














Praise for The Artist Colony


“The Artist Colony is a sumptuous ride through Carmel-by-the-Sea as Sarah Cunningham attempts to uncover the truth about her sister’s mysterious death. Atmospheric and delicious, FitzPatrick delivers a thrilling page-turner woven with artistic flourish. This exquisite novel does not disappoint! Highly recommended!”


—Michelle Cox, author of the Henrietta and Inspector Howard series


“It’s 1924 and a young woman journeys to Carmel, California, to learn more about her sister’s sudden death. She soon learns that the bohemian arts colony is anything but idyllic, as she’s confronted by flagrant racism and intimations of murder. FitzPatrick has written a vivid historical novel with an absorbing mystery at the center of it, and I was riveted.”


—Elizabeth McKenzie, author of The Portable Veblen


“The dramatic landscapes of Carmel, beautifully depicted by FitzPatrick, are central to the plot, whose blow-by-blow story keeps us gripped to the final revelation of Ada’s murderer . . . a must-read novel for anyone who loves historical fiction, art, detective stories, and the West Coast.”


—Maggie Humm, author of Talland House


“. . . FitzPatrick keeps the pot stirred nicely, with revelations popping up like whack-a-mole. There is also a nice sense of scene, capturing this idyllic place on the Monterey peninsula. . . . [This] tale delivers an escape to gorgeous Carmel and an engaging mystery.”


—Kirkus Reviews




Praise for Joanna FitzPatrick’s Katherine Mansfield


Bronze Winner of the 2021 Independent Publisher Book Award (IPPY) in Historical Fiction


“A historical novel reconstructs the life of Katherine Mansfield as she becomes a noted short story writer and critic while battling tuberculosis. FitzPatrick’s heavily researched novel . . . truly gets into the head of the innovative writer as she balances career, a shaky marriage, and a fatal illness while struggling financially . . . the author deftly captures Mansfield’s fervent dedication to her craft and her unwavering hope that she will overcome her illness. A well-informed, intuitive account of a singular modernist writer whose life is cut short.”


—Kirkus Reviews
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For Ada Belle Champlin (1875–1950)


Ada Belle is the ghostly inspiration that set me off on this particular fictional path and the shade and shadow behind the characters and events in this book.




We owe respect to the living; to the dead we owe only truth.


—Voltaire


The tide, moving the night’s


Vastness with lonely voices,


Turns, the deep dark-shining


Pacific leans on the land,


Feeling his cold strength


To the outmost margins: you Night will resume


The stars in your time.


—Robinson Jeffers: Night, 1925





INTRODUCTION


If I hadn’t inherited a landscape painting by my great-aunt, Ada Belle Champlin, and if I hadn’t moved to Carmel Valley, California, because of that wondrous landscape, I would still be in Manhattan and I would have written a different story.


After my husband, Jim, and I moved into our new home, I hung Ada Belle’s landscape over the stone fireplace. I wondered where in Carmel she had stood to paint the country road bordered by a row of eucalyptus trees in a golden pasture lit by a blue sky brushed lightly with white clouds. In the background, a range of mountains graced with purple splendor.


I am not a painter but I think The Artist Colony started on a blank canvas, not a blank piece of paper. I had a palette of vivid ideas. As I brush-stroked layer upon layer of pigments onto that imaginary canvas, it evolved into an historical novel set in 1924 when Carmel-by-the-Sea was a thriving women’s art colony.


I became very curious about an art colony populated by women who, like my great-aunt, had become painters at a time when it was declassé for a woman to do anything artistic beyond needlepoint. Women were expected to marry and make babies, not art. I wondered how Ada Belle succeeded as a painter under these restraints.


Soon I was deep into a mystery plot, interweaving the history of Carmel’s artist colony with the actions of my characters. As my research expanded, I added real people—the poet Robinson Jeffers and his wife, Una; the painters Armin Hansen, William Ritschel, and August “Gus” Gay—and had them meet my fictional characters in the locations where they had lived. Then I stepped back and let them tell their story.


I became a location scout and went in search of the many historical locations in Monterey where I could set my characters, like the Hotel del Monte, Point Lobos, Monterey Wharf, La Playa Hotel, and Carmel Beach.


One autumn evening, my scouting led to Block CC, Lot 13, on Camino Real, where, based on a very old town map, I thought my great-aunt had lived. I must admit that I had low expectations. There are few original houses left in Carmel. (Those that have survived have been enlarged until the original homes are hardly recognizable, if not torn down.)


After Jim and I had cocktails at Carmel’s La Playa Hotel bar, we walked down Camino Real in search of Lot 13. The surf was breaking against the rocky coastline a few blocks away and I inhaled the same brisk, salty air that I imagined Aunt Ada Belle had breathed in when Carmel was an undeveloped coastal village.


Night was falling as we approached a parked car with the headlights left on. Jim knocked on the front door to inform the owner. A man in his early sixties came out, switched his car’s lights off, and thanked us.


We told him we were looking for a cottage where my great-aunt Ada Belle, a painter, might have lived in the 1920s. He pointed at an unlit cottage directly across the street and said he’d lived on Camino Real his entire life. One artist had lived there when he was growing up, and then another artist had moved in around 1973. He gave us her name and phone number. I couldn’t believe my good fortune.


The next day I called Belinda Vidor-Holliday, the current owner of Block CC, Lot 13. I introduced myself, said her neighbor had given me her phone number, and told her that my great-aunt might have been the original owner of the studio-cottage where she now lived.


“We must meet,” she said immediately. “Where are you?”


“I’m in Carmel.”


“Then come over now.”


My heart beating fast, I drove down Ocean Avenue to Camino Real and parked in front of Lot 13. Even in daylight the cottage was barely visible behind a wooden picket fence and under the cover of leafy oak canopies. I had just unfastened the seatbelt when there was a tap on my window. I rolled it down and said hello to the elderly but still lovely Mrs. Holliday. After quick introductions, she invited me to come inside.


Stepping over the threshold was like entering another world, another time. I looked up at the lofty multipaned windows and skylights on the north-facing wall. A shaft of sunlight illuminated a paint-stained easel propping up an abstract painting layered in vibrant colors. Used paintbrushes stuck out of glass jars on a tray of metallic oil tubes. All my senses took in this painter’s paradise and I felt the spirit of my great-aunt applauding my arrival. I could’ve shouted for joy, but I didn’t want to scare my hostess.


Mrs. Vidor-Holliday was well-informed about the history of the cottage, as she too had been curious about its lineage, but she doubted that my great-aunt had built it. I hid my disappointment and asked her if I could see the files documenting the cottage’s history she’d mentioned.


She brought me into a small side room furnished with a trundle bed and desk. While she looked for the files, I hoped I was standing in the room where Ada Belle had slept.


Mrs. Holliday couldn’t find the documents she was looking for, but she asked me to join her for a cup of tea in the studio. We found we had much in common and were soon calling each other by our first names.


When I told Belinda that my great-aunt had been a founding member of the Carmel Art Association, she said there was a photographic portrait exhibition of past artist members currently on display at the gallery. I had only seen a blurry, pixelated photo of my great-aunt, and the prospect of seeing what she actually looked like gave me goose bumps.


“Let’s go,” Belinda said with a twinkle in her bright blue eyes, as if she’d read my thoughts.


In the gallery, we slowly walked along the rows of photographs honoring deceased CAA members since its inception in 1927. Belinda, a longtime member, pointed out several artists she’d known. We were disappointed not to find Ada Belle’s photograph.


On my second visit, Belinda told me she’d found the Architectural and Historic Survey from 1922. My heart stopped when I saw “Owner Block CC, Lot 13: Ada Belle Champlin.”


“Look, Belinda!” I said pointing to Ada Belle’s signature on the deed.


She was as thrilled as I was.


Standing at her printer and copying the documents that proved my great-aunt’s ownership of Lot 13, I felt certain Ada Belle was peering over my shoulder. Every time I return to visit Belinda, who is now my good friend, I feel the same rush of excitement I had that first time.


After I told Belinda the name my great-aunt had given the cottage, she had a wooden sign carved and THE SKETCH BOX now hangs from her front gate. She said it was “the right thing to do.”


—Joanna FitzPatrick





SATURDAY, JULY 19, 1924


—1—


The screaming iron wheels of the Overland Express awakened Sarah to her alarming circumstances. She blinked several times until her eyes accepted the morning light. Normally, she would’ve admired the radiant emerald green and amber patterns cut into the stained-glass window of her Pullman compartment and considered how to capture their radiance on canvas. But today wasn’t normal and she doubted her life would ever be normal again.


Not after receiving a telegram at her garret in Paris informing her that her sister, Ada Belle, had drowned in the Pacific. And now here she was in a tiny room on wheels coming to a halt at San Francisco’s Union Station.


Two weeks ago this death-by-decree telegram from the marshal in Carmel-by-the-Sea showed up under her door just as she was raising her paintbrush to her canvas to start the final painting for her one-woman show at the prominent Nouy Gallery in Paris, and her first measurable success as an artist came to a screaming halt just like the wheels of the Overland Express.


She shut her eyes, returning to the imagined palette she’d been blending pigmented oils on.


Shame on you, Little Sis, she heard Ada say as if she was in the berth above her, rather than lying cold in a casket. Always thinking of yourself first. Try to remember that I am the one who will never paint again.


Your death is not my fault, complained Sarah, gulping down an emotional cocktail of resentment mixed with grief and guilt.


She stretched out her cramped legs and stepped down onto the cold floor.


“San Francisco. End of the line. All passengers disembark!” shouted the Pullman porter as he rapped loudly on her door.


Observing her pale, pathetic face framed in the washstand mirror, she said critically, “You will never do!” Her painter’s hand penciled in the brows and painted the lips ruby red like it was her own self-portrait in need of a touch-up.


A crimson jersey skirt and matching jacket hung in the closet. The chic outfit had given her the appearance of a House of Chanel model stepping out from behind the curtain into the limelight. Only three weeks ago she’d bought it in expectation of wearing it at her first exhibition. But now it seemed unpleasantly cheerful when she felt so miserable. If only she had a black veil to hide behind, but it was too late to think of that now.


The porter rapped again and called out in his Southern drawl, “Ma’am, are you awake?” She asked him what time it was, then wound back the hours on her deceased father’s pocket watch from 6:00 p.m. to 9:00 a.m. and stood up straight and tall, feigning confidence. She pulled down her cloche hat over her bob of unruly auburn hair stopping at her penciled brows.


Her hand froze on the doorknob, suddenly afraid to face the world without Ada. The Pullman compartment had been a safe, dark theater where she had projected their shared memories like a silent movie while the Overland Express whisked her across the country: Ada cuddling her when she fell and scraped her knee. Ada teaching her how to hold a paintbrush and blend oils on a palette even before she taught her how to read.


Sarah stepped down onto the railway station platform. From living in Manhattan and now Paris, she knew her way around hectic train stations. In normal circumstances, she would’ve saved a dime and proudly made her way through the terminal on her own, but not today.


A red-capped Negro porter, easily identifiable in a sea of white faces, piled her valise onto a handcart. “Where to, ma’am?”


“Del Monte Express,” she said, remembering the directions Ada’s friend Miss Rosie McCann had cabled when inviting Sarah to her lodge in Carmel.


“Follow me!” The porter pushed his way into the dense crowd of suit-and-tie men and white-gloved women, indistinguishable faces shaded under fedoras and sunhats. Seconds later, she was drowning in the rush of marching feet. She stood up on her toes, painfully squeezed into Parisian pumps, and saw the red-cap disappear down a long corridor.


At the Del Monte Express ticket booth, he was waiting with his hand outstretched and a wide grin. She tipped him gratefully and purchased a one-way ticket to the Monterey depot where Miss McCann said she could catch an autobus to Carmel.


Above the din of blasting train whistles, a newsboy held up the morning paper in his hand and yelled, “Read all about it! ‘Inquest Verdict: Famous Artist Commits Suicide.’”


Sarah gaped at her sister’s enlarged photograph filling the front page. The ground beneath her tilted and she leaned against a post to stop the train station from spinning. Her hand shook as she fumbled for her coin purse, paid the newsboy, and pressed Ada’s photograph to her thumping heart.


The conductor of the Del Monte Express saw her stumble on the boarding platform and picked up her baggage and then helped her onto the four-car train just as it was whistling its imminent departure.


He found her an empty compartment and she collapsed onto a wooden bench. She stared at Ada’s golden smile under the ominous headline. The familiar photograph of her sister had been taken by a journalist at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. There were very few paintings by women hanging in any museum, and there’d been a huge to-do about Ada’s seascape Carmel Point being displayed. Sarah remembered standing next to Ada and feeling very proud of her big sister’s success and wishing someday her own painting would hang at the Met.


As the train lurched forward, a dapper middle-aged man wearing a gray pinstripe suit and a gaudy pink ascot slid open the door to the compartment. He tipped his fedora, stepped in, and plunked himself down on the opposite bench. He stretched his long legs across the narrow aisle and buried his face behind his own copy of the Examiner.


Sarah pressed down her skirt, squeezed her knees together to stay away from his outstretched legs, and began reading the lead story:


When the renowned art critic Mr. Arthur E. Bye was asked why he thought the famous painter, Miss Ada Belle Davenport, 36, took her own life, he said, “Women artists cannot sustain the force, the strength, the power of concentration, the prophetic insight that genius demands. To create a child is the greatest aspiration of a woman’s life.”


Mr. Alvin Judd, marshal of Carmel-by-the-Sea, added, “Yes. If Miss Davenport had aspired to motherhood and left art-making to the men, she might have avoided such a tragic end to what would have been a fulfilled life.”


You idiots! she cried out to herself. My sister did live a fulfilling life.


Sarah knew from experience the prejudice that the fraternity of art critics held against professional women painters, but for a man of the law to use her sister’s career as the motive behind her suicide was outrageous.


The article ended with the inquest. An inquest that was supposed to be held after Sarah got there, not before, or so promised Marshal Judd when she wrote back to say she was coming immediately.


Within a few days she had exchanged all the francs she had in the bank for US dollars, bought her tickets, packed a few garments, and boarded the HMS Majestic to New York and then the Overland Express to San Francisco.


And now she was gripping her bench and looking down at the rugged Pacific coastline as the miniature-like train sped around a bend in the cliff. Through the salty foam dripping down the windowpane, she imagined Ada reaching out her bare arms toward her, calling out her name. An ocean wave crashed over her head and dragged her under.


How horrible those last seconds must have been. If only I’d been there, I would’ve stopped you. Why, Ada, why?


She pulled down the green window shade to shut out the vision, but it only conjured up another image: Ada lying facedown on a beach. Seagulls pecking at her flowing red hair spread out like angel wings. The carmine embroidered roses of her black flamenco shawl buried in the wet sand.


Ada had visited her in Paris the previous summer and bought the flamenco shawl when they went shopping on the Champs-Élysée. Sarah had admired her purchase and Ada, always generous, at least with her gift-giving, bought her an identical shawl. Sarah often wore it and even now it was folded in her valise.


The Del Monte leaned into a sharp curve and the Examiner slipped off her lap onto the floor. A patch of sunlight fell on the black-and-white copy of Ada’s painting of Carmel Point, bereft of its silvery pink sky and glimmering jade sea.


“Tragic waste of talent,” said the gravelly voice of the stranger seated across from her.


“Yes,” she mumbled, picking up the newspaper and folding it into her satchel.


She turned back to the window, snapped up the shade, and looked at the passing view, only to be confronted by his reflection in the glass, his dark eyes pinned on her from behind. His pearly white teeth below a pencil-thin moustache.


He was like one of those older Parisian men in the Jardin du Luxembourg who would block her path and try to start a conversation. As if she’d be interested in high-fashioned dandies. Her French girlfriends called them les dragueurs and warned her to ignore them. Easily done on a path in a garden, but it was difficult with one sitting across from you in a cramped train compartment, his legs grazing yours.


“I see you’re traveling with an artist’s sketch box,” he said, ignoring her obvious, though silent, request to be left alone. “Have you come here to study art?”


She had no wish to tell him she was here to bury her sister, and she kept her eyes on the pastoral scene of grazing cows now that the train had left the coastline.


“I have a gallery in Carmel-by-the-Sea and I’m always interested in helping young women painters like yourself. Why don’t you come visit me and bring some samples of your work?”


Was it only a year ago that her heart leapt at such offers? She would spend days choosing which paintings to show the prospective art dealer, hoping he (it was always he) would admire her work and advance her the money she needed to pay the rent, restock art supplies, and buy something fashionable to wear at her first exhibit in his gallery. After a few off-handed comments about her work, he’d invite her to dinner. When she was full of wine, caviar, and false promises, the seduction came. She was certain this pin-striped dealer’s offer was no different.


But she was different. She now had a reputable dealer in Paris who had offered her a one-woman exhibition and with her advance she’d bought the Chanel suit she was now wearing.


The yearning for a cigarette and a need to be away from this dragueur brought her to her feet. She excused herself with a side glance, stepped over his extended legs, and closed the door behind her.


Two cars down, she entered the parlor and found one empty seat facing the window. She searched in her satchel for a packet of Gauloises and ordered a black coffee.


Suicide, Ada? For god’s sake, why?


Sarah’s thoughts turned to when she’d last seen Ada six months ago in Manhattan. She and several other selected art students from Académie Julian had come to New York for a collaborative exhibition of their paintings at the Whitney Studio Club, a significant modern art gallery.


Ada had been waiting at the gangplank when her ship docked at Chelsea Piers and had immediately swept her away to Keens Chophouse for dinner. “Please, Sarah, promise me,” Ada had pleaded until Sarah said yes, not knowing it would become her sister’s dying wish.


Keens on East 36th Street was famous for its members’ long, thin, clay pipes that hung from rafters over the regal, walnut-paneled dining room. These exclusive members were financiers, mobsters, and celebrities, and their pipes were identified by numbers. The celebrated painter Ada Belle Davenport owned number 806.


Keens’ maître d’ had ushered us into the crimson Lillie Langtry Room, so named for the actress who sued the restaurant for not allowing women to dine there—and won.


A Negro waiter appeared at our reserved table carrying two champagne flutes on a silver tray next to clay pipe #806, and a small packet of tobacco. With great finesse, he popped the champagne, wrapped it in starched linen, and filled our flutes. Several of the other diners, mostly men puffing on their own pipes, stared openly. I was uncomfortable, but you, never one to avoid making a spectacle of yourself, were equally amused by my discomfort and the admiring stares.


The attentive waiter returned with a tray of raw oysters on the half shell, placed them in the center of the table, shook out napkins in our laps, and slipped back out of view.


In between dipping the juicy morsels in a spicy red sauce and slurping them down, I told you about my recent work in Paris, my teachers at the Académie Julian and my experimentation in complementary colors that had changed my palette and encouraged new ideas onto my canvas. It had to have been the bubbly because I was usually not so forthcoming, particularly with you, who so often found fault in my work.


When only a few oysters were left on the melting ice, you leaned toward me and said, “I have a small favor to ask you.”


I was immediately suspicious. When you asked me for a favor it was never a small one.


You then raised your glass and said, “Ars longa, vita brevis—Art is long, life is short.”


I asked you what this Latin phrase had to do with what you wanted me to do for you.


“Don’t you see. An artist’s life is short,” you said, “and I need to trust someone to carry on my legacy after I’m dead.” You waited until the waiter refilled our champagne glasses and then added, “Didn’t John Middleton Murry publish his wife Katherine’s lifelong work after she died?”


You knew I was an admirer of Katherine Mansfield and would know the answer. “Yes, but Katherine’s dying wish was that he publish only her best work and destroy everything else. He’s a cad. Instead, he published every scrap of paper she ever wrote. He did it for the money.”


You relit your pipe. “Okay. Maybe he’s not the best example. What about Vincent van Gogh’s brother, Theo? When life became too difficult, Vincent shot a bullet through his heart. It had to make it easier to kill himself knowing his brother would keep his legacy alive.”


“We still don’t know if he did kill himself,” I said. “Maybe someone shot him. Suiciders seldom aim for the heart; their preference is shooting themselves in the head.”


“But what does Murry or Theo have to do with your small favor?”


“I’m about to write my will and I want you to be the executor of my artist’s estate. So if something were to happen to me, I’d know my legacy was in reliable hands.”


I felt trapped. I’d moved to Paris to get away from your consuming demands for my attention, which often interrupted my own work, and now I was being dragged right back into your orbit.


“What about your dealer, Paul deVrais? Isn’t he reliable?”


Your reaction was unexpected. “No!” Then with a swish of your hand as if swatting a fly, you said, “Believe me when I say he’s a worse cad than Murry. I would never entrust him with my life’s work. In fact, I’m about to break our contract.”


You then covered your hands over mine and said, “You’re the only one I can trust to carry on my legacy. Please, Sarah, promise you will do this for me.”


I wanted desperately to say no, but the deep scars on your hands stopped me. After our parents died in a Manhattan hotel fire and you barely escaped the same fate by sliding down a rope, you cared for me like I was your own child though you were only six years older than me.


“All right,” I said, “I promise to be your Theo.”


“Thank you, Sarah. I couldn’t ask for a better Theo than my own little sister.”


The word Peace engraved on the pendant hanging from your neck glimmered in the candlelight and my heart sank.


Many years ago, when teaching at the San Francisco Art Institute, you had been upset about the exclusive Bohemian Club of poets, authors, and artists not letting you join their club. They wouldn’t allow any women in their club. They still don’t. So it was just like you to start La Bohémienne Club for women only. The creed was similar to the Bohemian Club. If any member failed in achieving artistic satisfaction they could choose death by suicide, a morally acceptable escape from melancholy or disgrace or plain boredom.


The pendant hanging from your neck carried a lethal dose of cyanide. All the Bohemienne Club members wore one. I asked, “I don’t expect there’ll be anything I have to do anytime soon. Right? You’re not planning to do anything foolish, are you?”


You let go of my hands and rubbed the pendant between your fingers. “You needn’t worry about this, Little Sis. I only wear it because of my loyalty to the Club. You really should become a member. It’s a fabulous group of talented women artists.”


“No thanks. I don’t believe in suicide pacts.”


“It’s not a suicide pact. It’s just a reminder of life’s transience. I’d never really swallow it.”


You took out a small key from your bag. “This opens my safe deposit box at the Wells Bank in Monterey. I’ve been spending so much time on the West Coast that I set up an account there. I’ll put in a copy of the will, an inventory of all my paintings, and any other legal documents that might be relevant. Only you will have a key.”


You opened my fist and placed the key in my palm. It felt like burning coal and I dropped it into my bag.


The Del Monte Express took another sharp curve and the tasteless cup of American coffee that had gone cold splashed across Ada’s photograph on the Examiner’s front page. Sarah patted it dry and looked closer. Yes, there it was. The pendant engraved with Peace.


Her eyes came to rest on what was left of her cigarette. She pinched the end of it and dropped it in the almost-empty packet. There might not be any Gauloises in the remote village of Carmel-by-the Sea.


The pinstriped dragueur was asleep when she returned to the compartment. She stealthily stepped over his legs again, hoping not to wake him.


Outside the window, blurred rows of purplish green artichoke plants passed by in straight lines across vast, flat fields. They were tended by groups of men, women, and even children moving slowly between the rows. It was the first time she’d actually seen the plants growing on black-stained fields or the immigrant laborers who were harvesting them hunched over in the hot sun. Ada had romanticized their labor in her many paintings of Central Coast California agricultural scenes, scenes that had made her famous. Wealthy collectors who had never toiled in the hot fields bought them.


Asian children in tattered clothes looked up at the train passing by and waved.


To fill the remaining time on the train to Monterey and to divert her thoughts, Sarah brought out her drawing pad and began sketching Daumier-like caricatures of Mr. Pinstripe. She put a top hat on his head and gave him a rotund belly like Daumier’s satirical drawings of the fat bourgeoisie.


The drawing helped her forget her misery. Sketching had that effect. Particularly now.


A sudden jerk by the train knocked Mr. Pinstripe’s knees against hers and the drawing pad fell on the floor. Her caricature grinned up at them with a toothy smile under a thin moustache. The likeness was obvious. Unamused, the dealer stood up and took down his attaché case from the luggage rack.


Sarah closed the pad, placed it on the wooden bench, and brought down her valise. When she reached for the leather strap of her sketch box and started to hook it over her shoulder, he stepped toward her. “Here. Let me carry that. I know how heavy they can be.”


“Thank you, but that won’t be necessary,” she replied firmly.


He let out a laugh. “Oh dear. You just arrived and you’re already sounding like all the other independent ladies who flock to our artist colony to make paintings, though I really think it’s to escape the clutches of chivalrous gentlemen. Won’t you give me a chance to help a damsel in distress?” He grinned and reached again for her sketch box.


“I’m not in distress, sir,” she said as she squeezed by him through the narrow doorway.


He caught up to her at the exit door and held up the drawing pad with Sarah Cunningham written on the cover. “Did you forget this?”


Grateful that she hadn’t lost the pad, she thanked him, and put it under her arm.


“I should’ve recognized you right away,” he said, “but your face was half hidden under your cloche and I could never get you to look at me until now.”


“And why should you have recognized me?” she asked, irritated at being at a disadvantage.


“Why your sister’s portrait of you, of course. Such a strong likeness.”


She reddened. Who was this man who had seen Ada’s portrait of her? A portrait that she herself hadn’t seen.


He seemed not to notice her distress—or he was enjoying it—and continued. “Ada told me that you went by your mother’s maiden name, Cunningham, to distinguish your artwork from hers, and I’ve been expecting your arrival, but I hardly thought I’d be lucky enough to share a compartment with you on the Del Monte.”


He took off his fedora and, leaning into her, lowered his voice. “My deepest sympathies, Miss Cunningham. I was very distressed by the facts leading up to the inquest verdict. I knew Ada at times was, shall we say, ‘down in the dumps,’ but I never thought her melancholy would drive her to suicide.”


His hot breath and presumed intimacy were stifling, but there was no space in the small corridor to move away from him.


“How do you know my sister?” she asked, feeling woozy from the drageur’s cologne.


“Know her,” he said, seemingly offended. He pulled a business card out of his lapel pocket and handed it to her. “Ada was my most valued client. I’ve been her art dealer for many years. But certainly you know that?”


Sarah held his card between her hands and reread it several times to avoid looking into the eyes of Paul deVrais—the art dealer who Ada had accused of stealing her artwork and her entire legacy if he could get away with it.


She forced a smile and, shaking his offered hand, said with feigned politeness, “Why yes, Mr. deVrais, my sister told me all about you.”


“After you get settled, please come see me at my gallery. Shall we say Saturday morning? Come early and I’ll make sure we’re not disturbed. We have much to discuss.”


To Sarah’s relief, the train came to a stop and the door opened onto the Monterey depot.


“Where are you staying?” the dealer asked, while helping her off the train.


“Miss McCann has offered me a room at her lodge.”


“What a pity. I’d take you there myself, but I have a previous engagement.” He pointed to a muddy, elongated yellow sedan with viewing windows on the sides and a gaping open roof. “There’s your ride. You’d better hurry. José doesn’t like to wait.”


She declined his offer to carry her baggage to the autobus, he smiled, tipped his fedora, and walked away.


When she handed her valise to José, out of the corner of her eye she saw Paul deVrais get into a smart two-seater Ford driven by a gorgeous, young blonde. Sarah adjusted her lopsided cloche, shouldered her sketch box, and climbed aboard the bus.


With her thoughts on deVrais, it wasn’t until the rickety bus started climbing up a steep incline that Sarah paid any attention to the well-heeled tourists. They had boarded at the Hotel Del Monte depot and sat in their reserved front-row seats as if it were their moral right to do so. The Asians and Hispanics were crowded into the back of the bus. Sarah was embarrassed. Negros were also forced to sit in the back of New York City buses while she and the other whites sat in the front. She lacked the courage then and the courage now to say anything.


The racial discrimination in Monterey was not unknown to her. One of her fellow students at Académie Julian, a Chinese American girl, Moon-Li, was only six years old when her Chinese fishing village was burned to the ground by their white neighbors. Moon-Li’s homeless family then moved to San Francisco where her father helped rebuild that city’s Chinatown after the 1906 earthquake. Later, Moon-Li had worked as a maid on cruise ships to pay her way to Paris, where she could study art in a city where people didn’t discriminate against her because she was Asian. That was not to say the French were racially tolerant—only that they had chosen others to discriminate against.


The bus strained to reach the top of the hill and then turned sharply and started a breathtaking crawl for ten minutes down a bumpy dirt road. The panoramic view of Carmel Bay beneath a cobalt blue sky was just as Ada had painted it.


They dropped down into a small village with scattered shops on either side of the road, rustic cottages and barren lots shaded only by a row of pine trees whose foliage was hardly mature enough to offer more than dappled relief from the bright sunlight.


Ada had told her that Carmel was only one square mile in area, but it was densely populated with painters, mostly women, who came there to create art in peaceful surroundings. Ada had complained about the railroad tracks that the immigrants had laid down between San Francisco and Monterey, paid for by the robber barons of the Southern Pacific Railroad so the upper classes could conveniently spend their holidays at the neo-gothic Hotel Del Monte resort in Monterey. The current tourist pamphlets advertised Carmel as a must-see artist colony, as if Ada and her contemporaries were exotic, caged animals to gawk at in a zoo. But she also admitted that the paintings made by the local artists were sold at the Hotel Del Monte Art Gallery and that put much-needed money in their pockets.


How ironic, thought Sarah, staring at the bobbing heads in front of her, that she and Ada had also been tourists at the Del Monte, but with their parents. Their father, an avid golfer, had played the golf circuit from San Diego to San Francisco to the Del Monte in Monterey with his two daughters tagging along. She had only been four years old, but she still held a sweet memory of their family holiday.


Ada had often told Sarah that because she was such a wee thing, as light as a doll, she could carry her across the hotel grounds to play in the Arizona Gardens and the Mazes. That’s when Ada had started calling her “Little Sis.”


Ada would always start the story by saying, “I’m sure you don’t remember—” which irritated Sarah, even now, because she did remember. She also remembered what happened the following year after their idyllic summer in California.


Sarah lay her head back on the bus seat and let Ada tell her again as if she was sitting next to her, still alive:


You were only five, but because I was eleven I got to go to New York City with our parents to watch the St. Patrick’s Day Parade.


We were watching the Fifth Avenue parade from the fourth-floor balcony of the Windsor Hotel when we first smelled smoke and then there were flames climbing up the building.


It was before the law that required fire escapes on all tall buildings, and the only way out of the Windsor Hotel was to slide down ropes, which hung outside the windows for such emergencies. Ada would always explain these facts first as if that would make the story less horrible. It never did.


Father helped me over the ledge and told me to grab the rope and slide down. My hands got burnt by the chafing rope and were bleeding when I dropped to the pavement below. Mother started down next, but the rope snapped under her weight and she fell several floors. There were no ropes left so Father leapt into the waiting arms of the firemen.


Horse-driven ambulances rushed them to Bellevue Hospital but they were dead on arrival. The last time I saw our parents was through the front display window at Bellevue where corpses had been laid out for identification by their families.


I would trace the scarred burns on your hands, Sarah interjected, taking over their story. I’d predict a happy future for both of us, but you would press your hands together and shake your head solemnly. You began spending days at your easel. I gave up trying to get you to play card games like we used to, or having make-believe tea parties. Desperate for your company, I’d prop up my own easel and paint alongside you.


Our grandparents became our guardians, but it was you who mothered me. And it was you who made sure I continued my art studies, our mother’s cherished desire for both of us. When you were accepted at the Art Institute of Chicago, I went with you, carrying our lunch bags. I’d sit cross-legged on the cold studio floor and sketch along with you and the other older students.


How different you were after the fire, Sarah added, lifting her teary eyes to the white clouds hovering over the bus. It wasn’t just the wounded hands. There was a yearning in your eyes when you looked off in the distance, as if expecting someone who was just out of reach. I hope you are no longer yearning for our parents and are with them now.


The Monterey autobus came to a sudden stop, bringing Sarah back into the present. The view before her was identical to Ada’s seascape hanging on her wall in Paris; it brought continuous sunshine into her dimly lit fourth-floor garret. Ada had discovered a painterly paradise in Carmel and she shared it with Sarah and everyone else who viewed her landscapes.


What could have happened, wondered Sarah, to change this paradise into an early grave?


“Last stop!” shouted José. “Carmel-by-the-Sea!” The passengers climbed down and started off in different directions.


Sarah stepped onto a wooden boardwalk and scanned the deep blue waters that spread out beyond the end of the road. Is that where they found you? Under the cobalt blue sky? The cypresses? The waves crashing against jagged rocks? That white pristine beach?


The brilliant colors faded to black when she lowered her head and whispered, I’m so sorry, Ada. I’ve come too late. Will you ever forgive me?


Ada’s silence was deafening.


José had put her valise on the boardwalk and was climbing back onto the bus when she cried out, “Stop. Please don’t go!”


He turned around and pushed back his wide-brimmed sombrero. “Is something wrong, Señorita?”


“I have lodgings, but I don’t have an address.”


“People living here don’t want to be found. There aren’t any street addresses in Carmel, Señorita. Does it have a name?”


“McCann’s Lodge.”


“Oh.” He smiled. “That’s easy.” He pointed toward the sea. “Head straight down. Turn left on Camino Real. Three blocks up from the ocean. Big white house with green shutters. If you step onto the beach, you’ve gone too far.”


She looked down the deserted street. On a Saturday afternoon in Paris there would be a dozen taxicabs competing for fares. She felt ridiculous but asked, hopefully, “Taxi service?”


“Nope. Just Critter,” José replied, motioning toward a two-story wooden building. A lanky young cowboy leaned against one of the porch posts underneath a wooden sign: CARMEL HOTEL - STAGE AND TRANSFER AUTOS FOR HIRE TO ALL POINTS.


“Hey, Critter,” yelled José. “Can’t you see this fine lady needs your help? Show her the way to that boarding house. You know, where all those pretty paintin’ gals live.” Critter pinched the lit end of his cigarette and dropped it in his shirt pocket. The spurs on his muddy boots jingled as he strolled over to Sarah.


“Howdy, ma’am,” he said, tipping his broad-brimmed hat. “This way.”


Without another word, he picked up her valise with ease and strode down the hill. Sarah slung her sketch box over her shoulder, gripped her satchel, and did her best to keep up with him. Her Parisian pumps—often silenced by the crowded, noisy boulevards in Paris—banged loudly against the hollow, wood-planked boardwalk. The few passersby glanced suspiciously at the new arrival in a red Chanel suit.
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In the entryway of McCann’s Lodge, a short, buxom woman welcomed Sarah with a most agreeable round face framed by silver-white hair pulled up loosely into a bun on top of her head. A gingham apron hung around her ample waist. Her eyes were like dabs of ultramarine pigment and she had full, pink cheeks that dimpled when she smiled—just like Ada had described her.


Rosie McCann asked Critter to put Sarah’s valise down next to the staircase and after handing him a few coins, he sauntered off and she gave Sarah her full attention.


“Oh my,” she said with a gentle Irish brogue, “you are a blessing for my sore eyes. And the spittin’ image of your lovely sister. May she rest in peace.”


“You’re very kind, Miss McCann,” said Sarah, relaxing in the presence of a sympathetic soul after her long journey.


“It’d please me if you’d call me Rosie. Now come into the parlor and take the weight off your feet while I put the kettle on.”


Sarah followed Rosie into an old-fashioned pale yellow room. A bouquet of burnt-orange marigolds posed in a ceramic vase on a green tablecloth. The fresh oranges and apples stacked in a bowl next to it reminded her of a Paul Cézanne still life that she’d copied in the Musée de l’Orangerie. She’d made studies of its every stroke, shadow, and hue.


Rosie disappeared behind a swinging door into the kitchen.


Sarah’s curiosity was drawn to the crowded bookshelves. What an impressive collection, she thought, recognizing the works of Agatha Christie, Arthur Conan Doyle, and Dorothy Sayers. There were also many lesser-known mystery writers.


The next shelf down was a Who’s Who of modern literature: Edith Wharton’s The Age of Innocence, which Sarah hadn’t been able to put down until she found out what happened to Countess Olenska. And there were other memorable authors who had inspired her to seek her own independent path: Rebecca West, Virginia Woolf, Willa Cather, Kate Chopin.


Ada had preferred the romantic poets so they never had to argue over sharing books. They argued over more serious things, like “I didn’t say you could use my sable paintbrush” or “You stole my tube of cerulean blue.”


There was an A–Z Encyclopedia Britannica, a World Atlas, and many history books, including Becoming American; The Asian Experience. If Rosie had read all these books, she was a well-educated woman and her opinions should not be taken lightly.


Sarah picked out California Impressionism from a stack of art books and brought it over to a comfy couch upholstered in yellow roses. She’d just sat down when a small dog ran in and made an incredible leap into her lap.


“Behave yourself, Albert!” said Rosie returning from the kitchen to find the dog jumping up and down on her guest’s lap and sniffing her neck and face. Sarah cupped his head in her hands and looked into his black agate eyes, “So you’re Ada’s Albert,” she exclaimed.


He was just like the watercolor her sister had sent. A barrel-chested, short-legged, tri-colored Jack Russell terrier. He had a frisky white face with a brown patch that spread down over his furrowed brows. Wrapped around his white torso like a saddle was a black patch, and on his rump a black inkblot. She scratched behind his floppy chocolate-brown ears. He looked so pleased she could’ve sworn he was grinning when he exposed a row of teeth that she knew were designed to be sharp enough to pull a fox out of a deep hole.


“Usually he’s suspicious of strangers,” said Rosie, “but your voice is so like Ada’s.”


Albert tilted his head at Rosie and then curled up in Sarah’s lap.


The kettle whistled and Rosie bustled into the kitchen again, the door swinging behind her.


As Sarah stroked her furry friend, she admired the stained-glass lampshades of amber, rose, and jade that gave a burnished elegance to the frayed furniture and spread warm hues over lace doilies on the backs of chairs and tops of tables.


Two needlepoint footstools by the fireplace drew her back into her grandparents’ parlor in Chicago where she’d sat on a stool with a drawing pad in her lap and a charcoal pencil in her hand. Ada was on the other stool, bent over her own pad. They were earnestly copying an Albrecht Dürer drawing in an art book propped up in front of them.


Now, in Rosie’s comfy parlor, white chintz curtains danced with a sea breeze wafting through the open bay window. Sarah sighed. Ada hadn’t exaggerated when she said it was so quiet in Carmel that at Rosie’s lodge, a ten-minute walk from the ocean, you could still hear the surf breaking on the shore. She breathed in the brisk blue air that her sister had found so inspiring.


Albert rolled over in her lap and asked for a belly rub, his paws fanning the air.


“Look out, he’ll never let you stop,” said Rosie, bringing out a porcelain tea service on a tray and placing it on the low table in front of them. “I expected you’d be hungry so I baked blueberry scones for your arrival.”


Albert sat up and wiggled his black-patent nose. “Your treat is in your bowl, young man,” said Rosie. As if understanding her, he jumped off Sarah’s lap and pushed himself through the swinging kitchen door.


“It warms my heart to see him perky again,” said Rosie. “He’s been mourning his mistress and having you here is a godsend. He spends his waking hours at the front door waiting for Ada to return or paces the entryway with his tail down as if it’s his fault she went away.”


Sarah felt a similar guilt.


Rosie poured black tea into delicate cups decorated with shamrock leaves, then looked up. “After Ada found Albert wandering on the beach, and when no one claimed him, she adopted him. They were as thick as thieves from that moment on.”


“How could anyone abandon a cuddly, adorable dog like Albert?”


“Don’t let him fool you, he might look like a stuffed animal, but he can be as tough as nails. Jack Russells are known for their strength.”


“That’s what Ada told me,” said Sarah as she took a bite of the warm flaky pastry. Blueberry juice dripped down her chin. She wiped it off with a napkin. “This is so delicious!” Between bites, she thought to bring up the inquest verdict, but they’d get to it soon enough, and she was suddenly ravenous.


“How long have you lived in Carmel?” she asked. Rosie let go of the white pearl necklace she was rubbing between her fingers and sat up. Her bright eyes met Sarah’s.


“Coming on twenty years. I moved here in 1906, after my home in San Francisco was destroyed in the fire that burned parts of the city after the earthquake. The land developers of Carmel offered homeless artists and university professors, like myself, generous loans to build houses here on inexpensive lots.”


“You were a professor?” said Sarah, impressed.


“Yes.” She smiled. “It runs in the family. My father was a history professor back in Dublin and my mother taught young children. There weren’t many opportunities for educated women in Ireland, so my parents encouraged me to come to America for my graduate studies.”


Sarah glanced over at the bookshelves. “Your library is first-rate. Have you read all those books?”


“Most of them,” she said, looking over at the books as if they were her best friends.


“Where did you teach?”


“At Berkeley College. My main subject was California immigration, starting with the Chinese immigrants who arrived at Angel Island in San Francisco and went in search of gold, but ended up building our railroads. Many settled in San Francisco, but others came to Monterey for employment, and so did the Japanese, the Italians, and the Portuguese. I taught my students to respect their contributions to our country and to have empathy for the suffering they endured to settle here, as they were not always wanted. I still give lectures on immigration at the local libraries, but since the war they are poorly attended. Monterey has a lot of immigrant stories to tell and they’re not all good ones.


Rosie stopped talking to bite into a scone, and agreed with Sarah that they were delicious.


“Several of the other Berkeley professors came here with me to look at the vacant lots by the sea. When our horse-drawn carriage came over Carmel Hill and dropped us into a fogbank, it moistened my parched skin like a healing balm. I felt safe, far away from the threat of another destructive fire.” She drained her teacup. “Your sister’s first impression of Carmel was similar. She too found safety in the fog.”


“She never told me that,” said Sarah, with a bit of jealousy that Ada would share this intimate feeling with Rosie and not her. She’d often wondered why Ada had wanted to move to this remote village, forsaking New York City where she’d thrived as a renowned artist. But “safety in the fog” made sense. After their parents died in the hotel fire, Ada was afraid to even light a match and it took several years before she would light a wood-burning stove.


Sarah felt Ada’s spirit in the room urging her to get down to why she was here.


Sarah opened her satchel and brought out the San Francisco Examiner. “I suppose you’ve seen this,” she said, holding up the newspaper. Ada’s photograph stared out at them from under the suicide headline making both women upset but for very different reasons.


With a turned-down mouth, Rosie took the paper and dropped it in a nearby wastebasket. She folded her short, thick arms. “I’m sorry you saw that, Sarah. I wanted to be the first one to tell you, not to have you read it in the papers.”


“It was quite a shock. The marshal’s telegram had been brief. I had assumed my sister’s death was an accident.”


“An accident? Saints alive, my child! You of all people should know better than that. Ada would never have gone out swimming at night fully dressed. I don’t want to upset you, but your sister didn’t commit suicide.


“She was murdered.”


Sarah put down her scone, having lost her appetite. It took her awhile to respond. “But the article I read said that the handwriting expert confirmed the suicide note was ‘in Miss Davenport’s handwriting.’”


“Poppycock! Anyone who knows anything about crime investigations knows that suiciders seldom write notes. It’s a forgery.”


“A forgery? But why would anyone want to kill my sister?”


“I don’t know, but I do know the inquest was a bloody sham from the start. Marshal Judd handpicked witnesses who had the same biased opinion of Ada’s state of mind as he did. The marshal just wanted to get it over real quick. That’s just the way he is. If it was a murder he’d have a lot more work to do. If it was a suicide it’d be a lot easier for him.” She rubbed her pearls with such irritation that Sarah thought they might break. “My testimony had absolutely no effect.”


“You did what you could,” said Sarah, still stunned by this older woman’s astonishing revelations. She didn’t look insane, but her accusations were bizarre.


“Evidently not enough,” said Rosie, hotly. “When I asked him if he had found any evidence of foul play, he glared at me as if I were an old Irish harpy. I hope you don’t think so.”


Sarah looked down at the wastebasket and the crumbled newspaper.


“Now that you’re here, Sarah, maybe you can pound some sense into him.”


Sarah couldn’t think of an appropriate response and turned away to look at a magazine on the side table. The cover illustration was a masked man holding a knife over a kneeling woman’s bare chest as she gaped up at him, pleading for her life.
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