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Prelude
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Before the Pink Door

Lulu Penrose suspected her parents had begun conspiring against her.

Not in any dramatic or criminal fashion, naturally. Nothing involving coded telegrams, false passports, missing attaché cases, or foreign agents lingering too long beside hotel palms.

At least, not this time.

No, this particular conspiracy appeared to involve meaningful glances, unnaturally cheerful breakfast conversation, and an alarming increase in phrases such as fresh air, new experiences, and meeting people.

Which, frankly, was insulting.

Lulu lowered her coffee cup slowly and watched her mother arrange marmalade on toast with far too much concentration for eight o’clock in the morning. Charlotte Penrose, known to nearly everyone who loved her as Lottie, was not a woman naturally inclined toward deception. She could manage politeness, social tact, and the small evasions required by English domestic life, but true conspiracy made her over-bright and excessively interested in preserves.

Across the breakfast table, Gerald Penrose continued reading the newspaper with the exaggerated calm of a man trying very hard not to appear guilty.

Gerald had many talents. He could remember the seating arrangement of a diplomatic dinner from twelve years earlier, identify a railway timetable error at thirty paces, and extract useful information from dull men who believed themselves discreet. Feigning innocence over breakfast was not among his strengths.

Lulu narrowed her eyes.

“You are both behaving strangely.”

Her mother looked up brightly. “Nonsense.”

“You made lemon soufflé on a Tuesday.”

Gerald lowered the newspaper slightly. His dark brows lifted above the rim of his spectacles, and the corner of his mouth twitched. “That does feel serious.”

Lottie ignored him.

Lulu set her cup down with care. “What happened?”

“Nothing happened,” her parents answered in perfect unison.

Wonderful.

Absolutely wonderful.

Lulu leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. “I should like the record to show that I distrust both of you immensely.”

“Noted,” her father replied.

Outside the dining room windows, late spring rain drifted softly across the gardens of their house near Brighton. The lawns were silvered with water, the rose beds dark from the weather, and beyond the glass, the hydrangeas drooped beneath the sort of English damp that made any talk of fresh air seem less like encouragement and more like punishment. Somewhere downstairs, the housekeeper could be heard directing the maids with brisk efficiency, and from the hall came the faint tick of the longcase clock, marking each second with unnecessary judgment.

Everything appeared perfectly normal.

Which usually meant it was not.

Lottie finally sighed and set down the marmalade spoon. “Lulu, darling, when was the last time you truly rested?”

“That depends entirely on how one defines rested.”

Gerald muttered something into the newspaper that sounded suspiciously like, “Marseille certainly does not count.”

Lulu turned on him at once. “I told you that the situation escalated unexpectedly.”

He gave a soft snort. “The French ambassador disagreed.”

“He dramatically overreacted to one missing briefcase.”

“It was apparently an important briefcase.”

“In hindsight, yes.”

Lottie pressed two fingers briefly against her temple. “This is precisely what I mean.”

Lulu blinked. “What?”

“You are twenty-four years old and discussing international incidents over breakfast as though they were weather.”

“It was not an international incident.”

Her father lowered the paper again. “It absolutely became one.”

Traitor.

Lulu reached for more coffee rather than saying so aloud.

Technically, none of Marseille had been her fault. For several years, she had occasionally assisted her father with what he vaguely referred to as consultation work, which sounded respectable and dull until one realized that it often involved quietly observing suspicious people, memorizing conversations, attending diplomatic parties under harmless pretenses, and once spending two hours pretending to admire Belgian architecture while being followed through Brussels.

She had been very good at it.

Unfortunately.

That, according to her mother, was part of the problem.

“You need ordinary pleasures,” Lottie continued, with unusual firmness. “Sunshine. Friends. A holiday. Preferably somewhere no one is discussing smuggling routes over cocktails.”

“That seems oddly specific.”

“Lulu.”

“I have had ordinary pleasures.”

“You once identified a Swiss banker by recognizing his shoes from an embassy photograph.”

Lulu hesitated. “In fairness, they were memorable shoes.”

Gerald laughed softly behind the newspaper.

Another betrayal.

Lottie pointed decisively with the marmalade spoon. “Exactly this. You observe everything. You trust almost no one. You cannot walk into a hotel lobby without arranging the guests by motive.”

“That is not true.”

Her father gave her a look.

“It is only sometimes true,” Lulu amended.

Her mother softened, though not enough to surrender the argument. “Darling, when was the last time you did something purely because it sounded delightful?”

Lulu considered this carefully. “Madrid.”

Gerald coughed into his coffee. “That does not help your case.”

Before Lulu could defend herself, the front door downstairs opened with enough force to send a shiver through the house.

A familiar voice swept upward from the hall.

“Gerald, your hydrangeas are in despair, and someone desperately needs to do something about the front drive.”

Lulu closed her eyes briefly. “Oh no.”

Her father smiled into his coffee.

Too late.

A moment later, Aunt Beatrice Dalrymple swept into the dining room wearing cream gloves, dark oversized sunglasses, and enough perfume to announce her arrival several seconds before she crossed any threshold. A maid followed in her wake, struggling with a damp overcoat, two hatboxes, and the expression of a girl who had just encountered a weather system in human form.

Mrs. Dalrymple believed entrances were an art form. She had devoted herself to the form with impressive dedication.

She kissed the air near Lulu’s cheek, allowed Lottie to embrace her properly, and dropped into the empty chair by the window as though all sensible people had expected her.

“Well,” she announced briskly, “I have solved everything.”

Lulu regarded her with deep suspicion. “That sentence has historically led to disaster.”

“Nonsense. It has led to adventure.”

“Those are frequently the same thing.”

Mrs. Dalrymple removed her gloves with exquisite care. She wore a tailored ivory traveling suit, a silk scarf knotted at her throat, and a brooch shaped like a spray of leaves pinned to her lapel. A diamond ring flashed as she reached for the coffee pot without waiting to be offered any. She looked elegant, expensive, and entirely untroubled by the fact that she had just invaded breakfast.

“Lulu is coming to Italy with me,” she said.

Silence settled over the dining room.

Then Lottie looked relieved.

Gerald looked unsurprised.

That was deeply concerning.

Lulu looked from one to the other. “You have already discussed this.”

“Only briefly,” her mother said.

“For two hours,” Gerald corrected.

Traitor. Again.

Mrs. Dalrymple waved this aside. “You have become entirely too serious, darling. You require sunshine immediately.”

“I have sunshine here.”

“If one is willing to stretch the definition of sunshine until it includes Brighton in the rain.”

Fair.

Mrs. Dalrymple leaned forward with a gleam of triumph. “I have opened the villa in Positano for the summer.”

Lulu blinked once.

Well.

That complicated matters.

One did not easily refuse Positano.

Even the name sounded expensive, impractical, and faintly dangerous to good judgment. Positano belonged to travel posters and glossy magazine photographs, to linen dresses and sunglasses, to terraces over the sea, to coffee strong enough to alter one’s character, and to the sort of summer in which women leaned elegantly against balconies while pretending not to notice that they were being admired.

Outside, rain slid down the dining room windows.

Inside, Mrs. Dalrymple smiled over the rim of her coffee cup like a woman entirely aware that she had already won.

“No,” Lulu said carefully.

“Yes,” Mrs. Dalrymple replied.

“I do not think you understand.”

“I understand perfectly. You are tired, suspicious, under-amused, and dressed for duties that no one has asked you to perform this morning.”

“In fairness, people have been suspicious lately.”

Gerald murmured, “Still not helping.”

Lulu ignored him.

Her aunt removed her sunglasses with great ceremony and fixed her with the look of a woman who had spent decades turning reluctance into luggage.

“Darling, when was the last time you wore a dress simply because it was beautiful?”

“I wear dresses.”

“To embassy functions.”

“That still counts.”

“It absolutely does not.”

Lottie nodded with quiet vigor.

Traitors. All of them.

Mrs. Dalrymple leaned back in her chair. “Positano has sunshine, sea air, excellent food, beautiful scenery, and an alarming number of attractive Europeans. Not that I am suggesting you need one necessarily.”

“That last detail feels targeted.”

“It is.”

Gerald had gone from amused to openly entertained, which was unbecoming in a father.

Lulu pointed at him. “You are encouraging this.”

“Encouraging is a strong word.”

“You are allowing it.”

“I have learned over many years that your aunt does not require permission to proceed.”

Mrs. Dalrymple looked pleased. “Sensible man.”

Lulu tried very hard not to look tempted.

Unfortunately, her imagination had already betrayed her. Positano appeared in her mind with disgraceful ease: cliffs crowded with pastel houses, lemon trees in terracotta pots, white walls warmed by the sun, blue water below, and a terrace where no one expected her to identify a compromised courier by the knot of his tie.

A normal summer.

A beautiful one.

The thought felt almost unfamiliar.

Her mother saw the hesitation at once. Lottie reached across the table and touched Lulu’s hand.

“Darling,” she said gently, “you deserve something lovely and carefree for a while.”

That landed harder than Lulu expected.

Because beneath all the teasing, matchmaking, and meddling was an uncomfortable truth.

She was tired.

Not in a way sleep could mend. She was tired of secrets, tired of carefulness, tired of conversations that held one meaning on the surface and another beneath. She was tired of entering beautiful rooms and immediately finding the exit. She was tired of never quite knowing whether her usefulness had become the most interesting thing about her.

She looked toward her father.

Gerald had gone quiet.

Not guilty, exactly. Thoughtful. Which was worse.

“You want me to go,” she said.

It was not a question.

He met her gaze steadily. “Yes.”

“Why?”

A strange expression crossed his face, brief and quickly hidden behind warmth. “Because the world is larger than the work, Lulu.”

The room softened unexpectedly around the edges.

Her father rarely spoke directly about the work.

Which meant this mattered.

Mrs. Dalrymple clapped her hands together once. “Excellent. Italy, it is.”

“I have not agreed yet.”

“You are considering. That is practically packed.”

Her aunt rose and crossed to the sideboard, where the housekeeper had just appeared with a plate of fresh pastries. Mrs. Dalrymple selected one as though she were rewarding civilization itself.

“You will need proper clothes, of course.”

“I own clothes.”

“You own practical garments for suspicious diplomatic gatherings.”

“That is increasingly specific criticism.”

“We require resort dresses, dinner dresses, walking shoes that do not look tragic, sunglasses, and perhaps a hat dramatic enough to alarm the Italians.”

Gerald smiled faintly into his coffee.

Lulu narrowed her eyes at him. “You knew she was going to do every bit of this.”

“She sent a telegram.”

“Two telegrams,” Lottie corrected.

“Three,” Mrs. Dalrymple said, without the slightest shame.

Lulu stared at them. “You formed a committee.”

“We formed concern,” Gerald said.

“It feels committee adjacent.”

Outside, the rain began to ease, and pale sunlight pushed softly through the clouds beyond the windows.

Mrs. Dalrymple turned back toward Lulu triumphantly. “Besides, the villa neighbor’s nephew recently returned from abroad and is apparently devastatingly handsome.”

Lulu groaned. “There it is.”

“There, what is?”

“The matchmaking.”

“I am not matchmaking.” Mrs. Dalrymple paused, considering. “I am aggressively encouraging opportunity.”

Lottie laughed into her napkin.

Even Gerald looked suspiciously entertained now.

Lulu rose from the table before the conspiracy could develop further.

“I need air.”

Mrs. Dalrymple called after her, “Bring a passport.”

The conservatory was not truly safe, but it offered temporary distance from matchmaking, Italian villas, and hypothetical devastating nephews.

The glass-walled room at the back of the house smelled of damp earth, warm leaves, and lemon polish. Rainwater still clung to the roses beyond the windows, and the clearing sky cast pale gold across the tiled floor. Wicker chairs were arranged among ferns, potted palms, and a rather ambitious orange tree her mother insisted would one day bear fruit if everyone stopped discouraging it.

Lulu sank into one of the chairs and stared out at the garden.

Italy.

The word drifted through her mind with dangerous appeal.

Positano.

Sea air. Sunlight. No embassy receptions, no coded conversations over cocktails, no pretending to be someone else to learn whether someone else was pretending too.

Just a summer.

A normal summer.

The idea felt strangely exotic.

Behind her, the conservatory door opened.

Gerald entered carrying two glasses of lemonade and the careful expression of a man approaching negotiations with a woman he had helped raise and therefore knew to be formidable.

Lulu pointed at him immediately. “If this conversation includes the phrase broaden your horizons, I am leaving.”

He laughed quietly and handed her a glass. “No speeches. I promise.”

She accepted the lemonade but remained suspicious.

He sat in the chair opposite hers, and the soft light from the windows caught the silver at his temples. For the first time that morning, Lulu noticed how tired he looked. Not old. Never old, not in her mind. But worn in some quiet way she had perhaps chosen not to see.

That unsettled her.

For several moments, neither spoke.

At last, her father sighed. “You are angry with me.”

“No.”

“You are at least considering it.”

She looked down at the condensation gathering on her glass.

Perhaps she was.

Not because of the work itself. She had chosen to help him. She had chosen to observe, to listen, to remember, to slip unnoticed through rooms where no one expected a young woman to understand anything important.

But somewhere along the way, the work had quietly consumed too much.

Ordinary men became difficult when one routinely noticed their lies before their compliments. Friendships suffered when one could not explain sudden absences. Even laughter became something she measured, wondering what lay beneath it.

That was not healthy.

Gerald leaned back slowly. “When you were little, you wandered off constantly.”

Lulu looked up at once. “That sounds fabricated.”

“It absolutely happened. Museums were particularly dangerous.”

“I liked exploring.”

“You liked disappearing.”

“Semantics.”

His smile softened. “You were never afraid of unfamiliar places then.”

The words lingered between them.

“I am not afraid now,” she said.

“No. But you have become cautious in a way I never wanted for you.”

That struck with unexpected force because he sounded guilty, and Gerald Penrose was not a man who apologized easily.

Lulu studied him carefully. “You regret involving me.”

His answer came too slowly. “Yes.”

The honesty startled her.

“You said I was good at it.”

“You are.” He paused. “That may be the problem.”

Silence settled through the conservatory while distant birdsong drifted in through the opened upper panes.

Lulu stared down at the lemonade in her hands.

Part of her wanted to argue. Another part of her was deeply, painfully relieved that someone had finally admitted this life might not be entirely normal.

Her father looked toward the garden. “Do you know what I remember most about Positano?”

Lulu blinked at the abrupt turn. “You have been?”

“Years ago.”

Of course he had.

Gerald Penrose had apparently been everywhere, usually while claiming the journey was of no interest.

“It smelled of lemons and seawater,” he said quietly. “Every evening, just before sunset, the whole town seemed to turn gold. Even the walls. Even the road dust. One could almost believe the place had decided to forgive everyone by lighting them kindly.”

The image painted itself in Lulu’s mind despite herself.

“You liked it,” she said.

“I did.”

“Then why did you never go back?”

A flicker crossed his face. It was neither guilt nor fear; it was his memory, perhaps.

“Some places belong to certain chapters of one’s life,” he said. “One is not always wise enough to return to them.”

“That sounds like something you say when you do not intend to answer.”

“It is.”

She almost smiled.

He leaned forward, resting his glass on the small table between them. “You deserve a season of beautiful things, Lulu. Not because beauty is simple. It rarely is. But because you should remember that the world contains more than caution.”

Something tightened in her chest.

This was not about matchmaking. Not entirely. It was not even about travel, or Italy, or Aunt Beatrice’s talent for turning concern into command.

Her father was giving her an exit.

A chance to step away from the shadows before they became permanent.

Before she could answer, the conservatory doors opened again.

Mrs. Dalrymple entered carrying several fashion magazines, a folded map of Italy, and far too much purpose.

“I have begun planning.”

Lulu closed her eyes. “Of course you have.”

“We leave in twelve days.”

“Twelve?”

“You will need luggage.”

“I own luggage.”

“You own sensible luggage.”

Gerald laughed into his lemonade.

“Do not encourage her,” Lulu said.

“I would never dare.”

“That is clearly untrue.”

Mrs. Dalrymple spread the map across the table, forcing Gerald to rescue his glass from the advancing Amalfi Coast.

“Now then,” she announced, “tell me honestly. How do you feel about yacht parties?”

Lulu stared at her.

Her father laughed outright this time.

Traitor.

Completely and utterly a traitor.

By the following afternoon, Lulu’s bedroom looked as though Italy itself had exploded inside it.

Dresses draped across the chaise longue. Scarves hung from bedposts. Gloves lay in careful little piles on the dressing table, and three open suitcases occupied the center of the room like surrendered fortresses. A pale blue dinner dress hung from the wardrobe door, a white cotton day dress had been rejected over a chair, and Mrs. Dalrymple stood amid the chaos, issuing instructions with the authority of a military commander preparing for battle.

“Absolutely not.”

Lulu looked up from where she sat on the rug, attempting to fold linen trousers. “What now?”

“That dress says responsible luncheon with diplomats.”

“It is a perfectly good dress.”

“It is a perfectly dull dress. We require a beautiful woman enjoying the Mediterranean while making questionable choices.”

Lulu stared. “That is an oddly specific aesthetic.”

“It is an important one.”

“An alarming one.”

Mrs. Dalrymple ignored this and tossed another frock onto the approved pile. The dress was butter-yellow cotton with tiny covered buttons and a skirt that would move beautifully in a breeze. Lulu knew this because she had already imagined it, which was inconvenient.

“How many dresses does one person require for a summer in Italy?” Lulu asked.

“That depends entirely on how handsome the local population turns out to be.”

Lulu groaned and leaned back against the bed. “You realize I am not going there to fall in love.”

Mrs. Dalrymple looked offended by the suggestion. “Of course not. That would make you predictable.”

“Comforting.”

Her aunt perched on the edge of the chaise longue and studied her more gently than expected. “Your father worries about you.”

Lulu paused.

That was not where she had expected the conversation to go.

“He should not.”

“He is your father. It is practically mandatory.”

Mrs. Dalrymple picked up one of Lulu’s sweaters, examined it, and placed it decisively in a pile Lulu suspected meant unsuitable for romance, travel, and possibly life.

“He thinks you have spent too long carrying responsibilities that were never entirely yours.”

The words lingered quietly in the room.

Lulu looked down at the silk scarf tangled around her wrist. “I chose to help him.”

“Yes.” Her aunt’s voice softened. “But choosing something and being shaped by it are not always the same thing.”

Well.

That was uncomfortably insightful.

Lulu rose and crossed toward the open wardrobe, mostly to avoid looking emotional in front of anyone related to her. Particularly Mrs. Dalrymple, who would absolutely become unbearable about it if she noticed.

Outside her bedroom windows, the rain had cleared, leaving the gardens washed in late-afternoon sunlight. The hedges shone dark green, the roses lifted their damp heads, and the world looked briefly new.

They were leaving for Italy in twelve days.

The thought still felt unreal. Exciting. Terrifying.

Suspiciously exciting.

Mrs. Dalrymple brightened suddenly, clearly deciding emotional vulnerability had lasted long enough.

“Now then,” she announced, “we must discuss cruise attire.”

Lulu turned slowly. “I beg your pardon?”

Her aunt looked scandalized. “You did not think we were only staying in Positano?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, darling. Absolutely not.”

Lulu already disliked this.

“We are taking the Amalfi Coast by storm. We may even do it aboard the Midnight Star.”

Silence.

“The luxury cruise ship?” Lulu asked.

“The very one.”

“That ship is for heiresses and European aristocrats.”

“And now us.”

“You planned a cruise?”

“I planned elegance. There is a difference.”

“Is there?”

“My dear, there is an enormous difference.” Mrs. Dalrymple crossed toward the vanity and began sorting through jewelry with alarming seriousness. “The voyage lasts nearly two weeks, with stops along the Italian coast and onward to the Greek Isles. You will adore it.”

Lulu opened her mouth to object.

Then hesitated.

Because, unfortunately, that did sound rather wonderful.

A glamorous ocean voyage. Mediterranean ports. Sea air. Moonlight and music drift across polished decks. Dinners beneath chandeliers, coffee in white cups, the sound of water against the hull while the world moved from one beautiful place to another.

Exactly the sort of thing sensible women avoided because it tended to lead directly into adventure.

Her aunt noticed the hesitation instantly.

“Oh dear,” Mrs. Dalrymple said smugly. “You are tempted.”

“I am considering not hating it.”

“Practical enthusiasm.”

Lulu laughed despite herself.

That was the truly dangerous thing about her aunt. She made recklessness sound charming.

Mrs. Dalrymple clasped her hands. “We shall drink champagne on deck.”

“That feels expensive.”

“We shall flirt harmlessly with wealthy Europeans.”

“That feels dangerous.”

“We shall wear linen.”

“That at least feels reasonable.”

Her aunt grinned triumphantly. “And perhaps you will meet someone terribly handsome and inconvenient.”

Lulu pointed a warning finger at her. “If you attempt to orchestrate romantic encounters aboard a cruise ship, I am telling the captain.”

Mrs. Dalrymple looked entirely unrepentant. “Excellent. Captains are often very well connected.”

Hopeless.

Completely hopeless.

A soft knock sounded at the bedroom door before Gerald appeared, carrying several envelopes.

“The post has arrived.”

Mrs. Dalrymple accepted hers immediately and began opening them with theatrical enthusiasm. Lulu took the smaller cream-colored envelope addressed to Miss Lulu Penrose.

There was no return address.

That was interesting.

Her father noticed too.

The briefest flicker of tension crossed his face before disappearing behind calm.

That was more interesting.

Lulu opened the envelope carefully.

Inside rested a single card.

There was no message.

No signature.

Only a watercolor illustration of a narrow pink door covered in climbing flowers.

Lulu frowned.

“What is this?”

Across the room, Mrs. Dalrymple stopped smiling.

The silence that followed was unlike any silence Lulu had ever heard in that bedroom. It did not belong to embarrassment, confusion, or social awkwardness. It belonged to recognition.

Gerald crossed the room and took the card from Lulu’s hand.

He did not speak at once.

His eyes moved over the painted door, the climbing flowers, the small brass handle, the washed pink surface that looked cheerful enough to be harmless.

But his face had changed.

Not greatly. Gerald Penrose had trained himself too well for that. Yet Lulu had spent too many years watching him watch other people. She knew the tightening at the jaw, the stillness in his hand, the moment when a pleasant room ceased to be pleasant because information had entered it.

Lottie, who had appeared in the doorway behind him, looked from the card to her husband.

“Gerald?”

Mrs. Dalrymple rose slowly.

“That,” she said, with none of her usual brightness, “looks very much like my door.”

Lulu looked at her aunt.

Then at her father.

The air in the room seemed to alter.

Only moments earlier, Italy had been all pretty dresses, sunlight, flirtation, and champagne on deck. It had been a holiday pressed upon her by relatives who believed she needed saving from her own caution.

Now a small painted card lay in her father’s hand, and suddenly Italy seemed to have remembered her before she had even arrived.

“What does it mean?” Lulu asked.

No one answered quickly enough.

That, more than anything, told her it meant something.

Gerald turned the card over.

The back was blank.

No message.

No explanation.

Only the door.

Mrs. Dalrymple recovered first, though the effort showed. She reached for the card and took it from Gerald’s hand.

“Well,” she said, too briskly, “if someone is attempting to be mysterious, they might at least learn the courtesy of including a return address.”

Lulu stared at her. “Aunt.”

“I dislike anonymous correspondence on principle.”

“You looked frightened.”

“I did not. I looked annoyed.”

“You looked frightened.”

“I am often annoyed in a manner that lacks distinction.”

Gerald’s expression had gone quiet and distant.

Lulu turned to him. “Papa.”

He looked at her then, and whatever he had been remembering disappeared behind warmth. It was a skill she had seen him use with ambassadors, bankers, clerks, and men who had secrets tucked behind their teeth.

She had never liked it when he used it on her.

“It may be nothing,” he said.

“That means it is something.”

“It means I do not know.”

That, at least, sounded closer to the truth.

Mrs. Dalrymple slipped the card into the pocket of her cream jacket. “Then we shall take it with us.”

“To Italy?” Lulu asked.

“Of course.”

“That seems unwise.”

“My dear, leaving it behind would be untidy.”

Lottie made a faint sound that might have been a protest, but Gerald remained silent.

Lulu looked around the room: the open suitcases, the scattered scarves, the yellow dress draped like sunshine over the chair, her aunt’s fashion magazines, her father’s unread envelopes, her mother’s worried eyes.

The holiday had not been canceled.

She knew that at once.

If anything, it had become inevitable.

Because there was a pink door waiting in Positano.

And apparently, in some fashion no one wished to explain, it had already opened.

For my family, with love and gratitude, for indulging my fits of creativity and always giving me room to dream.
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It was universally acknowledged, at least by Miss Louisa Penrose, that a morning granted unexpectedly to oneself was a gift not to be squandered.

Her aunt, Mrs. Dalrymple, had announced over breakfast, between a complaint about her aching joints and a remark of suspicious cheer, that she expected callers at eleven and would therefore have no use for Lulu until luncheon. A game of cards, she added, with a glimmer that suggested the stakes might be more interesting than propriety strictly allowed.

Lulu, who possessed both curiosity and discretion in equal measure, did not inquire further. She accepted her freedom with gratitude and, within half an hour, made her escape.

She stepped out of the villa’s cool interior into a morning so brilliant it seemed almost theatrical. The sky above Positano was a flawless blue, the sort that would have seemed out of place in England and was therefore entirely suspect. Here, however, it was simply Italy. Sunlight poured over the whitewashed courtyard, touched the terracotta pots of lemon trees, and caught in the glossy leaves of climbing vines that had threaded themselves along the villa walls with cheerful determination. Somewhere below, the sea breathed against the rocks, and from the village came the faint clatter of dishes, the sputter of a motorcar, and the distant call of a man greeting someone across a stairway.

Her skirt, a soft floral circle of pale blush and green, swayed lightly around her calves as she crossed the courtyard. The dress was new enough that she had not yet decided whether it belonged to her or merely to the idea of an Italian summer. Its fitted bodice and narrow belt made her look more composed than she felt, while the full skirt moved prettily in the sea breeze and gave the morning an air of deliberate possibility. Her short white gloves were folded over one wrist, and a cream silk scarf with a border of tiny blue flowers was tied beneath her chin as a practical concession to the sun.

The tall wooden doors groaned as she pushed them open, revealing the cobbled street beyond, where sunlight lay in warm, uninterrupted sheets.

She paused only long enough to secure her scarf more firmly, then drew on her gloves with care. Her cat-eyed, faintly daring sunglasses were produced with some hesitation. Lulu regarded them critically in the reflection of a nearby window, where the glass returned an image of a young woman trying very hard to appear as though she belonged in a place where everyone seemed born knowing how to stand in sunlight.

“Too much?” she murmured to herself.

The young woman who looked back, mahogany-brown hair glinting with copper and gold, blue eyes bright with curiosity not yet tempered by disappointment, seemed to disagree. Lulu smiled, and, deciding that Italy permitted liberties England did not, placed them on her nose.

Thus fortified, she headed to the café.

It was, in her private estimation, the most agreeable place in Positano, though she had not yet been long enough to defend this opinion with authority. The outdoor tables, shaded by pale canvas umbrellas, overlooked the narrow street where life unfolded in a steady, companionable rhythm. Beyond the low wrought-iron railing, seabirds and pigeons conducted their own society with noisy determination. At the same time, bougainvillea spilled over a nearby garden wall in reckless sheets of magenta and purple. The air smelled of espresso, warm pastry, salt, and sun-warmed stone.

Lulu selected her usual table, set her newly acquired copy of Emma upon it, and allowed herself the quiet pleasure of anticipation.

There are few indulgences more perfect than coffee, solitude, and a novel whose ending one pretends not to know.

The waiter brought her a cappuccino in a white cup set upon a saucer, with a small silver spoon and two little hard biscuits dusted with sugar. The coffee was rich and dark beneath the foam, stronger than she was used to and therefore more persuasive. Lulu sipped it slowly, watching the village move around her. A woman in a red dress carried flowers up the steps. A boy hurried past with a basket of bread. Two older men beneath the striped awning of the opposite café appeared to be conducting a serious disagreement that had probably begun years earlier and would not be settled that morning.

Time, obligingly, passed without interruption. A cappuccino was ordered, then another, an indulgence she suspected her aunt would consider excessive, though Mrs. Dalrymple herself had been known to indulge in far less defensible habits. Lulu read, occasionally lifting her gaze to observe the passing scene, then returning to her pages with renewed satisfaction.

Only when she consulted her watch, more out of habit than concern, did the morning fracture.

“Oh!”

The exclamation slipped out before she could stop it.

She was already late.

In a flurry of movement, book gathered, gloves adjusted, purse seized, and she rose too quickly. The clasp of her pocketbook, insufficiently fastened, betrayed her at once. It sprang open with quiet treachery, and its contents, coins, handkerchief, lipstick, compact, and a folded letter, spilled in disarray at her feet.

Lulu dropped to retrieve them, her composure dissolving in proportion to her haste.

“Allow me.”

The voice was low, composed, and unmistakably amused.

She looked up.

He was not, she thought in that instant, a man to overlook. Dark-haired, with features too precise to be merely handsome, he had the kind of presence that suggested both ease and intention. He wore a pale linen jacket over a crisp white shirt, open at the throat in a manner that should have seemed careless but did not. His sleeves were rolled with casual exactness, and his expression, though polite, held a trace of curiosity, as though he had been watching her for some time and had only now found cause to intervene.

Lulu suddenly realized she was kneeling on the pavement.

“I am quite all right,” she said, though it was demonstrably untrue.

“Undoubtedly,” he replied, handing her a small handful of coins. “But perhaps not efficiently.”

She might have objected had he not, at that moment, extended to her a white handkerchief, fine, scalloped, and embroidered in one corner with a delicate blue forget-me-not.

It was hers.

She reached for it.

Their fingers met.

The world did not stop. Such things never happen outside of novels. But something shifted with enough force that Lulu felt it unmistakably. Not pain, nor even surprise, but a sharp, electric recognition that seemed to pass through her and settle just beneath her ribs.

For a moment, no longer than a breath, she had the peculiar, wholly unreasonable impression that she was remembering something that had not yet occurred.

She withdrew her hand at once.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt.

He inclined his head, though his gaze had sharpened, as if he, too, had encountered something not easily dismissed.

“Of course.”

Lulu sensed there was something further to be said. She could not have explained what. A question, perhaps. An introduction. Or merely a second glance that might fix him more firmly in her memory.

Instead, she gathered her things in unnecessary haste.

“I must—” she began, then, finding no satisfactory conclusion, offered a small, apologetic smile. “Good morning.”

Before either of them could make the moment right, she was gone, down the sunlit street, her skirt catching the light, her departure as swift as her arrival had been unremarkable.

For several seconds, the man stayed where he was.

He looked down at his hand, as though expecting to find evidence of what had just happened. Finding none, he exhaled slowly, deliberately, and turned to the waiter, who had hovered nearby with undisguised interest.

“You know her,” he said in Italian.

It was not a question.

The waiter brightened, pleased to be of help. “Sì, signore. She comes often.”

“Who is she?”

“English. Staying here with family, I think. In a villa.”

“Which villa?”

The waiter spread his hands. “Ah, that I do not know.”

The man frowned slightly, though not in irritation. It was the expression of someone accustomed to getting answers and, unexpectedly, finding that one was not immediately available.

“She lives within walking distance?”

“Yes, signore.”

“That narrows it considerably,” he murmured, though his tone suggested the opposite.

The waiter hesitated, then added, “There is one thing.”

The man looked up.

“The house, its door is pink.”

A pause followed.

“A pink door,” he repeated.

The waiter nodded, pleased with the usefulness of this detail. “Once, it would have been remarkable. Now...” He shrugged. “After the war, people began painting everything. Pink, green, blue, whatever pleased them. There are many such doors.”

The man considered this.

Then, very quietly, “I see.”

He reached for his jacket, though he did not put it on.

“Signore,” the waiter ventured, “you will wait? She returns each week.”

But the man was already shaking his head.

“No,” he said.

There was no urgency in his tone, only certainty.

“If I wait,” he added, almost to himself, “I may miss her.”

And with that, he stepped out into the sunlit street, his course set by nothing more reliable than the memory of a girl, a moment, and the improbable promise of a pink door.

By the time Lulu reached the villa, the sun had climbed to its most commanding position in the sky, and with it came the uncomfortable certainty that she was, beyond dispute, late.

The tall wooden doors admitted her with less ceremony than her departure, closing behind her with a dull, decisive thud that seemed, to her conscience, unduly loud.

She paused in the entryway’s shaded coolness, pressing a hand briefly to her cheek. It was warm, not entirely from the heat.

“Compose yourself,” she murmured, though it was unclear whether this was instruction or encouragement.

Crossing the courtyard with more haste than grace, she mounted the shallow steps. She entered the villa proper, where the air was cool and faintly scented with lavender, lemon polish, and something more medicinal, an ever-present reminder of her aunt’s delicate constitution. Tall shutters had been angled against the sun, letting in narrow bands of light that fell across blue-and-cream tiled floors. Bowls of lemons sat on side tables, their bright skins glowing against white plaster walls, and a vase of white flowers stood beneath a gilt mirror that reflected a slice of sea through the open terrace doors beyond.

Voices drifted from the sitting room.

Lulu slowed at once.

It was not, she thought, the presence of company that gave her pause. She had been prepared for that. It was the tone of the conversation. There was laughter, certainly, but it was punctuated by something else. A lower murmur. A note of conspiracy, perhaps, or at least of shared understanding that excluded the uninitiated.

She moved forward, nonetheless.

Mrs. Dalrymple was draped on her customary chaise, a position she held with such authority that one might reasonably suppose the furniture had been arranged in deference to her rather than the other way around. She wore a pale lavender tea gown with a silk shawl arranged over one shoulder and a small diamond brooch pinned at her collar. Though her hands were gloved, more for comfort than fashion, her rings had not been neglected, and they caught the light as she gestured with animation.

A silver tray had been set on the low table beside her, bearing coffee, tea, tiny cups, sugared almonds, lemon biscuits, and little cakes dusted with powdered sugar. Three visiting ladies occupied the chairs nearest the windows, each dressed in the careful elegance of women who considered social calls a form of sport.

“My dear Lulu,” Mrs. Dalrymple said at once, without turning her head, “you have returned. How punctual of you.”

Lulu, who had not yet spoken, felt this observation keenly.

“I fear I have lost all sense of time,” she replied, entering with what she hoped was composure. “The morning was particularly agreeable.”

“So I should hope,” said her aunt. “Italy would be a poor investment otherwise.”

The ladies assembled, three in number, each wearing an expression of polite curiosity sharpened by interest, regarded Lulu with the unmistakable attention reserved for new subjects of discussion.

Mrs. Dalrymple waved a hand. “You must forgive us. We have been discussing entirely scandalous matters.”

“Have you indeed?” Lulu said, with appropriate mildness.

“Only in the most respectable fashion,” her aunt assured her. “Which is to say, at length and with considerable imagination.”

A ripple of laughter followed, though one of the ladies, thin, severe, and with a nose that suggested discernment, leaned forward slightly.

“Your niece goes out alone?” she inquired.

“It is 1953,” Mrs. Dalrymple replied with satisfaction. “Besides, one of her chief virtues is being able to entertain herself.”

Lulu, uncertain whether she had been praised or exposed, inclined her head.

“I went only to the café,” she said. “To read.”

“Ah,” said her aunt. “Did the book prove equal to the surroundings?”

For a moment, brief yet undeniable, Lulu hesitated.

“Yes,” she said, though her tone lacked conviction.

Mrs. Dalrymple’s eyes sharpened.

“How curious.”

“Aunt—”

“My dear, do not distress yourself. I find inconsistency far more interesting than truth.”

The ladies laughed again, though Lulu suspected that, had she chosen to give a more detailed account of her morning, she would have been met with unqualified enthusiasm.

She did not.

Instead, she moved toward the small table beside the chaise and set her things down with deliberate care. Only then did she notice the object among her aunt’s possessions: a velvet case, open just enough to reveal a glint of something unmistakably valuable.

Her gaze lingered a fraction too long.

Mrs. Dalrymple followed it.

“Ah,” she said lightly, “you admire them.”

“I only noticed,” Lulu replied.

“As one does,” her aunt agreed. “They have that effect.”

Inside the case lay a necklace of emeralds and diamonds arranged like drops of green fire, surrounded by matching earrings and a bracelet whose clasp alone seemed complicated enough to require legal advice. Even in the shaded sitting room, the stones caught and fractured the light, sending tiny flashes across the tea things and the folds of Mrs. Dalrymple’s lavender shawl.

One of the ladies leaned closer. “You will take them with you, then?”

“Certainly not,” Mrs. Dalrymple said. “I am not entirely without sense.”

“To travel without them would be such a waste.”

“To travel with them would be such an invitation,” her aunt replied. “While I enjoy attention, I do not care to solicit it from thieves.”

The word, though spoken lightly, altered the atmosphere by some subtle degree.

Lulu felt it at once. “You are traveling?” she asked.

Her aunt turned to her with a look of pleased anticipation. “Did I neglect to mention it?”

“I believe you did.”

“How remiss of me. We are to leave within the week.”

“Leave Italy?”

“Briefly. A small excursion.” Mrs. Dalrymple adjusted the bracelet on her wrist with satisfaction. “The Greek Isles, my dear. One must take advantage of proximity when it is available.”

Lulu stared at her. “The Greek Isles.”

“Yes. I have been assured they remain entirely picturesque despite history’s best efforts. You will, of course, accompany me. We did discuss the possibility of traveling.”

“Of course,” Lulu said faintly.

Her mind, however, had already begun its quiet retreat from the room.

The pink door.

The thought came unbidden and was completely off topic.

She could not explain why it persisted, only that it did. It lingered at the edge of her awareness, as insistent as it was inexplicable. She could not stop thinking about the villa’s curious pink door.

Mrs. Dalrymple was speaking again, something about arrangements, trunks, and suitable attire, but Lulu’s attention was divided.

For a single, irrational moment, she had the distinct impression that something had been left unfinished.

That somewhere, though she could not have said where, some question remained unanswered.

Later, when the house had quieted and the afternoon stretched toward evening, Lulu stood at the window of her room, looking out over the sun-warmed courtyard.

Her room was painted in soft cream and furnished with white linens, a narrow writing desk, a wardrobe that smelled faintly of cedar, and a small balcony where terracotta pots held geraniums and basil. The sea was visible between the walls below, a narrow blue glimpse that flashed whenever the light shifted. Her hat lay on the bed, her gloves on the dressing table, and her copy of Emma rested unopened beside a glass of water.

She had removed her gloves.

Her hand, traitorous thing, remembered.

Not the contact itself, but the sensation of it. That brief, impossible certainty that had passed between herself and a stranger whose name she did not know and whose face she could not, now, recall with perfect clarity.

That was absurd.

And yet.

She turned away.

“It was nothing,” she said.

But even as she spoke, her gaze drifted, quite unintentionally, to the far edge of the courtyard, where the villa’s door stood in cheerful, unapologetic contrast to the pale stone walls.

Pink.

Lulu frowned.

She had never thought it remarkable before.

Now, she was no longer certain.
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Chapter Two
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If granting a holiday may be considered a kindness, its preparation is very often anything but.

The villa, which had long prided itself on an air of composed leisure, surrendered that distinction entirely within two days of Mrs. Dalrymple’s announcement. Drawers were opened and shut with unnecessary force. Garments were evaluated, rejected, and reinstated with equal conviction. Shoes appeared in hallways where shoes had no business appearing. Hatboxes multiplied upon chairs, trunks occupied the entryway, and the question of what constituted appropriate attire for the Greek Isles was debated with a seriousness generally reserved for matters of state.

Maria, whose authority over the household was second only to Mrs. Dalrymple’s and sometimes superior in practical matters, moved through the rooms with folded linens, tissue paper, and the expression of a woman who had seen many crises and considered most of them poorly packed. The villa smelled of lavender sachets, lemon polish, starch, and the faint medicinal sharpness that seemed forever attached to Mrs. Dalrymple’s complaints about her joints.

Lulu, whose requirements were modest, nonetheless found herself entangled in the process.

“No, no, not that one,” Mrs. Dalrymple declared from her chaise, pointing to a dress Lulu had only just folded. “It suggests resignation.”

“It is linen,” Lulu replied.

“Precisely. Linen resigns itself to everything. We shall not.”

The matter was settled.

Lulu set the offending garment aside and reached for another, this one a pale blue cotton day dress with a narrow waist and small white buttons. Her own instincts tended toward neatness and practicality, but Mrs. Dalrymple had made it clear that neatness, while admirable in a governess, was not sufficient for Mediterranean travel.

By the morning of their departure, trunks stood ready in the entryway, their number suggesting either a prolonged absence or a refusal to acknowledge limits. A smaller leather case containing Mrs. Dalrymple’s medicines sat on a chair beneath the gilt mirror, where it had been placed so prominently that no one could forget it without being accused of attempted murder. Gloves, scarves, and a travel rug were arranged nearby with theatrical precision.

Manny, who served the dual, and it now appeared occasionally conflicting, roles of butler and chauffeur, hovered beside the luggage with an expression of determined capability.

“Everything is prepared, madam,” he said.

Mrs. Dalrymple regarded him with interest.

“My dear Manny, I should be astonished if that were true, but I admire your confidence.”

Lulu suppressed a smile.

The Rolls-Royce, polished to a reflective sheen that rivaled the sea itself, conveyed them from the villa with suitable dignity. The morning was already warm, the air heavy with the promise of a day that would not be hurried easily. Positano shimmered below them in tiers of pink, cream, and ochre, the village tumbling toward the harbor as though it had been arranged by an artist who had no interest in roads but a great devotion to beauty.

Lulu, dressed in a rosebud-print traveling gown of brushed cotton, sat beside her aunt. Her dress was fresh and pretty without being frivolous, the soft pink and green print well suited to the climbing roses and bougainvillea they passed along the road. A narrow belt shaped her waist, and her straw hat, secured with a pale ribbon, sat at an angle that had survived the morning so far but could not be trusted indefinitely. In one hand, she held a parasol angled with careful precision to shield Mrs. Dalrymple from the sun, whose attentions were neither subtle nor welcome.

Mrs. Dalrymple wore a cream linen traveling suit, a silk scarf in sea-green at her throat, and a wide-brimmed hat that cast her features into gentle shade. Though she had declared herself too delicate for travel at least twice that morning, her gloves were immaculate, her rings flashed when she adjusted her handbag, and her expression suggested that the world, if properly managed, might yet prove acceptable.

“You are certain,” her aunt said, “that this contraption is necessary?”

“Entirely,” Lulu replied. “You said yourself the heat would be intolerable.”

“I said no such thing. I said it might be inconvenient. There is a distinction.”

“Of course.”

They had not gone far along the winding coastal road when the car gave a most undignified shudder.

Manny, whose confidence had thus far held, frowned.

A moment later, the vehicle came to a sudden stop.

Some silences contain inquiry, and others contain judgment.

This was the latter.

“Manny,” said Mrs. Dalrymple.

“Yes, madam.”

“What has occurred?”

“I believe, madam, that we have encountered a difficulty.”

“I had gathered as much.”

Manny cleared his throat. “A tire, madam.”

“A tire,” she repeated. “How singular.”

Lulu, peering from the window, observed that the offending object had indeed yielded entirely to circumstance. One side of the Rolls-Royce had settled with an air of injured dignity, while the tire itself looked not merely flat but morally defeated.

“We must stop,” she said gently.

“We have already done so,” her aunt replied.

The ladies were soon settled at the roadside, where the stone wall dropped away toward a view of the sea so brilliant it seemed almost impertinent under the circumstances. The sunlight struck the white road, warmed the dust, and brought out the scents of wild rosemary, dry grass, and lemons from a grove farther down the slope. The chorus of cicadas rose and fell in the heat, while the sea flashed between breaks in the wall, blue enough to make delays seem beautiful if one were not traveling with Mrs. Dalrymple.

Lulu kept her position with the parasol while her aunt, at intervals, expressed a growing dissatisfaction with events.

“My gout,” Mrs. Dalrymple announced, “is not improved by standing.”

“You are not standing, Aunt.”

“Emotionally, I am.”

Manny, meanwhile, had set out to tackle the task before him with admirable determination and increasingly questionable technique. He removed his jacket, rolled his sleeves, and examined the spare tire as though hoping it might offer instructions if treated respectfully.

“Have you changed a tire before?” Lulu inquired after observing his efforts for a few minutes.

Manny paused.

“Not personally, miss. I have supervised the process,” he added.

Mrs. Dalrymple let out a sound of deep, meaningful skepticism.

“Then I suggest,” she said, “that you imagine yourself being supervised now and proceed accordingly.”

Manny, encouraged in a manner he perhaps did not fully appreciate, redoubled his efforts.

Not half a mile away, along a parallel stretch of road, a dark convertible moved with considerably more success.

Stuart Cameron leaned easily into the curve, one hand on the wheel, the other resting with careless precision. He wore a pale summer jacket over an open-collared white shirt, his dark hair stirred by the wind, his expression calm enough to suggest that the road had no surprises worth mentioning. The sea flashed intermittently through the breaks in the stone wall, a blue so vivid it bordered on the implausible, and the scent of sun-warmed pine and salt drifted through the open car.

He ought, by all reasonable measure, to have been thinking of tennis.

Instead, a pink door.

He frowned slightly, as if the thought itself were an inconvenience.

It was absurd, entirely without foundation. And yet it persisted with a quiet insistence he could neither justify nor dismiss.

The car crested a rise.

For a fleeting moment, just beyond the bend, a Rolls-Royce stood by the roadside. Two figures waited beside it, one seated and imperious beneath the shade of a hat, the other standing with a pale parasol that caught the light like a small sail.

He did not slow down.

A turn in the road intervened, and the image was gone before it had fully formed.

Stuart drove on.

“I should like it noted,” Mrs. Dalrymple said, “that adversity has considerably improved your efficiency, Manny.”

“Yes, madam.”

“I recommend you experience it more often.”

Manny, who had at last succeeded in replacing the tire, inclined his head in gratitude he did not entirely feel.

Within minutes, they were once again in motion.

The port, when it appeared, did so with a degree of spectacle that met even Mrs. Dalrymple’s expectations.

The harbor was a bustle of color, heat, and efficient confusion. Porters moved among trunks and valises, sailors called to one another across the quay, and the smell of salt, engine oil, coffee, and tar mingled beneath the sun. Women in summer dresses stood beneath parasols while men in linen suits consulted tickets, watches, and one another with increasing concern. Above all of it rose the ship.

The Midnight Star was vast, gleaming, and unapologetically extravagant. Its white decks rose in elegant tiers against the blue, its polished railings flashed in the sunlight, and its funnels stood proud above the harbor like declarations. Attendants in neat uniforms moved with brisk precision below, guiding luggage, greeting passengers, and giving the impression that nothing so vulgar as disorder had ever occurred within their jurisdiction.

“Well,” said Mrs. Dalrymple, “it seems they have made an effort.”

Lulu, gazing upward, felt a thrill she did not try to hide. “It is beautiful.”

“Let us hope it is comfortable as well,” her aunt replied. “Beauty, in my experience, is seldom sufficient.”

They were received with the kind of attention that suggested their arrival had been anticipated, if not entirely deserved. Luggage was taken away with reassuring competence, names were confirmed, and within a short time, they found themselves ascending to their accommodations.

Mrs. Dalrymple’s suite was, as expected, expansive.

It had a sitting room with polished wood paneling, upholstered chairs in pale blue, a writing desk fixed beneath a brass lamp, and a vase of flowers so fresh that Lulu suspected someone had arranged them only moments before her aunt could object to their absence. A silver tray with glasses and mineral water had been set on a side table, and the air smelled faintly of varnished wood, salt, fresh linen, and the perfume of the flowers.

Lulu’s adjoining room, though smaller, had a charm all its own. A narrow bed stood neatly made beneath a white coverlet. A wardrobe, a small dressing table, and a chair upholstered in faded blue made the space feel intimate rather than cramped. A set of French doors opened to a private balcony, beyond which the Mediterranean stretched in uninterrupted brilliance. The air carried the faintest trace of salt, and the sound of the water, gentle and insistent, seemed to promise something undefined.

Lulu stepped forward, drawn by the view.

For a moment, she let herself feel it fully: the distance from England, from routine, from expectation.

From certainty.

Behind her, Mrs. Dalrymple was already giving instructions.

“We shall dine early,” she declared. “You will wear the blue. It suggests optimism.”

Lulu turned, smiling. “Yes, Aunt.”

***
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At the country club, the day had unfolded along far more predictable lines.

The courts sat above the sea, enclosed by clipped hedges, whitewashed walls, and a terrace where spectators took shade beneath striped awnings. The air smelled of sun-baked clay, cut grass, cigarette smoke, and the gin being prepared with admirable dedication behind the bar. Beyond the club grounds, the coastline stretched in bright folds of blue and gold, though most of the members had long ago trained themselves to behave as though such views were entirely ordinary.

Stuart’s serve was precise, his movements economical, and his victories unremarkable for their consistency. He played as he did most things, with a competence that discouraged commentary. By the end of the match, his white tennis shirt remained intolerably crisp, though the heat had darkened his hair slightly at the temples and brought a line of color to his face.

“You are distracted,” one of his companions observed as they concluded their match.

“Am I?” Stuart replied.

“It is the only explanation for your allowing me that point.”

Stuart considered this.

“I shall endeavor not to repeat the error.”

The bar overlooked the sea; its terrace was filled with those who considered such views their due. Glasses were produced, chairs arranged, and conversation resumed with practiced ease. Women in silk day dresses and sunglasses sat beneath the awning, their laughter drifting above the clink of ice in tall glasses. Men in linen jackets leaned back in wicker chairs, discussing weather, politics, tennis, and other topics on which they expected agreement.

Stuart accepted a drink he did not particularly want and took a seat among them.

“You have been absent,” said a woman whose interest was neither subtle nor unexpected. She wore a white dress with navy trim, dark glasses, and a scarf tied over her hair, the entire effect both stylish and slightly predatory.

“Have I?”

“Entirely. We had begun to suspect you of secrecy.”

“Then I should hate to disappoint you,” he replied.

Laughter followed, though not without purpose.

“Tell us,” another pressed, “what occupies you so completely?”

Stuart leaned back, his gaze drifting, not to his companions, but beyond them toward the horizon where sea and sky refused to part.

“Nothing of consequence,” he said.

It was not, strictly speaking, untrue.

And yet his mind supplied a handkerchief, a lingering glance, and a door reputed to be painted an improbable shade of pink.

“You must allow us to introduce you to someone,” the first woman continued. “There is a party on Thursday.”

“I am engaged,” Stuart said.

There was a pause.

“With what?” she asked.

He considered. “I have not decided yet.”

This, at least, was honest.

As the conversation resumed








[image: ]










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





