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For everyone who has ever picked up something broken and seen what it could become. 
May you always find the courage to uncover its story, the patience to restore what can be saved, and the wisdom to know that some things are beautiful because of the lives they've lived.






  
  A Blessing for Things Restored 
By patient hand and watchful eye,
Let hidden truths come forth and shine.
May wounds of time find gentle care,
And broken beauty flourish there.
What once was lost, let love reclaim.
What once was silenced, speak its name.
May every scar its story keep,
And restless memories find their sleep.
With heart and hand, this blessing cast,
Let peace embrace both now and past.
Let it be so, and let it be kind.







  
  Reader Note


Welcome back to the Enchanted Antique Restoration Shop! 
There's something special about an old object with a story to tell. Sometimes it's a family treasure, sometimes a forgotten piece of history, and sometimes it's something that has been keeping secrets for far too long.
In Gilded & Guilty, Nessa and Aunt Gina discover that restoring the past isn't always as simple as repairing what's been damaged. Some mysteries have been waiting decades for someone to ask the right questions.
You'll find familiar faces, a few new complications, plenty of antique-shop charm, and, of course, Barnaby keeping a watchful eye on everything.
Thank you for joining me for another visit to Founders' Row. I hope you enjoy every discovery along the way.
Happy reading!
Hazel Whitmore
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Get Your Free Gifts!

Before you go.


Thank you for visiting. 
If you love cozy mysteries, magical family secrets, small-town trouble, and cats who are absolutely not here to merely sit decoratively in the background, join the Cozy Case Club Community at:
HazelWhitmore.com
You'll get updates on new Whispering Falls stories, freebies, and a place in the reader circle helping this cozy little town grow.
———

Start with a free Whispering Falls story. Grab one of these reader gifts:
Falls & Familiars: Expanded Edition
 Free prequel to the Whispering Falls Cozy Magical Cat Mysteries
 https://dl.bookfunnel.com/4bg48z2ual
Meetings & Motives
 A Whispering Falls mystery featuring Greg Barnes and the events that helped uncover the truth beneath the Blackwood land
 https://dl.bookfunnel.com/r4hbsx18na
———

 Whispers Before the Fire
 Free prequel to Chronicles of the Whispering Falls Keepers- The Historical Saga of Witches, Magic, and Cats.
https://dl.bookfunnel.com/9jm0b0phfo
———

Hearth & History
Free prequel to The Enchanted Antique Restoration Shop series  https://dl.bookfunnel.com/224hkidazw
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Chapter One

The Surface That Didn’t Match


Nessa 
Something was wrong with the gold frame around the portrait, and I was fairly certain I knew where to look.
The Springfield Museum of Art & History had sent photographs to our restoration shop ahead of our visit. Aunt Gina and I had been asked to examine the portrait, but while studying the images, I'd noticed something odd near the bottom of its ornate frame.
The painting showed a young woman in cream lace, seated in a carved chair with one hand resting on its arm. Beneath her portrait, a small brass nameplate bore the engraved name T. E. Byrne.
The decorative gold immediately beside that plate was unusually clean. One curl had bright recesses, while the surrounding ornamentation had darkened into a soft brown patina. In the older reference photographs, the finish was more even.
I compared the images from several angles. Someone might have repaired that section years ago, or the difference could be nothing more than a trick of the lighting. Either explanation was possible, but neither satisfied my curiosity.
I'd mentioned the discrepancy to Gina, and now we had an opportunity to examine the frame in person. I wanted to know why that small patch of gold seemed to have aged differently from everything around it.
I kept coming back to the shallow groove nearest the left screw. It caught the light cleanly all the way into the corner. Dirt usually loved corners. I’d coaxed enough dust out of old carvings to know.
That Thursday morning, before I could get near the portrait, I had to negotiate with a cat over a water bowl. I’d made a plan for the day. My notebook listed morning jobs and reminders to bring a fresh memory card, chemistry notes, and bus fare. I was nineteen, a paid apprentice at my aunt’s restoration shop, and still occasionally amazed that someone gave me money to do the work I would happily have done for free. Gina had threatened to reconsider my wages if a customer heard me say that.
The shop smelled of wood shavings and the coffee Gina brewed strong enough to stand a spoon in. Behind the counter, a bentwood chair waited for its loose joints to be addressed. A jewelry chest sat open on my bench, its brass hinge separated into careful little piles. I’d cleared a path from the front door for a customer’s parcel.
By the front window, finished pieces waited to go home, including a music box with a repaired latch, a footstool whose wobble had finally surrendered, and a brass desk lamp whose shade sat straight again. Each had a tag, and I knew where to find the photographs of the work we’d done. Gina had taught me that last part after a spectacular filing disaster involving three nearly identical picture frames. This morning, the shop looked calm, right down to the stretch of tile I’d kept clear for the delivery. I was pleased with the setup.
Barnaby disliked my arrangement. Our large silver tabby pushed his steel water bowl across the tile one stubborn paw shove at a time. He paused after each scrape to study the progress, ears forward as water sloshed against the rim. Apparently he’d identified a better place for refreshments.
“Leave that where it is, you little criminal,” I told him, which was pointless. Barnaby had never responded to a criminal charge in his life.
Gina came through from the back carrying two mugs. “Why is he moving his bowl?”
“He’s renovating. We’re not being consulted.”
The front bell jingled. A woman with a long paper-wrapped parcel came in sideways, trying to hold the door with one elbow. I hurried around the counter, but Barnaby chose that moment to give the bowl a final push. It stopped squarely in the path of the parcel’s lower end. The woman tipped her package upward to avoid it, I grabbed the far end, and Gina somehow kept both coffee mugs level while stepping over the cat.
“I promise we normally offer a more dignified entrance,” Gina told the woman.
“It’s all right.” The woman looked from the parcel in our hands to Barnaby, who was now drinking from his newly installed bowl. “Does he do that often?”
“Only when he’s feeling underappreciated,” I said.
“So, every morning,” Gina added. She handed me one mug, which meant I was now holding a coffee and the end of a parcel while standing over a bowl of water. “I’ll take the package, baby. You rescue your drink before you wear it.”
The woman laughed. So did I, when Barnaby lifted his dripping chin and gave us an aggrieved stare. Gina set the parcel safely on the counter and moved the bowl back against the wall. Barnaby followed it at a slow, offended walk. By the time she left, he’d installed himself in the empty delivery crate.
“Put a sign on the crate,” Gina said as she rinsed the spilled water off a cloth. “If he insists on being inventory, we can charge him for storage.”
I collected the crate’s packing slip from beneath his tail. “He’s already behind on rent.”
We pulled on clean work gloves and finished the jewelry chest in the easy way we’d developed over the summer. I lined up the hinge, Gina checked the lid’s swing, and we caught the change in resistance before the screw seated fully. She smiled when the lid settled level.
I liked those moments. I’d come to Mitchell Restoration & Antiques with more nerve than experience. Now Gina trusted my hands near other people’s heirlooms, and I was learning to trust my judgment. It didn’t make us agree about everything. The museum job was already proof of that.
She slid a folder toward me while I packed my camera. “I want your first three pictures from the same position as the condition images. No clever angles until we have a plain record.”
“I can do boring photos.”
“I’ve seen your pictures of cabinet corners. You find those exciting.”
“They are exciting when the corners are weird.”
Gina took the folder back long enough to tuck in a padded pencil case. “Today ought to make you very happy. Bring your gloves.”
My phone buzzed while I fastened the camera bag. Toby Albright worked with the museum’s digital archives and had a personal relationship with every tree in Springfield. He’d sent me a photograph of a scarlet leaf with Respect this overachiever. We still had a coffee invitation to make good on. I smiled at his message and tucked my phone away before Gina could start teasing me.
Outside, Missouri’s October air had turned cool. Maples were coloring at their tips, and the bakery down the block smelled of cinnamon toast. Gina drove while I reviewed the museum images on my tablet, enlarging the carved curl until the pixels turned the finish into a collection of blurry freckles. I closed it before four blurry pixels turned into a theory.
“What are you hoping for?” Gina asked at a red light.
“A better photograph. Something that explains why that one little groove is so different.”
“It may be a perfectly ordinary repair. A hundred and thirty years is a long time for a frame to go without somebody fixing it.”
“Maybe. I’d still like to find where the repair stops.”
“That’s a question a camera might answer.”
The Springfield Museum of Art & History had heavy doors and a quiet smell of polished floors and old paper. The Byrne Gallery opened off the main exhibition space, where portraits looked down at people who whispered even when nobody asked them to.
Denise Bell, the museum’s collection custodian, met us with keys on her belt and an open notebook under one arm. She had the brisk air of someone who knew where everything belonged. Barnaby would’ve disagreed with her.
“We’re keeping this to photographs and examination light,” she said, leading us in. “No lifting, no moving the frame, and nothing against the surface. I need the camera setup in the condition record.”
“You won’t catch us trying to take it off the wall,” Gina said. “My back’s done all the lifting it’s interested in this week.”
Denise logged the time and laid out a scale and gray card. We checked the camera’s date, lens and distance against earlier reference photographs. I wore clean gloves to arrange the equipment. The portrait stayed where it was. Sometimes an old object showed me a sliver of its past through bare skin, a strange ability only Gina and Toby knew about. But those glimpses weren’t a shortcut to dating a finish, and there was no reason to try one here. My gloves stayed on.
An older man was waiting beside it, leaning lightly on a cane with a carved handle. His tie had a tiny embroidered paintbrush on it, the kind of detail somebody had to choose on purpose. When Denise introduced Charles Hartwell, he offered Gina a warm handshake and then looked at me.
“And you’re Nessa. The one who spotted the odd patch.”
“Maybe an odd patch,” I said. “I haven’t earned the right to be that confident yet.”
“You’ve already got an advantage over several people I’ve known.” He smiled and pulled a pen from his jacket. “Where do I sign to make certain you can look properly?”
Denise put the short scope sheet on the desk. Charles read it with his glasses perched halfway down his nose. The Hartwell family trust owned the portrait and lent it to the museum. Charles represented the trust. He asked if both sides would receive the images, then signed.
“Please give the family a copy,” he said. “We have quite enough papers that disappear into drawers.”
“The originals will remain in the museum record,” Denise said. “I’ll send the trust the examination copies.”
Charles stepped beside me. Up close, the sitter looked younger than I’d expected, her elaborate lace collar at odds with the amused lift at one corner of her mouth.
“My great-aunt Cordelia,” Charles said. “Or so the family has always believed.”
“She’s beautiful.”
“She would have appreciated that. She was also quite capable of telling you when you were wrong about something.” He tipped his head toward the canvas. “I sometimes wonder what she thought of sitting still for so long.”
I pictured a young woman shifting on a hard chair while her sister tried to get the light right. Museums made people in portraits seem born old and serious.
“May I show you what caught my eye?” I asked.
He moved to the side without making a production of it. “Please do.”
Dr. Neil Harrow, the museum director, joined us before I could point out the groove. His voice carried easily. I’d expected a man who’d published so much about the painter to be impatient with an apprentice. Instead, he asked what I wanted to photograph.
“The carving near the cartouche,” I told him. “The finish doesn’t look quite the same in the reference images.”
“An interesting place to start.” Harrow moved aside so he wouldn’t cast a shadow over it. “Have you looked closely at the cuff?”
I glanced at the sitter’s painted hand. “The lace?”
“Where it crosses the dark background. Look at what the artist does with the edge.”
He didn’t tell me the answer. I leaned closer, careful of the marked line we weren’t to cross, and saw how the painter had used a thin, cooler stroke along a few folds. A handful of gray-blue marks made the lace glow from across the room.
“It should look muddy,” I said. “But it doesn’t.”
“Exactly.” His pleasure seemed genuine. “We’re inclined to talk about this portrait for its attribution, and people forget to look at how well it’s painted. Byrne’s handling of light is one reason I began studying the work. You’re allowed to enjoy the picture while you investigate the frame.”
He spoke as though I belonged there. At college I sometimes worked hard to sound worthy of a technical question. Harrow had just asked me one of his own.
When he left for a meeting, I studied the painted cuff a little longer before returning to my groove.
Gina positioned the imaging light, Denise checked the exposure plan, and I took the straight-on visible-light views first. The museum had previous condition pictures to compare, but I wanted new images from a recorded position with a scale beside the frame. I took overlapping close-ups of the carving and cartouche, keeping the exposure and white balance consistent where the lighting allowed. Onscreen, the surface was uneven.
The left edge of the cartouche had a shallow channel darkened by age and an old coating. Two inches away, the same channel ran bright and clean, all the way to the bottom of a tight curl. A faint line crossed the molding there, almost lost beneath the gilding. It might have been where a damaged section had been fitted in. I put a finger against the image on my screen, well away from the actual frame.
“That join deserves its own picture,” Gina said. She leaned beside me, following the line on the screen. “Try the light across it. Don’t change your camera position yet.”
I shifted the raking light, and the shadow along the tiny join deepened. The bead of the molding stepped half a hair’s width where the grain changed direction. An old frame was lucky to keep every original corner. I photographed the replaced stretch, including a wide view locating it beside the cartouche.
When Denise brought over the ultraviolet examination light, Gina reminded me to log the change of setup. Under that controlled illumination, the coating around much of the nameplate glowed a dull, pale green. The clean channel stayed noticeably darker, and the border between the two areas didn’t follow the carved shape the way an even coating might. I adjusted the camera for the new light and photographed the whole cartouche before moving in closer.
“You see it?” I asked Gina quietly.
“I see different surface responses.” Her interest sounded genuine. “The tone around that join could be an older repair picked out and blended in. You’d be surprised how much gold can be toned to look as though it’s been there forever.”
“The groove looks scraped out.”
“It may have been cleaned when somebody repaired the molding. That can leave a very sharp boundary, especially if the next coat didn’t settle into the recess the same way.”
I logged another exposure. Gina had seen enough tricky finishes to make her explanation annoyingly plausible. Ultraviolet photographs couldn’t date the work. A patch done decades ago might look as strange as one made recently.
“Could we compare it to the old treatment notes?” I asked.
Denise, who’d been recording the sequence, looked up. “I can pull the entries we’re cleared to use. There are older condition reports, though they’re not all equally detailed.”
“That would help,” Gina said. “I don’t want either of us dating a repair by how tidy somebody left a groove.”
“Especially since tidy isn’t a reliable personality trait,” I said, thinking of my own bench after a difficult hinge repair.
Gina’s mouth twitched. “I’ve seen your bench. It’s more of a weather system.”
For the next half hour, I was happily busy with the camera. I wrote down the camera height, lens, distance, light direction, and settings with each group of frames. Denise matched the file numbers to her record. We returned the examination light to its case and checked that the frame and surrounding supports looked exactly as they had when we’d started. Nobody had touched the gilding.
I could have stayed all afternoon. The clean channel raised a finish question. The join showed someone had repaired the frame. Whether the two were related was anybody’s guess. I’d documented them so someone else could check.
Charles returned as we were packing. He carried two wrapped peppermints in his coat pocket and offered them to us with the solemnity of a man presenting rare coins. Gina accepted one. I tucked mine into my bag for the bus. Charles looked at the camera on the table.
“Find what you came for?”
“I found better questions,” I said. “The surface around the nameplate reacts differently from the rest, and there’s a replaced piece of molding beside it. We took pictures, but I can’t tell you when either change was made.”
He smiled. “My grandfather would have liked you. He repaired clocks and complained that everyone wanted a fast answer when the sensible answer required taking the back off.”
“A frame’s easier to photograph than a clock,” I said. “I’m not sure I’d want to take the back off this one.”
“I’d rather you didn’t.” He smiled, then looked up at the portrait again. The painted woman seemed to be watching a conversation that had gone on much longer than any of us.
Charles touched the carved handle of his cane. “My family has some letters from the sisters. Very few, and not all the handwriting is easy. There are a couple of objects, too. A little wooden paint box that belonged to Maud. I can bring them by your shop tomorrow, if you and Gina have time.”
Gina set her folder down. “We’ll make time.”
Charles glanced toward the nameplate. “You’ll hear people call this a Byrne, of course. There’s a reason that name has been on the records so long. But I don’t want Maud to vanish beneath it while we’re working out what’s true. She was a young woman who made things. She deserves the courtesy of being considered.”
I had been thinking about the sitter’s face and the little painted strokes that made her lace glow. Now I found myself thinking about someone standing at an easel, mixing color and trying to get her sister to hold still. If Maud had painted it, she couldn’t have been much older than me. I knew the difference between loving a piece of work and having someone take your name away from it. The second was still an idea to me, but it made my stomach tighten.
“I’ll remember her,” I said.
Charles looked straight at me. “Maud Hartwell. Say the whole name once, would you? My hearing is fine. I just like hearing it.”
I met his gaze. “Maud Hartwell.”
“Thank you, Nessa.” He shook my gloved hand, then turned to Gina to settle what time he should come by with the letters. His face eased as though his long-delayed errand had finally found the right address.
Gina asked Denise for the earlier condition entries. We gave the museum copies of our examination photographs for its record and kept working copies for the shop. The original files stayed untouched on my memory card. Charles had his appointment for the next morning. Gina had an ordinary repair she wanted to investigate, and I had a very specific patch of gold I wasn’t ready to stop thinking about.
By the time we reached the bus stop, my chemistry notebook was sliding out of my bag and the peppermint had worked its way into the same pocket as my pencil sharpener. Gina waited while I rescued both, then brushed a shaving of wood from my sleeve.
“You did good work in there,” she said. “You made it possible for somebody to check what you saw.”
I glanced at her. “You still think it’s an old repair.”
“That’s where I’m leaning. Bring me something better than a hunch and I’ll look at it with you.”
The bus came around the corner. Gina squeezed my shoulder, and I climbed aboard with time to spare before Thursday chemistry. From the window seat, I sketched the curl of molding in my notebook and wrote down the exact place where the surface changed. Beneath that, I wrote the name Charles had asked me to remember.
Maud Hartwell. 
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Chapter Two

The Name He Means to Restore


Gina 
I had Nessa’s museum photographs open on the shop computer before the coffee finished brewing. Nessa had sent them after chemistry class with a note that read, Don’t let me talk you into anything until you’ve looked at the wide shots. After yesterday’s debate over the repair, I appreciated the reminder.
The morning light came through the front windows of Mitchell Restoration & Antiques in long strips, catching the dust above the old pine floor. The jewelry chest we’d finished sat ready for collection, and the clock over the door ran three minutes slow. It had been doing that since August. So far, neither of us had felt strongly enough to fix it.
Nessa’s pictures were good. She’d kept the same camera position for the comparison views and resisted the temptation to make the odd patch look more dramatic than it was. Under ultraviolet light, a narrow stretch of the frame near the cartouche answered differently from the coating around it. In a raking-light photograph, a nearly invisible join crossed the molding. Someone had fitted in a replacement section at some point. Those were useful observations. The date of the work was still anybody’s guess.
I was leaning closer to the screen when the front bell rang and Mrs. Weller from two streets over came in holding a tablet against her chest. She owned her mother’s walnut sideboard and had called about a dull patch. I invited her to sit. She stayed standing.
“I may have improved the situation in the wrong direction,” she said.
“Show me,” I told her.
She turned her tablet around. The sideboard had handsome carved doors and a pale patch the size of a dinner plate. Beside it sat a spray bottle advertising a sparkling bathroom sink.
“My grandson said he’d help me clean up before company came. I pointed at the white ring from a vase, and he went to work. I came back and found him scrubbing.”
“With that?”
“He said it made the bathtub look wonderful.”
Nessa came through the front door, dropped her backpack beside the counter, and leaned toward Mrs. Weller’s tablet. She took in the photograph before asking, “Did it foam?”
Mrs. Weller nodded. “Like a cappuccino. He tried to get it off with the vacuum cleaner.”
I set my coffee down very carefully. “He vacuumed the sideboard?”
“The upholstery attachment. He’s not completely reckless.”
Nessa bent over the counter so the woman wouldn’t see how hard she was laughing. I managed to hold myself together until Mrs. Weller swiped to the next photograph. There was the grandson, caught mid-rescue, guiding a vacuum hose across a splendid walnut buffet while a small terrier stood on a dining chair and barked at the foam.
I laughed, and Mrs. Weller joined in. “I told him the dog has never helped with the housework, and he said she was supervising.”
“Tell him to leave the sideboard alone until we’ve seen it,” I said when I could speak. “No more cleaners, no oil, and please don’t try to polish the pale spot away. I need to see what finish is left before I promise a repair.”
“You’ll come by?”
“Tomorrow morning, before my afternoon gets away from me. We’ll start with a proper look.”
She left relieved. Nessa waited for the bell to stop jingling before laughing again.
“The vacuum,” she said. “Gina, he vacuumed the walnut.”
“Poor boy. He was trying to help. And if you ever get near my sideboard with bathroom cleaner, I’ll have you scrubbing the floor with a toothbrush.”
“You’d never let me near your sideboard with anything you hadn’t approved first.”
“Indeed. That’s why you still have a job.”
Charles Hartwell arrived a little after ten. He paused inside the door, one hand on his cane, the other holding a worn leather case. A folded sheet showed above the pocket of his brown cardigan. He gave it to me carefully, his fingers lingering on the handle.
“It’s heavier than it looks,” he said. “Mostly because my family never threw away a scrap of paper if there was a drawer available.”
“We appreciate an old scrap of paper in this shop,” I told him. “Come sit where you can keep an eye on us.”
Nessa pulled out our padded chair. Charles spotted the jewelry chest on the counter and asked about the repair. She described how the lid’s resistance changed as she aligned the hinge. He listened, then opened and closed the lid himself.
“That’s the sort of thing nobody sees once it’s right,” he said.
“That’s usually the goal,” Nessa replied.
Charles respected her work without once suggesting she was too young to do it. I watched how much she liked that.
We cleared the table. I laid out clean supports and gloves while Nessa photographed the case. Charles leaned his cane safely against a leg and opened the clasps.
Inside, separated by folded cloth, were two bundles of letters, a shallow wooden paint box, and a narrow envelope of inventory pages. The paint box had darkened with age. Stubborn traces of blue and umber clung inside its compartments. One hinge had been repaired with a slightly different screw. A faded ribbon was threaded through the handle.
“My grandfather kept it in his study,” Charles said. “His sister Maud’s paint box. Edwin used to tell us that nobody was to clean it. I suspect that instruction saved more of her paint than any of us knew.”
With my gloves on, I examined the compartments. One well was dark with old pigment. A small wrapped object rested beneath a loose divider. Charles touched the inventory envelope.
“That was in there when the estate was counted. I haven’t opened the wrapping.”
“We’ll leave it wrapped until a conservator can check it,” I said. “Old gilding can be touchy.”
Nessa photographed the box and wrapped object in place. With Charles’s agreement, I lifted the box onto a support. A broad strip of unfinished wood at its back had been worn smooth by handling. The fibers were stable. I noted that and had Nessa photograph the surface.
Charles opened the inventory envelope and handed me the first sheet. Across the top, in a firm clerk’s handwriting, someone had written Hartwell Estate Inventory, 1931. Farther down, the entries read One wooden paint box, formerly the property of Miss Maud Hartwell, containing a piece of the old frame and One portrait of Miss Cordelia Hartwell, original T. E. Byrne, attribution taken from inscription on frame.
“That’s how the family learned to call it a Byrne,” Charles said. “It was written down in an official-looking book. We believed the book.”
“An inventory’s supposed to tell you what was there,” I said. “It isn’t necessarily a judgment on who painted it.”
“Especially if they copied a name off the frame,” Nessa added.
I glanced at her, then back at the page. The entry named the cartouche as its source. It offered no letters from Byrne, no studio record, no payment made to a painter. The clerk hadn’t supplied any independent reason for the painter’s name. I noted the wording.
Charles reached into the case for a museum catalogue with a soft, blue cover. “They printed a more respectable version in 1968. My father put the museum’s copy beside the family Bible. We were very proud.”
The catalogue identified the sitter as Cordelia and the painter as T. E. Byrne. In a brief line of references it cited the 1931 inventory. I followed the reference with my finger. Perhaps one claim had been repeated until it looked like two.
“That catalogue is leaning on your family’s inventory,” I said. “At least for this entry. I’ll want to see what else the museum had before I decide how much weight to give it.”
Charles sat back. “You have a remarkably pleasant way of saying you aren’t sure.”
“I’ve had practice. Nessa’s asked me approximately forty questions since yesterday.”
“Forty-three,” she said from behind the camera.
“You see what I live with.”
He laughed, then pulled the letters closer. He slid an already-unfolded sheet from its tissue sleeve. I let him read it.
“Edwin was their younger brother,” he explained. “Maud wrote to him while he was away visiting cousins. She was twenty when the portrait was painted. Cordelia was older and believed she ought to be in charge of everybody, which apparently included the weather.”
He read a short passage aloud, smiling when he reached the end. Edwin, keep your fingers out of my color box when you come home. I have enough trouble finding the brushes after Cordelia borrows them. It didn’t mention the portrait, but the household in those few lines felt close enough to visit.
Nessa moved nearer. “She sounds like somebody I’d have liked.”
“She would’ve liked you too,” Charles said. “You both seem to believe brushes ought to be where you left them.”
“That belief doesn’t survive very long around here,” I said, thinking of Barnaby. He was asleep in a sunny square under the display bench, apparently innocent of any recent theft.
Charles wanted us to compare the box and papers, then return everything for Saturday’s descendants’ viewing. We agreed on photographs and examination of the already-open pages, leaving the fragment’s wrapping untouched. I listed the objects and their condition while he watched. He signed the trust loan, took his copy, and watched me place the box in a padded tray for our locked cabinet. The letters went in a separate folder, away from wood dust.
“And I have Monday arranged,” Charles told me as I shut the cabinet door. “Dr. Lena Ortega. She’ll take a close look at the frame on the twelfth. I meant for the family to know before the gala, but I wanted it in place first.”
“She’ll tell us a lot more than yesterday’s photographs can,” I said. Ortega had a reputation for refusing conclusions a surface couldn’t support.
Charles shifted in his chair. His hands rested over the crook of his cane. “I told Neil on Monday the fifth that I was arranging an outside examination. He was disappointed.”
“Dr. Harrow?”
“His life’s work has been the Byrne attribution. He helped the museum build its collection around that scholarship. I understand why he wants to be sure we’re careful. He was very kind to your niece yesterday, wasn’t he?”
“He was,” I said. “Nessa appreciated it.”
“That’s good. I’d hate for her to feel she had to choose between admiring the painting and asking a question about it.”
He looked toward the door, where the light had moved off the front display. I let him have a moment. His family’s history had arrived in one leather case, and he was asking us to test its oldest assumption.
“What do you hope to say at the gala?” I asked.
“That the painting deserves another look. That I’d like Maud Hartwell remembered while it’s being done.” He unfolded the paper from his cardigan pocket and glanced at the names he’d written there. “It seems a small request until you realize how long she’s gone without anyone making it.”
“People will ask whether you’re changing the attribution,” Nessa said.
“I’ll tell them the truth. We don’t know yet.” He smiled at her. “I don’t want anybody standing up tomorrow and pretending we have proof we haven’t earned. I simply intend to say her name where people can hear it.”
I wanted him to have that moment. People brought me furniture because someone they loved had sat at it or left a scratch on it. Charles had kept the letters for much the same reason. He wanted Maud remembered.
Charles tucked the loan copy into his lighter case, along with Monday’s specialist details and our plan for Saturday’s return. At the door he peered toward the shop floor.
“And who’s that handsome fellow under your bench?”
“Under the bench,” I said. “Asleep on company time.”
Barnaby opened one eye at the sound of an unfamiliar voice. Charles watched the large silver tabby with approval. “A handsome gentleman. I should be glad to meet him when he’s finished his duties.”
“You may have a long appointment,” Nessa told him.
Once his car had pulled away, I turned the sign to Back in twenty minutes and locked the front door. Nessa put the kettle on while I brought the paint box out of the cabinet again. Nessa and I had agreed to try only if we found a safe unfinished surface. Charles had allowed us to examine the box. Whatever I sensed would go in our private notebook, where Toby also knew to look, rather than into the family record.
I checked the stable bare wood at the back once more, set the timer, and secured the box on its support. I took off one glove and laid two fingers against the grain.
At first there was only grain beneath my skin. The weight of the box brought a fierce pleasure, along with the ease of reaching for a familiar tool. The feeling settled into
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