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      Dear reader,

      

      While this novel is a work of fiction, the Faberge Imperial eggs are very real. The Alexander III commemorative egg commissioned in 1909—and featured in this book—is still missing along with several others.

      In 2012, the third Imperial egg was rediscovered by a scrap metal dealer in the Midwest. Leading Faberge experts at Wartski presented the egg to the public in 2014.

      Many treasures are lost. Will you find one?

      

      Rachelle
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      Lovelyn Pettigrew smoothed a wrinkled, scrap of paper on the sharp edge of the kitchen’s butcher block counter. A whiff of gardenia and eucalyptus, Grandmother’s custom perfume, released into the air. Love inhaled the scent and, for a second, pretended Grandmother had left the room and would return in another moment. Love would share her worries, and Grandmother would help find a solution. Love longed for another person to unload her burdens and support her vision.

      The illusion never lasted.

      Opening her eyes, she focused on reality. The thin sheet was the first real piece of documentation she’d uncovered in six months of searching. She angled the receipt into the sunlight streaming through the window, squinting.

      White enamel egg with stand. Miniature bust inside. Sold November 1949.

      The vague description wasn’t the clear provenance she needed. For years, she and her late grandmother discussed preserving the matriarch’s collection of art and antiques in her mansion on Lake Michigan. Working with her parents was the snag Love hadn’t anticipated. Via the last will and testament, however, Grandmother insisted.

      At the onset of the project, Love hoped for a successful, collaborative effort. While she owned the house and collection outright, she couldn’t afford to launch her museum on the monthly stipend she received from her trust. She either needed the trustees to approve a large withdrawal to fund the projects necessary for converting the dwelling into a non-profit business and hiring staff, or had to operate her museum as an extension of the family foundation, her grandmother’s request. Both options required her parents’ approval.

      Once her father had hired arrogant curator, Kirk LaGrange, Love had lowered her expectations. The smug man had overlooked many of the paintings by lesser-known artists and entirely disregarded the decorative arts as beneath his notice. He had proposed a streamlined museum downtown, highlighting a select number of pieces. Charles, her father, had jumped onboard without hesitation, curtailing Love’s proposal.

      She scrunched her nose. In seven days, on the Monday after Thanksgiving, she would present her plan, to transform the Lake Forest mansion into a museum, to the board of her family’s foundation. To override her father’s chairman vote, she needed the support of the rest of the members.

      Her best chance to appeal to the board was in proving Kirk’s dismissal of the bulk of the collection indicated flawed judgement. As the deadline approached, she pinned every hope for her future at the museum on one, unidentified, enamel egg. She needed more than a few lines scribbled on an old piece of paper for authentication.

      Along the top margin, under the smudged gallery name and faint—but legible—London address, she read a series of numbers. Grabbing the corded house phone off the wall, she dialed the line. Her bare toes tingled, and she curled them against the smooth, tile floor.

      Her heart beat in time with the pulsating dial tone.

      Positive feedback from the gallery didn’t negate the months’ worth of work she had to cram into the next week, including the final draft of her business proposal. She needed time. What if this is another dead-end? Breathing in through her nose, she released the air in short, halting bursts. She’d focus on one step at a time.

      “Hello. Smith Company. How may I direct your call?”

      “Good afternoon. I am hoping to speak to someone about a… erm… lost article?” Her voice cracked. “I mean. It’s not missing. I know where it is…” Love clamped her lips together. Her stammering was an admission of guilt for a crime never committed.

      “Ma’am?” the receptionist prompted.

      The crisp British voice hovered on the edge between concern and don’t-waste-my-time. Clearing her throat, Love tugged the phone cord. “My apologies. This morning, I found a receipt of sale for a decorative object purchased at your gallery years ago. I believe the piece is very valuable. I need help with authentication. May I speak with someone in charge?”

      “Can you provide me with more details, ma’am?”

      Love caught her bottom lip with her teeth. Alone on a large property, north of Chicago, she valued discretion. Surrounded by priceless things she remained a target for criminals until she increased the property’s security, risking more than her father’s ire. Kirk’s plan appealed to Charles’s fears about her safety.

      “Ma’am? Can you please offer me any information? Are you discussing a painted miniature or a diadem? We don’t know your item and can’t offer help without specifics.”

      In Chicago, her requests were answered without hesitation. Her family’s old money name carried power. “I’m reluctant to share details over the phone.”

      She tapped her fingers against the counter. If she had time, she would have flown to London with the egg like her father would do. Following someone else’s game plan was the whole problem. She wanted to carve her own path instead of falling in line with her parents’ rules in the absence of her defender.

      “Have you filled out the inquiry form on the website?”

      So much for good luck. She dragged her fingers through her tangled, shoulder-length hair. “I haven’t checked the internet. Until ten minutes ago, I didn’t know the name of your gallery. I found an old receipt and called the number.” Her pinky caught in a tangle of hair, and she pulled her hands free. “Shall I call back? Leave a message?”

      “I’m sorry. Mr. Smith prefers all communication go through me. Can you tell me anything about your item?”

      Love hunched forward. While the egg was a symbol of her grandparents’ steadfast romance, its purported maker was synonymous with grand wealth. She hated to reduce the item to a commodity by mentioning the name.

      Without authentication, however, the egg would fall victim to the same fate as most of the other works of art, stored in a basement and forgotten. “Does the gallery have an email address? Can I send Mr. Smith the information?”

      “I’m afraid that is impossible.”

      “Please. Let’s not involve other people, or you will be in a lot of trouble with your boss.” Love flinched. Threatening an assistant over the phone from several thousand miles away? She couldn’t believe she used such language. Her throat tightened. “I’m sor⁠—”

      “Ms. Pettigrew, I appreciate your frustrations. You are not the only person calling our gallery. Mr. Smith has a full calendar of appointments. Without any other information, I see no reason to advance you in the list of those waiting to speak with him.”

      “Please. Give me his email address, and I’ll send the details. I swear.” She nibbled the inside of her cheek.

      Sharing some personal details with a stranger was good practice since she wanted to open her home to the public.

      Contacting the worlds’ leading expert was a safe start. “Please.”

      “Fine.” The woman exhaled a rush of air. “His personal email is J-O-H-N-W-S-M-I-T-H at zmail dot com.”

      Love turned away from the window, opening the junk drawer. Rummaging through the tangled cords, restaurant matchboxes, and other scraps, she spotted a pen. She uncapped it, pushed up her sweater sleeve, and wrote on her forearm. “J-O-H-N-W-S-M-I-T-H?”

      “Correct, ma’am. At zmail dot com.”

      Love added the final flourish and inspected her work. As far as temporary tattoos went, she could do a lot worse. “Excellent. Thank you.”

      “May I help with anything else, madam?”

      The last word was crisp and short. Love shouldn’t linger on the line, adding to the woman’s frustration. The phone call was the first promising lead in months of research. Had she done enough? Could she end the call without a guarantee of response?

      Her concerns didn’t matter to the assistant, and she’d taken enough of the woman’s time. “Thank you. I truly appreciate your help.”

      “Of course. Cheers.”

      The line disconnected.

      Love returned the receiver to its holder. The faded, yellow, plastic phone was the sort of relic her parents would immediately replace with something new and shiny. She liked the constancy, remembering Grandmother making calls while Love snuck to the cookie jar.

      She bounced on the balls of her feet, her body thrumming with energy. Finally, she’d achieved some progress. Clutching the receipt and scrap paper tight in her fist, she pulled out a chair at the oak table.

      Knife scratches had worn deep groves into the top. Water rings marred the finish in a few spots. The rustic furniture was the antithesis of the rest of the home’s decor. The only piece Grandmother brought from her humble, immigrant family to her new husband’s grand mansion, the table encapsulated Love’s use it or lose it mentality. She’d rather make memories and ruin the surface teaching her elementary school aged granddaughter how to bake then keep it pristine. Nothing is more precious than love.

      Every time had a purpose, and Love would stick to hers. She sorted through the stack of insurance appraisals, found the file from the fifties, and grabbed her cell. With the camera app, she snapped a few shots of the polaroids and the crinkled slip of paper. Opening her laptop, she messaged herself the pictures and pulled up her inbox.

      Scanning the unread emails, she stiffened, her temples throbbing. In bold letters, Kirk LaGrange’s email address appeared at the top of her inbox. She hovered the cursor over the subject line More Information Needed.

      Her vision blurred, and she pressed cool fingers against her forehead. If she clicked on the email, she’d find a list of busy work items. Without a doubt, she’d spot Charles cc’d on the correspondence.

      She’d help Kirk. For her grandmother’s legacy, Love would maintain a respectful relationship, but he wasn’t a priority. Her dream demanded her full attention. She dashed her fingers over the keyboard.

      Dear Mr. Smith,

      I am in possession of one of the seven missing Faberge eggs originally crafted for the Imperial Family. I am attaching photographs of the egg and a bill of sale to this email. Please contact me. I am most anxious to discuss authentication of this rare piece.

      Yours sincerely,

      Lovelyn Pettigrew

      P.S. I am located in Lake Forest, Illinois and am available to speak over the phone anytime. You might want to make a trip to see the egg. The sooner, the better.

      She added her address, attached the uploaded photos, and leaned back against the chair to read through her words once again. Once she dispatched the email, she would expose a family secret and flout years of caution.

      After hitting send, she shut her laptop and exited the kitchen through the swinging door. Stepping through the maze of banker’s boxes obscuring the black and white tile floor in the front hall, she clutched the cellphone in her clammy grip.

      She glanced at the dark phone screen, her pulse pounding at the base of her throat. The very minute her life changed, she needed to know.
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      Angling the sketchbook into the orange glow from the streetlamps outside, John Smith slid the charcoal over the paper in long, continuous swipes. Over the past few years, he’d drawn the dome shape countless times and built muscle memory in his fingers. After producing hundreds of sketches of the various public art monuments in the city of Chicago, he was a one-man printing press.

      He shifted forward on his well-worn couch. If everything continued according to plan, he could phase out his side hustles of hand-drawn keepsakes and guided tours. In a few weeks, he’d officially earn his degree in art conservation. With any luck, he’d accept a full-time with benefits role at his internship.

      He was eager to focus on his career but would never quit his passion project, a website dedicated to tips about the world’s most famous missing works of art.

      A chill snaked through the single pane, aluminum windows.

      He shivered. The apartment was billed as industrial chic. With a year’s occupancy in the drafty space above a greasy spoon in the heart of the Loop, however, he knew the property barely met acceptable guidelines for living standards. Stifling heat in the summer flipped to bitter cold by the fourth week of November. He shuddered again, his fingers slipping and smudging the edge.

      Leaving his work to the battered, pine coffee table, he stood, stretched his arms overhead, and glanced through the fogged windows. By the start of Thanksgiving week, the sun set in early afternoon. A glimpse outside gave no hint at the time. The cityscape was the same dark at midnight as at four thirty. He preferred downtown walk ability to cozy community where he didn’t belong.

      John strode from his couch to the kitchenette in the opposite corner. An oven, electric range, sink, small refrigerator, and handful of mismatched cabinets identified the space. With his needs met, he refrained from complaints about amenities.

      After filling a kettle under the faucet, he set the battered metal pot on the back burner and waited for the water to boil. He opened the sole, upper cabinet, grabbing a box of green tea and a mug. In the long nights of winter, he relied on a steady diet of hot beverages to stave off hypothermia.

      On the chipped, laminate counter near the electrical outlet, his cellphone chirped. Spotty wi-fi coverage delayed incoming messages and uploads to his website.

      With a finger, he tapped the screen and pulled up his email. Sure enough, he discovered an inbox full of unread messages timestamped hours earlier but only just delivered. Scanning through the list of newsletters and limited time offers, he clicked on a message from an unknown sender with the subject line: Asap Faberge

      The kettle whistled.

      With a start, John jumped. He twisted the stove knob, poured the boiling water in his mug, and replaced the kettle on the back burner. He downloaded the pictures from the attachment and reread the message. Missing Faberge eggs held a special spot on his website and in his imagination.

      While the existence of the gifts was common knowledge, the specifics of the lost items remained mysterious. No cache of illustrations for the royal commissions or their hidden surprises had been discovered. The likelihood of the egg being unearthed in the Midwest was preposterous.

      Of course, Lake Forest was one of the richest towns in America. On the banks of Lake Michigan with idyllic views of the shoreline, the hamlet was worlds away from the hustle and bustle of the city.

      On his one and only visit to the northern suburbs with his caseworker, he constantly glanced over his shoulder. He was the most conspicuous person—messy hair, dark clothes, worn shoes—on the charming streets. He’d never left downtown for the suburbs since.

      Over the years, he matured from unwanted kid to capable man. Shaking off the old feelings of inferiority wasn’t as easy as transforming his body with weight-training and his brain with higher education.

      The name Pettigrew tickled his mind. Where, why, or how he’d heard it? In another second, the attachments downloaded. Images of the Faberge Alexander III Commemorative Imperial Egg flashed on the small screen.

      A knock pounded against the apartment door.

      He clutched the phone. In his hands, he held a picture of one of the most sought after works of art of all time and an address to the location. What were the chances the egg was authentic?

      Pettigrew like the wing at the art museum. The information clicked together like the conclusions he drew after reading multiple sources for research. He locked the phone screen and slipped the device into his back jeans pocket. In a couple of steps, he reached the door and opened as far as the safety chain allowed.

      “Hey, can I come in?” Henry, his oldest friend, angled a six-pack and a pizza box into the slim opening.

      “Yeah, right. Sure. One sec.” John shut the door and slid the chain free.

      The door handle spun. Henry pushed inside, brushing past him.

      With his hand on the knob, John poked his head into the hall. He scanned the narrow corridor and the top of the spiral steps in the corner. His walk-up, one-bedroom apartment was one of two units in the building. The other door remained closed. No sounds of breathing or footsteps echoed. Greasy food smells lingered in the tight space, curling up from the restaurant below.

      He retreated inside his apartment, shut the door, and refastened the locks.

      “Are you feeling okay?” Henry called.

      Turning, John stroked his chin. He raised his gaze from the floor to Henry.

      Seated on the couch in front of the coffee table and TV, Henry flipped open the lid on the pizza box. Melted cheese and browned meat wafted through the chilly air.

      “Deep dish?” John asked.

      “Is there any other kind?” Henry opened a beer.

      With a grin, John returned to the kitchen. He made quick work of gathering a pizza cutter, plates, forks, and paper towels. Once he’d set the bundle next to the open box, he slid his art supplies off the table. The beer sat too close to his sketchbook for comfort.

      With the cutter, Henry sliced through the thick crust. “I forget how cold this apartment is.” He shivered. “Can’t you get a space heater or something?”

      John rested the sketchbook and charcoals on the windowsill. With his thumb, he gestured to the electric, radiator-style heater in the corner. “Already have one.”

      “I don’t get why you live here.” Henry slid a slice onto a plate, cutting off a bite with a fork and knife, then stuffing it into his mouth.

      Because it’s mine, and I can afford the rent without a roommate. John didn’t have much, but he took pride in everything he maintained with no strings attached. If most of his thirty-year old peers struggled with the image presented on social media, he was content out of view. He owed nothing to anyone but himself.

      His rundown apartment might not be anyone’s idea of the high life, but he prepaid rent through spring and would finish school without student loan debt. He accomplished more than he dreamed as a kid in the foster care system.

      “What’s the plan for Thanksgiving?” Henry asked.

      John reached for a slice and sank onto the ground, resting his back against the couch and stretching his legs in front. “Are you cooking?”

      Henry snorted. “Get over yourself. I’m talking about the game. Are you stopping by my place?”

      “After I stop at the conservator’s shop and get a little work done in the morning, I’ll swing by. Give me a call if I’m late. I might be sidetracked into giving a tour.”

      “On a holiday weekend?”

      His friend’s incredulous tone raised John’s hackles. A single comment shouldn’t irritate John. The throwaway words slipped under his skin like a rock in his shoe. Was Henry so changed he didn’t remember the hustle to survive in the city?

      John had chosen to follow his heart into a difficult to enter and not particularly lucrative field. To earn a living, he had tapped into his creativity at dodging around gatekeepers and making his own path. His tours were a major component of his livelihood.

      At least, with his focus on the food, he avoided the man’s gaze. John cut his fork through the thick layer of tomatoes, meat, cheese, and crust then popped the bite into his mouth. Before Henry’s career in security took off, he’d also worked multiple jobs. He knew the struggle first-hand. John never asked questions about his friend’s chosen job path. Should he? “Yes, on a holiday weekend.”

      Henry cleared his throat like he’d lodged a pepperoni on his Adam’s apple.

      As he swallowed his bite, John glanced over his shoulder. What more did Henry want? “Hey, I work when the tourists show up.”

      “You work nonstop. Any plans to take a day off? Head to a beach? Get out of this cold?”

      “I need an offer for full-time employment plus benefits,” John said. “Then, I’ll talk about a vacation.”

      “You haven’t taken a break in years.”

      “Not true. I spent twelve months overseas.”

      Henry groaned. “I remember. From the second you met me at the airport, you had us racing across Italy and touring every museum and church you found. I can only imagine what you did on your own.”

      John grinned. The year abroad was a fundamental component to the art conservation program. Saving for the expense, and avoiding a high-interest loan, he delayed his graduation and wiped out a large chunk of savings. He had vowed to make the most of his time in Europe. He devoted every spare minute to exploration. The great works of art he studied inspired and motivated him. Beauty existed everywhere to encourage humanity to be its best.

      On his return, he was more determined than ever to improve his situation. Sacrificing a few creature comforts was a small price to pay on the path to his ultimate goal, financial independence in a job restoring art for centuries to follow. “I should find out this week if the conservator can hire me.”

      “So, tell me about your back-up plan. I know you have one.”

      John stuffed another slice of pizza into his mouth and chewed. On a cold night, hot food was enough to wash away his troubles. Tonight was the exception. At least the activity covered his whirring brain, disguising his silences as hunger and not annoyance.

      Henry was correct. As a matter of course, John prepared for worst-case scenarios. After skirting the poverty line for years, he worked round the clock and minimized expenses. Concerning his degree, however, he’d been afraid to develop an alternate plan. He’d struggled to remain debt free so he could make a career out of his passion. If he figured out a back-up, did he betray himself and the struggles he endured to get to this point in his life? Was coming up with another path the first step in giving up on his dream?

      As he slumped against the couch, the phone in his pocket jammed into his lower back, reminding him of his surprise plan B. Sort of. Was the email from one of the wealthiest families a fluke? Or confirmation he was doing something right?

      He claimed a beer and popped the lid on the edge of the table. The first sip didn’t clear the dull, sour taste filling his mouth.

      Henry finished his slice and wiped both hands with a paper towel. “What’s going on? Why are you quiet?”

      Adrenaline pulsed through John’s veins. Seeing was believing. Maybe getting his friend’s visual confirmation of the email would make the incredible opportunity real. “Let me show you.” John slipped the phone from his back pocket, tapped the screen, then handed the device to his friend.

      Henry squinted at the cell in his hands. “What am I looking at? I don’t get it.”

      “One of the lost Faberge Imperial Eggs. In total, fifty were crafted for the Tsarinas as Easter presents. Quite a few are missing. Including this one.”

      “Okay,” Henry dragged out the word. After a pause, he stared at John blankly. “So what? Why do you have these pictures? Is this a black-market thing?” He darted his gaze toward the door. “Are you in trouble?” he whispered.

      Instead of censure, John understood the hint of protection in the questions. He’d always counted on Henry to throw him a rope and pull him free of any problem. With all due respect to his friend’s opinion, however, John couldn’t ignore the opportunity. “I don’t think so. I got an email from the owner. Click on the message.”

      After tapping the phone, Henry looked at the screen, his brows knitting together. “Pettigrew? Like the Pettigrew Pettigrew’s? The family who owns most of the town?” He set the phone on the table. “You better contact her and let her know she made a mistake.”

      John retrieved the phone, wiping the screen on his jeans. Greasy prints smudged the surface. His friend had released the device like it was on fire. John should have anticipated the response. Growing up in the foster system, Henry was a skeptic for good reason. John wanted his support and not his incredulity.

      “What mistake?” He slid the phone into his pocket and studied his friend. “I have a whole page on my website dedicated to that particular missing egg. She emailed me. She wants my help. This contact is my back-up. I prove the attribution, and I’ll jump into the art scene with a major reputation. Win-win.”

      “Come on, John.” Henry rubbed his jaw. “Wouldn’t a woman like that have her own contacts in the art world? Why reach out over email to a stranger? Her last name is on a wing at the Art Institute. She screwed up. Tell her the truth and back out.”

      John squared his shoulders. “Why do you assume I’m not the man she intended to contact? Maybe I’m the only person who will believe her. I’ve built a solid reputation online. What’s remarkable about me being contacted?”

      Henry rested his forearms on his thighs and stared without blinking.

      Under his narrowed gaze, John should flinch. His friend refined the steady stare along with his physique for his career in security. John stood as still as one of the marble statues in the Pettigrew wing at the museum.

      He worked too hard for too long to be intimidated out of a major opportunity. Helping the Pettigrew family with the authentication of a Faberge egg would launch him into the upper circles of the tightly coiled art market.

      He wasn’t aiming for friendship but a solid future built on hard work. This opportunity wasn’t a shortcut but a treasure map. He infused his backbone with steel. “I’ll go. The chances of an Imperial Faberge egg somehow ending up in a Midwest attic is outlandish. The last name doesn’t factor. Missing treasure doesn’t resurface. But her email deserves a face-to-face meeting.”

      “Why?”

      The single word question echoed. To the world at large, the muscular man was intimidating. John set his jaw. He wasn’t scared of his friend. “Why not?”

      “Don’t do this, please. Call her. Email her. Don’t go in person.” Henry sighed. “You’re setting yourself up for disappointment.”

      The definitive tone in Henry’s voice rattled John. After growing up side by side since middle school, they were as close as either got to family. They had their secrets, or at least Henry did. As the head of his own security consultancy, he was an expert at masking his emotions and considering every word before speaking. John didn’t like the read he was getting at the moment.

      With years of experience working for people like the Pettigrews, Henry knew the social elite far better. John would need to hold his own against the very rich and powerful soon enough. He could prove to himself—and Henry—he had the guts, the smarts, and the drive to do so, now, with Lovelyn Pettigrew.

      One meeting would provide John an opportunity to work on his conversational skills with the uber wealthy. Or, at the very least, could offer another amusing anecdote for his website about the missing Russian eggs.

      Henry pursed his lips.

      “She needs advice. I can help.”

      “Don’t go.” Henry lowered his voice. “This is a disaster waiting to happen. Nothing good can come from your involvement.”

      Ultimatums never dissuaded John. Shuffling to the kitchenette, he retrieved the mug off the counter. He poured the cold tea down the drain and left the cup in the sink. With his back turned, he couldn’t shake off Henry’s glower.

      John remained in place, refusing a head-to-head battle with his only friend. “I’ll be careful. I want a glimpse of the egg. Even a false lead will make a good story for my website. I haven’t updated the page in a while.”

      Heavy, booted footsteps echoed in the chilly room.

      John studied his friend.

      “I shouldn’t bother. You’ll do whatever you want. You won’t listen to my advice.” Henry frowned and held John’s gaze with an unflinching stare. “These are important people. They can make or break you. Don’t put a target on your back.”

      “I know what I’m doing.”

      Henry held up his palms and retreated to the couch. Grabbing the remote, he turned on the TV. The drone of sportscast commentary filled the silence.

      John rinsed his mug, dried it with a towel, then started the tea-process over again. The routine task freed his mind for wandering.

      Years ago, he had learned to trust his gut instinct. He wasn’t chasing a fantasy. Lovelyn Pettigrew had contacted him. An unshakable sense of right vibrated along his limbs. He would show up, see her egg, and help her.

      In the best-case scenario, he gained accolades from the opportunity and his name earned him some recognition within the art world. At the very least, he satisfied his curiosity about one of the most revered objects of all time and wrote an interesting addition to his website for the encounter. He had too much riding on his success to get caught up with any distraction or detraction.
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      Inside the entry hall of her 1920s mansion, Love sorted through paperwork. With care, she slid a brittle envelope out of the box and opened the flap, revealing a hand-written receipt inside.

      The sale of a Limoges garniture acquired by Grandmother on her honeymoon recorded in neat script. “One more down.” Love’s triumphant voice bounced off the high ceilings.

      Picking up her feet over and around the boxes, she crossed to one of the four gilded, marble-topped console tables. Mounted to the walls on either side, between closed doors and under tall mirrors, the decorative pieces assumed a more utilitarian role under her ownership. Living alone, she utilized the entry hall and kitchen as her workspaces and left the other rooms, and her memories, undisturbed.

      With a pencil, she noted the details of the receipt into the ledger book. At the start of her project, she flirted with the idea of launching social media accounts for her work-in-progress museum and snapped a few photos of her documentation drama in the early days. With time running out, she abandoned the effort. Working through each box—not necessarily a hashtag worthy pursuit—became her sole focus. A curated online persona could wait until opening day.

      Across the hall, the tinny bbring of the vintage phone rang from atop another console. The chime bounced off the high ceilings.

      Her path wasn’t clear and easy. Had she overcomplicated everything? With a sigh, she shut the ledger with the receipt and pencil inside. Tiptoeing back through the maze of records, she claimed the receiver before the next ring. “Hello? Lovelyn Pettigrew, speaking.”

      “Hi, Love, it’s Missy. Now a good time?” Her best friend said the words in a rush.

      Always-on-the-move Missy wasn’t the sort to call and chat for hours. “As good as any.” Love slumped, resting her forearm next to an old envelope and pen discarded on the table.

      She couldn’t shake Grandmother’s tradition of saving envelopes to jot down to-do lists. Glancing down, Love nibbled her lip. She hadn’t scratched off anything from the list. She’d forgotten she started one.

      “How is your project? Are you hard at work?”

      “Yep.” With little time to spare, Love had no other choice but constant labor.

      “Does that mean no progress on the Faberge?”

      “Ding, ding, ding. You are correct.” Love tugged the hem of her sweater over her pajama pants. She uncapped the pen and jotted get dressed. At least she could accomplish one task today. “I have to sort through the rest and hope I have enough to hold make a solid case.”

      “What happens if you don’t?”

      “Nothing good.” She rolled her neck from one side to the next. The knot of stress refused any attempts at relief. Only finishing her task would ease her pain.

      Regardless of the foundation’s decision, Love vowed to complete the project of properly cataloging the entire collection of fine art, silver, objet d’art, and furnishings. She’d rather work in her home, avoiding hours in a damp, dimly lit basement. To do so, she needed Charles and Anne’s support for a peaceful transition.

      “I’m sure Charles and Anne will understand.”

      “I doubt it,” Love muttered. Shouldn’t John Smith have called? London was six hours ahead, a fact she repeated like a mantra through a sleepless night. With each passing minute, she added a new regret.

      Sending the email was a desperate last act to save her vision. After she had drafted the missive and hit send, she searched the gallery’s website and the internet. In terms of Faberge, John Smith’s opinion was the only one that mattered. Had she encroached? She sucked in a sharp breath.

      No wonder the woman on the other end of the call sounded strict and discouraging. Love cringed, remembering her presumptuous words. As the world’s leading dealer, he must field hundreds of false tips. I’m the real deal. She needed a chance to prove her worth to everyone, including herself.

      “I’ve run out of second chances.” She drummed her fingers on the smooth, cold edge of the console table. “My parents are impatient. They want me to stop fighting and join the foundation. Charles is especially vocal.”

      “Why don’t you ever call them Mom and Dad?”

      “Because…” Love screwed up her face, rubbing a hand over her itchy nose.

      Her parents weren’t the sort of mushy, gushy people who answered to anything besides their proper names. As part of a dynasty, each generation worked hard to continue the family prominence in Chicago begun by her many times great grandfather, a successful developer in the wake of the great fire.

      She was uninterested in real estate and shied away from the social scene. By establishing a world-class museum, a mecca for art and history on the lake, she would memorialize the family in her own way. Her parents agreed with the plan but not the finer details. They wanted her sidelined within the foundation, controlling her future.

      “Nicknames don’t matter,” she said. “They don’t particularly care. When I’m attending society events on behalf of the foundation, I’d sound infantile calling them Mom and Dad.”

      “Events like galas and stuff? Is that what you’ll have to do?” Missy snorted. “Have they met you? You hate pretension.”

      “Hate is pretty strong.” Love frowned.

      She could only share bits and pieces with her best friend without compromising Missy’s livelihood. As the caretaker on the Pettigrew’s Wisconsin estate, she continued the legacy of her late parents. She was an effective project manager who dove into hard work alongside a crew. Her no-nonsense manner was a little rough. With guidance, Love hoped to smooth her friend’s bristles.

      “You’re sure of the plan to remain on the premises?” Missy asked.

      Beyond her time crunch to properly catalogue, Love had more hurdles to leap. Transforming the estate into a museum wasn’t as easy as erecting a few barriers and unlocking the front door. She wasn’t even sure how much she didn’t know. She needed Missy onsite. “If I can convince you to move in, why not? Will you relocate?”

      “I’ll be ready as soon as you give me the word. Your parents have been very generous and hired more staff. I feel confident I can leave the estate in good hands. You’re sure about staying on the property? Wouldn’t moving to another building make the museum operations run smoother?”

      Love wrapped her arms around herself. Most days, she ignored how her steps echoed in the empty house. Other times, she shivered as the cold swept over her, sinking deep into her bones. She couldn’t leave, or she relinquished the good memories. With a roommate keeping her company after the visitors left, she wouldn’t be alone.

      “I feel my grandmother here. I miss her.” Without her closest ally, Love drifted like an unmoored ship, and she worried what would happen if she lost her project. In less than a week, she’d have an answer. “Missy, sorry, I’m a distracted today. Did you need something?”

      “Are you visiting soon?”

      “I’m not sure I can. I’d like to pick up the remaining pieces, but I have enough here to keep me busy through the winter.” If I have the opportunity.

      Several paintings and decorative objects stored at the Wisconsin property belonged to Love. She intended to retrieve the art after winning support of her plan. Her worst-case scenario—losing control over her collection—was only days away. The delay in retrieving her artwork bought her a few more precious moments of ownership.

      “Give me a heads up if you change your mind,” Missy said. “We had a storm blow in over the weekend and another in the forecast. I haven’t cleared every road yet.”

      “I will. I don’t⁠—”

      A loud knock pounded against the front door.

      Turning her head, Love frowned at the locked entrance. Her parents never visited unannounced, and they had keys. With no house staff at the moment, she’d have to answer the door. She didn’t mind, but she wasn’t expecting anyone. Did a security guard wait on the other side, ready to derail her day with a task from her father?

      The visitor knocked again.

      “Was that a knock? Is someone there?” Missy asked.

      “Yes, someone’s at the door. I’m not sure who. It’s okay.” Love glanced in the pier glass mirror. Maybe she should have changed into real clothes and added a dash of lip-gloss. Her reflection was pale and faded. “Call you later?”

      “Sure. Quick question.”

      Love grimaced, grateful her friend couldn’t see her face. Missy’s inquiries were never fast. “What’s up?” she asked, imbuing some cheer into the response.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be having fun for both of us? My nightlife consists of stargazing. You could paint the town red if you wanted.”

      Love had options for socializing, none particularly appealing. Maybe, if she met someone who accepted her without prejudice, she would enjoy a night on the town. She hadn’t been lucky. “After the start of the new year, you can judge city-life for yourself.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Bye.”

      “Bye.” Love returned the receiver to the cradle and navigated her way back through the maze of boxes.

      She hadn’t heard another knock but that didn’t mean the visitor left. Either someone had been let through the grounds by the guard, or security waited on the other side to inform her of something. Who was making an unannounced house call? Why? I never emailed Kirk.

      Her stomach twisted. Was the curator on the other side her door, ready to ruin her day with a confrontation? With shaky, clammy hands, she unbolted the lock and slowly pulled open the front door.

      A chilly, late November breeze snaked through the doorway.

      Shivering, she crossed her arms and rubbed her shoulders.

      No one waited outside her door.

      With a foot on the threshold, she breathed in the scent of a distant fire but detected no hint of exhaust. She strained for any mechanical noise and glanced across the covered, limestone porch. At the bottom of the steps in the pea gravel drive, she spotted a tall, retreating figure.

      Cupping both hands around her mouth, she called out to the dark shape. “Hello? Did you knock?”

      The person turned, crunching the pea gravel under scuffed loafers and clutching the collar of a coat closed. “Yes, hello,” a deep voice boomed. The man waved. “Are you Lovelyn Pettigrew?”

      Nodding, Love tightened her grip on the edge of the door, curling her bare toes against the icy, entryway tiles. She should be scared. An unknown man strode along her front path and addressed her by name.

      She wasn’t afraid.

      His features came into clearer focus with each step he took from the path to the porch. With a strong jaw, slim figure, and smooth face, she’d place his age around thirty. His piercing, gray eyes held hers with a steady, knowing gleam. Her heart skipped a beat at his slanted grin. He knew her name. Did she know him?

      She smoothed the cashmere sweater over her hips. “I’m sorry? Do we have an appointment?”

      She crossed one pajama-clad leg in front of the other, minimizing how much of her outfit was on display on her front porch. Her earlier concerns for phone etiquette couldn’t match the heat scalding her cheeks because of her improper attire.

      “I got your email,” he said.

      “My email?” While her mouth formed the words, her brain struggled with processing her speech. Scanning his face, she searched for a clue. She had the oddest sense of peace with the stranger like she greeted an old friend. His gray eyes were remarkable and unforgettable.

      “About…” Standing a few feet away, he inched forward. “The egg.”

      She slackened her jaw. “John Smith?”

      He nodded.

      Relief flooded her with warmth. Her breath eased out, and she opened the door wide. “Please come in out of the cold. Oh, thank you for coming. I can’t believe you’re here. I’m sorry I’m surprised. I expected a call first.”

      He brushed past her and entered the hall.

      She shut the door and locked it. As she tugged at the hem of her sweater, she studied him. Dressed in a thick overcoat and neatly tied scarf, he certainly looked the part of expert dealer from London.

      He scanned the hall from one side to the other, taking in the stacks of papers scattered through the cavernous space like a flammable mountain range.

      Her security must have checked his credentials before letting him pass the main gate. A twinge of doubt flickered in the back of her mind. The man materialized like her positive affirmations were magic.

      What else could she manifest? “Did you dust off a Concorde somewhere?”

      For a moment, he held her gaze steady.

      Love couldn’t place the expression. Bemused? Confused? Teasing a stranger was another misfire. Her manners were rusty for company.

      He chuckled. “Not quite.”

      The warm, rich tone of his laughter was as welcoming as her fireplace on a snowy day and removed the hint of confusion from his gray eyes. She relaxed her bunched shoulders and twisted her fingers in the hem of her sweater. His even smile held toe-curling properties.

      “I’m sorry to say everything is a bit of a mess. Do you have a bag or briefcase or something?” She turned back toward the door. “You don’t need to leave your things outside.”

      “Oh…well…umm…” He ran a hand through his hair.

      Her cheeks flamed again. Another assumption? Every rule of hospitality she knew, ingrained since childhood, evaporated with her thoughtless comment. She cooled her hot face with her icy fingers. Of course, he wasn’t carrying his things.

      He’d probably left his luggage at his hotel or kept the bags with his driver and car. “Sorry, I’m feeling a little off-balance. I expected a reply or a call before you’d appear on my doorstep.”

      “I should have called. I read your email and was anxious for an in-person visit.”

      “I’m pleased you’re here. I can’t believe it. Your help might finish this project.” She held her arms out to the side to indicate the boxes littering the floor.

      He scanned the room from top to bottom.

      He’s cataloging. She bit her lip, suppressing her grin. No one understood why she adored the collection. Her artistic skills were lacking, and no matter how many classes she took, she had never progressed much past stick figure. Instead, she developed her eye and passion as a connoisseur. Had she found a kindred spirit?

      “I’ll need to handle the egg to evaluate its authenticity,” he said.

      “Of course.” With her hands to her waist, she braced herself but couldn’t stop the roller coaster ride from her hopes rising to instantly dashing. “Unfortunately, I don’t have the egg on the grounds. It’s housed at another location. I have photographs and records of purchase. I can fetch the file. I wasn’t expecting you without notice.”

      “I should have called.” He dragged a hand through his hair again.

      The gesture was rakish. She needed control. Ogling the man who might help her save her dream? More than his sudden appearance, like he materialized from her deepest wish, she regarded him with surprise.

      A young-ish man was a world-renowned scholar? Was he reading non-fiction texts instead of fairy tales for bedtime stories? Her internet search hadn’t included headshots.

      After the phone call with the gallery, however, she pictured a bumbling middle-aged British man and not a good-looking American. “You’re from the States?”

      You’re young. She bit her tongue. What was wrong with her today? She had blurted in an ill-timed stream of consciousness. Her accusatory tone burned her ears.

      She shouldn’t be questioning his age and ability to hold a position of some esteem or she marked herself a hypocrite for her desire to assume control of a museum at twenty-five. Didn’t she want to be taken seriously on her merits and not due to her age or—especially—her heritage? Couldn’t she afford him the same courtesy?

      Chuckling, he drew back his chin. “Guilty. Is there a problem with my provenance?”

      She’d never been on the receiving end of a bad art history joke. She liked it. “Of course, not.” With her arms against her fluttering stomach, she held the butterflies in place. “I figured you’d have a British accent.”

      “The best I can manage is bad cockney, I’m afraid.”

      She spotted the flash of amusement in the corners of his gray eyes. “No need. Follow me. I’ll show you what I have in the house.”

      “Much obliged, Miss Pettigrew.” He clasped his hands behind his back.

      “Please, call me Love,” she said.

      “As long as you’ll call me John.”

      On tiptoe, she led the way through the front hall toward the back kitchen. She floated on air. Could the moment be real? He was there and could solve her problems. She’d been running on passion, coffee, and little sleep to get everything in order. Despite her best efforts, she knew she wouldn’t have enough to convince her parents her vision—not Kirk’s—was the best for the protection of the art and the family legacy.

      With authentication, she could release the news to the public and send the piece on a world tour, drumming up interest in the rest of the collection. She could sway Charles and Anne that every work of art needed a more thorough investigation for correct attributions. With any luck, she’d uncover more hidden treasure.

      Pushing through the swinging door, she waved John to the scarred, solid, oak table. A neat stack of manila folders and an expandable file next to her laptop showed her capable of at least minimal organizational skills. When he spotted the boxes, he hadn’t run out the door.

      He sat and interlaced his fingers.

      Thank goodness he wasn’t scared by a lot of work. Approaching from the other side, she fanned the folders across the top like a deck of cards. Scanning the labels, she pulled the bottom file and held it in mid-air.

      He snatched the edge of the folder.

      She tightened her grip.

      Arching an eyebrow, he stared.

      “Sorry.” She released her white-knuckled grip. Yanking the cuffs of her sweater over her clammy hands, she crossed her arms. “Everything you need, every piece of documentation I have, is in that file.” Don’t lose it.

      “Great.” He opened the folder and ran his index finger over the first page of an insurance appraisal from the seventies.

      She should change and present herself as a serious person in charge of a project and not an heiress playing a game with her ill-timed, almost rude, comments. He was there. He had read her email and believed her. She stood a chance.

      She couldn’t risk giving him a moment to walk away. “Tea?”

      He lifted his gaze, deep lines creasing between his brows.

      Did he forget she was there? She didn’t mind. At the moment, she was inappropriately attired and unable to properly hold a conversation. He’s here. She would do her best to keep him occupied. “I’ll make us tea.”

      “Thank you. A cup of tea would be lovely.” He nodded and returned to his study.

      With an assignment, she strode to the stove and twisted the knob. The burner clicked and hissed as the gas ignited. From the corner of her eye, she studied the stranger she’d invited into the coziest part of her home. In his company, she had the oddest sense of instant trust like she could share anything.
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