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Dedication

TO BARRY AND SYDNEY AND FORREST, WITH LOVE

TO MY MOTHER, FOREVER BEHIND THE FRAME





Epigraph

A painting is never finished—it simply stops in interesting places.

—Paul Gauguin
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Chapter One

Mona Dunn was late. She leaped from one painting to the next, her damp hair flying like streamers on a bicycle, her dress darkened here and there by still-soggy undergarments. She’d known there wasn’t enough time, even without the calamity, which had involved a stranger farther down the beach, whose presence had trapped her in the water thanks to an ill-thought-out decision to jump in wearing only her undergarments. Her mistake cost her twenty minutes. She would be the last to arrive at Lord Beaverbrook’s monthly meeting, just like last month and the month before. Lord Beaverbrook would not be pleased.

Breathless, she arrived at the meeting location: Salvador Dalí’s Santiago El Grande, one of the largest and most dramatic paintings in the art gallery, with its massive horse and rider soaring toward the heavens. Located in the Orientation Gallery, near the entrance, it was a crowd-pleaser. Lord Beaverbrook was already speaking. After slipping through the picture frame into the meeting, Mona dipped behind Andre Reidmor, hoping his voluminous cloak would hide her.

“I should like to remind you of the many important events that will occur at the Beaverbrook Art Gallery this summer,” Max Aitken—aka Lord Beaverbrook—read from his notes. Though his head was down, he added, “Good of you to join us, Mouse.” Max’s pet name for Mona was Mouse, because according to him she was everywhere and nowhere and never seemed to get caught.

Every head swiveled in her direction. Her friends, Madame Juliette and Edmund, flashed sympathetic smiles. Clement Cotterell stuck out his tongue. The horse and rider peered down and gave her hard stares. Mona curtsied, and then fixed her attention upon Max, pretending the attention did not bother her in the least. Papa called it her imperious look, and it often served her well.

“To continue,” Max said, flicking a bit of dried paint off the lapel of his jacket, “the art restorer arrives today.”

A murmur rolled across the crowd like a wave. Mona saw Juliette give Edmund a fearful look. No one liked being restored. It was a messy, tedious business, and it meant spending several days or weeks trapped in a workroom in the basement.

“Now, now,” Max growled, waving the buzz away as if they were bees bothering him at the breakfast table. “You all knew this was coming. Everyone has to do their share if we are to remain a top-tier art gallery.”

“But I was only just restored!” Lady Cotterell called out, swaying as if she might faint. Painted by a Dutch artist in the seventeenth century, she had a delicate temperament, thanks to being trapped in a painting for nearly four hundred years with crying baby Frances, three rambunctious children, and a husband who complained constantly about being stuck at the Beaverbrook Art Gallery in New Brunswick, Canada, when his dream was to live at the Louvre in Paris.

Lord Beaverbrook didn’t glance up. “Madame, your painting was last restored in 1973.”

“It was that long ago?” Lady Cotterell whispered to herself.

“As I said,” Max continued, “I do not yet have the exact schedule, but here is the restoration list as I know it today: The Cotterell Family, Madame Juliette dans le Jardin, Hotel Bedroom, Merrymaking, and Mona Dunn.”

There was such an uproar after “Merrymaking” that Mona barely heard her name.

“Where will we spend the evenings while we’re being restored?” a swarthy man Mona didn’t recognize shouted. Despite having lived in the gallery for nearly sixty years, she still ran across residents who rarely left their paintings, especially a painting like Merrymaking, with its dozens of people both inside and outside the White Horse Inn.

Max shrugged, but as faces began to purple, he added, “Calm down. Sir Thomas Samwell has agreed to host folks over at Bacchanalian Piece while Merrymaking is restored. Satisfied?” He waited for the grumbling to trickle away. “Be prepared to go downstairs at a moment’s notice. Keep your paintings organized. Now if you’ll allow me to continue, I do have other news.”

Someone started to speak, but was hushed. No one really wanted to cross the Boss, the residents’ nickname for Max.

“The gallery will host a fundraising party on Friday night. Attendance is down this year, as are donations. As you well know, operating a world-class enterprise like this requires lots of money, and I expect you to look sharp during the party. No pained faces, please and thank you, regardless of the ridiculous things the guests say.”

A few snickers volleyed their way around the meeting. Everyone had a handful of gallery patron horror stories.

Max acknowledged the laughter with a quick grin. “Also, the museum will host several weeklong summer camps, but with a twist: the final night of each week will include a sleepover—”

“What is this sleepover thing?” Andre Reidmor asked. His painting was almost six hundred years old, and he’d been on loan to another gallery when the last sleepover was held, in 1998.

“The children taking part in the art camps get to spend the night in the gallery at the end of the week,” Mona whispered, even though, if truth be told, she was a little afraid of the stern-faced giant bear of a man who strode about in his fur-trimmed green velvet cape.

“Why would they do that?” he demanded. “It sounds bothersome, ya?”

Mona remembered the last sleepover fondly, an opinion not shared by Sir Charles, who railed against allowing “rambunctious ragamuffins” to spend the night.

Max’s booming voice silenced all opposition. “Enough! Director Singer is of the opinion that such activities encourage family participation in art. Family participation means more income. Surely we can put aside our personal feelings for the good of the gallery?”

“He means the good of Lord Beaverbrook,” someone muttered.

Mona twisted around. The speaker was British author W. Somerset Maugham, who was being held in the arms of a man Mona didn’t recognize. Maugham winked at Mona, and she grinned in return. She liked Maugham. It was too bad he had the misfortune of being a sketch of a head. While Mona’s painting only showed her from the waist up, her artist had thought of the whole of her, which meant when she left her portrait she was a complete person. Maugham’s artist had focused solely on the head; Maugham could only leave his painting if someone remembered to go down to the workroom in the basement and get him. At least he could talk. No one liked the sketches of body-less hands; they tended to creep up at the most inopportune and frightening times.

Max pulled out his pocket watch. “It is almost six thirty a.m.,” he said. “The security shift change will be occurring soon. I suggest we all return to our paintings. Have a good day.” A few people near the front clapped, hoping Max would notice and think kindly of them in the future. Then, like theatergoers after a performance, everyone shuffled off toward the frame, where they lined up, chatting and laughing as they waited for a turn to step into the narrow passages behind the walls that magically led to the gallery’s various rooms and their individual paintings.

Before Lord Beaverbrook himself could leave, a man emerged from the shadows behind him and whispered something in his ear. Mr. Dusk was Beaverbrook’s right-hand man; he lived in Hotel Bedroom, located in the Hosmer Pillow Vaughan Gallery. His artist, Lucian Freud, was world-famous, and the painting had brought countless visitors to the gallery. But Freud had painted Dusk as a gray, shadowy figure, and because of that, most of the residents of the gallery gave him a wide berth. Max nodded as Dusk spoke and then held up a hand.

“Wait up!” he called. “Mr. Dusk here has reminded me I’ve forgotten something.”

Those already out of the painting poked their heads back in, while everyone else turned their attention back to the Boss.

“The gallery director’s son is arriving today,” Max said, smiling.

“I didn’t know he had a son,” someone said. Mona nodded. She hadn’t known either.

“He does indeed,” Max said. “A twelve-year-old lad named Sargent. Apparently he’s quite an artist. I assume he will participate in the art camps. Director Singer is very excited. And that is definitely that. Off you go!”

Mona was shoved along toward the frame and had nearly escaped when Max’s booming voice caught up with her. “I would see you, Mona Dunn!”

Mona sighed. She’d been right; she wasn’t getting off scot-free this time.





Chapter Two

Sargent Singer’s stepfather, Bill, hummed as he eased the Mercedes into the drop-off zone for Terminal B at La Guardia Airport. It was six thirty in the morning on the last day of June, and Sargent was exhausted, not from getting up early, but because he hadn’t slept at all.

“Are you sure this is the right terminal for Air Canada?” his mother asked, her knuckles white from clutching Sargent’s ticket and boarding pass.

“Yes, Sarah,” Bill said. He leaned forward to pop the trunk and then climbed out of the car.

Sargent was wriggling across the back seat to the door closest to the curb when his mother placed a hand on his arm. He froze, anticipating more motherly advice. In the past week, she’d subjected him to three serious sit-down discussions. Obviously that wasn’t enough to convince her he’d be fine; she’d also tucked six pages filled with emergency phone numbers, email addresses, a detailed travel itinerary, a map of emergency exits on the airplane, and a summer reading list into the front pocket of his knapsack. She hadn’t been this worried when he’d gone to Paris last summer to study at the Sorbonne.

But this trip was different. He was going to visit his father, and anything to do with Isaac Singer made his mother a wreck.

Sargent shook off her hand. “Mom, I gotta go.”

He was free of her grip, but not from her intense blue eyes. “I know. Look . . . if it doesn’t work out—”

“Mom, I’ll be fine.” Sure, he hadn’t spent much time with his father over the years, but the guy ran an art gallery and Sargent was a painter. They’d have that in common, wouldn’t they?

“I know, but if he starts acting strange . . .”

Sargent couldn’t tell what part of the queasy feeling in his stomach was due to his mother’s worries or his own. “Mom, stop. He asked me to spend the summer.”

His mother sniffed. “Spending the summer is very different from spending a weekend.”

Like he didn’t already know that. No way were they rehashing his history with Isaac again. Not here, not now. He wouldn’t have the guts to get on the plane. “Bill’s waiting; I gotta go.” He watched her turn, roll down her window, and hold up a finger to her husband.

“One minute, darling!”

Bill tapped his watch. “Let him go, Sarah. Security can take a while. We don’t want him to miss his flight.”

Afraid that missing his flight was exactly what his mother had in mind, Sargent scrambled out of the car and joined Bill, who drew him into a warm hug.

“Have a great summer, pal,” Bill said, thumping Sargent on the back. “Don’t worry about your mom. By the time we’re back in the city, she’ll have forgotten she even has a son.”

Bill meant it as a joke, but it stung a little. Sargent was the child of his mother’s first marriage and had been an only child for almost seven years before she’d remarried. Then his mom had two more kids—twins Ainsley and Ashley—and Sargent was forced to share her not only with Bill, but with a couple of Disney princesses come to life.

While Sargent was happy to hole up in his bedroom with his paints or a good book, the twins were like his mom and Bill—nonstop talkers who loved being the center of attention. It was like they were this perfect family of four, plus awkward him. Sargent was going to miss them all, but the thought of a little peace and quiet with no one bugging him to paint their nails or play Sleeping Beauty was appealing.

“I heard that!” His mother joined them on the sidewalk. Despite her obvious distress, she still looked impeccable, and Sargent was sure she’d reapplied her lipstick before getting out of the car. “Ignore Bill, Sargent, he’s just being silly. Now listen, text me when you are past security, when you board, and when you land in Toronto and Fredericton. Okay?”

Sargent nodded, knowing there’d be texts waiting for him at every stop along the way. If he didn’t respond, she might call out the FBI or something.

“Sarah, give him a hug. We can’t stay in this spot much longer.” Bill thumped Sargent on the back, then circled around and climbed behind the wheel.

“Maybe I should go in the terminal with you. . . .”

“Mom . . . come on. I don’t need you to come in with me. The Air Canada lady is waiting for me at the desk. If you come in, it’ll just drag things out. Please.”

Eyes glistening, Sargent’s mother held him in a viselike grip that seemed improbable for someone so tiny. “Fine. I love you, sweetheart. Be good. I hope everything goes well with your father. Remember, I’m just a phone call away.”

Sargent could feel a lump forming in his throat. While he wanted to spend the summer with his dad and get to know him better, part of him wanted to stay home, too. Home was familiar, safe. Afraid he might cry or, worse, chicken out of going, he nodded and fled through the revolving door and into the airport.





Chapter Three

It wasn’t easy being a kid at the Beaverbrook Art Gallery. Days stuck inside a painting, strangers gawking at you, living with the same people who told the same stories for years on end, making friends with visiting paintings only to have them leave. But the hardest part for Mona Dunn was that everyone expected her to act older than her thirteen years because she was a hundred-year-old painting. It wasn’t fair.

Clement Cotterell intercepted Mona on her way to meet Max. “Come find me tonight. Unless you’re grounded,” he added saucily. “I want to share some sick beats I’m working on.”

“Clem . . .”

“Don’t Clem me—I gotta stay current! You might be content to live like you’re still in 1915, but it’s the twenty-first century, Mona. I see those fellows coming in with their music. I hear what they’re playing. And I’m down with it.”

Mona rolled her eyes. Clem’s seventeenth-century look—puffy silk shirt, fawn-colored frock coat, short pants, hair that waved past his shoulders—bore no resemblance to his inner twenty-first-century hipster self. Over the past four hundred years, nine-year-old Clem had experienced every phase known to the history of childhood. It was hard to keep up.

Clem was Mona’s partner in crime, but their age difference made him more a pesky younger brother than a true confidant. He poked her in the ribs and swaggered off toward the passage where his family stood waiting, his mother loudly fussing over the baby and the upcoming restoration project.

Madame Juliette and her fiancé, Lieutenant Colonel Edmund Nugent, were speaking with Max when Mona presented herself for her scolding.

“And you are certain this will not affect our matrimonial plans?” Edmund asked Max.

“I don’t see why it should.” Max turned to the shadowy man lurking to his right. “Make a note, Dusk. Madame Juliette’s work needs to be completed by July thirty-first, no exceptions.”

Dusk scribbled a note in the small notebook he always carried.

Madame Juliette offered the two men a relieved smile. “Thank you. As you know, August fifth is our preferred date.”

Mr. Dusk grinned, a flash of white teeth splitting the gray. “We’ll do our best, Juliette.”

Edmund glared. A product of the eighteenth century, Edmund disliked such familiarity. A proper gentleman did not use a lady’s first name.

August fifth was an important date in the gallery calendar that summer. The entire building would be shut down for twenty-four hours while a new art installation was mounted on the roof. It was the ideal time for the wedding, which was to be held in Santiago El Grande, the very painting where they stood.

Mona looked from Madame Juliette to Edmund and sighed. It would be a grand wedding. Edmund, in his red military frock coat with the golden piping and brass buttons, was the epitome of dashing, thanks to his chivalrous eighteenth-century manners and his elegant oak walking stick. Madame Juliette was equally refined, an Impressionistic picture of flowery sweetness in her silk skirt the color of pale butter, her frilly white parasol held at a jaunty angle, the ever-present nosegay of red roses in one hand. Their wedding would be so romantic.

Best of all, Mona would be a part of it, standing up with Madame Juliette. It was the Beaverbrook Art Gallery’s first wedding, and it was the talk of the paintings. The only disappointment for Mona was what she’d be wearing. William Orpen had painted her wearing her favorite dress at the time, a plain pleated affair the color of toffee with snowy buttons marching down the front. If only she’d chosen her white silk chiffon; that was a proper bridesmaid’s dress. To be fair, at the time she’d had no idea she’d have another life behind the frame, one where she could wear only the clothes she’d been painted in.

Talk of the wedding had made her forget she’d been called to account with Lord Beaverbrook, but his throat clearing reminded them all.

“Perhaps we should stay,” Madame Juliette whispered to Edmund. Mona gave them a grateful smile, but Max would have none of it.

“That will be all.”

Mona watched her friends depart. “You needn’t be so abrupt, sir,” she said.

Max scoffed. “I thought I was downright agreeable, Mouse.”

“Fifteen minutes, Lord Beaverbrook,” Dusk said.

“Right, right. Go on, Dusk. Miss Dunn and I will be but a moment.”

Dusk didn’t move. He hated to miss the Boss dressing someone down.

“I believe I dismissed you,” Max said, turning his wrath on Dusk instead. Mona smothered a smile as Dusk bowed and hurried away.

Max turned his attention to Mona. “How long have we known each other, Mouse?” he said, reaching into his pocket and extracting a fat cigar.

“My whole life,” Mona said. This was true. Like Max, Mona’s father, James Dunn, was a native son of New Brunswick. The two men had been close friends.

“I believe you were a young girl the first time I met you at your parents’ estate,” Max mused, taking a puff of the cigar.

“You weren’t a lord then.” She could recite Max’s life’s story by heart; he’d shared it with her dozens of times.

“You are correct. I did not become Lord Beaverbrook until 1917.”

“I bet I tried to show you my ponies.” The Dunn estate was in the country, where Mona spent her days riding her beloved horses.

Max shook his head. “If you did, I don’t recall. Enough reminiscing—you are taking advantage of me, miss.”

“Me, take advantage of you? Impossible!” She grinned slyly.

“You know you are. We are family friends, Mouse. And with your father’s portraits on loan for the summer, I consider myself your guardian. It doesn’t do to have you traipsing in late as if you own the place—which, by the way, you do not. I’ll not be played for a fool.”

Mona hadn’t considered how her tardiness might appear to others. “I’m sorry, Max. You know how I am. I take a walk and get caught up in my own fairy stories and then all of a sudden, I realize the time and run like the devil and still I’m late! I shall try harder, I promise.”

“What’s today’s excuse?”

“I decided to take a quick swim on my way here. I was sure the painting was empty, but then suddenly someone was on the beach. I couldn’t get out of the water because I was in my undergarments! By the time he left, my teeth were chattering and my toes were blue!”

As Mona wove her tale of woe, Max’s face twitched and contorted. Finally his laugh escaped as a grand snort, and then Mona was laughing, too. It took several minutes for them to compose themselves, at which point Max stood up.

“You are a goose, there’s no denying that. No more tardiness, Mouse, and no more adventures. I want this to be a quiet summer. The only excitement I want is for someone to hand Director Singer a fat check. Is that understood?”

“Understood,” she said, executing a perfect curtsy.

Max pointed toward the frame and Mona scampered off, stopping to cross her eyes at the horse and rider before she left, who responded in kind. It was going to be a grand day, she just knew it. She’d survived Max, her dress was dry, and the summer sun streaming in the front door and the gift shop windows was making little diamonds of rainbow light on the polished maple floor.

As she stepped into her own portrait, she waved at Edmund. His portrait, and the painting of the Cotterells, was directly across from her own. He was already in place, leaning on his walking stick, and waved back, mouthing, “Everything okay?” He smiled when she nodded. She settled herself on her stool and waited for the first visitors to arrive.





Chapter Four

Three hours later, Sargent was in Toronto. He’d survived customs and the trek to the far reaches of the terminal to reach the gate for his Fredericton flight. Now he was slouched so far down in his seat that his long legs stuck three-quarters of the way across the aisle. He wasn’t used to the five inches he’d grown since Christmas; he’d almost tripped three people already. His mother would be horrified that he wasn’t sitting up, but he was too exhausted to care.

“Is the plane on time?”

The voice was booming and distinctive—as if someone had given a hippopotamus a British accent—and Sargent couldn’t resist turning around to see who was speaking. He was mistaken about the hippopotamus part: the voice belonged to an elongated weasel, a man with bony arms and legs, a pointy chin, a forehead that never ended, and black beady eyes. His baggy T-shirt and trousers were covered with greasy stains and blotches of color. Sargent had a similar outfit in his suitcase. Whoever this guy was, he painted with oils and acrylics.

The blond woman behind the check-in desk didn’t bother to look up. “We’ll board soon.”

“My boarding pass says we board at ten oh five,” Weasel Man said. He glanced around the room in a bid to find other disgruntled passengers, and his eyes lit on Sargent, who looked away, afraid the guy might speak to him.

Weasel Man had the attention of the blond woman now. “I’m sorry, sir. We’ve had a delay, but the plane will still arrive on time. Take a seat. We’ll board momentarily.” She received an exasperated snort in response.

Sargent shook his head and hoped he wasn’t seated anywhere near the guy on the plane.

Fifteen minutes later Sargent struggled down the narrow aisle in the cramped airplane, keeping his head low to avoid the open overhead bins. A glance to the right showed him he’d made it to row twelve. His seat was sixteen B and he counted ahead, groaning when he caught sight of a receding hairline.

“You can move to the empty seat across the aisle,” Weasel Man said as Sargent stuffed his knapsack under the seat in front of him and began to buckle his seat belt.

“Pardon me?”

Weasel Man cocked his head in the direction of the empty seat across the aisle. “I said, why don’t you go over there?”

Sargent gave him a blank stare. “I can do that?”

“Of course. I do it all the time. Then we’d both have more room.”

Having been given a spot on a lifeboat leaving the Titanic, Sargent didn’t have to be told twice. He unbuckled his seat belt, reached for his knapsack, and was just standing up when a man in a navy business suit dashed down the aisle toward them. Sargent knew where he was headed and he thumped back down, ignoring Weasel Man’s curses. After stowing away his knapsack and rebuckling, he closed his eyes and waited for takeoff.

“People should be on time for their flights,” Weasel Man said. “Are you from Fredericton?”

Sargent opened his eyes and shook his head. “New York City.”

“Of course—you’re wearing black. Everyone in New York City wears black.”

Sargent glanced at his hoodie, jeans, and Vans: all black. Black was simple, and way cooler than the uniform he was forced to wear at private school.

“I’m from Shropshire, though you can hardly hear it in my accent. I live in Geneva now.”

“Switzerland?”

The man nodded. “You must go. It’s a wonderful city.”

“Cool.” Sargent leaned back as the airplane raced down the runway and thundered into the sky. Maybe Weasel Man would be quiet now that they were in the air.

No such luck. “Why is a lad from New York City going to Fredericton?”

“My dad lives there.”

“Interesting. What does he do?”

“He’s the director at the Beaverbrook Art Gallery.” Normally the mention of an art gallery ended conversations. Then Sargent remembered the paint stains and held his breath.

Weasel Man flashed a genuine smile. “This is a coincidence. I’m going to Fredericton to work at the Beaverbrook Art Gallery this summer.”

Of course he was. “Oh yeah?”

Weasel Man stuck out his hand. “Archibald Sneely.” Sargent took the sweaty hand, and they exchanged a limp handshake.

“Sargent Singer.”

“Your name is Sargent Singer?”

“Yup.” Sargent waited for the other shoe to drop.

“Your parents named you Sargent Singer, after the artist John Singer Sargent?”

“Uh-huh.” Adults, especially those in the art world, always made a big deal out of his name. It sucked. Luckily, kids his own age usually had no idea who John Singer Sargent was. He watched Sneely’s face and waited for the novelty to pass. To change the subject, he decided to ask his own question. “So, what are you doing at the Beaverbrook?”

“I’m an art restorer. Your father has wanted me to come for a while, but I’m booked two or three years in advance. It’s finally his turn. I’ll be restoring five of the gallery’s masterpieces.”

“Cool.”

“I’m like Dr. Frankenstein—I bring paintings back to life!” Sneely guffawed, slapping his bony knee.

Sargent swore he could hear spooky organ music in the background. “I paint. Last summer I studied at the Sorbonne in Paris.”

“I am impressed, Mr. Singer. How old are you, anyway?”

“I’ll be thirteen in November.”

“If you were at the Sorbonne when you were eleven, you must be gifted. You should come observe me at work. Perhaps I can convince you to abandon painting for art restoration.”

Sargent nodded and closed his eyes, lulled by the plane’s white noise. Soon enough he woke with a start to the shudder of the airplane’s wheels hitting the tarmac. Sneely was peering out the window at a buff-colored brick building.

The pilot’s voice crackled over the intercom. “Welcome to Fredericton!”

There was no going back now. As the other passengers gathered up their things, chatting amiably to one another, Sargent began to chew at a ragged cuticle. Isaac would be waiting for him right inside those doors. He hadn’t seen Isaac—except on FaceTime—in six months. Had he made a mistake coming here?





Chapter Five

When Isaac had first moved to Fredericton, Sargent had to look it up on Google Earth, because who’d ever heard of New Brunswick, Canada? Except for the one time he’d been forced to accompany Isaac to Albuquerque to see his dying grandmother, their visits had always occurred in New York City. Isaac would fly in for a day or two of uncomfortable bonding, then leave. So it had surprised Sargent when, during Isaac’s Christmas visit, he’d insisted that Sargent’s summer belonged to him.

“He’s twelve years old, Sarah!” Sargent had overheard Isaac tell his mother as they stood in the exquisitely decorated foyer waiting for Sargent, who was going with Isaac to a hockey game. “I’ve paid my dues. Sargent’s growing up. He needs his father. And I’ve proven myself to you, haven’t I? Enough is enough. I’ll take you to court if I have to.”

Sargent, hidden in the shadows of the living room, held his breath. This was just like the other awful conversation he’d overheard when he was eight years old. What kind of dues had Isaac paid? He waited for his mother to argue. When she did not, when she called for him instead, he shuffled forward. Only seven feet of expensive Oriental carpeting divided his parents, but it might have been an ocean with Sargent in the middle as an uncharted island.

“You can have him for the summer,” she’d whispered. Then she had fled, leaving Sargent to follow a jubilant Isaac out the door.

Now here he was, wondering how he’d survive eight weeks in the middle of nowhere with a man he barely knew.

“Is your father picking you up?” Sneely asked, bringing Sargent back to the present.

“I guess so.”

“Perfect, he can bring me into town, too. Save the gallery the price of a taxicab.”

Great. More time with Sneely. Following the crowd into the terminal, Sargent caught sight of Isaac and hesitated, all prickles and gawkiness in the midst of happy reunions. Isaac pulled him into a tight hug that lasted too long. When Sargent was finally able to escape, he realized he was looking straight into his father’s eyes.

“You grew!” Isaac said, delighted.

Self-conscious, Sargent blushed, as if growing was a skill he’d mastered since he’d last seen Isaac. He’d forgotten all about Sneely until a phlegmy throat cleared itself nearby.

“Isaac Singer?” Sneely said, shoving his hand between father and son.

“Yes . . .”

“Archibald Sneely.” Isaac looked confused, but then the name registered, and he took Sneely’s hand.

“Of course, of course . . . that’s right. I knew you were arriving today!”

“Not only have I arrived, I was fortunate enough to sit with your fine lad, who, I might add, was so considerate as to offer your assistance in getting me to my hotel.” Before Isaac could respond, Sneely added, “My suitcase is the vintage Louis Vuitton. I must excuse myself and visit the loo. I’ll meet you gentlemen out front.” And then he was gone, leaving Isaac and Sargent staring at each other beside the baggage carousel.

“Odd duck,” Isaac said. “Although the last one was from Romania and he was odd, too. Do you know what a Louis Vuitton suitcase looks like?”

Despite Sneely’s insistence that Sargent sit up front with Isaac, this proved impossible, thanks to Sneely’s storklike limbs, which could not be folded into the coupe’s back seat.

“The curse of the tall,” Sneely said as he took a seat next to Isaac and pulled out his phone. “I shall make it up to you, young Sargent—I promise.”

Isaac had chosen a route that skirted the St. John River, a wide azure ribbon flanked on either side by a sea of trees: furry spruce, prickly pine, maples painted in every hue on the color wheel between green and maroon. Here and there a lone elm reached upward, its soaring branches reminding Sargent of the arched columns in the cathedrals he’d visited in France. While Central Park had lots of trees, it seemed to Sargent that New Brunswick was nothing but trees. He imagined mixing dozens of shades of green to do the scene justice.

“Gorgeous, huh?” his father asked over his shoulder. “They call Fredericton the City of Stately Elms. There are tens of thousands of trees all over the city. Did you have a good flight?”

“I had to get up at five o’clock.” Sargent cursed how petty he sounded.

“Who drove you—Mom or Bill?”

“Both. Bill’s mother is visiting so she stayed with the girls.”

“That must have been an interesting drive.” When Sargent didn’t respond, there was an awkward pause. “Grade six went okay?”

“Seventh grade.”

“Right, right. Wow, seventh grade already. Time flies. Your sisters are well?”

“Yes.” Because Sargent and Isaac rarely saw each other, their conversations always followed the same pattern: school, Ainsley and Ashley, art.

“Are you still working with your art teacher, Mr. Leon?”

“Mr. Leonard. Twice a week.”

“That’s fantastic.”

An uncomfortable silence settled between them now that Isaac had exhausted his topics. Sargent wished Sneely would stop texting and start talking again. He was odd, but lively.

“We’re close to the gallery now,” Isaac finally said. “This is Waterloo Row. I don’t live far from here, only a couple of blocks from the gallery in an apartment in an old house. This street is considered the most desirable real estate in the city, thanks to the river and the Green, which stretches for miles.”

His comment caused Sneely to look up. To their left, stately houses lined several blocks, but it was the view to the right that explained why people wanted to live here. A grassy swath ran parallel with the river, its trees thinned to expose sparkling water and to make room for a pedestrian walkway. Everywhere he looked, Sargent saw people running, strolling, and biking.

“Very pretty,” Sneely said.

The car dipped below an underpass, and when it emerged Isaac pointed to the right. “There it is—the Beaverbrook Art Gallery!” He pulled into a metered parking spot in front of the building so his passengers could take a good look. Sargent rolled down his window and stuck his head out.

The Beaverbrook wasn’t huge—at least not compared to the major galleries in New York City and Paris—but there was something about how the architect had situated it high on an embankment beside the river, forcing visitors to look up as they approached, that was impressive. The building itself looked like a series of connected boxes built of sandy bricks interrupted here and there by tall banks of windows. Two sets of wide concrete steps led to a recessed entryway, over which BEAVERBROOK ART GALLERY 1958 was spelled out in steel.

Isaac pointed to a building to the left. “There’s your hotel, Mr. Sneely.” He hopped out and went around to the trunk to get the art restorer’s luggage. Sneely climbed out and grabbed his suitcase.

“I’ll have my secretary—her name is Martine—schedule us a meeting for later this afternoon,” Isaac said. “Unless you’d prefer we wait until first thing tomorrow morning so you can rest?”

Sneely looked appalled. “I don’t do mornings. If you don’t mind, I’d like to go in now and take a look around.”

“Right now?” asked Isaac. “I’d sort of planned a lunch for Sargent. Why don’t you check in at the hotel and I’ll meet you back here in an hour?”

Seeing the scowl on Sneely’s face, Sargent climbed out of the car. “It’s okay. I’d like to take a quick look myself. We can eat lunch afterward.” He hoped Isaac couldn’t hear his gurgling stomach.

Isaac gave him a grateful nod and dug around in his pocket for some change to put in the parking meter. Then Isaac and Sargent followed Sneely, who was dragging his suitcase up the front steps. It was time to see the gallery. Sargent hoped it wasn’t too lame. Fredericton was small, after all; he shouldn’t expect anything remarkable.





Chapter Six

Mona liked where she lived in the Beaverbrook. She hung in the Harriet Irving Gallery, the room to the right of the gallery’s entrance. Thanks to her location, she always knew when tour groups arrived, could overhear staff conversations (and juicy gossip), and was often the first painting visitors saw. The only downside was that the constant traffic allowed little opportunity to relax her shoulders or take a few good blinks. Still, she was grateful for her prime spot when she heard Director Singer introduce his son and the art restorer to his assistant curator, Janice Hayes. Finally, something exciting was happening! Janice was prone to nervous laughter, and judging from the giggles that floated like soap bubbles into Mona’s gallery, meeting Sargent and Sneely was almost more than she could bear.

“The gallery has two levels.” Director Singer was saying. “We’re on the main level, which has six galleries: the Canadian Gallery to our left, the Orientation Gallery and the McCain Gallery straight ahead, and to our right, the Harriet Irving Gallery, the Sir Max Aitken Gallery, the Vaulted Gallery, and the Hosmer Pillow Vaughan Gallery. I always start with the Harriet Irving Gallery,” he said, stepping into Mona’s gallery.

Mona had expected Director Singer’s son to be younger, so she was startled by the lanky boy who trailed his father around the corner. He looked like Director Singer, though his dark eyes, too-long hair that needed taming, and black clothing struck Mona as
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