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TO EVERY READER WHO EVER ASKED

 



When are you going to
 tell Seth’s story?





There is a destiny that makes us brothers;
 None goes his way alone:
 All that we send into the lives of others
 Comes back into our own.


EDWIN MARKHAM


 



 



Art is the accomplice of love.


RÉMY DE GOURMONT




One

He was coming home. Maryland’s Eastern Shore was a world of marshes and mudflats, of wide fields with row crops straight as soldiers. It was flatland rivers with sharp shoulders, and secret tidal creeks where the heron fed.

It was blue crab and the Bay, and the watermen who harvested them.

No matter where he’d lived, in the first miserable decade of his life, or in the last few years as he approached the end of his third decade, only the Shore had ever meant home.

There were countless aspects, countless memories of that home, and every one was as bright and brilliant in his mind as the sun that sparkled off the water of the Chesapeake.

As he drove across the bridge, his artist’s eye wanted to capture that moment—the rich blue water and the boats that skimmed its surface, the quick white waves and the swoop of greedy gulls. The way the land skimmed its edge, and spilled back with its browns and greens. All the  thickening leaves of the gum and oak trees, with those flashes of color that were flowers basking in the warmth of spring.

He wanted to remember this moment just as he remembered the first time he’d crossed the bay to the Eastern Shore, a surly, frightened boy beside a man who’d promised him a life.

 



He’d sat in the passenger seat of the car, with the man he hardly knew at the wheel. He had the clothes on his back, and a few meager possessions in a paper sack.

His stomach had been tight with nerves, but he’d fixed what he thought was a bored look on his face and had stared out the window.

If he was with the old guy, he wasn’t with her. That was as good a deal as he could get.

Besides, the old guy was pretty cool.

He didn’t stink of booze or of the mints some of the assholes Gloria brought up to the dump they were living in used to cover it up. And the couple of times they’d been together, the old guy, Ray, had bought him a burger or pizza.

And he’d talked to him.

Adults, in his experience, didn’t talk to kids. At them, around them, over them. But not to them.

Ray did. Listened, too. And when he’d asked, straight out, if he—just a kid—wanted to live with him, he hadn’t felt that strangling fear or hot panic. He’d felt like maybe, just maybe, he was catching a break.

Away from her. That was the best part. The longer they drove, the farther away from her.

If things got sticky, he could run. The guy was really  old. Big, he was sure as shit big, but old. All that white hair, and that wide, wrinkled face.

He took quick, sidelong glances at it, began to draw the face in his mind.

His eyes were really blue, and that was kind of weird because so were his own.

He had a big voice, too, but when he talked it wasn’t like yelling. It was kind of calm, even a little tired, maybe.

He sure looked tired now.

‘Almost home,’ Ray said as they approached the bridge. ‘Hungry?’

‘I dunno. Yeah, I guess.’

‘My experience, boys are always hungry. Raised three bottomless pits’

There was cheer in the big voice, but it was forced. The child might have been barely ten, but he knew the tone of falsehood.

Far enough away now, he thought. If he had to run. So he’d put the cards on the table and see what the fuck was what.

‘How come you’re taking me to your place?’

‘Because you need a place.’

‘Get real. People don’t do shit like that.’

‘Some do. Stella and I, my wife, we did shit like that.’

‘You tell her you’re bringing me around?’

Ray smiled, but there was a sadness in it. ‘In my way. She died some time back. You’d’ve liked her. And she’d have taken one look at you and rolled up her sleeves.’

He didn’t know what to say about that. ‘What am I supposed to do when we get where we’re going?’

‘Live,’ Ray told him. ‘Be a boy. Go to school, get in trouble. I’ll teach you to sail.’

‘On a boat?’

Now Ray laughed, a big booming sound that filled the car and for reasons the boy couldn’t understand, untied the nerves in his belly. ‘Yeah, on a boat. Got a brainless puppy—I always get the brainless ones—I’m trying to housebreak. You can help me with that. You’re gonna have chores, we’ll figure that out. We’ll lay down the rules, and you’ll follow them. Don’t think because I’m an old man I’m a pushover.’

‘You gave her money.’

Ray glanced away from the road briefly and looked into eyes the same color as his own. ‘That’s right. That’s what she understands, from what I can see. She never understood you, did she, boy?’

Something was gathering inside him, a storm he didn’t recognize as hope. ‘If you get pissed off at me, or tired of having me around, or just change your mind, you’ll send me back. I won’t go back.’

They were over the bridge now, and Ray pulled the car to the shoulder of the road, shifted his bulk in the seat so they were face-to-face. ‘I’ll get pissed off at you, and at my age I’m bound to get tired from time to time. But I’m making you a promise here and now, I’m giving you my word. I won’t send you back.’

‘If she—’

‘I won’t let her take you back,’ Ray said, anticipating him. ‘No matter what I have to do. You’re mine now. You’re my family now. And you’ll stay with me as long as that’s what you want. A Quinn makes a promise,’ he added, and held out a hand, ‘he keeps it.’

Seth looked at the offered hand, and his own sprang damp. ‘I don’t like being touched.’

Ray nodded. ‘Okay. But you’ve still got my word on it.’ He pulled back onto the road again, gave the boy one last glance. ‘Almost home,’ he said again.

Within months, Ray Quinn had died, but he’d kept his word. He’d kept it through the three men he’d made his sons. Those men had given the scrawny, suspicious and scarred young boy a life.

They had given him a home, and made him a man.

Cameron, the edgy, quick-tempered gypsy; Ethan, the patient, steady waterman; Phillip, the elegant, sharp-minded executive. They had stood for him, fought for him. They had saved him.

His brothers.

 



The gilded light of the late-afternoon sun sheened the marsh grass, the mudflats, the flat fields of row crops. With the windows down he caught the scent of water as he bypassed the little town of St. Christopher.

He’d considered swinging into town, heading first to the old brick boatyard. Boats by Quinn still custom-made wooden boats, and in the eighteen years since the enterprise had started—on a dream, on guile, on sweat—it had earned its reputation for quality and craftsmanship.

They were probably there, even now. Cam cursing as he finished up some fancywork in a cabin. Ethan quietly lapping boards. Phil, up in the office conjuring up some snazzy ad campaign.

He could go by Crawford’s, pick up a six-pack. Maybe they’d have a cold one, or more likely Cam would toss him a hammer and tell him to get his ass back to work.

He’d enjoy that, but it wasn’t what was drawing him now. It wasn’t what was pulling him down the narrow  country road where the marsh still crept out of the shadows and the trees with their gnarled trunks spread leaves glossy with May.

Of all the places he’d seen—the great domes and spires of Florence, the florid beauty of Paris, the stunning green hills of Ireland—nothing ever caught at his throat, filled up his heart, like the old white house with its soft and faded blue trim that sat on a bumpy lawn that slid back into quiet water.

He pulled in the drive, behind the old white ‘Vette that had been Ray and Stella Quinn’s. The car looked as pristine as the day it had rolled off the showroom floor. Cam’s doing, he thought. Cam would say it was a matter of showing proper respect for an exceptional machine. But it was all about Ray and Stella, all about family. All about love.

The lilac in the front yard was smothered with blooms. That was a matter of love, too, he reflected. He’d given Anna the little bush for Mother’s Day when he was twelve.

She’d cried, he remembered. Big, beautiful brown eyes flooded with tears, laughing and swiping at them the whole time he and Cam planted it for her.

She was Cam’s wife, and so that made Anna his sister. But inside, he thought now, where it counted, she was his mother.

The Quinns knew all about what was inside.

He got out of the car, into the lovely stillness. He was no longer a scrawny boy with oversized feet and a suspicious eye.

He’d grown into those feet. He was six-one with a wiry build. One that could go gawky if he neglected it. His hair had darkened and was more a bronzed brown  than the sandy mop of his youth. He tended to neglect that as well and, running a hand through it now, winced as he recalled his intention to have it trimmed before leaving Rome.

The guys were going to rag on him about the little ponytail, which meant he’d have to keep it for a while, out of principle.

He shrugged and, dipping his hands into the pockets of his worn jeans, began to walk, scanning the surroundings. Anna’s flowers, the rockers on the front porch, the woods that haunted the side of the house and where he’d run wild as a boy.

The old dock swaying over the water, and the white sailing sloop moored to it.

He stood looking out, his face, hollow-cheeked and tanned, turned toward the water.

His lips, firm and full, began to curve. The weight he hadn’t realized was hanging from his heart began to lift.

At the sound of a rustle in the woods, he turned, enough of the wary boy still in the man to make the move swift and defensive. Out of the trees shot a black bullet.

‘Witless!’ His voice had both the ring of authority and easy humor. The combination had the dog skidding to a halt, all flopping ears and lolling tongue as it studied the man.

‘Come on, it hasn’t been that long.’ He crouched, held out a hand. ‘Remember me?’

Witless grinned the dopey grin that had named him, instantly flopped down and rolled to expose his belly for a rub.

‘There you go. That’s the way.’

There had always been a dog for this house. Always a boat at the dock, a. rocker on the porch and a dog in the yard.

‘Yeah, you remember me.’ As he stroked Witless, he looked over to the far end of the yard where Anna had planted a hydrangea over the grave of his own dog. The loyal and much-loved Foolish.

‘I’m Seth,’ he murmured. ‘I’ve been away too long.’

He caught the sound of an engine, the sassy squeal of tires from a turn taken just a hair faster than the law allowed. Even as he straightened, the dog leaped up, streaked away toward the front of the house.

Wanting to savor the moment, Seth followed more slowly. He listened to the car door slam, then to the lift and lilt of her voice as she spoke to the dog.

Then he just looked at her, Anna Spinelli Quinn, with the curling mass of dark hair windblown from the drive, her arms full of the bags she’d hefted out of the car.

His grin spread as she tried to ward off the desperate affection from the dog.

‘How many times do we have to go over this one, simple rule?’ she demanded. ‘You do not jump on people, especially me. Especially me when I’m wearing a suit.’

‘Great suit,’ Seth called out. ‘Better legs.’

Her head whipped up, those deep brown eyes widened and showed him the shock, the pleasure, the welcome all in one glance.

‘Oh my God!’ Heedless of the contents, she tossed the bags through the open car door. And ran.

He caught her, lifted her six inches off the ground and spun her around before setting her on her feet again. Still he didn’t let go. Instead, he just buried his face in her hair.

‘Hi.’>

‘Seth. Seth.’ She clung, ignoring the dog that leaped and yipped and did his best to shove his muzzle between them. ‘I can’t believe it. You’re here.’

‘Don’t cry.’

‘Just a little. I have to look at you.’ She had his face framed in her hands as she eased back. So handsome, she thought. So grown-up. ‘Look at all this,’ she murmured and brushed a hand at his hair.

‘I meant to get some of it whacked off.’

‘I like it.’ Tears still trickled even as she grinned. ‘Very bohemian. You look wonderful. Absolutely wonderful.’

‘You’re the most beautiful woman in the world.’

‘Oh boy.’ She sniffled, shook her head. ‘That’s no way to get me to stop all this.’ She swiped at tears. ‘When did you get here? I thought you were in Rome.’

‘I was. I wanted to be here.’

‘If you’d called, we would’ve met you.’

‘I wanted to surprise you.’ He walked to the car to pull the bags out for her. ‘Cam at the boatyard?’

‘Should be. Here, I’ll get those. You need to get your things.’

‘I’ll get them later. Where’s Kevin and Jake?’

She started up the walk with him, glanced at her watch as she thought about her sons. ‘What day is this? My mind’s still spinning.’

‘Thursday.’

‘Ah, Kevin has rehearsal, school play, and Jake’s got softball practice. Kevin’s got his driver’s license, God help us, and is scooping up his brother on his way home.’ She unlocked the front door. ‘They should be along in an hour, then peace will no longer lie across the land.’

It was the same, Seth thought. It didn’t matter what color the walls were painted or if the old sofa had been replaced, if a new lamp stood on the table. It was the same because it felt the same.

The dog snaked around his legs and made a beeline for the kitchen.

‘I want you to sit down.’ She nodded to the kitchen table, under which Witless was sprawled, happily gnawing on a hunk of rope. ‘And tell me everything. You want some wine?’

‘Sure, after I help you put this stuff away.’ When her eyebrows shot up, he paused with a gallon of milk in his hand. ‘What?’

‘I was just remembering the way everyone, including you, disappeared whenever it was time to put groceries away.’

‘Because you always said we put things in the wrong place.’

‘You always did, on purpose so I’d kick you out of the kitchen.’

‘You copped to that, huh?’

‘I cop to everything when it comes to my guys. Nothing gets by me, pal. Did something happen in Rome?’

‘No.’ He continued to unpack the bags. He knew where everything went, where everything had always gone in Anna’s kitchen. ‘I’m not in trouble, Anna.’

But you are troubled, she thought, and let it go for now. ‘I’m going to open a nice Italian white. We’ll have a glass and you can tell me all the wonderful things you’ve been doing. It seems like years since we’ve talked face-to-face.’

He shut the refrigerator and turned to her. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t get home for Christmas.’

‘Honey, we understood. You had a showing in January. We’re all so proud of you, Seth. Cam must’ve bought a hundred copies of the issue of the Smithsonian magazine when they did the article on you. The young American artist who’s seduced Europe.’

He shrugged a shoulder, such an innately Quinn gesture, she grinned. ‘So sit,’ she ordered.

‘I’ll sit, but I’d rather you caught me up. How the hell is everyone? What’re they doing? You first.’

‘All right.’ She finished opening the bottle, got out two glasses. ‘I’m doing more administrative work these days than casework. Social work involves a lot of paperwork, but it’s not as satisfying. Between that and having two teenagers in the house, there’s no time to be bored. The boat business is thriving.’

She sat, passed Seth his glass. ‘Aubrey’s working there.’

‘No kidding?’ The thought of her, the girl who was more sister to him than any blood kin, made him smile. ‘How’s she doing?’

‘Terrific. She’s beautiful, smart, stubborn and, according to Cam, a genius with wood. I think Grace was a little disappointed when Aubrey didn’t want to pursue dancing, but it’s hard to argue when you see your child so happy. And Grace and Ethan’s Emily followed in her mother’s toe shoes.’

‘She still heading to New York end of August?’

‘A chance to dance with the American Ballet Company doesn’t come along every day. She’s grabbing it, and she swears she’ll be principal before she’s twenty. Deke’s his father’s son—quiet, clever and happiest when he’s out on the water. Sweetie, do you want a snack?’

‘No.’ He reached out, laid a hand over hers. ‘Keep going.’>

‘Okay, then. Phillip remains the business’s marketing and promotion guru. I don’t think any of us, including Phil, ever thought he’d leave the ad firm in Baltimore, give up urban living and dig down in Saint Chris. But it’s been, what, fourteen years, so I don’t suppose we can call it a whim. Of course he and Sybill keep the apartment in New York. She’s working on a new book.’

‘Yeah, I talked to her.’ He rubbed the dog’s head with his foot. ‘Something about the evolution of community in cyberspace. She’s something. How are the kids?’

‘Insane, as any self-respecting teenager should be. Bram was madly in love with a girl named Cloe last week. That could be over by now. Fiona’s interests are torn between boys and shopping. But, well, she’s fourteen, so that’s natural.’

‘Fourteen. Jesus. She hadn’t had her tenth birthday when I left for Europe. Even seeing them on and off over the last few years, it doesn’t seem ... it doesn’t seem possible that Kevin’s driving, and Aub’s building boats. Bram’s sniffing after girls. I remember—’ He cut himself off, shook his head.

‘What?’

‘I remember when Grace was pregnant with Emily. It was the first time I was around someone who was having a baby—well, someone who wanted to. It seems like five minutes ago, and now Emily’s going to New York. How can eighteen years go by, Anna, and you not look any older?’

‘Oh, I’ve missed you.’ She laughed and squeezed his hand.

‘I’ve missed you, too. All of you.’

‘We’ll fix that. We’ll round everybody up and have a  big, noisy Quinn welcome-home on Sunday. How does that sound?’

‘About as perfect as it gets.’

The dog yipped, then scrambled out from under the table to run toward the front door.

‘Cameron,’ Anna said. ‘Go on out and meet him.’

He walked through the house, as he had so often. Opened the screen door, as he had so often. And looked at the man standing on the front lawn, playing tug-of-war with the dog over a hunk of rope.

He was still tall, still built like a sprinter. There were glints of silver in his hair now. He had the sleeves of his work shirt rolled up to the elbows, and his jeans were white at the stress points. He wore sunglasses and badly beaten Nikes.

At fifty, Cameron Quinn still looked like a badass.

In lieu of greeting, Seth let the screen door slam behind him. Cameron glanced over, and the only sign of surprise was his fingers sliding off the rope.

A thousand words passed between them without a sound. A million feelings, and countless memories. Saying nothing, Seth came down the steps as Cameron crossed the lawn. Then they stood, face-to-face.

‘I hope that piece of shit in the driveway’s a rental,’ Cameron began.

‘Yeah, it is. Best I could do on short notice. Figured I’d turn it in tomorrow, then use the ’Vette for a while.’

Cameron’s smile was sharp as a blade. ‘In your dreams, pal. In your wildest dreams.’

‘No point in it sitting there going to waste.’

‘Less of one to let some half-assed painter with delusions of grandeur behind its classic wheel.’

‘Hey, you’re the one who taught me to drive.’

‘Tried to. A ninety-year-old woman with a broken arm could handle a five-speed better than you.’ He jerked his head toward Seth’s rental. ‘That embarrassment in my driveway doesn’t inspire the confidence in me that you’ve improved in that area.’

Smug now, Seth rocked back on his heels. ‘Test-drove a Maserati a couple of months ago.’

Cam’s eyebrows winged up. ‘Get out of here.’

‘Had her up to a hundred and ten. Scared the living shit out of me.’

Cam laughed, gave Seth an affectionate punch on the arm. Then he sighed. ‘Son of a bitch. Son of a bitch,’ he said again as he dragged Seth into a fierce hug. ‘Why the hell didn’t you let us know you were coming home?’

‘It was sort of spur-of-the-moment,’ Seth began. ‘I wanted to be here. I just needed to be here.’

‘Okay. Anna burning up the phone lines letting everybody know we’re serving fatted calf?’

‘Probably. She said we’d have the calf on Sunday.’

‘That’ll work. You settled in yet?’

‘No. I got stuff in the car.’

‘Don’t call that butt-ugly thing a car. Let’s get your gear.’

‘Cam.’ Seth reached out, touched Cam’s arm. ‘I want to come home. Not just for a few days or a couple weeks. I want to stay. Can I stay?’

Cam drew off his sunglasses, and his eyes, smoke-gray, met Seth’s. ‘What the hell’s the matter with you that you think you have to ask? You trying to piss me off?’

‘I never had to try, nobody does with you. Anyway, I’ll pull my weight.’

‘You always pulled your weight. And we missed seeing your ugly face around here.’

And that, Seth thought as they walked to the car, was all the welcome he needed from Cameron Quinn.

 



They’d kept his room. It had changed over the years, different paint for the walls, a new rug for the floor. But the bed was the same one he’d slept in, dreamed in, waked in.

The same bed he’d sneaked Foolish into when he’d been a child.

And the one he’d sneaked Alice Albert into when he’d thought he was a man.

He figured Cam knew about Foolish, and had often wondered if he’d known about Alice.

He tossed his suitcase carelessly on the bed and laid his battered paint kit—one Sybill had given him for his eleventh birthday—on the worktable Ethan had built.

He’d need to find studio space, he thought. Eventually. As long as the weather held, he could work outdoors. He preferred that anyway. But he’d need somewhere to store his canvases, his equipment. Maybe there was room in the old barn of a boatyard, but that wouldn’t suit on a permanent basis.

And he meant to make this permanent.

He’d had enough of traveling for now, enough of living among strangers to last him a lifetime.

He’d needed to go, to stand on his own. He’d needed to learn. And God, he’d needed to paint.

So he’d studied in Florence, and worked in Paris. He’d wandered the hills of Ireland and Scotland and had stood on the cliffs in Cornwall.

He’d lived cheap and rough most of the time. When  there’d been a choice between buying a meal or paint, he’d gone hungry.

He’d been hungry before. It had done him good, he hoped, to remember what it was like not to have someone making sure you were fed and safe and warm.

It was the Quinn in him, he supposed, that made him hell-bent to beat his own path.

He laid out his sketch pad, put away his charcoal, his pencils. He would spend time getting back to basics with his work before he picked up a brush again.

The walls of his room held some of his early drawings. Cam had taught him how to make the frames on an old miter box at the boatyard. Seth took one from the wall to study it. It showed promise, he thought, in the rough, undisciplined lines.

But more, much more, it showed the promise of a life.

He’d caught them well enough, he decided. Cam, with his thumbs tucked in his pockets, stance confrontational. Then Phillip, slick, edging toward an elegance that nearly disguised the street smarts. Ethan, patient, steady as a red-wood in his work clothes.

He’d drawn himself with them. Seth at ten, he thought. Thin, narrow shoulders and big feet, with a lift to his chin to mask something more painful than fear.

Something that was hope.

A life moment, Seth thought now, captured with a graphite pencil. Drawing it, he’d begun to believe, in-the-gut believe, that he was one of them.

A Quinn.

‘You mess with one Quinn,’ he murmured as he hung the drawing on the wall again, ‘you mess with them all.’

He turned, glanced at the suitcases and wondered if he could sweet-talk Anna into unpacking for him.

Not a chance.

‘Hey.’

He looked toward the doorway and brightened when he saw Kevin. If he had to fiddle with clothes, as least he’d have company. ‘Hey, Kev.’

‘So, you really hanging this time? For good?’

‘Looks like.’

‘Cool.’ Kevin sauntered in, plopped on the bed and propped his feet on one of the suitcases. ‘Mom’s really jazzed about it. Around here, if Mom’s happy, everybody’s happy. She could be soft enough to let me use her car this weekend’

‘Glad I can help.’ He shoved Kevin’s feet off the suitcase, then unzipped it.

He had the look of his mother, Seth thought. Dark, curling hair, big Italian eyes. Seth imagined the girls were already tumbling for him like bowling pins.

‘How’s the play?’

‘It rocks. Totally rocks. West Side Story. I’m Tony. When you’re a Jet, man.’

‘You stay a Jet.’ Seth dumped shirts haphazardly in a drawer. ‘You get killed, right?’

‘Yeah.’ Kevin clutched his heart, shuddered with his face filled with pain and rapture. Then slumped. ‘It’s great, and before I do the death thing, we’ve got this kick-ass fight scene. Show’s next week. You’re gonna come, right?’

‘Front row center, pal.’

‘Check out Lisa Maxdon, she plays Maria. Total babe. We’ve got a couple of love scenes together. We’ve been doing a lot of practicing,’ he added and winked.

‘Anything for art.’

‘Yeah.’ Kevin scooted up a little. ‘Okay, so tell me about all the Euro chicks. Pretty hot, huh?’

‘The only way to get burned. There was this girl in Rome. Anna-Theresa.’

‘A two-named girl.’ Kevin shook his fingers as if he’d gotten them too close to a flame. ‘Two-named girls are way sexy.’

‘Tell me. She worked in this little trattoria. And the way she served pasta al pomodoro was just amazing.’

‘So? Did you score?’

Seth sent Kevin a pitying look. ‘Please, who’re you talking to here?’ He dumped jeans in another drawer. ‘She had hair all the way down to her ass, and a very fine ass it was. Eyes like melted chocolate and a mouth that wouldn’t quit.’

‘Did you draw her naked?’

‘I did about a dozen figure studies. She was a natural. Totally relaxed, completely uninhibited.’

‘Man, you’re killing me.’

‘And she had the most amazing ...’ Seth paused, his hands up to chest level to demonstrate. ‘Personality,’ he said, dropping his hands. ‘Hi, Anna.’

‘Discussing art?’ she said dryly. ‘It’s so nice of you to share some of your cultural experiences with Kevin.’

‘Um. Well.’ The killing smile she was aiming in his direction had always made Seth’s tongue wither. Instead of trying to use it, he fell back on an innocent grin.

‘But tonight’s session on art and culture is now over. Kevin, I believe you have homework.’

‘Right. I’ll get right to it.’ Seeing his history assignment as an escape hatch, Kevin bolted.

Anna stepped into the room. ‘Do you think,’ she asked Seth pleasantly, ‘that the young woman in question would appreciate being whittled down to a pair of breasts?’

‘Ah ... I also mentioned her eyes. They were nearly as fabulous as yours.’

Anna took a shirt out of the open drawer, folded it neatly. ‘Do you think that’s going to work with me?’

‘No. Begging might. Please don’t hurt me. I just got home.’

She took out another shirt, folded it. ‘Kevin’s sixteen, and I’m perfectly aware his major interest at this time is naked breasts and his fervent desire to get his hands on as many as possible.’

Seth winced. ‘Jeez, Anna.’

‘I am also aware,’ she continued without breaking stride,

‘that this predilection—while hopefully becoming more civilized and controlled—remains deep-seated in the male species throughout its natural life.’

‘Hey, you want to see some of my landscape sketches from Tuscany?’

‘I am surrounded by you.’ Sighing a little, she took out yet another shirt. ‘Outnumbered, and have been since I walked into this house. That doesn’t mean I can’t knock every one of your stupid heads together when necessary. Understood?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Good. Show me your landscapes.’

 



Later, when the house was quiet and the moon rode over the water, she found Cam on the back porch. She stepped out, and into him.

He wrapped an arm around her, rubbing her shoulder against the night’s chill. ‘Settle everyone down?’

‘That’s what I do. Chilly tonight.’ She glanced up at the sky, at the ice points of stars. ‘I hope it stays clear for Sunday.’ Then she simply turned her face into his chest. ‘Oh, Cam.’

‘I know.’ He stroked a hand over her hair, rubbed his cheek against it.

‘To see him sitting at the kitchen table. Watching him wrestling with Jake and that idiot dog. Even hearing him talking about naked women with Kevin—’

‘What naked women?’

She laughed, shook back her hair as she looked at him. ‘No one you know. It’s so good to have him home.’

‘I told you he’d come back. Quinns always come back to the roost.’

‘I guess you’re right.’ She kissed him, one long, warm meeting of lips. ‘Why don’t we go upstairs?’ She slid her hands down, gave his butt a suggestive squeeze. ‘And I’ll settle you down, too.’




Two

‘Rise and shine, pal. This ain’t no flophouse.’

The voice, and the gleeful sadism behind it, had Seth groaning. He flopped onto his stomach, dragged the pillow over his head. ‘Go away. Go far, far away.’

‘If you think you’re going to spend your days around here sleeping till the crack of noon, think again.’ With relish, Cam yanked the pillow away. ‘Up.’

Seth opened one eye, rolled it until he focused on the bedside clock. It wasn’t yet seven. He turned his face back into the mattress and mumbled a rude suggestion in Italian.

‘If you think I’ve lived with Spinelli all these years and don’t know that means “kiss my ass,” you’re stupid as well as lazy.’

To solve the problem, Cam ripped the sheets away, snagged Seth’s ankles and dragged him to the floor.

‘Shit. Shit!’ Naked, his elbow singing where it had cracked the table, Seth glared up at his persecutor. ‘What the hell’s with you? This is my room, my bed, and I’m trying to sleep in it.’

‘Put some clothes on. I’ve got something for you to do out back.’

‘Goddamn it, you could give a guy twenty-four hours before you start on him.’

‘Kid, I started on you when you were ten, and I’m not close to being finished. I’ve got work, so let’s get moving.’

‘Cam.’ Anna strode to the doorway, hands on hips. ‘I told you to wake him up, not knock him down.’

‘Jesus.’ Mortified, Seth tore the sheet out of Cam’s hands and clutched it around his waist. ‘Jesus, Anna, I’m naked here.’

‘Then get dressed,’ she suggested, and walked away.

‘Out back,’ Cam told him as he strode from the room. ‘Five minutes.’

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah.’

Some things never changed, Seth thought as he yanked on jeans. He could be sixty living in this house, and Cam would still roust him out of bed like he was twelve.

He snagged what was left of a University of Maryland sweatshirt and dragged it over his head as he stalked from the room.

If there wasn’t coffee, hot and fresh, somebody was going to get their ass seriously kicked.

‘Mom! I can’t find my shoes!’

Seth glanced toward Jake’s room as he headed for the stairs.

‘They’re down here,’ Anna called back. ‘In the middle of my kitchen floor, where they don’t belong.’

‘Not those shoes. Jeez, Mom. The other shoes.’

‘Try looking up your butt,’ came the carefully modulated suggestion from Kevin’s room. ‘Your head’s already up there.’

‘No problem finding your butt,’ was the hissed response. ‘Since you wear it right on your shoulders.’

Such familiar family dynamics would have made Seth smile—if it hadn’t been shy of seven A.M. If his elbow hadn’t been throbbing like a bitch. If he had had a hit of caffeine.

‘Neither one of you could find your butts with your own hands,’ he grumbled as he sulked down the steps.

‘What the hell’s up with Cam?’ he demanded of Anna when he stalked into the kitchen. ‘Is there any coffee? Why does everybody wake up yelling around here?’

‘Cam needs to see you outside. Yes, there’s a half pot left, and everyone wakes up yelling because it’s how we like to greet the day.’ She poured coffee into a thick white mug. ‘You’re on your own for breakfast. I have an early meeting. Don’t pout, Seth. I’ll bring home ice cream.’

The day began to look marginally brighter. ‘Rocky Road?’

‘Rocky Road. Jake! Get these shoes out of my kitchen before I feed them to the dog. Go outside, Seth, or you’ll spoil Cam’s sunny mood.’

‘Yeah, he looked real chipper when he yanked me out of bed.’ Stewing over it, Seth walked out the kitchen door.

There they were, almost as Seth had drawn them so many years before. Cam, thumbs in pockets, Phillip, slicked up in a suit, Ethan, with a faded gimme cap over his windblown hair.

Seth swallowed coffee, and the heart that had lodged in his throat. ‘This is what you dragged me out of bed for?’

‘Same smart mouth.’ Phillip caught him in a hug. His eyes, nearly the same tawny gold as his hair, skimmed over Seth’s ragged shirt and jeans. ‘Christ, kid, didn’t I teach  you anything?’ With a shake of his head, he fingered the dull-gray sleeve. ‘Italy was obviously wasted on you.’

‘They’re just clothes, Phil. You put them on so you don’t get cold or arrested.’

With a pained wince, Phillip stepped back. ‘Where did I go wrong?’

‘Looks okay to me. Still a little scrawny. What’s this?’ Ethan tugged on Seth’s hair. ‘Long as a girl’s.’

‘He had it in a pretty little ponytail last night,’ Cam told him. ‘He looked real sweet.’

‘Up yours,’ Seth said, laughing.

‘We’ll get you a nice pink ribbon,’ Ethan said with a chuckle and grabbed Seth in a bear hug.

Phillip nipped the mug out of Seth’s hand, took a sip. ‘We figured we’d come by and get a look at you before Sunday.’

‘It’s good to see you. Really good to see you.’ Seth flicked a glance at Cam. ‘You could’ve said everyone was here instead of dumping me out of bed.’

‘More fun that way. Well.’ Cam rocked back on his heels.

‘Well,’ Phillip agreed, and set the mug on the porch rail.

‘Well.’ Ethan gave Seth’s hair another tug. Then got an iron grip on his arm.

‘What?’

Cam only grinned and locked a hold on his other arm. Seth didn’t need the gleam in their eyes to understand.

‘Come on. You’re kidding, right?’

‘It’s got to be done.’ Before Seth could begin to struggle, Phillip scooped his legs out from under him. ‘It’s not like you’ve got to worry about getting that snazzy outfit wet.’

‘Cut it out.’ Seth bucked, tried to kick as he was carried off the porch. ‘I mean it. That water’s fucking cold.’

‘Probably sink like a stone,’ Ethan said mildly as they muscled Seth toward the dock. ‘Looks like living in Europe turned him into a wimp.’

‘Wimp, my ass.’ He fought against their hold, fought not to laugh. ‘Takes three of you to take me out. Bunch of feeble old men’ he snarled. With grips, he thought, like steel.

That had Phillip’s brow quirking. ‘How far do you think we can throw him?’

‘Let’s find out. One,’ Cam announced as they stood swinging him between them on the dock.

‘I’ll kill you.’ Swearing, laughing, Seth wiggled like a fish.

‘Two,’ Phillip said with a grin. ‘Better save your breath, kid.’

‘Three. Welcome home, Seth,’ Ethan said as the three of them hurled him in the air.

He was right. The water was freezing. It stole the breath he hadn’t bothered to save, chilled him right down to the bone. When he surfaced, spitting it out, shoving at his hair, he heard his brothers howling with delight, saw them ranged together on the dock with the early sun showering down and the old white house behind them.

I’m Seth Quinn, he thought. And I’m home.

 



The early-morning dip went a long way toward purging any jet lag. Since he was up, Seth decided he might as well get things done. He drove back to Baltimore, turned in the rental, and after some wheeling and dealing at a dealership, drove toward the Shore the proud owner of a muscular Jaguar convertible in saber silver.

He knew it shouted: Officer, may I have a speeding ticket please! But he couldn’t resist.

Selling his art was a two-edged sword. It sliced at his heart each time he parted with a painting. But he was selling very well and might as well reap some of the benefits.

His brothers, he thought smugly, were going to be green when they got a load of his new ride.

He cut back on his speed as he cruised into St. Chris. The little water town with its busy docks and quiet streets was another painting to him, one he’d re-created countless times, from countless angles.

Market Street with its shops and restaurants ran parallel to the dock, where crab pickers still set up tables on weekends to perform for the tourists. Watermen like Ethan would bring the day’s catch there.

The town spread back with its old Victorian houses, its salt-boxes and clapboards shaded by leafy trees. Lawns would be tidy. Neat, quaint, historic drew in the tourists, who would browse in the shops, eat in the restaurants, cozy up in one of the B and B’s for a relaxing weekend at the shore.

Locals learned to live with them, just as they learned to live with the gales that blew in from the Atlantic, and the droughts that sizzled their soybean fields. As they learned to live with the capricious Bay and her dwindling bounty.

He passed Crawford’s and thought of sloppy submarine sandwiches, dripping ice cream cones and town gossip.

He’d ridden his bike on these streets, racing with Danny and Will McLean. He’d cruised with them in the secondhand Chevy he and Cam had fixed up the summer he turned sixteen.

And he’d sat—man and boy—at one of the umbrella  tables while the town bustled by, trying to capture what it was about this single spot on the planet that shone so bright for him.

He wasn’t sure he ever had, or ever would.

He eased into a parking space so he could walk down to the dock. He wanted to study the light, the shadows, the colors and shapes, and was already wishing he’d thought to bring a sketch pad.

It amazed him, constantly, how much beauty there was in the world. How it changed and it shifted even as he watched. The way the sun struck the water at one exact instant, how it spread or winked away behind a cloud.

Or there, he thought, the curve of that little girl’s cheek when she lifted her face to look at a gull. The way her laugh shaped her mouth, or the way her fingers threaded through her mother’s in absolute trust.

There was power in that.

He stood watching a white boat heel to in blue water, its sails snap full as they caught the wind.

He wanted to be out on the water again, he realized. Be part of it. Maybe he’d shanghai Aubrey for a few hours. He’d make a couple more stops, then swing by the boatyard and see if he could steal her.

Scanning the street, he started back for his car. A sign painted on a storefront caught his attention. Bud and Bloom, he read. Flower shop. That was new. He strolled closer, noting the festive pots hanging on either side of the glass.

The window itself was filled with plants and what he thought of as what-nots. Clever ones, though, Seth thought, finding himself amused by the spotted black-and-white cow with pansies flowing over its back.

In the lower right-hand corner of the window, written in the same ornate script, was: Drusilla Whitcomb Banks, Proprietor.

It wasn’t a name he recognized, and since the painted script informed him the shop had been established in September of the previous year, he imagined some fussy widow, on the elderly side. White hair, he decided, starched dress with a prim floral print to go with sensible shoes and the half-glasses she wore on a gold chain around her neck.

She and her husband had come to St. Chris for long weekends, and when he’d died, she’d had too much money and time on her hands. So she’d moved here and opened her little flower shop so that she could be somewhere they’d been carefree together while doing something she’d secretly longed to do for years.

The story line made him like Mrs. Whitcomb Banks and her snobby cat—she’d have to have a cat—named Ernestine.

He decided to make her, and the many women in his life, happy. With flowers on his mind, Seth opened the door to the musical tinkle of bells.

The proprietor, he thought, had an artistic eye. It wasn’t just the flowers—they were, after all, just the paint. She had daubed, splashed and streamed her paints very well. Flows of colors, a mix of shapes, a contrast of textures covered the canvas of her shop. It was tidy, just as he’d expected, but not regimented or formal.

He knew enough of flowers from the years of living with Anna to recognize how cleverly she’d paired hot-pink gerbera with rich blue delphiniums, snowy-white lilies with the elegance of red roses. Mixed in with those  sweeps of color were the fans and spikes and tongues of green.

And the whimsy again, he noted, charmed. Cast-iron pigs, flute-playing frogs, wicked-faced gargoyles.

There were pots and vases, ribbons and lace, shallow dishes of herbs and thriving houseplants. He got the impression of cannily arranged clutter in a limited and well-used space.

Over it all were the fairy-tale notes of ‘Afternoon of a Faun.’

Nice going, Mrs. Whitcomb Banks, he decided and prepared to spend lavishly.

The woman who stepped out of the rear door behind the long service counter wasn’t Seth’s image of the talented widow, but she sure as hell belonged in a fanciful garden.

He gave his widow extra points for hiring help who brought faeries and spellbound princesses to a man’s mind.

‘May I help you?’

‘Oh yeah.’ Seth crossed to the counter and just looked at her.

Long, slim and tidy as a rose, he thought. Her hair was true black, cut close to follow the lovely shape of her head while leaving the elegant stem of her neck exposed. It was a look, he thought, that took considerable female guts and self-confidence.

It left her face completely unframed so that the delicate ivory of her skin formed a perfect oval canvas. The gods had been in a fine mood the day they’d created her, and had drawn her a pair of long, almond-shaped eyes of moss green, then added a nimbus of amber around her pupil.

Her nose was small and straight, her mouth wide to  go with the eyes, and very full. She’d tinted it a deep, seductive rose.

Her chin had the faintest cleft, as if her maker had given it a light finger brush of approval.

He would paint that face; there was no question about it. And the rest of her as well. He saw her lying on a bed of red rose petals, those faerie eyes glowing with sleepy power, those lips slightly curved, as if she’d just wakened from dreaming of a lover.

Her smile didn’t waver as he studied her, but the dark wings of her eyebrows lifted. ‘And just what can I help you with?’

The voice was good, he mused. Strong and smooth. Not a local, he decided.

‘We can start with flowers,’ he told her. ‘It’s a great shop.’

‘Thanks. What sort of flowers did you have in mind today?’

‘We’ll get to that.’ He leaned on the counter. In St. Chris, there was always time for a little conversation. ‘Have you worked here long?’

‘From the beginning. If you’re thinking ahead to Mother’s Day, I have some lovely—’

‘No, I’ve got Mother’s Day handled. You’re not from around here. The accent,’ he explained when those brows lifted again. ‘Not Shore. A little north, maybe.’

‘Very good. D.C.’

‘So, the name of the shop. Bud and Bloom. Is that from Whistler?’

Surprise, and speculation, flickered over her face. ‘As a matter of fact, it is. You’re the first to tag it.’

‘One of my brothers is big on stuff like that. I can’t  remember the quote exactly. Something about perfect in its bud as in its bloom.’

‘“The masterpiece should appear as the flower to the painter—perfect in its bud as in its bloom.”’

‘Yeah, that’s it. I probably recognized it because that’s what I do. I paint.’

‘Really?’ She reminded herself to be patient, to relax into the rhythm. Part of the package in the litle town was slow, winding conversations with strangers. She’d already sized him up. His face was vaguely familiar, and his eyes, a very striking blue, were frank and direct in their interest. She wouldn’t stoop to flirtation, certainly not to make a sale, but she could be friendly.

She’d come to St. Chris to be friendly.

Because she imagined he painted houses, she sorted through her mind for an arrangement that would suit his budget. ‘Do you work locally?’

‘I do now. I’ve been away. Do you work here alone?’ He glanced around, calculating the amount of work that went into maintaining the garden she’d created. ‘Does the proprietor come in?’

‘I work alone, for now. And I am the proprietor.’

He looked back at her and began to laugh. ‘Boy, I wasn’t even close. Nice to meet you, Drusilla Whitcomb Banks.’ He held out a hand. ‘I’m Seth Quinn.’

Seth Quinn. She laid her hand in his automatically and did her own rapid readjustment. Not a face she’d seen around town, she realized, but one she’d seen in a magazine. No housepainter, despite the old jeans and faded shirt, but an artist. The local boy who’d become the toast of Europe.

‘I admire your work,’ she told him.

‘Thanks. I admire yours. And I’m probably keeping you from it. I’m going to make it worth your while. I’ve got some ladies to impress. You can help me out.’

‘Ladies? Plural?’

‘Yeah. Three, no four,’ he corrected, thinking of Aubrey.

‘It’s a wonder you have time to paint, Mr. Quinn.’

‘Seth. I manage.’

‘I bet you do.’ Certain types of men always managed. ‘Cut flowers, arrangements or plants?’

‘Ah ... cut flowers, in a nice box. More romantic, right? Let me think.’ He calculated route and time, and decided he’d drop by to see Sybill first. ‘Number one is sophisticated, chic, intellectual and practical-minded, with a soft-gooey center. Roses, I guess.’

‘If you want to be predictable.’

He looked back at Dru. ‘Let’s be unpredictable.’

‘Just a moment. I have something in the back you should like.’

Something out here I like, he thought as she turned toward the rear door. He gave his heart a little pat.

Phillip, Seth thought as he wandered the shop, would approve of the classic, clean lines of that ripening, peach-colored suit she wore. Ethan, he imagined, would wonder how to give her a hand with all the work that must go into running the place. And Cam ... well, Cam would take one long look at her and grin.

Seth supposed he had bits of all three of them inside him.

She came back carrying an armload of streamlined and exotic flowers with waxy blooms the color of eggplant.

‘Calla lilies,’ she told him. ‘Elegant, simple, classy and in this color spectacular.’

‘You nailed her.’

She set them in a cone-shaped holding vase. ‘Next?’

‘Warm, old-fashioned in the best possible way.’ Just thinking of Grace made him smile. ‘Simple in the same way. Sweet but not sappy, and with a spine of steel.’

‘Tulips,’ she said and walked to a clear-fronted, refrigerated cabinet. ‘In this rather tender pink. A quiet flower that’s sturdier than it looks,’ she added as she brought them over for him to see.

‘Bingo. You’re good.’

‘Yes, I am.’ She was enjoying herself now—not just for the sale, but for the game of it. This was the reason she’d opened the shop. ‘Number three?’

Aubrey, he thought. How to describe Aubrey. ‘Young, fresh, fun. Tough and unstintingly loyal.’

‘Hold on.’ With the image in mind, Dru breezed into the back again. And came out with a clutch of sunflowers with faces as wide as a dessert plate.

‘Jesus, they’re perfect. You’re in the right business, Drusilla.’

It was, she thought, the finest of compliments. ‘No point in being in the wrong one. And since you’re about to break my record for single walk-in sales, it’s Dru.’

‘Nice.’

‘And the fourth lucky woman?’

‘Bold, beautiful, smart and sexy. With a heart like ...’ Anna’s heart, he thought. ‘With a heart beyond description. The most amazing woman I’ve ever known.’

‘And apparently you know quite a few. One minute.’ Again, she went into the back. He was admiring the sunflowers when Dru came back with Asiatic lilies in triumphant scarlet.

‘Oh man. They’re so Anna.’ He reached out to touch one of the vivid red petals. ‘So completely Anna. You’ve just made me a hero.’

‘Happy to oblige. I’ll box them, and tie ribbons on each that coordinate with the color of the flowers inside. Can you keep them straight?’

‘I think I can handle it.’

‘Cards are included. You can pick what you like from the rack on the counter.’

‘I won’t need cards.’ He watched her fit water-filled nipples on the end of the stems. No wedding ring, he noted. He’d have painted her regardless, but if she’d been married it would have put an end to the rest of his plans.

‘What flower are you?’

She flicked him a glance as she arranged the first flowers in a tissue-lined white box. ‘All of them. I like variety.’ She tied a deep purple ribbon around the first box. ‘As it appears you do.’

‘I kind of hate to shatter the illusion that I’ve got a harem going here. Sisters,’ he said, gesturing toward the flowers. ‘Though the sunflowers are niece, cousin, sister. The exact relationship’s a little murky.’

‘Um-hm.’

‘My brothers’ wives,’ he explained. ‘And one of my brothers’ oldest daughter. I figured I should clear that up since I’m going to paint you.’

‘Are you?’ She tied the second box with pink ribbon edged with white lace. ‘Are you really?’

He took out his credit card, laid it on the counter while she went to work on the sunflowers. ‘You’re thinking I’m just looking to get you naked, and I wouldn’t have any objection to that.’
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