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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            ALONE BUT NOT LONELY

          

        

      

    

    
      Late December 1838, Woodscastle Manor, Chiswick

      The sound of horse’s hooves had Emily glancing up from her book. Ensconced in the library since breakfast, she had become so engrossed in The Story of an Earl, she had completely lost track of time.

      Not that she was expected anywhere. Or expecting anyone.

      She straightened on the long leather sofa and directed her gaze towards the leaded glass windows that faced the front of the house. Even as she stood to discover who might be outside, she heard Humphrey, the butler, open the front door.

      The horse, a beautiful bay with a white blaze and black stockings, stood alone in the crescent-shaped drive. Footprints in the snow showed its rider had already made his way to the front door, but he couldn’t be seen from her vantage.

      A stable boy hurried to take the reins and to lead the horse to the stables, but he was apparently ordered to remain in place for the time being. The boy offered the beast a carrot as a few snowflakes fell from the sky.

      Perhaps it was just a delivery then. A courier or a footman sent with a note, probably for her brother, Thomas.

      Curiosity had Emily setting aside the book on the library table beneath the windows. She made her way out to the hall and the entry beyond to see a rather tall gentleman standing just inside the front door. He was dressed in riding clothes, and Humphrey was speaking to him in his usual quiet but impressive baritone.

      Pasting a pleasant expression on her face—her mother had taught her and her four sisters the importance of a welcoming expression—Emily said, “Good morning,” as she made her way past the round ebony table that marked the center of the large entry to Woodscastle. Her slippers barely made any sound on the black and white patterned marble floor.

      “Ah, I had hoped to find Thomas at home,” the visitor said as he turned his attention to her.

      Emily’s first thought was to ask if he wanted her uncle, Thomas Wellingham, or her brother, Thomas Grandby, but then she recognized the man. “James? James Burroughs?”

      His eyes widened, but he paused a moment before he said, “I know you’re not Ariel or Sarah, so you must be... Amy?”

      Grinning, Emily shook her head.

      “Christina?”

      She shook her head again. “Emily,” she offered as she dipped a curtsy, impressed that James Burroughs could remember all of her sister’s names and the order in which they had been born.

      “Well, that would have been my next guess,” he claimed as he stepped forward and took her proffered hand to his lips.

      Emily had to resist the urge to pull her hand from his gloved one, so startled was she by the courtesy. She had expected to simply shake his hand—she hadn’t had the back of her knuckles kissed in several months.

      “We haven’t seen you in an age,” Emily said as she regarded him with a brilliant smile, “although Tom mentioned you would be returning to London soon. Were you on the Continent?”

      James had the bearing of one who had served in the militia, but he had instead followed in his father’s footsteps and become a banker. Despite his occupation, he was still trim, his broad shoulders emphasized by the very latest in men’s fashionable top coats. The dark green riding jacket he wore was pinched in at the waist and featured a pleated skirt that nearly reached his knees. His buff-colored trousers disappeared into the tops of black Hessians. Although they had probably been shined just that morning, a sheen of melting snow covered them now.

      “Nothing that far away, I assure you. I’m just back from Bath,” he said, tucking his top hat under one arm. “Father wishes to retire, so there’s finally a position for me at the Bank of England.”

      Emily reached out and placed a hand on his arm. “Can you stay for tea? I was just about to order a tray be delivered to the library, but we can certainly take it in the parlor.” She noticed Humphrey hurrying off towards the kitchens, secretly glad the servant wouldn’t hear every word of their conversation. At twenty-four, she had decided she no longer required a servant be present when a member of the opposite sex paid a call, especially one to whom she was distantly related.

      James looked uncertain for a moment, but then allowed a grin. “Of course. I could use some refreshment,” he agreed, deciding not to admit he hadn’t yet had breakfast. “And a chance to catch up on the Grandby family antics.” He allowed her to take his riding crop and hat and watched as she carefully placed them on the half-round table next to the front door.

      Emily grinned as she led him to the parlor, a ground floor room on the opposite side of the front entry from where the library was located.

      A fire was still going in the fireplace, a clear sign one of the servants had thought she would be spending her morning in the peach and green parlor instead of the wood-paneled library.

      Ever since the rest of the Grandby family had departed for Derbyshire for the Christmas holiday, the usually bustling household was unusually quiet. The servants seemed uncertain as to which of the public rooms to keep heated for her use.

      “You must have come looking for my brother, Tom,” she said as she indicated an overstuffed chair near the fireplace and then took the one opposite. The low table between would allow her to serve the tea.

      “I take it he is in town?” James asked as Humphrey entered with the tea tray.

      Along with the pot of tea and cups and saucers was a plate of biscuits and several small cakes. Emily knew the cook, a recent hire, was using his recipes instead of those left behind by the prior cook. With most of the family gone, he was expecting her and the servants to weigh in with their reviews of his latest creations.

      “Almost always these days,” she affirmed. “Tom took a room at one of his men’s clubs—”

      “One of his men’s clubs?” James repeated, the sound of disbelief evident in his voice. “How many does he belong to?” Given the cost of annual dues, most men belonged to only one—if they could gain membership.

      “At least two?” she guessed. Emily dimpled as she placed a cake on a small plate and offered it to him. Starving, James gladly took it and then watched as she prepared the cups for tea.

      “I think just the two,” she continued. “He was concerned the one was becoming too political, and the other offered apartments and a dining hall so he would not go hungry at night.” She poured hot water into one of the cups and swirled it around to warm the porcelain. “He rarely comes to Woodscastle anymore. I think because he prefers a quieter environment.”

      James was about to argue—Woodscastle was six miles southwest of London and surrounded by trees and parkland—but then he remembered Emily had siblings. Lots of them, including some who had married and were raising their families at the large manor house.

      “So... Tom is still not married?” James guessed. He had seen the capitalist in the past year when Tom was in Bath on business, but he knew first-hand how quickly a young man’s circumstances could change.

      “He is not, and he’s been making comments that suggest he may never,” Emily said with a shrug. “I cannot tell you how many of my friends are heartbroken. They had hoped he might take notice of them. I suppose with his fortune, he would seem a desirable catch.” She said this last as if she couldn’t agree. “Do you still take milk in your tea?”

      James allowed a half-grin at hearing her claim. “A bit of milk, yes,” he replied, surprised she would remember his preference. It had probably been twelve or more years since he’d had tea with the Grandbys. “Aren’t you being a bit harsh when it comes to the opinion of your friends? I should think Tom a desirable catch even if he didn’t have a fortune.”

      She allowed a slight giggle of delight. “I admit I do not know him as well as when he used to spend more time here at home. Perhaps he is no longer so serious as to seem stuffy.”

      “Stuffy?” James repeated with a chuckle.

      Her smile bright, Emily nodded. “So much so, I tease him about it. He’s even on the board of the British Museum, if you can imagine.”

      His eyes widening at hearing this tidbit, James was about to admit that the museum was one of the topics he wished to raise with Tom. Instead, he ate his cake as he watched Emily pour the tea and then add the milk, his gaze on her slender fingers and the perfect oval fingernails at their tips.

      No rings graced either hand, but he noted that a gold ring was threaded on the chain she wore around her neck. There was a gemstone embedded in it, but given how it hung from the chain, he couldn’t see its color. “And you? You must have two or three of your own children by now,” he guessed.

      Emily offered him the cup of tea on a saucer. “I do not, actually. Like Tom, I am not married—”

      “Wot?” James nearly spilled his tea at hearing her comment. “But... but you’re spoken for, surely.”

      Long ago, Emily had learned how to keep the pleasant expression pasted on her face even during discussions like this one. Despite how the topic rankled her—a broken heart seemed to take forever to heal—she was usually able to claim that no one had yet captured her fancy and then would simply change the subject.

      From James’ look of shock, she almost wished she hadn’t extended the offer of tea. “I am not,” she said, just before she lifted the plate of biscuits and held it out in his direction. He took one, although he didn’t seem to pay attention to his choice.

      Emily furrowed a dark blonde brow at seeing the reddish-brown biscuit he took. “I thought you didn’t like Dutch biscuits,” she commented, just before she set down the plate, added another cake to his plate, and took a sip of her tea.

      His gaze going from her hands to his own, James regarded the ginger-flavored biscuit as if seeing it for the first time. “I do not,” he agreed. “How is it...?” He rolled his eyes. “I cannot believe you remember that I don’t like molasses and ginger.”

      Emily grinned, leaned over, plucked the Dutch biscuit from his hand, and lifted the plate of biscuits in the other. “I remember only because Father used to give you such grief over it. He couldn’t believe you would not prefer Dutch biscuits over the lemon ones.”

      “Because he knows my father loves Dutch biscuits,” James said as he helped himself to the lemon equivalent. “Apparently they used to fight over who would get the last one.”

      Emily could easily imagine what he described. Like most in the extended family that had begun with Margaret Merriweather Burroughs, Dowager Duchess of Ariley, their fathers had grown up in Merriweather Manor with dozens of cousins and aunts and uncles.

      “You mentioned he wishes to retire from the banking business,” Emily prompted, referring to Andrew Maximillian Burroughs. “He cannot be that old.”

      “Six-and-fifty,” James countered, his eyes widening with the claim. “He wants to take my stepmother and their son to the Continent while he can still walk.” He said this with a hint of humor, suggesting his father was actually in robust health. He tucked into the second cake, secretly glad she had seen to serving him more without even asking him if he wanted another.

      “Andy will love it,” Emily said, referring to the son. Her eyes rounded. “Why, he’s twenty now. The perfect age for a Grand Tour.”

      “So... you know my half-brother?”

      Emily allowed a chuckle. “Since he was born. He has always lived down the road at Merriweather Manor.” She paused as she considered his query. “Didn’t you?” She knew James was much older than she was—mid-thirties—but he was still young enough to be in school when his father, a widower, had married Jane Vandermeer Fitzpatrick during the banker’s extensive renovation of Merriweather Manor. That had been twenty years ago.

      “Only when I was home for the holidays. I was at Eton and then at Cambridge, and then working in Brighton before Bath.”

      “But... you have a room there,” Emily hinted.

      He pretended shock. “You say that as if you have been in it,” he teased.

      Her grin faded as color suffused her porcelain complexion. “Your stepmother gave me a tour of the house several years ago, so... yes, I admit to having seen it.”

      Rolling his eyes, he said, “Lady Andrew has kept it exactly as it was when I was still in school, which is to say, more elegant than I probably deserve.”

      Thinking she shouldn’t have mentioned the bedchamber, Emily dipped her head. “I am sorry about your older brother. Pneumonia, was it not?”

      She tried but failed to hide a wince. She knew very well Henry Burroughs had died of pneumonia. She had sat by his bed for an entire day and night as she had watched him succumb to the illness. Heard his feverish words of what had happened to his mother. His pleas that his real father be forgiven for what he had done to his mother. His vows to God should he be spared.

      His vows to her.

      James straightened, surprised by the change of subject. “Thank you. I cannot say I was surprised, though. Like my mother, Henry was always on the sickly side.” He was about to say more, but thought better of it.

      “But your sister, Sophia, is doing well,” Emily said, hoping to lighten the mood. “I played cards with her at a party just last week.”

      Rolling his eyes, James said, “I cannot believe she has four children.”

      “I cannot believe how much they look alike,” Emily said with a grin. She waited for him to respond and then waved a hand in the air between them, thinking he was suddenly lost in thought. “Don’t you agree?”

      James gave a start, as if pulled from a reverie. “Truth be told, I haven’t seen them since they came to Bath a few years ago,” he replied, looking ever so sheepish.

      Emily furrowed a brow. “So... you’re not staying at Merriweather Manor?” Sophia, her husband, and their four children had apartments in the sprawling manor home.

      James’ eyes darted to one side. “I am, but... I’ve managed to avoid being seen by anyone just yet.”

      Her eyes widening in disbelief, Emily asked, “How is that even possible?” She knew at least three families lived at Merriweather Manor as well as an army of servants. “There must be fifty people living there.” Then her eyes widened in delight. “Does Merriweather Manor have secret passages, too?”

      James blinked. “Not that I know of,” he replied. “But they certainly would have come in handy last night.” He paused a moment. “I take from your question that this house must include a few?”

      Her eyes darting to the side, Emily leaned forward and said, “I can get from my bedchamber all the way around the house to my aunt’s bedchamber almost without being seen,” she claimed. “My father can get from his study into the kitchen using a secret staircase.”

      Grinning, James said, “Now that’s more useful, I should think.”

      “So how is it you weren’t discovered last night?”

      “I arrived and told the butler not to tell anyone I was there,” he said in a quiet voice, as if he feared being overheard.

      Emily giggled and then leaned forward. “Is there a reason you are lying low?” she asked in a whisper.

      He grinned and shook his head. “I have become so used to a quiet life. Alone, but...” He sighed.

      “Alone, but not lonely?” she offered.

      His eyes widened. “Yes, exactly. How is it...?” He shook his head again and his gaze suddenly darted to the door. “Where is... where is everyone else?”

      Emily dipped her head, just then noticing his teacup was empty. She quickly refilled it and added some milk. “Most have gone off to Cherrywood in Derbyshire for the holiday. And lately, my aunt and uncle—the Wellinghams—have been staying in their townhouse in Kingly Street—”

      “I suppose it is rather dark when they finish work in town,” James commented. “They still run Wellingham Imports then?”

      “They do. And as you now know, Tom has flown the coop.”

      “Leaving you all alone in this huge house.”

      She shrugged. “There are the servants, of course,” she reminded him.

      “I’ll have you know, I am jealous,” James remarked.

      “Jealous?” Emily angled her head to one side. For a moment, she thought he might be referring to something else. Someone else. Then she remembered they were speaking of the house and aloneness. “If you’d like to move in, I know of an available bedchamber in the Wellingham wing.”

      “The Wellingham wing?” he repeated, his face lighting with humor.

      Emily blinked, wondering how it was she hadn’t noticed his handsome features before now. There was the faint resemblance to two of her brothers, his dark hair the same shade of brown cast with strands of gold, his eyes the same hazel, his cheekbones not yet sharp, his jawline square and centered by a chin that would never appear weak.

      Try as she might, she couldn’t find any of his late brother, Henry, in his appearance.

      She used a finger to point up and toward the back of the house. “My aunt and uncle have their suites up there, and all the rest of us have our suites on that end of the house,” she explained as she redirected her finger.

      “Are you quite serious?”

      “About the offer of a room?” she countered. “Yes, of course. No one else is using it—even when everyone is home.”

      “And... when will that be?” he asked, straightening in his chair.

      One shoulder lifted. “End of January at the earliest. Mayhap end of February, depending on how much snow is still on the ground at the time.”

      James Burroughs regarded her for a long time before he finally gave a nod. “It would just be until I can find something in town,” he said. “I could almost do what Tom has done and get a room at a club, but I think—”

      “Oh, you would do better with a townhouse,” she suggested. “Lots of little rooms and your own study to hide in when you return home from the bank.”

      “I was thinking of my own library.”

      Her eyes rounded. “A man after my heart,” she teased. “Until you have your own, you’re welcome to use the one here. Do you have a valet?”

      He shook his head. “My last valet didn’t wish to leave Bath. Perhaps I’ll take on one when I live in town,” he replied.

      “Well, should you decide to hire one before then, I know of two empty quarters in the servants’ hall,” she offered.

      James leaned forward, his arms resting on his knees. “Are there rooms you prefer to keep to yourself? Where you might not want my company? I shouldn’t wish to impose.”

      She shook her head. “The library is quite large. There’s a music room, the dining room, and this parlor. The snow is kept swept off the paths in the back gardens. Why, it’s doubtful we would even see each other except at breakfast and dinner,” she said. “Would you like to see the bedchamber?”

      “A vantage looking over the front of Woodscastle?” he half-asked. “No need. I couldn’t ask for a better view.”

      Emily grinned in delight. “Then I’ll have Mrs. Elliot, the housekeeper, see to preparing the bedchamber above us for you.” After a pause, she asked, “And that beautiful horse you rode here?”

      James’ attention darted to the window, although the horse was beyond its vantage. “He is my own, but I’ll need to see to a town coach. I’ll have to get to the bank every day, and I cannot do it riding a horse,” he replied.

      “You can use the one that’s still here as well as our driver,” she offered. “No one else is.”

      He gave her a look that suggested he didn’t believer her. “Not even you?”

      “I have a phaeton,” she said with an arched brow. “And I know how to drive it.”

      James blinked and finally allowed a grin of his own. “You saucy wench,” he teased.

      Continuing to grin, Emily replied. “I am, and don’t you forget it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            A RHYTON IN RUINS

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, at the British Museum in Great Russell Street, London

      The wooden crate landed with a thud at Gabe Wellingham’s feet, and he winced. “Have a care!” he cried out, incensed at the lack of regard the two barrel-chested delivery men showed as they moved to lift another crate from the back of a dray cart. “These are priceless antiquities.”

      Clouds of white air appeared and disappeared in front of his face, his exhalations of breath freezing due to the chilly temperatures. With the large doors open to accommodate the dray cart, the entire receiving area at the back of the museum was cold.

      From his vantage, Gabe marveled at what lay beyond the doors. What was once called Long Fields and then Southampton Fields—the site of numerous duels and the Field of Forty Steps—was now covered in building materials for the museum’s ongoing expansion. The ingredients for concrete as well as cast iron, stacks of stock brick, and blocks of Portland stone were neatly arranged and spread out as far as the eye could see. A pile of timber was diminishing with each passing day as carpenters built display cases.

      From the largest building site in Europe had come the new East Wing, where the King’s Library and some of the museum’s senior staff were housed. One after the other, new exhibit halls were completed and quickly filled, and yet one of the workmen had said it would be more than a decade before Sir Robert Smirke’s design for the grand neoclassical building would be complete. That would happen when the South Wing was built with its planned colonnaded portico.

      Intended to make for a grand entrance on the side of the quadrangular structure facing Great Russell Street, its construction wouldn’t start until the original Montagu House was demolished, and its demolition wouldn’t begin for another few years.

      Gabe wondered if he would still hold his position as an archivist of Greek antiquities when all of it was finished.

      The last crate was set down atop the first one, its thud only slightly less loud than the first. Once again, Gabe winced and managed to catch the attention of a nearby carpenter.

      “Sir?” the carpenter said as he approached. He carried a box of nails under one muscled arm and a hammer in the other. His dusty trousers, work shirt, and plain brown waistcoat were at odds with Gabe’s light trousers, shawl-collared waistcoat, and long topcoat.

      “How do, Barstow? I could use a strong arm,” Gabe said as he indicated the two crates. “Our newest acquisitions from Greece,” he added.

      One of the benefits of the museum’s ongoing construction meant there was always a carpenter nearby to help with prying the lids off the shipping crates.

      Gabe hefted a pry bar and handed it to Barstow before helping himself to another. The two worked the sharp edges under the crate’s lid, and soon the nails securing the wood gave way. Barstow helped to move the top crate off the one below it and they pried the lid off of it.

      “Thank you,” Gabe said as Barstow gave him the pry bar and went on his way.

      Gabe took a deep breath and used his hands to move aside the excelsior that protected the first crate’s treasure—an ancient Greek krater that featured a scene with the god Apollo. He lifted it from the bed of packing material, awestruck. The krater was intact. No obvious chips on the rims. There was a slight imperfection in the figure of Apollo, but he knew that could be repaired.

      The museum employed an expert in pottery restoration. He hadn’t yet met the man, but the evidence of his expertise could be seen by the trained eye in several of the artifacts already on display in the museum.

      Setting the krater on a nearby table, Gabe turned his attention to the other crate. Pushing aside the lengths of wood strands, he frowned when he couldn’t find what the packing list claimed was inside—a rhyton. The conical drinking cup wouldn’t be especially large, but it should have been evident in the crate.

      Gabe continued to push aside the packing material until his hand intersected something.

      A shard.

      He winced as he pulled out the dark brown curved piece of pottery. He pushed his hand back into the crate, reaching to the bottom to discover that the entire rhyton was in pieces.

      Had it broken en route? Or had it been shipped this way?

      He finally started scooping excelsior from the one crate into the other, moaning when he discovered the remaining pieces of the rhyton at the bottom. “Dammit,” he muttered.

      “Really, sir, it’s not as bad as that,” a voice said from his right.

      A female voice.

      One he was sure included a very slight Stoke accent.

      Gabe straightened to regard the owner of the voice—a dark-haired woman who might have been his age. She was wearing a huge apron and sporting a bun atop her head that was sprung so tight, he was sure her facial features were pulled out of their natural shape. Her gloved hands were both fisted and resting atop her hips.

      He gave a bow. “My lady?” he replied. “Isn’t it... ruined?”

      She rolled her green eyes. “It won’t be after I’m finished with it,” she said as she held out her right hand, intending to shake his. “Mrs. Longworth. I perform the restoration on pottery.”

      Gabe immediately bowed over her hand and brushed his lips over her knuckles, noting the gloves were not silk, but rather cotton, and slightly soiled from what might have been clay.

      Frances Longworth gave a start, jerking her hand from his hold. When she realized she had overreacted, she stepped back and managed a curtsy. “Apologies. I... I just wasn’t expecting... that,” she stammered.

      “Gabe Wellingham,” he said, rather wishing there had been someone to do the introductions. “Archivist. I’ve recently been hired to catalogue the Ancient Greek antiquities.”

      The woman’s gaze took in the cut of his clothes, the perfectly tied cravat, and the simple but expensive waistcoat that peeked above his fashionable black wool topcoat. One that was pinched in at the waist and then flared out in perfect pleats to the sides and back. “It’s very good to finally meet you, sir,” she said, as she moved to the side of the crate holding the shards that had at one time made up a brown rhyton.

      “You, as well, my lady. How is it I haven’t made your acquaintance before today?”

      Lifting the front of her apron into a makeshift hammock, Frances carefully scooped the pieces into the apron and dipped a curtsy. “No need, I suppose. Good day.” Cradling the pottery shards as if they were a baby, she turned to go.

      “Wait,” Gabe said as he moved to follow her. “Where...where are you taking them?”

      Frances allowed an expression that suggested she thought him daft. “To my workroom, of course.”

      “But...”

      “I’ll have the finished piece delivered to you when it’s reconstructed,” she added, just before she left the receiving area.

      Gabe watched her go, realizing two things at once.

      Mrs. Longworth wasn’t the man he had thought she was, which had him wondering if others in the museum’s employ knew M. Frances Longworth was a woman.

      And she would be positively lovely if her bun wasn’t so damned tight.
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            APHRODITE ARRIVES

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, at Wellingham Imports

      “Has it truly arrived?”

      Tom Grandby regarded his uncle and namesake, Thomas Wellingham, with an expectant expression as he struggled to catch his breath. He had practically raced all the way to the brick building housing the offices and warehouse of Wellingham Imports in his high-perch phaeton, making it from his office in Oxford Street in under a half-hour. “I was in a meeting when your caddy dropped off your cryptic note.”

      The older gentleman—sixty-two years old but still seeing to the day-to-day operations of his import and export concern—grinned at his nephew’s enthusiasm. “Just this morning. Came on the Sea Breeze a day ahead of schedule,” Thomas Wellingham replied. “These winter winds have played havoc with shipping lately.” He waved for Tom to follow him. “What do you hear from your mother?”

      Christiana Grandby was Thomas Wellingham’s sister, and he hadn’t seen her since she and most of her brood had departed Chiswick to spend the holiday at the Burroughs’ family country estate, Cherrywood. Tom, her second oldest son, had elected to stay behind, claiming he had business to attend to in London.

      Tom gave a short laugh. “Although she dearly loves spending time in Derbyshire, she misses Aunt Emma and Emily.”

      Thomas stopped short. “Emily?” he repeated. “Didn’t she go to Cherrywood with the rest of the family?” Although Emily was four-and-twenty, Tom’s youngest sister hadn’t yet married.

      “Surely you would have noticed. She’s staying at Woodscastle,” Tom replied, referring to the sprawling manor home the Grandbys and Wellinghams shared in Chiswick. “At least, I thought she was,” he added as a frown furrowed his brows. “Should I be worried that she might have been whisked away by some devious rogue intent on marrying her for her dowry?”

      As far as he knew, Emily wasn’t being courted by anyone, more because she wasn’t actively seeking a husband than because there were no interested men. He hadn’t thought to ask her why, deciding it was more his mother’s concern.

      Thomas shook his head as they made their way to a crate in the warehouse. “She’s no doubt there. I just haven’t been,” he said. “Emma and I have been spending our evenings here in town, at the townhouse in Kingly Street.” He paused as an expression of worry darkened his face. “I don’t miss the seven-mile drive from my office after dark, but the fact that you haven’t seen Emily of late means you haven’t been staying at Woodscastle, either,” he accused.

      Dipping his head slightly, Tom said, “I have not. I took a room at one of my clubs—Arthur’s, in fact. For the very same reason you have been staying in town at night,” he added. “I thought my business would slow when the snow started falling, but I seem to have more clients now than I did before Father decided to retire.”

      His father, Gregory Grandby, had spent most of his years helping others invest their funds into profitable ventures. Having inherited a princely sum from his late father when he was but four years old, Gregory had learned early on how to choose investments that would pay handsomely, although not always quickly. His last large investment had been in several railroads, and it would be at least a decade before those would show a profit.

      “Perhaps you should take on a partner,” Thomas suggested. “Best thing I ever did for this business.”

      Tom chuckled. “As I recall Father telling me, you had to marry Aunt Emma to make her a partner,” he accused.

      “That’s because she owned a good deal of this company’s stock,” Thomas said, sotto voce. “My decision to marry her was the best decision I ever made, and not just because she was already an owner.” He paused a moment. “She is the joy in my life.”

      Tom noticed the gleam in his uncle’s eyes and he grinned. Then he sobered when he suspected the reason for his uncle’s words. “I am not courting anyone. I am not looking to court anyone, and why is it you still think I should marry? I’m... I’m rather too old to consider matrimony now, don’t you suppose?”

      Thomas let out a laugh. “Since when is three-and-thirty too old to wed?” he countered. “Your cousin, Milton, Earl of Torrington, didn’t get married until he was—”

      “Six-and-forty,” Tom interrupted, his eyes rolling as if he’d been reminded of the earl’s late marriage to Adele Slater Worthington many a time. “I just do not think it would be fair for me to wed and then not be able to spend much time with my wife,” Tom explained, just as they stopped before a wooden crate. “All my travels. My time at the office. It would be unfair to her.” His eyes widened. “This is it?”

      His uncle nodded and pushed aside the lid, its nails having been removed upon its arrival earlier that day. “I’ll let you do the honors,” Thomas said as he stepped aside.

      Tom took a deep breath and leaned down to push aside the mounds of excelsior that filled the wooden crate. When his hand touched something hard, he paused and took a breath. He spread the curled wood shavings aside and reached down with both hands to grasp the object. “It’s intact,” he murmured in awe.

      “Well, I made sure of that before I sent word of its arrival,” Thomas said with a laugh. “I admit I was surprised of your interest in something from Greece. The last vase we brought in for you was from Wedgwood, was it not?”

      Tom nodded. “That particular work of art has a prominent place in my office,” he replied. “The craftsmanship is excellent, as is the design featured on it. In fact, I think it rivals anything that’s coming from the Continent these days,” he said of the Wedgwood vase.

      “And this one?” Thomas asked as he indicated the terra cotta pot his nephew was still working to free from its bed of excelsior.

      “I expect this one shall become my new favorite.” As Tom lifted the item from the crate, he held his breath and finally allowed a long sigh. “It’s heavier than I thought it would be.”

      “How old do you suppose it is?”

      “Two... three-thousand years, perhaps?” Tom guessed as he held out the large, black Attic vase in front of his body. The detailed design that graced the vessel seemed entirely untouched by age. As to the figures featured in the painting, Tom was fairly sure one was Aphrodite. The others were all men, but he could only guess one might be the god Poseidon. As for the others, he didn’t know which mortals or gods they might be.

      He hoped Gabe Wellingham would know.

      Tom finally set the vase on the edge of the crate, but continued to support it with both hands.

      “How do you expect to confirm it is what I think it is?” Thomas inquired.

      The younger man finally allowed a huge grin. “With any luck, your cousin’s son will know.”

      Thomas furrowed a brow, deciding Tom was referring to Gabe the Younger, the illegitimate and oldest son of Gabriel Wellingham, Earl of Trenton, and his countess, Sarah. “A student of Greek antiquities, is he?”

      Tom nodded. “No longer a student, but currently employed at the British Museum as an archivist. He catalogues the Greek artifacts they’ve been acquiring by the ship full, which means he will have work for several years.”

      Thomas nodded his approval. He was impressed that the earl’s son was working rather than living a life of leisure. Gabe could do so given the young man would claim his inheritance when he reached his majority. “Like you, a wise young man.”

      “He is, and I’ve sent a note that he needs to join me at White’s tonight for a brandy. Would you care to join us?”

      Thomas shook his head. “Thank you, but I find I am in need of Emma’s company this evening.”

      Allowing an expression of worry, Tom asked, “Is everything all right?”

      His uncle nodded. “Always. But she’s spent the entire day in the accounting office, which means I haven’t seen her since we arrived this morning.”

      Tom couldn’t help the red that suffused his face. “You’re as bad as Mother and Father,” he accused.

      “I am in love with my wife, and have been since...” He paused and gave a slight shake of his head. Perhaps it wasn’t love at first sight, but his regard for Emma Fitzsimmons had developed over a period of less than a month. “Since I hired her to perform an audit of the company ledgers,” he added. “Your father knew it, damn him. Pretended he had developed a tendré for Emma even though he was secretly in love with your mother at the time.”

      Grinning, Tom turned his attention back to the Greek vase.

      “What are your plans for it?” Thomas asked. He thought it odd that his nephew would acquire such an artifact when he had no townhouse of his own in which to display it.

      “There’s a caryatid in my office,” Tom replied. “This will be perfect sitting atop it.”

      “Your office?” Thomas repeated in disbelief.

      “In Oxford Street. I spend more time there than anywhere else these days,” he said. “And I always admired Uncle William’s office at the bank. He surrounded himself with beautiful things. Still does.”

      Thomas rolled his eyes, remembering his one less-than-pleasant visit to Sir William’s office at the Bank of England. That had been ages ago, and despite his having lived for ninety years, Sir William III was still alive.

      “Do you wish to take it with you?” Thomas asked as he indicated the vase.

      “I do, but... I only have my phaeton.”

      “I’ll have one of my men follow you with a dray cart,” Thomas offered.

      Tom thanked his uncle as he helped to repack the vase, thinking that even if he didn’t have a wife, he would at least have Aphrodite for the rest of his life.
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      Meanwhile, in Chiswick

      James Burroughs mounted his bay and made his way back to Merriweather Manor, an unusual sense of calm having settled over him.

      Perhaps it had been the morning ride through the falling snow, or the quiet that surrounded him as if every sound but those of hoofbeats were swallowed up by the white carpet.

      It was certainly a marked contrast from the sound of chatter and the thumping of footfalls that had awakened him that morning at Merriweather Manor.

      He arrived from Bath much later than he expected the night before—the hired coach in which he rode had been delayed at one of the coaching inns due to snow.

      The delay had allowed his horse to rest, though. Once they reached the outskirts of London, he’d been able to arrange for his trunks to be delivered to Merriweather Manor before he rode there with only a valise stuffed with some essentials.

      The thought of facing any of his relatives that morning had him skulking down the servants’ stairs and out the back door to the stables, deciding he could delay making his presence known until after a ride.

      Despite the travel the day before, his horse, Neptune, seemed anxious for more exercise today. Even if he hadn’t been, James knew he could borrow another from the stables. His father kept a half-dozen or more for riding.

      However he managed it, he had wanted to see Thomas, to commiserate and to catch up.

      His father’s decision to retire could not have come at a more opportune time. The situation in Bath had grown untenable. Given his age—there were some there who thought him far older than his six-and-thirty years—and his lack of a wife or evidence he was at least courting someone, he knew some believed he was a molly.

      He had staved off rumors for a time with hints of a betrothal to a lady in London. He had employed a mistress for a few years, though, but not having produced his betrothed for any of the entertainments in Bath meant the rumors would persist.

      It was past time to leave Bath behind.

      Since his brother’s death last spring, he had no other member of the family—close to his age—who could empathize with his continued bachelor status.

      He had qualms about taking a wife.

      Every woman he met seemed intent on marrying him for his fortune.

      Just once, he would like to have met a woman who had no idea he was rich. Who might show an interest in him for who he was rather than what he could buy for her. Who might be attracted to him for his other qualities—loyalty, steadfastness, his pleasant disposition—rather than the handsome features sported by every man in the Burroughs family.

      He knew his distant cousin experienced the same difficulties. He had put voice to his complaints the last time Thomas was in Bath on business, half expecting Thomas suffered the same problem.

      Tom, he amended, remembering how Emily referred to her second-oldest brother.

      His thoughts turned to her, and he slowed his mount. Despite her age, Emily had seemed so at home running the household while everyone else was away. She had been dressed in a bright gown the color of violets, her fitted bodice and bell-shaped skirt suggesting a pleasing figure and long legs. Her simple jewelry—pearl earbobs and a string of tiny pearls around one wrist—was perfect for her age and coloring. Only the ring on the gold chain had seemed out of place.

      She offered her hospitality so easily. Drawn him in with her easy smiles. Plied him with tea and cakes and offered a place for him to stay. Never once had she seemed motivated to do so by his fortune.

      Because she probably has one of her own.

      He blinked and then rolled his eyes.

      Did she have the same issues with her suitors? Did men only show interest in her in the hopes of gaining her dowry?

      She was quite attractive, but not in the elegant, overdone manner of his last mistress, Marjorie, or any of the Burroughs women he could claim as aunts.

      Emily’s features were softer, her dark blonde hair highlighted by strands of gold, her green eyes filled with mischief, her easy grin highlighting a dimple and lips he just then thought of kissing.

      He allowed a sound of surprise that must have startled Neptune, for the bay suddenly quickened his step to a trot. James pulled back on the reins, not wishing to arrive at Merriweather Manor just yet. He wanted a few more minutes of quiet. A few more minutes of solitude before facing a houseful of people.

      He almost turned around and headed back to Woodscastle. There was solitude there.

      Well, not complete solitude.

      Emily was there. Probably back in the library, reading a book.

      The thought had him trying to remember her age. Had she already reached her majority? Opted to take her dowry and forego marriage in favor of the independent life of a spinster? If that was the case, she wouldn’t still be living at Woodscastle.

      Would she?

      Four-and-twenty.

      The age came to him in a flash.

      He had been twelve when she was born. Despite the chaos of all her older brothers and sisters, Emily had always been the calm in the middle of the Grandby storm of children. Quiet and reserved, watching as if she was on the outside looking in. Joining the fray when invited, but always the first to step out.

      Just like me, he thought, which had him coming to his senses to discover he was already in the half-round drive of Merriweather Manor. Despite wishing for just a few more minutes of quiet, a few more minutes of time by himself, his arrival had been noticed. Besides the groom who hurried up to take his horse, several happy children were spilling out the front doors to greet him.

      Well, he had sent word ahead that he would be coming to stay for a night or two. Perhaps his trunks had already been delivered.

      The memory of Emily’s brilliant smile had him pasting on one of his own as he accepted the cries of welcome and the hugs of nieces and nephews and his father and stepmother.

      Later, though, he would make his way to town and look for Tom at White’s.

      At least he was still a bachelor.
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            RECONSTRUCTING A RHYTON

          

        

      

    

    
      Back at the museum

      Sweeping into her cramped workshop and shoving the door shut with one foot, Frances allowed a sigh of relief as she settled her back against it. For nearly a month, she had been avoiding any contact with the newly hired Mr. Wellingham, sure he would take issue with her sex.

      By timing her arrival in the receiving area to coincide with the dray cart she had seen pulling onto the museum grounds, she knew she could catch him—and her newest project—on neutral ground.

      The last thing she wanted was to have him seeking her out in her workroom, or for her to have to meet him in the office he had been assigned upon his hiring—it was smaller even than her workroom!

      She had seen him before, of course. Watched him make his way from the museum entrance to the hallway leading to the Greek and Roman exhibits. He had probably seen her before, but simply thought she was a patron there to view the artifacts.

      From the cut of his clothes and the crown of blond curls that topped his perfectly chiseled face, she knew Mr. Wellingham had attended university.

      Probably Cambridge.

      Had probably studied the Classics.

      Add to that his voice, devoid of a regional accent, and she was sure he was the son of some landed gentry, or worse, the nephew of a wealthy merchant or tradesman and raised here in London.

      He probably even had a membership in one of the men’s clubs.

      She considered how he had reacted to her appearance, and then wondered at how he had addressed her.

      My lady.

      As if.

      But what had surprised her most on this day was what he hadn’t done. He hadn’t put voice to any shock or taken umbrage at learning she was a woman. In fact, he seemed far more concerned about what she planned to do with his rhyton.

      Just the year before, the man who had hired her had certainly been surprised by her sex. She hadn’t given him a chance to take issue with it, though.

      Frances had appeared before Evan Shoemaker, an updated character in hand along with his letter she had received the week before, offering her the position of Pottery Restorer.

      “You’re Mr. F. Longworth?” he had asked in dismay.

      “Mrs. Frances Longworth, yes. Pleased to make your acquaintance, sir,” she said as she held out her right hand. “If you’ll just show me to my workshop, I can get started right away.”

      She had learned years before to simply take charge of the awkward situation, act as if she knew what she was doing—because she did—and get on with her assignment.

      “But...” he had started to say, finally noticing her hand. He had given it a half-hearted shake.

      “Yes, I’m aware I am a woman, but my training is quite extensive. I have learned from the very best, and you’ll find my skills exceed any man you might have employed in the past for the same position.”

      She remembered how he had blinked. How he had been so tongue-tied, he had simply turned and led her to some stairs.

      Down they had gone until they reached a poorly-lit corridor in the basement. A series of doors on either side reminded her of the hotel in which she had taken a room for her first week in London.

      Here, the floors were concrete, though, while those in her hotel were carpeted. The workroom he opened was probably the same size as her hotel room, although it felt far more crowded given the shelves of pots, a tall worktable, a potter’s wheel, and the general mess that had greeted her that day.

      “Where’s the kiln located?” she had asked, her entire body turning to take in the workroom where she would be spending her days, hopefully for a very long time.

      She’d had no intention of returning to Staffordshire.

      “Kiln?”

      “The oven. For firing pottery?” she had clarified. “For creating the patches necessary to fill in any gaps in the event there are pieces missing from an amphorae or a krater.”

      Mr. Shoemaker’s eyes had darted sideways. “I am not sure we have one,” he had replied.

      She remembered having done a quick inventory as the man spoke. She had found some clay that wasn’t yet hard as a rock, a tray of powdered pigments, oil paints, brushes, protein glue, and plaster. “Is there waterglass?” she remembered asking. “And kaolin?”

      From the expression on Evan Shoemaker’s face, she doubted he even knew what she was asking about.

      “There is a clerk that sees to ordering supplies, of course,” he had finally replied, perhaps realizing he needed to simply allow her to do the job for which he had hired her.

      She had to be better than the potter who worked there for the past few years. His restorations had been so poor, the curators had threatened to accept positions in Paris. “Just down the hall. Mr. Peabody. He’ll see to whatever it is you need.”

      “Does that include my pay at the end of the month?”

      Frances wanted Mr. Shoemaker out of her workroom, but she didn’t want him to forget he had hired her, nor did she want him lowering her agreed-upon salary just because she was a woman. “I trust the position still pays what you offered in your letter.” She had made sure not to make this last comment a question.

      She didn’t want him reconsidering anything.

      “Mr. Harris will see to setting everything up,” Mr. Shoemaker had replied, the slight sigh at the end of his words suggesting he had decided to give up on arguing with her. “The uh.... those pots on the shelves behind you are the priority,” he stammered. “Mr. Harris has done the initial work to catalogue them, but he will need to finish the paperwork for them before they’re given to the curator for display.”
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