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  The Ghost of Summer

  
  




Dean didn’t look at the JPEGs of paintings for long. He saw the name and birth date on the digital CV. 

June 14th. The marble of his desk felt suddenly like ice under his palms. It couldn’t possibly be.. He closed his eyes, and the sounds of the high-end New York gallery, the soft climate control, the muffled footsteps of interns faded away. In their place came the sound of a buzzing cicada and the rhythmic thump-thump-thump of a ball being kicked against a garage door.

He was seventeen again. His glasses were sliding down his nose, and his skin felt two sizes too small for his lanky, awkward frame. He was sitting at a kitchen table that wasn’t his, staring at a laptop he’d spent two years saving for, while a nine-year-old girl with fire-red hair and impossible-to-count freckles stared him down with green eyes.

“I’m bored, Dean. It’s my birthday, why won’t you play with me?” she had said.

He remembered the way her voice pricked his eardrums. “Go read your chapters, Margot. I’m busy.”

He had been busy in a trade that he’d been charting for weeks and needed to focus while his entire life savings were at risk. She had been busy trying to destroy that focus.

Dean opened his eyes and stared at the screen. The young woman in the small, grainy artist profile photo was silhouetted against a window, her face in shadow. But he didn’t need to see her face clearly. He knew exactly who she was.

He typed his response with a clinical, detached cruelty.

TO: Gallery Board 

FROM: Dean 

RE: New Acquisition 

Pass. The technique is unrefined and the subject matter is petulant. We are an elite institution, not a daycare. Find me someone with actual discipline.

He hit Send with a sharp, satisfying click.

He stood up and walked to the floor-to-ceiling window of his office. He adjusted the cuff of his bespoke sea-island-cotton shirt. He wasn’t that nerdy kid anymore. He wasn’t the boy who had to take the charity job of watching the neighbor’s kid because her mom was a hospital nurse who constantly worked doubles, and he needed the gas money.

He was a partner. He was a shark. And he was never going back to that kitchen table.

It took less than an hour for the board to digitally assemble to summon the “Dean whisperer”, Elena. 

Knock. Knock.

The heavy oak door to his office creaked open before he could even look up from the spreadsheet he was pretending to study.

“Come in,” Dean said, his voice clipped.

Elena stepped inside. She was forty-two, possessed an effortless elegance, light blonde hair in a bun with a lock of medium loose curls escaping, and piercing, icy blue eyes guarded by sharp eyebrows. She was the only person on the board who could call Dean out without him reaching for a termination contract. She was the one who had guided him through the shark-infested waters of the art world when he first bought his way in.

“Oh, so they sent you,” Dean said, leaning back in his obsidian chair. “The answer is still no.”

Elena didn’t look bothered. She moved with the practiced grace of someone who had spent two decades handling temperamental geniuses. She walked to his bar cart, poured a glass of sparkling water, and sat down across from him.

“I’m not going to let you pass on this one, Dean,” she said calmly. “This girl has got it, and you know it. She’s already making waves in the downtown scene—the street loves her, the critics are whispering, and the collectors are already asking for early access. If we don’t snatch her up, one of our rivals will. I’m overriding your decision on her.”

Dean let out a dry, sharp laugh. “You can’t override my decision, Elena. I have the final say on New Artist acquisitions. You know the bylaws as well as I do.”

Elena didn’t argue. She just sat there, quiet, watching him. She had a way of looking into his soul that made Dean feel like he was seventeen again, wearing a thrift-store suit and trying to pretend his palms weren’t sweating.

“This is either some kind of brilliant negotiating tactic to drive her price down,” she sighed, “or it’s personal. What’s going on?”

Dean looked away, focusing on a speck of dust on the windowpane.

“So it’s personal,” Elena concluded, her voice softening but losing none of its edge. “You know this girl?”

Dean finally met her eyes, his jaw tight. “Knew her. I babysat her for a summer when I was seventeen.”

Elena blinked. The glass paused halfway to her lips. She let out a startled, genuine laugh. “You’re joking.”

“I wish I was,” Dean snapped, the iceberg mask slipping just enough to show the scorched earth underneath. “Margot was a nightmare. She wasn’t just a child; she was a calculated agent of chaos. I spent three months of my life trying to keep her from burning down her house or destroying the future. I am not inviting that chaos into my gallery.”

Elena set her glass down with a deliberate clack. She didn’t look amused anymore.

“Dean, look at me,” she said. “That was what, fifteen years ago? You were a boy, and she was a child. Now, you are the most successful partner this gallery has seen in a decade, and she is the artist who is going to make us the talk of the season.”

She leaned forward, her eyes narrowing as she pinned him to his chair.

“Put aside this teenage grudge, Dean. Margot is it. I’d bet my shares that you loved her work, that you were actually excited about it right up until the second you realized who was holding the brush. Am I wrong?”

Dean opened his mouth to lie, but the silence stretched too long. Elena smirked.

“I thought so. So, here’s the reality: we give her a show, we dominate the downtown conversation, and we make some fucking money. Are you a businessman or a babysitter?”

Dean stared at her, his jaw clenching so hard it throbbed. He looked back at the digital files on his monitor. The aggressive, beautiful, petulant strokes of paint that he had, in fact, tried not to be mesmerized by after he’d checked the name.

He let out a long, slow exhale, feeling the iceberg mask settle back over his features, colder than before.

“Fine,” Dean said, his voice flat. “Sign her. But I’m not talking to her. I’m not meeting her. You handle the logistics. I’ll see her at the opening, and not a second before.”

Elena stood up, smoothing her skirt with a satisfied pat. “Deal.” She delighted. “I’ll get the contracts drafted. Try not to pout, Dean. It’s bad for the brand.”

She walked toward the heavy oak door, but as her hand gripped the handle, she paused. She turned back, the boardroom steel vanishing from her expression, replaced by a soft, genuine affection.

“And Dean?”

He looked up, wary.

“Thanks,” she said, her smile warm, like a benevolent big sister for just a fleeting second. “I’m glad it’s you. I wouldn’t want to be in the trenches with anyone else.”

She exited, the door clicking shut with a finality that felt like a trap springing into place.

Dean turned his chair toward the window, the Manhattan skyline blurring as the ghost-memory of a buzzing cicada filled his ears. He was a partner. He was a success. But for the first time in a decade, he felt the phantom heat of a July afternoon, and he knew he’d just opened the door to the one person who could burn his entire world down.

The silence that followed Elena’s departure was heavier than the one that had preceded it. Dean didn’t return to his work. He couldn’t.

Instead, he stood and walked to the small, discreet bar built into the mahogany shelving. He didn’t want sparkling water. He poured two fingers of neat bourbon and swallowed half of it in one go, letting the burn distract him from the tightening in his chest.

On his desk, the monitor went into sleep mode, but the image of Margot’s work was burned into his retinas. Those violent, bruised purples. He recognized the anger in them. It was a localized, specific rage, the kind that didn’t just happen; it was cultivated.

He picked up his phone and dialed his assistant.

“Sarah? Get me the full press kit for the Margot acquisition. Everything. I want the exhibition history, the interviews, and the critical reviews from the Brooklyn show. I want to know who her primary collectors are.”

“Of course, Dean. I’ll have the digital file over in five minutes. Do you want the hard copy for your car?”

“No,” Dean said, his eyes tracking a single rain streak down the window. “Just the digital. And, clear my schedule for the afternoon.”

He spent the next hour dissecting the artist she had become.

In every photograph he found online, she was a silhouette, or her face was turned, or she was hidden behind a pair of oversized dark glasses. The art world called it “mystique.” The critics called it “the refusal of the male gaze.”

Dean saw it as a hiding spot.

He stared at a grainy photo of her taken outside a sprawling, graffiti-scarred warehouse in Bushwick. The background was a blur of industrial rusted pipes and jagged street art, but Margot stood out like a sharp needle. She looked like a different species from the girl he remembered. She was tall, blade-thin, and draped in structured black wool. Her hair was a dark, cool mahogany that looked like it had never known the sun. Bright ginger locks and the freckle-peppered face that he remembered were gone.

She looked untouchable. She looked like someone who had never cried over a scraped knee or screamed for attention.

He closed his eyes, his thumb tracing the rim of his glass. He thought this would fill him with relief, seeing that she had finally civilized. But it only frustrated him. He felt like a man who had been holding a grudge against a ghost, only to find out the ghost had moved on and was becoming a goddess.

The frustration prickled under his skin. He wanted her to be a mess; he wanted her to be the same disaster he’d left behind in that humid valley. Instead, she was the girl on everyone’s lips, the it girl of the Brooklyn art scene, standing on the precipice of the kind of fame that would make her untouchable.

He wasn’t looking at a ruined life. He was looking at a woman who had taken the wreckage of her childhood and turned it into a brand. And for some reason, that felt like betrayal. 

But still, he’s cultivated an eye for talent over the years, and there is no denying the board’s enthusiasm for Margot is completely justified. He knew she could be big, just wished it were someone else.

Over the next three weeks, the gallery became a shrine to a woman Dean refused to name.

He heard her everywhere. In the hushed, excited murmurs of the interns prepping the south wing. In the rhythmic thwack-thwack of the hammers as her massive canvases were crated and hung. He walked past the closed gallery doors every morning, the scent of fresh oil paint and mineral spirits leaking into the hallway a sharp, a familiar smell that he learned to love, suddenly made his throat tighten.

He stayed in his office. He buried himself in spreadsheets, in acquisitions of safe artists, in the cold mathematics of the market. But the press was relentless. Every major art blog and culture magazine featured her silhouetted profile. They dubbed her “The Siren of Bushwick.” They praised her brutal honesty and unflinching exploration of the visceral architecture of grief, or something… 

The night of the Gala arrived with a heavy, oppressive humidity that heralded a summer storm—the kind of weather that felt far too much like the valley they had both escaped. Dean didn’t go home to change. He stayed in his office suite, dressing with the mechanical precision of a man preparing for a deposition.

He stood before the mirror, tightening his bow tie until it sat with a sharp, unforgiving symmetry. He looked at the man in the glass, the tailored wool, the expensive haircut, the cold, calculating eyes.

“You’re a businessman,” he told his reflection, his voice a low, disciplined rasp. “Not a babysitter.”

He stepped out of his office and onto the mezzanine. Below him, the gallery was a sea of black ties and silk gowns. The air was thick with the smell of lilies, oils, expensive gin, and wall-to-wall champagne flutes. The place was vibrating with the low, hungry hum of the New York elite. It was the most successful opening in the gallery’s history, and the woman responsible for it hadn’t even arrived.

Dean gripped the brass railing of the mezzanine, his knuckles white. He looked down at the crowd, waiting for the girl with the bird’s nest hair and the popsicle-stained fingers to come in and ruin his reputation. He was prepared for a disaster.

He was not prepared for the silence.

A sudden, expectant hush swept through the room, starting at the entrance and rippling toward the back like a falling row of dominoes. The heavy front doors swung open.

Dean held his breath. His heart hammered a frantic rhythm against his ribs, a ghost-sound from that summer fifteen years ago.

Here we go, he thought, his jaw clenching so hard it throbbed.

The Siren of Bushwick stepped into the light.








  
  
  Small Red Dots

  
  




The silence didn’t last long. It was the breathless pause before a storm, and when it broke, it broke into a roar of applause that echoed off the gallery’s high, industrial ceilings.

Margot didn’t look like a woman who had spent the last three hours preparing; she looked like she had just rolled out of bed in a loft filled with expensive smoke. She was wearing an oversized, charcoal-black cashmere sweater that hung off one shoulder, and loose, charcoal slacks that pooled slightly at her ankles. Huge, dark sunglasses hid her eyes, and her mahogany hair was pulled back into a ponytail so effortless it was a work of art in itself.

She was the perfect image of the unbothered genius.

The press descended. Flashbulbs strobed against the white walls, capturing her silhouette. Elena moved through the crowd like a welcoming queen, wrapping Margot in a warm, public embrace that signaled to every collector in the room: This is our star.

As the night progressed, Margot became a ghost that haunted every corner of the room. Dean watched from the shadows of the mezzanine, and then from the periphery of the bar, moved by a morbid curiosity he couldn’t suppress. He lingered near the shadows of a structural pillar, his champagne untouched. He wasn’t just watching a signing; he was watching a masterclass in social engineering.

He tracked her as she glided toward a tech mogul whose disruptive software had just gone public. The man was gesturing wildly at one of Margot’s violet-soaked canvases.

“It’s the entropy,” the mogul proclaimed, loud enough for the surrounding circle to hear. “The way the color bleeds. It’s like a system crash in slow motion.”

Margot didn’t roll her eyes. She didn’t even blink. She tilted her head, a stray lock of dark, silken strands falling perfectly across her cheek.

“Digital decay is too clean, Marcus,” she said, her voice a melodic, low-frequency hum. “Silicon just stops. But paint… paint has a half-life. It rots. I wanted to see if I could capture the exact moment a memory becomes a carcass.”

The mogul looked like he’d just been given the secret to the universe. He signaled his assistant immediately. Sold.

Dean’s jaw tightened. Carcass? It was a mess of purple pigment, but she’d sold it as philosophy.

He shifted his gaze as she moved toward the center of the room, where Thorn, a six-foot-eight small forward with three championship rings, stood looking uncharacteristically small. He was staring at a smaller, more aggressive piece, his brow furrowed in genuine concentration.

“I’m not a ‘gallery guy,’” Dean heard Thorne admit as Margot approached. “But this… it feels like the last ten seconds of game seven. Everything is moving, but you’re the only thing standing still.”

Margot didn’t give him a canned PR response. She stepped into his personal space, looking up at him not with the awe of a fan, but with the intensity of a peer.

“The eye of the storm,” she murmured. “People think movement is about speed, but it’s actually about the stillness at the center of the chaos, isn’t it? You have to be the quietest person in the arena to hear the play developing.”

Thorne beamed, his posture straightening, his chest expanding. He looked twice his size, validated by a woman who made him feel like her high art was on par with his athleticism.

“Exactly,” Thorne whispered. “Exactly.”

Sold.

Dean turned away, a bitter taste in his mouth. She was good. She was terrifyingly good. She was giving every person in the room exactly what they hungered for: a version of themselves that was more interesting than the one they woke up with.

He noticed the red dots appearing on the wall like small, bloody wounds. One by one, her history was being bought and paid for.

She was likable. She was magnetic. She was everything a gallery owner dreamed of.

Dean paced the edges of the room, his hands shoved deep into his pockets. Every time he circled back to the main wall, his eyes went straight to the small, white cards beside her canvases.

Sold. Sold. Sold.

By 10:00 PM, every single piece had a red dot next to it. It was a total lockout. A career-defining triumph. And yet, the more successful she became, the tighter the knot in Dean’s stomach pulled.

He finally began to move toward her, drawn in by the very gravity he was trying to resist. She was standing near the sculpture garden, her back to him, still holding court with a small group of VIPs. Each of them was eager to secure a piece from her next series before the paint even touched a canvas.

As he got closer, his eyes dropped to the floor. She had kicked off her heels earlier; there they were, discarded near a pedestal. She was standing barefoot on the cold gallery floor. Her toenails were painted a sharp black.

The detail hit him with a strange, localized jolt. It was the first sign of ungoverned behavior he’d seen all night. But he supposed, if anyone deserved to kick off their heels mid-show, it was the Siren. She earned it.

He began to back away, slipping into the current of the crowd. He’d seen enough. He wanted to retreat to his office, lock the door, and wait for Margot to leave so he could breathe again.

But Elena was already on the move.

He saw her through the gaps in the crowd, radiant and triumphant, placing a protective arm around Margot. Elena was expertly peeling her away from a hedge-fund manager who looked like he wanted to buy Margot’s heart along with her paintings.

“When we schedule our next show, you will be the first to know,” Elena promised the crowd with a practiced, dazzling smile, ushering Margot toward the center of the room, directly toward the path Dean was trying to use as an escape route.

Dean pivoted, trying to blend into a group of critics, but it was too late. Elena’s voice cut through the ambient noise, sharp and clear, ringing with the pride of a woman who had just won the lottery.

“Margot, have you met Dean? He’s our VP of Talent Acquisition.”

Dean froze. The floor felt like it was melting under the heat of five hundred spotlights. He was the only person in this building who hadn’t let Margot’s light shine on him, the only one who hadn’t bowed to the Siren. He looked down at his glass, saw a final, lonely bubble of champagne, and finished it in one desperate, dreadful gulp.

He turned around slowly, adjusting his cuff—the shark trying to find his teeth one more time.

Margot was standing there, barefoot and brilliant, her oversized sweater slipping just an inch further off her shoulder. She didn’t look like the ghost he hadn’t realized he was running from for fifteen years. She looked like a stranger, standing before him.

She lowered her sunglasses an inch, her green eyes shimmering, terrifyingly familiar.

Dean turned around, bracing for a strike that never came.

Instead of a jagged reminder of his past, he was met with a look of soft, genuine wonder. Margot didn’t smirk. She didn’t needle him. She let her sunglasses slide into the collar of her sweater and looked at him with eyes that seemed to see right through the bespoke wool and his VP title to the person underneath.

“Dean,” she breathed, her voice warm and rich, like a secret shared between old friends. “I’ve been looking for you all night. I was starting to think you were a myth Elena made up to make the gallery sound more prestigious.”

Dean felt his mask stutter. He had his retort ready, something cold about professional boundaries, but she stepped into his space, and the tension he’d been carrying in his shoulders for three weeks simply evaporated.

“I… I’ve been around,” he managed, his voice sounding less like a shark and more like a man who had forgotten how to breathe. “The show is… it’s a lockout, Margot. Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” she said, and for the first time, the Siren was gone. The Brat wasn’t there either. She looked tired, happy, and incredibly human. She gestured to her bare feet. “I know it’s unprofessional. But I think if I had worn those heels for one more minute, I would have had to paint my next series in a cast. Tell me you aren’t leaving yet. We have so much catching up to do.” 

Dean looked into her eyes, and for a second, the gallery floor felt unsteady. He wanted to pull back to find the safety of a cold, professional distance, but he felt bewitched by her charm. He was a man who lived by the numbers, and the numbers tonight were undeniable: she was a sell-out success, a powerhouse, and the only person in the room who made him feel like his skin was too tight.

“Of course, I wasn’t planning on leaving,” Dean said, the lie smooth and practiced as it slid through his teeth in a deep raspy voice. “I’ve been waiting for my turn to get some face time with the star. I couldn’t let you escape before I got a proper word in.”

He hoped she couldn’t hear the way his heart was currently hammering against his ribs or the bullshit in his voice. 

Margot’s smile widened, her green eyes glinting with a mischievous light that made Dean feel like he was seventeen and in trouble all over again.

“Face time?” she repeated, her voice a low, teasing hum. She leaned in so only he could hear her. She smells of black violet. “You mean you didn’t miss me?”

She glanced at his stiff posture and let out a soft, short laugh. “Besides, if you’re worried about me escaping, you should know I’ve already scouted the exits. The hedge-fund guy by the bar has been trying to buy my aura for twenty minutes. If you don’t save me, I might have to start charging him by the minute.”

The tension in Dean’s chest snapped, not painfully, but like a rubber band finally released. He found himself chuckling, a low, genuine sound that vibrated in his throat. “I think he already bought three pieces, Margot. At that price point, he may think he’s owed a date.”

“He’s going to be very disappointed when he realizes I’m terrible company,” she winked.

Time behaved strangely in the pull of her light. For a man who lived his life by the second hand of a ticker, Dean was suddenly, shockingly clock-blind. An hour slipped past in what felt like a single drawn breath as they traded stories that bridged the fifteen-year gap between them. He didn’t notice the catering staff clearing the flutes, or the way the high-end donors had dwindled to a final, stubborn pair near the sculpture garden. He only realized how much time had vanished when he looked up and saw Elena watching them from across an almost empty floor, her expression a mix of triumph and weary amusement.

She stepped forward, patting Dean’s arm with a maternal smugness. “Well, if you two are busy, I’m going to take the rest of the board to dinner. Celia needs to be talked down from building an entire extension, and I think I’m the only one who can do it. Dean, lock up when you’re done. And don’t let anything happen to Margot’s hands.”

“No promises!” Margot called out as Elena waved and led the remaining crowd toward the heavy front doors.

Then, the click.

The sound of the locks engaging














































































