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A Dash of Town Bronze

By Ellie Thomas

Author’s Note

These two short bonus stories for the Town
Bronze Trilogy were written for my newsletter subscribers. If you’d
like to sign up to receive exclusive bonus story content, join my
newsletter at subscribepage.io/ZbBIRj

The first story, ”Not in the Petticoat Line,”
takes place around the end of Pantaloons and Petticoats
(Town Bronze Book 2), Barney and Ross/Rose’s story. As sharp-eyed
readers have noticed, some characters from my Twelve Letters series
appear in the Town Bronze trilogy.

The first half of this short story is devoted
to Barney and Ross/Rose, but in the second half, we have Sir
Mortimer Cleverly (from Town Bronze) in conversation with Nathan
Brooks (from Twelve Letters). Town Bronze is set in 1812,
two years before the start of Twelve Letters, so I couldn’t
resist a bit of humorous foreshadowing of romantic events to come.
I hope you enjoy it too!

The second bonus story, “Country Matters,” is
an epilogue for Jasper and Mortimer, my couple from Town
Bronze, the first novella in the series, whose romance
progresses in the background during books 2 and 3. It seemed
fitting to give these two countrymen some space and time away from
London to consolidate their relationship.

* * * *

Not in the Petticoat Line

London, October, 1812

Barney and Ross decided that The Grecian
Coffee House on the Strand was as convenient a place as any to meet
for lunch when Ross was permitted to escape from Coutts Bank for
some midday sustenance.

It’s better than nothing, Barney
surmised. Ross’s mother was still recovering from a spate of poor
health. Her lingering affliction made it awkward for Ross to remain
in London overnight and transform into Rose, Barney’s accredited
sweetheart.

It seemed a fair compromise to eat a hasty
meal together in an establishment which provided refreshment for
all walks of life compared to not seeing each other at all. Barney
was far too smitten to bear such a privation.

On the appointed day, Barney arrived early to
snag a table. He reasoned that a gentleman of means and a clerk
lunching together would be unremarkable in an eating house which
condescended to cater for lawyers.

Looking at the range of diners around him, he
idly imagined there might be a number of reasons why a wealthy man
might choose to dine with a scribe. Perhaps to discuss a specific
matter too trifling or delicate for a public office or a private
residence.

In his impatience to see Ross, frankly,
Barney didn’t give a fig about other people’s opinions. He merely
craved a half hour in his beloved’s company. His gaze was fixed on
the door to the coffee house, and when he saw Ross enter, Barney
was hard put to conceal his joy.

“Busy morning?” Barney asked as Ross sat
down.

“No more than usual. Although I’m glad of the
respite, nonetheless. Mr. Arbuthnot sent me on an errand and told
me to get some lunch on the way back, so I have some
dispensation.”

“We’ll take advantage of his blessing and
order right away,” Barney said, catching the attention of a passing
waiter.

It was precious little, snatching a meal of
beefsteak, eggs, and fresh bread in a busy public place. Yet seeing
Ross’ face and hearing his voice as they talked of this and that
made it worthwhile.

“What are your plans for this afternoon?”
Ross asked as he placed his eating irons on his empty plate.

“Jasper mentioned something about a military
parade in Hyde Park that should be diverting.”

“That sounds splendid.”

“I wish you could come with us.”

“Another time, perhaps. When the army is
obliging enough to parade while I’m not required at my desk. On
that note, I’d better get going.” Ross got up from his chair.

“Already?” Barney winced at his plaintive
tone.

“Unfortunately. But I don’t have to rush home
to Marylebone tonight as Mum was much improved this morning. So,
after work, we can meet for a drink. Or if it suits you better, may
I come to Coventry Street?”

“Either will do. Or even both. I’ll see you
later?”

“If you have eyes.”

Ross grinned, and Barney could see a spark of
Rose shining through the clerk’s unprepossessing exterior.

Of course, the usual farewell embrace between
gentlemen was not permissible because of their visible difference
in rank. Barney had to be content with briefly laying a hand on
Ross’ arm as he passed. Then he watched the slim figure wending
through the closely packed tables, unnoticed and undistinguished to
everyone but Barney.

When Ross had truly gone, Barney left some
coins on the table for their meal and prepared to make his exit.
Barney was more strapping than his paramour. Therefore, easing
around the lunchtime crush was considerably more
time-consuming.

Barney waited for an oblivious customer to
pull in his chair so he could pass without plunging the man
head-first into his plate of food. During the slight delay, he
noticed two familiar faces in a corner booth, lingering over a
postprandial pot of coffee.

He felt obliged to say hello to Sir Mortimer
Cleverly and Mr. Nathan Brooks out of courtesy. Since he would
shortly be meeting Jasper, who was intimately involved with Sir
Mortimer, Barney discerned it would be rude to both men not to make
an effort at cordiality.

Nathan Brooks was not only an associate of
Cleverly’s, but a longstanding family friend of the Marshalls.
Barney’s father would take it very thick if his son didn’t have the
manners to acknowledge an occasional guest to their Leicestershire
home.

Barney awkwardly changed direction, feeling
like an over-laden cart trying to execute a reverse turn in a
narrow alleyway. He picked his way to the other side of the room.
His indirect progress remained unnoticed by the two friends, their
sightline being blocked by a poorly placed pillar.

The booth they had chosen was in an alcove
with a degree of seclusion, no doubt commonly used for discussing
confidential legal or business matters. Barney’s angle of approach
put him in the unfortunate position of being unseen yet able to
hear the gist of their talk. Which was indeed private. However,
their topic was romantic rather than financial.

Their conversation was sufficiently coded
that a lingering passer-by would be none the wiser. Unfortunately,
Barney was sufficiently au fait with the state of affairs
between Cleverly and Jasper to immediately comprehend. The only
surprise was that Mr. Brooks was such a willing confidant. That was
a revelation in itself. One I’ll keep under my hat.

 If the two men had been his
contemporaries, Barney wouldn’t have hesitated to interrupt before
he overheard more than was good for him. Respect for his elders,
especially as Cleverly was almost two decades his senior, made him
hesitate.

“Nathan, I’m the last man in the world who
expected this,” Cleverly was saying in a tone of wonder. “I thought
I was fixed in my ways and contentedly so. With my brother’s
decline in health and ensuing demise, the running of his estate was
my main concern. Whenever I came up to town for a change of scene,
I took for granted that any distractions would be fleeting and
uninvolved.”

“People fall in love when they least imagine,
or so I’m told,” Nathan said drily. “But it hasn’t happened to me
yet, and since I’m no shrinking violet, I can only presume I’m
immune, thank the Good Lord.”

“I would have thought the same of myself,
although with a lesser degree of self-satisfaction.”

Nathan chuckled before Cleverly continued,
“As you know, any arrangements require a degree of delicacy,
but even more so when high emotions are involved. This has been a
bolt from the blue. Until recently, I mulled over finding a
convenient understanding with a member of our particular circle,
with age and interests in common. I never looked beyond that.”

“Is there more? Surely that’s an ample
sufficiency.”

“So young, yet so cynical.”

Both men laughed. Mortimer remarked,
“Although you may be next. After all, you’re half a decade younger
than me. Plenty of time and opportunity to be enamoured.”

“Highly unlikely,” Nathan said promptly. “My
heart is concerned with pounds, shillings, and pence rather than
tender feelings. Age will not soften me.”

“So you say, but your kind actions
continually prove you’re far from hard-hearted. In mentioning age,
we’ve reached the crux of the matter. The gulf in years between
myself and the person I cherish truly confounded me. At the start,
I scarcely dared to acknowledge my attraction. I felt like a poxed
and raddled roué, drawn to someone so much younger. I have
to admit it’s a factor I still struggle with. Youth is not
necessarily a barrier to sophistication, but in this instance, I am
dealing with an innocent, entirely untried and unspoiled.”

“That’s an added complication, for sure.”
Nathan’s tone grew playful as he said, “You’re a brave man to rise
to such a challenge and for that, I salute you. I would never
entertain such potential for disarrangement. My priority is the
maintenance of a peaceful and orderly existence. But with the
energy of youth, I imagine there are certain, how shall I put this,
compensations?”

Mortimer gave a crack of laughter. “Nathan,
you dog. Here I am pouring out my innermost soul while you lower
the tone. And by the way, that’s none of your damned business. If
you can keep your mind out of the gutter, I was attempting to
allude to the joy of mutual discovery. No, not in that way, drat
you. Stop grinning at me like that!”

“I can’t resist it, Tim. You’re so easy to
tease when you’re being solemn. Joking aside, I’m truly happy for
you, especially as you have found someone worthy of your affection.
It’s what all men aspire to, isn’t it? Myself excluded,
naturally.”

“Just wait, Nathan. One of these days, you’ll
be hit by Cupid’s arrow. Given my example, it can occur when we
least anticipate and with the most unlikely person.”

“If I were a betting man, I’d wager a hundred
guineas against that outcome. Alas, it’s against my ethics to
fleece such a good friend. Tantamount to outright larceny.”

He leaned back in his chair, suddenly visible
beyond the barrier of the pillar, and in mid-action, he caught
Barney’s eye.

“Why, as I live and breathe, here’s Barney
Marshall. I thought I spotted you as you came in.”

There was no change
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