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Prologue
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The powerful wind of a thousand butterflies fluttering their wings blew across the garden. The wind’s force was so powerful, the grass bowed all the way to the ground. Queen Vlinder’s tears covered the soil, and her wails seeped into the earth. The curse had begun.
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Chapter 1
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“Butterflies,” Blair Cromartie said, her mouth full of breakfast casserole.

“What about them?” her husband, Anthony, asked.

She swallowed and set her fork down next to her plate. 

“The empty lot behind the gallery is full of them. All colors and varieties. I need to do something with it. I found an old sign the other day when I walked the grounds; it gave me an idea.”

“How much will it cost us?” Anthony asked, his smile betraying his concern over their finances. As a banker and with their joint ownership of Blair’s Soho art gallery, plus the inheritance she received from her father’s death, they were, actually, well off. Blair’s ideas were constant: however, and they usually cost a pretty penny, too. The worst loss they had so far was the insurance co-payment for the fire in the soda shop, but they’d recovered quickly enough thanks to the sales of the soda shop and the diner combined. 

“I don’t think it will cost much at all, not compared to everything else we’ve done at the gallery. I want to turn the lot into a butterfly sanctuary, fill it with plants and flowers that appeal to them, so they stay around and make their home in the garden.” She took another bite and dabbed the corners of her mouth with a cloth napkin. “If I had to guess, I’d say there used to be a garden there, anyway. The soil is unusually rich by New York standards.”

“Sounds like a plan. One of my coworkers has a brother in landscaping. Shall I get his information?”

“If you’d like. I have a couple other landscapers coming out to give me estimates this week, too.” 

Blair finished her food, and her butler whisked the plate away. 

“Already? How long have you been thinking about this?” Anthony shook his head with a smile. He should have known she’d already started. 

“Oh, a couple of months now. I just didn’t know if it was even a possibility until I got the results of the soil sample back.” She beamed. “I’m excited. The gallery is already a huge success. I can only imagine how much more appealing it would be with the butterfly garden added on. We could call it an extension of the living art in the gallery.”

Blair’s living art changed regularly. Models posed together to recreate a famous piece of art or sculpture in the center of the gallery. People paid the extra cost just to see it in action. Sometimes the models stood still, and sometimes they moved in a fluid motion to change the stages of the scene. She currently had thirty-five models under her employment, and most scenes required the presence of every one of them.

“Or you just call it what it is, a butterfly garden. Are you going to charge people to see it?”

“I don’t know. I could just raise the price of the gallery admission, then people could roam the garden at their leisure.” Blair sucked in her breath. “Or we could host events like weddings, bat mitzvahs, photo shoots—” She paused as her mind swirled with ideas. “Extra income from renting out the garden for special events. I’m pretty sure I could even get Razzlebaums to cater.”

“Sounds like a fascinating plan, my love. I have no doubt it will be exceptional once you’ve put all your special touches on it.” Anthony glanced at his watch. “I’m afraid I need to run. I have a meeting with the board in an hour.”

“With the board?” Blair cooed. “How exciting for you!”

“No, not exciting at all. I’m a nervous wreck,” he confessed.

“I’m sorry. Why didn’t you say anything last night? I could have given your nerves an extra workout.”

Anthony chuckled as he leaned down and kissed Blair.

“My nerves are always receptive to any workout you want to give them,” he said as he pulled on his jacket, picked up his briefcase, and sailed out the door.

“He thinks he’s so funny,” Blair mused. A sly grin crept up t her face. “Perhaps I should make a cozy love nest in a corner of the garden and give his nerves a run for their money there. Hmm.” 

Before she could give it any further thought, her cellphone rang, signaling the beginning of her day. She gathered her coat, and the driver pulled up at exactly the same time as he always did to take her to the gallery. An extra spring worked itself into her steps as the excitement of her garden coming to life filled her.

“You look mighty happy today, Miss Blair,” the driver said.

“I am! I’m going to plant a garden at the gallery for the butterflies.”

“Butterflies, Miss Blair? Plant lots o’ yellow flowers. My granny always had sunflowers and little puddling stones scattered ’cross her garden. A’course, she called it a fairy garden instead o’ a butterfly garden, but methinks they be the same thing.”

“Fairies, butterflies. They are one and the same in my opinion, too,” Blair agreed. “What’s a puddling stone?”

“It be a small stone with a shallow hole for water. Good for butterflies ta gas up with.” The driver chuckled. “You gots a name for the garden yet?” 

The driver was unusually chatty that day. Usually, they rode together in silence.

“I found an old sign that said, ‘Gertie’s Garden,’ so I think I might just go with that.”

The driver grunted, and Blair stared at him from the backseat.

“Why’d you grunt?” 

“Gertie’s Garden is the name of a unfinished painting that was stole back afore you was born, Miss Blair. My granny useta talk about it all the time.”

Blair’s ears perked up at the words “unfinished painting.” She had always been fascinated with art—so much so, she defied her father’s wish for her to go into law to open her own art gallery. Now, her art gallery had a small food court that included Razzlebaums, a highly popular 1950’s style diner, a soda shop that produced the famed Bleu Razz soda pop flavor, and soon it would boast the living art of a butterfly garden.  

“Unfinished painting?” she pressed.

“Yeah, there be a whole legend ‘bout it, too. Supposebly, the artist tried ta paint Gertie, who didn’t want ta be painted. Something ‘bout her soul being stole or something. This was afore cameras and pichers, too, so’s the only way they could do it was ta paint. Anyway, she didn’t care ta have her likeness painted and one day, the painting just up and disappeared. What’s weirder, Gertie disappeared not long after the painting did. They say she had a affliction to iron, so they locked her behind iron walls, and she still remains there ta day.”

Blair chuckled and shook her head. “That’s quite a story! I haven’t seen anything other than butterflies in that lot since the art gallery went up. I’ve definitely never heard anything about a missing piece of art. Of that I’m certain. I make art my living, after all. I’m really surprised to hear about this painting. Now I have a new project to turn my sights to.” She squeezed the driver’s offered hand as she slid out of the Lincoln’s backseat. “Thank you for the interesting chat, Mr. Jones.”

The driver tipped his head and lifted his cap. “Always a pleasure ta drive you, Miss Blair. Always,” he said before driving away.

Blair wondered briefly what the old man did all day while he waited for her, but the thought passed quickly as she entered the art gallery and began her day.
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“Oof!” Carmen Bleu said as she ran into Blair crossing the lobby of the atrium. “Oh, Blair! I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

Blair rubbed her forehead and smoothed her jacket before answering. This wasn’t the first time she’d bumped into Carmen, literally. It happened at least once a week. 

“I’m fine, Carmen. Anything new to report about the soda shop? Are you ready to claim your own space again? I think you’d sell a lot more if you did.”

Carmen shook her head. “The fire taught me I’m not ready to do this alone. Besides, I really like my space in the diner.” She frowned. “Are sales declining?” 

Carmen suddenly worried she wasn’t producing enough to pay her way. She refused to let her best friend, Hester Razzlebaum, cover her share. After all, the fire was indirectly her own fault, and it was only right to help Hester pay the rent on the diner since she let Carmen have a small nook in it.

“Oh, no. Your sales are fine. People really seem to love that Bleu Razz flavor! I just can’t help but think how much better your sales would be if you had a bigger space and more employees.”

“I don’t need bigger space. It’s easier to work from the smaller space, and Hester sends one of her hosts over to help if I get too busy. Really, I’m okay with staying where I am.” Another thought crossed her mind. Maybe Hester wanted her space back. “Did Hester say something?” 

“No,” Blair answered, a little too hastily. Hester really hadn’t said anything. “I just have that empty space for rent and haven’t found anyone suitable to fill it yet. It’s more of a money consideration for me.”

“Oh, I see. Thank you for asking me. I appreciate it, but seriously, I’m good where I’m at. I can put some feelers out for you, though. I know of a few people looking to broaden their space that would love to rent from you.”

“Hmm. I’ll drop some applications in your shop in a little while, then. Thank you for helping.” Blair stepped forward then paused. “Say, Carmen, do you think Hester would cater from Razzlebaums?”

“Catering is a lot of work, and she doesn’t have a truck, but she might. Why?”

“I may have her cater the butterfly garden’s opening ceremony. Can I trust you to keep that a secret?”

No. Carmen smiled to catch herself. “Yes. But how would she do it without a truck?”

“Oh, the garden will be here at the gallery. I’m going to fix up the back lot. She wouldn’t need to go far, just through the doors,” Blair answered, her well-manicured finger pointing down the hall to another exit.

Carmen’s eyes sparkled. “You’re going to fix up Gertie’s Garden?”

“That’s my plan, yes.” Blair tapped her lips for a moment. “Say, Carmen, you have otherworldly connections, don’t you? You and Hester both?”

“So to speak,” Carmen answered. Neither she nor Hester kept their craft a secret. “Why?”

“Well, there’s a missing and unfinished painting I’d like to find before the garden is finished. Maybe you could ask?” Blair pried.

“It doesn’t really work that way, but I’ll see what I can do. I’ll need more specific information, or you might end up chasing tons of missing paintings and never find the one you’re actually looking for. Does it have anything to do with the legend behind Gertie’s Garden?”

“It does. I want to find the original painting, but it disappeared a long time ago, along with the subject of the painting.”

“Oh! You mean the infamous Gertie’s Garden painting.” Blair nodded. “I’ll see what I can find out. If Gertie is dead, maybe I can find her. I’ll let you know what I find out. Do you want me to ask Hester to check the cards?”

Blair nodded again. “Yes. I have a feeling she’d prefer I didn’t ask her myself. She’s...she’s not as open as you are.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
T






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





