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  Chapter 1


  I stood in the room surrounded by art, or at least some of it was art. There are people who would have stood frozen with indecision trying to decide which was which. Not me. My motto, a reversal of the old saying, is “I may not know what I like, but I know what’s art.” The paintings to my right of precarious sand dunes, flying loons, perky sandpipers, romantic sunsets and crashing waves were my idea of non-art. The works to my left consisting of abstract forms, blobs of color, and streaks of light were art.


  You say you disagree with me. Well, Miranda Gould, my supervisor, certainly did. In fact she was looking with undisguised disdain on our newest acquisition, which was an all-white canvas with a small rectangle in the middle painted in a slightly darker shade of white. The overall impressions was one of … well … whiteness.


  “How do you know which end is up?” Miranda asked.


  I pointed to tiny arrows painted in two of the corners, one pointing up the other down. “I think the artist has helped us there.”


  “That’s really tacky.”


  I shook my head. “It shows he has a sense of humor. He’s making an ironic postmodern comment on modern art by suggesting that it’s wide open to a wealth of interpretations.”


  Miranda gave my reply some thought. “Phooey,” she finally responded. “He just wanted to make sure it got hung the way he wanted.”


  I shrugged and looked at the signature in the lower right corner. It said “Rafferty.”


  “I’ve never heard of him,” I remarked.


  “We’ve sold a few of his over the past couple of years.” Miranda propped the painting up on an easel and glared at it. “They all look pretty much the same to me.”


  I wasn’t sure whether that was her own considered opinion of modern art or whether it was at least partly influenced by her boyfriend, one of the more prolific producers of acrylic paintings of pipers and plovers.


  “But don’t get me wrong,” Miranda continued, “I’m glad you can find something positive to say about this kind of stuff. I’d reached the point where I couldn’t pretend to like it, even when a customer was interested. That’s why I told Mr. Tompkins he had to hire an assistant for the summer who knew something about pictures that don’t really look like anything.”


  “Nonrepresentational art,” I added helpfully.


  “Whatever. It was just luck you were available.”


  Luck it certainly was. When I got the call from a former co-worker of mine asking me if I’d be interested in the job, I was thrilled. I had been feeling the need for some time away from my job as Auntie Mabel, an advice columnist for The Ravensford Chronicle, a local paper in western Massachusetts. Roger St. Clair, the owner of the paper and my grandmother’s boyfriend, agreed to give me the summer off, partly out of generosity and partly because he and my grandmother were planning to move into her house together. This was where I was currently staying, so now they would have the entire summer to get settled in before my return, assuming I ever did return. In fact Roger was so happy to see me go, he was footing the bill for a very nice condo right across from the beach here in Safe Harbor, New Jersey near the southern tip of the state. As for me, I was enjoying the opportunity to work at the Tompkins Gallery, and be back in the art world again, however peripherally.


  The door opened and Harold Krass slipped inside. He had a way insinuating himself into places. You’d look up and suddenly he’d be there, as though he had flowed through the walls by osmosis. He claimed it was a skill born of many years spent sneaking up on birds in order to photograph them for future painting.


  Miranda ran across the room and stood up on her toes to kiss Harold, who happens to be her boyfriend. I wondered how she even found his lips amidst the efflorescence of beard that seemed to cover all but his forehead. He was quite tall and very thin, while Miranda was even shorter than my five six and somewhat stocky. They made a visually interesting couple. I had thought he was close to sixty when we’d first met because his beard was liberally sprinkled with gray, but Miranda later assured me he was only three years older than her own age of forty. She thought the beard made him look mature, I thought it made him look like one of those crazed trappers common in old westerns with the slightly mad glint in his eyes, which he was currently casting across to the other side of the room where his pictures were on display.


  “You haven’t sold the painting of the flying gull yet?” he asked in an aggrieved tone.


  “We’ve only had it for three days, darling,” Miranda said.


  Tough as nails with everyone else, she became all soft and gooey around Harold. Living proof of the extremes women will go to when it comes to keeping a man—any man.


  “And we just sold your last picture of a gull seven days ago,” I pointed out. “We may have saturated the ‘gull market’ for a few weeks.”


  Harold gave me a hard look to see if I was being sarcastic. I kept my expression blank.


  “That picture was nothing like this one.” Harold went over and pointed to the bird’s head. “See!”


  I stared but had no clue what he was getting at. I glanced at Miranda, but she had that nervous smile on her face that she gets when Harold is making even less sense than usual.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, admitting defeat.


  He sighed deeply to demonstrate his response to a world in which unobservant fools surrounded him.


  “This gull is facing to the right. The one you sold two weeks ago was facing left.”


  “Now, I see,” I said, resisting the impulse to roll my eyes.


  Harold nodded solemnly. “That changes the entire perspective of the painting.”


  “Yes, this one has an entirely different perspective,” Miranda echoed.


  “Yeah, thanks for pointing that out,” I said, just managing to keep the sarcasm out of my voice once again.


  Miranda touched his arm. “Don’t worry, honey, I’m sure we’ll sell it over the weekend when there are more tourists around.”


  Harold nodded as if he expected nothing less.


  Miranda was probably right. Since it was still early June, the true shore season hadn’t started up yet. Memorial Day was the symbolic start, but only with the closing of school toward the end of June would the tourists start to come in ever-greater waves until the end of August. They would soon fill the rows of Victorians that lined the streets around the pedestrian mall where our shop was located, eventually spreading to the hotels and condominium apartments that looked out onto the beach. Right now the weekend crowds of day-trippers were a small indication of what was soon to come. I hoped so because although I received a small salary, my earnings needed to be supplemented by the commission I made on each artwork sold. So far I’d had to dig into my meager savings in order to live.


  Harold made a coughing sound that I had eventually learned was his version of a laugh.


  “At least I’m sure it will sell before that thing.” He pointed smugly at the Rafferty.


  I was tempted to tell him that the Rafferty was worth more than a whole flock of his bird paintings, but I knew I couldn’t change his mind and there was no point in antagonizing my boss’s boyfriend.


  I glanced up, looking out through the store window that Miranda and I took turns keeping spotless; a man was standing there looking in at me. I felt a little shiver down my spine at being watched while unaware. The man walked up to the front door and came inside. Although it was a warm day, and most people sported shorts and t-shirts, he was wearing a three-piece suit made of wool. His head was covered with wispy gray hair. I guessed him to be in his seventies.


  “That painting,” he said, standing in front of me and pointing over my shoulder. “Is that a Rafferty?”


  “Yes. And isn’t it a fine example of formalism. Notice the—”


  “I want to buy it,” the man said softly but firmly.


  I heard a sound behind me that might have been Harold’s jaw hitting the floor.


  Chapter 2


  “You want to buy it,” I repeated stupidly.


  “Yes, it is for sale, isn’t it?” He looked at me patiently with a gentle smile on his lips.


  “Of course,” I said. I glanced at Miranda to see if she wanted to take over. When we were both in the shop, we tried to take turns making sales, and I had made the last sale yesterday. She rolled her eyes wildly which I interpreted to mean she wasn’t about to sell a Rafferty with Harold standing there looking like he was in the process of having a stroke.


  “How much is it?”


  Since we hadn’t completed displaying the painting, there was no price attached to the canvas. Mr. Tompkins, the owner of the studio, always set the prices. He would send a list to Miranda along with the paintings. I stared at Miranda who eventually recovered enough to run over to her desk and find the latest price list.


  “Twenty thousand,” she announced.


  Harold’s expression became even more despondent, and I was sure that somewhere within that beard his mouth was turned down in the opposite of a smiley face.


  “That’s fine,” the man said, drawing a checkbook out of his inside jacket pocket.


  The door opened and a couple came in. The woman was in her thirties and slender, wearing a pretty yellow sundress. The man, who might have been a few years older, had a sizeable belly confined by a tight polo shirt. His shorts were buckled below the expanse of his waist.


  “Is that a Rafferty?” he asked in a harsh voice.


  “Yes,” I replied, wondering when it had become a household name on the level of Picasso.


  “Well, my wife and I would like to buy it.”


  “I’m sorry, it’s already been sold,” the older man said.


  The man in shorts paused for a moment taking in the scene.


  “I see you haven’t written a check yet. That means the sale hasn’t been finalized.” He turned to me. “How much is he paying for it?”


  “Twenty thousand,” I said.


  “I’ll pay twenty-five.”


  “I’ll pay thirty,” the older man countered.


  “I’ll go up to thirty-five,” the other man said.


  I raised a hand in the air indicating that I wanted silence. “This isn’t an auction house. This gentleman and I have already come to an agreement,” I said, indicating the older man. “He gets the painting for the agreed twenty thousand.”


  The man in shorts turned to the older man. “I’ll give you forty for it.”


  He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I very much want a Rafferty.”


  “My wife had her heart set on it.” The woman tried to look appropriately downcast, but her hard features looked more angry than sad.


  “I’m sorry, madam,” the older man replied. “But there is no room for negotiation.”


  The man in shorts got very red in the face. For a moment I thought he was going to strike the older man. Then his wife reached out and touched his arm. He took a deep breath.


  “You’ll be sorry,” he said in a fierce whisper. Turning around, he and his wife marched out of the gallery.


  “I’m sorry that happened,” I said to the older man.


  He smiled. “They did seem to want it very badly, didn’t they? You were very brave and altruistic to award the painting to me.”


  I shrugged. “I meant what I said. We had already agreed, at least implicitly. Plus I don’t like pushy people.”


  The man nodded his head. “Yes, he was certainly no gentleman.”


  We walked over to the desk where I indicated that he could sit to write out his check. While he was doing that, I glanced over at Miranda and Harold. He was rooted to the spot, his eyes in a fixed stare as if he had just witnessed a horrific accident, which I’m sure was exactly how he felt at seeing a painting sell for over twenty times more than one of his own. Miranda was watching him anxiously.


  “Would you like a glass of water?” she asked. At the almost imperceptible nod of his head, she rushed to the washroom in the back of the gallery.


  “My name is Arthur Peabody,” the man said, handing me his check.


  “Laura Magee.” I reached out and took his check, and we shook hands.


  “I’d like to ask a favor of you,” he said in a lowered voice.


  I looked to see that the amount on the check was correct.


  “Of course,” I said, always willing to accommodate a customer who paid in full.


  “I’m staying in a bed-and-breakfast, and I don’t really have anywhere to secure the painting. The staff comes in daily to clean my room, and I wouldn’t want the painting just lying about. I was wondering if you’d be willing to keep it here for a few days until I’m ready to leave town.”


  “Sure, we’ll keep it right in the back.”


  The man reached over and touched my shoulder, indicating that I should lean closer. As I bent toward him I caught the smell of woodsy aftershave and wool.


  “It’s possible that I won’t be able to claim the painting in person,” he whispered. “Circumstances may intervene. If that should happen, a surrogate will call for it.”


  I paused, thinking about the legal ramifications. “How will I know that this person is authorized to act in your name? Do you have a cell phone number where you can be reached?”


  “No.”


  Mr. Peabody thought for a moment then his voice dropped even lower. “He will say the word ‘starfish.’ Then you will know he is legitimate.”


  I paused. “Okay.”


  “Let this be our secret,” he said, squeezing my arm.


  I nodded.


  He got to his feet then shook hands with me again.


  “It has been a pleasure doing business with you.”


  “The pleasure was all mine,” I replied.


  He took another long look at the Rafferty, then walked out of the gallery.


  I went over to Miranda and Harold. He was sipping water and appeared to have regained use of his limbs, although his head was shaking back and forth as if trying to deny what had just happened.


  “I don’t get it,” he said hoarsely. “Why would anyone pay twenty thousand for that?”


  “The art market doesn’t make any sense, dear, it just is what it is,” said Miranda.


  “What has this guy Rafferty got, that I don’t have?” he asked plaintively.


  I almost said “talent” but bit it back just in time. Instead I walked over to the Rafferty, looked again at the two little arrows, and smiled.


  “Was it okay that I didn’t let it turn into an auction?” I asked Miranda.


  She nodded. “I didn’t like the looks of those two anyway. Their check might bounce.”


  “But it could have sold for even more.”


  Miranda gave Harold a sideways glance. “Just as well it didn’t,” she replied.


  Chapter 3


  After several more glasses of water and many soothing words from Miranda, Harold finally left the gallery, ready, no doubt, to portray more seabirds in acrylic. I generously offered to give Miranda my commission on the Rafferty since it was technically her turn to wait on a customer. However, she graciously pointed out that we had agreed to let me handle sales of abstract art. After much strained politeness on both sides, we agreed that I’d give her a quarter of my commission, which made this the most productive day I’d had so far.


  We hung out together in the gallery together until noon, when I went for lunch. I would come back to cover the one to four shift in the afternoon then Miranda would do the four to seven. I walked half a block along the pedestrian mall to Shore Mementos, the tourist shop where my new friend Angie Tortelli worked. We’d first met about two weeks ago when I ate my lunch at a bench right outside her shop, and we got to chatting. Angie was a few years younger than I am, but we had enough in common to enjoy having lunch together. Today I told her about my first big sale. All I left out was any mention of starfish. Somehow the earnest way that Mr. Peabody had insisted that it be a secret made me reluctant to tell anyone.


  Angie sighed. “I wish I sold on commission. Then I’d be more motivated to do my job.”


  “Your salary is better than mine. Most days I just take home the minimum wage.”


  “Still, it would nice to have some incentive to work.”


  Angie took a big bite of her tuna on a roll, while I forked up more of my salad. Angie had a pretty face, but was carrying about twenty extra pounds. I knew her well enough to guess that she tried to drown her unhappiness with work and with her life in general by eating. But today she seemed more restless than usual, as though she had something big to tell me.


  “I wasn’t going to say anything because I’m not sure whether it will happen,” she finally began.


  “What will happen?”


  “I met this guy yesterday.”


  I’d heard enough about Angie’s past to know there usually was a guy lurking somewhere, like a dark cloud. Usually the kind of guy your mother would have warned you to stay away from. Not that her previous boyfriends were all convicted felons, but most of them had at least come close to a tussle with the law. Although we’d only known each other a week, I was already seeing her as a younger sister, so I was ready to be protective.


  “What guy?” I asked a little more sharply than I intended.


  “His name is Stephen Anders. He seems nice,” Angie said with a note of surprise in her voice, as if she couldn’t believe a nice guy would be interested in her. “He’s pretty good-looking.”


  “How did you meet him?” I asked, ready to hear about how she met him in a bar.


  “He came into the store yesterday afternoon. He said that he’d seen us eating outside yesterday and decided he wanted to get to know me better.”


  I felt an ugly wave of jealousy. He’d had a choice between the two of us and had picked Angie over sleek, trim me.


  “What have you found out about him?”


  “He’s a school teacher in Philadelphia. Once the weather gets nice, he comes out whenever he can, and he likes to spend most of the summer here.”


  “How old is he?”


  “A little old. I’d guess he’s close to thirty.”


  “Do you know anything about his family?”


  “He’s got a brother and his parents.” Angie paused and took a breath. “Jeez, Laura, lighten up; I only had a few minutes to talk to him. I wasn’t able to conduct a full interrogation.”


  I smiled. “Sorry, I guess I get a little nervous when some guy just appears out of nowhere.”


  Angie smiled back. “So do I. Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.”


  We worked on our lunches for a few minutes in silence, watching the midday crowds walk past us in a slow but steady trickle. They stared in the store windows, pointed things out to each other, and either went inside or not depending on whether the display caught their interest. I even saw a couple go into the art gallery and hoped Miranda would make a sale.


  “I’ve been wondering whether you’d like me to keep my eyes open for somebody for you,” Angie began tentatively. “I know you’ve been seeing that cop back home, but you made it sound like it wasn’t exactly a going steady kind of thing.”


  Ah, yes, Detective Farantello and me. He was divorced from his wife but his teenaged daughter, who had diabetes, always seemed to be guilt-tripping them into getting back together again. That would last until they realized why they had gotten divorced in the first place, after which he would come back to me. When I’d left home a few weeks ago, his daughter was having another crisis, and he had gone back to his wife after we’d spent the winter seeing each other regularly. I’d about had my fill of his migratory patterns.


  “If anyone should happen along, I’d be willing to take a look,” I said cautiously. Angie, being only twenty-two to my twenty-eight, ran with a younger crowd. “I don’t want to start dating college guys or high school graduates working as plumber’s assistants.”


  Angie nodded solemnly then grinned. “Wouldn’t it be great, though? Maybe we could double date.”


  I nodded noncommittally. Double dating with a twenty-two–year-old would certainly make me feel old, especially since my twenty-ninth birthday was next month. The very thought made my stomach lurch because after that came the dreaded thirty. Then you weren’t a young person anymore and should be well set on your course in life. Or so they said, whoever they were. Somehow I didn’t think working as an advice columnist for a small paper and spending the summers as a sales clerk in an art gallery constituted a solid long-term plan. Most of my friends had gotten married by now, some of them more than once, and a few of them had even started families. I hadn’t even found a career yet. Maybe I did deserve to be hanging out with people almost ten years younger, since that was about my maturity level.


  “What’s the matter?” Angie asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “You suddenly got this really worried expression.”


  “That’s my usual expression.”


  Angie laughed. I packed up my garbage and checked my watch. It was almost time for me to relieve Miranda.


  “Do you want to do something tonight?” I asked.


  “I’ll let you know later. Stephen said he might call, so I have to keep my evening open for him.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Anyway, I need to go out for a run after work and then spend some time cleaning my apartment. How about tomorrow?”


  “That will be great, if I’m free.”


  I hoped she wasn’t putting too much stock in this Stephen guy.


  As I walked back down the mall heading to work, I began to feel sorry for myself. Poor little Cinderella would spend the evening cleaning, while lucky Angie got to go out with the prince. I wondered what my chances were of finding a fairy godmother, and decided they weren’t good. If I wanted my love life to improve, I’d have to be my own fairy godmother.


  Chapter 4


  When I got back to the store I met a happy and relieved Miranda who had just completed wrapping Harold’s painting of the right-facing sea gull he had been stressing about in the morning. I studied the couple as they handed Miranda their credit card. They were both well dressed in a preppie sort of way and glancing at each other smugly as if they had just made a terrific deal. It was certainly a large painting, so if you figured how much you paid per square inch, nine hundred dollars might seem a reasonable price. But I figured that unless you happened to have an empty spot over a sectional in a room that you were decorating in shoreline chic, Harold’s work was expensive at half the price. The couple left the gallery whispering nervously, as if afraid that Miranda would recognized her error at selling them the painting at such a low price and attempt to take it back.


  “Harold will be delighted to hear that we sold the gull,” she said, excitement and relief mixed in her tone. “We’re going out to dinner tonight, and I wasn’t looking forward to spending the entire evening trying to bolster his ego after that Rafferty sold. At least now he has a sale of his own.”


  “I was pretty surprised myself we sold a painting for that much money.”


  “It doesn’t happen often, but Mr. Tompkins advertises in art magazines and in newspapers in Philadelphia and New York. I think he’s pretty well known in the art world. So when collectors come down here for a vacation, they often stop in to see what he’s got. We never carry more than five or six of those modern paintings, but when they sell, you make a good commission.”


  Miranda went in the back room. When she returned she had her handbag in one hand and her car keys in the other.


  “I’ll be back at four. See if you can sell another twenty-thousand-dollar painting by then.”


  “Give me a few days and Tompkins will have to get more inventory.”


  Miranda laughed and headed out the door.


  The worst part of this job was the hours spent alone. There just wasn’t anything to do once you had carefully dusted the paintings and vacuumed the carpet. The phone never seemed to ring unless it was a friend of Miranda’s looking for her. When customers came through the door I would pounce on them like a hungry lioness, trying to keep the conversation going as long as possible to perk up my day.


  Finally, I had taken to reading while on the job. And because we had to be dressed formally, I also got tired of standing in high heels, so now I sat down behind our desk on the showroom floor and read. I confined myself to books about art, so if Mr. Tompkins should come in and catch me, I could at claim it was job-related.


  I was currently working my way through a book on contemporary sculpture and was holding the book at arm’s length, studying what looked like a rhinoceros horn covered in aluminum paint, when I happened to glance toward the front of the store and saw a man staring in at me. He caught my eye and grinned. A second later the bell jingled as he walked in the store.


  “Reading glasses might help with that,” he said and smiled.


  He smiled was infectious and I smiled back.


  “I don’t think it would do any good,” I said, showing him the picture.


  “I see what you mean.” He gave a helpless shrug. “Who knows with modern art?”


  “Not all modern art is like that,” I said. “Come over here and take a look at this.”


  I walked over to the contemporary art side of the room, motioning for him to follow me. I pointed to a small painting hanging in the corner where it was easily obscured by its larger neighbors. The canvas was covered with blotches of paint, a sort of tiny Jackson Pollock look-alike. But it had a completeness and unity that appealed to me.


  The man studied it for a long moment, which gave me a chance to give him the once-over. He was around six feet tall with a full head of tousled brown hair that hadn’t seen a comb recently. His jeans were worn and his denim work shirt was a roadmap of wrinkles. But none of this served to obscure the fact that he was handsome.


  Finally his blue eyes left the canvas and rested on me.


  “What do you like about it?”


  I paused. “The way the artist knew exactly when to stop.”


  “Maybe he just ran out of paint,” the man said, but with a smile that softened the remark.


  “No. I think he had a concept of the kind of balance he wanted, and was sure when he achieved it.”


  “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “But what about that one?”


  He pointed to a painting of trees that reminded me of Hockney. Someone named T. J. Rasmussen had painted it. The finely drawn details were very realistic, making the trees appear as if they were etched out of paint, but the lavenders and blues were almost surrealistic.


  “Isn’t that one great?” I said.


  “I’ll take it,” he announced.


  “Excuse me,” I said, thinking I’d misheard him. When it came to art, people hemmed and hawed even more than when buying a car. Now, in one day, I’d had two customers come in and make immediate choices, and they were selections of modern art.


  “I’d like to buy it,” he repeated slowly, as if afraid that I might have a hearing or learning deficiency. “The slip on it says two thousand dollars. Is that right?”


  “That’s what it says,” I responded, expecting him to haggle over the price.


  “Okay.”


  “Are you sure?” I asked, still filled with disbelief.


  “Positive.”


  I took the painting down and carried it into the packing area. The man followed along behind. Realizing I still didn’t know his name, I stuck out my hand and said, “I’m Laura Magee.”


  He took my hand in his. His hand was large with carefully trimmed fingernails.


  “I’m Mike Rogers.”


  He looked in the direction of where the Rafferty leaning against the wall.


  “That’s an interesting picture.”


  “I’m afraid it just sold today.”


  “Probably to some hip young couple.”


  “No, actually to an older gentleman with a very discerning eye.”


  “Ah, contemporary art isn’t just for the young.”


  “We’re holding it here for him until he’s ready to leave town.”


  “I see.”


  “Will you be paying with a check or credit card?” I asked.


  His face became thoughtful. “Could I give you a cash deposit, then pay the rest of it when I come in to pick it up?”


  “I can hold a painting for a week with a ten percent deposit.”


  Mike took out his wallet and pulled out four fifties. I filled out a deposit slip and handed it to him.


  “I’m surprised you carry so much modern and contemporary stuff here,” Mike said, glancing around the gallery. “I would have thought only that stuff would be good sellers,” he said, pointing to one of Harold’s bird portraits.


  “We do sell a lot of nature paintings, of course, but a lot of folks come here from Philadelphia and New York to vacation. And this gallery has a surprisingly wide reputation,” I said, repeating the answer I’d gotten from Miranda.


  He nodded. “I was wondering, would you be free to go out to dinner with me tomorrow night?”


  I’m pretty much free for dinner every night, I thought. I didn’t say it because that would make me sound truly pathetic. But then I recalled the wise older sister advice I’d been giving Angie about not going out with people she didn’t know.


  “You didn’t buy this picture just so I would go out with you, did you?” I asked.


  He gave me one of his brilliant smiles.


  “Do you think a date with you is worth two thousand dollars?”


  “Strictly speaking, you’ve only paid two hundred.”


  He laughed. “Fair enough.”


  “I just want you to know that I don’t go out with customers as a reward for buying a painting.”


  “Okay. But is there some unwritten rule in the ethics of art dealing saying that you can’t go out with a customer?”


  “Not that I know of, but I’m naturally a bit cautious about going out with men I don’t know.”


  He spread his arms wide as if inviting me to pat him down. The thought was attractive.


  “Ask me anything you want. I’m an open book.”


  I shook my head. “I’ll go out with you and ask my questions then. How about we meet at the Union Restaurant on Prescott? Do you know where it is?”


  “I can find it. Are you sure you don’t want me to pick you up?”


  “I’m sure.” I wasn’t going to let a guy know where I lived on our first date.


  “Seven o’clock.”


  “Better make it closer to seven twenty. I have to work until seven that night.”


  He nodded and smiled. “And don’t let anyone get their hands on that painting,” he said, waving in the general direction of the one he’d selected and the Rafferty.


  “They’ll be safe here,” I promised.


  A concerned expression passed over his face, then he said he was looking forward to our date and left.


  I leaned back against the desk and tried to absorb the events of the day. Miraculously I’d sold two pieces of contemporary art in one day, when normally I’d be lucky to sell one a month. And on top of that, a handsome stranger had asked me out, which surprised me even more. But it also concerned me. My track record with men hasn’t been so good that I can go along blithely assuming the best. Back home in a small city it was easy to check on people, but here in a tourist town there would be folks floating through all the time. You had to be more careful. All I really knew about Mike
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