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Prologue

			THE SOLE MEUNIÈRE was cooked to perfection, moist, and the brown butter sauce with hints of lemon and parsley was flawless. However, he was able to swallow only a few mouthfuls. Wasn’t able to do justice to the lamb chops. Didn’t even bother attempting the passion fruit pavlova.

			The chef appeared like a shadow at his shoulder, worry etching deep grooves around his mouth, on his forehead. “Sir,” he said hesitantly. “Dinner? Was it not to your liking?”

			“Dinner was fine, Jacques. Feeling a little distracted is all. You know how I am.” He lifted his shoulders in an elegant shrug. “So emotional.”

			“Of course. Forgive me. I should have known.” His chef inclined his head, giving a modified bow as he backed silently out of the room.

			He plucked the white linen napkin from his lap and daintily dabbed the outer corners of his lips. His butler, Fredrick, rushed forward and pulled out his Gothic throne chair—circa 1850, obtained from a private castle in France—as he rose to his feet, grace in motion.

			He took a few steps, then paused. “I thought I saw Tati on the way home,” he told his long-faced butler. “Followed her discreetly in the limo for a while, keeping a half-block distance at all times, but then she slipped into a fur shop. I instructed Bob to pull over, got out, and entered the shop. In a matter of minutes I found her. She was standing before a three-way mirror modeling a gorgeous Russian sable coat. I have to tell you, my heart was racing, until she turned around and we were face-to-face. It was then I realized my eyes had been playing tricks on me again. Her nose was the wrong shape and her irises were brown.” He sighed.

			Fredrick cleared his throat. “Well, sir,” he said cautiously. “Always, at this time of year . . .”

			“Yes. Yes, you’re right, of course. Such a disappointment, though, to have one’s hopes so high and then dashed like that. I was tempted to break her nose for being the wrong shape. Gouge out her eyes.” He laughed. Fredrick didn’t. No sense of humor, poor fellow. “That will be all, Fredrick,” he said as he passed his butler standing like a sentinel by the dining room door. “I shall put myself to bed tonight.”

			“Very good, sir.”

			Once settled in his Italian leather armchair, he thought on the fur shop encounter further. The reminder of Tatiana was a sign. It was as if she had descended from heaven and whispered in his ear, “Enough time has been spent, my love, setting the stage. The muse is hungry. Requires sustenance. You must, once again, step into the light.” After two pours of brandy—Emperador, of course—his nerves had calmed sufficiently to pick up the phone and make the call.

			“Alexus, darling,” he crooned when she answered the phone. Sweat dampened his underarms and the back of his ecru silk shirt. “I was wondering if I could interest you in a little pre-exhibit champagne tomorrow night before the doors are opened to the masses?”

		

	
		
			
One

			GABRIEL CONAGHAN SKIMMED over the day’s work and then heaved a sigh of relief. Some days the writing went fast and the words flowed. This had not been one of those days. He had been unable to settle into the world of his novel. His protagonist had felt flat and one-dimensional. He’d gone online to do research only to look up an hour and a half later with the realization that he’d fallen down a rabbit hole and was reading stuff that had nothing to do with what he had initially looked up. It wasn’t until he’d disconnected the Internet and turned his cell phone to do not disturb that he was able to dive fully into Troy Master’s world.

			As Gabe saved his work in his documents folder on his desktop, in the cloud, and on a flash drive, he became aware of the stiffness in his shoulders, neck, and lower back. Once again he’d sat at his computer for far too long. Night had fallen, and what did he have to show for it? A few more pages added to his latest manuscript.

			He pushed back from his desk and stared out his study window. Not much to see, just the brick wall of the neighboring building. He leaned his face against the smooth surface of the cool windowpane and tilted his head back, as this enabled him to see the smallest scrap of night sky. Suddenly he longed for more. What was “more”? He had no idea, but lately he had noticed a pervasive feeling of emptiness niggling at him, as if something intangible was missing. The air in his sleek loft apartment seemed stale, as if the oxygen had been depleted. He’d been holed up in there for a couple of days, writing, eating, sleeping, and then writing some more.

			He grabbed his cell phone off the desk, got a coat from the hall closet, and slipped it on. On his way through the kitchen he poured himself two fingers of whiskey and then climbed the circular stairs that led to his rooftop terrace.

			The slap of frigid air had him turning up the collar of his overcoat; however, he enjoyed the sharp bite of it. Found it invigorating after being glued to his keyboard all day.

			What time is it? he wondered. He huffed out a laugh. Forget what time . . . what day is it? That was the disadvantage to being self-employed. One day blurred into the next. He pulled out his cell phone and clicked the home button. It’s 9:38 p.m.? Wow. Who knew it had gotten that late. He swiped up on the screen and turned off the do not disturb. Instantaneously his phone started to buzz with incoming messages and e-mails.

			He took a slug of his whiskey and savored the heat as it traveled down his throat, then glanced down at the phone. What he saw had his heart thumping hard in his chest with worry.

			There was a profusion of missed phone calls from his mom. Something must be terribly wrong.

			

			*   *   *

			
			FERGUS CONAGHAN LOOKED with satisfaction in the mirror that his wife, Alma, held before him. “Looks good,” he said. “Perhaps a dab more shadow under the eyes.”

			“I will not, Fergus,” she replied with a touch of tart lemon to her voice. “You already look like death warmed over. If I add any more, the poor boy will think you’re on your deathbed.”

			“Good!” Fergus roared. “I want to scare the crap outta him. I’m sixty-five years old. You turned sixty-one last week. Why isn’t he married? Where are our grandchildren? We should have been gifted with half a dozen by now. But has he done his duty? No! None of the children have.”

			“Give him time. He’s only thirty-six.”

			“When I was his age, our fourth child was in your belly.”

			“It was a different era, Fergus.”

			“He’s wasting his life, hunched over that keyboard of his. How many blasted murder mysteries must that boy write?”

			“He writes crime fiction, honey.”

			“How’s he ever supposed to meet anyone when he never goes out? Refuses to socialize. Has his nose to that computer all damned day. The boy needs a good boot in the rear end, and I’m just the man to give it to him. We’re going to send him to Solace Island. No one on God’s green earth could resist the siren’s lure of that gorgeous landscape.” Fergus rubbed his hands together gleefully. “It will lull him away from his keyboard and out into the world.”

			“And what if it doesn’t? Fergus, this is a crazy scheme . . .”

			“Never you mind.” He waved away her objections. “You didn’t marry this wily guy for nothing. This head here?” He rapped his gnarled fist on his temple. “It’s stuffed with high-quality brains. You’ll see, my dear. I’ve also devised a devilishly clever backup plan.” He grinned triumphantly. “What the landscape doesn’t accomplish, the task I give him will. He’ll be forced to talk and interact with people. Real people. Not the make-believe ones that populate those darn books of his.”

			The bedside phone rang. Fergus grabbed it. “Yup?”

			“Mr. Conaghan,” the doorman said. “Your son is on his way up.”

			Fergus hung up the phone and leapt into action. “Draw the curtains!” he yelled. “Turn off the TV. We gotta set the stage!” While she closed the curtains, he dimmed the lights. Oh sweet Jesus! Her makeup was lying on the bed. He snatched it, ran into the master bathroom, and shoved the makeup in a drawer. While he was there, inspiration struck. He quickly stuck a washcloth under the tap, wrung out the excess water, and then rubbed the wet washcloth in his hair. The moisture was a good touch. Made him look like he was feverish and sweating. He scrubbed his fists against his eyes to make them bloodshot and slightly swollen. Dabbled a little water on his brow and on his upper lip. Should have been a damned actor. He chortled to himself. I belong on the stage!

			The elevator chimed, marking his son’s arrival to their Park Avenue penthouse.

			Fergus sprinted back into the bedroom, his hip giving him only minor trouble, dove into bed, and yanked the covers over his shoulders. He could hear Alma greeting their son at the door as Fergus sank his body deep into the bed and rattled out a feeble cough.

			Let the games begin!

			

			*   *   *

			“NOT TO WORRY, Dad,” Gabe reassured his father. “I’ll take care of it.”

			“I . . .” His father dissolved into a racking coughing fit. “Water . . . water . . .”

			Gabe grabbed the glass of water off the bedside table and placed it in his dad’s shaking hand. “Here you are.”

			His dad took a tiny sip. “Thanks, son.” Fergus’s eyes drifted shut as if wearied by the bout of coughing, the glass resting on his chest. “I feel bad . . . laying this burden on you,” his father croaked feebly.

			“It’s not a burden,” Gabe lied. “I was just thinking I wanted to get out of New York for a while. You’re doing me a favor. I’ll be your eyes and your ears. I will check the place out and send you a report.” Gabriel removed the glass of water from his father’s limp grip and set it back on the bedside table. “And I want you to focus on resting up, regaining your health. Before you know it, you’ll be back on your feet, irritating the hell out of all of your loved ones.” Gabe’s voice was a whisper now, a peaceful lullaby that had lulled his father to sleep. A soft snore was rumbling forth. He was having good dreams apparently, because there was a hint of a smile gracing his father’s lips.

			Gabe crossed the room on quiet feet and exited, gently closing the heavy oak door of the master bedroom behind him. He felt as if he’d been run over by a Mack truck.

			His mother’s hand alighted on his forearm. “Are you all right, son?” she asked in her soft, lilting voice. Her family had immigrated to New York when she was six years old, but traces of the old County Cork accent still lingered in times of stress.

			“He looks terrible,” Gabriel said. It was an effort to keep his voice from cracking. “I knew he was fighting a cold last week.” He shook his head. “How could he have deteriorated so quickly? Dad mentioned the doctor ordered a chest X-ray?” His mother was wringing her hands, which was never a good sign. “That Dad might have pneumonia or possibly something worse?”

			“I said walking pneumonia,” his father bellowed from behind the closed door. He must have woken up. The man had the ears of an elephant.

			His mother bit her lip, her face flushed with emotion. “Don’t you concern yourself too much, Gabe. He’s a hardy old fart.” Her voice was a little sharp. The stress and worry must be getting to her.

			He patted her hand. “Don’t worry, Mom. It’s no problem. I’ll throw a few things in my suitcase and catch a flight out.”

			“But your manuscript. I know you have a deadline coming . . .”

			“It’s not a problem,” he said, pulling her in for a hug and dropping a gentle kiss on the top of her graying hair. She felt slighter than before, more fragile. His parents had gotten old while he wasn’t looking. “I can write anywhere. It will be nice to get away from New York for a while. I was supposed to take Nora to lunch tomorrow—”

			“Not to worry. I’ll let your godmother know it will be lunch with me instead.”

			“Thanks,” he said. “Give her my love.”

			“Will do.”

			He kept the reassuring smile firmly on his face until the elevator doors closed behind him. Shit. He rolled his shoulders, trying to dispel the tension that had settled there. His father’s request was a massive inconvenience. It would disrupt the flow of his writing to hop on a plane and fly to the Pacific Northwest.

			Never mind. Family first, he told himself. You’ll go to this Solace Island. Check out the Mansfield Manor for Dad, then return, back home in four or five days, maybe less.

		

	
		
			
Two

			GABE MISSED THE last ferry to Solace Island by six minutes. He arrived at the terminal in time to see the ferry pulling away from the dock carrying only a handful of trucks and cars. Light was spilling out of the boat’s windows, leaving shimmering reflections trailing on the ocean’s dark, inky surface.

			“Guess I won’t be arriving tonight,” he said as he watched the ferry recede in the distance. He swung the SUV he had rented at the airport in a tight U-turn and headed up the road toward the motel on the outskirts of the small town he’d passed through moments earlier.

			After an unsatisfactory fast-food dinner of dried-out, greasy fried chicken and a biscuit that could have been put to good use as a hockey puck, he set his laptop on the spindly desk and tried to write. He’d managed to get a couple of pages in on the plane, but as he read them over, he realized they were shit. He deleted the day’s work and took a slug of soda that had been part of his meal package, grimacing. The soda had no fizz—just like his writing.

			

			*   *   *

			HE WOKE EARLY, his phone vibrating on the nightstand. He picked it up, glanced at the screen. It was his dad.

			Typical.

			Normally, when his dad phoned him at the crack of dawn he’d let the call go to voice mail, but yesterday had shaken him.

			He swiped the screen. “Yup?”

			“What do you think of the place, boyo?” His father sounded much better than he had yesterday, full of vigor.

			“Not there yet. Luggage took a while. Missed the last ferry.”

			“Well, you’re in for a treat. Can’t believe I managed to snag the property.” His dad chortled gleefully. “Of course, McCall had to croak first. Bought it from his widow for a song.”

			“Good going, Dad,” Gabe said, knowing full well that his dad had probably overpaid. McCall had been one of his best friends, and he would have used the excuse of the purchase to make sure his widow was well taken care of.

			“Call me when you’ve had a chance to walk through the place.”

			“Will do. You’re sounding good. The antibiotics must be kicking in.”

			“Yes. Well—” His father’s words were cut short by an extended coughing fit. His dad made a valiant effort to continue the conversation, but finally Gabe convinced his father it was best he not overexert himself. “Right—” Cough . . . cough . . . “I’ll hang up then—” His dad blew his nose long and loud. Gabe pulled the phone away from his ear, but not fast enough. He could have lived quite happily without hearing all that moisture trumpeting through his dad’s nose at such close range. “I look forward to hearing your thoughts on the place, Gabe. A piece of heaven, Solace Island is. A little piece of heaven.”

			Gabe hung up, catching sight of the digital clock on the bedside table. It was 5:26 a.m. His dad must have forgotten to factor in the time difference. He considered trying to grab a couple more hours of sleep. After fifteen minutes of staring at the dark ceiling, he got up.

			The motel room was damp and smelled of mildew, the beaten-up linoleum floor cold under his feet. He didn’t need to open the curtains to know that it was still dark outside. He gathered up his belongings and checked out.

			The early-morning ferry to Solace Island was surprisingly full. A lot of large trucks, some long haul, some short distance. Gabe got out of his vehicle and stretched in the brisk air. The edges of the night sky were starting to soften as he weaved his way between a commercial dairy truck and a beat-up vehicle that—from the smell emanating out of the back—was used for hauling either garbage or manure.

			He entered the small ferry lounge. With the exception of two straggly haired backpackers leaning against each other and catching a few more moments of sleep, the place was empty. There was a coffee/espresso/hot chocolate/tea vending machine. How bad could the coffee be? Gabe thought, rummaging in his pocket. He pulled out a handful of change and fed it to the machine. He made his selection and watched as a paper cup dropped down and a thin stream of watery brownish-gray liquid began to dribble into his cup. It did not look promising.

			He took a sip anyway.

			One was enough.

			He tossed the coffee into the gray garbage bin and went back out to his vehicle, reclined his seat all the way back, and shut his eyes.

		

	
		
			
Three

			ZELIA THOMPSON SHOVED her chair away from her dad’s old mahogany desk with its light walnut inlay. The large desk dominated the small office space she had commandeered for herself in the back room of her gallery, but she didn’t care. Whenever she felt frazzled she would smooth her hands across the gold-embossed green leather writing surface and think of her father working at that very desk, and it always soothed her. At the moment, however, there was no soothing to be had. She needed distance from the unsettling image on her desktop computer screen.

			Nope. Moving my chair back isn’t enough. She stood and took a half step backward. The soft underbelly of her knees bumped against the seat of her chair. Her fingers pressed against her lips in an almost praying position as she stared at the painting displayed on her glowing computer, unable to tear her eyes away.

			She stepped forward, clicked the mouse, and then hastily retreated again.

			Another painting was now on the screen, a slightly different palette, but equally disturbing. Gone were the green tones representing . . . foliage, perhaps . . . ? The browns and steel gray were also absent, but the varying shades of rust that seemed to spill outward like a septic wound were present in this painting as well. The brushstrokes the artist had used to lay down the paint created an optical illusion. The dark, deep reds seemed to seethe and bubbled outward, merging with a thick, almost-black darkness. Both of the paintings were abstract, yet it was clear they were portraits of some kind, some features missing, others out of place, with the artist’s signature, Dattg, scrawled in the lower-right-hand corner.

			“Clearly the artist has talent,” Zelia murmured. “But my God . . .”

			Something about the paintings made her feel slightly nauseous. She stepped forward to click to the next painting in the portfolio but found herself putting the computer to sleep instead.

			“I’m going out,” she called up to where her employee, Mary, was carefully unpacking Kendrick’s bronze and glass Water Lilies sculpture. “I’ll need you out front while I’m gone.”

			“For sure,” Mary replied. “Be right there.” A second later she appeared at the top of the stairs, stopping to untie her work smock and hang it on a hook. As Mary descended the stairs she smoothed back into submission the few flyaway wisps of her mousy brown hair that had escaped her bun.

			Zelia still couldn’t believe the good fortune that had befallen her on that rainy February day three years ago when the inimitable Mary Browning walked through the door and inquired about a job. She couldn’t have been more than midtwenties at the time and yet she’d seemed much older, as if life had knocked her around a bit. She was soft-spoken, self-contained, very knowledgeable about art, plus she had organizational skills that blew Zelia’s mind.

			Zelia was not about to quibble with the fact that Mary didn’t have a social security number and needed to be paid in cash. To pacify her need to pay her fair share, Zelia figured out how much would’ve been paid in taxes and once a month she wrote a check for that amount to the Solace Island Community Services, which provided food security to the locals, shelter and housing, mental health outreach, services for developmental disabilities, and more.

			She knew it was wrong to pay an employee under the table, but there had been something in Mary’s eyes that had made Zelia’s decision a no-brainer. Beyond Mary’s calm exterior, Zelia had felt waves of quiet desperation emanating from her pores, and underneath that, suffocating, bone-deep loneliness, and isolation. Having been orphaned at nineteen, Zelia knew what it was like to be a young woman alone in the world.

			Was it an idealistic, risky thing for a small business owner to do? Perhaps, but she didn’t regret her decision. Solace Island was a beautiful place to live, but finding reliable year-round employees had proven to be a challenge. In the three years before Mary had arrived, it had been a constant revolving door of employees. Most of the hires were decent people, but they were more transient, their priorities not career-based. They would work for a few months and then drift off to climb Mount Kilimanjaro, go to a yearlong yoga retreat or a work-study at Esalen. Once Zelia had come back from lunch to find the gallery unattended. The young man she’d hired had a blanket spread out on the roof. He’d been enjoying the view, smoking a joint, and working on his all-over tan.

			At least when Mary dropped off the radar it would be for only a day or two. She’d always return, no explanations offered, but she’d work with a vengeance and within hours the gallery would be running smoothly again.

			“Is everything all right?” Mary asked.

			“Mm-hm,” Zelia replied, wrapping her cashmere shawl around her. She’d splurged on it when she’d traveled to England about a year after her husband, Ned, had died. She’d rescheduled the trip several times before she’d finally made it to London. Grief had had a way of sucking her down back then. The slightest task had seemed to require a colossal effort to accomplish: brushing her teeth, showering, wearing something other than Ned’s oversized clothes.

			Finally, she’d managed to pull herself out of the gray fog that had enveloped her. She’d gotten on a plane, flown to England, and met with the talented young Welsh artist she had been tracking.

			Yes, Zelia thought as she picked up her purse, the shawl she’d purchased six years ago had cost an arm and a leg, but it was totally worth it. The baby’s breath softness of the shawl comforted her, and when she’d wrap it around her shoulders she was filled with happiness. It was as if a master weaver had woven an angelic song of joy into the very fibers of the yarn.

			“I won’t be long,” Zelia told Mary. Then she slipped out the door to enjoy the brief patch of sunshine that had forced its way through a gap in the dark, fast-moving clouds. She inhaled deeply, arching upward, face to the sky, and filled her lungs with the crisp, late-February air. She glanced at her watch: 4:45 p.m. Too much to do, too little time. “Fifteen minutes,” she murmured. “Then I’ll return.”

			She cut across the park to the boardwalk that followed the ocean’s edge, glad she’d worn her Frye boots. They were stylish, yet comfortable enough to allow her to indulge in one of her long walks at a moment’s notice. She lengthened her stride, legs happy to stretch out. The sound of her boot heels hitting the wood walkway reminded her of horses. A two-legged horse, she thought with a smile. She shook out her arms. The natural swinging momentum that accompanied a vigorous stride didn’t satisfy them, so she let her arms have their way and did a couple of complete circles, as if her arms were propellers on a seaplane preparing to take off.

			“Ciao, bella!” Nicolò Rossi called from the doorway of his pasta shop.

			When he and his sister, Sofia, had opened their shop four years ago, Solace Island residents had celebrated. What a luxury it was to have access to authentic homemade pastas, sauces, and hefty chunks of Parmesan, Romano, and pecorino cheeses imported from Italy. Their store also sold fresh mozzarella and ready-prepared foods like lasagna, eggplant Parmesan, and tiramisu.

			Zelia waved, but she didn’t stop. He was a lovely man, single, and apparently attracted to plus-size women, if his pursuit of her was any indication. He wasn’t bad-looking. However, she’d already dipped her toe in that water. Went on a date. Had a good-night kiss. No sparks. At least on her end. Unfortunately, he hadn’t arrived at the same conclusion.

			The boardwalk gave way to concrete steps that led across a small path, through a postage stamp of a park, and up another flight of steps, which spit her out on the road. She followed the road, deep in thought. What should I do? The artist is talented, but . . . She shook her head, her hands, too, as if she could shake the disquiet off like raindrops from a tarp. She strode past the marina, where boats bobbed on the water, then cut through the pub parking lot.

			Her friend Alexus had exquisite taste in artists and had mentioned in her e-mail that she was including three of Dattg’s paintings in her exhibit that was opening tonight at her gallery, Feinstein & Co., in Greenwich, Connecticut. That Alexus had managed to carve a name for herself amongst that crowded, competitive art scene was impressive, and even more remarkable, her business was thriving.

			Zelia started up another long flight of stairs that climbed the rocky cliff face and would eventually lead to the giant sculptures that stood in Mansfield Manor’s back field. Mansfield Manor was consistently on Le Monde’s Gold List. Gullible tourists with more money than sense would arrive, year after year, to pay ridiculous sums of money to stay in a smattering of rather dated, gray-shingle-clad country cottages.

			I guess the real question is, Zelia thought, taking a break to catch her breath before ascending the last flight of stairs, why is Alexus pushing me so hard to do an entire exhibition for him?

			They had become fast friends over the years—two women running their own galleries—becoming successful each in their own right. She liked Alexus’s quirky sense of humor and infectious laugh. They’d bumped into each other a few times at various art fairs at Frieze, in Miami. Then they’d been seated next to each other at a six-course tasting menu dinner in Basel. Wine pairing had been included. The food and wine pairings were sublime. By the end of the evening the two of them were laughing, perhaps more than they should have. A long-distance friendship ensued. Every now and then there would be a flurry of texts, some about work, some bemoaning the shortage of desirable men, and sometimes it was just a brief hello, how’s it going? If Zelia’s flights transferred through JFK or LaGuardia, she’d book a day between flights and grab a shuttle to Greenwich for a nominal fee. She’d sleep on Alexus’s sofa bed. They’d stay up late talking and ingesting copious amounts of fine chocolate and red wine. Alexus had even made the trek to Solace Island once, after which she’d declared, ‘It’s quaint, my dear, very rustic. But my God, Zelia, what the hell do you do for fun?”

			Just thinking about the look on Alexus’s face when she’d said that made Zelia smile, but just as quickly the smile fell away. Yes, they were friends— But for her to ask me to put on an entire exhibition for this unknown artist seems a bit bizarre.

			“There is something I’m not seeing,” she murmured. She took hold of the wooden banister and headed up the last flight. It felt good to move, to feel the slight burn in her legs. The cold wind blowing off the ocean nipped at her fingers and face, causing Zelia to wrap her fluttering shawl more tightly around her body.

			Alexus has never asked me to show a single artist’s work before. Sure, sometimes in conversation an artist’s name might come up, but usually it was tied to an outlandish story about something the artist had done or said. This wasn’t that. This was a demand cloaked as a request.

			The stairs were behind her now. She paused for a moment and scooped up the hem of her velvet dress. She tied a large knot in the rich jewel-toned fabric to protect the bottom from getting soaked by the coarse strands of uncut grass that had survived the winter. Then she was off again, striding through the field. The smell of damp earth and crushed grasses rose like a gentle strand of music, keeping her company as she strode toward the towering sculptures. There was something about the dark, faceless figures that comforted her. Hooded, yet somehow peaceful as they stood patiently with their gently sloping shoulders and bowed heads.

			She stood for a moment among the sculptures, her head bowed as well, eyes shut. “I can’t do it,” she said aloud. Suddenly she felt lighter.

			

			*   *   *

			GABE WAS AT the window in the Hampstead Cottage, a mug of coffee in his hand. He was taking a break from writing at his computer.

			He’d decided on the ferry ride over not to let the management know he was there on behalf of the new owner. He’d get a better idea of how Mansfield Manor was run if he wasn’t getting preferential treatment. So far he had spent the morning tromping around the property. The exteriors of the manor and cottages were very picturesque. The site couldn’t have been situated better. The interiors were the problem. They were extremely dated. Appeared to have been renovated in the early 1980s and not touched since.

			However, the grounds were lovely. Stunning, really. The gracious front lawn gave way to a private beach, where a nestled, hidden cove was flanked by towering Douglas firs, red cedars, and a sprinkling of dogwood, maple, oak, and aspen trees. The views across the smattering of smudged-purple shadowed islands were glorious and far-reaching. If one wanted an even broader horizon, the guests could take the path on the right side of the property, along the water’s edge, to the wooden bench resting on the farthest point of land. From there the world opened up. One could see the bobbing boats in the marina, and beyond that to the lovely town of Comfort, which was only a seven-minute amble away.

			The hotel didn’t have a gym, which would’ve been nice. The lack of a gym wasn’t an issue for Gabe personally. Early in his career he’d realized that if he wanted to stay healthy while on book tour he’d need to be creative. While gyms were de rigueur in many of the North American hotels his publisher put him up at, internationally, it was touch and go. He’d devised a series of high-intensity exercises based on the tae kwon do discipline he’d discovered as a teen and continued to practice for much of his twenties. He had adjusted a few of the forms so they could be completed in a hotel room using minimal space.

			However, he’d recommend to his father that they put a gym in. State-of-the-art equipment was expected in a five-star resort. Didn’t matter if the guests rarely used it. They would want to know they had the choice. Steam rooms, chilled ice water with cucumber slices, fresh rolled white hand towels, and a basket of crisp apples for an impromptu after-workout snack.

			He wrote for a couple of hours, then sampled the “high tea” in the manor house. The tea had been hot and strong, but the baked goods and the little tea sandwiches had been uninspired and stale. The glass of port was a stingy pour and of mediocre quality.

			Gabe returned to his room, added his observations to the notes for his dad, then settled down to write for a few more hours, making sure to get up and stretch every thirty minutes or so. He would wander to various windows and take in the 360-degree views. Sometimes it felt as if that were his life, married to his computer as the days flipped past, catching glimpses of other people’s lives from behind the safe confines of his window.

			On one of his stretch breaks, he noticed a woman in the back field. She stood among the wooden sculptures, almost as if she were one of them. He was too far away to make out her features, but there was something about her that drew his eye, captured it. Perhaps it was her stillness, or the splash of color against the tall beige grasses.

			Suddenly she moved. As if she were a wild deer awakening from a dream. She took off at a rapid clip, strode across the field, and disappeared down a flight of wooden stairs.

			Gabe stayed at the back window awhile longer, but she didn’t reappear. He hadn’t thought she would. Her stride had been determined and purposeful, her body leaning forward as if her mind had already arrived at the place she was headed.

			He poured more coffee into his mug, his thoughts still lingering on her. He unwrapped a complimentary cookie from its plastic wrap, then returned to the desk, where his manuscript was mocking him.

		

	
		
			
Four

			
				LOOKED AT OUR UPCOMING SCHEDULE, ALL BOOKED UP. THX 4 THINKING OF ME THO.

			

			It surprised her how long it had taken to find the right words. Zelia glanced at the time at the top-right-hand corner of her computer screen, 4:37 p.m. Alexus, on the East Coast, would have closed shop for the day. Zelia read over the text message one last time, then hit send.

			The reply was almost instantaneous.

			WHAT ABOUT LATER IN THE YEAR?

			Jesus, Zelia thought, staring at the screen. She must be working late. She chewed on her lower lip. What now? Alexus knows I’m at the computer because I just sent her a text.

			WE’RE BOOKED SOLID. SORRY, she typed.

			NEXT FALL THEN?

			What the hell? Zelia thought, but she must have said it out loud because Mary came in from the next room.

			“What’s going on?” Mary asked.

			“Ick . . .” Zelia said, pushing back from the computer and rubbing her face. “Alexus Feinstein wants me to do an exhibit for an artist she’s championing and I don’t want to.”

			Mary shrugged. “Then don’t. You’ve worked hard, built a name for yourself. You and your gallery are highly respected in the art world, which puts you in the catbird seat.”

			“She’s advocating pretty aggressively, which is out of character for her. Maybe she’s been drinking—I don’t know, but it’s making me uncomfortable.” Zelia blew out a frustrated breath. “The thing is . . . I feel defensive, too. The artist is talented. I would even venture to say enormously so . . .”

			“And yet . . .” Mary said. The woman would have made a damn fine therapist.

			“And yet I don’t want to have these . . . these paintings in my beautiful gallery. Don’t want to be surrounded by his art. I don’t know why, but I feel almost nauseous when I look at it, scared, like my breath can’t get past my throat.” Zelia scooted her office chair back toward her workstation. “Here,” she said, clicking on the file. “Take a look. Tell me what you think.”

			Zelia vacated her chair, and Mary sat down and started clicking through the images. Zelia watched her assistant closely. Mary had an uncannily correct intuition when it came to art. She could tell in a flash where talent lay, what would sell, and what price people would be willing to pay.

			Mary’s face didn’t change as she studied each painting one by one. She was systematic in her perusal, carefully considering each one before clicking to the next.

			“Well,” Zelia said with a half-hearted laugh, trying to break the tension that was building in her gut. “You’ve gotten a lot further than I did.”

			Mary didn’t respond, just went to the next painting and the one after that. When she reached the last one, she closed the file and turned to face Zelia.

			“You’re right,” Mary said, her forefinger sliding the frames of her charcoal-gray glasses back into place on the bridge of her nose. “It doesn’t matter how gifted the artist might be. You can’t have these paintings here. It would damage your heart. Anyone who knows and cares about you wouldn’t ask you to do this.” She turned back to the computer and pecked out a few words.

			NOT NOW. NOT EVER. DON’T ASK AGAIN.

			Mary looked up at Zelia, who was standing next to the chair. “Okay?” she asked.

			Zelia couldn’t help but laugh. It was rude, but there was something that felt right about it as well. “Okay,” Zelia said, nudging Mary out of the chair. “I get it. I need to grow a pair.” Zelia sat down and softened the edges of Mary’s text.

			AS MUCH AS I RESPECT AND ADMIRE YOU, LEXI, THESE PAINTINGS ARE NOT RIGHT FOR ME OR MY GALLERY. NOT NOW. NOT EVER. PLEASE DON’T ASK AGAIN.

			She glanced over at Mary, who nodded. “Send it,” she said.

			Zelia sent the text, a slight ache in the pit of her stomach.

			The reply was immediate. SCREW YOU!

			“That went well,” Zelia said with a nonchalance she didn’t feel. She shut down the computer, went into the bathroom, and washed her hands. Used lots of soap, hoping the warm water would help disperse the anxious adrenaline that was zinging through her, unwind the knot that had settled in her gut.

		

	
		
			
Five

			ZELIA WOKE TO her cell phone ringing. Damn. She’d forgotten to switch it to airplane mode before she went to sleep. She glanced blearily at the clock on her bedside table as she reached for the phone. Who in the world would be calling me at 7:23 in the morning?

			She’d had a terrible night’s sleep. Felt guilty about the dismissive text she’d sent to Alexus and sick about the aggressive reply she’d received in return. Screw you . . . What the hell was that about? Screw you . . . From Alexus, who, until last night, had never been anything but an absolute sweetheart. Maybe she was joking? But even as Zelia thought it, she knew she was clutching at straws. Look, everybody’s entitled to an off day. So Alexus was pushy. You could have been kinder in your refusal. You don’t know what kind of stress she might be under that caused her to respond like that. Maybe she’d been drinking. Maybe she’s having financial difficulties. It’s hard enough being a small business owner. Add on to that the art world, which is so darn finicky . . .

			Around and around her thoughts chased one another. Sleep had arrived only once she’d promised herself she would reach out to Alexus in the morning.

			Bzzzz . . .

			She peered at her phone. Not a local number, she thought as she swiped her finger across the screen.

			“Hello?” She knew the minute her voice escaped from her lips that there was no way in hell she was going to be able to pull off the fairy tale that she hadn’t just been woken from a dead sleep. Her voice was way too husky and sleep-filled.

			No one replied.

			“Hello?” she said again.

			She heard a slight click. “Hello there,” a cheery recorded voice chirped. “I hope you are having a fabulous day! I’m Jane from Ackerman’s Air Duct Cleaning Company—”

			Zelia pressed end, switched her cell phone to airplane mode, then plopped it on the bedside table. Briefly, she wished that it had been an actual human on the phone, so she could let them know how inconsiderate it was to cold-call people early in the morning.

			She pulled the covers over her shoulder in an attempt to grab another forty-five minutes of sleep. After twenty minutes she realized it wasn’t going to happen. Trying to sleep with a deadline clock ticking was an impossible task.

			She got up, took a shower, and dressed before making a travel mug of tea and a slice of buttery cinnamon-sugar toast. She pulled on her jacket and boots. Out on her driveway she gave Old Faithful, her 1992 Volvo sedan, her daily pat on the hood. “Hey there, old girl. Blue skies, so I think I’m going to hoof it today. Don’t get up to any mischief while I’m out.” Old Faithful didn’t reply. She never did, but Zelia liked to imagine it made her happy to be acknowledged thusly.

			Zelia took a path through the woods, munching happily on her cinnamon toast. She’d drink the tea on the smoother terrain of the boardwalk, which bordered the bay and led to her gallery and beyond.

			

			*   *   *

			GABE LEANED AGAINST the boardwalk railing, tipped his head upward, and shut his eyes, enjoying the early-morning sunshine on his face. He could hear the seagulls behind him, wings flapping, and the occasional shrill caw. They were flying into the air with clams in their beaks, dropping them onto the rocks and then swooping down to eat the contents. Sometimes a wily seagull would lurk below and snatch the prize from the broken shell. Made him laugh. Reminded him of his dad.

			When they’d spoken this morning, his dad had sounded much improved, eager to pick Gabe’s brains about the place. “Take your time, boyo. No need to rush back. Enjoy all that the island has to offer. Beautiful women, hikes, biking, art galleries, artisan cheese makers, bakers, beautiful women . . .” His dad had repeated the last one with a laugh. “It’s all those damned yoga studios populating the island, keeps them healthy—and flexible, too. Important for a woman to have flexible hips, makes birthing easier. You’re gonna love Solace. We sure did.”

			Gabe wasn’t going to touch that crazy birthing theory with a ten-foot pole. “You’ve been here?” His dad seemed so conservative. It was hard to picture him flinging off his suit and tie and rubbing shoulders with the tree-hugging free spirits that appeared to populate the island. “Doesn’t seem like your kind of place.”

			“What do you know about my kind of place? Hell yeah, I’ve been there. Was on a fishing trip. Met your mother when we came ashore to stock up on supplies.”

			“Wait a minute. Family folklore is you and Mom met at a pub.”

			“Which we did. That little pub down by the marina, right there on Solace Island. Toby’s. You should check it out. I came through the door, and there was your mom wiping down a table, her face shining bright like a button. She was on the island for the summer on a farm stay. Was picking up extra dough waiting tables in the evenings. Love at first sight. For me, anyway. She took a little convincing. Thought I was a rogue.” There was laughter in his voice, as if he was pleased that she’d sussed him out so well. “Came back to Solace for our honeymoon, where, I am proud to inform you, you were conceived—”

			“Dad—”

			“Yes siree, I planted you in your mother’s womb right there in Mansfield’s Elsworth Cottage—”

			“Seriously. TMI.”

			His dad cackled happily. “Yep. If you think about it, a love for Solace Island is probably embedded in your DNA. It’s a magical place, my son. A game changer. You’ll see.”

			Along with the feeling of vertigo that arose from the unwanted image of his dad and mom having intimate relations, a flicker of irritation flared. The latent teenager inside him wanted to snap that he was perfectly happy with the status quo of his life, thank you very much. Was in no need of a damned game changer. He managed to suppress the temptation. He was working on establishing a more mature relationship with his dad and not giving in to the knee-jerk responses that made him feel like a shit heel afterward.

			He steered his father’s attention to the weather, asked about the nor’easter that the news channels were having a field day with, made a few appropriate comments, and then hung up. He decided to take advantage of not being buried under a foot and a half of snow and grabbed his jacket, heading out.

			It was a glorious day, forty-two degrees Fahrenheit with a crisp breeze blowing off the ocean. He breathed in. Could almost taste the salt from the sea. He imagined the soot and pollution from the city leaving his lungs and floating away as he exhaled. The air was different here, crystal clear; it renewed and refreshed.

			He heard the sound of footsteps approaching. Sounded like a woman, wearing boots with a slight heel. He contemplated keeping his eyes shut, but the writer in him was curious if what he imagined was correct.

			He cracked his eyes open, slanting a quick look at the feet, and was glad that he had. She was wearing boots, but they didn’t look like he’d imagined. They were deep blue velvet with clear amber heels, an impractical purchase for the West Coast’s rainy climes. Intrigued, he brought his gaze up from her half boots, past her voluminous charcoal-gray dress, which—with the aid of the strong headwind—clung to her voluptuous curves. The whole ensemble was topped off with a forties swing jacket, the top two buttons secured, allowing the rest of the fabric to flutter behind in her wake. Unexpected lust slammed through him. His gaze moved up her graceful ballet dancer’s neck to a heart-shaped face surrounded by a mass of soft brown curls that shimmered with honey-blond highlights. Her eyes were downcast. The woman was clearly deep in thought, seemingly troubled about something. He wanted her to glance up, but she didn’t. Her lush red lips were parted slightly, as if a word or a breath were resting between them, waiting to be released.

			And then it hit him. She was the woman who had been standing among the sculptures yesterday. But that wasn’t all. There was something familiar, a sense of déjà vu. The wispy fragments of a long-forgotten dream.

			He straightened and opened his mouth to speak, but she’d already passed him, leaving a trailing scent of cinnamon sugar, breakfast tea, and a fragrance that was uniquely hers.

			He watched her briskly stride along the boardwalk, a travel mug in her hand. Then she veered left and cut through a parking lot. She stood in front of the Art Expressions Gallery, rummaging through her jewel-toned purse, then transferred her mug into her left hand and unlocked the door. She had the buttons of her swing jacket undone by the time the door closed behind her.
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