ROOM.


I still remember Dad and Lord Harrington roaring with laughter when I opened the door to reveal a gold-plated toilet.


Harrington Hall was amazing. It was full of all kinds of ornaments and strange stuff Lord Harrington had collected while travelling the world, as well as sculptures and paintings he’d created himself. In his will he had left the house and its contents to the town for use as a museum. As Mum managed the local museums, she and her staff had been getting the hall ready to be opened to the public.


The galleries were very hot and crowded so I was relieved when Nani finally took off her hat and scarf and let me remove my coat. The next room was more interesting than the first. On display were illustrations from an old edition of Alice in Wonderland. My favourite was a colourful painting of the Cheshire Cat.


“Now this I like.” Nani stopped by an ink drawing of a fat bird with thick legs and a large beak. “The dodo! You know it only ever lived in Mauritius?”


Mum had told me that many times, but I let Nani continue, pretending I didn’t know.


“It became extinct because it wasn’t afraid of the first sailors to land on the island. It would waddle right up to them and before long all of the dodos had been gobbled up, and the rats from the ships ate their eggs. Now there isn’t a single dodo left in the whole world. If only they had been as fast as they were tasty!”


As midday approached, we joined the queue forming at the huge wooden doors to the largest gallery in the centre of the building. A couple of people with press badges clipped to their coats were at the front of the line. Everyone went quiet and watched the colourful clock above the door tick away the final minutes. A loud gurgle broke the silence.


The whole queue turned to look at Nani.


“Waiting makes me hungry!” she grinned, patting her tummy.


“I could just eat a dodo sandwich!” I whispered, making her snort with laughter.


Finally, the clock struck twelve. The doors swung open and the crowd poured into a massive room filled with bizarre statues and colourful paintings. There were so many people I couldn’t see anything properly, but there were lots of oohs and ahhs all around us.


“Welcome, darlings, to the first ever exhibition of Lord Harrington’s life’s work!” announced a woman’s voice through a mic. “I’m Ms Carolyn Boyd, curator of this exhibition. Please, sweet art lovers, prepare yourselves! For soon I will unveil our centrepiece – Lord Harrington’s final painting.”


I held on to Nani as she tried to squeeze through to the front of the crowd.


“Pardon. Excuse me, please,” she called out. At first people acted as though they couldn’t hear her then, amazingly, they began jumping out of the way. “Mersi! Thank you!” Nani said cheerfully. I followed her through the path that magically opened for us, wondering what had suddenly made everyone so polite. My hand flew to my mouth when I saw what she was doing.


“Nani!” I hissed. She had taken out her long wooden hair stick and was using the pointy end to poke anyone in her way. “Stop that!” I whispered as she jabbed a man on his bottom and he leaped aside with a yelp.


“Don’t worry, Coco!” Nani booped me on the nose with the little frangipani flower decoration. “It’s not very sharp. I call it my magic wand – it teaches people instant manners!”


I shook my head but couldn’t help grinning as I tried to avoid eye contact with the man glaring around for the phantom bum jabber. Nani helped me up on to one of the benches in the centre of the room. At last I could see over the sea of people. Ms Boyd was standing on a small stage at the end of the room. She wore a tight black-and-white zigzag dress and lots of colourful jewellery. Her hair was white and chin length on one side, and black and shoulder length on the other. Behind her was a large painting under a velvet curtain.


“If I could have your attention, please, my chickens!” she called. A hush fell over the crowd as they craned their necks to see. She cleared her throat and spoke like a Shakespearian actor. “Beneath this curtain is the most excellent, exquisite, experimental exhibit in this entire room and the last painting Lord Harrington ever created – a very special self-portrait. A letter found attached to the back of it told us that the painting contains clues that will lead the seeker on a treasure trail to find… Well, I’ll let Lord Harrington tell you himself!”


The crowd whispered excitedly as Ms Boyd pulled out a letter, propped her large purple glasses up on her nose and began to read:




Sweet puzzle lovers, gather near,


Your attention I must commandeer.


Within this painting is a clue,


To lead you to clue number two.


If you follow my puzzle trail,


You’ll find a secret of great scale.


The reward for this discovery


Was once my greatest luxury.


So, look squarely at this piece of art,


Be strong of mind and brave of heart.


You have until this art show ends


To find my truth. Good luck, dear friends!





A tingle of excitement ran through me. Puzzle trails, secrets, rewards? Now this was a story! How could I have forgotten my notebook? Scribbling notes on sweet wrappers just didn’t feel quite right.


“A secret of great scale?” called out a red-bearded man in a light blue suit. “What does that mean?”


“Yes,” cried a woman in a spotty dress so bright it made my eyes hurt. “Is there actual treasure at the end of this trail?”


“And just how luxurious is the reward?” put in a man with a cap.


“Is it his missing fortune?” shouted a woman in a floral hijab.


Ms Boyd lifted her arms. “Darlings, all I know about the nature of the reward is that a cryptic note states that it is of both immense and very little value, so it’s unlikely to be the so-called missing millions. What I will say is that the only thing any of us can expect from Lord Harrington is the unexpected!”


I squeezed Nani’s arm as the crowd laughed and everyone began babbling among themselves.


Ms Boyd waited until the crowd fell silent. “Whichever of you dashing, daring detectives finds the final piece of Lord Harrington’s puzzle must bring it here before the exhibition closes at five pm on Friday so that all may be revealed.”


“That’s just six days, counting today!” I whispered to Nani.


“Why such a short time?” called the bearded man in the blue suit.


“Lord Harrington left specific instructions that the treasure hunt should last only for the length of this exhibition, my lovelies,” replied Ms Boyd. “And with a long-scheduled Pop Art show starting next week, alas we could only spare six days. Now, without further ado –” she grasped the curtain – “I present The Clue.” She whisked the velvet aside like a bullfighter and the crowd surged towards the painting.


“Can you see anything?” asked Nani, standing on tiptoe. I shook my head. There were too many people crammed around it, all pushing and shoving each other, desperate to catch a glimpse. I leaped back as the red-bearded man in the suit shoved past us so roughly he nearly knocked me over in his rush to the painting.
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The man with the bun was busy snapping photos of the jostling throng. As I wondered why he seemed more interested in the crowd than the painting, I heard a familiar voice above the hubbub of the crowd.


“Welcome to another episode of Steel Reveals. Don’t-forget-to-like-and-subscribe. This is Lexi Steel with a thrilling reveal from the Bayley Art Gallery in Camberford.” I looked over the sea of heads to spot a tall girl a couple of years older than me with pink stripes in her wavy blond hair. She was smiling into a phone camera held by a younger blond boy, who looked a bit embarrassed at the attention they were getting.


“Do you know her?” asked Nani as she heard me groan.


“Alexandra Steel,” I sighed. “The boy with the camera is her brother Ollie – he’s in my class.” Alexandra, or Lexi as she now went by, had been the biggest personality at our school until she’d left to go to Higgerston High. She had been the lead in every school play and first to volunteer for anything that got her in front of an audience. She was loud and quite self-centred and pushy, but she was also responsible for my interest in journalism.


In Year Six she had set up a school newspaper and declared herself editor. Although she hadn’t liked any of my ideas for stories, she had allowed me to help type up the articles. Sadly, the day the paper was due to be printed, everyone got called into the head teacher’s office over the kind of stories we were writing. Mrs Gardiner explained that articles like SCHOOL DINNERS: SLUGS IN YOUR SAUSAGES!, TOP 5 WORST TEACHERS! and MR MOONEY’S SECRET COFFEE ADDICTION! were either based on guesswork, rather mean, or not at all in the public interest.


The head suggested that we write about community events or good-news stories about staff and students. Lexi thought that that sort of newspaper was far too boring and quit as editor the next day. Mrs Gardiner decided that a student-run paper might be more trouble than it was worth and so the paper was shut down before anyone even read a copy. I was disappointed, but after that I knew I wanted to be a journalist and I’d been looking out for stories ever since. Maybe if I won the Junior Journalist competition I could convince Mrs Gardiner that a school paper full of informative, true stories would be a great way for students to learn about fact checking.


“She’s very confident,” said Nani as she watched Lexi recording her video.


“Carol Bodd, creator of this gallery, has just made an incredible announcement about this painting by Sir Harrington.”


Carolyn Boyd, curator of this gallery, I corrected Lexi in my head as she gestured dramatically towards the self-portrait. “Lord Harrington,” I muttered between gritted teeth. She was getting everything wrong!


“A clue hidden in this picture leads to hidden treasure, terrible secrets and a HUGE reward for the finder – rumoured to be Lord Harrington’s missing millions!”


“Ooh, that’s not what the lady said at all!” said Nani as Lexi over-acted for the camera.


“Nope, but it makes an exciting story,” I sighed. Lexi still hadn’t learned anything about checking her facts. A story like this would turn everyone for miles around into treasure hunters.


While everyone was bunched up at one end of the room, Nani and I hopped down to look at the other paintings and sculptures Lord Harrington had created. Nani laughed until tears poured down her cheeks at a painting of five dogs disguised as a human. They were standing on each others’ backs under an overcoat and hat, buying sausages from a butcher.


“This Harrington!” she snorted. “I like him. He had a sense of humour!”


Most of the pictures were funny. Mermaids sitting on a rock drinking cola and eating fish and chips, a bird unlocking its blue-and-white striped bird box with a huge key. My favourite was a cat dreaming of chasing tiny humans. I reached for my camera and took some pictures.


The sculptures were interesting too. Some were made from scrap metal, others from driftwood and natural objects. I smiled as I photographed a long row of heads on pedestals, each painted in dazzlingly bright colours. They were so exaggerated they looked more like gargoyles than people.


“That one looks like my neighbour Rajit,” said Nani, pointing at a grumpy bright blue head with neon-pink hair. It looked half caught between a sneeze and a growl.


I giggled but the head actually reminded me more of Sir Hawxley, the man who tried to get children banned from the park that backed on to his estate. Next to that was a bust of a man with bird’s nest hair, a long, beaky nose and big ears. I could swear it was based on Mayor Slater, who was currently with the rest of the crowd ogling Lord Harrington’s final painting. Were they all real people?


Opposite was a yellow bust of a woman wearing a green tiara on her eye-wateringly orange hair. She had a gigantic nose and angry little eyes. I burst into giggles again as Nani mimicked her expression until another loud gurgle from her tummy almost drowned out my laughter.


“It’s a bit early, but let’s have afternoon tea now,” I suggested. “We can come back and see the painting when it’s quieter.”
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