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Preface

I’ve been a creator across multiple artistic mediums for as long as I can remember. This is my first novel. It came out of nowhere, or did it?

The first masterpiece I ever saw in person was a Pablo Picasso, when I was five years old at a museum. We had a show together there: I was debuting my papier-mâché rabbit in my very first exhibition. Unlike the other children at my school, who painted their creations a chalky white, I painted mine Mars Black. The curator loved it. It also caused quite a ruckus: one school advisor suggested to my parents that I might need counseling.

It was the first creative ruckus I caused. It wasn’t the last.

People have asked me how I came up with the idea for this book. As Basquiat once put it, “How can you ask Miles Davis where he got his notes from?” This novel simply came to me.

Say what you want about Pablo Picasso. Artistically, he was, and remains, one of my heroes. I have nothing but admiration for his descendants, who fight to keep his legacy alive. That childhood encounter was the beginning of a lifelong admiration.

Picasso and I share the same mantra: art for art’s sake. Talk is cheap; doing is what matters.

I was born to create, and I’ll die having created. Alongside painting, music, and acting, I suspect more books will come out of me. Stay tuned.

I hope you enjoy the journey this book takes you on as much as I enjoyed writing it.

Thor Grimwood

Florida, USA, 2026


Chapter 1

The Gem Of The Art World

From her office perched atop a converted nineteenth-century livery stable at the corner of Spring and Wooster, Gina Barelli looked down on the beating heart of SoHo. It reeked of French perfume and damp brick. Below her, occupying the entire ground floor of that grand old building, sat Galerie Misterioso, a space the New York Times had recently and breathlessly dubbed “The Gem of the Art World.”

Fifteen years. That’s how long Gina had possessed the Midas touch, translating an eye for raw, uncut talent into an unbroken streak of sold-out exhibitions. While rival New York dealers bled their rosters dry with sixty-percent commission fees, Gina capped hers at forty. She ran her gallery less like a corporate machine and more like a sanctuary, equal parts temple, laboratory, and confessional. Even so, money was Gina’s bottom line.

Tonight’s exhibition was the undisputed highlight of the season: a solo showcase by Rex Wilder.

At thirty-seven, the painter had spent twelve years grinding in New York, a lifetime away from his troubled upbringing in Mountain View, California. His path hadn’t been easy. An abusive, drunkard father. Then a brutal collision with opioid addiction during his second year at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago that nearly swallowed him whole. Rex had clawed his way back, completing rehab, returning immediately to his studies at SAIC, rebuilding himself brushstroke by brushstroke.

He’d finally caught Gina’s legendary eye at an Upper East Side independent exchange collective showcasing recent SAIC graduates.

He showed three gigantic, neo-surrealistic canvases that night. Boldly powerful. Exploding with color. Utterly, defiantly original. Gina was completely blown away. On the final night of the student show, Gina took him to dinner, charmed by a rare and disarming mix of humility and quiet, coiled confidence. Over Cornwall blue-tinged lobster and a bottle of fine Puligny-Montrachet, they dissected the art world with the gleeful precision of surgeons. Gina gently probed into his past, deeply liking the bedrock of grit she found beneath the talent.

She knew right then. Rex Wilder would be her next great discovery—another ascending star in the long, luminous constellation of Artstars she had created and claimed.

Gina absolutely relished this moment. Always had. It was the synergistic culmination of time, effort, expense, and instinct, the point where every calculated risk collapsed perfectly into reward. She loved being bathed in that crashing, tsunami-force rush, the kind that reached straight down into her chest and reignited her soul’s inner fire. It never felt routine. It never bored her. Not once.

Gina also possessed a healthy libido. With gusto and a slow, satisfied lick of her chops, she had always managed to claim a little taste of each brand-new Artstar, just before their ascension into her personal Holy Pantheon of Artist Gods.

That night, Rex Wilder was no exception.

Exactly three months later, under a fresh contract and a new set of keys, Rex was living and working in a comfortable, spacious, light-drenched East Village loft that Gina had bought.

* * *

Tonight was Rex’s ninth exhibition with the gallery.

The walls belonged entirely to him.

* * *

Galerie Misterioso was packed to the absolute gills. The sheer diversity of the crowd had the electric quality of a live sociological experiment, the kind that could only happen in The Big Apple.

Uber-rich billionaires with stone-faced bodyguards in tow moved seamlessly alongside poker-faced collectors, corporate lawyers, local doctors, and upwardly mobile straight, gay, lesbian, and trans yuppies working the room with practiced ease. Wide-eyed art students and shameless social groupies rubbed shoulders with press writers, photographers, and professional party-crashers.

Artists Lucy Bull, Gerhard Richter and Kehinde Wiley had paid their supporting respects. Rappers EZPickins and GimmeJimmy were somewhere deep in the crowd. Mick Jagger had been sighted near the east bar, and the sitting Mayor of New York City had stopped by for exactly ten minutes, long enough to get his photograph taken with the billionaires, Mick, Gina, and Rex before being whisked back into the armored anonymity of civic life.

Expensive wine flowed without apology. Weaving through the beautiful chaos were the catering waiters, surrealist spectacles in their own right, painted head to toe like mutating lizards in vibrant, otherworldly aprons, gliding through the crowd with trays of elegant finger-friendly hors d’oeuvres.

Galerie Misterioso sprawled across two enormous spaces that had once been working horse stables, plus a smaller basement gallery tucked below. Each floor had its own bar, its own DJ. Male and female dancers, bodies painted in bold zebra stripes, swirled hypnotically on raised platforms. Upper gallery walls were consumed by enormous works, smaller pieces stacked floor to ceiling in every gap between. A basement, accessible only by a breathtaking antique cast-iron spiral staircase, was hung floor to ceiling and then some. Even the ceiling was covered, paintings suspended face down so they stared directly at the viewers below, demanding to be reckoned with.

Rex was besieged. He glad-handed the men and kissed the women on both cheeks until the gestures blurred into one long, joyful muscle memory. He signed so many exhibition programs that his fingers went completely numb.

Meanwhile, Gina was in full diva mode.

She wore Calder earrings and a mink coat, crowned by an enormous, gloriously floppy Paris couture hat designed personally for her by the designer of the moment, Esqualante. A pair of oversized Jacqueline Onassis black sunglasses completed the ensemble—making the whole magnificent, outrageous construction entirely irresistible.

* * *

Then, without warning, the brassy shriek of a dozen trumpeters exploded from the second-floor balcony, a near-deafening fanfare that cut through every conversation in the building. Bright spotlights slashed down and found Gina and Rex, standing hand in hand at the center of the gallery floor.

Gina threw both arms skyward.

“Ladies and gentlemen—” her voice rang out like a proclamation—“Welcome!”

Galerie Misterioso detonated. Thunderous applause, whistles, raucous catcalls bouncing off every wall and canvas.

“Rex and I would like to thank you for being here for closing night!”

Another round of applause, even louder. Rex took the microphone, grinning.

“Thanks, everyone—you guys are awesome!”

The place went even more nuts. It took five minutes for the room to settle back into its baseline level of chaos.

Rex continued, his voice dropping into something genuine, unhurried. “I am humbled, friends. Eat, drink, and be merry!”

The crowd roared its approval. Below, a DJ dropped back into the groove. Zebra dancers resumed their magical, hypnotic twirling.

“Come with me,” Gina whispered, her lips close to his ear.

Gina led Rex up the spiral staircase and into the inner sanctum of her private office, her true domain. The door closed behind them. She pulled him into a tight embrace, holding it, saying nothing for a long while.

Then: “Congratulations, sweetie. We’ve done it again.” Her voice was low, triumphant. “The entire show, pre-sales and all, sold out completely.”

Rex felt the room tilt slightly. “We sold everything, Gina?”

“Every single piece. Big and small. Paid in full. Even the pieces on the ceiling.” She let a beat pass, then, like a game show announcer, proclaimed, “Rex Wilder, you’ve just made fourteen million, seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars!”

Rex had tasted serious success across his previous eight shows. Critical praise, strong sales, a growing reputation that preceded him into rooms. But nothing—nothing—had ever landed like this.

“Fourteen million, seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars.” The words came out flat, almost hollow, his mind refusing to fully process them. All he could manage was a stunned, barely audible: “Wow.”

“That’s a lot of zeroes, Rex darling.” Gina’s smile was radiant, predatory, and absolutely genuine all at once. “Time to celebrate.” She swept one arm toward an imaginary horizon. “Our limo arrives in ten minutes, and we are going to paint this city red.”

Rex crossed to the small office bar and poured two glasses of Puligny-Montrachet, the exact same appellation they had shared the very night they met, all those years ago. He handed one to Gina.

She raised hers without hesitation: “To us, Rex.”

They drank. Two glasses of the smooth, faintly volcanic white, and the evening began to shimmer at its edges. Then they made their way back down to the first-floor gallery, slipping discreetly into a secret alcove hidden behind a disguised locked door, where the gallery manager and security chief were already waiting. The chief moved them quickly through a clandestine side exit and folded them into the waiting limo.

Minutes later, the car glided to a stop on Madison Avenue, tucked between Fifth and Park, arriving at the entrance of one of New York City’s most storied, most elite, most breathtakingly expensive culinary institutions.

Caviar Russe.


Chapter 2

Fish Eggs And Frozen Hands

Edgar, Galerie Misterioso’s Senegalese limo driver, threaded the big car through the Madison Avenue crush with practiced confidence, sliding them into a rare open curbside space.

Gina rolled down the partition an inch. “Give us a few minutes before you open the door, Edgar.”

“Oui, Madame.”

Gina turned to Rex, draped an arm around him, and brought her lips close to his ear. “This is going to be fabulous, babe.” She produced a vape pen from somewhere inside the mink and held it out. “Here. A couple of puffs of Blue Dream. Doctor’s orders.”

They settled back into the deep leather, passing the vape between them like lovers unwinding after sex. Eyes drifted shut. Shoulders dropped.

Then Gina snapped forward, her smile wide enough to rival the skyline pressing in around them.

“Ready?”

Rex surfaced, blinking, a grin spreading. “Yep—let’s hit it.” He glanced out at the unmarked entrance. “Hey—where the hell are you taking me?”

Gina gave him the most extravagantly bratty look in her considerable arsenal and purred: “That’s for me to know and you to find out, Mr. Sexy.”

She tapped the partition twice, lightly. Seconds later Edgar was outside, door open, the night air rushing in. Before she stepped out, Gina slipped Edgar a folded hundred-dollar bill with practiced sleight of hand. “We’ll be back in two hours, Edgar.”

Edgar’s smile was slow and sly and thoroughly satisfied. “Bon appétit, Madame et Monsieur,” he said, watching them disappear into the building’s entrance.

* * *

A rigid doorman in full black-and-gold livery stood sentinel at the door, his posture a monument to professional severity.

“Good evening, Ms. Barelli. A pleasure to welcome you back.”

“Hiya, Dmitri.” Gina pressed a folded twenty into his gloved hand, never breaking stride.

With a flourish of almost mechanical precision, the door swung open, and the world outside ceased to exist.

Russian balalaika music bloomed from somewhere deep within, growing richer and more insistent as Gina and Rex moved down a dark, red-tinged hallway that felt less like a corridor and more like a passageway into another century. They ascended a sweep of white marble staircase. A Maître d’ materialized at the top as though conjured specifically for their arrival.

“Dobro pozhalovat, Ms. Barelli.” His smile was warm and genuine. “How wonderful that you’ve come back to us so soon. Your booth is ready. Please, follow me.”

Gina pressed a fifty into his palm. “Be a dear, Vladimir,” she murmured, “and have the wine sent to the table now, won’t you?”

Vladimir’s fingers snapped once. A waiter in a perfectly fitted black jacket materialized from the middle distance and vanished as quickly.

Rex watched all of this with undisguised appreciation. “Now that is what you call service.” He took in the room: candlelight, dark wood paneling, the hush of serious money being spent with absolute calm. “What is this place? You come here a lot?”

“This,” Gina said, “is one of the world’s truly great culinary establishments. A world unto itself.” She let the name land: “Caviar Russe. Caviar, seafood, and collectible wines, the finest on the planet. Tonight, my darling, we feast.” She paused for the pleasure of it. “I’ve taken the liberty of ordering two bottles of Domaine de la Romanée-Conti Montrachet Grand Cru to begin. Two thousand dollars a bottle.”

As if the room itself listened, the waiter arrived at that precise moment, gliding a gleaming silver wine bucket to the tableside, the DRC already uncorked, its pale gold color glistening, catching the candlelight.

“Thank you, darling,” Gina said, eyes on the menu. “We’d like the first caviar flight immediately, and two menus.”

“Right away, Mademoiselle. Anything else?”

Rex couldn’t help himself. “No thanks, pal—just the fish eggs.”

Their waiter’s eyes performed a subtle roll before he turned and disappeared.

Gina cocked her head at Rex, her expression hovering perfectly between amusement and genuine warning. “Honey. You’d do well to tread carefully. These Russians take their fish eggs very seriously. As a matter of fact, we’re having Almas caviar this evening, among others. It comes from albino sturgeons, farmed by a small-batch artisanal producer in Germany. Old World Caspian caviar is entirely illegal to import now, of course. The Almas itself is a pale, translucent ivory, extraordinarily delicate. Thirty-five thousand euros a kilo.” She set the glass down. “It holds the official Guinness World Record as the most expensive food on earth by weight. Did you know that, darling?”

Rex gave a low whistle. “That’s more expensive than cocaine, honey.” He gave a slow shake of the head. “A round-the-world vacation for salty fish eggs.”

The laughter faded. Rex set down his glass and placed his hand gently over Gina’s, his expression shifting into something more serious.

“Do you have any idea,” he said, his voice low and measured, “how many people on this planet are starving?”

Gina held his gaze for exactly one second. Then, with perfect composure, slid a free hand beneath the table and walked her fingers deliberately up his thigh until they rested, cool and claiming, directly on his crotch.

“No, I don’t,” she said pleasantly. “In the end, people always manage to get by one way or another.”

Rex flinched. Her hand was ice cold, a shock against the warm fabric of his trousers. And it wasn’t only the temperature. It was the answer. That breezy, unblinking indifference. This was Gina at her truest: glacial, self-contained, brilliant, and utterly remorseless.

It repulsed him in a way it hadn’t always.

He reached beneath the table and moved her hand, quietly and firmly, back onto the tablecloth where it belonged.

She was a stone-cold narcissist. He was a flawed humanitarian. Outside of art and business, they shared almost nothing that mattered. He had let himself forget that once or twice. He would not forget it again.

Keep it commercial, Rex. Don’t let her pull you back in.

His phone buzzed against his jacket pocket.

He glanced at the screen and every muscle in his body locked.

Lily.

Full weight of what he had done landed in one clean, sickening drop. Lily had come to the exhibition as his guest and escort, and he had walked out of his own show without a word, leaving her there. Alone. In a closing gallery.

He gave Gina a look that was equal parts sheepish and serious. “It’s an important call. I have to take it.”

He was out of the booth and moving toward the men’s room before she could respond.

* * *

Mercifully, the bathroom was empty. Rex pressed the phone to his ear.

“Hello—”

“What the hell, Rex.” Lily’s voice was quiet but furious. “You disappear from your own show without a single word and just—leave me there? Where are you?”

“Lily—I’m sorry, I had a couple of loose ends with Gina, business stuff, I’ll be back as soon as—”

“Rex.” Her voice climbed now, the controlled quiet fracturing. “They just blinked the lights. This party is over in fifteen minutes. Are you seriously going to leave me here to go home alone?”

“No—absolutely not. We’re just wrapping up, I’m on my way. I promise.”

“Be here,” she said, and the line went dead.

Rex pocketed the phone, drew a breath, and walked back to the booth.

Gina looked up, reading his face immediately. “Everything all right, babe?”

“No.” He was already reaching for his jacket. “I left Lily at the gallery and they’re closing in fifteen minutes. I have to go.” He offered a look that was genuinely apologetic and final. “I’ll call you tomorrow. And Gina, rain check, we’ll have fish eggs another time, thank you.”

“Rex—!”

But he was already gone, down the marble staircase, past Dmitri, and back out into the living, indifferent roar of Madison Avenue.


Chapter 3

Curb Appeal

A yellow cab swung to the curb in front of Galerie Misterioso and shuddered to a stop. Rex thrust a fifty through the partition. “Give me a few minutes. Don’t go anywhere.”

Their driver nodded without turning around.

Rex was out the door before it had fully opened, and spotted her immediately.

Lily emerged from the building with a security guard at her elbow, her expression tight and carefully controlled. Behind her, the guard pulled the door shut and turned the lock with a definitive click. Inside, the lights dimmed one bank at a time. Outside, the facade stayed brilliantly lit, Galerie Misterioso glowing like a stage set long after the performance had ended.

A few clusters of partygoers still occupied the sidewalk, riding the last of the evening’s considerable buzz: voices loud, gestures loose, and the free wine and champagne still warm in their blood. They barely noticed Rex as he pushed past them.

“Lily—”

She saw him and stopped walking. Her jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.

Rex crossed to her in four strides. “I am so, so sorry, baby.”

“Don’t.” Low and precise, each word placed with care. “You invite me here as your escort and you just disappear. Without a single word?”

He reached for her, hands moving to her shoulders.

She stepped back cleanly. “Get off me.” Not a shout—something sharper than a shout. “Just admit it, Rex. You forgot me. You completely forgot I existed. Obviously I don’t matter enough—my feelings don’t matter enough—so I’m going home.”

She turned.

“Lily—wait.” He stepped around her, putting himself gently in her path. “Please. All the pressure of this show, the build-up, the last few weeks. It got inside my head and scrambled everything. I didn’t forget you on purpose. I got swept up and lost all track of time. I know that’s not good enough, but it’s the truth.”

She studied him for a moment, arms folded. When she finally spoke, her voice carried the thin edge of sarcasm. “Where were you, exactly? With another woman?”

Rex held her gaze and drew a breath, taking a little too long to answer.

“Yes and no.” He said it carefully, like a man stepping onto thin ice. “I was with Gina. Talking business, strictly business. The numbers from tonight, our next steps. She had me cornered in celebration mode and I let myself get completely sidetracked. That’s all it was, Lily. I swear.”

Lily was silent. Her blue eyes moved over his face methodically, looking for cracks, for inconsistencies, for the hairline fracture that might reveal a lie.

Rex pressed on. “Let me make it up to you. I just stocked the fridge from Zabar’s. Properly stocked, not token stocked. And I’ve got two bottles saved for exactly the right night.” He stopped. “This is it. You’re the right person.” He reached for her hand, not grabbing, only offering. “Come home with me. Please. You know how much you mean to me.”

Lily looked down at his hand. Then she began to pace, slow, deliberate half-circles on the SoHo pavement, and said absolutely nothing.

Rex watched her and said nothing either, which was the smartest thing he’d done all evening. The remaining partygoers drifted past them, oblivious.

Then, after a full minute that felt considerably longer, Lily stopped pacing. Something in her face shifted, not all the way to forgiveness, but enough. A small, reluctant smile broke through despite itself.

“All right, Rex.” She pointed a single finger at him. “But if you ever—ever—pull something like this again, we are done. No conversation, no explanation, no Zabar’s. Done. Are we clear?”

“Crystal clear.” He said it straight at her, steady and sincere. “It won’t happen again. I promise.”

She looked at him one moment longer. Then she took his hand.

Rex turned toward the street, raised two fingers to his lips, and let out a sharp, carrying whistle. Thirty feet up the block, a yellow cab that had been idling peeled away from the curb and rolled toward them through the warm SoHo night.


Chapter 4

The Gargoyle Building

Success, when it finally arrives and stays, changes a man’s address.

Rex Wilder could now afford, comfortably and without thinking twice, a proper Upper West Side condo. And he had one. But the painting still happened downtown, in a sprawling East Village loft Gina had originally secured, where light came in hard and honest through north-facing industrial windows and the floors were permanently stained with twelve years of serious work. That loft was his engine room. His UWS condo was where he came to breathe.

He had grown deeply fond of the building.

It was over a hundred and thirty years old, originally commissioned by one of the heirs to the Duke Tobacco fortune, a North Carolinian descendant of serious tobacco money who used it only occasionally, a seasonal pied-à-terre for his wife, his children, the rotating cast of friends and relatives who needed a place to land during New York summers. It had been many things to many people in the century-plus since, but it had been maintained with the kind of quiet, unhurried care that old buildings require and rarely receive. It was remarkably well preserved, solid and dignified.

What Rex had fallen for first, before he’d even seen the interior, was the facade.

Gothic in the truest sense: dark stone, vertical ambition, gargoyles. A matched pair crouched on either side of the roofline facing the street, two more flanking the main entrance, their worn stone faces caught somewhere between menace and melancholy. Rex found them magnificent. He had photographed them in every season and every light. They felt like the building’s true owners, ancient and patient, indifferent to the passing parade below.

And then there was Lebo.

Lebo had been at his post for nearly forty years, longer than most current residents had been alive. He was the building’s institutional memory, its pulse, its fixed point. Owners across all twelve floors adored him without reservation, and they showed it in the ways that mattered. Lebo took care of his people. His people took care of Lebo. It was an arrangement of long standing and absolute mutual respect.

As Rex and Lily’s cab rolled to the curb, Lebo was already moving, pulling the door open with one smooth, practiced motion.

“Welcome home, Mr. Rex.” He tugged the corner of his cap and turned a courteous nod toward Lily. “Ma’am.”

“Lebo!” The warmth in Rex’s voice was real. He liked coming home. As Lebo held the building’s front door open, Rex and Lily moved into the lobby, then entered the private elevator.

* * *

Inside the condo, Rex went straight to the bedroom and shed the suit gratefully: jacket first, then the stiff collar, finally the whole suffocating ensemble replaced by shorts and nothing else. Lily poured herself a glass from a half-finished bottle in the fridge and folded herself onto the couch, at home in a space that wasn’t technically hers.

Rex dropped down beside her, bare-chested, reached for his vape, and exhaled slowly toward the ceiling.

“Whew.” A long, satisfied pause. “So glad to be out of that monkey suit.”

Lily smiled into her wine.

* * *

Lily Knott Bacon was, by any biographical measure, extraordinary.

She was a great-grand niece of the iconic British painter Francis Bacon, a fact she wore with a mixture of quiet pride and mild exasperation, depending on who asked and why. Slight of stature, with a cute, sharp face, blonde hair to her shoulders, and blue eyes that missed little, Lily possessed a presence that didn’t announce itself loudly but made itself felt nonetheless. Her body was nubile and graceful, her personality warm but never soft. Her intellect was curious, questioning and relentlessly precise, a combination that had instantly drawn Rex to her.

She had come to wealth early and entirely by accident of birth. Her family’s fortune traced back to a vast farm in what was now Zimbabwe, sold generations ago for a sum that had compounded quietly and persistently ever since. Raised in London, she had always known she wanted a life in the arts. Cambridge first, then a Doctorate in Art History from Harvard, then a position at the New York City branch of Sotheby’s International, where she had first encountered Rex Wilder not in person but on paper, his work rotating through auction with the kind of consistent, escalating results that made serious people pay attention.

When they finally met in person, in a conference room at Sotheby’s of all places, to discuss the catalogue copy for an upcoming sale, Lily had been quietly and immediately attracted. He was ruggedly good-looking, genuinely talented, and carried his success humbly with the relaxed confidence of someone who had earned it the hard way. By the end of that meeting, Rex had asked if she’d join him for dinner.

She’d said yes on the spot.

They’d gotten on splendidly. They still did.

Both were polyamorous, a fact they had disclosed to each other early, plainly, and with no drama. But over the four months since, something had shifted incrementally between them, an attachment growing with the steady persistence of a vine. They saw each other frequently. More frequently than either had originally anticipated.

* * *

Now they sat together in the low light of the condo, the city a muted hum beyond the windows. Lily sipped her wine. Rex drew on his vape and held the exhale. A pleasant, companionable quiet settled over the room.

But beneath it, Rex felt the small, persistent sting of guilt: about leaving Lily at the gallery, yes, but also about Gina. About the booth at Caviar Russe and the ice-cold hand and everything it had confirmed. He turned it over briefly, then let it go.

He leaned toward her and gently traced the tip of his tongue along the curve of her ear.

“I hope you’ll understand,” he murmured, his voice barely above a breath. “About tonight. Can we put it to bed, Little Lily?”

She turned her head slowly, lips finding his ear in return, tongue tracing the same small geography.

“Done,” she whispered. “But you were a very bad boy tonight, Big Rex.” The whisper dropped into something lower, more deliberate. “And the only place I want your bad boy is in the bedroom.”

Rex smiled against her cheek. “Done, chérie.”

He reached over and dimmed the lights.

They didn’t make it to the bedroom. That couch turned out to be more than sufficient, and afterward, tangled together in the laughable absence of space, they fell asleep exactly where they were, the city carrying on magnificently outside them.


Chapter 5

Freedom, Baby

The smell reached her before anything else.

Lily surfaced from sleep shortly before noon, pulled upward by aromas warm and deeply foreign: layered, complex, unmistakably Latin American. Chiles and cumin and something sweet underneath, the kind of kitchen smells capable of relocating you.

Rex had been up for an hour already, moving intuitively between stove and worktop with focused, confident energy, no recipes needed.

Lily padded to the bathroom, then emerged in one of Rex’s dress shirts, which on her slight frame dropped nearly to her knees. Hair pulled back into a high ponytail, she stopped in the kitchen doorway, stretched her arms wide, issued a small, perfect yawn, and struck an instinctive Brigitte Bardot pose against the doorframe, one hip cocked, chin lifted.

“Hey, good-looking.” She surveyed the kitchen with bright, curious eyes. “Whatcha got cooking?”

Rex glanced over his shoulder, spatula in hand. “Huevos Rancheros, via México.” He gestured down the counter, presenting the menu. “Gallo Pinto on the side, from Costa Rica. Vine-ripe tomatoes, sliced. And Platanos Maduros, from Guatemala.”

Lily’s eyes traveled to the table, where a generously filled pitcher sat flanked by two tall crystal glasses, the liquid inside a deep, jewel-toned crimson threaded with citrus.

“And that?”

“Blood Orange and Lime Agua Fresca.” He said it casually. “Fresh-squeezed blood oranges, fresh limes, sugar, and sparkling water. Garnish with blood orange and lime slices.” He spread his free hand in a small, theatrical flourish. “Voilà.”

Lily stared at him for a moment.

“You sound like one of those ridiculous Food Network chefs.”

“Thank you.”

She sat down, filled one of the crystals, and took a long, appreciative sip. Rex brought the food out, perfectly plated, since he couldn’t quite help making things look good, and set them on the table.

Lily lowered her face toward the steam and made a sound of pure, unguarded pleasure. “Mmmmm.” A bite, then another, letting the flavors settle and layer. “This is absolutely delicious.” She raised her eyes over her fork. “Like you, babe.”

Rex settled into his chair, visibly pleased.

“Do we have any hot sauce?”

He blinked. “You like spicy?”

“I love spicy.” She said it with mild indignation, as though he should have known. “Rex, London has more Indian restaurants than any city outside of India. I grew up eating leftover curry so incendiary it would dissolve the average person’s entire face. Bring on the heat, sparky!”

Rex’s expression shifted into something delighted. He reached slowly to the shelf behind him, wrapped his hand around a bottle, and turned back to face her.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said theatrically, “may I present a hot sauce crafted from the infamous Red Congo Pepper. Nine out of ten on the heat scale.” He set the bottle on the table between them with a thud. “Well, look at that, Ms. Lily. At your service.”

Lily picked it up without hesitation, unscrewed the cap, and poured.

* * *

His phone detonated across the table.

They both flinched.

“Every time,” Rex said, with weary resignation. “Right when I’m eating.” He glanced at the screen. Lebo. He answered immediately.

“Mr. Rex, it’s Lebo, downstairs. There’s a courier here with an envelope he says you have to sign for in person. Can you come down?”

Rex frowned. A courier. On a Sunday morning? Hand delivery, in-person signature. “I’ll be right there, Lebo. Thanks.”

He stood, tucking in his shirt.

“What’s going on?” Lily asked.

“Fancy delivery. Something I have to sign for personally.” He moved toward the door, then stopped, turned back, and directed a look of mild existential complaint at her. “Why can’t I have one peaceful day, for the love of—” He didn’t finish the sentence. The door closed behind him.

* * *

On the elevator down, Rex ran through the possibilities and came up empty. Nothing expected. Nothing that made obvious sense.

He crossed the lobby toward Lebo’s desk, and stopped.

Waiting for him was not what he’d expected. He was impeccably dressed in a dark, obviously expensive suit, with the kind of composed, watchful stillness that suggested a successful attorney.

“Mr. Wilder. Rex Wilder?”

“That’d be me. What is this?”

“Please sign here, Mr. Wilder.” He extended an iPad, face expressionless, posture immovable.

Rex pressed his finger to the screen and scrawled something that approximated his signature. The man took the iPad back, produced a legal-sized envelope, placed it in Rex’s hands, turned on his heel, and walked out of the building without another syllable.

Rex watched him go.

“Not exactly a chatterbox, is he?” he said to Lebo.

“No, sir.” Lebo tracked the departing figure with a measured look. “Bit creepy, if you don’t mind my saying.”

“I don’t mind at all.” Rex tucked the envelope under his arm and headed back to the elevator.

* * *

Upstairs, he stood at the kitchen island and examined the envelope with genuine deliberation. No return address. No sender. No identifying marks of any kind beyond his own name, written in an elegant cursive.

To Mr. Rex Wilder.

He held it to the window light. Nothing visible through the paper.

He set it down, considered it another moment, then picked up the letter opener.

“Fuck it.”

The seal gave cleanly. Inside was a single sheet of heavy, expensive stationery. Pressed into it, slightly smudged, was the unmistakable impression of a woman’s lips in deep red lipstick.

Below the kiss, in the same elegant cursive:

Congrats, My Rexy. You Earned It. Enjoy.

Rex unfolded the sheet.

A cashier’s check slid out and landed face-up in front of him.

Issued by Galerie Misterioso LLC. Made out in his name.

Fourteen million, seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars.

He stood perfectly still.

Lily’s voice came from the couch. “Rex? What is it?”

He picked up the check and read it again. The numbers didn’t change.

“Freedom, baby.” He turned to face her, the check held up high. “Freedom. We’re Going To Disney World!”

Lily stared at him. “Disney World?”

“I’m kidding, baby.” The grin broke wide and genuine across his face. “How about you and me. Cannes? It’s not film festival season, but it doesn’t matter. I’ve got a friend I’ve known since my first year in New York who lives just outside the city. We can be on the red-eye tomorrow night!”

Lily set down her fork slowly. Her blue eyes went soft and wide.

“Promise me two days in Paris, and I’m in.”

Rex read the check one more time. Then raised his eyes to her.

“Done.”


Chapter 6

Billy Banner’s Southern France

To understand Billy Banner, you had to understand the particular species of American artist that New York produced in the mid-to-late 1980s and then, almost immediately, began exporting to Europe.

He had made his name in the international art scene at the dawn of the nineties, creating paintings and photographs that were offbeat, colorful, and possessed of a folksy, almost vernacular energy. Major exhibitions followed in over twenty countries, the work held in permanent collections of well-known museums on four continents and hundreds of private collections scattered across the globe. He was the real thing, and the real thing, it turned out, had grown tired of New York and gone looking for better light.

Rex had met him early, shortly after arriving in the city, when Gina had taken him to a Billy Banner exhibition at the Guggenheim. Rex had stood in front of those canvases for a long time. He admired the confidence of the brushwork, the way Billy’s strokes moved with a daring, free-flowing authority that made them appear effortless. Before leaving for France, the two had shared a joint exhibition at Galerie Misterioso that earned rave reviews from every publication that covered it and sold out completely before closing night.

That had been ten years ago. Ten years and change.

Billy Banner now lived and worked in the hills above Vallauris, not far from Cannes, and by all available evidence, he had made his peace with the decision.

* * *

Rex and Lily stood on the balcony of their rented vacation villa and said nothing for a full minute.

The view demanded it. Below them the Mediterranean stretched out in that specific, almost implausible shade of deep blue that looks digitally enhanced until you are actually standing in front of it, Vallauris tumbling down the hillside beneath them, the long coastal arc of Cannes and Antibes spreading out on either side. The air smelled of pine resin, wild herbs, and salt. A warm breeze drifted up the hill from the water and moved softly across the villa.

Rex pulled out his phone.

“Let’s give Billy a call.”

It rang twice.

“Billy Boy. We are here.”

A burst of warm, crackling delight came through the speaker. “Bienvenue à Vallauris, mon ami! Welcome to Vallauris, my friend! Come on over. I’ll text you the address.”

“Cut the Frenchie crap, mon ami,” Rex said, grinning. “See you soon, bud.” He clicked off and dropped the address into his GPS.

Lily asked how far it was.

Rex’s eyebrows rose slightly. “A ten-minute walk.”

“Perfect.” She was already moving toward the door. “Let’s bring him a nice bottle of wine.”

Rex gave her a look of gentle, affectionate patience. “Lily. The man has a subterranean wine cellar. Mahogany-lined. I promise you, a bottle from the village grocery store is not going to move the needle.”

Lily considered this for precisely one second. “Fair point.”

They walked.

* * *

Billy’s door was solid wood, sun-weathered and ancient, set into a stone façade that had been absorbing Mediterranean heat for the better part of a century. Rex knocked.

Silence held a moment before the old hinges creaked, and there he was, Billy Banner, tan and age-lined. His eyes were quick and bright.

“Hey, guys. Come on in.”

Rex pulled him into a bear hug of genuine force and held it for a moment before releasing him. Then he stepped back and gestured to Lily.

“Billy Banner, this is my friend Lily Knott Bacon. Originally from London, raised partly in Zimbabwe, currently terrorizing the New York art market from her perch at Sotheby’s International.”

Billy took her right hand, bowed slightly, and pressed his lips to the back of it with a formality that was both sincere and playful.

“Charmed. Delightful to meet you, Lily Knott Bacon.” He straightened, his expression sharpening with sudden curiosity. “Any relation to Francis Bacon?”

Lily’s face moved through several expressions in quick succession: a slight stammer, a faint rise of color in her cheeks, the small internal negotiation of someone who has answered this question many times.

“Yes, actually. For better or worse, I’m one of his great-grand nieces.”

Billy’s face opened into genuine delight. “You’re kidding me.” He sat back. “I met Francis once. Soho, 1990, visiting friends. Quite the character. Quite the character.” He glanced at a point somewhere in the middle distance, briefly lost in the memory. “I’ve always loved his paintings, loved them enough that one critic decided he could see the influence in my own work. I never saw it myself, to be honest. But Francis’s way of seeing, and of living, those have been an inspiration, absolutely.”

Lily smiled, something softening slightly around her eyes. “I was a newborn when he died. Never got to meet him, but the stories I’ve been told are extraordinary. Epic.”

Billy nodded, with the respectful gravity of one artist acknowledging another across the barrier of time. Then he swept a hand toward the dining room. “Come. Sit, both of you.”

He led them in and pulled out Lily’s chair, pushing it forward as she settled, smooth and practiced, as though from a lifetime of doing it.

Lily looked up at him, delighted. “Quite the gentleman, Billy. How wonderfully refreshing.”

Rex let out a loud bark of laughter from across the table. “That’s hilarious, because my standard move is to pull the chair back at the very last second.”

“I know your standard move,” Lily said, turning to him with a look of serene, battle-hardened experience. “The first time you did it I nearly fractured my tailbone. Now?” She folded her hands on the table. “I don’t fall for it anymore.”

All three laughed, and Billy reached for the wine and began to pour.


Chapter 7

Powerball For Picasso

Billy had laid out a proper spread: crusty breads, cured sausages, a generous wedge of aged cheese, and a bowl of fresh fruit that had clearly come from somewhere nearby rather than a supermarket shelf. They settled in around the table, tearing and pouring, and let the afternoon do what Southern France afternoons do best: slow everything down to a pace that felt, after New York, almost disorienting.

Rex reached for a heel of bread. “Gina mentioned you’ve got a Tokyo show coming up. New work?”

Billy’s face lit up with the animation of an artist talking about work he’s proud of. “All new, every piece. Just got it shipped over last week. Couple of the canvases weren’t even fully dry yet, honestly.” He shook his head at his own audacity. “Show’s next month. I’m heading over early to supervise the hang. They’ve set me up with a place near the gallery, so I’ll just stay through the opening.”

“Rex, this is my first solo show in Japan. I am genuinely, properly excited.”

“You should be.” Rex meant it. “I had a small show there last year and we had an absolute blast. Food is incredible. Fair warning though. I drank an obscene amount of sake and paid for it accordingly.”

Billy laughed. “Noted. I meant to bring Louise, but she disappeared.”

Rex glanced up. “What happened?”

Billy’s expression shifted, not quite a wince, more a philosophical squint. “Short version? She vanished. Completely. I heard through the grapevine she’d run off with a twenty-two-year-old waitress and hasn’t been seen or heard from since.” He raised his glass with a wry half-smile. “She switched sides, so to speak. I suppose it was for the best.”

Rex sat back. Eight years, by his count. They had seemed genuinely happy, or at least convincing. “Sorry to hear that, buddy.”

Lily caught Rex’s eye across the table, her blue eyes carrying calibrated amusement. She winked.

* * *

They finished the first round, grazed through the last of the cheese, and Billy refilled everyone without asking. Then he stood and gestured toward the terrace.

“Come outside. Bring your glasses.”

That terrace was everything the villa’s view had promised and then exceeded. Pastel-colored Adirondack chairs were arranged in an easy semicircle around a small stone firepit, the whole arrangement oriented toward the blue Mediterranean below.

Rex settled into a chair and let the scene register for a moment. Good company, fine wine, extraordinary food. This view. This air.

What, exactly, is the argument for going back?

Billy set his wine on the arm of his chair and turned to Rex with a slight shift in register.

“Can I have a word with you, buddy?” He tilted his head fractionally toward the far corner of the terrace.

Rex didn’t move. “Lily is completely solid. Whatever you’ve got, say it in front of her.”

Billy glanced at Lily, recalibrated, nodded. “All right.” He seemed impressed by the ease of Rex’s trust. “So. A couple of days ago I got a call from a local attorney friend of mine. He handles a few things for me here in France from time to time. He told me something rather extraordinary.”

Rex was intrigued. “Go on.”

“His client, a real estate agent here in Vallauris, had just been contacted by the Picasso family.”

Rex went completely still.

“They want to sell Le Fournas.”

The words landed with physical weight. Rex felt every hair on his forearms stand up simultaneously.

“What?”

“Apparently it’s been in the family continuously since Pablo’s time. They’ve already moved everything out: remaining paintings, sculptures, ceramic molds. The property itself is roughly twenty thousand square feet of studio and storage space across multiple buildings, large and small, plus a courtyard and outdoor yard.

“The family also still owns and maintains Villa La Galloise, where Picasso lived with Françoise and the children, further up the hill. Madoura Pottery Factory, where he made a lot of his ceramics, has now been funded by the city and the national government to renovate and convert into a museum and public garden.”

He let that settle.

“The Estate looked at having it designated as a Monument Historique, a national heritage site, but dropped the idea. And now it’s going to market.” He waited. “With a twist.”

“What kind of twist?”

“There are already seventeen prospective buyers, individuals and business entities, who’ve submitted paperwork and deposits. Seventeen, Rex. So the Estate, in the interest of fairness, has decided to run a lottery. An equal chance for every qualified applicant.” Billy’s expression broke into an incredulous grin. “Five point five million euros, sale price. Entry requires a fully refundable deposit of two hundred and fifty thousand euros, held in escrow until the winner is drawn.”

He raised his glass with theatrical solemnity.

“Powerball for Picasso.”

Rex exhaled a short, sharp laugh. “A true sign of the times.” He shook his head slowly. “Though I’ll grant you, it’s a hell of an idea.”

Billy nodded. “Which is exactly why I think you should seriously consider buying the place. It would be perfect for you.” He set his glass down and met Rex’s eyes. “You’ve been telling me for months that New York is grinding you down. Draining you. And that you’d love some real distance from Gina, as brilliant as she is, as much as she’s done for both of us. A little separation changed everything for me.” He opened both hands toward the view. “Is this not more beautiful, and more sane, than anything Manhattan has to offer?”

Rex considered the sea.

“You’ve got a point.” He meant it. “I could work here, ship everything out to wherever it’s showing. No noise. No grime. Four thousand miles between me and Gina.” He let the thought complete itself. “Hmm.”

“Here’s the thing, buddy.” Billy’s voice took on a gentle urgency. “The lottery closes in three days. To be in it, you’d need the application and financial paperwork submitted with a check by the day after tomorrow. And the day before the drawing, there’s a mandatory one-time walkthrough for all applicants. It’ll be the only chance to see inside before they pick the winner.” Billy leaned in. “Think you can move that fast?”

Lily’s hand found Rex’s under the arm of the chair. Her fingers closed around his and squeezed once, firmly, deliberately.

“Rex.” She was calm and certain. “This is an extraordinary opportunity.”

Rex turned to her, then to Billy.

“I need to sleep on it. Is the deposit genuinely refundable if I don’t win?”

“One hundred percent.”

“Then I’ll think about it tonight.” He picked up his wine. “That’s all I’m promising.”

Billy smiled. “Go for it, man. That’s all I’ll say.”

They stayed on the terrace another hour, talking art and its history, talking about the painters and the different movements. The wine was excellent and the light off the Mediterranean turned slowly into that deep rose that the Côte d’Azur produces on its best evenings. Out of nowhere, Billy asked if they would like to stay in his villa during his Japan trip. “I’m leaving in four days and who knows when I’ll be back. You’re welcome to stay here. I’ll stock the fridge and grab some wine from the cellar for you.”

Rex didn’t hesitate. “Sure, buddy, that’s real generous of you. We’ll take you up on that, thanks!”

Eventually Rex and Lily said their goodbyes and walked back up the hill to their villa, jet-lagged, wine-warm, and carrying between them, unspoken, the shared weight of a question that felt like the beginning of something.

That night, they went to bed thinking the same thought from opposite sides of the mattress.

This might be the dawn of an entirely different life.


Chapter 8

The Hypnagogic State

Neither of them slept.

Or almost. Lily managed perhaps an hour, surfacing and submerging in fitful increments while Rex lay perfectly still beside her, eyes open in the dark, his mind at full throttle.

He had read extensively about Picasso’s Vallauris years, the late 1940s through the mid-1950s, a period that biographers and critics returned to again and again with a kind of reverent fascination. By most accounts it had been, for Pablo, a time of profound and unusual contentment. The love was real. His family was present and alive around him. And the work had been extraordinary.

Rex turned it over slowly in the dark.

Le Fournas had given Picasso something that he desperately needed at the time: space. His house up the hill, La Galloise, was too small to raise a family in and use as his studio. That repurposed perfume factory boasted cavernous rooms ideal for painting and sculpture, while its outbuildings accommodated a relentless explosion of ceramic work. In those deep, generous rooms Picasso painted his mural War and Peace and revolutionized modern sculpture, creating some of his finest pieces: La Chèvre (The Goat), Femme enceinte (Pregnant Woman), Petite fille sautant à la corde (Little Girl Skipping Rope), and La Guenon et son petit (Baboon and Young).

As Rex stared up at the ceiling, he wondered whether Pablo’s manic energy and sheer will to create still lingered at Le Fournas.

It had to be.

* * *

Across the bed, in her own private dark, Lily ran a different set of calculations entirely.

She was, among other things, both an art and jazz historian and a committed feminist. Her knowledge of Pablo Picasso was not superficial, and not uncritical. She knew the Vallauris years from Françoise Gilot’s side of the ledger as well as Pablo’s, knew how the contentment that biographers praised had been, for Françoise, a much more complicated and ultimately untenable arrangement. She had watched the man she loved consume the people and space around him the way a fire consumes oxygen.

By 1953, Françoise had made the only choice that allowed her to remain herself. She took the children and returned to Paris, becoming, in the long history of Pablo Picasso’s loves, the only woman ever to leave him first. That perceived betrayal shattered him, delivering a profound blow not only to his pride but, in time, to his public standing as well. Looking back across a span of seven decades, Lily viewed Françoise as nothing short of heroic.

But lying here in the Vallauris dark, with Rex warm beside her and the question of Le Fournas hanging over the room like a cloud, she felt the echo of that story move through her with unexpected personal force.

Is this how it starts?

She never finished the thought. But she didn’t entirely dismiss it either.

* * *

It was nearly five in the morning when Rex’s breathing changed.

His eyes were half-open, unfocused, caught in that narrow corridor between wakefulness and sleep that the mind sometimes enters when it has been awake too long and the defenses finally soften. The hypnagogic state: that strange, dissolving threshold where the brain begins to make connections it would never permit in full consciousness, where images arrive without invitation and logic loosens its grip like a hand releasing a rope.

He saw a man.

Its figure was blurred at the edges, indistinct, but the gestures were vivid: large, agitated movements of the hands directed at a woman who stood with her body turned slightly away, every line of her posture radiating distress. Two children moved around them in jagged, upset circles, their small forms carrying the unmistakable signs of a household in crisis.

Rex came back to himself with a sharp, full-body start.

Lily was already watching him, lying on her side, face close to his, small hands moving slowly through his hair with a steadiness that suggested some time at it.

“Rough night, baby?” She barely whispered it. “You okay?”

Rex blinked. Pressed both palms against his eyes. Drew a long, slow breath that seemed to travel a considerable distance before it arrived.

“I’m fine. Just didn’t sleep much.” He lowered them and turned to her. “You?”

“Me either.” She shifted slightly on the pillow. “My mind has been going at full speed since we got into bed.”

A quiet of unfinished thought settled between them, not uncomfortable, but full.

Then Lily leaned in, her lips close to his ear, her voice soft yet deliberate.

“Overall, I think you should do it. What do you think?”

Rex was quiet a moment, eyes on the ceiling, then on her. Then he took her hand.

“Only if you come and live there with me.” He said it simply, without preamble or qualification. “A big part of your job can be done remotely—you know it can. And when Sotheby’s needs you physically in the room, you’re eight hours away on a direct flight. That’s not an obstacle, Lily. That’s a schedule.”

Lily held his gaze. Something moved across her face, not hesitation, rather a person standing at a threshold, taking one final, honest look at what they might be leaving behind.

Then she smiled, and it was full and certain.

And Rex sat straight up in the bed, both arms shooting skyward.

They looked at each other for one suspended, electric second.

And then both screamed it at the same time, loud enough to wake the Vallauris hillside. “Let’s do it!”


Chapter 9

The Gates Of Le Fournas

They flew out of bed and into each other, arms locking, lips meeting hard, the decision too big to leave in words. The kiss lasted until Rex broke it, slightly breathless, his hands still framing her face.

“I have to call Billy. There’s almost no time left to get this done.”

His tone was unmistakable, focused and serious. Lily read it instantly and stepped back, releasing him cleanly.

“Go. Let me know if you need anything.” She retrieved her novel from the side table, folded onto the couch, and found the page. Best thing she could do right now was stay out of the way.

Rex was already dialing.

Billy picked up on the second ring, listened, and moved immediately. Their attorney was contacted within minutes. He would email a PDF of the application package at once, and when the completed paperwork was ready, he’d send a courier, his own son, to collect the envelope along with the check.

Moments later the email arrived. Rex sat at the table and made short work of it, filling, signing, dating with uncharacteristic brisk efficiency. A check was written and folded inside. He texted the attorney: Finished. Send the courier.

Half an hour later, a knock at the door.

A young man introduced himself as the attorney’s son, soft-spoken and polite, took the sealed envelope, nodded once, and left.

The door had barely clicked shut before Rex crossed the room in three strides, reached down, and pulled Lily straight off
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