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Praise for The Color of Ice


“In Barbara Linn Probst’s exquisite new novel, The Color of Ice, we are treated to a passionate tale of love, loss, redemption, and healing as seen through the power of glass and ice. Color, form, and light ignite this woman’s journey by an artist who manages to open Cathryn’s closed heart. Probst gifts the reader with a seamless, rich portrayal of Iceland and how its natural beauty reflects and transforms everyone who touches its magnificent landscape.”


—Lisa Barr, New York Times best-selling author of Woman on Fire


“A brilliant novel of art and passion set against a stunning Icelandic backdrop. Through vivid descriptions and a keen insightfulness, Probst creates a seamless journey of self-discovery culminating in acceptance, healing, and ultimately, unconditional love.”


—Rochelle Weinstein, author of When We Let Go


“Seamlessly portrayed, tenderly sculpted, The Color of Ice is an alluring, stunning literary vision that will stay in your mind long after you finish it.”


—Weina Dai Randel, author of The Last Rose of Shanghai


“An engaging narrative with an ending you won’t expect. A sensitive and sensual story of renewal.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Writing with beauty and insight, Barbara Linn Probst explores the power of landscape to influence the unfolding of artistic creation and the mysterious journey from passion to unconditional love and redemption.”


—JoAnne Tompkins, author of What Comes After


“Once again, Barbara Linn Probst’s lyrical writing takes readers on a splendid journey into parts unknown. In The Color of Ice, she combines the dramatic backdrop of Iceland’s rugged volcanic landscapes and majestic blue icebergs with the delicate art of glassblowing to create an intriguing exploration of the re-awakening of passion. Nothing is predictable as the story unfolds through the nuanced magic of Probst’s words.”


—Patricia Sands, author of the Love in Provence series


“In The Color of Ice, Barbara Linn Probst has gifted us with another luminous story of art and passion—a tale of discovery and forgiveness that moves like a glassblower’s rod, always turning, always moving, all the way to its stunning ending.”


—Diane Zinna, author of The All-Night Sun


“In The Color of Ice, Barbara Linn Probst gives us a vivid travelogue, an ode to art, and a compelling journey of self-discovery—all in one remarkable, utterly engrossing novel. The two main characters—one cerebral and restrained, the other corporeal and instinctual—find in each other the key to unlock their artistic voice.”


—Katherine Gray, award-winning glass artist and resident evaluator on the Netflix series Blown Away














Praise for The Sound Between the Notes




[image: image] Gold Medalist, Sarton Award for Contemporary Fiction


[image: image] Silver Medalist, Nautilus Book Award for Fiction


[image: image] Named one of the Best Indie Books of 2021 by the editors at Kirkus Reviews




“In her second novel, Barbara Linn Probst delivers yet another powerful story, balancing lyrical language with a skillfully paced plot to build a sensory-rich world that will delight those who loved Queen of the Owls and win countless new readers. Offering a deep exploration of the search for identity and connection, The Sound Between the Notes reminds us to embrace everything we are—and everything that’s made us who we are.”


—Julie Cantrell, New York Times and USA TODAY best-selling author of Perennials


“Beautifully told, The Sound Between the Notes is a story of tragedy and triumph, of the push and pull of family, of the responsibility we feel to ourselves and those we love. Once I started the book, I couldn’t put it down until I reached the last gorgeously written note.”


—Loretta Nyhan, author of The Other Family and Amazon charts bestseller Digging In


“Family ties can bind or blind us—even with relatives we’ve never met. In The Sound Between the Notes, trails of music connect generations separated by adoption—while the same notes threaten a family believed sewn with steel threads. In this spellbinding novel, Barbara Linn Probst examines how the truth of love transcends genetics even as strands of biology grip us. Once you begin this story, suffused with the majesty of music and the reveries of creation, the ‘gotta know’ will carry you all the way to the final note.”


—Randy Susan Meyers, international best-selling author of Waisted, The Comfort of Lies, and Accidents of Marriage




“Probst writes very well and convincingly. The characters are well drawn and the tight plot is just one agonizing twist after another.… The climax, on the night of her performance, is a tour de force steeped in suspense, and Susannah’s subsequent revelations are satisfying and authentic. A sensitive, astute exploration of artistic passion, family, and perseverance.”




—Kirkus, starred review


“As soaring as the music it so lovingly describes, poignantly human, and relatable to anyone who’s ever wondered if it’s too late for their dream, The Sound Between the Notes is an exploration of our vulnerability to life’s timing and chance occurrences that influence our decisions, for better or worse. Probst creates her trademark intelligent suspense as Susannah, an adoptee trying for a midlife resurrection of an abandoned music career, confronts lifelong questions of who she is. A story that speaks to our universal need to have someone who believes in us unequivocally, and how that person had better be ourselves.”


—Ellen Notbohm, award-winning author of he River by Starlight


“A great story that had me turning the pages nonstop, a tale of passion, identity, and art.… The Sound Between the Notes is so beautiful, so lyrical, so musical that it was hard to put down. It is a story that will not only appeal to fans of music but to mothers and anyone looking for a good read. This is a wonderful story from a skillful writer, one that appeals strongly to the heart. It features awesome characters, a twisty plot, and gorgeous writing.”


—Readers’ Favorite Reviews














Praise for Queen of the Owls
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“A nuanced, insightful, culturally relevant investigation of one woman’s personal and artistic awakening, Queen of the Owls limns the distance between artist and muse, creator and critic, concealment and exposure, exploring no less than the meaning and the nature of art.”


—Christina Baker Kline, #1 New York Times bestselling author of A Piece of the World, Orphan Train, and The Exiles


“This is a stunner about the true cost of creativity, and about what it means to be really seen. Gorgeously written and so, so smart (and how can you resist any novel that has Georgia O’Keeffe in it?), Probst’s novel is a work of art in itself.”


—Caroline Leavitt, best-selling author of Pictures of You, Cruel Beautiful World, and With You or Without You


“Queen of the Owls is a powerful novel about a woman’s relation to her body, diving into contemporary controversies about privacy and consent. A ‘must-read’ for fans of Georgia O’Keeffe and any woman who struggles to find her true self hidden under the roles of sister, mother, wife, and colleague.”


—Barbara Claypole White, author of The Perfect Son and The Promise Between Us


“Probst’s well-written and engaging debut asks a question every woman can relate to: what would you risk to be truly seen and understood? The lush descriptions of O’Keeffe’s work and life enhance the story and help frame the enduring feminist issues at its center.”


—Sonja Yoerg, author of True Places and Stories We Never Told


“Probst plumbs the depths of Elizabeth’s desperation with a delicacy that underlines the brutal truths her protagonist must face.… A thought-provoking, introspective examination of self and sexuality.”


—Booklist


“A gifted storyteller, Barbara Linn Probst writes with precision, empathy, intelligence, and a deep understanding of the psychology of a woman’s search for self.”


—Sandra Scofield, National Book Award finalist and author of The Last Draft and Swim: Stories of the Sixties
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The end precedes the beginning,


And the end and the beginning were always there


Before the beginning and after the end.


And all is always now.


T.S. Eliot, Burnt Norton












Part One:

Blue Ice
















One






The view from the window of the Icelandair 757 wasn’t at all what Cathryn had expected. She had chosen Iceland for her first truly impulsive act in fifteen years—rather than, say, Maui or the Bahamas—precisely because of its starkness, yet the glittering azure of the water looked more tropical than Arctic.


Until a week ago, the notion of going to Iceland had never crossed her mind. She had a full calendar back in America, no Icelandic roots, not even a bucket list of remote destinations. When she told Rachel where she was going, her daughter’s first reaction had been a skeptical: “Really?” And then: “The northern lights—and Björk!”


Cathryn didn’t know who or what Björk was, and Rachel had rolled her eyes at her mother’s un-coolness, the latest example in an endless string of ways that Cathryn had failed to be the person Rachel thought she should be. “She’s just about the most incredible musician on the planet,” Rachel had said, finally.


Cathryn had tried to look suitably impressed. “On the planet. My goodness.”


“I’m serious.”


“I know you are. And I’ll look her up while I’m there, I promise.”


Rachel had given a pained sigh. “You don’t look her up, like someone’s cousin. I’m just saying she’s from Iceland.”


It was yet another conversation that didn’t work, and Cathryn had changed the subject. That was a week ago. The days that followed had been filled with too many last-minute tasks to spend time courting her daughter’s elusive approval.


Turning to the window again, Cathryn tried to catch a glimpse of Reykjavik, Iceland’s capital, but the plane banked to the right and the view shifted. A trail of thin white clouds, delicate as shredded lace, obscured the sapphire shore she had been admiring only moments earlier. The brilliant coastline, gone already.


The clouds thickened as the plane began its descent. The cabin lights dimmed, and the flight attendants made their announcements, in lilting English, about arrival time and temperature on the ground and the carousel where their bags would be waiting. Cathryn had checked her suitcase through at JFK—something she almost never did—but it was impossible to fit everything she needed for ten days of unpredictable weather into her navy blue carryon. Two of those days were for a freelance job, an interview and photo shoot with a glassblower who had some sort of project about icebergs. The other eight were for her. Eight days in an unfamiliar country, doing whatever she wanted.


Whatever she wanted. As if she knew what that was.


She had told each of her children a different story. She’d told Judah that she had a demanding business assignment, and he shouldn’t try to reach her unless it was urgent. It was partly a lie, but he was twenty-two years old, for heaven’s sake. Surely he could manage for ten days without running to his mama to haul him out of a jam.


She’d told Rachel that she was taking a vacation, leaving out the part about the job. Another freelance assignment wouldn’t elicit the admiration of her hard-to-please firstborn, but a trip to a wild and unfamiliar country might. And it would be a vacation, as soon as she finished with the glassblower person.


The landing at Keflavik Airport was as smooth and efficient as the flight had been. Within thirty minutes, Cathryn’s passport had been stamped, her suitcase retrieved, and her dollars exchanged for krónur. Even the people at the Avis desk were pleasant and quick. Since she didn’t plan on venturing far from the Ring Road, the well-traveled highway that circled the country, she opted for a two-wheel drive Kia.


The Avis representative handed her the keys and a special iPad that came with her Icelandair tour package, a combination guidebook and GPS. “Here you go, then. Have a wonderful trip.”


“Thank you,” Cathryn said, although wonderful wasn’t an adjective she would have chosen. Safe, maybe. Or pleasant. She hadn’t expected wonderful in a long time.


She had taken the red-eye from Kennedy, landing in Iceland at sunrise. That gave her a day to recover from jet lag and get to the meeting place at the iceberg lagoon, a spot on the southeast coast with an unpronounceable Icelandic name. She’d looked it up and had seen at once, from its turquoise splendor, why the people at Shades of Blue wanted it for their logo.


Shades of Blue was a new client, an organization of artists’ representatives headed by a woman named Renata Singer who was pencil-thin, sleek, and stylish, with neon-blue hair. According to Renata, blue represented truth, wisdom, intuition, tranquility, and renewal. “So it’s perfect for us,” she told Cathryn when they met to discuss the job.


Renata had crossed her legs and swung a stiletto-clad foot back and forth. “Here’s what we were thinking. Something dynamic—you know, art in the process of creation, artist getting inspired, that sort of thing.”


Cathryn skimmed their list of blue nouns. Truth, intuition, tranquility. She pictured a cool expanse of water, sky, the sea. “Something blue. A blue place, a real one, that inspires one of your artists.”


Renata’s leg stopped swinging. “That’s good. I like it.” She turned to the two men seated across from her.


“Do we have any blue projects?” one of them asked.


“Actually, we do.” It was the third partner, an older man with a silver goatee. “That blue lagoon place. I think it’s in Denmark or something. That glassblower fellow is going there.”


“You mean Mack,” Renata said. “But I don’t think it’s Denmark.”


The man with the goatee took out his phone. “Hey Siri, where is the Blue Lagoon?”


Siri’s too-friendly voice chirped, “I found one option. Blue Lagoon near Grindavík on the Reykjanes Peninsula.”


The man tapped on the link. “It’s in Iceland.” He showed Renata the phone.


“Iceland. Right,” she said. “But that’s not the place. He was talking about a different lagoon, something with icebergs.”


She returned her attention to Cathryn. “It’s an interesting idea but, as you can imagine, quite beyond our budget. We aren’t about to fly you off to the middle of whatever just so you can take some photos.”


Cathryn nodded. “Of course.” But something seized inside her. Less than two days ago, when she’d met Rachel for one their rare Manhattan lunches, Rachel had propped her chin on her hand and gazed at her mother mournfully. “Really, Mom,” Rachel had sighed. “You should jump off the high dive once in a while. Go someplace crazy and exotic. Bangkok, Marrakesh.”


Someplace crazy and exotic. Easy for Rachel to say. What seemed obvious when you were a blithe twenty-four-year-old was impossible for a middle-aged loner like her.


And yet.


Cathryn stared at Renata. Not the heat and crowds, the spices and swirling colors of Morocco. The opposite. A place made of rock and ice, forged by glaciers and volcanoes.


“You have an artist going there?”


“We do. He’s got some project. I can’t remember the details.” Renata gave Cathryn a pointed look. “As I said, we’re not sending a consultant halfway around the world for a publicity gig. No offense.”


Cathryn felt her spine elongate, as if her body were an arrow, aiming her where she needed to go. “I’ll pay my own way.”


“Excuse me?”


She fixed her eyes on Renata’s. “It won’t cost you anything, except the fee you were going to pay me anyway. I’ll go there on my own nickel.” She was speaking rapidly now, surer and surer of the rightness of her idea. “I’ll interview your glass person while he’s working or getting inspired or whatever he’s gone there to do. I’ll shoot him with that blue ice thing in the background. It’ll be stunning.”


Renata frowned. “Why would you want to fork over your own money?”


“It’s something I’ve been needing to do. A mini-vacation. And if I can do some work while I’m there—well, so much the better.”


Not just some work. Some extraordinary work, a portfolio centerpiece that could lift her career to a whole new level. The possibility hadn’t occurred to Cathryn when she began speaking, but she could almost see it now, a portrait of the mysterious blue icebergs that merged the commercial and artistic. Shades of Blue. Ice and sky.


She offered Renata her best smile. “Consider it a lucky convergence.”


Renata looked at her colleagues. “It’s okay with me. Unless either of you has an objection?”


“You’re not going to try to hit us up with your expenses, are you?”


“Not at all. As I said, just the fee we agreed on.” Cathryn’s heart was galloping wildly now. “I can’t remember the last time I’ve gone on a vacation.”


“If it were me,” Renata said, “going off alone, I’d do a Club Med cruise.”


The goateed man threw Cathryn a quick glance. “She can take it off her taxes. Works for everyone.”


“Fine.” Renata uncrossed her legs and stood. “Let’s give Cathryn a thumbs-up and let Mack know when she’ll meet up with him.”


Cathryn felt something lift in her chest, opening like a pair of wings. She knew almost nothing about Iceland—northern lights, horses, and now this blue ice—but she was going there.


She’d had an impulse and, for once, she’d acted on it. Just because.












Two






All Cathryn wanted, as she pulled out of the Avis lot, was to go straight to the guesthouse and sleep off the jetlag that was making her feel gritty and foul, but her sunrise landing meant that check-in time was hours away.


She could head to the little town of Hvolsvöllur and wait for the guesthouse to open, or she could do what all the tourists did when they landed at Keflavik and visit the Blue Lagoon—not the iceberg place on the southern coast where she was meeting the glassblower, but the famous site near the airport that Siri had found for Shades of Blue. The Blue Lagoon was a man-made lake whose geothermal seawater was supposed to cleanse, heal, and undo the effects of aging. There was even a shuttle bus from the airport so Icelandair passengers could stop for a rejuvenating plunge on their way to Europe or the US.


Well, Cathryn thought, she was a tourist—or would be, soon enough.


She arrived at the Blue Lagoon just as the Welcome Center was opening. Dutifully, she extended her arm for the electronic wristband, then showered and stowed her flip-flops and robe in a locker. Edging into the steaming water, she saw that the Blue Lagoon was really a series of lagoons connected by bridges and waterfalls. Even at this hour, it was filling with visitors. People clustered at swim-up bars to get silica and algae to spread on their faces, then disappeared into the sulfur-laden mist that rose from the water, faces covered with white goo, hair piled on top of their heads in alien-looking swirls.


Cathryn made her way from one pool to another and tried not to feel self-conscious as she realized that she was the only person who was there by herself. There were couples, families, friends, posing for selfies or toasting each other with plastic cups of seltzer and wine. She fought the urge to explain—to someone—that she was just passing through on her way to a business meeting, then told herself it was ridiculous to care what a bunch of strangers thought. She didn’t, in America.


That was the advantage of being attractive. When you were attractive, people assumed you were alone by choice. She knew it wasn’t fair, but it made things easier. The less she had to explain, the better.


Still, there wasn’t much to do. She had gotten the mud mask and free drink that came with her pass; the only other activity was the spa. She remembered the sign at the reception desk. Surrender to a transformational spa journey. Well, maybe it would ease the jetlag.


“Our in-water treatments get booked months in advance,” the receptionist explained when Cathryn asked if there were any openings. “But as it happens, we just had a cancellation for a regular massage.” She reached beneath the counter. “I have to tell you that cancellations are very, very rare.” Then she gave Cathryn a beatific smile, as if Cathryn’s luck were her luck too, and passed her a clipboard with a set of forms and a glossy brochure.


Cathryn scanned the brochure. “Renewal, restoration, and relaxation in an exquisite subterranean setting. Experience the interplay of pressure and release as your masseuse unlocks hidden reservoirs of tension, and restores peace and harmony to body and soul.”


She suppressed a Rachel-like eyeroll and scrawled her signature. Then she followed the receptionist through a maze of passageways to a small room with a massage table, sink, and adjacent shower. “You can shower and dry off,” the receptionist told her. “Then lie down on the table, under the sheet. On your stomach, please, with your face in the cradle. Your masseuse will be here shortly.”


Cathryn gave what she hoped was an appreciative nod. She had just arranged herself on the table when there was a gentle rapping on the door. She lifted her head. “Yes. Come in.”


A young woman stood in the doorway, clad in a white tunic and pants. She greeted Cathryn with the benevolent smile that seemed to be de rigueur for the Blue Lagoon staff. “I’m Sigrún. I’ll be providing your treatment today.”


“Hello. Thank you.” Cathryn let her head drop into the terrycloth cradle.


Sigrún arranged a towel under Cathryn’s feet and adjusted her shoulders. “Is there anything I should know? Any medical or other conditions?”


“No, nothing. I’m a perfect specimen.” She’d thought the masseuse would laugh, but maybe it was an American sort of joke.


She could hear Sigrún washing her hands in the sink. “This is the oil I’ll be using.” She let Cathryn smell her palm. “It’s a blend of sandalwood, ginger, and mint.”


“It smells lovely.”


“Just breathe normally,” Sigrún told her. “Your body will relax more easily that way.” She pressed firmly on Cathryn’s back through the sheet, then lifted each leg to rotate it in its socket. Cathryn tried to do as she’d been told. Just breathe. Normally.


“Let me do it,” Sigrún said gently. “You don’t have to do anything.” She peeled back the sheet and spread her hands across Cathryn’s skin. Her hands were warm, moving across the muscles in long overlapping strokes. Cathryn let out a sigh.


The masseuse dug her thumbs into the base of Cathryn’s spine. The knots rolled under her fingers like hard little pebbles as the intermingled scents of ginger and mint filled the room.


Cathryn shuddered. She liked the sensations she could predict—the sting of hot water from the shower, hard against her back; the satisfying there when she laced her running shoes tight, the way she liked them; the pleasure she knew how to give herself when she couldn’t sleep.


This was different. It was an onslaught of smell and texture and touch. The fragrance of the oils, the terrycloth cradle against her face.


And then a memory—no, not a memory, but a moment lived anew, as if time had folded into itself. A spring day. Rachel was pushing Judah in a little red wheelbarrow. There was a thump as she tripped, dropped the wheelbarrow, and fat baby Judah rolled out. He didn’t cry, just sat there with his wet open mouth, surprised to find himself on the damp ground.


Cathryn had gotten up quickly. She’d scooped up her baby as he stretched his arms to her. The warm weight of his perfect little body melting into hers. His need for her and her response, in the very same instant.


Longing washed over her like a tide—for something that had no name, no shape, no place in the world she had made for herself.


A groan rose from deep in her flesh. It was a foreign sound, low and animal. She gripped the edge of the massage table as tears slid from her eyes.


This wasn’t supposed to happen. She’d been caught off-guard, that’s all—naked and jetlagged and blindsided by a despair that wasn’t supposed to be part of this trip.


It wasn’t about sex. She could have that if she wanted. It was something else, like a cry for water from a parched land.


Cathryn squeezed her eyes shut. “Is everything all right?” Sigrún asked.


Yes. No. There was no answer to a question like that. But she said, “Absolutely.”


Sigrún’s voice was soft. “Just relax, then, and let me work these knots for you.”


Cathryn loosened her fingers from the edge of the table and willed herself to survive the rest of the massage. A few more minutes. Then she could get up, leave. Drive to the guesthouse, sleep off the time change, and awaken restored to her familiar self.


The guesthouse was a chain of box-like structures that stretched across a bright green field. Each had its own little deck with a view of the mountains and sky. Cathryn climbed out of the Kia and turned in a slow arc, her exhaustion forgotten as she gazed in wonder at the expanse of pewter and charcoal and jade. She hadn’t been prepared for the stark beauty of the landscape.


A woman hurried out of the closest building. “Welcome. I’m Guðrún, your host. You have a reservation, yes?”


“I do. Cathryn McAllister.”


Guðrún glanced at the Kia. “It’s just you?”


Guðrún’s expression was neutral, her question simply a clarification, but Cathryn felt a flare of anger. And what if it is?


Then she flinched, startled by her reaction. She’d been traveling alone for years, ever since Brian died, and hadn’t felt a need to explain. It was that damn Blue Lagoon. The heat and fog, the smell of sulfur and sandalwood.


“Yes, just me.”


“I’ll show you to your cottage.” Guðrún led Cathryn to the fifth little cabin. “We have a hot dinner at eight, though you can go to the restaurant in town if you’re hungry now. And there’s the Saga Center, of course. Our most important saga took place right here, a thousand years ago.” She opened the door and gestured at the room. It was tasteful and modern, with gray-and-white throw pillows and a sliding glass door.


Cathryn could feel Guðrún’s expectant gaze, but she was still reeling from her response to the woman’s innocuous question. Jetlag, she reminded herself, and an addled brain from the mineral-rich heat of the lagoon.


It certainly wasn’t because of Brian. She hadn’t thought about Brian in forever. He was shoved in a drawer of the bureau called her life. Not exactly forgotten, but not hauled out to explain away an awkward moment.


“The room is satisfactory?” Guðrún asked.


Cathryn blinked. “Yes, yes. It’s wonderful.”


“I’ll leave you, then. Dinner is at eight, as I said. In the main building.”


Cathryn closed the door behind Guðrún, stepped out of her shoes, and collapsed on the bed. Twenty-four hours ago, she’d been texting with Renata Singer about the final details of the trip; she hadn’t even finished packing her suitcase. Tomorrow she’d sleep late and drive to the blue iceberg place for the job she had been hired to do. And after that—the solo vacation that she didn’t need to justify.


She bunched the pillow under her cheek, trying to get comfortable. The one thing she wanted was a nap, but the bureau drawer had been flung open and she was wide-awake with memories.


When you had a husband with secrets, like Brian, it was easy to tell yourself that he was a rotten bastard, and maybe he was. But he had been other things too. The person who went out on Sunday mornings to get fresh bagels, and then did the breakfast dishes so she could curl up on the couch and finish the crossword. The person who spent six straight hours constructing the loft bed Rachel wanted for her birthday, and went to four different stores to find the computer game Judah absolutely had to have. He had done a lot of good things. It was the other things, the not-good ones, that had changed her life and ended his.


She hadn’t really hated Brian, but she’d been furious at him for humiliating her, ambushing her with what she should have known. And then, for dying and robbing her of the chance to know what she would have told him when he returned from that fateful drive. What she would have done, what kind of person she would have been.


Cathryn rolled onto her other side, angry at Brian for intruding after all this time and keeping her from the nap she needed. She had done perfectly well without him. Raised his children, neither of whom was easy to deal with. Made a successful career. Kept her figure and her looks.


Oh, screw you, Brian. Go back to being dead.


She grabbed the pillow and threw it at the sliding glass door. She had ten days of glaciers and waterfalls and geysers; there was even a visit to a puffin colony on the Saga Tour itinerary. She was damned if a dead husband was going to ruin that.


Clenching her teeth, she snatched another gray-and-white pillow from the stack and shoved it under her head. Then she curled into a tight comma and, at last, dropped into an exhausted sleep.












Three






After breakfast the next morning, Cathryn texted the glassblower to let him know she’d be arriving at the iceberg lagoon—Jökulsárlón, she spelled it carefully, mouthing the four syllables—around noon.


To her surprise, he texted back to say that it was impossible to have an impression in the middle of the day when the place was packed with tourists. If Cathryn wasn’t going to arrive until noon, it would be better to do the interview this evening and visit the lagoon early the next morning, before the tourists arrived, for the photos.


Cathryn frowned at the message. This new twist would delay her vacation by half a day, though she supposed he was right. Reluctantly, she typed, “I’ll be staying at the Fosshotel, about fifteen minutes west of Jökulsárlón, if you know where it is? Maybe we can meet there for the interview.” Then she added, “This evening.”


“I know where the Fosshotel is,” he replied. “Let’s say seven p.m. in the lobby, and then seven a.m. tomorrow at the lagoon.”


Seven a.m.? That was three in the morning for her still-on-American-time body.


Well, she was the hired help. He was the artist.


Once Cathryn had settled into her room at the Fosshotel, she logged onto the Wi-Fi and pulled up the glassblower’s website.


Renata had called him Mack, but his real name was Henry Malcolm Charbonneau. The website showcased a sample of his work—an eye-catching kaleidoscopic montage, one object merging into the next. “Glass is present and not-present,” the text read. “Both window and object, glass allows us to look through it and at it. The artisan’s task to offer an experience of both in the same piece.”


Cathryn had never thought about glass like that—she’d never thought about glass art, period—but it was an intriguing idea. She reread the sentences, wondering about the man who had written them and how he saw the world. Did he really look at and through, at the same time? Maybe he did. If you were an artist, you saw things differently—not only for what they were, but for what else they could mean and be.


She rested her chin on her fist, allowing herself a single wistful sigh. It had been years since she’d thought like that. She’d given up art-for-art’s-sake when Brian died, trading it for a career documenting other people’s work. She was good at what she did, with a roster of clients—theater companies, filmmakers, edgy little galleries—and a solid reputation.


The glassblower was a serious artist, though; that was obvious from his website. Cathryn scrolled through his bio, commissions, awards. Nothing about Iceland or blue icebergs. She’d have to ask him to explain what he was doing here, and at Jökulsárlón in particular. Then she typed Iceland into the search bar, thinking she might throw a few interesting facts into the conversation to get him to open up. She’d interviewed enough artists to know they could be laconic and had learned to prepare.


Iceland, she read, was one of the most volatile places on earth. Forged by volcanoes that spewed out molten rock over millions of years, split in half by a massive tectonic plate, with more extreme geothermal activity than anywhere else on the planet—it was a country always in formation, largely uninhabitable, survivor of a volcanic cataclysm that had wiped out one-fourth of its sparse population. With an impossible language and an equally impossible climate, Iceland had earned its reputation as a country like no other.


It seemed like a captivating landscape for an artist. No wonder it had attracted Mr. Henry Malcom Charbonneau. If she had been a real photographer, like Ansel Adams or Imogen Cunningham, she would have wanted to come here too.


They had agreed to meet in the lobby of the Fosshotel, so Cathryn found a small seating area in the corner and tried to look alert and intelligent, despite her lingering wooziness. She kept her eyes on the door and, right at seven, saw a man enter the hotel and look around. It was him, clearly. He looked messier than his photo, and bigger, but the profile was the same. A strong nose, thick eyebrows over hooded gray-green eyes, unruly hair. She raised her arm to let him know where she was.


He strode across the room and extended his hand. “Mack here.”


“Cathryn McAllister. Thank you for coming out of your way to meet me here. I take it you’re not staying at the Fosshotel?”


“You’re the one who’s gone out of your way. Iceland’s pretty far to travel for a story.”


“Not really. I thought it would be a sort of adventure, that’s all. A vacation. Once we’re done, that’s the plan.”


“Aha. So I’m keeping you from your vacation.”


“No, not at all. I wouldn’t have even had the idea for the trip if the blue iceberg thing hadn’t come up.” She met his eyes. “They did explain, right? It’s to have an exotic example for their new promotion. Here’s one of our wonderful Shades of Blue artists. That sort of thing.”


He laughed. It was a big laugh, robust and irresistible. “In other words, it’s a nice blue coincidence. The lady’s not here because your art is so great.”


“Please don’t take it that way. It was a good fit, that’s all. I have no idea if your art is great or not. I’m just here to do a job.”


He settled into the opposite chair. “As am I.”


“And that’s what I want to hear about.” Cathryn cleared her throat and shifted into her best professional stance. “What do you think? Shall we talk over a drink? Is there an Icelandic wine you’d recommend?”


“Icelanders don’t bother with wine. They go straight to Brennivín, better known as The Black Death.”


“Sounds forbidding.”


“It’s a bit like vodka. One of those distilled drinks, and an acquired taste. Personally, I prefer Kvöldsól. It means Midnight Sun.”


“That sounds much nicer.”


“Actually, Kvöldsól is a wine,” he said, “so I’ve misled you. It’s made from crowberries, wild blueberries, and rhubarb. It’s supposed to keep you from aging.”


“They said the same thing about the Blue Lagoon. It’s probably just to entice the tourists.”


Mack raised an eyebrow. “Did it entice you?”


“It must have, since I went there.”


“See? It worked.” He smiled. “A glass of Kvöldsól, then?”


“Oh, why not? I definitely prefer eternal youth to the Black Death.”


He signaled to a waiter. “Kvöldsól. Tvö glös.”


“You talk like you’ve been here for a while.”


“Not really. But some things are easy to figure out, like what to order in a bar.”


Cathryn nodded. This was turning out to be easier than she’d expected. She had imagined a sullen hulk or a prima donna who would need constant affirmation, but Henry Malcolm Charbonneau, glass artist, was an interesting man.


“So,” he said, leaning back and crossing his arms, “since my agent has decided that I’m suitably exotic—that was your word, right? —what do you need from me?”


Cathryn couldn’t help wincing at the word exotic, even though she had been the one to use it first. It was Rachel’s word, shorthand for the kind of experience she thought her mother needed, yet it sounded offensive when Mack lobbed it back at her.


Then she told herself, Stop it. No one was getting exploited. Mack Charbonneau would get a ton of free publicity, Shades of Blue would get a gorgeous promotion, and she would get a nice paycheck—plus, maybe, a portfolio showstopper.


“Insight into why you’re here,” she said. “What you want. Who you are.”


“Three different questions.”


“Start with whichever one you like. Or skip them all.” She waved a hand. “It’s up to you. They’re not required questions, they’re just—”


He finished the sentence for her. “Icebreakers?”


Cathryn burst out laughing. “Exactly.”


He laughed too, and she thought, again, that he had the most extraordinary laugh. “I think,” he said, “that was what’s known as a perfect moment.”


“It was.”


“Shall we try for another one?” Before she could respond, he said, “I’m joking. Obviously. I don’t think it’s something you can try for. It has to just happen.”


“Of course.” The silence hung between them, dense with something Cathryn couldn’t name. Then she flicked her hair behind her ears. “In any case, if you give me whatever you’re okay with, I’ll make it work. You have the lead in this, I promise.”


“I don’t mind talking. I just want to be sure I’m heard rather than interpreted.”


“I thought artists liked people to interpret their work.”


“Some just want it to be experienced.”


The waiter arrived with a bottle of Kvöldsól and two cone-shaped wine glasses. “Will you be wanting to order an appetizer?” he asked. “Or dinner, perhaps? I can reserve a table for you in the dining room.”


Mack shook his head, then turned to Cathryn, “Sorry. I don’t have a lot of time, so I’d better focus on answering your questions. If you’re starving, though, please feel free.”


“A drink is fine.” She took a pad and pencil from her purse. “If you’re pressed for time, let’s get to it. Why you’re here, in Jökulsárlón.”


He eyed her keenly. “I hope I haven’t offended you.”


“Why would you offend me?”


“Not on purpose. But it’s been known to happen.”


“I promise to let you know the instant I’m offended.”


“Something to look forward to.” He reached for the wine bottle and filled their glasses. “Your timing is perfect, you know. I’m leaving the area tomorrow, right after I show you Jökulsárlón.”


Cathryn set down the pencil. “You’re leaving? You’re going back to the States?”


“No, not to the States. I’m heading up to Akureyri, in the north. I met someone who has a hot shop—that’s a studio for blowing glass—and he’s letting me use it for a few weeks while he’s away. It’s a huge stroke of luck because I want to do the design work here, while I’m still in Iceland.”


“Wait. You’re finished with Jökulsárlón?”


“I spent four days there. I got what I needed.”


Now she was confused. “So you came to Jökulsárlón just to look at it?” Somehow she had thought he was doing his glassblowing right there, next to the ice. It made no sense, of course, yet she hadn’t thought beyond Jökulsárlón itself.


“Looking, experiencing, getting to know the thing you want to portray. That’s half the work.” He lifted his wine glass. “The other half is transforming it into your own incarnation of what you’ve seen—in my case, into glass. And for that I need a hot shop.”


Cathryn struggled to keep up. “An oven, a kiln.”


“There’s no glass studio around here. In fact, officially, the only glass studio is in Reykjavik. But I met this fellow—well, it’s a long story. The point is that he has a place, only he’s just starting out so it’s all unofficial. But he has the equipment I need, and he was glad to rent the space while he goes off on a holiday.”


“So you’re going there.”


“I am. After I show you Jökulsárlón.” He took a long drink of the wine, then added, “You won’t be disappointed, by the way. The lagoon is hugely photogenic. Your promotional spread will be great.”


Cathryn knew he meant the remark to be encouraging, yet the words promotional spread made her feel oddly deflated. That’s what it was, of course. A promotion for the client who had hired her, nothing more. She remembered the image she’d had in Renata’s office—and again, only moments ago—of a new something that would change the trajectory of her career, the perfect union of natural splendor and commercial message. It had been vague, flimsy as smoke. She could almost see it uncoil from the censer and drift away.


Cathryn shifted in the chair, straightening her posture. “It’s not really my spread. I’m just doing what Shades of Blue wants me to do. You know, have camera, will travel.”


“You’re the one behind the lens. It’s your vision.”


“I wouldn’t call it a vision.”


“Why not?”


“Please. This is just an assignment. It’s for the people who hired me.”


“If they’d hired someone else, it would end up looking different.”


She was starting to feel exasperated. He’d told her that he didn’t have much time. Why were they wasting it talking about her?


“Let’s get back to you.” She moved her wine glass aside, untouched, to make room on the table to write. “Why here? Blue icebergs, glaciers. What drew you to this particular place, as a subject for your work?”


“If you’d seen the place, it would be easier to explain. We’re doing this backward.”


Cathryn tried to keep her professional composure, but this was getting ridiculous. Avoiding the tourists wasn’t a priority for her; that was his idea. He was the one who had made the schedule, and now he was complaining that the order was wrong.


“Well, here we are.” She could hear the curtness in her voice, not a good way to get someone to open up. She tried again. “Explain as well as you can, and I’ll listen as well as I can.”


“Fair enough.” Mack took another drink, then set the glass on the table. “I guess I should start by saying that I’m someone who works best when I’m—well, obsessed. My last series consumed me for two whole years.”


He gave her a look that seemed, for a moment, both open and opaque. Like glass, Cathryn thought. A contradiction, piquing her interest.


“What was it about?”


“Leaves,” he said. “Awakening.”


She felt a jolt, as if he had looked right into her. Not through her clothes, the way men did, but through her skin and flesh. She remembered what he had written on his website. Window and object, at the same time.


She shivered, then pulled her attention back to what he was saying.


“—leaves and buds, on the brink of uncurling. Life, about to emerge and reveal itself.”


Cathryn picked up her pencil. “Life, about to emerge. I like that.” She tilted her head. “Did you go somewhere special, the way you’ve come to Iceland?”


“I went to Costa Rica.” A shadow crossed his face, disappearing so swiftly that Cathryn wasn’t sure if she had imagined it.


She made another note on her pad. “Did you find a studio in Costa Rica and do the work there, close to the source, the way you’re doing here?”


“It didn’t work out that way.”


His reply was terse, almost rude, but she wasn’t about to give up. If he wanted her to work for every insight, so be it. She’d interviewed reticent artists before.


“So you had to wait before you could—what was the word? Translate.”


“I had to wait.”


“Is that a problem? The gap, while you wait?”


“That’s an astute question.”


Cathryn shrugged. “I’m just asking.”


“It can be,” he said. “Sometimes you need to wait for things to settle, but if you wait too long, something can get lost. Then it’s like you’re trying to depict a memory instead of the real thing. Make a copy of a copy.” He matched her shrug. “It’s not always possible to work on-site, but it’s great when it is. The hot shop in Akureyri isn’t exactly next door to Jökulsárlón, but it’s here in Iceland.”


“I’m looking forward to seeing it.” Quickly, she added, “Jökulsárlón, I mean.”


“It’s an amazing place. The light through the ice, the otherworldly blue—well, you’ll see for yourself.” His face softened. “You might think of ice as fixed and frozen, but it’s not. It changes all the time, depending on the movement of the water and air, the temperature and wind. It’s always responding—which means it’s always becoming something new, something unknown.”


“About to emerge and reveal itself.”


“From something that people don’t think of as being alive.”


“But it is.”


“Of course.”


Cathryn jotted down a few words. Then she laid down her pencil and reached for the wine glass. “And now you’re ready to re-embody what you’ve understood. Do you have it all planned out—how you’re going to convey the spirit of the icebergs?”


“It’s not really like that. I do plan, but mostly I think on the pipe.”


“On the pipe?”


“While I’m working.”


Cathryn nodded. It was the same with photography. She tried on the notion. I think on the camera.


She took a sip of the wine, finally, and turned to him in delight. “Blueberries and rhubarb. Just as you said.”


“You like it?”


“I do. I feel younger already.”


“Told you so.”


Cathryn took another sip before placing the glass firmly on the table. She had to admit that she was enjoying herself. He was an intriguing man, and it would be a good story. Eye-catching, with the photos of the blue icebergs.


“Okay,” she said, leaning forward, elbows on the table. “You were obsessed with the leaves. So where did the icebergs come from?”


“A photo,” he answered. “I saw a photo at a friend’s apartment, and I was hooked.”


“A photo can do that. The photographer witnesses something and lets you witness it too.” A memory flickered across her awareness. “You saw a photograph, and then off you went. Straight to Iceland.”


“More or less.”


“I can’t imagine being that unencumbered.”


“Few people can.”


“You’re speaking from personal experience.”


“Is there another kind?”


She couldn’t help herself. “No family, then?”


“Is that a required interview question?”


“No. Sorry.” Somehow they had slipped into territory that had nothing to do with Shades of Blue. Yet she was curious and wished she’d had the nerve to say, “Yes, it is. Tell me.”


Instead, she picked up the pencil. Back to the task she had come here for. “What challenges do you foresee, as an artist, in trying to capture Jökulsárlón in glass?”


Mack folded his arms. “First of all, I’m not an artist. I’m an artisan.”


“Okay I’ll play. What’s the difference?”


“An artist thinks he has something meaningful to express. The material—whether it’s clay, paint, stone—is simply the tool for expressing it.”


“I’m not sure I agree, but fine. And an artisan?”


“An artisan listens to the material, to what it wants, and lets it teach him its language.”


“I thought you said you were trying to show leaves unfurling, et cetera. You had an idea, and you set out to make pieces that would convey your idea. Isn’t that what an artist does?”


“No, it’s not. I’m trying to convey the essence of something that already exists, outside of me. I’m not trying to use glass to make a personal statement about the futility of human existence or the timelessness of maternal love or whatever irrelevant idea I happen to have in my head.”


“Whoa. Did I hit a nerve?”


“You asked.”


She pushed the pencil and pad away, yet again. “This is the most complicated conversation I’ve had in a long time.”


“Maybe you need to get out more.” He looked at his watch, then unfolded his arms and stood. “That sounded prickly. I just meant, I don’t see myself as all that complicated. Anyway, we can talk more tomorrow, at Jökulsárlón. It’s too abstract, sitting here in a hotel.”


“Tomorrow, then.” Cathryn rose too, extending her hand. “Thanks for making yourself so available.”


He took her hand. She felt the pressure of his fingers, the warm roughness of his palm. “Tomorrow,” he echoed.


“Seven o’clock in the damn morning.”


He laughed. He had a wonderful laugh.
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