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To Chris and Nola—

Thank you for sharing your wonderful poodles, Babette and Zatarra, with me.

Without them, Vivete never would have come to life.
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Chapter One
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ZEKE ABBERLEY STARED at the damaged 1859 painting with a scowl on his face. Why me? He had bid on the Illinois estate sale as a whole specifically because of this piece and now it had arrived damaged, with a crunched frame and punctured canvas. He had been assured the painting was in perfect condition. He bit his lip, continuing to stare at the entrancing image of the unrecognizable couple from the Middle Ages embraced in a kiss with shadowy forms lurking in the background. Although one of Francesco Hayez’s best known works, this was not the most famous rendition of the pose or lighting—but still the mastery of Hayez. From Zeke’s research, it seemed this particular rendition had never been seen on the market.

That is, if it is an original Hayez. Zeke tapped his index finger on his lips. It still needed to be authenticated by an expert. The family selling the contents of their attic had no desire or time to search for appraisals and had posted the estate sale as a whole. Imagine finding a Hayez.

Although it appeared there were other prized antiques in the collection, Zeke hadn’t understood why he had wanted to purchase an out-of-state collection, especially with their antique shop overflowing as it is and sales down due to the economy. Something had possessed him, though, and this painting had something to do with it.

Aunt Adele walked into the room and set a box of pastries on the conference room table. “You’re looking down in the mouth. What’s happened?”

“Can you believe it? Can you just believe it?” he said, shaking his fist at the painting.

Life was definitely not going smoothly for Zeke. He and his younger brother, Zach, had that confrontation with Pop which had ended up with Pop walking out on them and the business.  Then Zach and Holly had married and left on a very long honeymoon. And he couldn’t forget Aunt Adele suddenly marrying Kipp Waterbury at their annual street BearBQ where they barbequed a bear. Aunt Adele hadn’t been around to help with the business, either. His disastrous relationship with Lavinia Vega, the break-ins on the street, and now the damaged painting did not bode well for Zeke. He sighed. Yeah, most of them were happy events for those involved, but he had taken the blunt of everyone’s absence and had been working double duty for weeks on end. Sure everyone was back and the long winter blues were over, but all the lovebirds kept wandering off.

Trying to manage Abberley Antiques, Zach’s thrift shop, and Kipp’s clock shop had run him ragged. No wonder he was a basket case and his and Lavinia’s relationship had ended. It would have never worked out anyway, not with the way her father felt about his family and not with how reclusive Lavinia kept herself. After all their secret dates, she still hadn’t opened up to him. She was a closed book, albeit a beautiful, gorgeous closed book.

The memory of her attractive, vanilla blonde bob, soft, full lips, delicate curves, and hint of lilac perfume sent his senses tottering and his libido hopping. However, no one, and he meant no one, would ever penetrate that armored fortress guarding her frozen heart. Futile. Utterly futile.

“Did you hear me?” Aunt Adele asked.

“Oh, sorry. What did you say?” He laid the painting down on the table and pinched his chin.

“Do you think the shipping company damaged it?”

“Most likely. I viewed the painting on Skype and didn’t see the damage. Of course, it could have been masked. Just my luck.”

“It’s The Kiss by Francesco Hayez, isn’t it?” Aunt Adele said, moving to the small fridge for a quart of milk to go with the pastries.

“Yes, well, no. This is one of the five renditions Hayez did with different lighting, but not the most known. I don’t think this one has surfaced before. That is, if it really is a Hayez.”

“So I guess you know what you have to do.”

“What’s that?” He wrapped the painting back in brown paper and bubble wrap.

“Take it to Lavinia.”

He fumbled the painting as he tried to slide it into the box. It landed on the floor, and he accidentally kicked the painting across the carpet as he reached to pick it up. “Are you joking?”

“I can’t even mention her name without you turning into a spaz.” She smiled and shook her head. “Holly’s right. You have that—what did she call it?—pistanthrophobia.”

“I do not,” he said, knocking the boxed painting against the chair and dropping it again.

“You need some serious therapy to get over what your father has done to you,” Aunt Adele said, pouring a glass of milk. “You would think Zach’s successful relationship with Holly would have settled you down some.”

“Anyone can drop something slippery.”

“What is it? A slimy fish?”

As he set the box on the table, he knocked it into Aunt Adele’s glass and sloshed her milk. She quickly steadied the glass with her free hand.

She chuckled and raised a nicely arched eyebrow at him. “Good thing you broke up. I swear, if you hadn’t, everything in this shop would be broken, not to mention Lavinia.”

“Those were accidents, merely—”

“Yes, accidents that happen every time you two get around each other. Now let me see. You’ve broken her leg and her nose and sprained her arm and a finger and—”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Of course not,” Aunt Adele said, biting into a lemon pastry.

He scooped up one for himself and took a big bite.

“Save one for your brother.”

“Zach can buy his own.” He chomped down the sweet, lemony center, frowning. He had taken a lot of ribbing about his relationship with Lavinia. It was one more reason it was best they had broken off their relationship.

Nevertheless, his heart raced at the idea of seeing her again. Did he want to take the painting to her? His heart betrayed all logical reasoning. Had he actually been interested in purchasing the painting because of Lavinia and her family’s art gallery, The Little Louvre? She had been on his mind. No. Who could pass up a possible Hayez? If it turned out to be the artist Hayez’s work, it was worth more than the whole collection had cost him.

Lavinia’s sweet image passed through his mind again. Stop it! Our relationship is over and that’s all there is to it. She was too young for him anyway, over ten years his junior. It had to be her serious business tone that gave her a much older persona. She hardly ever laughed. He didn’t need that, and he didn’t need a challenging relationship. The fact remained that a person should never get involved with someone expecting to change them, and Lavinia had that whole sealed heart thing going on. He needed to focus on the future and moving forward. He needed some kind of a distraction to take his mind off the shop, Pop, all the changes going on around him, and his stagnant existence. Life seemed to be moving along nicely for everyone else. Why not him?

He needed some kind of goal, something to work toward. For now, until that genius plan came to him, he needed to inspect the rest of the shipment from Illinois and see what else might be damaged. He would figure out what to do with the painting. Lavinia’s gallery wasn’t the only one in town.

His brother, Zach, walked into the conference room, stopped, and placed his hands on his hips. His eyes narrowed at Zeke. “Where’d all the lemon pastries go?”

* * * *
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LAVINIA VEGA SPREAD out a sheet of bubble wrap and placed the early 1900s painting of the Great Salt Lake, by Alfred Lambourne, carefully within its confines. She expertly wrapped it for shipping, hoping to get it mailed before noon.

No more clumsy moves on her part...or Zeke’s. They had stopped secretly dating two or three months ago—Oh, who was she kidding?—exactly seventy-one days ago, and her life had certainly gotten calmer and less physically painful. At least as calm as her life ever got. She heaved a sigh and taped the bubble wrap.

Father hadn’t figured out she had been dating Zeke for that would have been disastrous. Instead, he thought she had been cursed by some voodoo spell Holly Waterbury had brought with her from Idaho when she had come here to take care of her injured uncle Kipp, who was Hungarian, spoke in fragmented sentences, and hoarded all kinds of things. As ludicrous as that sounded, Lavinia would rather Father thought her cursed than him knowing she had been dating Zeke.

The Abberleys had been a taboo subject for as long as she could remember. It had all started with Father’s friendship with Zeke’s dad, Zymon. Father had gotten to be a close friend of the family and had fallen in love with Zeke’s aunt Adele some fifteen to twenty years ago. She, in turn, had fallen in love with Kipp Waterbury, but everything went south when Zeke’s mother was killed in a plane crash.

Lavinia pulled a packing box from the shelf and began folding it.

Last year, when Adele announced at a block meeting that Father was jealous of Kipp and had had it in for him for years, he had retreated into one of his dark moods. Little could be said to him still. Unfortunately, he had always tried to live in a world of perfection. Everyone must think the Vegas are perfect—no mistakes, no deficiencies, no flaws, no failings.

She tried to relax her clenched jaw. Somewhere out there, there had to be a road marked with happiness for her. She didn’t know what, where, or with whom, but somehow she would find the harmonious lifestyle of which she had always dreamed.

Finished with packaging the painting and addressing it, she looked up to see Daniela Estrada checking out the unique Utah spring flower paintings displayed in the large front window. Even unconventional Daniela had managed to find love and happiness with Duston Cooper and her own canine grooming business on the street.

Why did relationships happen so much easier for everyone else?

“Haven’t you finished that yet?” Father asked as he came in through the back.

“Yes, actually. Is Donny around to take it to the post office?”

“His name is Donatello. I did not name him Donny. And frankly, I can’t stand that people on the block call him Picasso.”

“Fine,” she said with an inward groan.

“I sent your brother on a delivery. He’ll be back soon.”

Vivete sauntered sleepily into the gallery from the back, stretched her back, and curled up next to Lavinia’s feet.

Father grumbled. “What have I told you about your poodle in the gallery?”

“The customers don’t seem to mind Vivete. Almost everyone has a dog in their shop on Merchant Street. That’s one of the things that contribute to our uniqueness compared to the cold, sterile, commercialized shops in the mall.” She reached down and patted Vivete’s fluffy, white head of hair.

Father muttered under his breath again, unwrapped a piece of gum, and popped it into his mouth.

He had hated the day she had brought home the small, but clearly identifiable, white Standard Poodle she had adopted. She still couldn’t believe she had found a purebred at the shelter, but she preferred to rescue a dog than to pay thousands to someone who was clearly only out for the profit. Besides, Vivete didn’t shed, handled the customers good-naturedly, brought smiles to their faces, and provided wonderful company. Lavinia gave Vivete’s ears a scratch. So she could get a little rambunctious at times, mostly at home. She had a habit of playing with her food and tearing up paper and plastic and scattering the pieces. Oh, and mouthing people’s hands like they were chew toys. Lavinia declared again she would work on Vivete’s social skills.

“Keep her in the back.” Father reached down and grabbed Vivete’s collar and tugged.

Despite being pulled to her feet, Vivete dug in her paws and stayed by Lavinia’s side, letting out a low growl. She had never liked Father, but then he wasn’t exactly a dog person, and not the best people person either.

Father looked out the window and scoffed. “That’s that Chilean, Daniela Estrada. “Hope she doesn’t come in.”

“And if she does?”

He dropped his hold on Vivete and moved his hand in a sweeping motion. “Get rid of her quickly.” He returned to the backroom.

Lavinia bit her lip as Daniela moved from the sidewalk to the door of the gallery. She had no intention of being rude to Daniela no matter what Father said. She had been nothing but sweet and kind and didn’t appear to have a mean bone in her body.

Lavinia put on her business face. “Hello, Daniela. How can I help you?”

“Hallo. I like painting of fern-leaf daisies,” she said in her Spanish accent, pointing toward the window.

Vivete immediately raced over and jumped up on Daniela, and Daniela gave her a hug. As irrational as it seemed, Lavinia couldn’t help but feel a needling of jealousy. She wished she could be as open and friendly as Daniela, but she had always had to put up a front of a well-mannered, studious intellectual. Father would accept nothing less.

“Are you interested in purchasing the painting?” she asked Daniela. “I believe it runs around twelve hundred dollars.”

Daniela’s eyes widened. “Oh, no, but I like it. I want to talk to you about something else.”

“Lavinia,” Father called from the backroom.

Did he really need something, or was he trying to run interference with Daniela? Lavinia thought about not answering, but realized how unprofessional that would appear.

“Excuse me for a moment,” she said to Daniela, traipsing to the backroom. “I’m with a customer, Father.”

“I told you to get rid of her,” he whispered, peeking out into the shop.

“She’s interested in one of the paintings in the window.”

He scoffed and straightened his silk tie. “Put their whole family’s earnings together, and they couldn’t afford a cheap painting on black velvet.”

“Shhh,” she said, pursing her lips. “I’ll take care of it.” She marched back out into the gallery and painted on her business face again. “Sorry about that.” She took Daniela’s elbow and guided her over to the door.

“But, I no get to talk to you yet,” Daniela said.

“I’m sorry. We are just closing for lunch.” She leaned in close to Daniela’s ear. “I’ll talk to you later, Daniela. It’s a bad time right now.” She straightened, folded her arms, and cleared her throat. “Thank you for coming in, Ms. Estrada. Stop again soon.”

Daniela stumbled out the door with a perplexed look on her face. Lavinia quickly locked the door and turned the closed sign over, mentally sighing her frustration.

“Good,” Father said, joining her and staring out the window. “We don’t need her kind in here.”

Lavinia clenched her fists and her jaw. Her kind? “And just what do you mean by that, Father?” she tried to say in a calm voice.

“You know.”

“No, I’m sorry, I don’t.”

“She’s not exactly the class of customer appropriate for our gallery.” He scurried out of the room.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She so wanted to say something to him, but knew from past experience it wouldn’t do any good. She loved working at the gallery and traveling to all sorts of destinations to bid on paintings. Handling Father was a different story.

Rolling up the leftover bubble wrap, she continued to tidy up the counter. With Donny going away to college to pursue a degree in art, maybe it was time she considered putting together her resume and applying for a new position. She’d acted as both sister and mother to Donny but he really didn’t need her now.  And, she needed a chance to experience life outside of the mental confines of Father. Who knew? She might even develop a personality.
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Chapter Two
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ZEKE STOOD OUTSIDE the Little Louvre Art Gallery, painting in hand. He couldn’t get his nerve up to go inside and face Lavinia, or her father for that matter. Why did I come here? He had told himself there were plenty of other galleries to which he could take the painting. He paced back and forth, acid drilling a hole in his stomach. Okay, so he did want to see Lavinia. But why? He knew better than to listen to his heart. Hadn’t it gotten him burned on several occasions? Hadn’t all of the women Pop had been involved with since Mom died been after one thing—money? Of course he had trust issues. Who wouldn’t? Zach may have lucked out and married Holly, but that didn’t mean there was another gem like her out there. Even Holly had said he needed help with relationships when he had taken her out to dinner. If he remembered right, he had been a klutz around her as well. Was he more emotionally damaged than Zach? He would like to think not. But then as Zach’s older brother, he and Aunt Adele had protected Zach from some of the things that had gone on with Pop over the years.

Zeke kicked at the sidewalk, staring at a crack and the chipping cement. He clenched his jaw. No one was perfect. Look at Lavinia. How could Zeke be certain Lavinia wouldn’t be like all the other women he had dated? She certainly had issues, and her father would fill ten volumes on psychological disorders. Reginald Vega had forced businesses out of this neighborhood in the past, and he had bought up the existing shops on both sides of the gallery in order to expand. The antique shop wasn’t next door, but who knew what the old reprobate was capable of doing. He sure had Lavinia on a tight leash. What would she do on her father’s behalf?

“Are you going to come in or wear a path in the cement?”

He looked up to see Donny flipping his long, blond hair out of his eyes. Both hands were tucked in the front pockets of his jeans.

“Oh, hello, Picasso. I-I-I...” He felt the cell phone in his pocket. “I was expecting an important call. Hated to come inside and then get interrupted.” What a mell of a hess.

“I see,” Donny said, nodding his head but obviously not convinced. “Father’s out. Lavinia’s—”

Zeke fumbled the box which held the painting. Both he and Donny reached for it at the same time. They must look like a couple of complete idiots as they knocked the box out of each other’s hands and fumbled it.

“I’ve got it,” Zeke said. “Let go.”

“Cool,” Donny said, raising his hands and backing away.

Zeke stumbled and dropped the box, denting the corner.

“Geez, man. Thought you had it,” Donny said. “Hope it’s not damaged.”

Zeke frowned, trying to keep his anger under control. Why did he have to act like a stupid jerk just at the mention of Lavinia? “The painting is already damaged. I wondered if your sister wouldn’t mind taking a look at it for me.”

“Come on in. It’s a slow day.” Donny held the door for him.

Zeke caught sight of Lavinia at the counter. He saw a bit of sparkle in her eye when she looked at him, but it was gone in a flash as her business persona took over. Why was he here again? This was stupid.

“Zeke has brought you a painting to look at,” Donny said. He gave him a push toward the counter and Lavinia.

“Yes. I—well, hello, Nia. Anyway, I—” He knocked the box against the lip of the counter as he tried to raise it. “Sorry. I bought this with an entire estate sale and...” He struggled with the box to get it open.

Lavinia took a deep breath and, with much control, took the box from him and moved it over to a large, square, carpeted counter behind her that they used for prep work. She quickly slipped the framed oil painting out of the box.

“I gotta take off,” Donny said, heading toward the door.

Lavinia dropped the painting on the counter.

“No,” both Lavinia and Zeke yelled at the same time.

Zeke hustled over and put his arm around Donny’s shoulder. “You don’t have to run off. Take a look at this painting. I believe it’s a Hayez.”

Donny’s eyes widened and he bit his lip, staring at his sister.

She gave him what looked like a pleading look to stay.

“Naw. Check ya later. Gotta run,” he said, ducking out from under Zeke’s arm and racing out the door.

“Wait,” Lavinia called after him.

A few minutes of uncomfortable silence fell between them, and then Lavinia continued to uncover the painting. A small gasp accidentally escaped her lips when she revealed Hayez’s The Kiss.

“Where did you get this?” she said, holding it at arm’s length.

“An estate sale in Illinois. The owner, an elderly woman in her late nineties, passed away and the new owners wanted the attic cleared out.”

“Didn’t they realize that some of the possessions might be worth more than the house?”

He smiled. He enjoyed seeing the sparkle in her eyes as she let down her guard.

“Some people aren’t into antiques and just consider it old junk.”

“Old junk,” she said, scoffing. She frowned and touched the sliced canvas and then the damaged, ornate frame. “And just how did this happen, Zeke Abberley? Did you do this?” She glared at him with those icy, blue eyes.

He could understand her assumption after all his awkward, clumsy moves around her. He had missed her. Call him an idiot, but he had missed her. She was not the sort of woman you could easily get over.

“I asked you if you damaged this painting,” she stated again.

“Uh, no. It came delivered that way. I viewed it on Skype and didn’t see the damage before delivery.”

“Was it insured?” She continued to study the painting.

“Yes, of course. However, I’m not even sure it is a real Hayez or worth making a claim. Art is not my forte.”

She smiled. “Oh, I’m almost ninety-eight percent sure it is a Hayez. Not the original Kiss, but one of his variations. Father could authenticate it.” Her expression sobered, and then she frowned.

Involving her father was the last thing he wanted. It appeared she felt the same.

“I-I-I’ll have someone else do it if you like,” she said.

“If you don’t mind.”

“No, not at all. I understand.”

While they were dating, they had tried to avoid the touchy subject of her father. It was like everyone knew, but no one ever spoke of his...idiosyncrasies.

“What do you know about Hayez?” She turned, her whole face lighting up with excitement.

“Who doesn’t know about The Kiss?” he said.

Her cheeks blushed the prettiest pink he had ever seen. “But do you know anything about Francesco Hayez?”

He puckered his lips. Actually, he didn’t know much, although he thought Lavinia might have mentioned him before. Is that why I was interested in the estate? Hmmmm. “What did you ask?”

She tsked. “I asked what you know about the artist, Francesco Hayez.”

“Not really anything.”

Lavinia laid the painting down and started removing the backing. “He was born into a relatively poor family in Venice in 1791. The youngest of five sons, he was raised by his aunt, his mother’s sister, who had married a well-off ship owner. Francesco loved drawing so his uncle apprenticed him to an art restorer. He then studied under several artists, even coming to New York where he studied under Teodoro Matteini at the New York Academy of Fine Arts.”

Zeke tried to concentrate on every word Lavinia spoke, but somehow his mind and gaze drifted from her beautiful, blonde hair, to her sparkling eyes and pink lips, to her sexy, long legs. Knock it off! He tapped his head, trying to clear it. He watched her full lips moving, her latex gloved hands unframing the painting. What a living doll.

“...and, he was the leading artist of Romanticism,” she said.

What had she said? I’ve got to pay attention. He blinked and took a deep breath. No wonder he did stupid things around her. He couldn’t concentrate.

“Did you know he didn’t always sign or date his work? I’m amazed this piece is signed.”

“Maybe he didn’t. It could be a forgery. I mean, you think he would have only signed the best one, the one that is famous.”

“Artists don’t always get to select which of their works will become the most popular piece to the public.”

“Uh, right.”

She cocked her head to the side. “I’ll have this authenticated, Zeke, but I’m fairly certain it’s genuine. Everything about it says seventeenth century, even the frame. Let’s look at the other side. You can actually tell more about a painting by the back.”

She turned it over and finished removing a much stained, protective cardboard backing someone had tacked on at a later date. He watched with intense interest, wondering what it would be worth, but waiting to see if Lavinia would bring up the subject. Was he testing her? Yes, darn it. Would she offer him money for it? Would the price be fair? Did she want to get her beautiful, little hands on the priceless work of art?

There I go again.

As she removed the backing, a yellowed piece of paper slipped out from between the covering and the canvas. It floated to the floor like an autumn leaf. He reached to pick it up.

“Don’t touch that,” she said, bending down and scooping it up with a gloved hand. She carefully unfolded the paper and spread it on the carpeted counter. A strange expression crossed her face.

“What is it?” he asked.

“A-a-a map of some sort. The parchment paper looks ancient and the writing done with ink and quill, or maybe dip pen. See the varied ink lines?”

“A map? Of what?” He leaned in closely and caught a whiff of her lilac perfume. Nice.
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