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        If I want reality, I’ll step out the front door.”
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            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      My husband and I have a small and much-loved immediate family, yet our expanded family is vast. The mother of our daughter grew up as a Child of Deaf Adults (CODA). She can hear, as can two of her five siblings, but her parents and two of her other siblings are deaf. She has spent her career traveling to remote communities around the world, from Albania to Cambodia, helping to improve education around sign language and closing the gap between those who can hear and those who cannot.

      

      For a decade I’ve listened to her stories of what life is like for someone who cannot hear. There are so many things in everyday life that the rest of us take for granted; things that profoundly affect those who live in a world without sound.

      

      If you’re familiar with my work, you’ll know that while I base my stories in the real world, I often lean on metaphors and magic realism, giving my stories an almost fairy tale shimmer. In the writing of this story, I have taken poetic liberty in the time it takes for my hearing character, Miles, to grasp the basics of American Sign Language. I did this to keep the narrative moving, to bring about the connection between my two main characters in a way that worked within the timeframe of the story. I know that learning another language takes much longer. I hope you can overlook this and enjoy the tale for what it is… a romance between two men from different worlds who come to learn that their Love Language lies not in words… but in art.
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      Looking back, it was as plain as the smile on Mona Lisa’s face. Look closely enough and there’s no denying there’s a grin, a smirk, a knowing curl of the lips. In fact, the question isn’t whether Mona Lisa is smiling or not; rather, the question is— what secret is she keeping behind that smile?

      Indeed, I should have seen it coming. People considered me a clever person. I considered myself a clever person. But I guess even the smartest creatures sometimes don’t see what’s right there in front of them. Not until it’s way too late, anyway.

      I listened to Marcus’s voice greeting, something I’d heard a thousand times before. Somehow, I never got sick of hearing that recording. The sound of his voice always made me feel like I belonged somewhere… that I belonged to someone… no matter how lost some days left me feeling.

      “Hey, this is Marcus. I can’t take your call right now because I’m busy doing something important… or something not so important… or maybe I’m just chilling and flicking through Miles’ record collection. Who knows? The fact is, I’m not here to talk to you. But please talk to me… in a message… and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

      My lips melted into a smile— my heart swooning a little as it always did when I heard that greeting— as I waited for the tone.

      “Hey babe, bad news. I’m still stuck at the gallery… I know, I know, I’m sorry, blame whoever did the wiring in this place, it’s a goddamn death-trap. We can’t hang anything in here until we’ve worked out what’s live and what’s not behind these walls. It’s totally messing with my OCD, but I guess that’s the price you pay for an old warehouse in Chelsea. Don’t worry, I’ll still make it in time for dinner with Barclay, I’ll just have to meet you at the restaurant. Hope your day’s been okay pulling the proposal together. Hope it’s been better than mine, at least. Anyway, I’ll stop talking to your phone and hang up now. I’ll see you tonight. Love you.”

      Outside I heard the rain start.

      I hung up the call and looked out the gallery window, past the ladders and the clusters of paint tins and the scattered toolboxes that the army of tradespeople had left here, knowing they would be returning day after day until the job was done. A deluge had decided to pummel down onto the streets of Manhattan, signaling an early end to the day as rain clouds darkened the city, forcing the streetlights to blink on, illuminating the downpour.

      I heard an exasperated sigh from the electrician who still had a smear on his unshaven chin from one of the several pizza slices he’d had for lunch. “Rain… terrific.” His accent was generations-old Brooklyn. “I guess that’s quittin’ time for me for today.”

      “Quitting time? I thought you said you had another two hours’ work left.”

      “I did. But given the age of this building there’s no telling if there’s rainwater runnin’ down the insides of these walls.” He started packing up his tools. “If you see any sparks or a fire starts, I’d shut the power down straight away if I were you.”

      “Sparks? Fire!” I anxiously adjusted my bowtie. “How do I shut down the power? I don’t even know where the box of switches is?”

      The electrician rolled his eyes. “It’s called a fuse box. And don’t blame me if the job isn’t  finished yet. Like I told you before, you could have had a team of professionals here. Many hands make light work. One phone call and I could have arranged for my nephew and my Uncle Ernie to help fix this place up…”

      “They’re your professionals?”

      “… but you went for the cheaper option, so all’s you get is little old me. I’m workin’ as hard as I can here, but I can’t go any faster. Like it or lump it.”

      “That decision was purely financial.”

      “I get it, pal. You’re stuck in the triangle of compromise. Ain’t we all.”

      “The triangle of what?”

      “The triangle of compromise. Imagine a three-sided shape with three points.”

      “That’s what a triangle is.”

      He ignored my sarcasm and kept talking. “The three points are good, cheap and fast. For every job you want done, you can have two of those things, but you’ll always have to compromise on the third.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean… a job can be good and cheap, but it’ll never be fast. A job can be cheap and fast, but it’ll never be good. A job can be good and fast, but it’ll never be cheap. You picked the first option.”

      “Maybe it’s time to tip the triangle, time is running out. I need things done fast.”

      The electrician simply looked at me and rubbed his thumb and fingertips together, making the international sign for money.

      I gave an exasperated sigh. “Look, my partner and I are waiting for the final stamp of approval from our investor, Barclay. We have a meeting tonight to firm up his commitment and hopefully the cash will be in the bank by morning. We’re planning a grand opening in three weeks’ time. We have to have this place looking perfect… or at least safe. Can’t you at least fix that up before you leave today?” I pointed to several loose wires hanging from the ceiling.

      “Call me in the morning,” the electrician said, shutting his toolbox. “If your money comes through, I’ll bring my nephew and uncle to help you get this place above board. Hell, I’ll bring my grandma too if you like, at least she knows how to find a fuse box. In the meantime, if you smell smoke, I’d have the NYFD on the phone quick-smart.”

      With that he picked up his toolbox and pushed his way out through the front door, his shoulder rubbing against the newly-applied signage on the glass that read Tate & Bradford Gallery.

      I grimaced. “Oh my God, can you please not smear the…” But the electrician had already dashed away into the rain with his jacket over his head. “Never mind.”

      Instantly I began sniffing for smoke.

      I was so edgy about the prospect of our gallery burning to the ground that I jumped when my phone rang.

      I answered without even checking the caller ID, assuming it was Marcus returning my call. “Babe, we need a new electrician, we need to fix every crack and crevice in this place before the opening, and I… fuck I need a drink.”

      There was a brief pause down the line before a voice asked, “Is this Mr. Miles Tate?”

      The southern accent was an instant giveaway that I was not talking to my life partner and lover, Marcus. “Oh God, I’m so sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

      “Are you Miles Tate? Miles Tate, the art evaluator?”

      “Yes, speaking. Although I’m currently transitioning careers from art evaluator to gallery owner and curator. May I ask to whom I’m speaking? Are you an interested party in our new venture in Chel⁠—”

      “My name is Franklin Fontaine Junior. I’m a lawyer in Savannah, Georgia. I was given your name by a colleague of mine who recently commissioned your expertise for an evaluation on a deceased estate.”

      I sifted quickly through my brain. “The De Villiers estate in Savannah. Yes, I traveled down for that evaluation last July. But as I said, I’m currently transitioning careers and focusing on⁠—”

      “Mr. Tate, I’m willing to pay a generous sum for you to return to Georgia and perform another evaluation.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry but as I mentioned⁠—”

      “You’re transitioning into a new career, I heard you.”

      “That’s correct. I’m about to open my own gallery in New⁠—”

      “And I appreciate that, really I do. But your work on the De Villiers estate garnered quite a handsome nest-egg for the family of the deceased, an amount substantially larger than any of our local evaluators could fetch at auction. You certainly pulled off a small miracle for the De Villiers family, and I’m truly hoping you might be able to do the same for me.”

      After a shitty day wrangling tradespeople and praying we could pull the gallery together in time, I was somewhat flattered by the compliments from— “I’m sorry, what was your name again?”

      “Fontaine. Franklin Fontaine Junior.”

      “Mr. Fontaine, I appreciate the kind words. But I’m afraid I have my hands full at the moment. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to⁠—”

      “I’ll pay you double what you earned from the De Villiers’ commission.”

      I paused. To say that the De Villiers commission was something of a boost to our financial position in getting the gallery off the ground was an understatement. We could definitely use another healthy boost right about now.

      Then again, Barclay’s money was almost in the bag.

      I didn’t need to distract myself with other revenue streams, not anymore.

      Marcus and I were on track to open the gallery, give or take a few electrical glitches.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Fontaine, but I need to politely decline your⁠—”

      “I’ll pay you triple.”

      I paused again. Triple was… well… “That’s exceedingly generous of you, sir. But I⁠—”

      “Fine. I can see I’m wasting your time… and quite frankly, you’re wasting mine.”

      With that, the line went dead.

      I took the phone away from my ear and looked at it. “Pleasure doing business with you,” I uttered somewhat sardonically.

      As I looked around the vast, half-painted, half-wired space that I had always dreamed would be my future, I quickly forgot about the call from Franklin Fontaine and decided there was no point hanging around now that all the tradespeople had left for the day.

      I picked up my satchel of paperwork.

      I shut off the lights and prayed that a fire wouldn’t start overnight.

      I thought about calling Marcus to tell him I’d now have time to stop by our apartment before dinner to shower and get changed, but as I opened the door to the pouring rain, I thought twice about making a call and getting my phone drenched. I tucked it into my pocket instead.

      Since that day I’ve wondered countless times, had I made that call would my life still be the lie I had been living for so long without me even knowing it?

      Would Mona Lisa’s secrets still be safe behind that smile?

      Who knows?
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      My name is Miles Tate. A friend introduced me to Marcus Bradford ten years ago on the night of my thirty-fourth birthday party. He was a few years younger than me, a confident, charismatic creature with an intoxicating smile and a devil-may-care glint in his eyes. He was all the things I was not, which is precisely what I find irresistible in a man. He told me he worked as a consultant for a social media marketing firm, I told him I was an art evaluator with dreams of one day opening my own gallery. We started talking about Warhol and Banksy and the existential importance of art in a world of algorithms and influencers and egomaniacal billionaires with plans to rule the planet.

      Needless to say, I fell instantly, and I fell hard.

      We started dating.

      We attended dinner parties on the Upper West Side and gallery events in Soho. People saw us as the perfect couple. He was the beauty and I was the brains. Marcus could win anyone over with his charm and boyish good looks, while I impressed guests at any soiree with my knowledge of all things art, from Dadaism to Degas. It was a partnership that carried over into our private life too, where our differences forged the ideal opposites-attract romance. I loved watching him swoon over his favorite rom-coms starring Julia Roberts, while I bored him with French existentialist films by Jean-Luc Godard, cradling his head in my lap while he fell asleep. I let him drag me to drag shows at dive bars I never even knew existed, secretly loving every moment as I watched him laugh at the bawdy entertainment up on stage, while he graciously endured every gourmet experiment I attempted in the pokey kitchen of our tiny Greenwich apartment. He teased me about my extensive bowtie collection… while I wondered what on earth he saw in me, unwilling to ever really seek the answer.

      We built a life together and a few years ago we began to seriously pursue my vision of opening a gallery. He wanted to be part of my dream. I wanted his name on the door alongside mine. And one day, without him knowing, I bought a ring.

      I kept it hidden in my sock drawer, waiting for the perfect moment…

      A moment that would never come.
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      “Babe, we’ve got thirty minutes and I’m calling a cab.” I shook off the rain and struggled to get the keys out of the door, an ongoing problem we encountered. “Have you had a chance to call the locksmith yet?”

      There was no answer from inside the apartment.

      “Marcus? Are you here?”

      I could hear one of my Billie Holiday records playing softly in the living room.

      I could smell the lemongrass and sandalwood scent of a candle burning.

      He must have been here. “Marcus?”

      Suddenly he appeared in the hallway, somewhat breathless, a towel wrapped around his waist. “Miles. You’re home. I was just taking a shower. I got your message, I thought I was meeting you at the restaurant.”

      “The electrician stopped work because of the rain. The wiring in the place is… well.. all over the place and he said the rain could be leaking on the inside of the walls which could cause sparks or a fire or something, so I turned everything off and do you think I could get a cab and now I’m drenched.” I paused a moment as I noticed, “You’re not wet.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You said you were taking a shower.”

      “Oh… what I meant was, I was about to take a shower.”

      “Good, we don’t have much time. I don’t want to keep Barclay waiting.” I hurried past him, heading for the kitchen which overlooked the living room. Marcus followed me. I flicked a tea towel off the oven door and wiped the raindrops off my satchel, glancing into the dimly-lit living room.

      His favorite Jimmy Choo shoes were on the rug, one here, another there, as though they’d been carelessly kicked off.

      He never carelessly kicked off his Jimmy Choos.

      I sniffed at the scented wax burning. “What’s the candle for?”

      “Well, you sounded kinda stressed on the phone. I thought it might, you know, relax you.”

      “We don’t have time for relaxing, Marcus. We’ve got to get Barclay across the line. I know this sort of stuff comes easy for you… charming people and making things go your way… but it plays havoc with my anxiety levels, you know that. I mean, this is our future we’re talking about here.”

      Marcus made a beeline for me and began massaging my shoulders. “Hey, it’s okay. Calm down, everything’s going to be fine. Just breathe, okay?”

      I did as I was told and took a deep breath, letting his hands work the tension out of my knotted shoulders. “I’m sorry, I’m just… I don’t know… nervous that I’m going to fuck this up.”

      “Miles, listen to me. We’re not going to fuck anything up. Everything is going to work out just fine, trust me. You do trust me, don’t you?”

      “Of course I trust you. I just don’t trust the universe. Who’s to say some cosmic spanner isn’t going to land in the works and bust all our dreams to pieces?”

      “You’re being paranoid. There is no cosmic spanner. Everything is going to be just fine.”

      He leaned in and kissed me.

      I smiled…

      And then…

      “Have you changed your cologne?”

      He raised one eyebrow. “No. I mean, yes. Do you like it?”

      “I do. What’s it called?”

      “I forget.”

      I chuckled. “You’re wearing a new cologne and you forgot the name of it?”

      He shrugged. “The salesgirl at Bloomingdales handed me a free sample bottle. I liked the smell of it, but no, I have no idea what it’s called. Now why don’t you get in the shower, we don’t have much time.”

      “I thought you were about to take a shower.”

      “I can wait. You go. I’ll pick out a bowtie for you, something that’ll impress the pants off Barclay.” He kissed me again.

      “I’ll be quick, I promise.”

      “Take your time. Barclay will probably be late anyway.”

      “I hope not, I’m already anxious enough.”

      In the bedroom I flicked through the shirts and trousers in my closet. I chose what I wanted to wear, a smart casual ensemble with a pastel pink shirt, hoping it would encourage Marcus to choose the Japanese blossom print bowtie. I’d always thought of it as my lucky bowtie. I was wearing it the night of my thirty-fourth birthday and since then I’d had very little to complain about… with the exception of the recent hiccups and delays getting the gallery up to scratch.

      I undressed and walked into the bathroom, leaving the door slightly ajar.

      I ran the shower and waited for the heat to kick in.

      That was when I heard a loud smash in the living room.

      Instantly I turned off the water. “Marcus? Are you alright?”

      There was no answer, but over the soft crooning of Billie Holiday I distinctly heard hushed voices.

      I wrapped a towel around my waist and rushed into the living room to see one of my two matching Murano vases in pieces on the floor.

      Had Marcus taken a turn?

      Did he knock the vase over in the middle of a medical emergency?

      I raced into the hallway in search of him.

      “Marcus?”

      Suddenly I stopped in my tracks when I saw him hurrying toward the front door… and beside him was none other than— “Barclay?”

      Barclay glanced back awkwardly but couldn’t look me in the eye.

      His shirt was unbuttoned.

      His tie hung loose around his neck.

      And in his hands, he carried his expensive Italian leather shoes, the laces still undone.

      “Barclay?” I asked again, confusion quickly drowning in the sickening realization that there was no reasonable explanation for him to be here, not when we were supposed to be meeting him for a business dinner in less than an hour.

      Barclay was older than me, perhaps fifty, but at that moment he looked like a schoolboy who had been caught in front of a wall of graffiti with a spray can in his hand.

      “What are you doing here?” It was a stupid question, but I couldn’t think what else to say.

      He avoided my puzzled and panicked gaze, staring at the floorboards instead as he muttered, “I knocked your vase over. Sorry about that.”

      With that he reached for the door, yanked it open and raced off down the stairs of our apartment building.

      I stood there in shock, glaring out the open door for a stunned moment before looking at Marcus, the two of us now standing in the hallway in our towels. “Marcus?”

      Marcus also avoided all eye contact and gave a shrug. “He came over to discuss the deal. I told him to kick off his shoes.”

      “And take off his tie? And his shirt? Marcus, what’s going on?”

      He shrugged again as though it was a good enough response.

      “Marcus?”

      He snapped back. “Jesus, would you stop saying my fucking name? You sound like such a whiny little bitch sometimes. Did you know that? Do you know how much you complain?”

      My back stiffened in shock, and I suddenly felt even sicker. Marcus had never snapped at me before, not like that. Clearly, he had been keeping his feelings to himself. Clearly, he couldn’t keep them inside any longer. And clearly, he had a lot more to say.

      “You know, Miles, I’ve never told you this before but sometimes being with you is like living with a neurotic old lady who can’t stop muttering and moaning and bitching about absolutely everything. Nothing’s ever perfect enough for you Miles. It’s fucking unbearable and quite frankly, it’s boring. You’re boring! Everyone finds you boring! Do you know when we leave someone’s party, I have to quietly apologize for you on the way out?”

      “Apologize? For what?”

      “For your over-inflated opinions… your ridiculous ramblings… your dull-as-shit chitchat… the way you think you’re better than everyone around you.”

      “I don’t do that…. do I?”

      “Oh my God, if I had a dollar for every time I had to listen to you try to tolerate the world around you, hell, we wouldn’t need Barclay to fund the gallery, we’d be rich. But we’re not. And so, I have to go out begging to fund your stupid, derivative dreams.”

      “Is that what you were just doing with Barclay? Begging? I certainly don’t doubt you were on your knees.”

      “Oh please, give it a rest. The only reason Barclay is even interested in your gallery is because of the attention I give him. I’m doing you a favor.”

      My eyes turned to saucers and my jaw actually dropped. “Are you suggesting I should be thanking you for fucking our investor?”

      “Honestly… yes. And can I say for the last six months he’s been a lot more fun in the bedroom than you ever were.”

      I felt my chest tighten so much I began to struggle breathing. “Six months?” I gasped.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t figure it out earlier. Once he hid in your closet. Once he hid under the bed. Today he was behind your favorite chair. We probably would have gotten away with it again if he hadn’t knocked over your ugly fucking vase with his shoe.”

      “Oh my God. I need to sit down,” I panted.

      “Please do, I might as well tell you about the others while I’m at it.” He burst out laughing. “God, it feels so good to finally get this off my chest.”

      “The others? What others?”

      “Geez, let me see. In the last few years there’s been James our accountant, Riley who lived two floors down for a while, and the usher who showed us to our seats for that performance of Wicked you so desperately wanted to see.”

      “What usher?”

      “I didn’t exactly get his name, if that’s what you’re asking. Before that there was Liam the grocery kid, Andre who painted the living room that disgusting sage green you insisted on, and of course Raymond stuck around a lot longer than I expected.”

      “Raymond? Raymond who introduced us at my birthday party ten years ago?”

      “Yes, that Raymond, you idiot. For a while I thought you knew we were fucking, but then I realized you were so caught up in your own world, you actually didn’t have a clue. That’s when I realized how easy this was going to be. After that there was the cute guy who makes my coffee at Starbucks, the FedEx guy who delivers your ridiculous bowties, and oh, let’s not forget Alex, the realtor who leased us the gallery space… he sure knew how to close a deal.”

      “Stop! Stop talking!”

      “Fine.” There was yet another casual shrug as he dropped his towel and strutted into the bedroom with his usual self-confidence.

      I swiftly followed. “Wait a minute, come back here.”

      In the bedroom he began to dress. “What for? To hear you complain more? Perhaps if you stopped whining and opened your eyes to the world around you, some things wouldn’t come as such a surprise. Perhaps if you had bothered to look beyond yourself, you would have seen all of this going on. You could have saved us both a lot of wasted time. Honestly Miles, you only have yourself to blame.”

      “How dare you! I think you need to pack your things and get out!” I hissed through gritted teeth.

      Marcus finished buttoning up his shirt and jeans. “Actually, the apartment is in my name. Remember, we switched it over so that you could have the gallery in your name. So, I think you’re the one who should pack his things.” He slipped on his shoes and grabbed his keys off the bedside table. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a dinner date with Barclay.”

      “Barclay? You’re still going to dinner?”

      “Naturally the investment offer is off the table… that’s your problem to deal with now. But why waste a perfectly good dinner reservation. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get a table at Balthazar’s these days?” He headed for the door and paused for one last moment. “Do the decent thing and make sure you’re gone before Barclay and I get home. I’ll ship all your junk to you when you let me know a forwarding address. That is if I don’t throw it all in the trash where most of it belongs.”

      He closed the door behind him with a loud bang, as though someone had just fired a bullet straight through my heart.

      It took a few moments to realize I’d stopped breathing.

      With a loud gasp I inhaled before my head started to spin.

      I stumbled back to the living room and practically fell into my favorite chair.

      Then I remembered Marcus saying that Barclay had been hiding behind it without me even knowing.

      It was no longer my favorite.

      Nothing here was.

      Quickly I stood and looked around the room.

      All the things we’d collected together over the past ten years— the furniture we bought, the curtains we chose, the knickknacks we collected— all of it was tainted now. Everything was as shattered as the Murano vase on the floor, including my heart. My love for it all evaporated within seconds.

      None of it mattered.

      None of it felt like it belonged to me anymore… just as I no longer belonged here.

      I took a deep, shuddering breath.

      I walked into the bedroom and dressed.

      I packed a small Louis Vutton overnight bag with my laptop computer and a handful of clothes, enough to get me by.

      I opened my sock drawer and pocketed the ring box hidden there.

      I opened the closet and considered taking a handful of my favorite bowties then realized all of them now reminded me of Marcus. I picked up my lucky Japanese print bowtie. It didn’t feel so lucky anymore.

      I set my bag down by the front door and returned to the kitchen.

      There I took out a frypan and placed my Japanese print bowtie in it.

      I found the lighter for the gas stove, put the frypan down on the kitchen counter, and like some wiccan ritual I set the bowtie on fire.

      Smoke filled the kitchen as the blossom petals burned, and a moment later the smoke alarm sounded and the sprinkler went off, drenching everything in the apartment including myself.

      As the water ran down my face, my tears wanted to join in the flow.

      But I refused to cry.

      I denied the deluge.

      I wasn’t about to let that cheating, lying son-of-a-bitch make this stupid, derivative man cry. The truth was, there was nothing left in me to cave.

      I simply turned and left the apartment we’d shared together for ten years, and I never went back.
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      In his lifetime, Vincent Van Gogh only ever sold one painting, a landscape entitled The Red Vineyard which went for a humble four hundred francs at an exhibition in Brussells in 1890. Four months later, Van Gogh took his own life, never knowing the fortune his paintings would one day be worth.

      Art is indeed one of the few things in this world that is worth more once the artist has died.

      Other things in this world lose their value faster than the blink of an eye.

      “I’ll give you three grand for it.”

      “It cost me ten.”

      The pawnbroker pushed the ring box back across the counter to me. “Listen pal, I can see you’re broken-hearted. Hell, I built an entire business on broken-hearted guys like you who got dumped at the altar. I feel sorry for you, I really do, but I ain’t a charity. I’ll give you three grand. Take it or leave it.”

      I released a sigh and gave him a numb look, my red eyes barely blinking. “I’ll take it.”
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      I canceled the electrician and with the money from the ring, I paid the penalty for breaking the lease, insisting on dealing with anyone at the realty firm but Alex.

      “Are you sure we can’t get Alex to call you back?” said the woman in the designer suit who met me outside the gallery so I could sign the paperwork and hand over the keys. “He may have something else on the books better suited to your needs.”

      “Thank you, but I think Alex has done more than enough already.”

      The woman smiled, oblivious to my quietly sarcastic tone. “I’m glad to hear it. I’ll pass on the positive feedback.”
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      “Neurotic. Derivative. Ridiculous.”

      “He called you ‘ridiculous’?”

      “And the other things.”

      “Yes, but ‘ridiculous’? That’s a little harsh.”

      “And the other things aren’t harsh?” I was sitting opposite Lucinda in a booth in a quiet corner of the bar at the Hilton. She wasn’t particularly a close friend, and certainly not someone I was keen to pour my heart out to— nobody was— but I had hired her events firm to begin planning the opening of the gallery, so clearly I needed to break the news to her, no matter how humiliating it was.

      “Darling, for what it’s worth I think you’re better off without him.” She reached across the table and patted my hand briefly before pulling back and plucking the toothpick out of her martini and delicately sliding the olive off it with her teeth. “Everyone knows what a tramp Marcus can be.”

      “Wait. What do you mean, ‘everyone knows’?”

      By the look on her face, Lucinda realized too late that she had let too much slip. She quickly picked up the menu. “Should we get something to eat? I’m in the mood for something small and delicious. The arancini balls here are to die for.”

      “Lucinda, what do mean ‘everyone knows’?”

      With a defeated sigh she put down the menu. “Darling, don’t take this the wrong way, but nobody ever expected you and Marcus to last as long as you did. Clearly, he enjoyed the high life you introduced him to, but everyone thought you’d cotton on to his promiscuous habits long before now. You seriously never noticed the way he would hone in on the most handsome man in the room at every party?”

      “I thought he was being charming.”

      “Oh, he charmed them all right. He charmed the pants right off them.”

      “I never saw it as more than a little innocent flirting. He was always the flirty one.”

      “Darling, he did so much more than flirt. But at least now he’s gone. You’ve rid yourself of the skeleton in your closet and now it’s onward and upward. You look fabulous for fifty⁠—”

      “I’m forty-four.”

      “All I’m saying is you still have your whole life ahead of you. You have wisdom and passion and you’re somewhat handsome in your own quirky way. And I just know someone out there will find your bowtie collection utterly adorable. And now that you’re about to become the curator of your own gallery, I know the men will be lining up at the bar to get their hands on you.”

      “About that…”

      “About what?”

      “The gallery,” I said. “I can’t do it.”

      “What do you mean, you can’t do it?”

      “I’ve pulled the pin. I’m thinking of taking a job in Savannah, just to get away. A lawyer named Fontaine needs some art appraised. The dream of opening a gallery here in New York… it’s over.”

      “What the fuck? Why?”

      “Because Marcus has left his filthy pawmarks all over it. He fucked our realtor, then he fucked our investor, and then he had the gall to insist his name went on the fucking door.”

      “So, scratch it off.”

      “I’d rather walk away and start again. I’m done. The dream is over.”

      “And the opening night party?”

      “If I don’t have a gallery, how can I have a gallery opening?”

      Lucinda squared off her shoulders defensively. “So, you’re telling me that all the hard work I’ve done organizing your party has been for nothing? Miles, I’ve chosen the color palette, ordered the decorations from Paris, and I’ve bent over backwards to convince Pierre-Michel to cater. I’ve tasted the sample menu, it’s nothing short of divine. You can’t just cancel the whole thing now, just because you were too obtuse to see that your partner was a narcissistic nymphomaniac who’d been cheating on you for ten years.”

      “Actually, that sounds to me like a pretty good reason.”

      “Miles, I’ve sent out a hundred save-the-dates to every V.I.P. on my mailing list. Do you know how mortifying it will be to cancel now? Do you know how damaging that is to my reputation? Gwyneth Paltrow is on that fucking list!”

      “I’m sorry, Lucinda. But it’s done. I’ve canceled the lease. I’ve handed back the keys.”

      With a furious flare of her nostrils, Lucinda downed her martini and set the glass down sharply on the table. “Did Marcus mention how selfish you are too, or did he leave that one off the list? If so, let me add it to your drawer full of flaws. Rest assured I’ll be passing the blame for this disaster straight on to you. You can kiss that dream of owning your own gallery goodbye, along with every connection you’ve ever made in this industry. You’ll never set foot in another gallery in this town.” She stood before I could get a word in, but paused a moment before adding, “And don’t forget about the remainder of the down payment you owe me. Why should Pierre-Michel have to wear the cost for your… your…” I could see her searching her mind for the perfect insult before saying, “… your ridiculous mistakes.”

      And there it was.

      With a toss of her perfect hair, she turned and stormed away.

      A moment later, the waiter arrived and placed something on the table. “Your check, sir.”

      I closed my eyes and wanted to disappear.

      It was there, hiding in the darkness behind my eyelids, that I realized disappearing might be my last option.
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      I dialed the number.

      I waited for a voice to answer before I said, “Mr. Fontaine? This is Miles Tate. About that evaluation in Georgia…”
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