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  Prologue

   

	Damiano monteiro placed a nondescript wooden box on the desk, carefully removed the lid as if something alive and dangerous might jump out, and nudged it toward the heavy, middle-aged gentleman on the other side. They were in the stuffy office of Sid Chapman, an inspector with Historic England in London. It had the feel of a drab provincial museum, and the furniture hadn’t been updated since Margaret Thatcher was prime minister.

	Sid’s eyes bulged behind his thick glasses as he stared at the yellow ball of straw crammed into a box the size of a paperback Oxford English Dictionary. Droplets of sweat pearled his face, his hands quivering.

	Damiano gestured to the box. “Come on, Sid, it won’t bite you. I haven’t got all day.”

	Sid dipped his fingers into the straw and pulled out a small bundle wrapped in high-opacity, water-repellent paper.

	“I thought it would be almost impossible to find,” Sid breathed out in relief. “Had it left the country?”

	He carefully unwrapped the special paper. A hideous brownish piece of metal emerged underneath—a bronze figurine heavily covered in ancient patina.

	“The middleman didn’t recognize its full value and skipped a few customary precautions,” Damiano said. “It made it as far as France.”

	The precious object Sid held was a 2000-year-old Cupid figurine, the oldest ever found. Difficult as it was to make out under the thick veil of time, dirt, and oxidation, on closer inspection it morphed into a Cupid carrying a flaming torch. Stolen soon after its discovery, it was written off as permanently lost to British archeology, which was a pity as none of the few other similar figurines they had were nearly as old.

	Inspector Sid Chapman hardly expected the fairly unassuming artifact to interest a rock star in the business of recovering stolen art like Damiano Monteiro. A month ago he was in town for a thank-you dinner with British Museum executives. Sid got introduced and worked up the nerve to ask for his help.

	Damiano only took on a few cases a year, usually involving artwork much more valuable than a puny Cupid figurine, but he promised to look into its disappearance. He couldn’t say what attracted him to the cause of the hard-to-distinguish artifact or why it was so precious to Sid. It had its archeological value, but perhaps the rumors circulating in their close-knit community played a role in both of their strange fascination with the figurine.

	“Well, I’ll be off,” Damiano broke the silence with a slight expectant smile.

	Sid shifted in his seat. A few beads of sweat merged into a tiny rivulet on his right temple.

	“I suppose you’ll be writing me a check.” Damiano’s smile had turned ironic. “You know, besides the profuse thanks you’ve been showering on me since I came in.”

	“My apologies. You have my eternal gratitude, Mr. Monteiro,” Sid gushed. “All museum and archeology professionals in the country will be deeply grateful for your help.”

	“I’m not getting paid, am I?”

	Sid licked his dry lips. “Regrettably, Historic England has no provision in this year’s budget for such emergencies, and the figurine hadn’t been assigned to a specific museum before the theft. The remuneration situation is a bit unclear at the moment, I’m afraid.”

	Damiano shook his head. “Only you Brits can say ‘screw you’ in such a polite and convoluted manner. If you figure out a way to put that in a jar, you can sell it as all-purpose lubricating oil.”

	Damiano often traveled to England and other countries with prominent museums and had insightful observations about the qualities and stereotypes of most European nations. True or not, some of them made for good jokes. Like it or not, Sid would have to put up with some abuse if Damiano had worked for free.

	“Even poor village doctors get something in return for their services—a loaf of freshly baked bread, a goat, or homemade slippers. I have expenses.” Damiano tried to hide the gleam of amusement in his eyes. He wasn’t really upset. Anyone familiar with his work knew money wasn’t his primary motivation.

	“We don’t have goats, Mr. Monteiro, but we will compensate you for your troubles, you have my word, although I don’t have a firm timeframe at the moment.”

	“I see. Well, if I’ve learned anything from my many friends in England, a British gentleman’s word is worth something.” He touched his temple with a finger, resigned to leaving without pay.

	“Funny you should mention those goats and village doctors,” Sid muttered.

	“You have a goat for me?”

	Sid lowered his eyes and held the Cupid. “It’s probably nothing. A silly superstition.”

	“Probably. But tell me anyway.”

	“You may have heard about the colleague who dug up the Cupid. He … well, some hard to explain things happened to him after his discovery, if you know what I mean.”

	Damiano scratched at his stubble and stared at Sid intently. “I hope he didn’t die of an ancient curse.” He forced a thin smile on his face so Sid wouldn’t sense that he might not be entirely joking this time.

	“No, no, on the contrary. Good things happened in his life. His love life, to be precise. Incredible things, considering he’s neither too young nor handsome nor well-off.”

	Now it was Damiano’s turn to wonder if Sid was pulling his leg. “So, do I have to rub the Cupid’s belly for the magic to work?”

	They exchanged tense glances across the desk, each on the verge of bursting out laughing and calling out the joke. None of them did. Most archeologists had seen their fair share of unexplained finds and wouldn’t joke about these things even in their minds.

	“No rubbing will be necessary,” Sid muttered. “It’s probably nothing anyway.”

	Damiano reached out, snatched the Cupid out of Sid’s hand, and examined it more closely.

	“It is a peculiar piece. I get good vibes from it.” He lingered. “I think I’ll hold on to it for a while. Call it scientific curiosity. Meantime you work on my fee.”

	Sid Chapman wrinkled his nose. Damiano could bet he had already played out a rendezvous with a beautiful woman in his mind.

	Sid licked his lips. “That won’t be necessary, Mr. Monteiro. I promise you payment will be arranged as soon as possible.”

	“I thought you didn’t have a budget for pesky emergencies like recovering valuable artifacts. Don’t worry, Sid, I’ll take good care of it. God knows I could use a little luck in the romance department. If it comes my way, I might accept it as payment for risking my life to save the ugly thing.”

	Sid shook his head, watching with longing, sorrowful eyes as Damiano wrapped the Cupid figurine in the special paper and slipped it into his jacket pocket.

	•          •          •

	Damiano left the Cannon Bridge House at 25 Dowgate Hill and stepped into the street under the quickly gathering inky clouds. He had an early-morning flight to Lisbon and a reservation at the nearby Tower Hotel. He briefly considered canceling the hotel and taking an evening flight.

	The heavens could no longer hold back the downpour. A warm flood descended upon the city. Damiano didn’t open an umbrella or run for cover. He cupped his jacket pocket as best he could to protect the Cupid from the rain and continued his walk unperturbed. Within a minute he was soaking wet and enjoying it. It occurred to him to cross London Bridge and take a stroll along the South Bank. He couldn’t get any wetter.

	As he reached the corner of King William Street and was about to turn right, he bumped into a striking woman in a beige raincoat holding a bright red umbrella. She seemed in a hurry, didn’t see him coming, and almost knocked him down.

	“Bloody hell,” the woman exclaimed. “Watch where you’re going, mate.” She didn’t dignify him with a second look and vanished around the corner.

	But Damiano did see her pale face with a barely-snubbed nose, long eyelashes, and a smattering of freckles under her light eyes. Shoulder-length brown hair with sun-kissed highlights. A bit stressed, maybe having a bad day.

	The mysterious woman disappeared so quickly that minutes later, Damiano wondered if she existed or was a figment of his imagination. He thought he smelled her perfume. Just as likely, he had a brain tumor.

	Damiano patted the bulge in his jacket pocket. He needed to get his love life back on track, magic or no magic.

	He ambled along London Bridge. By the time he reached its southern end, the rain had stopped and the sky was clearing. The first bright, orange-tinted star shone its soothing light above the crimson sinking sun.

	
  Part I

	
1

	Amsterdam

	Poppy lane moved from one painting to the next like a child opening Christmas presents. Each one brought excitement, but the anticipation of the next one brought even more. She didn’t have her professional photography equipment with her as she’d finished her photo session for The Architectural Review earlier that morning.

	This Tuesday afternoon at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam was all about enjoyment and reliving fond childhood memories.

	Poppy neared the end of the gallery and examined her museum map. She caught a glimpse of her face in a mirror in the corridor. Her big hazel eyes sparkled with childlike delight, her face twitching eagerly and making her freckles dance as she drew closer to her ultimate goal.

	She crossed into the adjoining gallery and caught sight of that man again. She first spotted him in the atrium, in the company of a solid gentleman in an immaculately tailored suit, whom she recognized as the general director of the Rijksmuseum. That bloke looked nothing like him, though. He appeared to be in his late thirties, unimposing in stature but fit, handsome, with a tanned face, stubble, and the questionable allure of a heist movie star.

	They exchanged brief, curious glances in passing. His dark, fiery eyes radiated a sense of trouble. He wore jeans and a T-shirt with some writing in a foreign language. The general director acted around him as if he was the museum’s owner or a Saudi prince. Probably a donor, one of those IT billionaires with lots of extra money, good intentions, and zero fashion sense, Poppy surmised.

	She saw him again through the sparse crowd. He walked into the gallery from the opposite end, alone this time. Did he recognize her? Poppy wasn’t sure if he’d noticed her in the atrium, though their eyes did meet for a second. She continued browsing the paintings, keeping her peripheral vision on high alert.

	A Frans Hals grabbed her attention before the neighboring Vermeer forcefully hijacked it. She cocked her head. Now that was something.

	Poppy sensed an ethereal presence and half-turned toward an obscure shadow gliding behind her, distracting her from the Vermeer. The shadow’s owner stopped as if reconsidering and glanced at the painting with narrowed eyes. What language is that? Poppy wondered, trying to decipher the writing on his T-shirt out of the corner of her eye.

	The bloke was suddenly interested in the painting or, more likely, racking his brains for a killer conversation starter. It’s what most men did. She got hit on a lot. Come on, mate, spill it. I’ve heard it all.

	But he ghosted past her as if she didn’t exist.

	A vague irritation rose in Poppy’s stomach. What was she, invisible? Or was he gay? No way, the way he dressed. And most importantly, why did she care? She was in a happy relationship, soon to be engaged. She smiled at the notion and moved across the hall, checking the remaining paintings on her way out.

	The next gallery was uneventful, except for a handsy young couple. Poppy didn’t wait to see how far they’d get and crossed over to a spacious exhibition area, looking at some sculptures before proceeding to her target. Her impatience grew.

	And there he was again. Poppy scanned his T-shirt. Was that Spanish? Didn’t look like it. She had studied the language in secondary school. Italian? Could be. The bloke looked Italian, sort of.

	Her patience wearing thin, Poppy stormed out and decided to skip the rest of the exhibits on her way to her coveted room. She consulted her map and went for it, or so she hoped. She often got lost in the big museums.

	Silent Man was nowhere to be seen. Out of sight, out of mind. If only.

	She entered the last gallery on her way. A dazzling white bird caught her eye and slowed her pace—the famous Jan Asselijn’s The Threatened Swan. A veritable beauty.

	Mesmerized by the swan’s allure and lifelike curves, Poppy lost track of time. When she regained awareness, the Silent Man was at her side. She chose to ignore him. He hadn’t said a word to her. Now she didn’t want him to. Not that she did before.

	Poppy left with a determined expression and headed toward her destination. As she rounded the corner, she sensed something was off. It took her seconds to identify it.

	The viewing door was closed.

	Overcome by growing panic, she took the last steps to the Haarlem reception room and tried the white carved door. Locked. A bilingual notice (Dutch and English) informed the unfortunate visitors that this museum section was closed for maintenance and would reopen next week.

	Poppy couldn’t believe her bad luck. The Haarlem reception room was why she picked the Amsterdam assignment and came to this museum in the first place. She had only seen it once as a child and never forgotten it. An important reason brought her to it again. Was she supposed to ignore the implicit symbolism of this unfortunate situation?

	Poppy stood lost and confused, her gaze fixed on the solid wooden obstacle blocking her way. Overcome with frustration, the familiar presence eluded her this time.

	“You seem upset,” a voice with a slight Southern European accent startled her. She spun on her heel. There he was, wearing a mysterious smile, no longer a silent man. She wasn’t invisible after all. “The Haarlem reception room is one of my favorites too. You won’t find many such stunning visualizations of the term classy,” he said to Poppy’s astonishment.

	Caught off guard, she tried to find her voice. “Yes, it’s lovely. The whole museum is marvelous.”

	Lovely? Marvelous? Could she sound any lamer? Poppy froze, her attention split between the disaster of the closed Haarlem room and the catastrophe of the (no longer) Silent Man finally talking to her. She was losing on both fronts.

	Her poorly disguised confusion amused her new acquaintance. “I hope you’re not too disappointed. There are many other worthwhile things to see. Do you come here often?”

	“About once every twenty years. But you are right. There are many spectacular objects to revel in.” Poppy didn’t sound like herself or like a person. What was the matter with her?

	“Well, I’ll leave you in peace. Enjoy the rest of the museum.”

	He nodded and walked away. Poppy was too stunned to do anything if she wanted to. But of course she didn’t, why would she? She stared intently at the Haarlem reception room’s closed door as if hoping to open it telekinetically.

	“If I may interrupt you again, you seem to really need to see this room.”

	Poppy turned. He was back—the same slight, mocking smile, the same indecipherable writing on his T-shirt, tight around his muscular torso. A walking invitation to let her guard down.

	“I’ve been dying to see it. It’s why I came here in the first place,” she admitted.

	“I figured as much. Let me see what I can do. Don’t go too far.” And he moved away before she had a chance to ask questions.

	Poppy stood gaping and rooted to the spot. Was he about to get her in? How?

	A few visitors came and went, disappointed to find the room closed. A spry older woman glared at the closed door. If fierce looks could break down museum doors …

	Poppy’s hero returned with one of the guards, or gallery attendants, holding a key.

	“It’s your lucky day,” he said as his companion unlocked the door. Poppy could hardly breathe. The stylish double doors swung open to reveal a déjà (long ago) vu of late-eighteenth-century splendor.

	“Excuse me,” she heard the gruff voice of the elderly woman behind her. “Is the Haarlem reception room open?”

	The gallery attendant didn’t bat an eyelid. “No, ma’am, this gentleman is a contractor working for the museum.”

	A contractor? He did have the brawn.

	“Can I go in with him?” the woman insisted.

	“Visitors aren’t allowed in even when the room is open for viewing, ma’am. If you someday recover a valuable lost museum exhibit, we’ll arrange a private tour for you.”

	The gallery attendant knew how to handle demanding visitors in style. He handed over the key to the southern man. “Don’t forget to lock up when you’re done and bring me the key, Mr. Monteiro.”

	Poppy’s new acquaintance nodded in acknowledgment and made way for her.

	“What about her? Don’t tell me she’s a contractor.” The pesky woman wasn’t one to take rejection lightly.

	The southerner, Monteiro, took over. “I’ll tell you what, madam. You go and get yourself a coffee or a refreshing beverage, and as soon as I finish with this young lady, I’ll let you take a quick look.”

	He let Poppy in and shut the door in the woman’s face.

	Poppy breathed a sigh of relief. “How in the bloody world did you arrange this?”

	“I have my ways. The room is all yours to enjoy,” he charmed his way out of questioning.

	Poppy soaked up the atmosphere of opulence, ignoring a few annoying distractions: missing carpet on the floor (rolled up along the wall), work tools and upholstery pieces lying around, a corner blocked by a screen.

	Otherwise, the magnificence she remembered from her childhood was still there.

	“I’m Damiano, by the way,” the man said behind her.

	Poppy turned to him. Why did this feel so tantalizingly right and so nerve-wrackingly wrong? She thrust her sweaty hand forward and blurted, “Poppy, Lane. Nice to meet you, Damiano … Monteiro?”

	“At your service.” He grabbed her wooden hand with a smile. He smiled a lot. “I’ll let you enjoy the room. Feel free to browse, but please avoid touching if you don’t mind.”

	I suppose he means the furniture. Poppy flinched. What was wrong with her today?

	She immersed herself in a long-gone era. The room was an absolute stunner. The double door, the drapes, the upholstery, all in white, the crystal chandelier, the tall mirrors in golden frames, the elaborate chimneypiece, the candelabra, the fine furniture … They knew how to turn ordinary objects into works of art back then. The memories etched by the imagination of an impressionable young girl long time ago surfaced in her mind, vivid and alive, only to fade before the splendor of the present moment.

	She remembered her first and only visit with her father when she was a curious eight or nine-year-old. The place drew her in like a magnet, and she made a pledge. When she grew up, she would get married in a room just like this. Even here, if they would let her.

	And here she was, more than twenty years later, expecting a proposal from Lawrence on the eve of her thirtieth birthday, only a few months away.

	Poppy felt like a devout Catholic entering St. Peter’s for the first time. She waltzed around the majestic room, breathing in the noble atmosphere, admiring the masterwork, brushing against the ivory drapes and the antique silk chairs. It took her a while to come out of her reverie and remember she wasn’t alone.

	Damiano had quietly retreated to a corner and stood there inconspicuously, not making a sound, surreptitiously observing her when he thought she wasn’t looking. He stopped hiding his interest and gazed at her with curious eyes and an enigmatic expression. Suddenly she felt naked, exposed. A shiver shot through her body.

	“So, you’re into old classy rooms,” Damiano broke the silence.

	She appreciated that he didn’t interfere with her experience until she was finished.

	“Just this one,” Poppy said plainly without volunteering any details. She’d just met him and wouldn’t encourage any intrusive questions. She braced herself for the inevitable interrogation.

	But Damiano kept watching her with raised eyebrows and a slightly angled head. His next sentence caught her off guard. “There’s a cozy Viennese café not far from the museum.”

	It took a while for that to sink in. Was he really that forthright? “Uh, are you asking me for coffee?”

	“Unless you have other old rooms to view or don’t drink coffee. They have delicious pastries too.” He grinned.

	Poppy’s flight to London wasn’t until the following morning. He did do her a huge favor, and he seemed harmless. Or was he? “A mochaccino would be nice. Viennese pastry is my guilty pleasure,” she added, blushing.

	“Great. Do you need more time here? I could wait outside.” He said this without any trace of urgency or condescension. Unbelievable how he managed to say the right things in the right tone.

	“I’m almost done. How about I go powder my nose while you spoil the lady outside and return the key? Meet you in the lobby.” Poppy was finally being herself and in full control of her mind and speech.

	A few minutes later, Poppy stared into the ladies’ mirror, fixing her perfect makeup, her face pale and her chest heaving.

	•          •          •

	They sat in the soft burgundy chairs and sipped espresso and mocha under the café’s Gothic arches. An impeccably dressed waiter brought the sweets they’d ordered. Poppy could barely tear her eyes away from the dazzling display of pastries between two marble columns not far from them. She generally avoided sugar but couldn’t resist these appealing treats.

	“Bon appétit,” Damiano said as Poppy dove into her heavenly Kaiserschmarrn. He didn’t seem too hungry, keeping his eyes on her. “So, you said you’re a photographer?”

	Poppy swallowed the first bite. “I do fine art. It’s a kind of photography where—”

	“I know what it is,” he interrupted her softly. “Photographs with a message.” He still hadn’t touched his Germknödel.

	“Right. I also do architectural photography as I travel. I freelance for a couple of magazines, mostly The Architectural Review.”

	“That sounds amazing. Do you exhibit?”

	This Damiano was surprisingly knowledgeable about professional photography for a contractor.

	“Not as often as I’d like, but I do have a big exhibition coming up.” My first ever, to be exact. He didn’t need to know that.

	“I’m sure you’re very talented.”

	How can he be sure? “What about you? You’re in construction?”

	“Oh, I see the confusion. I’m not that kind of contractor. I’m an archeologist.”

	Poppy caught herself sneaking a look at his strong hands.

	“You seem to have a special bond with high-ranking museum officials. Are all archeologists so well received?”

	“Well, I’m a slightly different type of archeologist. Let’s say I make rare and special deliveries, and museum directors are usually grateful.”

	That sounded intriguing. Was he a smuggler? It couldn’t be. The general director of Rijksmuseum wouldn’t walk around with someone involved in illegal activities.

	“So, why did you do that for me?” she asked cautiously.

	“The Haarlem room? You seemed desperate to see it.”

	“Come on.” Poppy shot him her give-me-a-break look.

	“All right. I know what you’re thinking. Is he super nice, or is he just trying to get into my pants?”

	“I doubt you’re that nice.”

	“I’m not that quick with the pants either, so, as usual in real life, the truth is somewhere in the middle.” He seemed adorably embarrassed.

	“But still closer to the pants,” Poppy couldn’t resist.

	“Fair enough.”

	They shared a smile. Poppy wavered at her following statement but had to say it. “In all fairness, I must tell you I’m in a serious relationship in London.”

	“I never doubted you were.” His unsurprised reaction was surprisingly quick and rational. “A woman like you is only single in romantic films. But you don’t wear a ring, and that’s enough for me.”

	“A woman like me? You’ve only just met me.” Men were attracted to Poppy’s looks everywhere she went, testing her patience more often than she could bear. All right, Monteiro, let’s hear it. About time.

	“It has been scientifically proven that a woman decides if she would sleep with a man within seconds of meeting him. I don’t think this is just about women and physical attraction.”

	“Do tell,” she encouraged him, amused and skeptical.

	“Not much to tell. In addition to physical appearance and pheromones, there’s all kinds of subliminal information in a woman’s aura—how she walks, looks at you, reacts to little things, her smile, her word choice, and so on. Some of it’s hard to describe. But I know a special woman when I meet her.”

	Poppy held her comments. Having said enough, Damiano dug into his pastry.

	They left the café and crossed the bustling Museum Quarter at a leisurely pace as dusk enshrouded Amsterdam.

	“You didn’t tell me much about yourself,” Poppy broke the silence. “Your name sounds Portuguese.”

	“Very good. I’m from Lisbon.”

	“What’s Portugal like? I’ve only been there once long time ago. I don’t remember much except the beaches and the scorching sun.”

	“It’s a beautiful country. Friendly people who know how to enjoy life. Excellent food and wine. You should come back and stay longer.”

	“Maybe I will.”

	They approached her hotel. She had an early flight to catch. In a few minutes they would say goodbye. No phone numbers had come up. Poppy had mentioned being in a relationship, but that usually didn’t stop most men. Maybe he wasn’t single either—married, with three kids, and looking for adventure. They were just two strangers in committed relationships with a few hours to kill in a strange city. Nothing to ruminate upon.

	“This is me,” she announced.

	“Hilton?”

	“I stay at a Hilton wherever I go.”

	“You don’t visit many third-world countries, do you?”

	She waited for his next move. Would he invite her to dinner? Offer to show her to her room? Ask for her phone number, finally? She would have to say no to all. Still, she was curious about what it would be.

	“Thank you for a lovely afternoon. And especially for the Haarlem room,” Poppy said.

	“You never told me why you wanted to see it so badly.” He squinted his eyes. “Perhaps another time,” he added quickly before she could come up with an evasive answer. In no hurry, he watched her with smiling eyes.

	“I wanted to ask, what does that mean on your T-shirt? My Portuguese vocabulary is non-existent,” she said.

	“It’s not in Portuguese. It’s Italian—Torna per il tuo cuore. It means ‘Come back for your heart.’ My landlady in Sicily gave it to me as a parting gift.”

	“Come back for your heart. It’s beautiful.” Poppy felt a tiny knot in her stomach. “Will you?”

	“Will I what?”

	“Go back to Sicily.”

	“Probably not any time soon. I left a local businessman in a huff last time I was there. But I travel a lot, mostly to places with good museums. Maybe fate will bring us together someday.” His radiant eyes never dropped her gaze. Her heart pounded in her chest.

	“Goodbye, Poppy,” he put her out of her misery. “If I ever have a few hours to spare in a strange city, I hope I bump into you again.”

	He took a few steps back as if she were royalty, eyes fixed on her as if to imprint her image on his memory. A devilish smile curled his lips. Before she could convert her chaotic thoughts into intelligible speech, he had disappeared around the corner.

	Poppy didn’t know how long she stood there before her normal, sarcastic inner voice spoke up. Okay, he is: A/married, B/secretly gay, C/mad, or D/playing a game. She didn’t care for options A, B, and C. And option D was irrelevant as she would never see him again.

	The concierge was giving her suspicious looks. It was time to get her act together and resume her real life.

	
2

	London

	In the span of a minute, Poppy found herself thinking about her recent trip to Amsterdam, her upcoming exhibition, and her hectic next-day schedule. Hardly a good sign when you’re lying on your back with your legs spread and your zealous boyfriend is pounding away, getting close to (his) orgasm.

	Lawrence Atherton sensed the distraction. “Is everything okay?”

	Poppy ran her fingers across the nape of his neck. That’s Lawrence, always the perfect gentleman. He got back to business and lasted longer than she expected, probably due to the brief distraction. Nevertheless, a few minutes later he erupted inside her and rolled off her to catch his breath. He had missed her, she could tell.

	He crouched between her legs to finish with his mouth what he couldn’t otherwise. It wasn’t his fault. He was a decent and considerate lover, but her bell wasn’t easy to ring.

	“I’m fine,” she gently pushed him back with an affectionate smile.

	“Are you sure? I don’t think you …” He read in her eyes that she meant it. Some nights she needed the closeness, not the orgasm. They cuddled in silence.

	“So, how was Amsterdam?” he asked.

	Poppy was in no mood to talk about her trip. “It was beautiful, just like I remembered it.” She pecked him on the lips. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get some sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be mad.”

	She relaxed on her pillow as he turned off the nightlight.

	“Sweet dreams,” Lawrence said. He was understanding of her needs. One of many reasons she cared for him and let him move into her Notting Hill townhouse a year ago. Her thirtieth birthday was coming up in three months, and it would bring the next stage in their relationship, Poppy mused as she drifted off to sleep.

	•          •          •

	Poppy slipped out early before Lawrence’s alarm went off. What better way to sharpen your focus for a big day than an early-morning visit to the local gym? Few people showed up so early; she didn’t need to wear her fake band ring or her headphones to ward off would-be womanizers.

	At times she enjoyed the male attention, but often it became too much. An integral part of her social life since her mid-teens, she found it disturbing and perverse at first, then exciting and sometimes pleasurable, until she got used to it and learned to control it.

	Poppy went through her routine workout. She was pleased to see she was in great shape, slim and fit, not too muscular. She had the right build in all the key places and exuded sensitivity and vulnerability without appearing weak. I’m a girl and enjoy it. I know what I want and can take care of myself.

	She worked up quite a sweat in her sports bra and tight shorts. Maybe she should’ve worn the fake ring in the Rijksmuseum. Why was she thinking of the Rijksmuseum now?

	Some bloke checked her out, mustering up the courage to speak to her, but she gave him a quick discouraging look before moving on to the treadmill. She didn’t mean to be rude, but if she didn’t feel like talking to her boyfriend, she didn’t want to talk to anyone. Nothing personal, gents.

	An hour later, Poppy emerged from the shower refreshed, her senses heightened. All she was missing was her morning coffee and she’d be ready to face her destiny in the form of Elizabeth Gainsborough, owner of the eponymous gallery in Mayfair.

	Poppy wasn’t one to demand her coffee right after waking up. She could go an hour or two without, but she needed it in her system to be at her best. The café across from the gym offered good coffee. She spent the next half hour enjoying a cup and rehearsing the upcoming important meeting in her head. Lawrence must have left the house by now, so she had some time to get dressed in peace, apply light makeup, and head out to Mayfair.

	•          •          •

	The Elizabeth Gainsborough Gallery occupied a stately Victorian brick house on a quiet tree-lined street in Mayfair. Poppy parked her car, took a deep breath at the gallery’s front door, and pressed the handle. An automatic bell announced her presence. Elizabeth Gainsborough herself met her—a spry woman in her fifties with short, elaborately coiffed hair, wearing a brightly colored gauze dress.

	“Right on time, dear. Come in.” She waved to the inside of the gallery. Her assistant was nowhere in sight, probably not needed this early or out running errands. Visitors rarely came in the morning. This time of the day was reserved for meeting talent and making business arrangements, Elizabeth explained.

	Poppy met Elizabeth Gainsborough through Lawrence’s mother, Lady Mildred Atherton. Though grateful for the opportunity, Poppy felt every ounce of the responsibility. She wouldn’t hear the end of it if she blew it. Her first solo exhibition could also be her last. Failure wasn’t an option.

	“Can I get you anything—tea, coffee?” Elizabeth asked as they crossed the main exhibition hall on their way to the back stairs to get to her office on the second floor.

	“No, thanks.” Poppy glanced anxiously at the surreal photographs on display. Was her work that good? She wouldn’t dare ask.

	“All right then, let’s see where we are.” Elizabeth sat behind her desk with her laptop open. “We need to go over a few details. Your proposed theme, ‘Eurotic Revelations,’ is simply wonderful. I love the idea of using the most romantic European cities as a backdrop and inspiration for images evoking love and lust. And I like the interplay of ambiguity in the word ‘revelation.’ It’s a challenging theme, but so is introducing a new artist.”

	Was Poppy supposed to be flattered or concerned? The twinkle in Elizabeth’s narrowed eyes could be interpreted either way.

	“In any case, you don’t have nearly enough material to fill the gallery. Not if you want to stick to this one theme.”

	“I know. I’m planning about half a dozen trips for the next couple of months. Vienna will be my first destination.”

	Why did she say Vienna? It was only one of several places she was considering, not the first one that came to mind when she thought of romance.

	“Do what you must. Don’t forget the fine art print studio I recommend to my artists requires four weeks to prepare the prints, so they must receive your last orders by the second week of October. Any risk in this regard is unacceptable.”

	“I’ll be ready on time, I promise. I’m going to the print studio this afternoon to introduce myself and open an account.” Poppy wished she were as confident as she was trying to emulate.

	Elizabeth handed her a printout. “These are the sizes I need, the photo carrier materials, and the framing. Most of our clients prefer acrylic.”

	Poppy took a quick look and nodded in agreement.

	“There will be a rack of unframed paper prints for sale,” Elizabeth continued. “The number and sizes are also there. This is the minimum required. Feel free to order more if you’re feeling brave.”

	Poppy felt anything but.

	“All right then. I have a seven-day window starting November 15th. We’ll have ‘Eurotic Revelations’ on the posters and the press releases. Email me your CV and your most presentable headshot. When the time comes, we’ll arrange some interviews. Once we get the wheel spinning, there’s no turning back.”

	Elizabeth’s lips stretched in a semi-menacing smile.

	“Posters? Press? Interviews?” Poppy whispered in dismay.

	“Well, people need to know about your exhibition, don’t they? Leave that and the personal invitations to us. We’ll use the gallery’s database. But if you have any contacts that you think might generate business or publicity, feel free to add them to the guest list.”

	Poppy was getting dizzy. It was all happening too fast.

	“Lastly, please bring enough presentable business cards. Some personal marketing materials would also be great. I’ll leave that up to you. Now, where do you stand with your thirty-second pitch?”

	“What exactly do you mean?”

	“Well, Poppy dear, you must understand your role at the exhibition opening. You see, your type of art is hard to sell. Most people interested in photography want some nice landscapes to go with their new or redecorated study or living room. Your most important task at the event will not be to sell all the prints, which you must still strive to do, but to attract patrons who will appreciate your work and become hooked on it, as well as on you as an artist. You would be selling yourself. And for that, in addition to your prettiest dress, your most charming smile, and your dazzling personality, you will need a thirty-second pitch.

	“The question you will be asked most often, except perhaps in your case if you are single, will be: What is your work about? In thirty seconds you must be able to explain your theme in a clear yet mysteriously intriguing way. It’s essentially a sales pitch, the commodity being, and I want you to remember this, you, not the prints in the gallery.”

	The short lecture tantalized and enthralled Poppy. Elizabeth was right. It would be about her as an artist and not just about her current work. The weight of how much depended on this exhibition suddenly doubled.

	“I know thirty seconds doesn’t sound like much,” Elizabeth piled on, “and you probably think it’s something you can whip up in your car on the way to the exhibition opening. But trust me, it is a lot of work, and you must start early. Every sentence, every word, and how you say it will matter. You can’t leave anything to chance. You must know what you’ll say and only resort to improvisation when absolutely necessary.”

	Poppy had a migraine and was desperate for fresh air. “I can’t thank you enough for this opportunity, Elizabeth,” she managed to say.

	“My pleasure, dear. Your beau’s mother and I go way back. Nothing can shake our friendship, including a failed exhibition.”

	Poppy stiffened. Elizabeth’s smile widened. “Oh, relax, I’m only joking. I wouldn’t be giving you this chance if I didn’t think you had potential, not even for Mildred’s sake. Are you all right, dear? You look a bit pale.”

	•          •          •

	Poppy and her best friend, Halle Field, had a standing agreement to meet for lunch or dinner at least once a month, no matter what. They were childhood friends growing up in Bath, Somerset. In their early teens they had become inseparable, and their schoolmates dubbed the duo the Poppy Field.

	After graduating from high school, they went their separate ways, but eventually both settled in London. Poppy, the creative half of the Poppy Field, was into art and photography. Halle went to business school and landed a steady day job after an internship at Lloyd’s.

	Halle was a career woman who enjoyed life and lived in the moment, avoiding long-term goals. She rented a cozy flat in the City, and since Poppy lived in West London, they alternated their meetings between the two areas.

	They had last met in a restaurant near London Bridge on a rainy evening in early July. Poppy had had a rough day, and driving all the way into the City and not finding a parking space near the restaurant had stretched her nerves to the breaking point.

	Today’s designated lunch spot was an Italian restaurant in Belgravia not far from the Elizabeth Gainsborough Gallery. Halle had an earlier work appointment in Westminster, so the location worked well for both. Poppy could use a strong drink to calm the flutter in her stomach. If only she weren’t driving.

	Poppy caught sight of Halle’s short blond hair at one of the window tables overlooking Eaton Square Garden, sipping a cocktail in her tight business attire.

	“Wow, you look like you’ve seen something ghastly. I hope it’s not me.” Halle rose from her velvet chair and hugged Poppy.

	Halle was shorter, but her chest was bigger. As they went through puberty, each had something to envy the other. Poppy mentally smiled at her misguided, slightly inappropriate memories.

	“You look fine, unlike the prospects for my exhibition. What are you drinking?”

	“Dear old Eve, always worrying. In the end you’ll be perfect as always.” Poppy was used to Halle calling her by her middle name, Everly, or Eve, especially when admonishing her. Halle was the only person allowed to use it.

	“Things are far from perfect this time. I have so much to do, and most of my exhibition photos don’t even exist in my head. I’ll have to do more trips in two months than I usually do in two years.”

	“Aw, poor you, you’ll travel all over Europe. I only get to travel between my flat and my office. This lunch in Belgravia is the most exotic trip I’ll take in the next few months.”

	Halle’s relaxed attitude to life always calmed Poppy. Her glass of white wine arrived. She took a few sips, and the world became a slightly better place.

	“So, what’s new in the business world?”

	“Not much. Either you eat them, or they eat you.”

	“You sound like you haven’t been eaten in a while,” Poppy quipped, her tongue loosened by the wine.

	“Ouch. Kick below the belt. Not cool, Everly.”

	Halle wasn’t in the best of moods, which was unusual for her.

	“Oh, my God. I’m sorry, Hal. I was just shooting in the dark. I didn’t expect to touch a nerve. Seriously though, you of all people?”

	“Contrary to what you might think, I don’t go home with a different man every week. And unlike you, I have to work hard to get the prized stallions.”

	“Unlike me?”

	“Don’t act so clueless. As if you don’t know what befalls uncastrated straight men when they enter your gravitational zone.”

	Poppy wasn’t going to pretend she didn’t know what Halle meant. She got more than her fair share of male attention. Which made her think of Amsterdam again. It was popping into her mind too often and in the wrong context, and that presented a problem.

	“Did something happen that you want to talk about?” Halle asked casually as if sensing the disturbance.

	“Nope, just thinking about my Amsterdam trip.”

	“Oh yeah, how did that go?”

	“It went well. I took some nice shots, I think.”

	Poppy could tell Halle picked up the tiny ripples of nervousness in her voice. She would eventually spill whatever was troubling her. They both knew it.

	“Anything unusual happen there? It’s a fun town.”

	“I went to the Rijksmuseum. Finally got to see the Haarlem room.” Poppy fiddled with her fork, avoiding Halle’s eyes.

	“Splendid. How was it?”

	“Good, it was good.”

	“All right, Poppy Everly, what’s his name?”

	As Poppy’s lucky guess had revealed, Halle had been going through a bit of a dry spell lately and appeared more irritable than usual. She needed regular sex to function. Usually she could listen to Poppy’s real or imagined love troubles for hours, but not today, obviously.

	“What do you mean?” Poppy asked innocently.

	Halle rolled her eyes. “Fine, don’t tell me.”

	Poppy was used to sharing everything with Halle since they were kids, and she could trust her with her most intimate thoughts. Yet, this felt different from everything else.

	“There’s nothing to tell. The Haarlem room was closed for restoration, and some nice man helped me out.”

	“Helped you how?” Halle’s eyes narrowed like a cat on the prowl.

	“He knew the unabridged Kama Sutra inside out and showed me a good time.”

	“The very fact that you joke like this is telling, but we’ll come back to that later.”

	“No way. Find someone else to play shrink with. He was some big-shot archeologist and knew people at the museum, so they let me take a peek. My virtue remained intact.”

	“Archeologist? Don’t tell me he was seventy and made you wet and excited with his intellect.”

	“Archeologists are interested in old things, but they are not necessarily old. He looked about forty at the most. He didn’t get me excited, and he definitely didn’t get me wet, which, as you should know, isn’t easy.” She finished on a shrill note, bringing a triumphant smile to Halle’s face.

	“What I’m hearing is that he’s relatively young, fit, and exciting. Did you get his number?”

	“What? No, I don’t have his phone number, and I didn’t give him mine. This is absurd. Do I have to remind you that I’m almost engaged?”

	“Almost engaged ain’t married, darling,” Halle concluded wisely.

	“That’s enough about me. Let’s see how we can get you laid so you’ll stop pestering me. Lawrence has some good-looking friends. I could ask him to set you up.”

	Poppy swallowed the rest of her wine and prayed for a memory wipe.

	•          •          •

	Next on Poppy’s busy schedule was the print studio. The exhibition opening was in just over three months, a few days before her birthday. She gave the print technicians what little she had, including the approved Amsterdam photos. She passed on Elizabeth Gainsborough’s print specifications, but they didn’t need them as they had worked with her clients for many years and were familiar with her requirements. They confirmed the four-week lead time from order to delivery, three weeks in case of an emergency, which they strongly suggested shouldn’t happen.

	Poppy imprinted five weeks into her memory. She wouldn’t test the four-week rule, let alone the emergency. She wasn’t going to blow this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity on a technicality. That left her about two months to visit cities all over Europe and take enough fascinating photographs to fill Elizabeth’s elite gallery and enchant her (she imagined) pretentious clients.

	Poppy’s dizziness returned. She had a hectic few months ahead of her that would determine her professional future.

	Last on her list for the day was a late-afternoon visit to The Architectural Review. She drove to the magazine’s office in the City of London’s West End. The sooner she finished, the sooner she could get into the hot tub she’d been craving since she left Elizabeth Gainsborough’s gallery.

	Poppy met with the magazine’s Architecture & Design editor, Clara, a chic, unfriendly woman in her forties, always professional, which was all Poppy needed from the relationship. She got prompt approvals (and on rare occasions, rejections) and timely payments. Everything went smoothly as long as she met the magazine’s high standards. This freelance income was important to her.

	“Your material on the Bran Castle in Romania has been approved for our Halloween issue. All but one of the photos, actually,” Clara said evenly.

	Dracula’s castle for Halloween. Even upmarket architecture magazines occasionally had to cater to their clients’ lesser emotional needs to boost sales.

	“Here’s what we’ll need for the next few issues. The first one is the most urgent.”

	Poppy reviewed the short list. The top entry was the campus of the Vienna University of Economics and Business. Vienna again. It kept popping up in her daily interactions. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to check it out. The other two locations weren’t that interesting anyway.

	“I’ll take Vienna,” Poppy announced to Clara’s satisfaction.

	“Good. We’ll need the photographs and the article by the end of next week. I trust you’ll make the necessary travel arrangements. My assistant will be at your disposal as usual if you need any help.” Clara got what she wanted and made it clear that their meeting was drawing to a close.

	That was fine with Poppy. The hot tub in her head gave way to superimposed images of historic buildings, questionable modern architecture, and her favorite Viennese pastries.

	“Vienna, here I come,” Poppy declared on her way out.
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	Vienna

	The taxi took poppy straight from the airport to the Hilton Vienna Plaza Hotel. She showered and went downstairs to the Emile Restaurant & Bar for a late dinner. She had an early-morning appointment at the Vienna University of Economics and Business, or WU as it was known.

	The restaurant’s kitchen was closing in less than half an hour, but they took her order: a Caesar salad and salmon trout filet with a glass of Sauvignon Blanc. Most of the tables were empty. Some guests had moved to the bar and occupied the barstools—mostly men looking for a nightcap or an adventure. The glamorous city offered plenty of nightlife options.

	Poppy’s heart was racing in anticipation of the next day. She had to be at the university campus by nine. She planned to finish by midday, leaving the afternoon and the following morning free for her art photography. She had to make the most of her tight schedule. She’d scoured Vienna travel guides and tourist websites for creative inspiration but only came up with vague ideas. After her last meeting with Elizabeth Gainsborough, all her ideas seemed mediocre.

	Why was she so nervous and intimidated? Was that normal? It had to be. She kept telling herself that a debut exhibition is a big deal, and the tension came naturally with the pressure to succeed. Vienna was a good place for art photography, but she could always find other cities that inspired love. Europe had plenty of those. She might want to skip the most obvious choices, like Paris or Venice. But in the end, the location wasn’t as important as the creative approach to it. She, the artist, would be the one holding the camera.

	Her Caesar salad arrived, followed by the fish and wine. She promptly finished her meal and left the restaurant without making eye contact with the men at the bar. The last thing she needed was some lonely businessman or conference attendee telling her his life story and suggesting they have some fun.

	Poppy returned to her room, exhausted from the flight, stripped down to her underwear, and snuggled into the queen-size bed with a romance novel she’d picked up at the airport. She wouldn’t have much time to read or do anything for pleasure for the next two months.

	She couldn’t concentrate on the book. A sense of loneliness came over her. She didn’t like being alone, even for a couple of days. She turned off the nightlight and attempted to fall asleep.

	Sleep didn’t come, warded off by stress and the need for quick relaxation. Should she take a late-night bath? As tempting as it was, she didn’t feel like leaving her comfortable bed.

	She slid her right hand under her knickers. Maybe this was the relief she needed. Poppy didn’t get to the happy ending easily. None of the few boyfriends she’d had since losing her virginity at seventeen could set
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