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Prologue


May


EVERY NIGHT, HUGO WENT for a walk on the Five O’Clock Beach, but tonight was the first time in five years his wandering feet spelled out an SOS in the sand.


He traced the letters carefully, drawing them large enough that they could be seen from space. Not that it mattered. The tide would wash the Five clean by dawn.


It had been a bit of whimsy on Jack’s part naming it the Five O’Clock Beach. Destiny, Jack said of finding this little patch of Atlantic forest twenty-odd years ago. These ninety acres right off the coast of southern Maine formed a near-perfect circle. Jack Masterson, who’d created Clock Island on paper and in imaginations, could now build it in real life. In his living room, Jack kept a clock with the numbers marked by pictures of places on the island—the lighthouse at the twelve, the beach at the five, the guesthouse at the seven, the wishing well at the eight—which led to conversations like . . .


Where are you going?


Five O’Clock.


When will you be back?


By the lighthouse.


Places were times. Times were places. Confusing at first. Then charming.


Hugo found it neither confusing nor charming anymore. One could go mad living in a house like that. Maybe that’s what happened to Jack.


Or maybe that’s what happened to Hugo.


SOS.


Save Our Sanity.


The sand was so cold on his naked feet it felt wet. What day was it? May 14? May 15? He couldn’t say for sure, but he knew summer would be here soon. His fifth summer on Clock Island. Maybe, he thought, one summer too many. Or was it five summers too many?


Hugo reminded himself he was just thirty-four years old, which meant—if he was doing his maths correctly (unlikely as painters weren’t known for their maths skills)—he’d spent almost 15 percent of his life on an island playing bloody nanny to a grown man.


Could he leave? He’d been dreaming of leaving for years, but only the way a teenager dreams of running away from home. It was different now. Now he was making plans or at least making plans to make plans. Where would he even go? Back to London? His mum was there, but she was finally starting over—new husband, new stepdaughters, new happiness or something like it. He didn’t want to be in the way.


All right, Amsterdam? No, he’d never get any work done there. Rome? Same story. Manhattan, then? Brooklyn? Or five miles away in Portland so he could keep an eye on Jack from a close but healthy distance?


Could Hugo do it? Could he abandon his old friend here with no one left to help him tell one hour from the next, the lighthouse from the guesthouse?


If only the old man would start writing again. Pick up a pen, a pencil, a typewriter, a stick to write in the sand . . . anything. Hugo would even take dictation if Jack asked him to—and he had offered.


“Please, for the love of God, Charles Dickens, and Ray Bradbury,” he’d said to Jack as recently as yesterday, “write something. Anything. Wasting talent like yours is like burning a pile of money in front of a poorhouse. It’s cruel and it stinks.”


They were the very words Jack had thrown into his face years ago back when Hugo was the one drinking his talent to death. They were just as sharp and true now as they were then. Millions of children out there, and former children, too, would weep with joy if Jack Masterson ever published a new book about Clock Island and the mysterious Master Mastermind who lived in the shadows and granted wishes to brave children. Jack’s publisher regularly sent boxes of fan mail to the house, thousands of children urging Jack to write again.


SOS, those letters begged.


Save Our Stories.


But Jack had done nothing for five years but futz around in his garden, read a few pages of a book, take a long nap, drink too much wine at dinner, and fall into his nightmares by the time the little hand was on the Nine O’Clock Dock.


Something had to change. Soon. At dinner tonight, Jack hadn’t made it to the bottom of his wine bottle as usual. He’d been quieter, which was either a good sign or a very bad one. And no bitter riddles either, not even Jack’s favorite . . .




Two men on an island and both blame the water


for the loss of a wife and the death of a daughter


but neither ever married, and neither’s a father.


What is the secret of the girls and the water?





Too much to hope that Jack was coming out of it? Finally?


Hugo strode across the sand to the edge of the tide. He let the waves creep up close to his toes but no further. He and the ocean weren’t on speaking terms anymore. Was this eccentric? Yes. But that was fine. He was a painter. He was supposed to be eccentric. Once, he’d loved the ocean, loved seeing it every morning, every night, seeing all its facets, all its faces. Not many people knew what the sea looked like in all seasons under all phases of the moon, but he did. Now he knew the ocean was as dangerous as a sleeping volcano. At peace, it was magnificent, but when it wanted to, it could bring down kingdoms. Five years ago, it had brought low the small, strange kingdom of Clock Island.


Jack might believe in wishing—or he had once upon a time—but Hugo didn’t. Hard work and dumb luck got him to where he was. Nothing else.


But tonight, Hugo wished and wished hard that something would shake Jack from his apathy, break the spell, give him a reason to write again. Any reason. Love? Money? Spite? Something to do besides slowly drowning himself in overpriced Cabernet?


Hugo turned his back on the water. He found his shoes and dusted the sand from them.


When he came to Clock Island, he’d sworn to himself he’d stay one or two months. Then he said he’d stay until Jack was back on his feet. Five years later and here he still was.


No. No more. Time’s up. Time to go. By this time next spring, he’d be gone. He couldn’t sit and watch his old friend fade like ink on old paper until no one could read the writing anymore.


His decision made, Hugo started for the path. Just then, he saw a light come on in a window.


The window of Jack’s writing factory.


The writing factory that only the housekeeper had set foot inside for years . . . and today was her day off.


The light in that window was low and golden. Jack’s desk lamp. Jack was sitting at his desk for the first time in years. Was the Mastermind putting pen to paper again?


Hugo waited for the light to go out, proof it was a mistake, a whim, Jack looking for a lost letter or misplaced book.


The light stayed on.


It was too much to hope for, and yet Hugo hoped for it with all his heart and wished for it on every star in the night sky. He wished and hoped and prayed for it.


Prayed for the oldest miracle in the book—a dead man coming back to life.


“All right, old man,” Hugo said to the light in the window of the house on Clock Island. “It’s about bloody time.”
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Make a Wish


[image: image]


Astrid woke from a deep and dreamless sleep. What had woken her? Her cat jumping on the bed? No, Vince Purraldi was sound asleep curled up in his basket on the rug. Sometimes the wind woke Astrid up when it rattled the roof of their old house, but the tree branches were quiet outside her window. No wind tonight. Although she was scared, she got out of bed and went to the window. Maybe a bird had tapped on the glass?


Astrid gasped as the room was flooded with white light, like a car’s headlights but a thousand times stronger and brighter.


Then it was gone. Is that what had woken her? That blast of light in her room?


Where had it come from? she wondered.


Astrid grabbed her binoculars hanging off her bedpost. She knelt at the window, binoculars pressed to her eyes, and gazed across the water to where a lonesome island lay like a sleeping turtle in the cold ocean.


The light flashed again.


It had come from the lighthouse. The lighthouse on the island.


“But,” Astrid whispered to the window, “that lighthouse has been dark forever.”


What did it mean?


The answer came as suddenly to her as the light in her window.


Quietly as she could, she left her bedroom and slipped into the room across the hall. Max, her nine-year-old brother, was sleeping so hard he was drooling on his pillow. Ugh. Gross. Boys. Astrid poked Max in the shoulder, then did it again. It took twelve shoulder pokes to get him to wake up.


“What. What? Whaaat?” He opened his eyes, wiping away the drool with his pajama sleeve.


“Max, it’s the Mastermind.”


That got his attention. He sat straight up in bed. “What about him?”


She smiled in the dark.


“He’s come back to Clock Island.”




—From The House on Clock Island, Clock Island Book One, by Jack Masterson, 1990












Chapter One


One Year Later


THE SCHOOL BELL RANG at two-thirty, and the usual stampede of little feet followed. Lucy took backpack duty and lunch box duty while Ms. Theresa, the class’s teacher, called out her usual warnings.


“Backpacks and lunch boxes and papers! If you forget anything, I’m not bringing it home to you and neither is Miss Lucy!” Some of the children listened. Some ignored her. Thankfully, this was kindergarten, so the stakes were pretty low.


Several of the kids hugged her on their way out the door. Lucy always relished these quick squishes, as they called them. They made the long draining days of being a teacher’s aide—refereeing playground fights, cleaning up after potty accidents, tying and retying a thousand shoelaces, and drying a thousand tears—worth the endless work.


When the classroom finally emptied, Lucy slumped in her chair. Luckily, she was off bus duty today, so she had a few minutes to recover.


Theresa surveyed the damage with a garbage bag in hand. All the round tables were covered in bits of construction paper, glue bottles left open and leaking. Fat pencils and fuzzy pipe cleaners were littered all over the floor.


“It’s like the Rapture,” Theresa said with a wave of her hands. “Poof. They’re gone.”


“And we’re left behind again,” Lucy said. “What did we do wrong?”


Something, obviously, because she was, at that very moment, prying a wad of gum off the bottom of the table for the second time that week. “Here, give me the garbage bag. That’s my job.” Lucy took the bag and dropped the gum into it.


“You sure you don’t mind cleaning up alone?” Theresa asked.


Lucy waved her hand to shoo her away. Theresa looked as exhausted as Lucy felt, and the poor woman still had a school committee meeting today. Anyone who thought teaching was easy had obviously never tried it.


“Don’t worry about it,” Lucy said. “Christopher likes to help.”


“I love when the kids are still young enough that you can trick them into doing chores because they think they’re playing.” Theresa dug her purse out of the bottom desk drawer. “I told Rosa she couldn’t mop the kitchen because that was for grown-ups, and she literally pouted until I let her do it.”


“Is that what being a mother is?” Lucy asked. “Pulling a long con on your kids?”


“Pretty much,” Theresa said. “I’ll see you in the morning. Tell Christopher hello.”


Theresa left, and Lucy glanced around at the classroom. It looked as if it had been hit by a rainbow-colored tornado. Lucy walked around every table with the trash bag in hand, scooping up sticky paper apples and sticky paper oranges, sticky paper grapes, and sticky paper lemons.


When she finished the cleanup, she had glue all over her hands, a paper strawberry stuck to her khaki slacks, and a crick in her neck from bending over the short tables for half an hour. She needed a long ten-thousand-degree shower and a glass of white wine.


“Lucy, why do you have a banana in your hair?”


She turned around and saw a slight wide-eyed black-haired boy standing in the doorway staring at her. She reached up and felt paper. Good thing she’d been practicing self-control for a couple of years as a teacher’s aide, or she would have let loose a string of creative expletives.


Instead, and with as much dignity as she had remaining, she peeled the paper banana out of her hair.


“The question is, Christopher, why don’t you have a banana in your hair?” She tried not to think about how long the banana had been stuck there. “All the cool kids are doing it.”


“Oh,” he said, rolling his hazel eyes. “I guess I’m not cool.”


She stuck the banana gently onto the top of his head. His dark hair had just enough of a wave that it always looked as if he’d been hanging upside down for a few hours. “Voilà, now you’re cool.”


He shook off the banana and slapped it onto his worn blue backpack. He ran his hands through his hair, not to settle it down but to refluff it. She loved this weird kid of hers. Sort of hers. Someday hers.


“See? I’m not cool,” he said.


Lucy pulled out one of the tiny chairs and sat down, then pulled out a second one for Christopher. He sat with a tired groan.


“Are too. I think you’re cool. Sock hunt.” She grabbed his ankles and put his feet on her knees for her daily archaeological excavation into his shoes to dig out his socks. Did he have weirdly skinny ankles or unusually slippery socks?


“You don’t count,” Christopher said. “Teachers have to think all kids are cool.”


“Yes, but I’m the coolest teacher’s aide, so I know these things.” She gave each sock one final tug up his leg.


“You aren’t.” Christopher dropped his feet onto the floor and clutched his blue backpack to his stomach like a pillow.


“I’m not? Who beat me? I’ll fight her in the parking lot.”


“Mrs. McKeen. She throws pizza parties every month. But they say you’re the prettiest.”


“That’s exciting,” she said, though she didn’t flatter herself. She was the youngest teacher’s aide, and that’s about all she had going for her. She was, at best, average in every other way—shoulder-length brown hair, wide brown eyes that always got her carded, and a wardrobe that hadn’t been updated in years. New clothes required money. “I’d better get a certificate that says that on Award Day. You have any homework?”


Lucy stood up and started cleaning again, wiping down the tables and chairs with Lysol. She hoped the answer was no. He didn’t get much attention from his busy foster parents, and she tried to make up for what he didn’t get at home.


“Not a lot.” He threw his backpack onto the table. Poor thing, he looked so tired. He had dark circles under his eyes, and his shoulders drooped with exhaustion. A seven-year-old child shouldn’t have eyes like a world-weary detective working a particularly grisly murder case.


She stood in front of him, cleaning bottle dangling from a finger, arms crossed. “You okay, kiddo? You sleep any last night?”


He shrugged. “Bad dreams.”


Lucy sat back down next to him. He laid his head on the table.


She laid her head on the table and met his eyes. They were pink around the edges like he’d been trying not to cry all day.


“You want to tell me what you dreamed about?” she asked. She kept her voice soft and low and gentle. Kids with hard lives deserved gentle words.


Some people like to talk about how resilient kids are, but these were people who’d forgotten how hard everything hit you when you were a kid. Lucy still had bruises on her own heart from the knocks she’d gotten in childhood.


Christopher rested his chin on his chest. “Same thing.”


Same thing meant the ringing phone, the hallway, the door open, his parents on the bed seemingly sound asleep but with their eyes wide open. If Lucy could have taken his bad dreams into her own brain, she would have done it to give him a good night’s sleep.


She put her hand on his small back and patted it. His shoulders were thin and delicate as moth wings.


“I still have bad dreams, too, sometimes,” she said. “I know how you feel. Did you tell Mrs. Bailey?”


“She told me not to wake her up unless it’s an emergency,” he said. “You know, with the babies.”


“I see,” Lucy said. She didn’t like that. She appreciated that Christopher’s foster mother was taking care of two sick babies. Still, somebody had to take care of him too. “You know I meant it when I said you can call me if you can’t sleep. I’ll read to you over the phone.”


“I wanted to call you,” he said. “But you know . . .”


“I know,” she said. Christopher was terrified of phones, and she didn’t really blame him. “That’s okay. Maybe I can find an old tape recorder and record myself reading you a story, and you can play it next time you have trouble sleeping.”


He smiled. It was a small smile, but the best things came in the smallest packages.


“You want to take a nap?” she asked. “I’ll put down a mat for you.”


“Nah.”


“You want to read?”


He shrugged again.


“You want to . . .” She paused, tried to think of anything that would distract him from his dreams. “. . . help me wrap a present?”


That got his attention. He sat straight up and grinned. “Did you sell a scarf?”


“Thirty dollars,” she said. “Yarn cost me six. Do the math.”


“Um . . . twenty-two? Four! Twenty-four.”


“Good job!”


“Can I see it?” he asked.


“Let me get it out, and we’ll wrap it and write a letter.”


Lucy went to the desk where she and Theresa locked up their purses and keys every day. Inside a plastic grocery bag was Lucy’s latest creation—a spiderweb weave scarf knitted in a soft, silky pink and cream yarn. She carried the bag over to the table and pulled it out, modeling it for Christopher like a feather boa wrapped around her shoulders.


“Like it?”


“It’s girly,” he said, shaking his head side to side as if weighing its merit.


“A girl made it, and a girl bought it,” Lucy said. “And I’ll have you know, back in the nineteenth century, pink was considered a boy’s color, and blue was considered a girl’s color.”


“That’s weird.”


Lucy pointed at him. “You’re weird.”


“You’re weird,” he countered.


Lucy lightly tapped him over the top of the head with the end of the scarf, and he laughed.


“Go get our letterhead,” she said. “We have to write our thank-you note.”


Christopher ran for the supply closet. He loved the supply closet. That’s where all the fun stuff was hidden: the new packages of construction paper, the bags of pipe cleaners, the glitter, the markers, the pens and colored pencils, the Halloween decorations. There was also some nice stationery, donated by the mother of one of last year’s kids who owned a local office supply store. Lucy had claimed the sky blue paper with white clouds for their “company.”


“Can I write it while you wrap it?” Christopher asked, running back to the table with the paper in hand.


“You want to write the letter?” she asked as she carefully ran the lint brush over the scarf. She sold about one or two scarves a week on Etsy. To most people, the extra thirty or forty dollars a week wasn’t worth the time it took to knit a four-needle scarf. But for Lucy, every penny of that money mattered.


“I’ve been practicing letters,” Christopher said. “I wrote a whole page last night.”


“Who did you write a letter to?” she asked as she folded the scarf neatly into quarters and wrapped it in a sheet of white tissue paper.


“Nobody,” he said.


“Who’s Nobody?” she asked. “New friend?”


“I just wrote nobody,” he said.


“Okay.” Lucy didn’t push him. Especially because she had a very good idea who he’d written his letter to. More than once she’d caught him writing notes to his parents.




I miss you momy. I wish you wer at my school piknic today. Lots of moms came today.


Dad today I got a star on my homwork.





Little letters. Heartbreaking notes. She’d tried to talk to him about it, but he never wanted to admit to writing to his parents. It embarrassed him. He understood they were dead and probably thought other kids would laugh at him if they knew he still talked to them sometimes.


Christopher squared the cloud paper in front of him on the table and got out his pencil.


“What’s the scarf lady’s name?” he asked. The kid was smart enough to already know how to change the subject.


“Carrie Washburn. She lives in Detroit, Michigan.”


“Where’s that?”


Lucy went over to the map of the United States on the wall. A blue star marked where they were—Redwood Elementary School in Redwood Valley, California. She pointed her finger at the blue star and then ran it halfway across the map and stopped near Lake Erie.


“Wow. That’s far,” Christopher said.


“I wouldn’t want to walk there,” she said. “Detroit gets very cold in winter. Good to have a lot of scarves.”


“I know where the Mastermind lives.”


“Who?” she asked. The non sequiturs of small children never ceased to amaze her.


“The Mastermind from our books.”


“Oh,” she said. “You mean, Jack Masterson? The author of our books?”


“No, the Mastermind. He lives on Clock Island.”


Lucy wasn’t sure how to reply. Christopher was only seven, so she wasn’t in any hurry to tell him that the characters he loved in books and movies weren’t real. He didn’t have a lot to believe in right now, so why not let him think that the Mastermind from their Clock Island books was a real guy out there granting real kids’ wishes.


“How do you know where the Mastermind lives?”


“My teacher showed me. Want to see?”


“Go for it, Magellan.”


“What?”


“Magellan. Famous navigator. Had a rough time in the Philippines. Probably deserved it. But that’s beside the point. Show me Clock Island.”


He hopped up and pointed at the tip-top far right corner of the map. “There,” he said, and Lucy was surprised to see he’d gotten it exactly right. His fingertip touched a patch of water right off the coast of Portland, Maine.


“Good job,” she said.


“Is it really Clock Island?” he asked, scrunching his face at the map. “Is there a train and unicorns there?”


“You mean like in the books?” Lucy asked. “Well, it’s pretty amazing there, I hear. Did you know some people think the Mastermind and Jack Masterson are the same person?”


“But you said you met him.”


“I did meet Jack Masterson. A long time ago. He, um, signed a book for me.”


“He wasn’t the Mastermind, right?”


Damn. He had her there. The Mastermind always hid in shadows, shadows that cloaked him in darkness and followed him wherever he went.


“No, he didn’t look like the Mastermind when I met him.”


“See?” Christopher was triumphant. Nothing made a kid happier than proving a grown-up wrong.


“I stand corrected.”


Christopher traced a line from Clock Island back to their city—Redwood, California. “That’s really, really far.”


His face was scrunched up tight. Maine was about as far as you could get from California and still be in the same country, which was precisely why she’d moved to California from Maine.


“Pretty far, yeah,” she said. “You’d want to fly there.”


“Can kids go?”


Lucy smiled. “To Clock Island? They can, but they probably shouldn’t without an invitation. The island is private, and the Mastermind owns all of it, like it’s all his house. It would be kind of rude to show up without being invited.”


“Kids do it in books all the time.”


“True, but still, let’s wait for an invitation.” She gave him a wink.


Lucy knew better than anyone about the kids who showed up uninvited on Clock Island. Not that she was going to tell Christopher about that, not until he was older anyway.


He dropped his hands from the map and looked at her. “Why aren’t there any more books?”


“I wish I knew,” Lucy said as she went back to wrapping the scarf with tissue paper and twine. “When I was your age, they were coming out four or five times a year. And I read every one of them the day they came out. And about ten times the week after.”


“Lucky . . .” Christopher said wistfully. The Clock Island books weren’t very long, 150 pages or less, and there were only 65 of them. Christopher would have read them all in six months if she hadn’t doled them out to him one week at a time. Even so, they’d finished the whole series and started over from Book One a few weeks ago.


“Don’t forget the letter to our customer.” Lucy winked at him.


“Oh yeah. How do you spell Carrie?” he asked, putting his pencil on the paper.


“Sound it out,” she said.


“K-A—”


“It’s a C,” Lucy said.


“Carrie starts with a C? C- is a K sound,” he said.


“But so is C, sometimes. Like the C in Ca-hristopher.” She booped his nose.


Christopher glared at her. He disapproved of booping. “There’s a Kari in my class,” he explained as if Lucy wasn’t as bright as she looked. “It starts with a K.”


“You can spell names a lot of ways. This Carrie is with a C, two Rs, and an I-E.”


“Two Rs?”


“Two Rs.”


“Why?” Christopher asked.


“Why does it have two Rs? I don’t know. Probably being greedy.”


In his child’s hand, Christopher carefully blocked out the words Dear Carrie and made sure to put both Rs in the name.


“Your spelling and handwriting are getting a lot better.”


He smiled. “I’ve been practicing.”


“I can tell.”


Lucy included a thank-you note for buying a hand-knitted scarf from the Hart & Lamb Knitting Company in every package. Not a real company, just her Etsy store, but Christopher got a big kick out of being “co-president.”


“What do I write now?” he asked.


“Something nice,” Lucy said. “Maybe . . . Thank you for buying a scarf. I hope you like it.”


“I hope it keeps your neck warm?” Christopher asked.


“That’s good. Write that down.”


“Even if it’s a supergirly scarf.”


“Don’t write that.”


Christopher laughed and started writing again. Making him smile or laugh was better than winning the lottery, although she’d have a lot more time to make him laugh if she did win the lottery. She glanced over his shoulder as he wrote. His writing was getting really good. Even a few months ago he was misspelling about every other word he wrote. Now it was just every fourth or fifth word. His reading and math skills were improving too. That hadn’t been the case last year when he’d been shuffled between half a dozen foster homes. This year he had a steady living arrangement, great therapists, and Lucy tutoring him every weekday after school. His grades had been stellar ever since. If she could only do something about those bad dreams and his terror of ringing phones.


She knew what he needed, and it was the same thing she wanted for him—a mother. Not a foster mom with two sick babies who demanded every minute of her day. He needed a forever mom, and Lucy wanted to be that mom.


“Lucy, how much money do you have in your wish fund?” he asked while printing his name carefully at the bottom of his letter.


“Two thousand two hundred dollars,” she said. “Two-two-zero-zero.”


“Whoa . . .” He stared at her with wide eyes. “All scarf money?”


“Almost all of it.” Scarf money and any babysitting job she could get. Every day she thought about going back to waitressing, but that would mean never getting to see Christopher, and he needed her more than she needed money.


“How long did that take to make?”


“Two years,” she said.


“How much do you need?”


“Um . . . a little bit more.”


“How much?”


Lucy hesitated before answering.


“Maybe two thousand,” she said. “Maybe a little more.”


Christopher’s face fell. The kid was just too good at math.


“That’ll take you another two years,” he said. “I’ll be nine years old.”


“Maybe less? Who knows?”


Christopher dropped his head onto the letter he was writing to Carrie in Detroit. Lucy went over to him, lifted him out of his chair, and held him on her lap. He wrapped his arms around her neck.


“Squish,” she whispered, hugging him tightly. It would be two years until she was his mother the way things were going. At least two years.


“We’re gonna get there,” she said softly, rocking him. “One of these days, we’re gonna get there. You and me. I’m working on it every single day. And when we get there, it’ll be you and me forever. And you’re going to have your own room with boats painted on the wall.”


“And sharks?”


“Sharks all over the place. Sharks on the pillows. Sharks on the blankets. Sharks driving the boats. Maybe a shark shower curtain. And we’ll have pancakes for breakfast every morning. Not cold cereal.”


“And waffles?”


“Waffles with butter and syrup and whipped cream and bananas. Real bananas. Not paper bananas. Sound good?”


“Sounds good.”


“What else are we going to wish for while we’re wishing?” This was Lucy and Christopher’s favorite game—the wishing game. They wished for money so Lucy could buy a car. They wished for a two-bedroom apartment where they both had their own rooms.


“A new Clock Island book,” he said.


“Oh, that’s a good one,” she said. “I’m pretty sure Mr. Masterson is retired, but you never know. Maybe he’ll surprise us one of these days.”


“You’ll read to me every night when I get to live with you?”


“Every night,” she said. “You won’t even be able to stop me. You can put your hands over your ears and scream, ‘LA LA LA CAN’T HEAR YOU, LUCY,’ and I’ll keep on reading.”


“That’s nuts.”


“I know it. But I’m nuts. What else do you want to wish for?” she asked.


“Does it matter?”


“What? Our wishes? Of course they matter.” She pulled him back a little so she could meet his eyes. “Our wishes do matter.”


“They never come true,” he said.


“You remember what Mr. Masterson always says in the books. ‘The only wishes ever granted—’ ”


“ ‘—are the wishes of brave children who keep on wishing even when it seems no one’s listening because someone somewhere always is,’ ” Christopher finished the quote.


“Right,” she said, nodding. It amazed her how well he remembered the things he read. He had a little sponge for a brain, which is why she tried to pour so much good stuff into it—stories and riddles and ships and sharks and love. “We just have to be brave enough to keep wishing and not give up.”


“I’m not brave, though. I’m still scared of phones, Lucy.” He gave her that look, that terrible disappointed-in-himself look. She hated that look.


“Don’t worry about that,” she said, rocking him again. “You’ll get over that soon. And trust me, a lot of grown-ups are scared of their phones when they ring too.”


He rested his head against her shoulder again, and she held him close and tight.


“Go on,” she said. “One more wish, and then we’ll do homework.”


“Um . . . I wish for it to be cold,” Christopher said.


“You want it to be cold? Why?”


“So you can sell a lot of scarves.”









Chapter Two


IT HAD BEEN A long time since Hugo strolled the streets of Greenwich Village. How long? Four years? Five since his last art show? It looked just the same. A few new restaurants. A few new shops. But the neighborhood’s essential character was the same as he remembered—bohemian, bustling, wildly overpriced.


When he was a kid, he’d romanticized the idea of living in the Village, the stomping grounds of Jackson Pollock and Andy Warhol and so many other of his idols. What he wouldn’t have given to pile into one of the old prewar brownstones with a dozen other aspiring painters and eat, drink, and breathe art day and night. Pity the poor young artists who’d hung on to that fantasy. They couldn’t even afford to sleep in a box in the bottom of someone’s closet in the Village. Now that Hugo could afford it, he found he didn’t want it anymore. Or Park Slope or Chelsea or Williamsburg . . .


Nothing like success to kill the fire that used to burn in his belly. Every flat, every condo, every brownstone he’d looked at that morning had seemed like a stranger’s home, and if he moved in, he’d be living a stranger’s life. Maybe he’d simply outgrown that old dream and hadn’t found a new dream to replace it yet.


Hugo abandoned his plan to apartment-hunt all day. Instead, he headed down to his favorite gallery in the city, the 12th Street Art Station, which managed to stay open despite the rent increases. He told himself he just wanted to see what was new, maybe grab a cup of coffee. He was always impressed by his ability to believe the lies he told himself.


Cool air slapped him in the face as he pushed through the glass doors and into the main gallery, all primary colors and funky faux cowhide rugs. He took off his sunglasses, slipped them into the case, and put on his other eyeglasses—a recent necessity he did not love.


The gallery had a new exhibit, classic movie monsters—Dracula, Frankenstein, the Blob—depicted as ancestral portraits with antique gilt frames. The show was called Great-Grandpa Was a Monster, and the artist was a twenty-three-year-old Puerto Rican woman from Queens.


Hugo liked her style and was impressed with her early success. Twenty-three? He hadn’t gotten his first solo show until twenty-nine.


Somewhere in the gallery, Hugo had a few paintings on display. He went from the main gallery to the Brick Room, where the art hung in black frames against exposed brick walls. There they were—a trio of paintings at prices so exorbitant he doubted they’d ever leave these walls. Which was fine by him. He was happy to see them in public. They were some of his best work, though not nearly as popular as his more recent paintings of Clock Island.


“I’ll have you know, Hugo Reese, it’s all your fault I can’t bring my daughter here.”


Hugo turned his head and saw a woman standing a few feet behind him. Black hair in a bob, brown eyes in a glare, and red lips in a tight line because she wanted to smile but didn’t want him to know it.


“Piper,” he said. “I didn’t know you still worked here.” A bald-faced lie.


“Part-time,” she said with an elegant shrug. “Something to do now that Cora’s started preschool. Her teacher asked if we could make a class field trip to the gallery. Because of you, I had to say no.”


She raised her eyebrow, but Hugo could tell she wasn’t angry. They were long past that.


“They’re very tasteful nudes.” He pointed at the trio of paintings he’d made of Piper over a long winter years ago. The poses were classical, a beautiful woman naked and lounging in bed. What made them Hugo Reese paintings were the bizarre scenes painted outside the large window—a circus of demon-faced clowns, a castle in flames melting like a candle, a single great white shark floating across the sky like a Zeppelin.


“It’s not the nudity that’s the problem. Cora’s scared to death of clowns.”


“They are a bit mad,” he admitted, giving his demonic circus a sidelong glance. “What was I going through back then?”


“Me,” she said, then laughed. Piper took a step forward and kissed him on the cheek. “Good to see you.”


“You too. You look lovely.”


“You’re not so bad yourself. Cleaned up, I see. No more hipster beard.” She patted his cheek. His breakup misery beard was long gone. He’d even dressed up, which for him meant a clean pair of jeans, a T-shirt with no holes in it, and a tailored black blazer. And he’d cut his hair and started running again, so he looked like a human being, which was quite a step up from how he used to look, like self-loathing brought to life.


“The beard had to go,” Hugo said. “I found a spider in it one day.”


“The glasses are new, aren’t they? Very chic. Bifocals?”


“Don’t even joke about that.”


Smiling, she took his glasses off and put them on herself. The black frames looked much better on her than him, in his opinion.


“If Monet had these,” she said, looking at herself in her phone camera, “we never would have had impressionism.” She slipped the glasses off and returned them to him.


“Bad eyesight has made the career of many a painter. Myself included.” He slipped his glasses back on, and Piper came beautifully into focus again. “Tell us, how’s Bob the Knob?”


“Rob. Not Bob. Not a knob. My husband. And he’s wonderful.”


“Still pet sitting?”


“He’s a veterinary surgeon, as you know, and yes, he is. How’s Jack? Any better? Or should I not ask?”


He hesitated before answering. “Possibly? I hear the typewriter sometimes at night. Loud enough to wake the dead. And he’s cut back on his drinking.”


“Does that mean you’re moving out? Finally?”


“Apparently so.”


She gave him a look that seemed to say, I’ll believe it when I see it. But she was nice enough to keep that comment to herself.


“Is that why you’re here?” Her tone was lightly amused but suspicious. Any woman would be when her ex-lover showed up at her workplace. “Moving to the Village?”


“Considering it. You’d have to hate yourself to pay these rents around here, so I should fit right in.”


“Oh, Hugo. I swear, the more successful you are, the more miserable you are.” She was annoyed with him now. He’d missed annoying her.


“No, no.” He waved his finger at her. “The more miserable I am, the more successful I am. Got to suffer for the art, yeah? Why do you think I did my best work after you chucked me out on my arse?”


Piper gave him a wave goodbye and turned on her heel. “Not listening to this anymore.”


She started to walk away, and Hugo jogged a few steps to catch up with her.


“I don’t blame you,” he said. “I would have chucked me out too.”


“Nobody chucked you out. You chose to continue hiding on that island with Jack over moving back to the real world and starting a life with me.”


“The real world’s overpriced. And you can’t deny I did some damn good work after you left.” This was true. After Piper broke up with him, he started painting Clock Island landscapes—the herd of piebald deer, the moon reflecting off the ocean, the lighthouse, the abandoned park . . . all in shades of watercolor gray, the colors of heartbreak. Those abstract landscapes attracted the attention of the wider art world for the first time in his life. People over the age of eighteen finally knew his name. So why was he hoping against hope that Jack was writing again? Did he really miss painting pirate ships and castles and kids climbing a secret staircase to the moon?


Maybe a little.


“I have two things to tell you. Number one—you’re full of shit—and number two—”


“Full of shit should be number two if you think about it.” He tapped his temple.


She ignored that. “And number two—tell yourself whatever you want, but I know this—I was a fabulous girlfriend, and you really wanted to marry me.”


“Not arguing with any of that.”


“And you still picked that island and Jack over me. Don’t pretend you hate it there. You love it there. You love it and you love Jack, and you don’t want to leave.”


Hugo wasn’t buying it. “You know how hard it is to find a date on a private island, population two men, twenty deer, and a raven who thinks he’s a writer?”


“If you want my advice—”


He glanced around as if looking for help. None to be found. “Not sure I do.”


Piper poked him in the chest. “Find a woman who loves Jack as much as you do.”


“All right . . . you see the problem with that?” He wasn’t smiling now. Neither was she.


Here was the problem—not that Hugo would admit it out loud—but nobody loved Jack as much as he did.


“Fact is, Pipes—” She hated when he called her Pipes as much as he hated it when she said Hugo was short for Huge Ego. “—I do love it on that bloody little island.”


The forest, the fen, the harbor seals sunning themselves on the shore outside his cottage, the cries of gulls in the morning. Gulls in the morning? In London, growing up, he’d wake up to the sound of the couple in the flat below fighting World War III. And now . . . seals and gulls and ocean air and sunrises even God woke up early to watch.


“Knew it,” she said.


“I hate that I love it, but I don’t . . . I don’t deserve to be there.”


“Why not?”


“Because Davey would have sold his perfect golden soul to have taken one step onto Clock Island, and my useless worthless hide lives there rent-free.”


Piper shook her head. “Hugo, Hugo, Hugo.”


“Pipes, Pipes, Pipes.”


“A first-year psychology student could diagnose you with survivor’s guilt from a mile away.”


Hugo raised his hand as if to bat her words away. “No. Not—”


“Yes.” She poked his chest again. “Yes.”


A family of four in matching “I ♥ New York” T-shirts strolled through the gallery. Piper smiled politely at them. Hugo tried to smile. Quickly they moved on to another gallery.


“It’s not survivor’s guilt,” he said when they were gone. Piper raised her eyebrow in disbelief. “I don’t feel guilty about being alive. Being alive is . . . well, not my first choice, but because I’m here, might as well stick around. What I have is thriver’s guilt. It’s not just that I’m alive. I’m alive and . . . God, look at my life—my career, my house, my . . . everything. Every day I wake up and ask myself, Why am I here on this island and Davey’s in the ground? Why did everything good happen to me and everything crap happen to him? Thank God you dumped me so I don’t hate myself more than I already do.”


“Hugo—”


“No, the end.” He cut her off with a wave of his hand. “No more armchair diagnosing the mental illnesses of modern artists. I know it’s your favorite sport, but I don’t want to play anymore.”


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to touch a nerve.”


“Davey isn’t a nerve. Davey is my entire nervous system.”


“You can be angry at me if you want but believe it or not, I actually want you to be happy.”


As much as he didn’t want to believe her, he did.


With a long exhalation, he leaned back against the wall between Frankenstein’s Monster, a gentleman’s portrait in top hat and frock coat, and The Bride of Frankenstein, her hair tucked under a black-and-white parasol.


“Jack’s writing again,” Hugo said. “I am happy. Well, happier. Now I can leave Clock Island with a clean conscience. I can be miserable in Manhattan or bitter in Brooklyn.”


She raised her eyebrow at him, but it didn’t last. She smiled and sighed.


“Truce?” She held out her hand, and he shook it. When he tried to take his hand back, she held on to it. “Not so fast. While I have you—”


“Ah, dammit.”


“I want paintings, and I want them now.”


Like a wolf caught in a trap, he pretended to gnaw his own hand off at the wrist.


“You said you owe your career renaissance to me,” she said, squeezing his fingers. “If you meant that, then the least you can do is bring me a Clock Island cover painting or two or fifty, please.”


“Cover paintings are not for sale. Jack’s publisher will send the fiction police after me.”


“For a show then only.” She squeezed harder.


“Release me, wench. I won’t be press-ganged.” This was not how artists usually did business with galleries. Usually there were managers and agents and emails, not arm wrestling.


She released his hand. “As you were.”


“Counteroffer,” he said. “I want a full solo show. I’ll bring five original Clock Island cover paintings and ten to twenty of my more recent pieces—which you can sell. Plus, an opening-night party with the good caterer this time.”


“Hmm . . .” She pretended to stroke a nonexistent beard. “This could work. A Hugo Reese retrospective. I like it. Deal.”


“Buy me a coffee, and we’ll pick a date,” he said. “I should have a few old cover paintings in my secret stash under the floorboards where I store the bodies.”


She crooked her finger at him—which had meant something very different when they were together—and led him to the gallery’s coffee bar.


A young woman in a red apron stood at the counter pouring steaming hot water over some sort of contraption balanced on top of a coffee cup.


“What’s she doing?” Hugo whispered. “Chemistry experiment?”


“It’s a pour-over, Hugo. It’s the best way to make coffee.”


“I’ll stick to my Mr. Coffee. Although I’ve always wondered . . . is there a Mrs. Coffee?”


“Ashley,” Piper said as they reached the counter. “Could I get a cup of coffee for my guest?”


“No, thank you,” Hugo said as he looked at the prices on the menu. “Thirteen dollars for one cup? Is it brewed with diamonds and the blood of endangered species?”


“The gallery is buying,” Piper said.


“Trust me,” Ashley, the barista, said. “It’s worth the thirteen bucks.” She pulled out a large white mug and another funnel contraption.


“Ashley, this is one of our artists, Hugo Reese. He used to illustrate Jack Masterson’s Clock Island books.”


“Oh my God.” Ashley slapped her hands onto the counter. Her eyes were huge and her voice reverent. “Are you serious?”


It never got old. There was a specific age range of people who reacted to the name Clock Island and Jack Masterson the way teenaged girls once reacted to the Beatles.


“Serious,” Hugo said. “Unfortunately.”


Piper whacked his arm.


“What’s he like?” Ashley whispered as if Jack were standing behind them.


“Oh, he’s Albus Dumbledore, Willy Wonka, and Jesus Christ all rolled into one.” If Dumbledore, Wonka, and Christ had depression and drank too much.


“That’s so awesome,” she said. Hugo was English, and he noticed Americans had trouble differentiating between his accent and his sarcasm.


“You know, you seem way too young to have worked on them,” she said.


Flattery would get her everywhere.


“I wasn’t the original illustrator. After forty books, they wanted to repackage and re-release the series with new artwork. I got the job when I was twenty-one.” Fourteen years ago. Felt like a million years ago. Felt like yesterday.


“Yours were definitely the best covers,” Piper said. “The old illustrator wasn’t bad, but the art was derivative, too much like the Hardy Boys series. Yours were like . . . I don’t know, if Dali did children’s art.”


“For the sake of the children, let’s be glad he didn’t,” Hugo said.


“Can I ask you something?” Ashley put her hand on her hip and cocked her head to the side flirtatiously.


Here it came. The autograph request. Or the selfie request. He didn’t get the star treatment often, and he planned on enjoying it.


“Go ahead,” he said.


“Why is a raven like a writing desk?” she asked.


“They both can—Wait.” Hugo narrowed his eyes. “Why do you ask?”


A sleek black phone sat on the counter. She tapped the screen a few times and held it up to display a web page. “It’s on Jack Masterson’s website today. It’s all over Facebook too.”


“What?”


“Let me see,” Piper said. She took the phone from Ashley’s hand. Hugo peered over her shoulder and read aloud:




My Dear Readers,


I have written a new book—A Wish for Clock Island. There is but one copy in existence, and I plan to give it away to someone very brave, very clever, and who knows how to make wishes.





Hugo’s heart started racing so fast his mind couldn’t keep up with it. Jack was doing what?


“Gotta run,” he said.


“Already? What’s going on?” Piper looked worried.


“No clue.” He kissed her cheek and bolted for the street, leaving behind his thirteen-dollar diamond-studded cup of coffee. He waved a hand at a passing taxi. It pulled over, and he got inside.


“Penn Station, quickly, please.” Hugo grabbed his phone from his back pocket. He’d put it on airplane mode while he’d been touring flats. Now he flicked it on, and suddenly a torrent of emails, text messages, and missed calls hit his phone in a cacophony of beeps, bells, and buzzes.


Eighty-seven missed calls and approximately two hundred new emails, all from media outlets and friends he suspiciously hadn’t heard from in years.


“Oh God,” Hugo groaned.


He called the house. Jack answered.


Hugo didn’t let him get a word out.


“What the hell are you up to?” Hugo demanded. “The Today show left me five voice-mail messages.”


“It’s a foot,” Jack said, “but it’s not part of the body.”


“I hate your stupid riddles. Could you tell me in short, simple sentences exactly why a girl at a coffee shop just asked me why a raven is like a writing desk?”


“It’s a foot,” Jack said again, more slowly this time, as if he were talking to a child. “But it’s not part of the body.”


Then he hung up.


Hugo growled at the phone and considered tossing it out the window. But he probably shouldn’t do that as CBS News was apparently calling him. He sent the call to voice mail.


“You okay, man?” the cabdriver asked.


“What’s a foot but isn’t part of your body?” Hugo asked. “Any ideas? It’s a riddle, so the answer will be stupidly, annoyingly, and infuriatingly obvious once you figure it out.”


The driver chuckled. “You don’t know Sherlock? You should. You kinda talk like him.”


“What do you mean by—” And then Hugo got it.


What’s a foot but not part of the body?


Afoot, not a foot.


As Sherlock Holmes once said, “The game is afoot.”


Jack Masterson was playing a game. Now. Out of nowhere. Had he lost his mind? Jack had barely left the house in years and now he was playing a game? With the world? With the entire bloody world?


Hugo swore so violently it was a good thing the cabdriver didn’t know who he was, or he’d never get another job in children’s publishing again.


He called Jack back.


“When I told you,” Hugo said, biting off the end of each word, “to start plotting again, I meant in your books.”


And there came that laugh again, the-devil’s-at-the-back-door-and-nobody-remembered-to-lock-it laugh.


“You know what they say, my boy . . . be careful what you wish for.”
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