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            Prologue

         
         
         
            Summer 1962

         

         
            The Painter’s Cove Gazette

            Muses by the Sea, ancestral home of the Whitaker family and renowned artist colony, was the scene of a public garden party
               last week where local residents were invited to meet and greet those artists currently in residence. Hosts Wesley and Leonore
               Whitaker greeted new arrivals and mingled among the guests. Their children, Maximilian (Max), Jillian, and George were charming
               in their roles of junior hosts to the children of Painter’s Cove, while their aunt Fae Whitaker entertained them with face
               painting and storytelling.
            

         

          

         
            The Present 

         

         

         Jillian York adjusted her sunglasses and dashed off her signature with a flourish before handing the tablet back to the cabana
            boy. She smiled slow and sultry in an attempt to recapture the feeling of stepping off the red carpet to a horde of autograph-seeking
            fans, scribbling her signature before she was whisked off to someplace famous by someone rich and handsome.
         

         
         Well, at least that last part was still a reality. Henri was handsome enough, frightfully rich, and moderately intelligent.
            But the tab at the beachfront bar was the only thing she’d been signing for quite a while and the exclusive image of Saint-Tropez
            was beginning to dull along with her reputation as one of Hollywood’s most desirous and desired actresses.
         

         
         She hated to admit it, but it was about time she called her agent and had her start looking for an appropriate role.

         
         She lifted her hand languidly, flashed her recently manicured fingertips. The waiter appeared. He was more attentive than
            her public—or Henri for that matter.
         

         
         “Un téléphone, s’il vous plaît. J’ai besoin d’appeler les États-Unis.”

         
         He made a sharp nod and walked away. Jillian watched his progress across the poolside, his neat little butt tightening with
            each step. Sunglasses were a wonderful invention. Jillian leaned back in the chaise and sipped her daiquiri.
         

         
         Unfortunately, it was time she got her own butt back to work or she’d wake up one day with nothing but character parts on
            her dance card.
         

         
          

         “Stephanie Bannister, you pick that up and do what you’re told. I don’t need this attitude from you.”

         
         Stephanie snatched her duffel bag from the carpet and scowled at her mother. “It’s not fair. What about the dance? What about
            my new dress? It’s my first dance ever. I have to go.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry, but I’m not sure when I’ll be back. And you know we always visit Grammy Leo during the summer.”

         
         “But in August right before school, because Dad makes us—Wait, you’re leaving us there? But why? Where are you going?”

         
         Steph turned on her whine voice. It usually worked for her drama queen little sister, Amanda. It never worked for Steph. “Why
            can’t I stay here with Jackie? Her mom won’t mind.”
         

         
         “Just hurry up.”

         
         “But when are you coming back?”

         
         “I don’t know. You kids always have fun with Grammy Leo.”

         
         “No, we don’t. Grammy’s okay, but she lives in that creepy old house. And crazy Aunt Fae lives in the cellar and never comes
            out.”
         

         
         “No she doesn’t. She has her own house. She just doesn’t like children. Go.”

         
         Her mother gave her the look.

         
         She’d better move it or she’d be stuck at Grammy’s without her cell phone. Steph dragged her duffel bag into the hall.

         
         “Don’t forget your swimsuit.”

         
         Yeah, right. Like she was going to waste her new bikini on Grammy’s private beach.

         
          

         Fae Whitaker straightened up and arched her back. The concrete was getting hard on her knees, even with the gardening pad
            Adam suggested she use. She’d collected a crowd of people, mostly day-trippers who were just passing through town or had heard
            about her drawings and had swung out of their way to someplace else to take a look.
         

         
         Her chalk paintings stretched out in three directions down the sidewalks that trisected the town square park. She chose a
            dark yellow stick, leaned over to add another layer of hair to the Little Mermaid. It made the tresses dance across the concrete,
            swirl as if it really were hair and not something that would start to disappear with the first footstep, the morning dew,
            an afternoon shower. Fade until it was no longer recognizable, and finally became a blank canvas for her next drawing.
         

         
         Most folks thought she was eccentric. BJ Tuttle at the Beach Junque Store called her batshit crazy. Of course he was the one
            who started the whole ad campaign. Come see the crazy old lady and her disappearing pictures.
         

         
         He wanted her to put a hat out like the musicians in the subway stations in Manhattan. She’d refused. Though there were days
            when she’d get home and find bills stuck into her knapsack or even in the pocket of her art smock. It was amazing what people
            were willing to pay for.
         

         
         After she became a “legend” thanks to BJ’s hype in several local newspapers, he’d wanted to charge admission. He’d even gone
            to the town fathers to suggest it as income for the town, with BJ of course taking a healthy commission. Fae refused.
         

         
         That’s all she needed . . . publicity.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         Isabelle Whitaker never carried her cell phone to a museum opening. Besides being gauche and self-important, there was no
            place to conceal it. And she couldn’t hold it. Gallery receptions were two-handed affairs.
         

         
         But tonight her crew was in the basement of the Cluny Museum packing out an exhibit they were transporting to the Washington
            Modern. Isabelle was curating the move and overseeing the installation, but she was also responsible for a current exhibit
            being feted this evening.
         

         
         Not being able to be in several places at once, she’d admitted defeat and tucked her phone inside the wide elastic belt she’d
            stretched around the waist of her little black gallery dress.
         

         
         “Isabelle, come meet Irwin Frazier.” Delmont Feinstein, the director of the museum motioned her over. “Isabelle is one of
            our brightest and most requested young designers.”
         

         
         Isabelle shook Frazier’s hand and felt the vibration at her waist. “And on call this evening. I’m afraid I’m being summoned.”

         
         “Nothing wrong downstairs?” Dell asked.

         
         “I hope not. Excuse me.” Issy stepped away and reached for her phone.

         
         “Very committed,” she heard Dell say. “Always on top of things. Things don’t go wrong when Isabelle is on the job.”

         
         She sure hoped he was right. She headed for the freight elevator as another vibration drifted above the laughter and conversations
            of the art patrons.
         

         
         “This is Isabelle.”

         
         “Aunt Issy?”

         
         Isabelle covered her ear with her free hand. Three women passed by, coming from the ladies’ room. Lovely exhibit, one of them mouthed in Isabelle’s direction. Issy smiled, nodded. “Excuse me? Paulo? I can barely hear you. Do we have a
            problem down there?”
         

         
         “Aunt Issy?”

         
         “Who is this?”

         
         “It’s me, Mandy. Amanda Bannister.”

         
         “Amanda?” Why was an eight-year-old—nine-year-old?—calling her this late. It was almost ten.

         
         A burst of laughter rose above the general conversation. Isabelle looked for a quieter corner. She strode toward the double
            glass entry doors. They swooshed open ahead of her. And closed just as swiftly behind her. She was caught in the totally soundproof
            entry foyer of the museum.
         

         
         “Amanda?”

         
         “Can you please come? Grammy is in the hospital and there’s no one to take care of us.” Amanda started to cry.

         
         “Amanda! Stop crying and tell me what’s going on.”

         
         “Miss Whitaker?” A deeper male voice came over the line. “This is Detective Sergeant Al Griggs.”

         
         Police, Issy echoed as thought processes slammed shut and she waited for the worst. “What’s happened, what’s going on?”
         

         
         “Is Leonore Whitaker your grandmother?”

         
         “Yes. What is wrong?”

         
         “She’s in county hospital in stable condition. However, I have three children here—Stephanie, Amanda, and Griffin Bannister—who
            say they are living with her. With Mrs. Whitaker in the hospital, there is no one to care for them. If no family member comes
            forward, I’ll have to turn them over to social services.”
         

         
         “Social services? They have parents.” Dread encircled her, tied her up. She and Vivienne had never gotten along, but—“What
            happened to their parents?”
         

         
         “At this time we don’t know. We’re attempting to reach them but have had no success.”

         
         “There’s my great-aunt, Fae Whitaker. She lives with—near—my grandmother.”

         
         There was silence on the other end, then, “They say they haven’t seen her.”

         
         Isabelle glanced into the museum. Caught Dell’s eye. Gave him a thumbs-up.

         
         “The housekeeper? Mrs. Norcroft?”

         
         “There didn’t appear to be a housekeeper. How long has it been since you’ve talked to your grandmother?”

         
         “Last month.” Isabelle thought back. “Or the month before maybe. I’ve been busy.”

         
         “There was no one home besides the children and Mrs. Whitaker. Do you have a number where your great-aunt can be reached?”

         
         “No, I’m afraid she doesn’t have a phone.” And even if she were home, they’d never find the path to her cottage.

         
         Delmont was giving her the eye from the other side of the glass. He was getting impatient.

         
         And how would she explain this? Her grandmother was in the hospital, her sister, Vivienne, had abandoned her three children—like
            mother, like daughter—and Issy had to take the first shuttle out tomorrow morning to install a Midcentury Modern retrospective
            at a Washington museum.
         

         
         “Detective . . . Griggs, could I talk to Amanda, please?”

         
         She heard the policeman call Amanda over.

         
         “Can you come? Please.” The please was more of a wail.

         
         “Amanda, where’s your mom and dad?”

         
         “I don’t know. Can you come? Steph says she’ll run away if we go with those other people. They’re going to put us in jail.”

         
         “No, they aren’t.” Though that hardly was comforting to a frightened nine-year-old. Ten-year-old? She couldn’t even remember
            how old her nieces and nephew were. Not the closest family on the East Coast. Or anywhere, for that matter.
         

         
         “They will!” This also ended on a wail.

         
         Delmont had excused himself and was walking her way. What a mess.

         
         “Where did they go? Why did they leave you with Grammy? Are they coming back tonight?”

         
         “I don’t know. She packed up our suitcases and said we had to stay with Grammy.”

         
         “When was this?”

         
         “Three days ago and we’ve eaten all the soup. We could starve.”

         
         “Mandy, stop crying. I can’t understand any of this. Where is your mom?”

         
         Amanda gulped back a sob. “I don’t know. She said she’d call, but she hasn’t. And her phone is turned off and she went to
            look for Daddy.”
         

         
         A faint voice echoed in the background. “Shut up, stupid.”

         
         That had to be Stephanie.

         
         “Does Stephanie know where they are?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Let me talk to her.”

         
         A faint argument in the background while the phone exchanged hands.

         
         “Steph, this is your aunt Issy. Do you know where your mother is?”

         
         “No. She just left us here, and I was supposed to be at the dance. And—ugh. Never mind.” There was a clunk. Steph must have
            put the phone down.
         

         
         Isabelle shot her fingers through her asymmetrical haircut. Of all the times for her sister—the perfect homemaker and country-club
            wife—to pull a bunk. It didn’t make any sense. Except maybe it did. Could deserting your children be hereditary?
         

         
         Isabelle gritted her teeth. Why couldn’t she have a family that just stayed put?

         
         But if Vivienne had really taken off, and Aunt Fae was not capable of caring for the children, someone would have to deal
            with the situation. Probably not George. Her uncle had pretty much told the family what they could do with themselves.
         

         
         And as for Isabelle and Vivienne’s mother, Jillian? Not even nominated for the award.

         
         That left Isabelle, who, in incomparable Whitaker style, was about to be screwed over one more time.

         
         Dell opened the door. “What’s up?”

         
         “Ms. Whitaker? Are you still there? I need someone to take custody of these children.”

         
         She glanced up at Dell. Just hang up the phone, Issy. Think of your job. Let them take care of themselves. Except there was Grammy.
         

         
         The doors closed behind Dell and they stood face-to-face. Dell was frowning. Issy swallowed; if he thought he was annoyed
            now, wait until she told him the team would have to take the D.C. shuttle without her. She couldn’t leave her grandmother
            alone in the hospital and her nieces and nephew held by public services. Even if they were Vivienne’s kids.
         

         
         “Yes, Detective Griggs. I’m on my way.” She ended the call.

         
         “Sorry, Dell. That was the police. I have a family emergency. My grandmother is in the hospital and my sister has disappeared
            and left her children.” Might as well not mince words. Her family had been making scandals for several centuries.
         

         
         “I need to take care of some things. There is no one else. I can drive up to Connecticut tonight.” Get someone from the town to stay with them until she could locate Vivienne and make her come get them.

         
         “Connecticut?”

         
         “I can be in D.C. by tomorrow morning.” Afternoon . . . evening for sure. “Deirdre can process the paperwork and Paolo will get the trucks unloaded. I’ll be there in time for the installation.” Paolo could even start the installation, if necessary. “And we can Skype until then if there’s an emergency. But there won’t be.” She could take care of both things. Family and work. It wasn’t the first time.

         
         “Issy, I’m counting on you.”

         
         “I always come through.”

         
         “Don’t let me down.” He nodded sharply then strode back into the museum looking as if nothing had happened. Well, for him,
            nothing had; he’d still be golfing in the Hamptons tomorrow.
         

         
         Issy detoured to her office to pick up her laptop and the hard-copy installation specs, then took the elevator downstairs
            to give instructions to her unsuspecting staff.
         

         
         She didn’t take time to change and her heels clicked across the concrete floor of the loading dock, where her assistant Deirdre—as
            beautiful as she was vapid—was checking off crates on her tablet. She glanced up, gave Issy a quick glance that said a mouthful.
            What are you doing down here wearing those four-inch heels instead of upstairs where I should be instead of in the basement
               in overalls.

         
         If only she could be that articulate verbally.

         
         “Family emergency?” she said, when Issy explained what was happening. “But you’re not married.”

         
         Paolo had strode over in time to catch the comment.

         
         “She has other family. Most of us do. Mother”—he seamlessly skipped over father to—“sister, grandmother . . .” He looked toward
            the ceiling where four floors up the cast of Rodin’s The Thinker was on loan from the Cleveland Museum.
         

         
         Issy bit her lip. They always “looked to The Thinker” when Deirdre was being passive-aggressive, or just plain obtuse, and exasperation got the better of them. Like now.
         

         
         He eased Issy out of hearing distance. “Cara, what’s up?”
         

         
         “Besides the fact that my sister dumped her children on my grandmother three days ago and isn’t answering her phone? My grandmother
            is in the hospital and my great-aunt is MIA.”
         

         
         “Shit.”

         
         “Pretty much. There’s no one but me. The cop said they would have to turn the kids over to social services.”

         
         “No way. Go do what you have to do.”

         
         Issy nodded. “Thanks. I’ll catch up with you tomorrow.”

         
         Paolo was her dream design assistant, a Goya body with the hair and face of a Botticelli angel and the soul of Michelangelo.
            He worked hard because he loved the art, he had a good eye, and a good heart; he was the one Issy turned to when she needed
            a second opinion. Sometimes even when she didn’t really need it, just to hear what he had to say.
         

         
         “Go. We’ll see you when you get there.” He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and went back to work.

         
         She took a second to watch him walk back to the truck. She often just stood back and watched him, admiring his work, the way
            he moved. There was nothing sexual about the attraction either way. Just appreciation. And that was fine with her.
         

         
         But tonight she didn’t even have time for appreciation. It was already close to eleven when she reached the parking lot, where
            she added her laptop to the suitcase she’d packed that morning and pulled her SUV onto the Harlem River Drive North.
         

         
         She pressed on the accelerator. “Vivienne Bannister,” she enunciated to her phone system. She waited while it connected, went
            to voice mail. “Where are you? Grammy’s in the hospital, they’re going to send your kids to social services. Call me.”
         

         
         Hung up. Considered for a second. It was worth a shot. “George Whitaker.”

         
         Her phone started ringing. At four rings she began to plan her message.

         
         “Hello?”

         
         “Hello, Uncle George. It’s Issy.”

         
         “Issy,” he echoed in a tone somewhere between surprise and suspicion. “Working late?”

         
         “I’m on my way to Painter’s Cove.”

         
         “On a Thursday night? Odd time for you to take a vacation, isn’t it?” To his clients he was impeccably suave and persuasive.
            To his family he was just irritated and dismissive.
         

         
         “Doing triage.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Grammy is in the hospital.”

         
         There was a slight pause. “Not dead?”

         
         “No.” Issy picked up on the slight tremor of concern and thought better of her uncle for it.

         
         “I talked to an officer who said she’d fallen, maybe had a slight heart attack. I’ll know more once I get there.”

         
         “I told Wes to make better arrangements for her. She shouldn’t be staying in that house alone.”

         
         “She has Mrs. Norcroft,” Issy said, but she was thinking, Why doesn’t George call Wes “Father or Dad” like a normal person
            would? Or for that matter, why did Issy and her sister call their own mother Jillian. Like claiming relationship was something
            to be ashamed of.
         

         
         “A housekeeper almost as old as Fae and Leo. This is what happens when—”

         
         She cut him off; she’d heard it all before and it was just going to get worse.

         
         “Vivienne has left her children with Grammy.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “I don’t know exactly what happened. Evidently Vivienne left them off with Grammy and no one has been able to get in touch
            with her.”
         

         
         Her uncle barked out a laugh. “Well, the fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree does it?”

         
         Issy winced. “I’m on my way there now, but I have to be in D.C. tomorrow. What should I do?”

         
         “Turn around and go back. Wes left Dan Bannister in charge of the estate. Let him handle it.”

         
         “That’s just it. No one seems to know where Dan or Vivienne is.”

         
         A derisive snort from the other end of the call.

         
         “Uncle George, the police are talking about sending the children to social services.”

         
         “Well, there’s your answer. Let them go.” He hung up.

         
         Issy hung up. How many decades would it take for her to get it? This family would never be a “family.” Respected art patrons
            for generations, the Whitakers had nurtured strangers but couldn’t seem to help themselves.
         

         
          

         Fae Whitaker aimed at the dark second-story window, pulled her arm behind her head, and threw as hard as she could. She heard
            the plink when the pebble hit the glass—a paltry sound—and no light came on.
         

         
         She hiked up her skirt and grabbed a handful of small rounded rocks. Threw the whole batch, which nearly overturned her and
            knocked the wreath of flowers from her head. The pebbles made the nice sound of hail hitting glass. A light came on. Not the
            one she’d been aiming at but another one downstairs.
         

         
         She snatched the wreath off the ground and shoved it back on her head. She climbed the steps to the porch, where she waited
            until she heard scuffling behind the door. “Ben Collins,” she hissed. “I need your help.”
         

         
         The door opened, momentarily blinding her with light. Then she made out the shapes of Ben and his sister, Chloe. Ben looking
            like young Lochinvar; Chloe’s curly hair, a halo of gold. For a moment Fae could only stare.
         

         
         “Fae?” he said. Ben’s voice was croaky, like he’d just awakened from a hundred-year sleep.

         
         Chloe moved him aside and took Fae’s arm. “Come in. What’s the matter? What are you doing out so late?”

         
         Fae hadn’t expected to see anyone but Ben. Chloe lived in town. Fae didn’t know why she was here, but she was glad to see
            her. Ben and Chloe had been best friends with Issy from the day she started kindergarten and had been a constant part of the
            Whitaker family since. They’d know what to do.
         

         
         Chloe led her to an old armchair. She sat down and was nearly swallowed up by the sagging cushions. Her headpiece slid down
            over one eye. She snatched it off and put it on the trunk that served as a coffee table.
         

         
         Ben was walking slowly toward them, frowning and trying to smooth down his cowlick, a hopeless endeavor. He’d been fighting
            with that cowlick since he was a boy.
         

         
         He sat down across from her. He’d managed to shuck on jeans and a T-shirt. Chloe was still dressed in her nightshirt that
            told the world that girls just wanted to have fun. Girls wanted a lot more than that, and Chloe knew it as well as Fae.
         

         
         “I saw the ambulance.” Fae watched Ben and Chloe’s faces, waiting to see their reaction, if they knew something they weren’t
            telling her.
         

         
         “When?” Ben asked.

         
         Fae looked toward the window and the dark night. “A little before moonrise. About nine o’clock.

         
         “I was coming back from the Renaissance Faire. I meant to take the bus home, but I stayed late at the storytelling because
            a nice young family offered to drop me off on their way to New Haven. I should have come home earlier like I planned.”
         

         
         “I’ll make tea,” Chloe said, and slipped away.

         
         Ben slid over to sit next to her. He took her hands. His hands were strong, warm, but rough, an outdoorsman’s hands.

         
         “Fae, tell me about the ambulance.”

         
         “I saw it on the road as we were coming home. We all opened a window and sent a prayer to whoever was inside. They dropped
            me off at the gates of the Muses and I stopped by to let Leo know I was back. All the lights were on, but she wasn’t home.”
         

         
         “Maybe she went to visit friends.”

         
         “I called the ones I knew. None of them had seen her.”

         
         Chloe returned with the tea things and placed them next to Fae’s wreath of flowers.

         
         Fae took the wreath back and pulled it down over her hair. She crossed her arms to ward off bad possibilities.

         
         Chloe unfolded an afghan and draped it across her shoulders. Fae smiled at her, but that wasn’t the kind of cold she was feeling.

         
         “She was in the ambulance. I should have flagged it down. Gotten her out. But I didn’t know.” Fae looked from Ben to Chloe.
            “There is nothing wrong with Leo. She’s strong as a horse—or is that an ox? I never get the two straight.” She took a teacup
            from Chloe. “I’ve only been gone a week. She shouldn’t have been in that ambulance.”
         

         
         “Maybe she wasn’t,” Ben said.

         
         Fae watched him stir sugar into his tea. “She was. They have her, she’ll be so upset.”

         
         Ben put his cup down. “You mean she was really in the ambulance?”

         
         “I said she was.” Fae put down her cup and pushed the floral wreath back from her brow. Why did the damn thing keep sliding off?

         
         “I’m sure she’s okay,” Chloe said, looking sympathetic.

         
         They were both looking sympathetic, and thinking poor old crazy Fae. Just humor her. Well, maybe she was crazy, but she didn’t
            need to be humored. She needed to get Leo home, where she belonged.
         

         
         “Did you call the hospital?”

         
         “I did.”

         
         “You did?”

         
         “Yes. On the house phone. She’s there.”

         
         “What did they say?”

         
         “They asked me if I was a family member. They could only speak to family members. I said yes. Then they asked me if I was
            the mother of the children.” Her mind went cloudy for a minute. She looked from Ben to Chloe. “What children?”
         

         
         Brother and sister exchanged looks.

         
         “Children?” Ben asked.

         
         “Did you ask for details?” Chloe asked.

         
         “I hung up.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “What children? I don’t know about any children.”

         
         Chloe sat down next to her. So young and sweet. “We don’t know about any children either. There is some reasonable explanation,
            so don’t you worry. Do you want Ben and me to drive you to the hospital?”
         

         
         Fae shook her head. “I can’t go there.”

         
         “Fae, have you maybe smoked a little too much weed tonight?”

         
         “Ben!” Chloe gasped.

         
         Fae dashed away a big fat tear. Shook her head. “I can’t go because . . . Look at me. I’ve been camping out at the Renaissance
            Faire for a week.”
         

         
         “I see your point.” Ben agreed.

         
         Fae put down her cup. “I shouldn’t have come.” She started to stand.

         
         “Of course you should have,” Ben said, standing right where she wanted to go. “And I apologize.”

         
         Fae tried to side step him.

         
         “Fae, it’s all right.”

         
         “No, it isn’t. My nephew George has been threatening to have me locked away since I danced at Wes’s funeral last year. George
            has never appreciated me. Even as a child. He has no sense of humor whatsoever.”
         

         
         Ben laughed, but Fae knew it was just to make her feel better. “Then he’ll put Leo in a home. It will kill her to be away
            from Wes.” She hung her head. “It will kill me, too.”
         

         
         “He would never do such a thing,” Chloe said.

         
         He would and gladly. George Whitaker was a bitter man. But Fae wouldn’t burst Chloe’s bubble. There were few enough happy
            spirits in the world, and Fae wouldn’t be responsible for making one less. “I can’t go to the hospital, but I have to get
            Leo out.”
         

         
         Chloe put her arm around her. “Ben will be glad to drive over to the hospital and find out what’s happening, won’t you, Ben?”

         
         “Absolutely. And how am I to get information when I’m not a family member?”

         
         “You’ll figure out a way. You’ve gone out with your share of nurses. Flirt. Bribe them. Or wheedle and beg. Whatever works.
            Fae and I will wait here drinking tea and eating some of those lemon curd bars I made yesterday. You’re going to call us as
            soon as you find out anything, so don’t forget your phone.”
         

         
         As the door closed behind him, Fae sent him a silent prayer to carry with him. And love to see him through. Even strong, young
            men sometimes needed a little help from their friends.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Issy made the drive in record time and only slowed down long enough to get her bearings in the parking lot before she blew
            through the doors of Coast General Hospital. A wooden information desk curved along the wall of the lobby below recessed lighting
            that did nothing to enhance the features of the receptionist. Issy stopped to ask for Leonore Whitaker’s room number.
         

         
         “Third floor, cardiac. But visiting hours are over.”

         
         “They sent for me,” Issy said.

         
         “Oh.” A sympathetic smile. “You go ahead, dear. Take the elevators on the right to the third floor. You can ask for her at
            the nurses’ station.”
         

         
         “Thank you.” Issy had stayed relatively calm on the drive from Manhattan, but now her nerves took over. She waited impatiently
            for the elevator, which seemed to be stuck in the basement, then made the interminable ride to the third floor.
         

         
         The nurses’ station was just off the elevators; a nurse walked her down the hall to room 317 and held the heavy door for Issy
            to precede her.
         

         
         Issy stopped just inside. Her grandmother lay on her back, so still, covered by a sheet and a light hospital blanket. She
            was tall, thin, with wisps of white hair framing her face. She didn’t look sick or frail, except for the IVs trailing from
            her arm and the monitors beeping green and red like the controls of a spaceship.
         

         
         The nurse nudged her into the room.

         
         Issy tiptoed toward the bed. “Grammy?” she said quietly.

         
         “She’s been sedated, so she probably won’t waken while you’re here. It’s nothing to be worried about.”

         
         Issy nodded distractedly.

         
         “The doctor is making his rounds. He should be by shortly. I’ll make sure he speaks with you before he goes. Would you care
            to visit with her while you wait?”
         

         
         “Yes, please.”

         
         The nurse left the room and Issy pulled a chair to the bed. She sat down, slipped her hand beneath her grandmother’s and gently
            closed her fingers around it.
         

         
         “Grammy? Grammy, can you hear me?”

         
          

         Leonore Whitaker knew this place. A young girl at the general store had told them about the cove; it was on private property,
               but there was a footpath to the sea through some artist’s place, called the Muses. They all decided to go. It had been a hot
               dusty ride from the music festival where they’d hung out for three whole days.

         
         Leonore longed for a bath, but a refreshing swim would do until she got home. If she went home. Her new friends were driving
               to California, or Colorado, or Canada. Any of those sounded fine to her. But first a refreshing swim.

         
         Just don’t be too loud, the girl told them. They don’t mind people coming there, but you have to be respectful. Of the land
               and the art.

         
         They parked the van and found the opening to the path, walked single file through trees and bushes past patches of tall beach
               grasses. Until they came out onto a rocky ledge surrounded by beach roses that grew right down to the water.

         
         It was a secluded place, a stretched-out orb of water with a narrow opening at one end where you could see ocean on the other
               side.

         
         They were perfectly alone except for the gray patches of slate here and there where roofs appeared like pieces of a collage
               among the tree leaves.

         
         Her friends didn’t hesitate; they stripped and splashed into the water, but Leonore stood back, just breathing in the salty
               air.

         
         “Come on, Leonore.”

         
         She stepped out onto a rock that jutted over the water. Pulled her shift up over her head and let it drop to the rough granite.
               Then she stepped to the edge.

         
         And there he was, half hidden by the trees on the opposite shore. He had something in his hand. A paintbrush. They’d disturbed
               a painter at his work.

         
         Leonore stretched her arms to the side, lifted her face, then her breasts, to the sky. Felt a tingle of exhilaration and dove
               into the water.

         
         He was waiting for her on the other side. She broke through the surface, sucked in a deep lungful of air, and saw him, or
               the bottom half. Khaki trousers and Birkenstocks worn with socks.

         
         She looked up and fell irretrievably in love. He held out his hands, helped her out of the water, and led her through the
               woods to a meadow of cornflowers where they made love in the high grasses. She never went to California or Colorado or Canada.
               She stayed with Wesley Whitaker. Beautiful, kind, loving Wesley.

         
          

         Issy felt her grandmother’s fingers tighten slightly around hers. “Grammy?”

         
         Leo’s eyelashes fluttered. Her eyes opened. “Wes?”

         
         Issy swallowed. “No, Grammy. It’s Issy. You’re going to be fine.”

         
         “Issy?”

         
         “Yes, I’m here now.”

         
         Her grandmother smiled but it wasn’t for Issy. Her fingers relaxed and Issy knew she was asleep.

         
         Her grandmother didn’t waken again, so when the doctor stepped into the room a few minutes later, Issy kissed her cheek and
            followed him into the hallway.
         

         
         “Dr. Rajneesh Prasad,” he said, shaking her hand. “My father, Dr. Neeraj Prasad, was Mrs. Whitaker’s cardiologist before he
            retired. And I am honored that Leo chose to stay with me for her care. You are her granddaughter?”
         

         
         “Yes. Isabelle Whitaker. I just drove from Manhattan. How is she? Is it serious?”

         
         “She is resting comfortably and we are monitoring her closely. She was not very clear on what happened. Whether she had a
            dizzy spell and fell, or if she fell first. The upshot is she has a mildly sprained ankle, a few bruises, a bit of dehydration.
            She was complaining about a pain in her chest. That’s why I’ve decided to keep her here a few days for observation and to
            do some tests. Check everything to the fullest.”
         

         
         “But she didn’t have a heart attack?”

         
         “A mild angina attack, to which she is prone. Something that can be treated with drugs and rest. But I do not feel comfortable
            with her staying alone in that large house. Are you planning to stay? She’ll need someone with her.”
         

         
         “My great-aunt Fae Whitaker lives on the property.”

         
         “Yes. I see, then I’d suggest a home-care attendant.”

         
         An attendant? Neither Leo nor Fae would go for that.

         
         “It’s early yet, time to discuss the future. How long are you staying?”

         
         “I don’t know,” Issy said. Tomorrow morning? But how could she leave? “Long enough to make sure she’ll be taken care of.”
         

         
         “Good, good, then we’ll talk at a later date. In the meantime, don’t worry. She is in excellent hands.”

         
         He said good night and strode off down the hall.

         
         Issy turned in the opposite direction in search of her nieces and nephew. She followed the sound of a television broadcast
            to a green-walled waiting room where a female police officer sat at a square Formica table. Amanda slumped at the table beside
            her, her cheek smashed into the remnant of a vending machine snack. Griffin was curled up asleep on the black Naugahyde couch.
         

         
         A skinny teenager was slouched in a chair, head bowed over her phone, earbuds planted in her ears and thumbs flying over the
            surface. For a split second hope that Vivienne was at the other end of that text swelled in Issy’s brain only to be snuffed
            out as Stephanie raised her eyes and glanced at Issy without slowing her relentless thumbs, and lowered her gaze back to the
            screen.
         

         
         The officer stood and gave Issy’s dress and heels the once-over. “Can I help you?”

         
         “Isabelle Whitaker,” Issy said stretching out her hand.

         
         The officer looked at it and Issy let it drop. “Are you from social services?”

         
         “No, I’m their aunt. I talked with Detective Griggs.”

         
         “I’ll notify him you’re here.” She pulled a radio off her utility belt and spoke into a cloud of static. “The aunt is here.”

         
         A crackly voice answered. The officer hung up and motioned for Issy to sit down.

         
         Which she did, gratefully. She should have changed into jeans and running shoes. Her feet hurt, she was exhausted, and this
            might take a long time.
         

         
         The television played on, none of the children roused, though Issy was tempted more than once to pull the cellophane wrapper
            away from Mandy’s face. Stephanie didn’t look up again.
         

         
         Issy heard the detective’s footsteps just seconds before he entered the room, barely giving her time to stifle a yawn and
            smooth the front of her dress. A few minutes later he would have found her, like Amanda, facedown in the Yodels.
         

         
         “Ms. Whitaker?”

         
         His voice boomed over the lowered volume of the television. Griffin sighed and fell back asleep. Mandy’s head lifted, she
            saw Issy. “I knew you’d come get us.”
         

         
         She launched herself out of the chair and threw both arms around Issy’s waist. Issy, to her discredit, wondered if she would
            find chocolate smears on her dress when she boarded the shuttle in a few hours.
         

         
         Griffin sat bolt upright. “Mommy?” He looked around, spotted Isabelle, and burst into tears.

         
         Stephanie didn’t bother to look up.

         
         “Easy, guy. She’ll be coming for you soon.” At least Issy hoped so.

         
         “I want her now.”

         
         So do I, Issy thought. So do we all.
         

         
         “Have you heard from their parents?” Griggs interjected.

         
         “Not yet, but I’m sure there’s an explanation.”

         
         “They left us!” Amanda cried, and clung to Issy.

         
         She peeled Amanda from her waist. “Did you talk with your mom or dad after they left? They’re probably just out on a date.”

         
         Amanda shook her head. “She packed our suitcases and said we had to stay with Grammy. And left us. Steph got really mad.”

         
         “Shut up,” came from Steph’s lowered head.

         
         Issy ignored her. “When did they leave?”

         
         Amanda shrugged. Looked at Detective Griggs. Maybe Issy should just be posing her questions to him; surely he had questioned
            the children. He didn’t seem too intimidating, about five-eight, chunky, black buzz cut, wearing shirtsleeves in deference
            to the weather.
         

         
         “She said the mother dropped them off after her ballet lesson. She goes to that on Monday. They drove straight to Mrs. Whitaker’s,
            where she left them. She didn’t tell them when she’d return.”
         

         
         Issy looked toward Steph for confirmation, but she was deliberately ignoring them. Issy felt a punch to the gut.

         
         Man, did she recognize that expression. She’d worn it plenty of times during her own childhood. So what if you’ve got a famous
            mother, if she didn’t even bother to come to your school play, parents’ night, graduation, your—fill in the blank—or if one
            day she dropped you off at Grammy’s and never came back for you.
         

         
         Issy would give everyone that same look as she died the death of a thousand humiliations. “Or a weekend away. Even parents
            get vacations.”
         

         
         “Do you think that’s what they did?” Amanda said hopefully.

         
         “I want to go home,” Griffin cried.

         
         Issy turned her attention to the detective. “You didn’t find out anything?”

         
         He shook his head. “I can put out a missing persons on them, but I need a member of the family to authorize it.”

         
         Issy nodded. She didn’t see much else they could do. What if there really was something wrong, and this wasn’t just Vivienne
            pulling a Jillian York.
         

         
         “She’s calling on Saturday.”

         
         Issy and the detective both swiveled in the direction of the voice. Steph was still bent over her phone. She hadn’t moved
            but Issy knew the voice belonged to her.
         

         
         “Why didn’t you tell us this before?” the detective asked.

         
         “You didn’t ask.” Stephanie never looked up from the phone.

         
         “In that case, Ms. Whitaker, if you’ll sign for them, they’re all yours.”

         
         “Mine?”

         
         Mandy and Griffin straightened up. Even Steph’s thumbs paused before taking up again.

         
         “If you’re willing.”

         
         Wasn’t that part of the reason she’d just driven from the city? And who else was there? She looked at the kids. Amanda and
            Griffin were looking tear-streaked and hopeful. Stephanie still hadn’t even glanced up but Issy knew what she was thinking
            as surely as if she were in her place, and oh heavens, how many times had she been right there?
         

         
         “Sure.”

         
         The room seemed to relax. The detective exhaled audibly.

         
         “Just until your mom comes to get you. Can I take them home?”

         
         “Locally?”

         
         “Yes, we’ll be staying at my grandmother’s home at the shore. It’s called Muses by the Sea. You might know it.” She gave him
            the address.
         

         
         “You’ll be sure to inform me when you’ve made contact with one or both of the Bannisters. If you don’t hear from them and
            need to take the next step—” He handed her a card.
         

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         He cocked his head and looked speculatively at her. “Are you sure you’re up for this?”

         
         Issy looked at him in mock surprise and lowered her voice. “A bawling five-year-old, a histrionic nine-year-old, and a sullen
            teenager? Piece of cake.”
         

         
         He held the clipboard while she signed it then raised both eyebrows. “Will you be okay? Shall I try to find someone to walk
            you out?”
         

         
         “Thanks but we’re good. Come on, guys, we’re going to Grammy’s.”

         
         Griffin slid off the couch and glommed to her side. Amanda latched on to her belt, which stretched with each step she took
            as she ushered them toward the door.
         

         
         At least Stephanie had stood and was shuffling behind them on her own steam.

         
         This must be the way pack mules felt, Issy thought as they lumbered down the corridor toward the exit. Pack mules. She must be really tired. Of course she was. Long days, longer nights. Missed meals and little sleep. One installation opened
            tonight. Another leaving in a few hours, maybe already gone. And how was she going to make it back to Queens in time for the
            early D.C. shuttle?
         

         
         What was she going to do with three children? She supposed she could just put them all on the shuttle with her and get Deirdre
            to find someone to babysit. Or get Deirdre to babysit. Just deserts.
         

         
         Somehow none of that sounded like a good idea. What if Vivienne came back and they were gone? Holy cow, she’d have Issy arrested
            for child abduction.
         

         
         But Issy couldn’t stay here with them. Maybe Great-Aunt Fae would be home when they got there, though Issy wasn’t sure she
            was up to taking care of them. And where could Fae possibly be? Amanda said they hadn’t seen her. Several scenarios passed
            through Issy’s mind, none of them with a happy ending. She pushed the images away.
         

         
         Maybe Mrs. Norcroft would be willing to oversee them if Issy offered her more money. But could Issy leave her grandmother
            in the hospital with no family members to watch out for her?
         

         
         She’d just have to fly back and forth until the exhibit was installed, launched, and running. She looked at her phone to see
            if she’d somehow missed Vivienne’s return call. Nothing.
         

         
         She stifled a yawn. First things first. Get these kids to the Muses and find someone to watch them until she could find her
            sister or make permanent arrangements.
         

         
         What on earth had her sister been thinking to leave them with their great-grandmother? Leo was in great shape for someone
            who was eighty-three—four? But she couldn’t take care of three kids. Fae was younger by about six or seven years, but she
            would never be a reliable child-care provider. Fae was the least reliable person Issy had ever known, though she loved her
            dearly.
         

         
         They were several feet from the exit when the door whooshed open; a man rushed in and barely managed to skid to a stop in
            front of them. His arms stretched out as if he might grab them—Issy’s first thought—or was trying to herd them—before he said,
            “Sorry, sorry,” danced around the little group, and headed to the information desk.
         

         
         Issy knew just how he felt. The call in the middle of the night, the rush to the hospital, she just hoped his ride didn’t
            end in heartache.
         

         
         She gathered Amanda and Griffin closer and was about to lead them out when she heard the man say, “Leonore . . .”

         
         Issy stopped, causing a boomerang effect with the youngest children.

         
         “Whitaker.”

         
         “He’s talking about Grammy,” Amanda said in a whisper.

         
         “Do you know him?” Issy whispered back. He was dressed in wrinkled jeans and a T-shirt, holey running shoes with no socks,
            and with his hair sticking up like he just woke up.
         

         
         She squinted at him. He looked slightly familiar. She guided the others back toward the information desk. “Excuse me.”

         
         He’d just turned in the opposite direction toward the bank of elevators, but he completed the turn all the way back to Issy
            in an awkward pirouette.
         

         
         “Are you talking to me?”

         
         Issy nodded. “I heard you ask about Leonore Whitaker.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “I’m . . .” She stopped, really looked at him, kind of sandy hair, grayish-blue eyes, nice enough face. But it was the hair,
            the way it stuck up on one side like he’d just gotten out of bed . . . “Ben?”
         

         
         He jumped as if one of the kids had goosed him; Issy quickly looked around for the culprit, but they were all standing behind
            her.
         

         
         “Ben Collins?”

         
         “Yes. Do I know you?”

         
         Issy grinned, started to laugh. Totally inappropriate. It must be fatigue . . . she hadn’t had much sleep in the last week,
            but this was no time to get punch-drunk. She tightened her mouth. Shook her head. Covered her face with her hand. Snorted
            a laugh.
         

         
         Griffin started to cry.

         
         “Aunt Issy,” Amanda moaned. “You’re scaring us.”

         
         “I am so sorry. The stress of the evening. I heard you ask about my grandmother and I thought . . .” What? That a total stranger
            could tell her what the hell was going on. But he wasn’t a total stranger, and maybe he would have a clue.
         

         
         “I’m Issy Whitaker. Chloe and I were in the same grade at school.” They’d been unlikely comrades, porcelain complexioned and
            blond, Chloe was a mother’s delight, cheerful, neat, with a streak of mischief she kept well hidden by a naturally happy disposition.
            And the dark-haired, dark-eyed, sullen Isabelle, who wouldn’t recognize her mother in a crowd, who felt more comfortable among
            the cigars, brandies, and arguments of middle-aged artists than on the playground. And yet they’d become friends. Ben was
            Chloe’s older brother, a science nerd and worshipped by his sister and her friend Issy.
         

         
         “Issy? Good grief. I would never have recognized you. You’ve—” He seemed to stall for words.

         
         “Grown?” Issy supplied. She felt another giggle about to erupt. What was wrong with her? She slammed down on it.

         
         “That, too. How is she?”

         
         “The doctor said it was a mild—oh God, I can’t remember the name—” She took a deep breath. “Something to do with her heart,
            but minor and some bruises and dehydration and she’ll be fine.”
         

         
         She was surprised by a yawn. “Sorry. I’m just sleep deprived and not thinking clearly.”

         
         “I can understand. Don’t you work in Manhattan?”

         
         “Yes I was at work when the hospital called. I came straight from the museum, which is why I’m . . .” She gestured to her
            dress, the worse for a two-hour drive and Mandy’s sticky fingers.
         

         
         “They look like they hurt like hell,” he said, gesturing to her shoes.

         
         “They do. I’m not sure why you’re here. Did the hospital call you, too?”

         
         “Actually Fae asked me to come.”

         
         “Fae? Where is she? The kids said—”

         
         “These are your kids?”

         
         She shook her head. “My sister’s. Evidently they’re staying with Leo and Fae for a while.”

         
         He blew out air. “That’s what she meant. I was beginning to wonder.”

         
         “About what? Where is Fae? Amanda said she wasn’t there.” This time she managed to cover her yawn with her hand.

         
         “You look beat. What are you going to do with these guys?”

         
         “Take them back to the Muses for now.”

         
         “And not make us be orphans,” cried Amanda.

         
         “You’re not an orphan,” Issy said, too tired by now to even be annoyed.

         
         “But we’re starving,” she complained.

         
         “I want to go to McDonald’s,” mumbled Griffin, and started to cry again.

         
         “Oh, man up, Griff,” Steph said with disgust, and stuck her earbuds back in.

         
         She couldn’t have said it better herself, Issy thought. “Is Fae all right? Is she at home?”

         
         “She and Chloe are both at my house. She’s been out of town and she saw the ambulance drive away as she arrived. She sent
            me to see about Leo. It’s a long convoluted story.” He glanced around at the children. “Why don’t I drive you all to the Muses
            and I’ll call Chloe to bring Fae and some food, though I’m guessing those two will be asleep when they hit the seat.
         

         
         “And that one.” He flicked his head toward Stephanie. “We’ll just plug her into the car lighter and reboot her.”

         
         Issy glanced at Steph just in time to see her eyes widen, then close as if she hadn’t heard.

         
         He scooped Griffin up. Gestured the others toward the doorway.

         
         “Thanks but I have my car,” Issy said. “I’ll find a drive-thru on our way, and if you tell me where you live, I’ll also pick
            up Fae.”
         

         
         “You’re not driving anywhere tonight. You might yawn yourself into a ditch.”

         
         She knew he was right. Now that she was here, exhaustion was sweeping over her. “I have to be on the morning shuttle to D.C.”

         
         He stuttered to a stop. “And I suppose you’re driving yourself to LaGuardia or Logan as soon as you drop these guys off.”

         
         “If there’s someone to keep them. I have a huge installation beginning in the morning. I can be back by tomorrow night.”

         
         “Same old Issy,” he said.

         
         She wanted to ask him what he meant but she was just too tired.

         
         “I’ll drive your car, providing we’ll all fit.” He lifted his eyebrows in question.

         
         “SUV.”

         
         “And Chloe can bring me back for my truck in the morning.” He stuck out his hand and opened his fingers.

         
         Issy didn’t think about arguing; she dropped her keys in his palm.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         The familiar sound of gravel brought Issy bolt upright in her seat as her SUV passed beneath the wrought-iron arches of the
            Muses. She couldn’t really see them, but she felt them in the darkness. For the briefest second she was a child and seeing
            the house for the first time. She didn’t know then that it would soon be her home.
         

         
         And here she was again. She sat still as the fog in her mind cleared. Grammy was in the hospital, Vivienne’s kids were in
            the backseat, Ben Collins was driving them home.
         

         
         She glanced to her left. Yep. Ben Collins was driving her car.

         
         Issy pulled her skirt down in a futile attempt to appear put together and awake rather than lost in a total stupor. Only a
            few short hours ago she was at the museum, preparing for her next opening. Looking forward to a busy summer, and now . . .
         

         
         “Sorry. I must have dozed off.” She peered out the window. “You know I’d recognize that gravel anywhere. It has a crunch unique
            unto itself.”
         

         
         Ben flashed her a smile. “The sound of coming home.”

         
         “Well, I’m not sure about that.” It had been her home, but she hadn’t thought of it as home for a long time. Tonight the old
            mansion and the grounds were lit up as if they were expecting her. They had been expected that night, too. She remembered
            it had looked like . . .
         

         
         “Christmas,” Issy said wistfully. “It’s lit up like Christmas.”

         
         “I’m surprised you remember.”

         
         Issy cut him a look. She hadn’t spent Christmas at the Muses since college. She hadn’t visited at all since her grandfather
            died.
         

         
         Ben pulled the SUV up to the front door and turned off the ignition. “All ashore who’s going ashore,” he announced.

         
         He got out and opened the back door, lifted a groggy Griffin to his shoulder then waited for Mandy to climb out.

         
         Stephanie just sat there.

         
         “Out,” he said at the same time Stephanie opened the opposite door. She slid out of the car without looking up.

         
         Issy opened her own door and practically fell out of the front seat. Yelped when her bare feet met the gravel. She leaned
            back into the car and rummaged on the floor until she found her shoes.
         

         
         When she straightened up, the children had all stopped at the bottom step, their faces lifted to the apparition that had appeared
            in a nimbus of porch light.
         

         
         Issy hesitated only for a moment before she recognized her great-aunt Fae. She was dressed in flowing gown of floral gauze.
            A wreath of flowers sat askew and slightly wilting on a head of wild gray curls. Perennial flower child from an era that ended
            before any of the others were born.
         

         
         Fae raised her arms in welcome, but before Issy could move, the front door opened and Chloe rushed out holding a wooden spoon.
            Chloe Collins, blond and plump, funny and kind, and Issy’s best friend since kindergarten.
         

         
         “Issy!” she squealed, and wrapped arms and spoon around Issy, nearly knocking her off her feet. “You look wonderful. Ben,
            get those children inside, and then bring Issy’s luggage in. You do have luggage, don’t you? How long are you staying?”
         

         
         She chatted as she guided Issy up the stairs and deposited her in front of Fae, before scuttling the children through the
            door. Ben grabbed Issy’s suitcase and computer case before Issy could tell him not to, and followed his sister into the house.
         

         
         “Aunt Fae.” Issy gave her great-aunt a hug. Fae felt fragile, almost as light as air. As if she was becoming one of her paintings,
            slowly disappearing from view.
         

         
         Fae just smiled beatifically. Issy’s smile wavered. Did she even recognize Issy?

         
         “It’s all right, Aunt Fae. I talked to the doctor and she’s going to be fine.” Issy patted the older woman’s back.

         
         Fae grasped both Issy’s hands in hers. “I didn’t know. I shouldn’t have gone. But Leo said she’d be fine and—well, she’s not
            exactly alone, lots of people look in on her. And I was only gone a week.
         

         
         “She didn’t tell me the children were coming. I didn’t know what children they were talking about.”

         
         “Who was talking about?”

         
         Ben stepped onto the porch. “The hospital when Fae called. Chloe says come and eat.”

         
         “I didn’t know about the children. I wouldn’t have gone.”

         
         “I don’t think Leo knew they were coming,” Issy said, finally able to loosen her aunt’s hold and guide her to the front door.
            “According to Amanda, their mother packed their suitcases and drove them here. Nothing about making plans.”
         

         
         “Why would she do such a thing? Do you think something happened to Dan? I—” Now she let go, but only to cover her mouth with
            her hand. “What did Leo say?”
         

         
         “She was sleeping. It’s late. She can tell us tomorrow.” Except Issy wouldn’t be here. But how could she not be here? Who was going to deal with this mess? It was abundantly clear that Aunt Fae was in no condition to care for anyone,
            maybe not even herself.
         

         
         “They’ll let us see her, won’t they?”

         
         “I’m sure they will.” Issy walked arm in arm with Fae down the central hall to the kitchen, where the kids were already sitting
            at the table eating peanut butter sandwiches and slices of cantaloupe.
         

         
         Chloe set a basket of homemade bread on the table. “I tried to interest them in gazpacho and quiche but they couldn’t wait.
            The quiche will be ready in a minute. Have a seat. You, too, Fae.”
         

         
         There were three places neatly set at the opposite end of the table. There was so much Issy had to do, but she made for the
            wooden kitchen chair like it was a feather bed.
         

         
         Issy’s cell phone buzzed. All heads turned toward her as she fished it out of her bag. A text from Paolo. She shook her head.
            Not Vivienne.
         

         
         Truck just left. Taking 6am shuttle. U OK?

         
         “Sorry, I have to make a call.” Issy got up from the table and pressed her speed dial for Paolo.

         
         He answered on the second ring.

         
         “Ciao, bella. How goes it?”
         

         
         She walked into the hall before answering. “My grandmother will recover. My sister left her three children here, and I have
            to make arrangements for someone to watch them until she gets back. I can do that tomorrow, but even so, I don’t think I’ll
            make the six o’clock.”
         

         
         “Cara, we’re fine. The D.C. team can install this exhibit in their sleep. And the Cluny team will have to, since none of us has
            seen more than four hours in the last two weeks. So no hurries, no worries.”
         

         
         “I’ll try for the eight o’clock; if I can get my aunt to care for the children, I can call for permanent care once I’m in
            D.C.” She lowered her voice. “It’s just a little dicey, the cop in charge suggested social services. I can’t let them do that.
            I’ve been calling my sister all night but she doesn’t answer.”
         

         
         “Do you think something has happened to her?”

         
         “Not at this point, but it is unlike her just to dump her kids and take off. She’s like supermother. A-team. Starring role.”

         
         Paolo chuckled.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Now I know why you so rarely speak of her.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “You don’t like her very much.”

         
         “No love lost between us, that’s for sure. A topic for another time.”

         
         “And several drinks,” he added.

         
         One drink tonight would put her under the table.

         
         “I’ll come straight to the museum from the airport. I’ll give you a heads-up as soon as I know which shuttle.”

         
         “Issy, what I was going to say before we got sidetracked by your charismatic family is that Dell came down. I told him we
            could do the unload via Skype with you. Actually they don’t even need us to unload but I kept that to myself. Don’t want him
            thinking we’re expendable. You take tomorrow, even Saturday, to arrange things there.”
         

         
         “I—” She started to protest, but she knew he was right. She’d be distracted the whole time. But she also knew that there was
            a handful of people begging for a job at the museum. Deirdre, for one, wanted Issy’s. The pay was lousy but the perks . . .
            All that great art.
         

         
         “Issy, Are you still awake?”

         
         “Yes, just thinking.”

         
         “So stop it. Deirdre and I have got this. You take care of your family.”

         
         Issy’s heart squeezed a little. “If you’re sure.”

         
         “Cara, you’re talking to me.”
         

         
         And to Paolo, family was everything.

         
         “Thanks.”

         
         “And try to get some sleep.”

         
         “I will. Call me, anytime.”

         
         “Good night, Is.”

         
         “Night.”

         
         She ended the call as Chloe came down the hall, urging the three children toward the stairs and bed.

         
         “I’ll take care of these guys,” Chloe said. “You go eat something.”

         
         “Thanks. And I just got a reprieve. I don’t have to be in D.C. until day after tomorrow.”

         
         “Great; that will give us time to come up with a plan.”

         
         When Issy returned to the kitchen Ben was attempting to convince Fae to go home to bed. “Everything is fine. We’ll go visit
            her in the morning. Issy needs her rest.”
         

         
         On cue Issy stepped into the room and yawned. She didn’t mean to, but she was exhausted, and trying to get sense out of her
            great-aunt tonight was more than she could manage.
         

         
         She went to Fae and gave her a hug. “It’s all going to be fine. You’ll see.”

         
         “Come along. I’ll walk you home.” Ben extended his elbow.

         
         “That’s not necessary. I know the way.”

         
         “But you don’t want to hurt my feelings, do you?”

         
         Fae sighed. “I know what you’re doing. But very well.”

         
         When they were gone, Issy sat down to attempt a few bites of quiche. It was delicious, though a bit lukewarm by now.

         
         Chloe came back in. “The two little ones are out cold. The teenager disappeared into her room and shut the door. I’ll take
            that as she’s fine.”
         

         
         She sat down next to Issy. “Wow. I can’t believe you’re here. I’m glad, though I just wish it hadn’t been because Leo is in
            the hospital. The question is, are you going to stay?”
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Chloe. I didn’t mean to leave without a word the last time I was here. It’s such a Whitaker thing to do. But things
            were such a mess. No one even told me Wes had died. I probably couldn’t have made it back to the States in time for the funeral,
            but they didn’t even try to find me. And for some reason, I just haven’t made it back too often since then.”
         

         
         “Don’t be so hard on them. Leo was distraught. Fae was . . . well, you know. George and Dan were at it. And Vivienne—”

         
         “Vivienne saw her chance to queer me with the whole family.”

         
         Chloe shrugged. “At least this will give you a chance to square things with Leo.”

         
         “I can’t stay. I have work that won’t wait.”

         
         “We’ll think of something.”

         
         “Thanks. So tell me what’s going on with you.”

         
         “Well, I’m an administrative assistant at the local grammar school.”

         
         “What about culinary school?”

         
         “I went for a year, but it was expensive and somehow it took all the love of cooking out of me. Just don’t have what it takes,
            I guess.”
         

         
         “So you and Ben live together?” Issy asked, half curious and half just making conversation. It seemed so odd that they should
            reconnect so fortuitously at the moment Issy really needed some friends.
         

         
         “No. Ben lives on the edge of town, close to his stinky old marshes. I just bought a bungalow downtown and I’m staying with
            him while I have the floors refinished. It’s zoned for business and has an apartment above. I’ve been thinking about opening
            a tea shop.”
         

         
         She began clearing the table.

         
         “You’d be great at it.” Issy pushed her chair back to help.

         
         They carried the dishes to the sink. Chloe turned on the spigot; the pipes creaked and banged; the water exploded out then
            ran in a slow trickle.
         

         
         “That doesn’t sound good,” Issy said.

         
         “It was supposed to be fixed,” Chloe said over her shoulder. “A total overhaul of the plumbing.”

         
         Issy leaned on the counter next to Chloe. “Doesn’t look like they got very far.”

         
         “No, it doesn’t. Scott Rostand was contracted to do the job. I don’t know what happened. He’s working on the Cove Theater
            renovation. Guess it was a bigger, better-paying job. Though you wouldn’t think it to hear them beg for money. Still, it’s
            not like Scott not to finish a job.”
         

         
         “Doesn’t even look like he started this one,” Issy said.

         
         The kitchen door opened and Ben walked back in. “Chloe, Issy’s dead on her feet and you have her washing dishes?”

         
         “I’m just kibitzing. And talking plumbing. Did you get Fae home okay?”

         
         “As close as she’d let me. I waited, after she disappeared into the woods, for screeches, screams, or oofs. But nothing. I
            don’t know why she’s so secretive about where she lives. It’s that yellow cottage on the cliff, right?”
         

         
         Issy nodded. “It’s just her way.”

         
         “I promised we’d take her to the hospital tomorrow.”

         
         “We?”

         
         “We’re not going to strand you here with those crazy kids.” He took the drying cloth from her hand. “That’s it for you. Off
            to bed. We’ll finish here and lock up.” He frowned. “You’re okay staying here by yourself? Do you want us to stay?”
         

         
         “No, you’ve both already done too much. We’ll be fine.”

         
         “Then we’ll pick you up in the morning, but not too early. Sleep in. We have the whole day to get things squared away.”

         
         “Thank you. Both of you. I don’t know—”

         
         “Enough. Get upstairs right now. Before I throw you over my shoulder and carry you up.”

         
         “I’m a little heavier than I was in grammar school.”

         
         “What? You don’t think I can still throw you over my shoulder?”

         
         Issy threw up her hands. “I’m going.”

         
         “Issy,” Chloe said. “One thing. How did you recognize Ben at the hospital? He’s not the scrawny geek he used to be.”

         
         Issy looked from Chloe to her brother and laughed. “I didn’t recognize him. I recognized his cowlick.”

         
         Ben groaned and slapped his hand to his hair.

         
         Issy grinned. “How many times did you show up at school looking just like tonight? I would have known that bedhead anywhere.”
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