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Prologue



Annie Payne crossed the square of gravel where her cottage had been and stood on the rocks above the bay, listening to the tide coming in and the November breeze rustling in the hemlock and pine. It was just before sunrise, her favorite time of day, and the eastern horizon had taken on a deep lavender cast. Before long, the spectacular colors of dawn would spill across the sky and glisten on the quiet water. But she would be on her way by then, Annie thought. Out of Maine altogether by noon.

Otto, unaware of their impending departure from the only home either of them had ever known, bounded down onto the rocks. He was a muscular rottweiler, undaunted by Maine’s treacherous coastline, but Annie knew he wouldn’t get too close to the incoming tide. He hadn’t been much interested in water since she’d plucked him from the bay as a puppy, the victim of somebody’s sick idea of dealing with an unwanted litter. He was about fifteen weeks old, gangly, friendly, not a rottweiler of stereotype and, therefore, probably not easy to sell. The vet had said it was a miracle he’d survived. Annie chalked it up to his intrepid soul. Three years later, Otto was as big and muscular and fierce-looking as any rottweiler she’d encountered, but he had a gentle, slightly goofy temperament. He seemed to understand how close he’d come to death and took each day as a gift.

Annie was trying to adopt that attitude herself. She’d gotten out of her cottage before the nameless October storm had swept it into the bay five weeks ago. She’d managed to save Otto, two photo albums, the framed picture of her parents on their wedding day, and Gran’s painting. Nothing else. No clothes, no furniture, no mementos of her trip to the British Isles or anyplace else. None of her plants. Not a piece of jewelry. All of it went.

“Come on, Otto. We have to go.”

He stopped on a boulder and angled his massive head back toward her, his brown eyes soft and confused. Annie felt the tears brimming. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t cry. She had no real family left in Maine since Gran had died a year ago. Her job as the director of a small maritime museum had long since failed to engage her. Her friends would stay her friends, no matter where she lived. With her cottage gone, there was nothing to keep her on her little Maine peninsula, nothing to keep her anywhere.

Turning away from the bay, she walked over to the gravel driveway where she’d parked her rusting station wagon. It was packed with her few surviving treasures and the clothes and essentials her friends had given her in a post-storm party. She’d left just enough room for Otto. Her friends weren’t worried about the two of them heading cross-country together. One, Otto was a deterrent to anyone who might have ideas about her or her meager possessions. Two, most figured she’d turn back before she hit the Mississippi. A few thought pure stubbornness would propel her all the way to San Francisco and a taste of life there, but when reality caught up with fantasy, she’d head back home. They gave her three months, tops.

Annie squinted back at the water. “Otto. Come, boy.”

He stood atop a massive granite boulder and watched her with the lavender sky at his back. She wondered if he sensed her ambivalence. San Francisco and an unknown life lay ahead. She had plans, dreams. Maybe they’d work out, maybe they wouldn’t. Maybe she was being a little crazy and impulsive. She’d banked her insurance settlement instead of rebuilding, and ten days ago she’d found a buyer for her coveted property with its picturesque views and privacy. She had enough money for her new life. But she wasn’t sure about anything except that her father had died when she was a baby, her mother when she was sixteen, and now Gran was dead and her cottage was gone—and if she didn’t do something, maybe she’d be next. She’d latched onto the idea of San Francisco and opening her own gallery, starting over, and now she was going.

She opened the back liftgate, hoping that would coax Otto up off the rocks. He loved to ride. But if Otto didn’t want to do something, she couldn’t force him. He weighed five pounds more than she did.

“Come on, buddy. This’ll be an adventure. You and me driving west. Over hill and dale, from sea to shining sea, amber waves of grain, purple mountains. We’ll see it all.”

Otto plopped down on his rock, tongue wagging. He loved autumn in New England, even chilly November mornings with fallen leaves coloring the ground gold and rust and the taste of winter in the air. Annie frowned, trying to push back any doubts. What if he didn’t like California? What if, on some instinctive dog level, Otto already knew this entire adventure of hers was lunacy?

But she had made up her mind. “You’ll love San Francisco, Otto. You’ll see.” The wind was coming in off the water now, catching the ends of her hair, biting into her cheeks. She shivered in her fleece jacket. “Otto. Come.”

Otto stayed where he was.

Deliberately leaving her driver’s door open, Annie climbed behind the wheel and started the engine. “Fine. I’ll go without you.”

She wouldn’t, of course. She couldn’t. But the threat was enough to get her recalcitrant dog moving. Brow furrowed, he bounded over to the car and jumped in back, where he just fit amidst the boxes and Gran’s crated painting of the cottage on a bright summer morning, window boxes overflowing with pink petunias. Some would dismiss it as tourist art, sentimental and nostalgic. Yet somehow it captured everything that Annie’s life in her cottage by the bay had been.

Before Otto could change his mind, she quickly jumped out and shut the liftgate.

Before she could change hers, she backed out of her driveway without even a parting glance at the bay and the picturesque spot where she had lived her whole life. Here today, gone tomorrow. She’d learned the hard way that was what life was.

It was a lesson she was determined never to forget.







Chapter One



Circumstances compelled Annie to take Otto with her to her first big San Francisco auction almost three months after rolling into town. She would have left him at her gallery, up and running for six weeks now, but the woman she’d hired to cover for her today was afraid of any and all rottweilers. She would have left him at her apartment, but her landlord, who didn’t have “rottweiler” in mind when he’d agreed to let Annie have a dog, was coming over to fix what passed for heat in San Francisco, and he was still afraid of Otto.

Back in Maine, no one was afraid of Otto. The whole town knew he was a big galoot.

Annie parked in the shade on the wide, picturesque Pacific Heights street and left the windows of her station wagon cracked and Otto sprawled in back. She’d let down the backseat not for his sake but because of the auction. She had one item to buy, and she meant to buy it.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she told Otto, as if he understood.

It was a dreary day even by San Francisco dreary-day standards. Low clouds, intermittent drizzle, lapping fog, temperature in the upper fifties. Since arriving in the Bay Area, Annie had developed an impressive collection of cheap umbrellas and always kept several in her car and one tucked in the tapestry tote she carried everywhere. She estimated she’d lost at least a half dozen since Thanksgiving. It wasn’t that it rained all that much in San Francisco, she’d decided, but that it didn’t snow. So it seemed that it rained more than in Maine. She had tried to explain this deduction to Zoe Summer, who ran the aromatherapy shop next to Annie’s Gallery, but Zoe, a native of Seattle, said Annie didn’t know rain.

She felt a rare tug of trepidation as she approached the imposing, ornate Linwood house, an elaborate Victorian mansion in lemon yellow. It was one of the most famous in San Francisco. Lush green grass carpeted a regal front yard, and beautifully maintained shrubs softened tall, elegantly draped windows that were so spotless they sparkled even in the gloom. The Linwoods were up there with the Vanderbilts, Rockefellers, and Hearsts, not the usual sort Annie was used to hanging out with on her Maine peninsula.

A uniformed guard was posted at the end of the brick walk that led to the front entrance. Annie handed him her ticket to the private auction. She had attended a few of Ernie’s Saturday night auctions on the Hathaway farm, inland up toward the lakes. She had once almost talked Gran into letting her buy a lamb.

A different time, a different life.

The guard scrutinized her ticket first, then her. She told herself he probably did that to everybody, not just her. She couldn’t look that different from the dealers and collectors at the auction. Although her wardrobe was still limited, she had on a perfectly respectable outfit: a silk sweater over a calf-length skirt in a dusky blue, with silver earrings and her good black leather ankle boots. She’d pulled her hair up into a passable twist and, given the uncertain weather, had brought along Gran’s Portuguese shawl, which had spent the nameless, devastating storm at her office at the museum. It was black wool with bright crewel embroidered flowers and exotic birds, and Annie suspected it really was a piano cover rather than a shawl. But it was beautiful and rather Victorian-looking, perfect, she thought, for her first San Francisco auction.

“Use the front entrance, Ms. Payne. A guard will direct you to the ballroom.”

The guard handed her back her ticket in a way that made Annie wonder if she had dog slobber on her sweater. Or maybe she was just a tad paranoid because of the strange circumstances that had brought her here today.

With a hasty parting smile, she proceeded up the walk. The cool, rainy winter weather brought out the scent of flowers and grass and earth and reminded her of early spring mornings in Maine. It was the dead of winter there now. She sucked in a quick breath at the sudden stab of nostalgia, the unbidden image of her and Gran watching the fog swirling over the bay from their old wooden Adirondack chairs on the cottage porch. She tucked a drifting strand of hair back into its pin, steadying herself. She was in San Francisco at an auction that would require her to keep her wits about her. She wouldn’t—she couldn’t—indulge in daydreaming about a life that was no more. She planned to enjoy herself even as she completed her rather peculiar mission on Pacific Heights.

“I have to have that painting,” the woman whom Annie knew only as Sarah had told her.

After checking with the second guard at the front door, she ventured down the center hall of the cool, beautiful mansion, peeking into elegant rooms that were blocked off to the public with velvet ropes, absorbing every detail of architecture, design, and decor. Although the house had been unoccupied for several years, it was gleaming, spotless, without a single sign of neglect or disrepair. The Linwoods had put it up for sale. Hence, the auction of much of its contents. From what Annie gathered, necessity—banks, debts, the IRS—hadn’t played a role in the decision to sell. But she really hadn’t done much investigating. She was too busy with her gallery and settling into her new life—and even with her odd mission, there was no need for details. Her role at the auction was simple and clear, and, she had to admit, had an intriguing element of excitement and mystery. She had never represented an anonymous buyer at an auction.

A smartly dressed woman behind a table at the ballroom entrance checked Annie’s identification and took a letter from her bank as assurance that any check she wrote wouldn’t bounce. It was all brisk, formal, and routine, but Annie noticed that her palms had gone clammy. Wishing to remain completely anonymous, Sarah had deposited ten thousand dollars into Annie’s checking account on Thursday morning. It was all perfectly legal, just unusual. What was to keep Annie from ducking the auction and blowing the money herself? But Sarah seemed to trust her.

The woman at the table presented Annie with a white card with the number 112 in large, legible, black print. Suppressing a twinge of nervousness, Annie managed a quick smile before proceeding into the ornate ballroom. Scores of buyers were settling into rows of mundane folding chairs set up against a backdrop of glittering crystal chandeliers, lavish murals of pre-1906 San Francisco and breathtaking views of the bay. Annie found a vacant chair well into a middle row and sat down, tucking her tapestry bag at her feet, suddenly feeling ridiculously tense.

What if someone else bid on the painting? What if she didn’t get it?

The rest of the chairs soon filled up, an announcement was made that the proceeds from the auction would go to the Haley Linwood Foundation, and, finally, things got under way. The auctioneer was thin, white-haired and regal, a far cry, Annie thought, from Ernie Hathaway.

The first items went fast, with only token competition. There was no yelling, no complaining, no hooting. This was San Francisco. This was Pacific Heights. Even Gran, a pragmatic woman who didn’t stand on ceremony, had considered Ernie’s auctions a spectacle.

After forty minutes, the painting came up. Annie held her breath as it was brought out and set on an easel, then gasped in shock the moment it was uncovered. The buyers seated near her glanced at her in surprise. She tried to control herself. She was totally unprepared for this one: the painting was Sarah’s work. There was no question.

Clutching her shawl in her lap, Annie forced herself not to speculate on how a painting by a reclusive, eccentric artist had ended up in a Linwood auction.

She’d first met Sarah last week when she’d made a brief, uneventful visit to Annie’s Gallery. She was an eccentric woman with lank, graying hair, plain features, and a wardrobe of thrift-store clothes. A debilitating condition necessitated the use of a cane. She hadn’t bought anything or asked any questions, and Annie only remembered her because of her unusual appearance—and because she didn’t have that many customers. Then, two days later, Sarah called and invited Annie to tea.

With nothing better to do, Annie had accepted, venturing up to Sarah’s tiny house on a hill overlooking the city. The strange woman was again dressed in thrift-store clothes but was using a walker to get around instead of her cane. Annie might have dismissed her as a lunatic and politely excused herself but for the canvases haphazardly stacked throughout Sarah’s small house. With a grandmother artist, artist friends, and her own experience setting up art displays at the maritime museum where she’d served as director, Annie had developed an eye for art. She’d learned to recognize the real thing when she saw it. And that was what Sarah’s canvases were, without doubt: the real thing.

In her excitement over her discovery of an amazing new artistic talent, Annie had perhaps acted in haste in agreeing to represent Sarah at today’s auction. She hadn’t pressed for any details of who Sarah was or why she wanted the painting or why she just didn’t go buy it herself. All that, Annie had thought, could come later.

Now she had her first hint of why Sarah wanted this particular painting. It was her work, undoubtedly an early piece. The technique was awkward in places, unsure of itself, lacking the boldness and confidence of the canvases Annie had seen over tea. But the essential ingredients of what made the reclusive, eccentric woman in mismatched socks and tattered Keds such a compelling artist were there.

The subject was a red-haired girl of fifteen or sixteen with pale ivory skin and warm blue eyes. She wore just a denim shirt and jeans, her long hair pulled back, her casual manner in contrast to the formal, traditional sitting room background. Even in this early work, Annie could see Sarah’s hand in the unabashed nostalgic mood of the painting, its subtle use of color, its determination to capture the spirit of its subject and get at who she was, what she wanted to become.

Sarah, Annie thought, could have dispatched her to buy the portrait in an effort to get any strays back under her control before going public with her art. It would be a smart move. But Annie tried not to get ahead of herself in case she was wrong, and this brilliant, unknown artist had no intention of letting Annie’s Gallery represent her work.

The auctioneer announced he had a sealed bid for five hundred dollars. Did anyone want to bid higher? His tone suggested he expected no one would.

Jerked out of her stupor, Annie jumped forward in her seat. A sealed bid? From whom? Someone else was bidding on the painting? She whipped around, searching for the culprit. The serious buyers, she’d already figured out, stood at the edges of the ballroom and slipped to the back when something came up that interested them. But she hadn’t expected any competition.

Did someone else know about Sarah? To Annie’s eye, her talent was apparent in the portrait up on the easel, but it was only a spark, a hint of the explosive work the artist might eventually produce.

“Five hundred. Do I have a bid for five hundred and fifty?”

Annie thrust her hand high up into the air. She didn’t care if that wasn’t how the professional buyers did it. She wanted to make sure the auctioneer saw her.

“Five hundred and fifty,” he said in acknowledgment of her bid. “Do I have six hundred?”

In a half second, he said he did. Annie still had no idea who in the crowd was bidding against her. She raised her hand for six fifty. Sarah had anticipated that Annie would be the only bidder and would get the painting for a few hundred dollars, but, unwilling to chance missing this opportunity, she’d insisted on making the ten thousand dollars available. Annie had dismissed the gesture as overly dramatic.

It was a long way from six hundred fifty to ten thousand, she thought, calming herself. She wouldn’t run out of money. She wouldn’t fail. “Bid the entire ten thousand if you must. I don’t care,” Sarah, the mysterious artist, had told her. Annie desperately wanted to succeed, more so than she would willingly admit. Sarah’s work was so incredible—Annie knew it was—that it could be the catalyst she needed for her struggling new life.

The auctioneer looked at her. The bidding was up to eight hundred. Annie pulled her lower lip in between her teeth and nodded.

A murmur of excitement ran through the crowd. Even the bland auctioneer seemed to get his blood up. Annie followed his gaze to the back of the ballroom as he asked for nine hundred.

Before she could pick out who he was looking at, he said he had nine hundred and turned his attention back to her. He asked for a thousand. He was going up by hundreds now. Annie hadn’t noticed any of the fifteen or twenty well-dressed men and women standing in back make a move. She could feel her stomach churning. Relax, it’s not your money. They wouldn’t go higher than ten thousand. That would be lunacy. The artist was an unknown, the girl was an unknown. There was no point. Later, when Sarah was introduced to the art world and acknowledged as a major new talent, maybe there would be. But not now.

Annie nodded at the auctioneer.

Her opponent immediately went up to eleven hundred.

She whipped around and glared, and her eyes made contact with a man in a dark suit. And she knew. This was her opponent. This was the man who wanted the painting of the red-haired girl.

Her mouth went dry. His eyes bored into her. Annie inhaled sharply, certain she wasn’t sparring with a dealer. There was nothing sporting about his expression, nothing of the dealer who took competition and defeat in stride. He wanted the painting, and he had expected to get it for five hundred dollars.

He hadn’t, it seemed, expected Annie Payne.

The auctioneer called for twelve hundred. With her gaze still pinned on her opponent, Annie nodded. She wasn’t going to back down. She wasn’t going to let him unnerve her. She didn’t care who he was or why he wanted the painting.

His expression remained grim and determined, giving no indication he was having any fun at all. He had angular, riveting features and very dark hair, but for some reason she couldn’t even imagine, Annie guessed his eyes were lighter: gray or green or even blue. She tried to picture him somewhere besides a tense auction room. Where might he smile? Where might he not look so humorless and intense? Roaming the Marin hills, perhaps. Rock climbing. Horseback riding across a meadow. Anywhere, possibly, but a Pacific Heights auction.

He wasn’t here for the thrill of an auction, she thought with a sinking feeling.

He was here for the painting.

Annie turned back around and concentrated on her task. Would he let the bidding go over ten thousand?

In another two minutes, it was up to three thousand. Perspiration trickled down the small of her back. She had her shawl clutched tightly in her hands. She was shaking. She resisted the impulse to spin around in her seat and have another look at her opponent. She didn’t want him thinking she was desperate, intimidated, terrified that he would outbid her. She couldn’t afford to goad him.

She had to win.

An old woman three rows in front turned around and frowned at her. Let the man have the painting, girlie, her expression said. Who do you think you are?

But Annie bid thirty-one hundred. And her dark-haired, dark-suited opponent bid thirty-two, and she could hear the murmurs of sympathy for him even as she bid thirty-three.

Then he went to four. Annie didn’t know how he did it. He hadn’t uttered a sound. She whipped around.

His eyes were already on her. Steady, confident. Daring her.

Biting on one corner of her mouth, Annie noticed that everyone else’s eyes were on her, too. The auctioneer waited for her response. She put up all five fingers, hoping he would understand her bid.

He did. “The bid is at five thousand.”

She thought she heard somebody mutter, “Who is she? Why doesn’t she let him have it? Doesn’t she know who he is?”

No, she didn’t. And what difference did it make who he was? She had as much right to that painting as anyone else in the room. More, perhaps, since she was representing the artist who’d painted it.

Her heart pounding, she waited for him to answer her bid. Five thousand was a ridiculous amount to pay for such a painting. People would think she was crazy—until they saw Sarah’s subsequent work. Then they would know and understand.

If she had to use Sarah’s entire ten thousand, Annie thought, she would.

But the man in the dark suit passed. Stunned, Annie glanced back at him. He gave her a mock salute with one finger and retreated through double doors into an adjoining room that she was quite sure was one of the ones blocked off to the public.

The painting was hers.

“Well,” the old woman a few rows up snapped, “I hope she’s happy.”

She is, Annie thought, her relief making her feel limp and a little like crying. She’s very happy.

Now that the thrill of the battle was over, she became acutely aware of a current of hostility directed at her. It wasn’t just that people had sympathized with her opponent, they were annoyed with her for outbidding him. And it wasn’t just a few people. No wonder Sarah hadn’t wanted to come to the auction herself.

Nice, Annie thought. Maybe I can get out of here before anybody finds out who I am.

She pulled her tapestry bag onto her lap, prepared to make a run for it in case someone tried to drag her off to the lions. Why wasn’t she garnering any sympathy? She wasn’t some tall, rich guy standing in the back of the room. She hadn’t tried to burn holes through him with her eyes. What happened to rooting for the underdog?

Mercifully, the runners brought out a magnificent set of rare Austrian china. The auction resumed. Annie got to her feet. She felt jittery and self-conscious, her hands and knees trembling. Excusing herself to each person whose feet she had to climb over, she stumbled back out to the aisle.

A portly middle-aged man on the end said, “You must have wanted that painting very much to go up against Garvin MacCrae.”

“Who’s Garvin MacCrae?”

“You don’t know? I wondered. He’s the husband of the girl in the painting.”

“What?”

But he was trying to see around her, and someone in back hissed for her to move out of the way, and so she did, tightening her grip on her bag and shawl to keep her hands from shaking visibly. She burst out into the aisle.

Her opponent was the husband of the girl in the painting. Well, how was she supposed to have known? Probably he’d intended to buy it for an anniversary or a birthday present. Here, honey. Remember that crazy woman who painted you when you were sixteen? Was his wife a Linwood? How had she known lank-haired, odd Sarah? How had Sarah come to paint her as a teenager?

It doesn’t matter, Annie told herself. You have the painting. It’s yours to return to the woman who had painted it. Garvin MacCrae will just have to find something else to give his wife.

 

Garvin MacCrae unhitched the thick velvet rope that blocked off the drawing room and stepped into the center hall. Several people taking a break from the auction gave him pained, sympathetic looks. They would know who he was. It seemed everyone at the auction did. The experience had been far more of an ordeal than he’d expected.

He hadn’t anticipated Number 112.

She had put up a determined battle, and she’d won, if only because Garvin had no interest in driving up the bidding even further, never mind that the money would go to the foundation he’d established in his wife’s memory. He had expected to get the portrait of Haley for the five hundred he’d bid in advance and in secrecy. He had expected to remain anonymous, hidden amidst the professionals in the back of the packed ballroom.

He could have asked John or Cynthia Linwood simply to give him the painting, but he hadn’t. He was part of the Linwood past not its future. Whoever had murdered his wife five years ago had seen to that.

He saw John Linwood coming up the hall and knew there was no way to avoid him. “Garvin—my heavens, I had no idea you would be here today. It’s so good to see you.”

In spite of his friendly words, John looked tense and awkward. Garvin understood. His former father-in-law had a smart, attractive new wife and was shedding himself of all reminders of his murdered daughter and father. Garvin was one of those reminders.

“It’s good to see you, too, John.” They shook hands, but Garvin couldn’t bring himself to smile. It had been a difficult morning, more so than he’d expected. He wasn’t in a light mood.

“I’m sorry about the painting—”

“It’s all right. Forget it.”

“I had no idea you’d want it. I can’t—well, I can hardly bear to look at it.”

Garvin nodded. He couldn’t explain why he’d wanted it himself. There were so many tragic memories associated with it. It had hung in the Linwood library, where Haley and her grandfather were murdered five years ago on two separate nights. And it had been painted by Sarah Linwood, Haley’s aunt, John’s sister and the woman many believed had contributed to the murders of her own niece and father—or even actually pulled the trigger.

But something about Sarah’s portrait of Haley at sixteen had captured her spirit, her soul, and gave Garvin solace that the woman he’d lost to the violent hand of another wasn’t going through eternity with bitterness or regret. He couldn’t explain what it was. Had Number 112 seen it too?

“I thought it had been destroyed,” John went on. “I had it taken down, but I couldn’t—well, I couldn’t burn it myself. I guess no one else could, either.”

“So you decided to sell it?”

“Actually, that was Cynthia’s decision.” John had lost his wife four years before the murders and had finally decided to remarry a year ago; Garvin hadn’t attended his wedding. Cynthia was seventeen years her husband’s junior and had operated in the upper echelons of Bay Area real estate, hovering in the background of the Linwood family for years. Now she was a part of it. “She arranged the entire auction. I didn’t know until this morning. I might have done things differently had I known—which is probably why she didn’t tell me.” He attempted a smile, but gave up on it. “But I know she did what she thought was best for all of us. Perhaps it’s just as well a stranger has the painting now.”

“Perhaps,” Garvin said, telling himself he believed it. What would he have done with the portrait anyway? Once he’d heard it was for sale, he’d only known he’d wanted it. The last gasp of his old life, he supposed.

John clapped his hands together, as if dismissing any insidious sense of melancholy. “We’ve a buyer for the house. Did you hear? A couple from Chicago. Cynthia found them.” He glanced around the elegant entry of his longtime family home. “It’ll be good to have people living here again.”

Garvin swallowed, tried not to remember the terrible night he’d found his wife lying dead just down the hall. “Yes.”

John seemed to sense what he was thinking. His face clouded, and he gave up on any semblance of normality. “I didn’t expect today to be as difficult as it has been. The memories—well, I suppose this day is long overdue. I’ll just be glad when it’s over.”

“I understand. I certainly didn’t mean to make it any harder on you.”

“You haven’t. Well, Garvin, I hope we’ll see each other again soon.”

“I hope so, too.”

John Linwood withdrew into an adjoining room, and Garvin sighed heavily, cursing himself for having come today. Neither he nor his father-in-law, he noted, had mentioned the name of the artist. Sarah Linwood’s family and friends hadn’t heard from her since the murders. Five years. Now no one knew if she was alive or dead.

Instead of heading directly out as he’d intended, Garvin abruptly about-faced and made his way down the hall to the table at the entrance to the ballroom. The woman who kept track of the buyers and what items they bought regarded him with sympathy. “I’m sorry things didn’t go your way, Mr. MacCrae. A lot of people were rooting for you.”

“Thanks. Who’s the lady who beat me out?”

“I’m not supposed to say—”

“It’s okay. I don’t want to put you on the spot.” In spite of his tensed jaw, Garvin produced a smile. “If you speak to her, tell her I hope she enjoys the painting.”

The woman chewed on one corner of her mouth and glanced into the ballroom. More frenzied bidding was going on. Garvin paid no attention. A runner—a panting college kid—burst up to the table with the tag from a sold item. It would be matched to the number of the buyer, in order to bring item, buyer, and money together at the right time.

As she took the tag, the woman subtly tilted her clipboard toward Garvin. He scanned down to Number 112.

His opponent’s name was Annie Payne of Annie’s Gallery on Union Street.

A dealer.

Garvin gritted his teeth. A damned dealer! She’d paid five thousand dollars for a painting by an unknown, a painting that, as far as he could see, wasn’t worth even the five hundred he’d meant to pay for it. Given the painful memories associated with it, even Haley’s family didn’t want it.

Maybe Annie Payne was compulsive about bidding and had gotten in way, way over her head when he’d bid against her, ending up with a painting she didn’t really want at such a price. Once the adrenaline rush passed and she realized what she’d done, she might have regrets.

Of course, Annie Payne could also be scamming him. She could have known who he was and planned to sell the painting back to him for a tidy profit, assuming he’d play her game her way, which was a hell of an assumption.

Maybe she had another buyer already in mind?

Who?

Garvin swore to himself. It was just a painting. Never mind that Sarah, for all her recklessness and self-absorption, had captured the very essence of Haley’s nature. His wife was gone, and Garvin had slowly come to accept life without her, even if he couldn’t forgive himself for not loving her enough to have saved her. If only she’d come to him with whatever she’d learned about Sarah’s finances, her gambling debts—whatever it was that had compelled her to go back to the Linwood house that night. But she hadn’t. And she’d died.

He slipped out the front door, relieved to have the Linwood house at his back. It had been madness to come today. He should have known it wouldn’t end up as he’d planned. At the very least, he should have known there’d be no avoiding the past he had worked so desperately to put behind him, if not forget.

He trotted down the steps and out to the street, barely aware that the rain had stopped for the moment. The sky was still gray, the air damp and chilly. Halfway down the block, he recognized Annie Payne wrestling with her new purchase at the rear of a small, rusting station wagon.

He slowed his pace, studying her. She didn’t look like a crafty dealer who’d deliberately outsmarted and outmaneuvered him. Most of her blond hair had come loose from its pins and sticks, dropping down her forehead and temples in pale wisps. A brightly embroidered shawl hung off one arm, its fringe tickling the street. One wrong step and she’d trip over it. Garvin felt his curiosity piqued by her. Why on earth had she paid such an exorbitant amount for Sarah Linwood’s painting of her niece?

“Otto,” Annie Payne said firmly, apparently unaware of Garvin’s presence, “you have to move. Now, I warned you I’d have a painting when I got back. So there’s no excuse for being stubborn.” She glared into the back of her car. “Otto, I mean it. Move.”

Glancing into the station wagon, Garvin was surprised to find an enormous rottweiler sprawled in back. Otto, presumably. His massive head was twisted around at her, his big brown eyes studying her without apparent concern or intention of doing as she said.

No, indeed. Annie Payne wasn’t what he’d expected at all.

“Otto. You’re not keeping your end of the deal.”

As if she’d had every expectation that he would. Up close, Garvin noticed she was slender and fit and probably weighed less than her dog. He said, “I see you have a problem.”

“Yes, Otto’s being stubborn.” She looked around at him as she spoke, then took a quick breath, obviously taken aback. “You’re the man from the auction.”

The man from the auction? Then she didn’t know who he was. Or was adept at pretending not to. “Yes,” he said. “My name’s Garvin MacCrae.”

She didn’t blush or go pale; she simply pushed a strand of hair from her eyes. “Hi—Annie Payne. I hope there are no hard feelings.”

He smiled a little. “Not many.”

She smiled back, a glint coming into her eyes. They were pale blue, almost gray. “I thought the crowd was going to eat me alive there for a minute. Someone mentioned the girl in the painting’s your wife. I hope she won’t be too disappointed. Was it going to be a present?”

Garvin’s throat tightened, and he managed to shake his head. A present for Haley. Annie Payne didn’t know his wife was dead.

Who the hell was she?

She frowned, a touch of color appearing high in her cheeks. “I can see you’re still upset. I’m sorry. It was nothing personal. To be honest, I didn’t expect anyone else to bid.”

“Neither did I.” His voice was less strangled than he’d expected.

“That’s an auction for you. I’m not much on auctions myself. When I want something, I just like to pay my money and take it home. I don’t like this win-lose stuff.”

So much for his compulsive auction-goer theory. Annie Payne turned her attention back to her dog, running one hand through her hair in frustration. She caught an ebony hair stick and dragged it out, shoving it into the depths of some skirt pocket. Her movements were unselfconscious, without any indication that she knew he was watching her as closely as he was. He hadn’t expected to find the woman who’d beaten him out to be so matter-of-fact, so guileless—so attractive. He noticed the soft rise of her breasts, the slim curve of her hips, the creamy skin at her throat.

Not good, he thought.

She gave an exaggerated sigh. “I might not get the painting home if this dog doesn’t move. He has to be the stupidest animal in the entire universe.” She leaned forward, hands on hips. “Otto. Otto, I said move.”

Otto didn’t move.

“I thought rottweilers were smart,” Garvin said.

“Not Otto. I think he fell on the rocks one too many times as a puppy.”

Without warning, she balanced the painting against the bumper and climbed up into the back after Otto. Garvin grabbed her shawl just before it hit the wet pavement. Annie Payne seemed oblivious to anything but getting her dog to move. She went in on her hands and knees, leaving Garvin with a view of her shapely behind.

Grumbling and cursing, she pushed the huge dog’s paws in an apparent attempt to get him to flop over onto his other side. He didn’t budge, just kept staring at her with those enormous brown eyes.

“I’m taking you to dog obedience school,” she warned him.

Otto seemed unimpressed. He opened his mouth—one designed for crushing—and yawned, frothy white slobber creeping over his jowls.

“There’ll be no treat for you tonight, bub, if you don’t move.”

Garvin wondered what a dog as big as Otto would consider a treat. He folded the large, beautiful, but rather unusual, shawl. It, too, didn’t fit his mental image of an ultrasophisticated, wily gallery owner.

Annie Payne, it seemed, had her own way of doing things.

Her tone changed as she tried cajoling, talking to her dog as if he were a recalcitrant toddler. “Roll over, Otto. Come on, buddy. Yes, roll over. Otto.” Her tone sharpened, her patience unquestionably exhausted. “Otto. Roll over.”

Otto ignored her.

She backed out, ducking her head to keep from banging it on the liftgate as she dropped back onto the pavement. Garvin handed her the shawl. She sighed, defeated. “He’s paying me back for not taking him to the auction. I’ll just have to wait him out.” She squinted up at the gray sky. “I hope the rain holds off.”

“What if you let him out of the car instead of trying to get him to shift position? Then you could slide the painting in and let him in again.”

She shook her head. “He’s not moving.”

“Isn’t it worth a shot?”

“I suppose.” But she clearly didn’t think anything would work. She turned back to her dog, patting her hip with one hand in an attempt to coax him. “Come on, Otto. Want to go for a walk? Here, boy. Come.”

The big dog blinked at her, then stretched out his long legs, if possible taking up even more of the back of the little station wagon.

Annie Payne regarded Garvin without surprise. “You see? He’s stubborn and stupid.”

In spite of her disgust, Garvin had no doubt of her affection for her rottweiler and knew better than to agree with her assessment. This, he thought, was not his fight. She’d bought herself a painting for five thousand dollars. She could get it home on her own. “Well, I hope things work out.”

“Oh, they will. Otto knows sooner or later I always get my way.”

She smiled, a dimple appearing in her left cheek, giving her expression an irreverent, sexy touch that suggested that maybe Annie Payne wasn’t as innocent as she looked. Garvin found himself intrigued and just a little suspicious. Given his experience with her so far, he wouldn’t be surprised if she did always get her way.

She certainly had today.

“Good luck,” he told her. “By the way, if you decide you don’t want the painting after all, give me a call. I’m over in Marin. My number’s in the book.”

“All right. I’ll do that. But don’t get your hopes up. I doubt I’ll change my mind.”

Garvin narrowed his eyes on her, unable to dismiss the sudden impression that Annie Payne was hiding something. He thought he saw her squirm, just for the flash of a second, under his scrutiny. Definitely, he decided, she was hiding something.

But he needed to regroup, rethink his strategy, before pouncing on her.

The sexual connotation of the image hit him hard, shot urges through him that had nothing to do with paintings or suspicions. He could feel his throat tighten, his body tense. Well, what the hell did he expect? An undertone of sex was the raw, inevitable result of their sparring in the auction room.

He wondered how shocked Annie Payne would be if she knew what he was thinking. Even if he wouldn’t act on such an impulse under the circumstances, the thought of going to bed with her seemed perfectly natural.

Also bloody dumb, he added silently.

“Enjoy the painting, then,” he said, his throat still tight.

She smiled brightly, oblivious to his tortured state. “I will. Oh, and give my best to your wife. I’m sure you’ll find another present for her.”

That brought him spinning back to reality. But he’d turned away from her and thus was spared from answering, from having to explain that his wife was dead.

“Hell,” he breathed, and kept walking.

Ten paces up the sidewalk, he heard Annie Payne laugh in unbridled delight. Garvin glanced back. Otto had decided to move. Seizing the moment, his master shoved the painting in back, shut the liftgate, and skipped up to the driver’s seat with her shawl over her head as the heavens opened up.

Ignoring the downpour, Garvin stood on the sidewalk and watched her old station wagon cough and choke out onto the street.

The woman didn’t even have a decent car. How could she have afforded to pay five thousand dollars for a painting he doubted was worth even five hundred?

It was a question, he knew, that needed an answer.







Chapter Two



Annie drove across Divisadero to upper Market Street and found her way to the tangle of streets where the reclusive painter she knew only as Sarah lived. She grabbed a parking space on a narrow street below the little hilltop bungalow. To get to it, she had to take a set of stone stairs that ran up the steep hill between two pale-colored stucco houses. She was still getting used to how San Francisco, built on forty-odd hills between ocean and bay and crunched for space, piled houses on top of each other and tucked them into every possible nook and cranny.

Having become adept at parallel parking in her three months in the city, Annie got her car into the small space on the first try. She laid down the law to Otto and, taking no chances with Sarah’s painting in back, locked all her doors. She didn’t bother with her shawl or an umbrella. The rain had stopped, and the sun seemed to want to come out. It might decide yes; it might decide no. She’d given up trying to predict San Francisco weather.

She took the stone stairs two at a time, arriving at a little cul-de-sac—a turnaround, really—with several small houses built around it. A street curved sharply, and almost vertically, down the other side of the hill, but Annie hadn’t quite figured out how to get to it from the bottom. Even her map of San Francisco hadn’t really helped. Back in her part of Maine, there wasn’t a road she didn’t know.

Perched on the edge of the hill, Sarah’s pale pink clapboard bungalow would have been a mundane house but for its sweeping views of the city and the bay, stretching not quite from the Golden Gate Bridge east to the Oakland Bay Bridge. Even now, her heart still pounding from the Linwood auction and her encounter with Garvin MacCrae, Annie took a moment to appreciate the picturesque San Francisco skyline, the tufts of fog clinging to dips and valleys, the impressive expanse of the Bay Bridge, the bay gleaming in the distance. Nothing, she thought, seemed to detract from the beauty of her adopted city.

The little house had no yard, not even a scrap of grass, nor was there a front porch or front steps. Only a sloping square of concrete marked the entrance. Pots of hydrangea on either side of the white-painted front door would be a nice touch, Annie thought. Gran had always hated a bare entrance. Anyone, she’d maintained, could manage to grow something with a packet of seeds and a few cheap pots of dirt.

But Gran had never met Sarah. Not only was she possibly incapable of such endeavors, she seemed thoroughly disinterested in her surroundings.

Annie rapped on the front door. “Sarah? It’s me, Annie Payne.”

“Door’s open.”

Given the dampness, the door stuck. Annie had to push on it with her shoulder.

She found Sarah sitting in her rattan chair to the right of the front door, from which she could take in the impressive views of the city and still see who came into her house. How, Annie wondered again, had this woman ended up painting such an intimate portrait of a Linwood? With her fair skin and horsey jaw, her faint eyelashes and eyebrows, she had none of the wealth and sophistication of the Linwoods. Her reddish, softly curling hair was erratically chopped, probably by her own hand, and going gray ungracefully. But her eyes were a vivid, penetrating blue, her best, and most revealing, feature.

She studied Annie without moving from her chair. Today she wore navy stretch pants and an oversize white polyester pullover with a fuzzy, bright yellow sunflower stamped on the front. She was a tall woman, at least five ten, but whatever condition she suffered from had left her stooped and gnarled. Despite her swollen, twisted joints, she continued to work, which Annie found nothing short of amazing. Her bungalow seemed as suited to her lifestyle as her functional attire. It was set up less for living than for working. Every available space—shelves, counters, cupboards, walls—in both the kitchen to the left of the front door and the living room to the right was crammed with canvases, paints, brushes, supplies, paper, drawings, books. Yet Annie detected nothing deliberate or affected about how Sarah lived. She wasn’t playing to anyone’s idea of who she was or how she should live but her own.

“Did you get the painting?” she asked without preamble.

Annie nodded. “I had to pay more than I thought I would.”

“Over ten thousand?”

“No. Five on the nose.”

“Then there’s not a problem. Where is it?”

“Down in my car. I thought I should make sure you were here before I brought it up.”

“Where else would I be? Go get it, please.” Her thin mouth twitched into the self-deprecating smile of a woman who had no illusions about who she was. “I’ll wait right here.”

Annie retreated and raced down the stone steps back down to the street, her pulse racing. Her first two visits to the pink cottage, peculiar as they were, hadn’t given her a false reading of the reclusive artist’s talent. Even one quick glance at Sarah’s work had reassured her that she was right. Here was a stunning artistic discovery.

Otto gave her no trouble when she removed the painting. Indeed, he seemed glad to be rid of it and immediately reclaimed the entire back of the station wagon. “Behave,” Annie warned him, and started back up the steps. She was slightly winded from excitement and exertion. The painting, at least, wasn’t heavy, just awkward. She wondered if the girl who’d sat for Sarah had framed it herself, if she’d ever even owned it herself. Would she be disappointed now, as an adult, when her husband reported that he’d tried to buy it and failed?

All was fair at an auction, Annie reminded herself. If Garvin MacCrae had wanted to pay ten thousand and ten dollars, he’d have gotten the painting. She needn’t feel guilty. But as she labored up the stone steps, breathing in the damp smells of the northern California winter, she remembered his expression at her mention of his wife and felt a pang of regret. Still, the painting was Sarah’s work. She had a right to it, and she’d paid for it, fair and square.

“Set it over in the corner,” Sarah said when Annie, slightly winded, came through the door.

She leaned the painting against a kitchen counter. Seeing it amidst other examples of Sarah’s work, Annie was even more confident of her assessment. This was the artist early in her development. Her style wasn’t set, wasn’t polished, but it was very much there.

Using her walker, Sarah pulled herself slowly to her feet. She seemed to be in more pain today; perhaps the dampness made her stiffer. She struggled over to the counter where Annie had set the painting. “She was a lovely child.” Her eyes misted unexpectedly. “I didn’t do her justice.”

“Then it is your work,” Annie said, her excitement subdued by Sarah’s unexpectedly somber mood.

“Yes.” Her voice was barely audible. She tried to straighten but winced in pain, her spine remaining stooped. She turned to Annie, her vivid eyes shining with tears. “Thank you. I knew I hadn’t made a mistake when I chose you.”

“Why did you? Choose me, I mean. I haven’t quite figured that one out.”

Sarah shrugged, then said simply, “I’ve been to your gallery.”





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
(ARLA
NEGGERS

JUST BEFORE
SUNRISE

&

POCKET BOOKS
ndon Toronto  Sydney Singapore





OEBPS/Images/fm.jpg
(ARLA
NEGGERS

JUST BEFORE
SUNRISE

POCKET BOOKS





