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	Chapter One

	 

	 

	“What are the odds we’ll find something really valuable today, like a Picasso?”

	“I’m a historian, not a mathematician,” Mark said, “but my best guess is the odds in your favor are not very good.”

	“Well, a girl can dream.”

	Mark put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. “You never know. I can be completely wrong.”

	I kissed his cool cheek. “I haven’t known you to be wrong yet.”

	We continued our stroll around the high school parking lot, casually surveying the goods available for sale at Barton’s annual fall flea market. Many residents rented tables and sold possessions they no longer wanted, hoping the items would be things someone else just had to have. Mark and I had promised each other we would only look; neither of us needed more stuff. But, as Mark just said, you never know.

	I pulled the collar of my jacket against my neck as the intermittent chilly breeze stirred again. Despite its briskness, the Saturday afternoon was gorgeous thanks to the radiant sunshine and the crimson and gold foliage on the trees bordering the lot. This was my first “full-time” autumn in Barton in more than three decades and I was enjoying it immensely. With the cancellation of Days and Nights, the soap opera I had acted in for thirty-plus years, I had returned to my hometown four months earlier for a respite while in search of a new role and ended up deciding to permanently stay in the village.

	I spotted elderly sisters Ella and Madeline Griffin up ahead. Standing with them were their grandniece, Regina Quinn, and their friend Dotsie Beattie. Regina, a chef at The Barton Hearth, had recently moved to the village and into the Griffins’ home. She held several cookbooks.

	Madeline, forever cheerful, greeted us with an exuberant “Hello!”

	Her older, more subdued, sister, Ella, said, “Hello, Veronica. Professor Burke.”

	“Good afternoon, ladies,” Mark said.

	“Are you making each other miserable yet?” Dotsie asked, chortling.

	“At least three times a day,” Mark replied with a wink.

	“You love to stir things up, Dotsie,” I playfully scolded.

	“It keeps me young and others on their toes.”

	“That’s a lot of cookbooks.” I pointed at Regina’s armload.

	“Too many,” Ella huffed. “Her room is so jam-packed with things the floor is going to collapse.”

	Regina smiled at her great-aunt. “Don’t worry, Aunt Ella. I’ll find a place to live soon and will get myself and my stuff out of your hair. But, you know, a chef can never have too many cookbooks. I found some great ones from the fifties.”

	“Does that mean we can expect a menu change at The Hearth?” Mark asked.

	“Perhaps,” Regina said with an arch of her eyebrow.

	“We’ll be the taste testers!” Madeline said. “We’ve been eating very well since Regina came to live with us.”

	“You’re lucky to have a personal chef,” I said.

	Madeline glanced at a nearby table and exclaimed, “Mother’s old letter box!” She walked to the table manned by Food Mart manager, Ned Fleming, and his wife, Irene.

	“Hi, Miss Griffin,” Irene said. She pursed her lips as her eyes nervously darted from Madeline to the wooden box. “I hope you don’t mind we’re selling it.”

	“Of course not, dear. It’s a simple box. I remember giving it to your Amanda a few years ago when Ella and I were in spring-cleaning mode.”

	“Amanda still talks about how sweet you are,” Irene said, “and how you were a great piano teacher.”

	“Amanda was a gifted student.”

	“The girls simply outgrew the box,” Ned said. “But they did make great use of it. When they were younger, they stored their crayons and finger paints in it. Now that they’ve moved on to makeup and nail polish, they insist they need fancy, expensive bags to hold it all.”

	Ella, who was standing next to me, took in a sharp breath. “That was my mother’s and it was used to store crayons?” She checked the price sticker on the box. Another affront. “Ten dollars?”

	I held my breath, waiting to see if the octogenarian would snatch the box and dash off to an antique restorer. When Ella didn’t, I exhaled and moved to the table to get a closer look at the box.

	The box was about the size of a shoebox. Made of cedar, it had a lift lid and a drawer at the bottom with a well-worn knob. A lock above the knob required a very small key. A lovely swirl design etched on the cover was the sole decoration.

	“Professor Burke!”

	I turned to check out the caller and spotted two men and a woman, all in their early thirties, walking toward us. The woman and one of the young men held hands.

	Mark greeted the group and turned to me.

	“Veronica. I want you to meet two of my former students, Jack Sweeney and Scott Culverson. Guys, this is Veronica Walsh.”

	A bland introduction, yes. After four months of dating, Mark and I still hadn’t figured out the proper terminology for introducing each other. We agreed that “boyfriend” and “girlfriend” didn’t fit people in their fifties. Not to mention it seemed a ridiculous way for Mark to introduce me to his academic friends and colleagues at Arden College. Lady friend just didn’t sound right. Leading man was too corny given my acting career. “Companion” sounded like a live-in health aide or a person who accompanied one to family functions. And labels didn’t seem to matter much anyway, since we had many mutual friends and acquaintances before we got together and they all knew when we became a couple without any announcement or fanfare.

	“Nice to meet you,” I said as I shook hands with Jack, the tall one, and Scott.

	A brown-haired, stocky fellow, Scott had an easy grin and an engaging flash in his dark eyes. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. This is my girlfriend, Isabel.”

	“Hello.” Isabel’s tawny hair was pulled into a loose bun, showing off her wonderfully perfect complexion and brown eyes. She wore an oatmeal-colored, bulky sweater over stonewashed jeans. The overall effect was a picture of a young woman without a care in the world.

	“So what kind of dirt can you give me on Mark as a teacher?” I cracked to the two guys.

	“He was such a bad influence on me, I became a history teacher,” Jack replied.

	“How horrible. Where do you teach?”

	“Albert Academy,” Jack matter-of-factly answered.

	I admired Jack’s modesty. Albert is a very prestigious private academy about fifteen miles west of Barton. It’s known as the Exeter of the Adirondacks. It was just as difficult to gain employment at the academy as an instructor as it was to gain admission as a student.

	“I’m very impressed.”

	“Thanks.”

	“If I recall correctly, Scott took just one of my classes,” Mark said.

	“That’s right. I minored in history. I studied architecture. I’m at SRB Architects now. And Isabel is a lawyer at Franklin and Associates.”

	Scott glanced at the Flemings’ table, where Madeline still chatted with the couple as Ella stood silent, listening as Dotsie rambled to Regina about the marvelous cuisine of the 1950s.

	“That’s a nice piece,” Scott said, pointing at the wood box.

	“It belonged to my great-grandmother,” Regina said with pride.

	“An antique, then.”

	“We of a certain age prefer the term vintage,” Dotsie said.

	“I stand corrected.” Scott made a bow toward Dotsie. “It’s a very nice vintage box.”

	“And it is an excellent container for crayons and finger paints,” Ella said.

	There was no way anyone could miss the well-structured sarcasm in her delivery, especially not a man trained in architectural design. Scott smiled, I’m sure with the assumption he could charm Ella. Ella, however, is not the type of elderly woman flattered by such attention. She does not humor people, nor does she take prisoners.

	Scott lifted the box’s lid and peeked inside. He then lowered the lid and pulled on the knob, tugging a bit harder when the drawer did not open.

	“Key?” he asked.

	Ned shook his head as Madeline said, “It was lost decades ago.”

	“Not a big deal.” Scott glided his fingers across the smooth cover. “I like to give my clients something at the end of a project. With some refurbishing, this would be a fine piece to display in the addition I’m planning for a client. I’ll take it.”

	Ned gave Scott a thumbs-up and said, “Sold!”

	“I hope your client loves it as much as our three girls did,” Irene said as Scott handed Ned a ten-dollar bill.

	Jack turned to Mark as Scott tucked the box in the crook of his arm. “It was great to see you, Professor. We’re having dinner at The Hearth later. Why don’t you and Ms. Walsh join us?”

	“Great idea,” Scott said. “I’d love to talk with you about a project I’m working on right now.”

	“We’re dining at The Hearth, too. We’re meeting friends. How about we join you for after-dinner drinks?”

	“Sounds good,” Jack said. “We’ll see you there.”

	Poor guy, I thought. Unless he had a date for dinner, he’d be the third wheel. Or the fifth table leg.

	As he started to follow Scott and Isabel, Jack turned to me and said, “It was nice to meet you, Ms. Walsh.”

	“Please, call me Veronica,” I said.

	Mark and I said good-bye to Dotsie, Regina, the Flemings, and the Griffins. We continued our perusing, casually glancing over the sale items as we passed the packed tables. We trailed several feet behind Scott, Isabel, and Jack.

	The trio stopped at a coffee cart. As Scott was pulling his wallet from his back pocket, a man knocked into him, roughly jostling Scott’s other arm and knocking the box from his grip. The impact with the blacktopped ground cracked the bottom of the box. The impact must have broken the lock on the drawer, for it now jutted out from the cracked box.

	In the following instant I noticed Scott’s stunned expression and the man’s challenging scowl.

	“I’m sorry.” The bully didn’t appear regretful at all. He was an unshaven, muscular man, broad-shouldered and with a bit of a gut. I knew him by sight as the contractor who had recently started work on a building across the street from my boutique.

	“That was intentional,” Isabel said. Her pretty face took on an angry glower.

	“It was not!” said the guy’s wife. She was Debbie Bradley, a hairdresser at the salon where I have my hair cut. A feisty, flashy type who always wore her artificially cherry-red hair in a high ponytail and favored blingy jewelry, Debbie often displayed a long line of bracelets on her arm as she cut and styled hair. I sometimes wondered what the client in the chair thought of the clatter of the bangles as Debbie fluttered around her with a sharp pair of scissors. Debbie’s language was as colorful as her fingernails. She lobbed some of that spicy language at Isabel.

	“Don’t worry about it,” Scott said. “How are you, Vin?”

	Vin ignored Scott’s polite question. “You stopped short.”

	“He did not, Mr. Bradley,” Isabel said. “You hit Scott on purpose.”

	“Don’t go accusing my husband,” Debbie said. “Let’s go, Vin, before these people have you arrested.” Debbie tugged on her husband’s arm. Vin warily eyed Scott as they started away.

	Dotsie, Regina, Madeline, and Ella reached us. “What a shame,” Madeline said when she saw the damaged box on the ground. Ella shook her head.

	Jack leaned over and tugged on the drawer’s knob. It gave easily. In a moment, he pulled something from it. He handed Scott a scarlet-colored velvet bag.

	“What’s in it?” Isabel asked.

	The Bradleys moved toward us as Scott tugged open the bag’s drawstring and pulled out a square-shaped board. “A painting.” His jaw dropped. “Look at this!”

	He turned the board around to show us a small painting. I guessed it was about seven-by- seven inches.

	Ella and Madeline gasped. “Goodness gracious,” Madeline said with delight. “It’s Orchard Street!”

	“What in the world?” Ella murmured.

	I squinted and moved closer. The watercolor was indeed a view of Barton’s main street, with Orchard Street written in script across the center bottom of the canvas. A Model-T stood in the foreground, giving us a good estimate of the era of the painting.

	“Is that the inn?” Regina leaned forward, pointing at the canvas. “There’s a woman standing on the front porch steps!” She pointed at the figure of a dark-haired woman wearing a light-blue dress, standing on the bottom step, her hand resting on the porch railing.

	Regina’s reference was to the Barton Inn, which the Griffin family founded in the village in 1770 and operated until Ella and Madeline closed it in the 1990s. The sisters continued to live in the large Victorian that graced the real Orchard Street. Jack said, “Check the signature.”

	Scott turned the painting over and located the artist’s scrawl in the bottom corner. His eyes widened as he said, “George Bradshaw.”

	Like everyone around me, I caught my breath and moved closer. A few passersby stopped.

	“George Bradshaw?” Mark asked.

	“Yes,” Scott said.

	“What?” Vin exclaimed.

	“Are you kidding?” Debbie’s anger and disbelief were tangible.

	George Bradshaw, who hailed from Barton’s neighbor community, Bear Lake, was a prominent artist in the mid-twentieth century. Now deceased, Bradshaw beautifully rendered Adirondack landscapes, towns, and inhabitants. A very kind gentleman, he was also well-known for his philanthropy on behalf of local causes. He would welcome elementary school classes several times a year, giving a tour of the art studio he had built behind his house and happily discussing his work with the students. I fondly remembered my own class trip. I couldn’t sleep the night before, so excited was I about meeting him. And then I was so nervous I might break something in the studio, I kept my arms folded across my chest for the entire visit.

	Isabel pulled a sheet of paper from the velvet bag. She glanced at it and then held it out to her boyfriend.

	Scott took the sheaf and spent a moment studying it. “Wow.” His voice barely reached a whisper.

	“What is it?” Jack asked.

	“A love letter.”

	“Read it,” Isabel said.

	“It’s dated November sixth, nineteen twenty-five.”

	“The day before our parents wed.” Madeline’s voice was soft, her expression a blend of anticipation and apprehension.

	“Please, go on,” Ella said.

	The two sisters stood with their shoulders touching. Their strained looks caused me concern.

	With a respectful nod, Scott began reading. “ ‘My dearest Eloise. My heart is broken over what you are to do tomorrow and I am certain it will never mend. My only consolation is that you are doing it for love, not money or social position. How I wish that your love were still for me! I cannot count how many times I have regretted leaving Bear Lake to attend Princeton. My absence made my heart fonder for you, but made yours fonder of Richard Griffin.’ ”

	“How romantic!” Regina said. “George Bradshaw carried a torch for great-grandma!”

	“It’s not romantic,” Ella said. “The romance was between my mother and father.”

	Scott glanced at the Griffin sisters. “Maybe I shouldn’t continue.” He extended his arm, as if offering the letter to Ella.

	Isabel swiped the letter from his hand. “I’ll read it.” Her eyes scanned the paper for a moment before she began to read. “ ‘I know you do not act out of cruelty, for you have not one malicious tendency in your soul. I can see it in your eyes. You look at Richard in a way you never looked at me. And so there is nothing for me to forgive, nothing for you to regret. My threat Wednesday evening was an act of desperation, a final attempt to win back your heart. I will not interfere in your marriage ceremony, for I believe what the priest will declare. What God hath joined together, let no man put asunder.

	“ ‘I send with this letter my last gift to you, Eloise. Your beloved Orchard Street, with your new home warmly drawn. I hope you recognize yourself on the porch steps. I did my best to capture your beauty. With you as the inn’s mistress, the Barton Inn will be the village’s crown jewel.’ ”

	“Mother is in the picture?” Ella asked.

	“Yes, ma’am,” Scott said. He held the painting for Ella and Madeline to see the famous artist’s tribute to their mother. A tear dropped from Madeline’s cheek.

	“Is there anything else in the letter?” Charlotte Farrell, a reporter for the local newspaper, stepped from the crowd. She held a small notepad and pen. “Just a few more words,” Isabel said. “ ‘My love will always be with you, dear Eloise. Always. George.’ ” Our group, which had grown as word of Orchard Street’s discovery traveled through the crowd, stood in awed silence. We were all too stunned to say anything. Charlotte Farrell, a reporter for the local newspaper, furiously scrawled on a small notepad.

	Someone in the crowd broke the silence, saying, “That’s got to be worth a million. At least!”

	Debbie loudly uttered a popular four-letter word. Vin added another expletive to the record.

	“I’ll say,” said Dotsie.

	“That painting belongs to my family!” Regina shrieked.

	“It belongs to the Flemings!” Ned bellowed from behind me. As he pushed past me, I took a glance at his face. It was purple with fury.

	“Finders-keepers,” someone from the crowd shouted.

	Another said, “Possession is nine-tenths of the law!”

	“Not always,” Regina said.

	“Are you going to give us a lesson in the law now?” Isabel gave Regina a challenging smile.

	“Our mother is the subject of the painting. And it was given to her as a gift. Therefore, it rightfully belongs to her heirs.” Ella was calm and controlled.

	“But one of her heirs gave it to me,” Ned said.

	“I gave it to your daughter,” Madeline clarified.

	“Did you expect us to return it when they had outgrown it?” Ned’s snark had a terrible edge.

	What a difference a million-dollar discovery makes. Pleasantries between friends changed into sarcastic retorts within minutes.

	I wanted the confrontation to end before a long-time friendship was destroyed. “Stop!”

	Only Mark acknowledged my plea. “Nice try.” He put his hand in the small of my back and guided me away from Ned.

	“The box, not the painting. Aunt Madeline obviously didn’t know the painting was in the drawer.”

	Ned said, “It doesn’t matter.”

	“Well, you just sold the box to Scott,” Isabel said. “So you have no claim to the painting.”

	“Had I known the painting was in the box, I certainly would not have sold it.”

	“That’s the argument I just made,” Regina said with a derisive snort.

	Isabel ignored Regina. “You didn’t know, so it doesn’t matter, Mr. Fleming.” Her tone could have cut through granite. Regina said to Isabel, “You have no say in this matter.”

	“Excuse me.” Isabel took a step toward Regina. “You are the one who has no say.”

	Jack stepped between the women. “Let’s just all take a deep breath and relax.”

	“The painting belongs to the Griffin family,” Ella insisted again. “And we will take this matter to court if we must.”

	“As will I!” Ned declared.

	Irene, a kindergarten teacher expert at soothing children, stroked her husband’s back in an effort to calm him. “Ned, it doesn’t matter. We don’t need it.”

	“It’s worth a million, Irene!”

	“And a lawyer would take half of it after a years’-long court battle. Come on, honey, we don’t need it.”

	Isabel took the painting from Scott and put it back in the velvet bag. “Let’s go.”

	“We are not done!” Regina lunged toward the couple. Mark grabbed her by the arm before she could land a punch.

	“What lungs!” Dotsie said. I think she was the only one enjoying the scene.

	“Yes, we are,” Isabel said. “The painting belongs to Scott. End of discussion.”

	Isabel possessively linked her arm through Scott’s and pulled him through the crowd, past the Bradleys, and out of sight. I spied Charlotte scurrying behind them, calling to Scott for an interview. Vin, his expression fixed in a wrathful stare, watched.

	Debbie shook her head. “Some people have all the luck.”

	“Someone needs to tell that young lady this is none of her concern,” Ella said. With her eyes on me, it was obvious to whom she was assigning the task. She had never been a mother, nor a Catholic nun, but boy could she hurl the disapproving look both mothers and nuns excelled at casting. 

	“I just met Isabel,” I said.

	“We’ll see you later at The Hearth, Professor,” Jack said over his shoulder. After giving us all what I interpreted as an apologetic glance, he hurried to catch up with Scott and Isabel.

	“I’m calling my lawyer,” Ned huffed as he stomped back to his table. Irene, helpless, followed.

	“He has no claim,” Ella said before she also left.

	“What are the odds everyone will sleep on it and decide the fight’s not worth it?” I asked.

	“About the same as me winning the Miss America pageant,” Dotsie said. 

	The heat of the argument dissipated and the afternoon chill intensified. “Ready to leave?” I rubbed my hands along my arms to warm myself. A cloud rolled in front of the sun, marring the day just as the bitter argument had spoiled the magnificent discovery.

	“The fun’s certainly over.” Mark put his arm around me. As we started through the dispersing crowd, I heard a young woman say into her cell phone, “Nat, you won’t believe this.”

	“Well, you were almost right,” Mark said to me when we were clear of the crowd. “It’s a Bradshaw, not a Picasso. But you were close.”

	“I’m glad I wasn’t the one to find it,” I said, still reeling from the vitriol of the argument.

	“Smart woman.”

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“I can’t get over it,” my best friend, Carol, said as a waiter served our salads at The Barton Hearth that evening.

	“So the key that Madeline Griffin said was lost was lost by her mother,” Carol’s husband, Patrick, said, twitching his fingers as he did to make air quotes.

	“Did Richard Griffin know about Eloise’s relationship with Bradshaw?” I asked.

	Mark shrugged. “That’s a question that will never be answered.” He glanced across the dining room, where Scott, Isabel, and Jack sat. A woman I did not recognize was also at their table.

	My eyes followed his gaze. Isabel sat close to Scott, practically in his lap, with her hand pressed against his on the table. She held a jumbo shrimp to his lips and beamed as he bit it.

	“He’s a lucky man,” Patrick said. “A pretty lady on his arm and a George Bradshaw painting that cost him just ten dollars.”

	“I’d like to know the history between Scott and Vin Bradley,” Mark said. “There’s something nasty there.”

	“Isabel’s part of it,” I said. “Maybe she’ll dish during drinks.”

	 Mark gave my knee a squeeze. “You can be in charge of asking her.”

	“I wonder how far the Griffins will really take their fight,” Patrick said.

	“And Ned Fleming, as well,” Carol added.

	“I believe Ella’s vow to take it to court. She’ll take it all the way to the Supreme Court if she has to,” I said.

	“It’s a shame Ned and Irene didn’t find the painting in all the years they had that box,” Patrick said. “With three daughters to send through college, he and Irene could really use the money.”

	I swallowed a sip of my Seven and Seven. “You know who we haven’t mentioned: the Bradshaw family.”

	Mark nodded. “Another party who will make a claim.”

	“This will get interesting,” Carol said.

	“Perhaps Scott will give the painting back to the Griffins the way that guy gave Derek Jeter his three thousandth-hit ball. That fan knew it was the right thing to do.”

	I liked Patrick’s suggestion, but doubted the generosity would be repeated in Barton.

	We all reflected on the matter as we dug into our salads. I took another glance across the room and saw Jamie Chang, owner of Barton’s art gallery, standing beside Scott. She was smiling brightly and gesturing with her hands as she spoke to him.

	After a moment Carol said, “George Bradshaw did find love again. It took him a few years, but he did marry. Wasn’t he almost fifty when he did?”

	Patrick shrugged. “I remember meeting his wife when our class went to his studio.”

	“I do, too,” Mark said. “Wasn’t she a good twenty years younger?”

	Carol nodded. “I remember her. Her name was Olivia.”

	“He named their house for her,” I said. “Oli Hill.”

	“So what did she know about her husband’s love for Eloise?” Carol asked.

	“I bet she never knew,” Patrick said.

	We all nodded in agreement of Patrick’s guess as Isabel’s giddy laughter floated across the room.

	“Are you set with your costumes for the Halloween party Friday night?” Carol asked Mark and me.

	“We certainly are,” I answered.

	The Halloween party, to be held at The Hearth, was an annual Barton benefit held to raise money for the local chapter of the Red Cross.

	“So who, or what, will you be?” Patrick asked.

	“I’m going to be a flapper. I have a costume from one of the soap’s Halloween Balls that unbelievably still fits. Plus a bob-styled black wig.”

	 “And you, Mark?”

	“I’m wearing a dark suit and bow tie and pretending to be F. Scott Fitzgerald. How about you two?”

	“I’m going to be Rita Skeeter.” In response to the quizzical tilt of Mark’s head, Carol explained, “I’m still stuck in Harry Potter world years after my daughter and I finished reading the books. Rita’s a yellow journalist who can transform into a beetle. I’m going for irony. Everyone would expect me to be Professor Sprout, the Herbology teacher.”

	“Good choice,” Mark said.

	“It would be nice if we were coordinating our costumes like you two are.” Carol frowned at her husband. “Someone I know always goes as a Yankee player.”

	“As long as the uniform continues to fit.”

	“But don’t you think it’s a little too on the nose, seeing as you are a baseball coach?” Carol pinched her husband’s cheek as a tease.

	“Going as a science teacher would be on the nose.” Patrick turned to Mark. “I feel abandoned. You’re really giving up your standard Halloween get-up?”

	“I’ll always be Arden’s number one fan, even when I don’t wear the sweatshirt,” Mark said.

	“Change is good,” I said.

	“It is.” Mark leaned toward me and lightly kissed my cheek.

	Life was good, too.

	 

	Carol and Patrick left after dessert while Mark and I crossed the dining room for the promised after-dinner drink.

	"This is my colleague Hillary Simmons,” Isabel said, introducing us to the willowy blonde who had made the group a foursome.

	“Pleasure to meet you,” Hillary, who was a few years older than the others, said as she shook my hand and Mark’s.

	“Where’s the painting?” Mark asked, pulling a chair away from the table for me to sit.

	“Home,” Scott said. He didn’t elaborate as to whether it was in a safe, under his mattress, or hidden in a cupboard behind cereal boxes. Or in a cereal box.

	“You must be overwhelmed,” I said.

	“I am,” Scott said. “It’s amazing how ten bucks turned me from a pauper into a millionaire. Plus I met a soap star today!”

	“I don’t think my fame will endure as George Bradshaw’s has. Have you had any time to think about what you are going to do with the painting?”

	“All the possibilities have been going through my mind. And Isabel’s.”

	“He can buy me something that fits in a small box from Tiffany.” Isabel stroked Scott’s arm and gave him a suggestive grin.

	“First, I’m going to pay off my student loans. It will be a relief to clear that debt. I’ll be left with a good chunk for the dream house I’ve been designing for the last ten years. I saw a gorgeous piece of land for sale on Ridge Road that would be perfect for it.”

	I tried to put myself in their shoes to understand their “bean counting.” Young people with huge student loans, dream homes to build, finer things to acquire. I couldn’t help, however, feeling dismayed that they didn’t seem to appreciate the masterpiece, for art’s sake.

	“I’m going to put Orchard Street up for auction at one of the New York houses. But before I do that, I’m going to loan it to the Daley Gallery at Arden for a month or two. The public deserves to see the painting. I hope it will give a nice financial boost to the gallery.”

	“It will. That’s an excellent idea,” Mark said.

	“There will be a private showing at Jamie Chang’s gallery Monday night. She’s inviting all the local dignitaries. I hope you two can come.” Scott looked from me to Mark. “You should be there since you witnessed the discovery.”

	“We’d love to,” Mark said. “Thank you.”

	“I have a question for the lawyers,” I said, looking across the table to Isabel and Hillary. “Is Scott definitely the legal owner of the painting?”

	“I don’t believe the sale can be rescinded,” Isabel answered. “There was no fraud involved. Obviously, Scott didn’t know what was in the locked drawer. And he accepted the price set by Mr. Fleming.”

	“Can’t Ned argue that he sold the box, not the painting?”

	Hillary answered. “I’m sure he will. But because of the setting, a flea market, all sales are considered as-is and final. One person may buy a blender that will break the next day and have no recourse; another may buy an item worth more than the set price and the seller is out of luck.”

	Jack spoke up. “I feel sorry for the Griffins. All those decades and they had no idea the painting was in the box.”

	“I have sympathy for them, too,” said Scott, “but I can’t get caught up in emotions. I am now the painting’s owner, and I can do with it what I want.”

	“If the Griffins are wise, they won’t get involved in a lawsuit. It will only break them financially and ruin the few years they have left.” Isabel’s expression was sour. “I’ve been involved in lawsuits over money, and this is what this is really all about, and they’re never pretty.”

	I wanted to attribute Isabel’s coolness to professional reasoning, but, darn it, couldn’t the young lawyer show a shred of compassion for Ella and Madeline?

	“It was a bit weird, reading that love letter Bradshaw wrote to their mother,” Scott said. “I felt like I was going through her underwear drawer. What Bradshaw wrote is so intimate. I don’t think it would be appropriate to sell it. He expressed very private thoughts and feelings. I don’t feel I own it like I own the painting. It should probably go back to the Griffins.”

	“Scott, remember it has a monetary value.” Isabel tapped her finger against his wrist.

	“Not much, I would think. I don’t think some stranger should have it,” Scott replied.

	“Let’s stop all the money and legal talk,” Jack said.

	I obliged by asking Isabel, “How long have you two been dating?”

	“Five months,” Isabel said. She grinned like the feline that nabbed the canary.

	“How did you meet?”

	“Not exactly cute,” Scott said. “Funny you should ask.”

	“I guess we can thank Mr. Bradley,” Isabel said.

	“What about me?” Hillary’s lower lip extended into an exaggerated pout.

	“And Hillary,” Isabel said. “Scott caught Bradley overcharging a client for materials.”

	“Yeah. Vin was supposed to use specific materials listed in the contract. He bought cheaper materials, but charged the client the price of the more expensive required materials. I found out when I visited the site one day and saw what his crew was using.”

	“Wow.” In my mind I finished with, “No wonder Bradley was ticked off this afternoon.” A quickly traded glance with Mark told me he was thinking the same.

	“So Scott’s client, who is also one of my clients, sued Vin,” Hillary said.

	“Isabel and I bumped into each other in the hall,” Scott said. He moved his hand under the table. A moment later, Isabel’s hand went missing, too.

	“So that’s how we met,” Isabel said.

	“And since then, I have to go to work to see you,” Hillary said.

	“I’ve been a stranger, too,” Jack said. “Scott had to give me another tour of his house last week because I hadn’t been there in weeks. I forgot where the bathroom was.”

	“Sorry about that,” Scott said, acting abashed. “I haven’t seen much of my house, either, lately.”

	“He’s been in a corner, hanging over his drafting board.” Isabel dampened the playful exchange with the sarcastic remark.

	“How was the case resolved?” Mark asked.

	“The matter was settled through mediation,” Hillary said. “Vin said it was an honest mistake.”

	“Well, it cost him,” Isabel said.

	“That’s why Vin was less than friendly today,” said Scott.

	“Got it,” Mark said.

	“I suppose you know he’s working on the renovation of the building across from All Things.”

	“I hope someone keeps an eye on Bradley,” Isabel said. “I can’t believe he’s still getting business.”

	“I hope I don’t have to deal with him again. But Barton’s a small town. Unless one of us moves, Vin and I will have to do business together in the future. I’d certainly keep a sharp eye on him, and the licensing board’s number on speed dial.”

	From the corner of my eye I saw a beacon of white crossing the dining room. I turned and saw that it was Regina, dressed in a chef’s smock. Her hair was tucked under a red bandana. Oh dear, I thought, as she headed for our table, her scowl a clear indication she hadn’t calmed down in the few hours since the painting’s discovery. Isabel fixed her pretty face into a frown as Regina approached the table.

	“Not her again.”

	“Hi,” Jack said. “Dinner was delicious.” It was a nice attempt to defuse the impending confrontation.

	It didn’t work. “Thank you,” Regina said tersely. “I would have come out here sooner, but Aunt Madeline told me to take a chill pill and let you enjoy your meal.”

	Isabel snorted and mumbled, “Should have taken two pills.”

	Regina ignored her. Addressing Scott, she said, “I do want to apologize for my outburst this afternoon at the flea market. I tend to get a little crazy in heated moments.”

	“Apology accepted.” Scott surprised Regina by extending his hand across the table. She clasped it and the pair sealed the apology. Isabel put her hands in her lap.

	“The Griffin family’s position remains firm. Orchard Street belongs to us and we would like it returned immediately.”

	Another guffaw from Isabel. “As I stated during your earlier outburst, your family has no claim to the painting. If you would like to make an offer for it, we would happily consider it.”

	“An offer?” Regina blurted.

	“There they are!”

	We turned at the sound. Led by a regal blonde, two young women and a man in his early thirties marched across the room.

	“Here they come,” Mark muttered and I knew who “they” were. George Bradshaw’s family.

	“That’s the guy who has the painting,” one of the young women said, pointing at Scott. I recognized her voice from the flea market; she was the gal who made the phone call as Mark and I left the sale.

	The older woman lifted her chin and said, “Young man, I am Leona Bradshaw Kendall. I understand you are in possession of one of my father’s paintings?”

	Scott slid his chair back and stood, as did Mark and Jack.

	“I’m Scott Culverson, Mrs. Kendall. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

	The two shook hands. While Scott maintained a pleasant demeanor, Leona remained stiff and distant.

	“Well, do you have my father’s painting?”
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