
  
  
      
        
          The Year of Yes and No

          
		      
          Sara Sartagne

        

        
          
          fe3 Limited

        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2024 by Sara Sartagne 

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. 

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

Book Cover by Jen Moon

First edition 2024







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements and historical notes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Other Duality novels
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Acknowledgements and historical notes




As usual, I owe an incredible debt of thanks to all my writing buddies who've helped to make this a much, much better book – Jilly Wood, Jan Page Jackson, Natasha (who keeps me current!), Katharine Edgar, (whose advice on being a historical detective has been invaluable), Jane Roberts, and of course, Fiona. 

You're all bloody superstars. 

Thanks also to the Malton writing group Monkeys with Typewriters, the Allerthorpe Write Now ladies, and the Beverley Novelists Group, for providing critique on early drafts, enthusiasm and encouragement. 
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John Hoppner was a popular painter, famed for his pictures of children, and Richard Cosway is one of the era's renowned miniaturists. Richard Cosway is mentioned in several letters as being a little eccentric, with outlandish dress sense.

Lady Arabella Porter-Hume is very loosely based on Sarah Sophia Child Villiers, Countess of Jersey, who inherited bank shares from her mother and as a result, was a senior partner at Child & Co bank. She was also a patroness of Almack's, but for my story, I only needed her banking credentials! 

Miss Mary Berry (not the well-loved UK chef!) held a regular and well-attended salon from her London home. Salons in eighteenth-century Britain gave women the opportunity (mostly only allowed to men) to mix with actors, poets, artists and politicians. I've based some of Mary's dialogue in the book on her letters and journals, particularly her travel journals. With her sister, Agnes, Mary Berry travelled in the latter part of the 18th century and, as mentioned, even met Napoleon. 

Anne Seymour Damer was a sculptor and did indeed exhibit at the Royal Academy, but she created the bust of Princess Caroline in 1814, not 1803. She was the goddaughter of Horace Walpole, who described her as 'a female genius'. Her rumoured preference for women and her odd manner of dress has been well documented, as has the prenuptial agreement that allowed her to sculpt after the suicide of her husband. She was great friends with Mary Berry and I've based some of their conversations on letters that remain.
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David Lang was a long-time conductor of clandestine marriages in Gretna Green and obviously charged for his services. 

All the books mentioned here exist; A Description of Latium by Mrs Knight, was released in 1805.

The book is set in England, has English characters, and so is written and edited to follow British English spelling, grammar, and punctuation.








  
  

Chapter 1


COLCHESTER HALL, DECEMBER 1802





Harriet felt the room sway as the attorney finished speaking. Augusta, her mother-in-law, gasped and there was an indrawn breath from Alexander Richardson, her husband’s close friend. Harriet realised her mouth had dropped open. She closed it swiftly and swallowed. 

“Me?” she said, stupidly. She tried again, attempting to force some steel into her soft voice. “I’m sorry, did I hear correctly? John left it all to me?”

Augusta jumped to her feet. “Preposterous! Our family fortune? Built up over long years of careful business dealings? Surely there’s some mistake! Give me the will!” she demanded, her dark eyes snapping and meagre bosom rising with agitation.

Mr Bessiwick, from Bessiwick, Stamford and Jones, peered at Augusta over his spectacles, reminding Harriet of a cross owl. “Yes, perhaps I should repeat it.” He ran his finger under the lines on the page as Augusta leaned over his shoulder. “‘Unto my dear wife, Harriet Colchester, I bequeath my whole estate to and for her absolute use and disposal during the term of her natural life.’ It’s quite clear, Mrs Colchester,” he said to Augusta. “There are some small gifts, but other than your annual allowance and his bequest of the York house to you, Harriet is his sole beneficiary.”

Augusta swung away, her hands clawed tightly. Harriet focused on the gilt decoration on the green leather inlay in the desk and the garnet signet ring on the plump finger of the attorney. Augusta’s usually cream complexion turned more and more red as the news sank in: the Colchester fortune passing into the hands of her son’s unworthy wife.

Harriet drew a breath. “I see, Mr Bessiwick. Thank you. Please go on.”

Mr Bessiwick nodded and continued. John had bequeathed his pocket watch and a book to Alexander, a small sum to his valet. In truth, Harriet hardly heard him. The ground was still tilting, and she pressed her feet into the rug to steady herself. John’s final wishes enveloped her like an ominous cloud. It wasn’t that she doubted that she could manage Colchester Hall – she’d been doing that quietly for years – but managing the reactions of Augusta and the family now she controlled the family fortune was quite a different prospect. 

Her gaze darted around the high-ceilinged room. There was, she knew, not a speck of dust anywhere, not an ornament out of place. Her energies, when she had been unable to ride or walk around the estate, had ensured Colchester Hall was immaculate, and John had often remarked how welcoming his house had become. The rooms were in the best style, classical, restrained – she was proud of her efforts.

“Harriet?”

Alexander’s calm voice pushed into her reflections. 

“Oh! I beg your pardon,” she said, glancing up to see several pairs of eyes on her. “What did you say?”

“He said, Harriet, that he would arrange for the banker to call and suggested that you sit down with John’s man of business,” Augusta repeated, the edge to her voice well known to Harriet. “It’s obvious you’re not fit to manage alone. You’ll need someone with you. I’ll send for Crewe, our man. He’ll be able to explain to you what’s to be done. And obviously, I will remain to support you while you consider your future.”

Harriet, who tried to believe that somewhere underneath her sharp and dismissive manner her angular mother-in-law had a heart, was doubtful that Augusta had anything other than the protection of the family fortune in mind when she spoke of supporting her. And those words – ‘consider your future’ – made her uneasy. What fresh torture had her mother-in-law in mind for her now? And who might protect her? She glanced at Alexander, tall and imposing, his solid frame soberly dressed. His warm blue eyes were full of sympathy. 

He seemed to read her mind and spoke. “I would be happy to stay a little longer, although I must return to London in the New Year.”

Harriet gave him a grateful smile, despite Augusta’s gimlet stare. “You are too good. Thank you.” 

Alexander in the house might deflect Augusta’s more barbed comments. Her mother-in-law was better behaved in company, and, as John’s closest friend, Alexander had been almost a de facto member of the household for all the time Harriet had been married. Harriet caught Alexander’s wink as the attorney began to shuffle together the papers, and her heart lightened a little at the prospect of his presence. 

She turned to Mr Bessiwick, a small man sitting low in the chair, and thought absently that she might have provided a cushion for him. “Thank you, sir. Is – is this an unusual situation?”

His watery blue eyes focused on her. “It is not unusual for a man to leave his estate to his wife if there are no children. Although to do so without conditions speaks volumes for his affections. Many a wealthy man would request that you remain a widow to enjoy the fruits of his labours, but there are no such constraints on you.”

She heard Augusta tut and mutter something about ‘sentimental claptrap!’, and Harriet’s eyes widened a fraction before she steadied her voice. “Is it sentimental that John cared for me?”

This was met with a profound silence. Alexander nodded at her words.

“He might have had a care for the rest of his family!” snapped Augusta, bristling and looking at her down her thin nose.

“But I am his family,” Harriet said quietly.

“Aye, and thanks to you, his only family, more’s the pity!” Augusta scoffed. 

Harriet blanched. She had borne her heartbreak and distress at her inability to conceive in private, aware of the gossip behind her back from John’s family, hearing their whispers of ‘tainted stock’. 

“You must make a will immediately, naming cousin Edwin as your beneficiary. Mr Bessiwick can draw it up!” Augusta added.

Harriet stiffened in revulsion. “I will take advice, Mama, but I shall do nothing immediately!” 

Augusta looked ready to argue the point, but Alexander took a step closer to Harriet as if to protect her. Augusta shot him a look of intense dislike and bustled from the room, muttering. 

Alexander turned to Mr Bessiwick, who was pursing his lips in disapproval. “Mr Colchester’s will cannot be challenged, I take it?”

“Every will may be challenged, Mr Richardson. And as Mrs Augusta Colchester has noted, it is a little unusual to leave so large a sum without any conditions. I believe the will is firm, but I imagine some of the late Mr Colchester’s relatives will feel unjustly dealt with.” The lawyer sniffed at these unseen family members and then stood. “Mrs Colchester, I offer my deepest condolences on your loss, and I am at your service. I wish you good day.”

“I will see you out,” said Alexander.

After the diminutive attorney had left the room, Harriet folded into the nearest chair and put her hand over her eyes. 

A month ago, John had fallen from his horse and broken his neck; there had been no long illness, no leave taking, no final words. There had only been shock, disbelief. The sense of quiet comfort, which for five years had wrapped around her, had been ripped away, leaving her bereft and vulnerable, as if she was naked in public.

And this! She had been hoping for an annual competence, nothing more. Certainly not twenty thousand a year! 

She reviewed, as best she could remember, her interactions with her husband in the months before his accident. He would often reach over to pat her hand as they sat by the fire in the winter evenings when she would read to him. But he was not demonstrative in public, relaxing only when they were alone. He was kind to her, for which she was grateful, but this had never given her carte blanche to do what she wished. 

Harriet remembered one of his visits to her bedroom. When he’d caught his breath and made to slip out of the bed, she had asked, tentatively, if it would be possible for her to visit her friend Anne in London the following month. 

“You will be away during Mama’s visit,” he had commented, as he thrust his arms through his dressing gown.

“I know, but Mama has seen me a great deal this year,” she said carefully. “I thought she might appreciate some time alone with her only son.”

He laughed, blind to the faults of his mother. “She believes she is supporting you as best she can since your parents died. Please stay! The house runs so much better when you are here. You can visit Anne later in the year.”

He kissed her cheek, wished her good night and left, whistling.

Now she stared at the jumping flames of the fire. Had he known of her yearning for more independence? He had known of her wish to travel, teasing her about her collection of travelogues, even though they rarely travelled further than Berwick, and for him, London meant business rather than pleasure. But now, his will offered her a different life, a life full of opportunities hitherto denied her.

She wished she had someone in whom to confide. Almost as soon as she was married and off their hands, her parents decided to explore the Continent. When she most needed the advice and guidance of her mother to navigate the sneers of her in-laws and John’s endless cousins, Harriet was alone. 

Her mother was an indifferent correspondent and sent only a few scrawled lines complaining about the food, or the heat, or relating how she had met agreeable company in Lord and Lady so-and-so. When her parents finally decided to return, their packet was caught in a storm and all aboard were lost. To Harriet’s guilty surprise she felt as if she was mourning strangers. And then she was truly alone. 

Restless with her thoughts, Harriet stood to stare out of the window. The weak December sunshine glinted off wet leaves in the shrubbery and she espied a rabbit hopping across the lawn. Part of her mind wanted the rabbit to flee, lest it find its way into a cooking pot. The other part wondered what had happened to Sophia, her sister, the cause of the family disgrace. Sophia’s conduct and elopement had made contact impossible; Augusta would have been livid had Harriet attempted it. Harriet knew that Sophia was now a mother of several children; her husband Miles was a country parson. They lurked at the edges of Harriet’s thoughts.

She heard the door open and close behind her and straightened her shoulders.

“Harriet? How are you bearing up?” said Alexander. She turned to him.

“I don’t know what to think! I hoped John would treat me kindly, but I never imagined this largesse! It is rather overwhelming.”

“My dear girl, why would John not treat you kindly? He held you in the greatest affection!” Alexander frowned, his dark brows pinched together. 

She smiled ruefully. “He might have thought about how Mama would react to his wishes! She is horrified, and I have no doubt she will challenge the will.”

“Or Edwin will,” Alexander agreed, speaking of John’s cousin, currently taking advantage of the uneasy Peace in Europe to conduct his Grand Tour. 

Harriet nodded, pursing her lips. Edwin went through money like water. She would wager that Augusta was at this moment penning a letter to him, and didn’t doubt that this would pull Edwin back to England post haste. But had John wanted to leave his fortune to Edwin, his mother, or any of his relatives, he would have done so. Instead, her shy, awkward husband had chosen to leave it to her. 

“I had not thought until this moment that he held me in much esteem,” she said softly.

“John was not the most demonstrative of men,” Alexander said, looking at his fingernails instead of her. Harriet almost smiled at the understatement. “But what clearer communication of his feelings could he give you than this?”

She was not prone to tears, but at this, her vision became blurred, and she was unable to speak as the realisation of John’s affection crashed over her like a wave. She owed him so much, and now, it was too late to thank him. She swung away from Alexander, her voice trapped in her throat as she struggled to control her emotions. Had John truly loved her? She had never looked further than his kindness. 

“Steady, my dear.” Large, warm hands curled around her shoulders. It was the first human contact she had received since the funeral, and she felt a sob rise to her throat. Alexander was such a dear friend. She gathered her composure and pressed his hand. She heard the intake of his breath, and after a pause, he squeezed her fingers and went to sit in one of the armchairs by the fire. 

“You are very pale,” he said, his blue eyes flicking over her as she sat in the chair opposite him. “Have you eaten today?”

She had not. The thought of the will reading had robbed her of her appetite for days. She plucked at the folds of her crepe dress with an amused twitch of her lips. “I look so ill in black.”

“You look like Cleopatra with your dark hair. A pale one, I grant you. What will you do?”

“With Mama in the house? I will continue as before, while I grow accustomed to my new situation.”

Alexander smiled. “I should make use of your inheritance before Augusta begins to cause mischief.”

“I am still in mourning.”

“Not forever,” he responded firmly. “And in any case, custom does not dictate you should stay at home, just that you refrain from attending societal events. You are too young to rusticate in Colchester Hall; you should visit friends, get away from here a while.”

Harriet shook her head. After Sophia’s elopement, she had withdrawn from society, and except Anne, her few friends had disappeared. It was years since she’d visited London for her wedding trip, although the glittering amphitheatre and the grand masked ball at Ranelagh Gardens shone brightly in her memory.

She sighed. While she accustomed herself to her new situation, she ought to – she would – stay at Colchester Hall.

And watch for her mother-in-law to cause trouble.








  
  

Chapter 2


CENTRAL LONDON, JANUARY 2023





Ithanked the art courier and signed my name. Gabriella Sullivan, assistant gallery manager. Such dizzy heights of responsibility at the age of twenty-seven. I smiled slightly before examining the paperwork for Gerrard’s latest acquisition. ‘Two miniatures of Harriet Colchester,’ said the delivery note. Gerrard had been a little mischievous when I saw the amount go out of the business account and asked him what it was. 

“Twin treasures,” was all he’d said, twinkling at me. So, face to face with his purchase, my curiosity was now aroused. 

I pulled on gloves and reached for the screwdriver to release the outer wooden frame of the small, flat case, the size of an old portable record player. I unscrewed the fixings and put the tool to one side. I paused. The clock on the wall said two-thirty-five. Gerrard was not yet back from lunch and might not be back for another hour. I wrinkled my nose. If I didn’t open the case, any damage to its contents would go undetected and it would likely be Monday before any action could be taken.

I peered into the gallery. I ought to get back onto the floor, really, rather than deal with the new piece. But I’d done almost everything on my to-do list for today, and unless a customer strolled in, all that would keep me entertained would be to leaf through the trade magazines. 

There was a buzz from my phone. 

Or, I thought, I could speak to my mother, currently calling my mobile. Doubtless she was trying to arrange our regular trail around the shops. I sighed. Mum enjoyed it, I reminded myself. The phone went to voice mail, and I relaxed. 

Outside the gallery, a movement caught my eye. A potential customer? A woman in a bright red raincoat paused in front of the window, and I watched as she pressed her nose close to the glass. She was sheltering from the freezing January rain. No doubt she would gaze for a few seconds at the landscape that held centre stage and then move on. The paintings displayed by Gerrard Williams, Art Dealer, were not casual pieces, bought by those with a couple of hundred or so pounds to spend. The cheapest piece in the shop (a particularly ugly portrait, in my view) was nearly five thousand pounds, and so, while the shop didn’t sell hundreds of pieces in a year, what we did sell kept the accounts bubbling nicely. There were a few prices in the window, on my insistence. Some indication was essential if you were not going to embarrass potential customers or make them feel small. It had been quite a battle: Gerrard held the view that if you had to ask the price, you couldn’t afford it. Thankfully, another dealer at an art fair had agreed with me, and grudgingly, Gerrard had allowed me to put tiny and discreet pricing against some of the smaller items displayed in the window.

As I had predicted, the woman in the red coat moved away, and I returned to the new arrival. I eased up the lid of the packing to find a battered green leather case. I placed it gently on the table and released a brass catch. Two small ovals were sunk securely into the velvet cushioning, the fronts concealed by a black silk cover. The ovals could have fitted into the palm of my hand, and I frowned, puzzled. Gerrard liked large, rather aggressive modern pieces – abstract or intense realism, blocks of colour and slashes of paint. This box looked cracked and stained with age. 

Carefully, I lifted the silk to reveal two miniatures.

I blinked at the immediacy of the small pictures. From the past a composed young woman surveyed me with cool grey eyes. Harriet Colchester was by no means a looker, but she had… something. Her chin was perhaps a little firm for beauty, but her skin was porcelain and her dark brown hair looked thick and lustrous. Her mouth was well shaped. The grey gaze from the portrait seemed to indicate that Harriet Colchester knew her own mind, even if she kept her counsel. 

“A determined lass,” I said to myself. In the first portrait she wore a pale blue dress, white lace tucked over a rounded bosom. She was against a dark background. The fine gold frame of the miniature had a hook, presumably so it could be hung on a chain or ribbon around someone’s neck. Harriet stared out at the painter, and he or she – who was this by, again? I slipped off my cotton gloves and went back to my desk to look at the documentation. The painter was Richard Cosway. Hmm. So, painted in the late 18th century. Yes, the first of the miniatures was painted in 1797. And the other…?

I returned to the second portrait. Harriet Colchester was painted in a black dress edged with ribbon. I put my head on one side and took in the details. Was she in mourning? Possibly, but what a change in expression! The fine eyes sparkled back at me, the firm mouth was tilted upwards at the corners, her dark hair arranged away from her face, which was now shown off as heart-shaped. Her skin had less pallor, the tint of a blush in the cheeks. Almost as if she was daring the viewer to engage in some mischief with her. Still not a typical beauty of the period, but arresting, vivid. 

“Wow, a very merry widow,” I said, grinning. “What happened to you, girl?”

My phone rang and I glanced at the name on the screen. Mum, again. It flashed through my head that I wished my mother recognised that my job was indeed that – a job, which meant I was engaged during working hours in the day except for emergencies. From long experience, I doubted this was an emergency. Tearing myself away from the fascinating Harriet Colchester, I answered the call.

“At last! I’ve already left one message!” said my mother.

“Mum, are you all right?”

“Yes, of course. Why shouldn’t I be?”

“Well, I’ve told you before that unless the house is falling down or someone is dying, you shouldn’t call me at work!”

“But surely you can find two minutes for your mum? I bet there’s no-one in the gallery, is there?”

“No, but that’s beside the point!” I said, trying to keep my patience. “Would you phone Liam in the middle of the working day?”

“Of course not, he’s always busy, and why would I call him with a message about a treat for you?”

I dropped my head into my hand. Realising my mother would hound me until we’d had this conversation, I said, “Now you’ve got hold of me, what can I do for you, Mum?”

“You might sound a bit more welcoming, Gabs!” 

My parents had christened me Gabriella. But they considered it a bit of a mouthful after a few months and resorted to the current ugly, diminutive form. After a couple of attempts in my early teens to persuade them to use my real name, I remained Gabs. I gritted my teeth, and my mother continued. “I’ve booked you in for a styling session with Francine! I thought you could do with smartening up, particularly as your birthday is coming.”

I had mentioned styling as a potential gift some time ago, but my birthday wasn’t for another four months. “Um… thanks. When is this?”

“Next Thursday, five o’clock!” 

“Sorry, Mum, I’ve got plans to see a film next Thursday.” I had. I’d waited weeks for the film to come to the local cinema and bagged myself a prime seat. 

“Surely you can rearrange. Her website says she can work wonders!”

“Really?”

“Don’t sound like that! Don’t you trust me, Gabs?” 

“But this is the last night that the film is showing. Can’t we rearrange?” 

“We can’t rearrange! Francine’s moved things about especially for you!” Mum sounded shocked. I felt a flash of annoyance. How could Francine move things about for my convenience when I knew nothing about the appointment? I smothered my irritation and hesitated, searching for words. And you know what they say about those who hesitate. Mum pounced. “Come on, Gabs! We need some mother-daughter time! I wish you would move back home. I’ve got all this space, and it would save you a lot of money, with your mortgage and everything!”

Moving home had been mentioned at least once a week since I’d bought my flat three years ago. Thank God for Gran’s legacy, otherwise I’d still be with Mum, plotting her murder. It was less than two weeks since I’d seen her, but nonetheless, guilt prodded at me, making my blooming headache worse. Perhaps unconsciously, I had been avoiding the family. I’d felt tired lately, and all the little jobs they usually asked me to do just seemed beyond my reserves of energy. I was glad to be useful, but I’d just felt… well, that I’d rather not, at the moment. 

As for living back at home… As if my moribund love life would get any better if I lived with Mum.

But, after all, she depended on me, even more so since Dad had died. And she was trying to do something nice for my birthday. 

“I’ll see where else the film is showing,” I said, pinching my nose. “But, Mum, can you please check with Francine if she could schedule in another time?”

“Of course! But if she can’t, and I do think she’s very booked up, I’ll meet you there!”

I rang off, wondering how I could have handled that better. I looked at the miniatures and felt Harriet’s gaze quizzing me.

“Yes, I bet you would have told my mother to find another date, wouldn’t you?” I said to the portraits.

I supposed it was nice that Mum was so organised for my birthday. I was hard to buy for, she often told me.   

I focused again on the miniatures. The sitter looked so different, considering the short passage of time between the portraits – only five years, according to the paperwork. One portrait was demure, determined, watchful. The other full of life, almost devil-may-care. 

The doorbell tinkled and I glanced through the doorway to see Gerrard shrugging off his coat as his long body strode across the polished concrete floor. His greying shoulder-length hair was curling, so I deduced it was raining. He pushed long fingers through his mane, and I had to hide a smile. 

I got on well with Gerrard, who appreciated my financial and organisational skills, which had helped him transform the gallery. But even I recognised he was a walking cliché with his silver-fox good looks and Oxbridge voice, white gold cuff links and Mont Blanc ink pen.

“Your miniatures have arrived,” I said. 

“Good, you’ve opened the package?” He rubbed his hands together and I went to switch on the kettle. He placed the miniatures onto an easel in the back of the gallery and looked at them for several minutes. Wordlessly, I handed him a coffee.

“Extraordinary,” he murmured. “Such precision, and the colours are so vivid.”

“Not your usual purchase,” I observed. 

He nodded with a huff of laughter. “No, indeed. But they are gorgeous, nonetheless.”

I waited. Eventually, if I kept quiet long enough, Gerrard would tell me more. He did.

“They’re for a new client, hopefully someone who’ll come back to me for further commissions. I think he’ll be delighted.”

“Who is she, this Harriet Colchester?”

He glanced at me. “It’s good to see you so animated. I’ve been a bit worried about you lately – you seem a bit low. I wondered if it was this job? Or man trouble?”

I steered away from my non-existent love life and the general malaise that I couldn’t seem to shake off, and grinned. “You know I love my job! I’m lacking some sunshine. I’ll perk up when the weather does. Tell me more about the portrait.”

“Ah, yes – Harriet Colchester. The wife of a very prosperous businessman, John Colchester. He died suddenly and left her his fortune. She’s not very important. But Richard Cosway, who painted these, is one of the foremost miniaturists of the eighteenth and early nineteenth century! He has quite the history!”

He went on about the artist for a few more minutes, talking about the Prince of Wales and the Royal Academy, but my attention remained with his sitter, Harriet. She was interesting in herself. 

He retreated to his office to phone the collector and I looked at the miniatures for a long time. The change in her expression between young wife and widow fascinated me, and I wanted to find out what had prompted that. Had her husband mistreated her, and so when he died, she was free of his persecution? 

I decided to do some digging.








  
  

Chapter 3


COLCHESTER HALL, DECEMBER 1802





Crewe, Augusta’s well-padded man of business, shook his head sorrowfully as Harriet struggled to contain her irritation. The meeting in John’s study had started promptly at nine o’clock and it was now nearly eleven. The stuffiness of the room had given Harriet a headache. Augusta had left after twenty minutes, when she was convinced Harriet was sufficiently cowed by Crewe. 

“Mrs Colchester, your husband was an astute businessman, but truly, his sentiments towards his tenants last year were beyond all good sense!” Crewe said, and Alexander, who had joined them at Harriet’s entreaty, raised his eyebrows. Harriet saw Peters, who had been John’s man of business, clench his fists and put them quickly behind his back.

“Are you suggesting my husband had lost his mind?” she enquired calmly. 

“Not at all, but that his generous nature had been taken advantage of! I hear tenants made approaches to Mr Peters, who, possibly due to inexperience, conveyed their complaints to Mr Colchester.”

Peters sucked in a breath and looked ready to combust. Harriet stood up, finally losing patience. “Enough, sir! You question John’s commercial sense and then the appointment of his most trusted adviser? You go too far!”

Crewe looked startled, and wisely kept silent. Peters’ stiff frame relaxed slightly, the twitch in his pale cheek less evident.

Harriet drew a deep breath and continued. “And while you may be impervious to the suffering of your tenant farmers due to last year’s bad harvest and the price of bread, John was not! Thank you for the time you have spent trying to educate me this morning. I’m pleased to have Peters as a support. I will consider further before making any decision on the rent. Good day to you.”

So effectively dismissed, Crewe could only bow and gather his papers without a word, his face tight with suppressed emotion. Tugging his waistcoat down over his stout stomach, he lumbered from the room.

“Thank you, Mrs Colchester,” Peters said quietly, red to the roots of his hair. He was indeed young, but his slight frame contained a sharp intelligence, and Crewe had obviously provoked him. “The people are still recovering from the rain of the past two seasons – and as you know, the French blockades sent prices too high for the common folk…”

“And even with the Peace, the price of bread and their situation may not improve,” Harriet agreed. “Fear not, Mr Peters, there will be no immediate changes.”

Peters withdrew and Harriet dropped her head into her hand. Alexander patted her shoulder.

“What an odious worm Crewe is,” he commented, and she burst out laughing.

“I should not laugh, but, oh, how right you are! Speaking to me as if I had more hair than wit!”

“Indeed, I was mightily impressed that Peters didn’t plant him a facer, after Crewe implied he was a babe in arms!” Alexander moved to the desk and sat in the chair opposite her. “You look haggard.”

She smiled faintly and raised her eyebrows. “Pray, don’t think to spare my feelings! I have the headache.”

“Unsurprising, given you’ve been cooped up here for the past two hours. Ask the stables to saddle your horse.”

Her heart leapt at the thought. A glance through the window showed the day was bright. It had been dry for a few days, perfect weather for riding. 

“Will you accompany me?” He nodded. “Give me ten minutes to change into my habit.”

In the end, it took slightly longer for her to join him in the hall; her habit was dark blue, but its gold braid was totally unsuitable for her mourning state, and Louise, her maid, had to take ten frustrating minutes to snip the stitches and remove it. A black veil around her hat was less troublesome, and donning black leather gloves, Harriet eventually skipped downstairs to find Alexander deep in thought, staring out of the hall window.

“I beg your pardon! I had not thought to amend my riding habit for mourning.”

He turned and smiled. “It will give the stables time to saddle the horses. And anyway, I was happy to wait.”

Harriet paused fractionally as the warmth in his eyes seemed to pierce her heart. It seemed so long since she had been held, comforted. Loved. The thought struck her powerfully and her cheeks grew hot. She gathered her composure and pulled the veil over her face. They walked in silence through the gardens and around the side of the house to the stables, Harriet for once tongue-tied in Alexander’s company. He had been in her life almost as long as John, she reflected.

He had been groomsman to John, and Harriet, rather awed by his dark good looks and stature (he was generously built, towering over John by a good head), had taken time to relax in his company. But he was such a gentleman, so respectful in his manner, that gradually she had joined in the laughter that flowed so easily between the two men, bound together by business and then friendship. When she was with them, she forgot that she came from a disgraced noble family and had married to repair her family’s fortunes. Alexander, too, would mourn John and must feel his loss keenly.

Her bay mare, standing patiently in the courtyard, whinnied with anticipation as Harriet approached. Harriet’s awkwardness disappeared in a wave of guilt that she had been absent from the stables so long.

“Ah, Gaia! You must think I have forgotten you!” she said as the horse nuzzled her palm. “And here I am, without even a carrot! What a poor human I am!”

Gaia snorted in agreement and Harriet gathered the reins. The groom cupped his hands for her foot and threw her into the saddle. At first, Gaia objected, tossing her head, but Harriet continued to speak softly to her, and after a little retaliatory prancing, the horse subsided. Alexander, watching from his own black mount, chuckled. 

“She needs the fidgets shaking out of her legs – as do you!”

Harriet grinned and urged Gaia into a trot. Before long, they were on the fields overlooking Colchester Hall, and without speaking, both gave their horses their heads. Harriet, who had seen little exercise for the past month, revelled in the rush of the sharp December air against her face and the thunder of the hooves on the damp ground. 

At the oak tree in the small copse, Alexander began to pull up, and reluctantly, Harriet slowed Gaia’s pace. Sensing Harriet’s feelings, the elegant mare swished her tail and stamped in disapproval before lowering her head to nibble unenthusiastically at the sparse grass. 

Alexander grinned at her. “Feeling more the thing?”

Harriet laughed, almost giddy. “I am! I feel liberated out of the house! Does that seem nonsensical?”

“Not at all. Women are often constrained by society’s expectations.”

She smiled. “You and your modern views,” she teased. She slid from Gaia’s back and threw up her veil. She breathed deeply, looking over the land and the hills of the estate, gently rounded like green cushions in the pale winter light. 

“I am unsure if I will like society’s expectations of a new widow,” she murmured.

“You are wealthy,” Alexander said baldly, jumping down from his horse to stand beside her. “Financially independent widows may be considerably more at liberty than you imagine.”

“It is a daunting thought.”

“To do as you wish, rather than follow the dictates of your husband, Augusta, or members of the family? That is what is daunting?”

“I suppose so. I am used to being biddable.”

“You are young enough to learn new ways of being in the world, Harriet. John’s bequest gives you the opportunity to try out a few.”

Harriet did not answer. She was still rocked by John’s death; there was no other reason that the gentle way Alexander spoke would affect her so. She turned away abruptly, and after a brief pause, Alexander said, “I am sorry. It is too soon. I am a clumsy oaf. Forgive me.”

She shook her head. “It is no matter. I know you mean well.”

“Always, Harriet.” 

He sounded rather stern, and she looked at him, his fine lips in a straight line. She managed a smile. “I do not know what these past weeks would have been without you. You are such a dear friend.”

His mouth twisted as if displeased, but at her puzzled look, he nodded. “Shall we return over the lower field?”

Grateful for a change of subject she agreed, and soon they were galloping across John’s land – now her land, she realised. A mixture of panic but also agency rose in her, and from nowhere a sense of anticipation gripped her. Perhaps… perhaps all would be well?  


      [image: ]Alas, when they walked through the doors to Colchester Hall, Augusta was waiting, driving Harriet’s fledgling spirits downwards again. Augusta gave Harriet a tight smile.

“At least you have respected John’s memory in your dress.”

Harriet paused before stripping off her gloves and unpinning her hat. “I was not aware that custom dictated no exercise during mourning.”

Augusta ignored that. “I hope your meeting with Crewe was helpful.”

Harriet was certain that in the hour or so she had been absent, Crewe had reported the contents of their meeting to Augusta. She smiled. “I am fortunate to have so much guidance at hand – Peters and Crewe!”

“Should you require it,” put in Alexander.

“Indeed, should I require it.” Harriet nodded at him. “I am grateful for your suggestion, Mama, and feel sure I will soon find my way. John was trusting enough to let me do some management of the estate and was pleased with my small contribution.”

Augusta glared at her. “Quite. At least you know the rudiments, if you lack in other areas. We will have to hope you progress.” She turned stiffly away, and Harriet stared at her retreating back.

“How supportive,” Alexander said in a hard voice. Harriet made to speak, but found she had no words. Alexander shook his head in distaste. 

“She is grieving,” Harriet said quickly, unable to bear his expression of disgust, and then pulled him into the drawing room, away from the curious and all-seeing eyes of the servants.

“As are you, but you are not making disparaging remarks. Harriet, you must leave this place!” he urged. 

“But they are all the family I have!” she protested, hating how weak she sounded, even to her own ears. Despite her uneasy and prickly relationship with Augusta and John’s family, they were at least the devils she knew; she hesitated in her current state to take on the unknown.

“They are all the family you have for now, but you have friends, and can make more! Your wealth opens doors that might previously have been closed to you.”

She smiled bitterly. “Those doors remained firmly closed when John was alive; I am not sure they would be unlocked now. He cared little for the ton, and believed most of them could barely tie their own shoelaces. I share his sentiments.”

He looked as if he wanted to shake her. “Then you were not in possession of twenty thousand a year! I believe that, together with your gentle manners, would make you welcome at any society event!”

She gaped at him. “And John’s money is my only hope of an entree? Those people would be my friends? I rate myself rather dearer than that, Alexander!”

“Don’t be so naive! You know how society works!”

“I do, but that doesn’t mean I should kowtow to its petty rules!”

He drew himself up to his full height and took a deep breath. Harriet noticed the cloth tightening over his chest. “I see you are not in the humour for a sensible conversation,” he said coolly. “I bid you good day.”

He strode from the room and closed the door with a disapproving click.

She sat heavily on the sofa, clenching her fists. Irritation remained for a few minutes, during which time she resisted an uncharacteristic urge to throw something. When it finally ebbed away, she was left with an echoing emptiness. Wearily, she rose to change out of her riding habit and spent a dreary afternoon with manufacturing correspondence and the estate accounts.

Even balanced and neat accounts gave her little satisfaction, and she was closing the ledger when a tap at the door heralded the arrival of Snow, the butler. He handed her a package with a note. With a murmur of thanks, she placed the package on the desk and opened the note. It was from Alexander, his writing a little untidy as if scribbled in haste.

Forgive me. My desire for your happiness has made me impatient. Allow me to offer some inspiration for your future. I remain your affectionate A.

The package contained Maria Edgeworth’s latest book, Belinda. Harriet’s eyes widened as she realised that he must have ridden to Berwick, the nearest town, to procure it for her. Her fingers trailed over the fine embossed leather and her heart warmed at the effort he had made. She found herself lost in the memory of their ride, and jumped when Augusta bustled in.

“There you are,” her mother-in-law said, narrowly observing that Harriet hugged the novel to her. “Did Mr Richardson procure that for you?”

Harriet nodded, slipping the note between the book’s pages. Augusta opened her mouth, but Harriet interrupted her. “Would you excuse me? I’m tired from the ride and would like to rest before dinner.”

She left the room, relishing the astonished expression on Augusta’s face.








  
  

Chapter 4


CENTRAL LONDON, JANUARY 2023





Irubbed the dust from my eyes as I peered at the screen in the British Library. It showed the barest information about Harriet. She was born in Oxford in 1780, the second daughter of Godfrey, Baron Chudleigh, and Clarissa, only child of Lord and Lady Sayers. Harriet’s elder sister was Sophia. Information after that was very sparse. 

Harriet herself was married to John Colchester in 1797, and from the parish records, his occupation was gentleman farmer. Harriet was identified on the record as a spinster, and I checked her age – yes, she had been barely eighteen. I wondered if the first miniature portrait had been a wedding present. 

My phone buzzed and I saw a text from Aunt Mo.

I have a toasted teacake with your name on it. When are you coming over?

I grinned. Mo was Dad’s sister and I loved her to bits. Organised, efficient, capable and the proud owner of a wardrobe full of what my mother declared to be unsuitable outfits, she couldn’t have been more different from the rest of my family. When I called at her large, rambling, mansion flat, she never expected me to run errands, argue with the phone company or fix electrical items that she’d dropped. 

I stretched my back, which was stiffening up from being hunched over the terminal in the records office. I could call in on the way back home. I texted that I’d be there about seven o’clock if that worked for her?

Splendid. Mx

I smiled and turned back to the screen. To my shock, John Colchester had died just five short years into the marriage. There was a link to the obituary in the British Newspaper Archive and I clicked through.

‘The eminent Newcastle landowner and gentleman farmer Mr John Colchester died at the age of 37 on the 21st inst. at Colchester Hall following a tragick riding accident. Mr Colchester began life with small means but by his ingenuity and industry, exercised continuously for more than 20 years, he succeeded in amassing a fortune of some three hundred thousand sterling, which he leaves in whole to his widow, Mrs Harriet Colchester, along with his great estate which continues in his family name.’ 

My eyebrows disappeared into my fringe. Three hundred thousand pounds was a fair whack of money now, let alone then. I did some rough calculations and then sat back with a whistle. Twenty-four million pounds! And he left it all to Harriet? Did they have children? 

I dug out my phone from my back pocket. “Do you just look happy because of the cash?” I murmured to myself, looking at the photo I had snapped of the miniature. Harriet’s eyes seemed to dance as I regarded her, mocking my unknowing. “Or… did something else make you happy?”

I continued to search for information but my mind was whirling, trying to imagine what it would be like to suddenly find yourself alone, independent and loaded. Harriet had still been a young woman when she lost John, not more than twenty-three or four. And overnight she’d become very, very rich. The men must have been around her like iron filings round a magnet. Had this huge change in her life been exciting or terrifying for her?

Another text pinged on my phone. It was from Joe, my neighbour, probably the most beautiful man I had ever met – and living in London, that was saying something, even if he was a model. We met on the day he moved next door and couldn’t find the water stop cock. We’d had many a chuckle over a glass of wine at that first meeting, where I simply gawped at the vision on my doorstep. Now I counted him as a firm friend, and he asked me for advice over his torturous love life, although I was mystified at what I – who hadn’t had a relationship in five years – could usefully offer.

Parcel being delivered tomorrow when I’m in Amsterdam. Would you be a love and take it in?

I texted back that of course I could. I rubbed my eyes and went back to the terminal. 

I searched for another fifteen minutes but couldn’t find any more information on the elusive Harriet, other than that she had all the makings of a very merry widow. Reluctantly, I closed the terminal and put the notes I had scribbled into my bag. 

As I made my way towards the bus stop, I was thoughtful. Harriet’s pictures and the fragments of her story had captured my interest in a way I hadn’t anticipated. That I couldn’t easily find further information was irritating and an indication of her status in her world. This in turn got me thinking about what might be said about me when I was dead and buried. 

“Handmaiden of the Sullivan family?” I asked myself, smiling crookedly. 

“D’you want a written invitation?” drawled the driver as he waited for me to notice the open doors of the bus that had pulled up. I scrambled aboard with apologies, but he winked at me, and I found a seat, feeling flustered.

Settled, I looked again at the portraits on my phone, one of a new bride who looked grimly determined, the other of a young woman who seemed to be daring me to do something… to be more Harriet?

Aunt Mo’s road was coming up and I put my phone in my pocket and rang the bell for her stop. 


      [image: ]“I can’t tell you how nice it is to be here,” I announced to Aunt Mo as she opened the door.

“Your mother getting up your nose again?” Aunt Mo presented her cheek for a kiss and held out her hand for my coat. I hugged her, smelling the Fiji perfume that she always wore. 

“No. No more than usual. Something smells nice.”

“Ah, well. I know I tempted you over with a toasted teacake, but I have a casserole that is enough for two – can I interest you in supper?”

This was another thing I loved Aunt Mo for – in addition to her general wit and intelligence, and that fact that she very rarely asked me for anything unless she truly couldn’t manage it, she cooked for me. 

“Perfect, I’ll nip out and grab a bottle of wine from the corner shop, shall I?”

“Don’t be daft. I have a rack full of wine. Choose a bottle while I start on the vegetables.” She bustled off, her silk scarf fluttering around her shoulders. The bold geometric pattern in charcoal and scarlet emphasised her expertly cut short hair. 

While I uncorked a Malbec, we exchanged views on last week’s Fake or Fortune episode, where a man had insured a painting for thousands thinking it was an early Lowry, to find out its date was circa 1970. The presenters, egged on by the man’s enormous ego, had been sympathetic in a nicely syrupy way, we thought.

An hour later, I placed my knife and fork together with a sigh of pleasure. “That was delicious, thank you.”

“I understand from Theresa that you’re off to see a stylist?” she said, as a gentle prod, and I shot her a glance. 

“I haven’t made up my mind yet. The new Pedro Almodóvar film is coming to the Picture House and it’s on the same evening. I booked months ago.” I folded my napkin neatly on the table and looked up to see Aunt Mo’s eyes on me.

Her shrug spoke volumes. “I believe Theresa considers the date to be fixed. But if you want styling, Gabriella, we could go shopping together. I have a reasonable eye. Or, God help us both, we could go with Joe.”

Her tunic top and scarf, tailored red trousers and funky hair were perfect for her – but would be disastrous for me, as unlike Aunt Mo, I was small, round and just generally less cool. Thank God Gerrard had needed someone who knew about accounting software, rather than a clothes horse. As for Joe – he regularly looked through my wardrobe and declared he wouldn’t be seen dead with me in any outfit I had. It was astonishing to me that we were friends at all, but on the other hand, I was handy with a screwdriver when he needed something wiring. Aunt Mo was still looking at me.

She clicked her tongue in frustration. “If you don’t want to go, don’t go! I do wish you’d stand up for yourself for a change!”

“I’ve asked Mum to find a different date. It’s for my birthday, and I’m grateful,” I said, trying not to get into an argument. “But let me show you this!” I added, changing the subject. I explained about Harriet Colchester and pulled out my phone to show her the pictures of the miniatures. “It’s a bit weird to be so stirred up about a woman I know practically nothing about, but the expression on her face after she’d been widowed is – well, don’t you think it’s fascinating?”

“She certainly looks free-er,” commented Aunt Mo, enlarging the pictures carefully with scarlet-tipped fingers to get a better view. 

I nodded vigorously. “Yes! That’s exactly it!”

“How interesting. The money will have certainly made a difference, when so few women had control over their own destiny. Are you trying to find out more about her?”

“Certainly am, but it’s come to a bit of a dead end. The last bit of information I’ve dug up was when she was made a widow. Naturally, I can find more about her husband than her, but I’ve got a few more sources to look at.”

“I like the look of Harriet,” she said, handing me back my phone. “She doesn’t look like someone you would take for granted or who’s constantly at the beck and call of her family! You’re practically a second mother to the twins!”

She gathered up the plates. Aunt Mo was smart and fiercely independent, whereas my family had depended on me for so much, for such a long time, I could foresee a complete train wreck if I withdrew from their lives. When Dad died five years ago, I stepped in to support Mum in almost everything. I was sure she could pick up the threads of her life, but when I was on the edge of suggesting it, it always seemed a step too far. 

I followed Aunt Mo into the kitchen. “I agree I need a bit more in my life,” I said. “I have some thoughts about developing the gallery and my role.”  

“I’ve been telling you that since you were thirteen,” Aunt Mo sniffed. “But don’t you practically run the gallery anyway?”

I laughed. “Gerrard has given me lots of opportunities, certainly.”

“More like he’s taken your skills for granted, while paying you a pittance!” grumbled Aunt Mo, ramming a plate in the dishwasher. 

“I’m going to tackle him about that, too!” She shot me a sceptical look. “I will! I promise!” I protested.

“Well, Harriet will be watching if you don’t,” she said darkly.  


      [image: ]I had my head in the ‘cupboard of all things’ in the gallery when the phone rang. Gerrard was out visiting a client. I swore softly and clambered to my feet, noting the grime on the cuffs of my previously pristine shirt. I should have worn rubber gloves. 

“Gerrard Williams, Art Dealer, Gabriella speaking. How can I help you?” I said automatically. No-one answered. “Hello?”

“Hi, I’m Hugo Cavendish. Is Gerrard there, please?” The voice made me feel as if my ears were being wrapped in silk. 

“He’s out at the moment. Can I help?”

Another pause. Then, “Thank you but it’s fine. It’s probably best if I talk to Gerrard, if you could ask him to call me back. He has my number.”

“I’m the assistant manager at the gallery – are you sure I can’t help?” I said, thinking that I might as well begin taking more responsibility in my work sooner, rather than later. If only Mr Hugo-voice-like-cream-Cavendish would let me. “Can you tell me what it’s about?”

“Very well. I bought two miniatures—”

“Of Harriet Colchester?”

“Yes, that’s right. You’re very well informed.”

“Well, it’s part of my job to be aware of the art that comes into the gallery,” I said, smiling. 

“I’d like the miniatures to be brought to my home.”

I was momentarily struck dumb as I realised I was going to lose the miniatures. Of course, the rational side of me knew that they would leave the gallery, but I felt a stab of loss that it would be so soon. Emotionally, the impact seemed disproportionate. I had wanted to be able to see the originals for a little longer. For my research, I said to myself. I reached for my pen and a pad. “If you’ll give me your address, I can arrange for them to be shipped—”

“I live in Berwick-upon-Tweed, and anyway, that won’t do. I’ve had bad experiences with couriers before. I’d like Gerrard to bring them to me. Considering the price, I thought it was the least the gallery could do.” 

I wrinkled my nose, remembering the price of the miniatures. Gerrard never could resist a killing, and it was one of the reasons the gallery was so successful, but occasionally he went too far. Even so, personal delivery by Gerrard? Highly unlikely.

“It’s quite unusual,” I ventured. “We don’t normally do this.”

“Really? But I’m your customer. And really, these are such small items; surely it would be simple to organise.”

“Yes, of course, but as I said, it’s not our policy. We have an excellent courier service and most of our clients are perfectly happy.”

“But I’m not most clients, and this is what I’d like.” A note of steel threaded through the smooth tones. “So as assistant gallery manager,” the stress on the title was tinged with sarcasm, “do you have the authority to arrange this with me, or do you need to check with Gerrard?”

“Well—”

“—in which case, I might have saved myself the time speaking to you.”

“It’s a shame you think that, because it’s been so delightful,” I said before my brain got into gear. There was a startled silence, and I closed my eyes briefly, as astonished as evidently he was. The silence stretched on, and I breathed in, ready but reluctant to apologise. Hugo Cavendish said nothing. I took a deep breath. “I will speak with Gerrard and get back to you.”

“Thank you,” he said coolly. 

I put the phone down, feeling cross.
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