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Chapter 1: The Meeting 






The coffee shop smelled like burnt espresso and defeat—that is, if defeat had an odor and you would be so painfully aware of it. Kate Collins spread five rejection letters across the small table, each one a variation of the same message. From the very first one she read to the last, there was no encouragement here. Not commercially viable. Audience too narrow. Interesting concept but limited market appeal. 

She'd been hearing it for five years now, ever since she'd first pitched her documentary about forgotten women artists. Women who'd created beauty and meaning and truth, only to be erased by history. Now she too was being repeatedly rejected, and her vision was squashed like those women before her. 

Her laptop screen showed her bank balance. Three hundred and forty-two dollars. Rent was due in eight days. Not promising at all. But she still had that fire burning within her that wanted her to continue despite all of the negative responses she'd received. It wouldn't go away. 

Kate closed her eyes and pressed her fingers against her temples. She'd given up so much for this project. A steady job at a production company. A relationship with someone who'd called her work a "hobby." Thinking about him calling her work a "hobby" almost made her laugh. Five years of her life chasing a dream that apparently nobody else cared about. Her mother had stopped asking when she'd get a real job, get married and settle down. That hurt more than the rejection letters. What was a real job anyway? Is it something where you got a salary and a paycheck every single week? Or was it something where you worked at a job that didn't interest you in anything apart from a steady income? She couldn't go into that. Kate was still somewhat of a rebel. And rebels don't give up easily. 

The chair across from her scraped against the floor. Kate opened her eyes. A man stood there, tall and dressed in a dark coat that looked expensive without being flashy. He had the kind of face you couldn't quite pin down. Handsome, but not in any obvious way. His eyes were grey, or maybe green. They seemed to shift in the coffee shop's dim lighting. Who was this guy? 

"Kate Collins?" Apparently, he knew her name even though she didn't know who he was. 

She tensed. "Do I know you?"

"No." He gestured to the empty chair. "May I sit?" Not knowing what to expect, she agreed to let him sit in the chair across from her. 

Every instinct told her to say no. Strange men didn't approach women in coffee shops for good reasons. But something about the way he stood there, patient and oddly formal, made her nod in agreement.

He sat down slowly, like someone not quite used to chairs. His gaze fell on the rejection letters, he made no pretense of not looking at them. It was too obvious as they lay there in front of her on the table. 

"Your documentary," he said. "The one about forgotten women artists like Clara Peeters, Florine Stettheimer, and their contemporaries, and the unnamed women who painted alongside the masters. I read your proposal online." What would have made him want to read her proposal and why was he interested in her work? 

Kate's stomach tightened. She'd posted her proposal on a crowdfunding site three months ago. It had raised eighty-seven dollars, indicating little interest was being given to her idea. "You read it?"

"Every word." He leaned forward slightly. His voice was quiet but clear, the kind of voice that made you listen without knowing why. "You wrote about your grandmother. How you found her paintings in an attic after she died. How nobody knew she'd been an artist because she'd spent her whole life being practical. Being what everyone else needed her to be." Bingo! He hit the nail on the head, and he knew her background very well. 

Kate felt heat rise to her face. That part of the proposal had been personal. Too personal, her ex-fiancé had said. "Nobody cares about your grandmother, Kate. They care about marketability." Of course she knew he was right, but she still had her vision, and she was going to go forward with it despite all of the opposition she was currently facing. 

"I'm sorry," Kate said, starting to gather her papers. "I don't know what you want, but—" Things were getting a bit too personal, and she was feeling uncomfortable, so she decided she'd have to go. 

"I want to fund your documentary."  It came out so suddenly that she stopped in shock, the letters in her hand.

The words hung in the air between them. Kate stared at him. This was impossible. A stranger had come up to her, asked to sit down, had read her entire proposal online, and now he was offering to fund her documentary? Who does that? 

"Completely," he added. "Full budget. Whatever you need."

Kate laughed. It came out harsher than she'd intended. "Right. And what do you want in return?" There was always a payback, especially in films. She was waiting to hear what he would expect if he did fund her project.

"I want you to make the film you've been trying to make for five years." He pulled a business card from his pocket and slid it across the table. The name read: Eli Carson, Independent Producer. "I know how this sounds. But I'm serious."

Kate picked up the card. The paper felt strange. Heavier than it should be.  Expensive. "Nobody offers money without strings."

"There are strings," Eli said. "I need the project to start immediately. Tomorrow, if possible. And we'd need to film everything within three days."

"Three days?" Kate almost laughed again. "I've been planning this for five years. You can't make a documentary in three days." This was ridiculous. Three days was impossible. And not only that, starting the next day was triple impossible. 

"You can begin by capturing the core of it. The interviews. The archival footage. The foundation." His eyes held hers. "I have a family emergency. I need to leave the country very soon. But I believe in your vision, and I want to see it start before I go." It still didn't make sense. 

Kate studied him. Everything about this was wrong. The timing. The offer. The way he looked at her, like he could see straight through to all her desperate, foolish hope. But the card in her hand felt real. The rejection letters on the table were definitely real. What do they say about looking a gift horse in the mouth? 

"Why?" she asked. "Why my project? Why me?"

Eli was quiet for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was softer. "Because some stories deserve to be told, even if they're not commercially viable. Because your grandmother's paintings mattered. Because you understand what it means to be forgotten." There was more to him than what she could see, and she had a wonderful feeling. 

Kate felt a sudden surge of emotion in her chest. She'd been defending this project for so long that she'd almost forgotten why it mattered. Almost forgotten the eleven-year-old girl who'd stood in that attic, looking at canvases her grandmother had never shown anyone. Art too beautiful to hide. Too honest to share. It was all coming back to her in an instant. 

"I can't make decisions like this in a coffee shop," Kate said. But her voice had lost its edge. Of course she could make these kinds of decisions here , but she stopped herself. 

"Then meet me tomorrow." Eli stood up. "My office. Ten o'clock. I'll have a contract ready. You can walk away if anything feels wrong. But give me a chance to explain." No one who underwrites a documentary has a note of almost pleading in their voice when they offer a contract. And this was a bit strange. 

He picked up her proposal printout from the table and handed it back to her. Their fingers brushed. For a second, Kate felt something she couldn't name. Like static electricity, but warmer. Like recognition, but for someone she'd never met.

Eli's hand jerked back slightly. His eyes widened, just for a moment. Then his expression smoothed.

"Ten o'clock," he repeated. He pulled a pen from his pocket and wrote an address on the back of his card. His handwriting was precise. Old-fashioned, like the Palmer method.

Kate watched him walk out of the coffee shop. He moved like someone who wasn't quite comfortable in his own skin. Or maybe like someone who was too comfortable. She couldn't decide which. No matter, he had left and offered her an incredible opportunity. 

She stared at the card. The address was in a good part of downtown. The kind of building where legitimate producers had offices. The kind of place she'd been trying to get meetings in for five years. Now she was finally going to have an appointment in one of those offices. Things can change. 

Kate picked up her rejection letters and folded them into her knapsack. She told herself she'd throw them away later. She knew she wouldn't. If this worked out, these letters would be proof that determination can get you where you want to go. 

That night, she lay in her bed staring at the ceiling. The radiator clanked. Her neighbor's television hummed through the thin walls. Kate held Eli Carson's business card up to the dim light from the street. The paper still felt strange. Too smooth. Too heavy. Like something that didn't quite belong in this world.

She thought about her grandmother. About paintings locked away in an attic for forty years. About beauty no one had seen. Truth no one had heard.

Kate set her alarm for seven thirty. She'd need time to look professional. Time to prepare questions. Time to figure out what kind of man offered complete funding to a stranger in a coffee shop. There was so much to consider and so little time to do all of it. 

But even as she planned, even as she told herself to be careful, to be smart, to protect herself, Kate knew she was going to say yes. Could she refuse? 

She'd been waiting five years for someone to believe in her vision.

Even if that someone was impossibly strange. Even if nothing about this made sense.

Even if every instinct whispered that Eli Carson was more than he seemed.

Tomorrow at ten o'clock, she'd find out what that meant. It couldn't come soon enough. 










