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T

he water was as rough as Gabor had ever seen it. He had seen many things now, in fourteen years alive. For the past two of those years, he had been all on his own, now that his mother and father had both departed this earth. He missed them—and he did not. 

He lowered the canoe into the channel and walked along beside it, pushing it toward the deeper places. For a dozen steps he fought with the reeds, which were pulling at it, holding it back. Then the vessel broke free and floated as it was designed to do. He sprang into the stern, settled against the pile of leaves that served as a seat, and dipped his paddle into the darkness. The boat leaped forward and in seconds he was putting steady distance between his village and his canoe. 

He felt joy in the power of his muscles, still a new experience since his body had changed from that of a child to that of a man. He had very little beard, but he was sure it was coming. Soon. His long black hair, tied back with a piece of hemp, was usually a bit damp from humidity or from sweat; he rarely stopped moving. 

He tried to go as fast as he could, even though he was entirely sure that no one had followed him. At this time of night, all the Taino people slept. No one expected that anyone—especially not a fourteen-year-old orphan who 

still needed the protection of the grown men of this jungle village—would be so stupid as to set out alone. 

Gabor would agree with them all, except that he had no choice. The golden birds had to be taken, and he was the one to do it. With no father, brother, or uncles to speak on his behalf whenever the people gathered and decisions were made, he felt he was invisible most of the time. But he was not inclined to be quiet or to take the last seat after everyone important had been recognized. He had offended many of the men and there was no future for him here. 

Something barked or screamed, but Gabor could tell that it was far away. Even so, he paddled faster, and the canoe responded like a crocodile lunging for food. Anything capable of speed, that was his magnet and his totem. 

When he was very small, as far back as he could remember, he had tried to run as fast as some of the creatures he saw darting past so quickly that he was barely sure he had seen them. The bee hummingbird, in particular, had fascinated and compelled him. He ran along the jungle pathways and through the clearing beside the sleeping places, pushing his legs to a hurting point, kicking the heels of his feet up toward his backside, trying to touch. Now that he was grown, he still carried deep inside that small boy in love with speed. 

There was only one thing he loved more than speed and that was Ixcel. As she had promised, she was waiting around the bend, just where the water changed from black to green. Nimble as a jungle cat, she leaped into the canoe and he started to pull harder, to put as much distance as possible behind them before the sun rose. Her hair, as black as his, hung around her tender face. 

He saw that she had worn her best dress, the one taken out only on special occasions, the one that was made to show the village boys and men that she was beautiful, right down to her tiny, slender feet. Her skin was wet with the rain. 

*
[image: ]


FOG HAD PUSHED IN, alongside the arrows of rain. She could see no farther than the fingers of her right hand, clutching the pendants in her lap. Her left hand gripped the edge of the canoe. The golden chains lay across her leg. 

“Gabor, I am frightened,” she whispered, resisting the urge to look behind her. 

“Hush, Ixcel, we are on our way. No one heard or saw us go.” He stood behind her now, using the long paddle to push them through the weeds, but even if he were right in front of her, the storm and the darkness would cloak his face. 

This was a good thing, because Ixcel dreaded any look of fear or anger, any change. She was always looking for the smiles and eager glances that had been there since that moment months ago when he had first approached her during the celebration after the hunt. 

That change, that ‘dying of love’, that shift to tension—it was the way of the world with men and girls, her mother had instructed her. A short time of smiles, excitement, and heat, then everyone settled down. Down to life, down to work, down to doing what one must to survive. Down to sharing what came along. 

She did not believe her mother, though, and escaping that vision of her life was part of her reason for being in this boat on this night. She might have waited a little longer, but Gabor was not one to stop for what came along or might come. By the time that feature of his heart became clear, it was too late for her. She had chosen him, he had chosen her, and their guardians had done the customary exchanges. They were bound, for love, for life, for family. All in the village knew it. 

So, when he began telling of his plan to take the Jeweler’s treasured trio of birds across the island to the men from afar and buy their way to a new land, Ixcel knew that she would share his journey, no matter how frightened she might be. 

She had not expected such a storm, though, and she was quite sure that Gabor had not planned for it, either. Nor had the bearded men who awaited them, out of sight in one of the coves, ready to take them back to the ship that would carry them to their new life. Ready to take Gabor back, more precisely. Ixcel was certain that her presence would be a surprise. 

But perhaps Gabor would be able to explain to them that she was essential to the plan, to the obtaining of the birds. Obtaining—that was the word she was using for the moment, but it didn’t feel quite right. ‘Capture’ didn’t seem to fit, for a piece of metal that couldn’t move to escape. ‘Theft’ was too harsh and not right either. Everything belonged to everyone here, and she was sure there would be little surprise to some of the elders when the Jeweler discovered his pieces missing. 

Hadn’t Gabor done his best to persuade them all to give to the bearded men the gold they sought, the delicately made sun-flyers crafted so many generations before? They had been handed down to the Jeweler by his grandfather who said they had been passed down by many grandfathers before. Everyone in the village said the neck pieces were ancient, older than anyone could imagine. Old, yes, but more could be made at any time, and the Jeweler and his apprentices made more every week. The ancient ones could be traded for other things they needed, things the bearded ones had. Why did none of these old men understand? 

They had all ignored Gabor’s words, as usual. 

The night sky flashed once more with a spear of white light, gone so quickly it was almost impossible to see. Ixcel braced herself, like a runner taking a breath before bounding forward, then the clouds opened and the rain poured down on them again. 

In minutes, her dress was soaked and her hair plastered to her neck and shoulders. The wind picked up and the canoe rocked from side to side, each wave pushing it closer to capsizing. Up to this moment, she had felt little real fear, even when Gabor had told her the bearded men had threatened their families, and every generation going forward, with exposure, tragedy, and pain for all, if they revealed the truth about this secret voyage across the endless sea. 

So much of what Gabor had told her that the bearded captain said seemed unbelievable and too imaginative, like the tales a grandma told little ones to stoke the fire in their eyes: faraway lands, terrifying queens, mighty ships, cities built of crystal and silver. 

But in spite of herself she began to dream. They would escape their tiny village, where Ixcel’s future held only relentless toil, one baby after another, and Gabor’s future held only a slow life of farming. If he was lucky, he would have an easy death in his sleep at a great age, and if not, a bloody death, fighting the Arawak. 

And so, they took the pendants. The golden birds that had raised the glitter in the bearded men’s eyes when first they heard of them. The treasures of the Jeweler and his family, the ultimate expression of their skill and their art with caona, passed down through generations. 

It had not been difficult to sneak into the old man’s hut during the heat of the afternoon rest. Ixcel had swept all three pendants into her apron while pretending to admire the Jeweler’s recent work, and Gabor had kept him in conversation while she slipped out between the palmetto fronds at the back. She had gone about her evening chores while hiding the precious pieces in her clothing. After darkness had settled in, she picked her way through the swamp behind the village to the meeting point she and Gabor had chosen. 

“Gabor, hurry! The storm is rising.” 

“The Spanish ship is there.” He pointed, and she could see it. Only one or two more bends of the river and some time in the open water, then they would be on board. 

The wind blew harder, and the rain pounded down. Flash upon flash, boom after boom, louder and louder. 

She felt terror now. As the moments went by, she wanted only an end to this feeling; as her stomach knotted then heaved, she wanted only to be back home, safe on her narrow pallet in her father’s hut. No Gabor, true; no exciting new life, no voyage to a shining city across an ocean. But also, no black water, no lightning, no wind, no rumble of thunder and imminent danger. A good trade. 

A wave hit the canoe. Ixcel shrieked and her grip loosened. One of the birds was swept from her hand but she held onto the other two, her hold so tight the chain cut into her palm. 

Gabor turned to look at her and she smiled back, with what she hoped was reassurance. Would the captain let them on board if they did not have all three of the promised treasures? 
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T

he heart wants what it wants. It is time to take it. Reaching, shaking slightly, hesitating. A quick glance over each shoulder. If someone comes in, if you get caught, your life is over. 

Not that getting caught is the prevailing thought. No, the shoulder check is just an automatic action, something instinctive, born of primal fear. Fear of discovery, fear of capture, fear of annihilation. That’s all. The prevailing thought, actually, is of success. You’re already at Step Two of the process and on the verge of Step Three: get in, get it, get out. 

The bird shines like a beacon in its blue velvet-lined box. Clearly the work of a master, the golden head arching away from a sleek, slender body, each feather carefully noted and placed. The eyes are not an obvious choice— not jewels, not sapphire or ruby or even black pearl. The eyes are copper, turned greenish with the passing of hundreds of years. 

Lifting it just for a moment, wavering with the unexpected heft of it. Looks delicate but feels substantial. And warm to the touch, somehow. 

Two unexpected observations. Two too many. Surprises delight only children. Get on with it. 

The solution to so many problems, right there in that oval box. But perhaps just the generator of a dozen more? Investigation, discovery, capture? An investigation that leads to disaster? No question, the pendant will be missed, but it is insured. How hard would anyone really try to get it back? 

Maybe rejection, a dead end, one more worthless burden? Could it be sold anywhere? Was there cash somewhere at the end of this road, a windfall to provide the resources so desperately needed? 

There are no answers, but this moment is now and sometimes you have to make a move without knowing how every single thing will turn out. Somebody, somewhere, would want this sensational pendant and compensate generously for it. Pay the big bucks. The exact identity of that person will be revealed in due time, just as the location of the bird and the window of time that it would be unattended had been. 

What is this, extortion? Kidnapping? Embezzling? Bird-napping? Theft over five thousand dollars? That was amusing. What do you call it when the item stolen is priceless, not only rare but irreplaceable? You do have to understand the stakes and the guilt you might have to shoulder. 

Out of the bush and into the hand, so to speak. Into a pocket, actually. Hide it in plain sight. Walk out of the office calmly, turn the corner just past the craft services table, and slide away. Wipe the sweat off your forehead, remember to breathe, smile at anyone you pass, and make eye contact. 

This is the dry run, the shakedown cruise. It can be done, and now it is time to go away and think about when it will be done. The beautiful thing is left in its box. For now. This time. 

Savannah
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CHAPTER 3
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E

laine the housekeeper explained to veteran TV news director Nevada Leacock that she wasn’t expecting anything unusual when she unlocked the door to the Ardsley Park mansion that the movie star had rented for the three-month duration of the shoot. 

She was looking down at the keys in her hand, thinking about Bible study last night. The heavy front door swung open to the grand foyer, the demilune antique tables with their bowls of fresh flowers and the painting of the salt marsh reinforcing the message that this was a classic sample of Southern life, honed over two hundred eighty years of Savannah charm and organized to meet every whim of her client, the movie star, Mr. Tom Leacock. 

A crazy parakeet came flying into her face, squawking and screeching like a wild thing, thrashing its wings in a frenzied effort to stay aloft and find an escape route. Elaine dropped to her knees to get out of its way. 

“I was so scared, I couldn’t move another muscle?” She stared off toward the cars driving by as if she were reliving the moment. She and Nevada sat on a bench near Chippewa Square—not the Forrest Gump bench, but close—and Tom’s director, Jeremy Walsh, sat on the grass by their feet. 

Elaine couldn’t stop talking about the many things she’d seen in her years of cleaning houses in Savannah and how Mr. Tom’s living room beat them all. Her long fingernails, beautifully painted in a shade of green close to that of the live oak trees, carved imaginary diagrams in the air as she described the scene inside the rented house. 

When she stepped through the door, she said, the whole place was nothing but noise and motion, noise and commotion. The TV was on full-blast and the radio too. The windows to the veranda were wide open, and the March wind was blowing the white, gauzy curtains around like the skirt on that fifties movie star standing over a grate on a sidewalk. The two cats were leaping from the couch to the top of the baby grand piano and back again, yowling and hissing at each other. 

There would be terrible scratch marks on that beautiful wood. They didn’t like each other, those cats. 

The birdcage lay on the floor, its door open. No wonder the bird was half-hysterical, flying around. Mr. Tom kept that bird safe in that cage, away from those cats, like the best diamond ring at the jewelry store. Tucked in there, with that purple velvet perch, and the little dish always full of fresh water, and the matching drape cloth to go over the bars just so, with a hole in the top for the handle used to carry the thing around. Elaine had never seen anything that fancy at the local pet store. Some of her clients had some mighty fancy things in their homes, but that velvet bird cage cloth beat all. 

Nevada had often seen other such expensive and elegant possessions in her father’s mansions and hotel rooms, taking note of the precision he had lavished on them. None of that care had ever come her way, in her memory, but at least there was proof that he was capable of loving something. 

Other than himself. 

Over her forty-something years as his daughter, she’d managed to pull away and carve out a life for herself. She’d earned and kept a senior management job in a major-market newsroom in Canada. She’d met and married one of the most wonderful men in the world. She was a grown- up—and yet her father’s lack of approval bothered her as if she were still twelve. 

Nevada took a long gulp from her to-go cup as she listened to Elaine and tried to avoid making eye contact with Jeremy. His round eyeglasses were faintly steamy, and his brow a little damp; it looked like the early heat and humidity were getting to him already. 

Elaine had taken her story to Jeremy first, and then when Tom hadn’t showed up on set the next day, Jeremy had called Nevada. He was as surprised to find out that she was in Savannah as she was to find out that her father had listed her as his emergency contact for insurance and work purposes. Not his agent, not his manager—he’d listed his daughter as his closest contact. 

Even though she told the director that this was all a total surprise and that she hadn’t seen her father since their lunch two days earlier, Jeremy asked to see her right away. Nevada had suggested a quiet table in the riverfront restaurant, but Jeremy was paranoid about anyone overhearing their conversation about his star, and so the three of them met at one of the historic Savannah squares, on Hull Street just a few blocks from the cemetery. 

Fancy cage cover or not, Elaine went on to tell them, it was clear that the bird didn’t want to stay there. It was gone, off into the hazy sky. 

“If I’da been more like thirty’, instead of sixty, I mighta chased it but it was gone, Miss Nevada. Just like my niece Miracle, when she got tired of her momma trying to tell her all the time? Just gone.” 

She stepped into the foyer, she said, and shut the door so that the cats wouldn’t get out too. Shut it gently, of course, she told Miss Nevada. Elaine prided herself on the care she took with her clients’ homes. If a thing’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well, as Pops would say. 

Elaine was also very conscious of the meaning and stature of those homes. This neighborhood, Ardsley Park, was one of Savannah’s jewels, along with The Historic District and the riverfront. 

Truth be told, though, Elaine’s respect had less to do with the ancestry of the houses than her beliefs about the spirits that still inhabited them. Not beliefs, really; more a sixth sense, an awareness, as she poked around in the dusty corners of the closets on the third floor or the butler’s pantry behind the dining room paneling. She was not completely alone. Sometimes she felt a brief, sudden presence flash by the poster at the foot of a bed she was making. Other times it was a sudden smell, just a whiff of roses or jasmine. Didn’t bother Elaine, but gave a lot of people the creeps, big time. 

The houses in the Historic District had even more ‘visitors’, and some of the women Elaine knew wouldn’t work there. Some were a lot less jumpy though and just accepted the presence of others as a part of life. Life in Savannah, anyway. 

For all the noise and commotion, the living room seemed spooky when she walked in, Elaine told them. 

“Then when the phone rang, I jumped higher than a catfish on the longest day of the year. A bit strange, to hear and see one of those nowadays. Everyone be carrying their own phone. Even if they can’t barely afford anything else, they got a phone. 

“But Mr. Tom is in the senior age group, I guess, and lots of folks his age don’t have much use for the smart phones. Even big movie stars like him. 

“That phone rang three times and then a machine hidden somewhere picked up the call. ‘You’ve reached Tom’s phone. Please leave a message.’ I heard a woman— it was you, Miss Nevada, right?—saying, ‘Dad, I’m at the restaurant you said. I’ve been waiting half an hour, where are you?’ It’s getting embarrassing, you said, and that you know being on time isn’t the most important talent in the world, but you had some appointments later and he needed to call you so’s you’d know if he was going to show up.” 

After that, Elaine had been so spooked she had just left everything as she’d found it, rushed out to her car, and called the cleaning service that employed her. They were being paid by the movie production company, so it was a short path to the director, and that’s how Jeremy Walsh had been brought into the picture. 

After they heard Elaine’s story, Nevada filled them in on her lengthy wait at the restaurant, ending with the phone call she’d made to Tom. When she’d turned off her phone, she noticed a waiter watching her, listening to her side of the conversation. Damn! Why couldn’t her father get on board with the twenty-first century and start reading and sending texts so they could all have some privacy? 

The table in the Olde Pink House was as close to the doorway as possible. Nevada hadn’t wanted to take a chance on missing Tom when he arrived, and she really didn’t want to watch him make a dramatic, even triumphant, entrance and procession through the room. He was almost impossible to tolerate when he was in public and fans recognized him; he was totally impossible when they didn’t. She had just asked for another glass of water—her third—and despite his impeccable manners and subtle air of pity, she thought she could tell that the waiter was becoming suspicious that she never intended to order a meal, ever. 

She put on her best self-confident, someone-important face, willing everyone in the room to believe that she had a lunch companion due to show up and take the second chair, set in front of an eye-popping display of china, silver, linen, and glassware. She had heard from the waiter all about the specials, the Food Network stars who had visited and resoundingly approved, the history of this building on Abercorn Street, and the live music she shouldn’t miss in the tavern in the cellar. 

On his fifth visit to her table, the waiter dawdled to make conversation with her about her thoughts on Savannah, her reason for visiting, her nationality, his understanding that Canada was somewhere north of Seattle, and his affection for the Seahawks. The next waiter, a young woman with a blonde braid who came to refill the water glass, stopped to tell her all about the 1771 construction of the building and the ghosts that had been seen in the hallways since General Habersham’s day. 

She was beginning to think that she might be forced to order a drink although she was doing her best to stay away from midday alcohol. Back in the day, at age twenty- two, she’d had to worry about getting too tipsy at the wrong time; now in her late forties, she had to worry about getting too drowsy. 

Nevada checked her phone again for messages and looked at a few other things—the weather, the stock prices, the neighborhood map. Time was just frickin’ standing still. How long was he going to make her wait? 

“Nevada.” The voice was unmistakable, not only because it was known to millions—anyone who had ever seen a Tom Leacock movie—but also because she’d heard it as far back as she could remember, and even, once upon a time, singing lullabies. 

She knew she should stay annoyed, but she couldn’t help feeling relieved that he’d shown up. He was well- groomed, as always; he’d spent years making sure he was ‘ready for the close-up’ and he wasn’t about to change now. When Nevada was in her 1980s punk rebellion stage, he’d tried and failed to convince her that what certain people thought of you, and especially your appearance, was important, even primary. Some days she cared and made the effort to look good, and some days she did not, and that was that. For Tom, that was like saying “maybe I’ll breathe today and maybe I won’t.” Not a matter of choice. 

He looked as slender and fit as always, moving with only a trace of the stiffness of age. His silver hair was carefully combed, and his face was as clean-shaven as possible. He’d worn a leather bomber jacket that would flatter a man forty years younger—a bit heavy for the Savannah climate, but hey. Fashion hurts, she thought as she smiled and lifted her face to Tom’s for an air kiss. 

Always good to have some sort of private joke going on, if you had to spend an hour with The Movie Star. 

“How have you been, Dad?” She passed the breadbasket to him, but he waved it away. 

“What are you doing here?” He took a two-second read of the menu, then held it out to a passing waiter. “Green salad. Water.” 

“Owen is here for a medical conference. I’m on vacation.” Nevada stared at Tom’s eyes, ready for any moment when he might decide to actually see her. “You?” 

“Filming started Monday,” he said, with a tone that seemed as though he was assuming she would be as up-to- date on his current projects as one of his fans. 

A statuesque woman in a nineteenth-century gown, with a skirt so big she could barely pass between the tables, stopped at a nearby group and sang a verse of “Georgia.” Nevada joined in on the polite applause; Tom did not. 

“Filming started Monday,” he repeated and Nevada sighed. 

“What’s the movie, Dad?” 

“Civil War drama. I’m a Confederate general. That’s all I’m going to tell you.” 

Maybe in so many words, but Nevada could hear a lot of other things. I might be in my seventies, but I’m still relevant. I get the hero parts, the leaders. You may think you’re some hotshot journalist or news director, but to me you’re still an untrustworthy blabbermouth little girl. 

“It’s not the role of a lifetime. No awards potential. But the money’s going to be very welcome.” 

This was a shocker. Nevada had rarely ever heard her father talk about money, and it was part of the public persona, that he was a wealthy, successful celebrity actor. Even his own daughter rarely saw beyond the façade. 

“Your mother is bleeding me dry.” 

Nevada’s mother, Judith, had divorced Tom ten years previously after forty years of a relationship that was a mystery to almost everyone but seemed to work for them. Pretty much the same as everyone’s, except for the length- of-time detail. Worked right up until the surprise ending. 

“This is none of my business.” Nevada had smiled at him, trying to soften her words. Offensive and annoying as he was, he was still her father, and she tried to do what she had to, to keep a connection going with him, however slight, without letting him pull her down. 

The singer was heading across the room. “Let’s get out of here before she recognizes me.” Tom rose and headed for the door, leaving Nevada to slap a fifty down on the table, quite sure that, unlike New York or L.A., it would be more than enough for a salad, a couple of appetizers, and a tip. 

They emerged on the front steps of the restaurant to hear the sounds of a sole saxophone, drifting across the street from Reynolds Square. Nevada tipped her face up to the lovely sunshine. “Dad, why did you call me?” 

“Talk to her for me, would you?” 

Ah, now we get to it. 

“I don’t have the money she’s asking for. I’m barely making ends meet.” His still-handsome face arranged itself in a subtle approximation of misery, and she heard his message—‘pity me’. 

He had her. Was it his looks, a masculine version of her own? The whiplash she got every time she looked at him—or any famous person? Or maybe her essentially kind nature, and her desire to respond to anyone who asked for her help, however much she might try to cover it up with sarcasm and wit? He had her. Right up to the next line. 

“Clio wants us to move in together, and finances are a disaster.” 

Clio? Who is Clio? There’s a new one? 

“I might even have to sell some of my collection, if she doesn’t let up,” Tom said. 

Her father had a movie costume, poster, and memorabilia collection that had delighted Nevada and her pals at playtime when she was little. He’d never known they’d gone into his closets and snooped around. 

When Nevada told Jeremy and Elaine about it, she got stuck on her reaction to the news that her father was dating again. 

“It’s time he slowed down. He’s seventy-five years old, for God’s sake,” Nevada said, looking at both Jeremy and Elaine for agreement. Neither one nodded. Both shrugged. 

She shook her head. “Anyway, that’s all I know. We had lunch, he asked me to run interference with my mother, I said, no, I’m not getting in the middle, it’s between you two, and he got huffy and left.” 

“Have you tried calling or texting him since?” Jeremy asked. 

“Why would I?” Nevada replied. “It’s only been two days.” 

Jeremy stood up and stuck a hand out toward Elaine. “Mrs. Hardy, thank you for meeting with me and for calling us about this. We really appreciate it.” 

The housekeeper shook his hand then got to her feet. “I’ll be goin’ then, Mr. Jeremy. Have a good one.” 

Jeremy watched her walk away through the square beneath the live oaks, dripping with Spanish moss. 

“What’s your best guess on who broke into Tom’s place?” Nevada asked. 

He didn’t answer her right away, and she could see that he was deep in thought. She tried again. “Jeremy, do you have any ideas about what might be going on?” 

He sighed. “I don’t. But I do know that I don’t have time for this. I’m worried that something, or someone, is about to screw up a two-hundred-million-dollar movie.” He straightened his shoulders and made eye contact that was like a concrete block being dropped on her face. “I refuse to go under just because your loose cannon of a father can’t be controlled.” 
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N

evada tugged at Owen’s hand. “We’ve been in town for a while, and everyone says we need to see the fountain,” she said. “And I have to talk to you about my father and about Jeremy Walsh. Let’s go this way.”

She pulled him toward the broad sidewalk that ran through Forsyth Park toward the silvery cascade pouring over the stone statues. The breeze in the trees was gentle, and the air had warmed up nicely in the late winter sun. The stately historic buildings surrounding the park, housing the Savannah College of Art and Design, seemed to gleam in the mid-morning hour. 

She thought she was walking pretty fast, but she could tell that her husband was slowing his pace to match hers. He’d told her that the only time he strolled was when he was on rounds, seeing his hospital patients. Otherwise, he charged around like a bullet train. But even when he was going top speed, he always seemed so calm, so unstressed. Nevada, by contrast, was waving her arms around, venting. 

She glanced at the two old men and the dog walkers passing by. “These people probably think I’m a nut case.” 

“They probably think you’re just rehearsing something,” Owen consoled her. “Lots of SCAD performing arts students live nearby.” 

He bent down to pet a poodle that had come to greet them as they stood looking at the famous fountain. Torrents of flowing water poured down over marble cliffs that had been sculpted and placed there before the Civil War. It was as beautiful as any fountain she’d ever seen, but with an additional point to note. The water was green, dyed in anticipation of the imminent St. Patrick’s Day celebrations. 

“Trip, your father is unlikely to change, you know. What did Major Tom want, anyway?” 

“General Tom, this time, he says. He is playing General Dillard Franklin of the Confederate Army. The movie’s called Too Beautiful to Burn.” Nevada smiled at the woman at the end of the poodle’s leash. 

Purple hair. On the woman, not the dog, although it was just as mesmerizing on the woman as it would have been on the dog. Very cute. Really. She had had no expectation that Savannah would be so cosmopolitan or so unexpected. Green water and purple hair. 

She spotted an amazing example of antebellum architecture across Drayton Street and followed her nose toward it. The house was ringed by the same elaborate black ironwork that surrounded the fountain. Its black and ivory-toned façade had been meticulously maintained, and the columns on either side of the wraparound veranda rose, in perfect proportion and symmetry, to a peaked roof. Owen caught up with her just as she was reading the plaque on the brick wall that identified it as a historic gem. 

“You know, he really didn’t say. It was strange.” What was actually strange was that Nevada had impulsively decided not to share with Owen her father’s demand that she get involved in his financial dealings with her mother. “He had his assistant call me and make the appointment for lunch, then he showed up late and left really fast. Was grumpy the whole time.” 

“Not much new or strange about that.” Owen’s phone chimed with a text coming in, and he pulled it from his pants pocket. 

She laughed. “Yeah, true. But that usually all comes after I’ve invited him somewhere and he’s done his dutiful dad appearance.” She scanned the rest of the historic houses on the block, letting her eyes revel in the visual poetry. “He did a lot of complaining about my mother.” 

That stopped Owen in his scrolling through the text messages on his phone. “Are he and Judith even in touch?” 

“I didn’t think so, but they don’t discuss each other much with me.” 

“Let’s go back to the hotel and figure out where to go for dinner and whether we have to get involved in this in any way.” He grinned as he put an arm around her and she took a moment to appreciate, once again, a man like Owen. A sense of priorities—and no appetite for drama. 

The manager met them at the door of their hotel, a two-hundred-year-old building refurbished in stylish shades of charcoal and lemon. When they’d checked in earlier in the week, he’d been gracious, friendly, and the epitome of Southern hospitality. His name was DeShawn, he’d told them, and it would be his privilege to help them enjoy their stay in old Savannah. 

This afternoon there was no smile. “Mr. and Mrs. Heintzmann, I’m so sorry. There is a problem, and y’all will need to meet with the police.” 

“It’s Ms. Leacock,” Nevada said. Why was there so much intensity in the South about identifying female marital status? 

“Yes, ma’am.” The young man was as jumpy as a long-tailed cat on a front porch full of rocking chairs, one of the best sayings Nevada had heard since she arrived in the South. “Sorry, ma’am. I have to ask you to check whether anything’s been taken.” 

Owen was concentrating. “So, what was it now? A break-in?” He stared deeply into DeShawn’s eyes, using a technique that inevitably calmed the most fearful of his patients. Even people with cancer could be made to focus and control the panic. 

“Yes, sir, a break-in.” DeShawn guided them both to take a seat on a wooden bench adorned with black iron filigree. “Not to the hotel, you know, but to your room.” 

“Our room.” Nevada resisted his effort to get her sit down, out of the way of the tourist traffic flow through the lobby. The other hotel guests must not be spooked, of course. The tourist is a timid, valuable bird that will fly off at any hint of disturbance. 

“Yes, ma’am. Sometime this morning, just after maid service and just before the fire alarm went off. I went up to your floor because guests on either side of your room had called about loud noises and the maids reported hearing shouting. They wouldn’t go inside on their own, and when nobody answered my knock, I used my master key card.” 

Owen smiled at him, and DeShawn didn’t need much more encouragement to continue with his story. He had pushed open the heavy door, bracing himself for a confrontation. But the room was empty. Television on full blast, windows open, A/C turned on full, radio on the night table going loud on a hip-hop station—but no people. Someone had been there a while ago though. The room had been thoroughly tossed. 

“I knew you’d be in for a shock when you got back— that’s why I waited to meet you. I think you ought to sit down.” 

“It’s been a busy day for you, DeShawn. Us too.” Owen dropped into the designated seat and rubbed a sleeve across his forehead. Despite the air conditioning, he was suffering from the unusual heat and he wouldn’t miss an opportunity to add a little physical comfort to his day. Being bossed around was not one of his issues, and he was happy to comply if it led in some way to well-being. 

Nevada was beginning to regret their decision to avoid the convention hotels and stay in something quaint and historic. But she caught herself before her thoughts led her down the road to Cranky-town, as her nanny, Philomena, used to say, years ago. Minor property crimes happen every day, and if you dwell on them, you’ll spend your life hiding. She pushed herself to go curious, rather than scared. 

“What did they take?” 

“Most of our stuff is bolted down,” DeShawn observed. 


“Smart move,” Owen contributed.
“We need you to do an inventory on yours.”

Owen leaped up. “Let’s go see, shall we, Trip? 

The sooner we get it over, the sooner I can get dinner, and I’m starving. Let’s go to that old restaurant where they have ghosts.” 

“That narrows the field to about three dozen,” Nevada joked as they walked past the courtyard with the strings of light bulbs ready to turn the space magical for the evening diners. 

Everything in the room—colors, furniture, linens, artwork—had been done in a subtle mix of historic and contemporary that had entranced Nevada the moment she’d seen it. Now their clothes were scattered over the sofas, dresser drawers were empty and ransacked, and even the vases had been overturned and emptied. A police officer stood beside the bay window, making notes. 

“Any valuables left in here, ma’am?” 

“Not a thing, officer. We put everything important in the safe.” 

“Any idea who’d be wanting to go through your things?” 

“Other than a thief?” Owen asked. 

If the police officer thought that was a bit chippy, he didn’t show it. “Anything missing, that you can see?” 

Nevada walked through the room, opening the closet door, the dresser, and glancing into the bathroom. She shook her head. 

The officer slapped his notebook closed. “Let us know if anything turns up missing.” He let himself out. 

Nevada flopped into the gray armchair beside the balcony door. “Can this day get any more exciting?” 

Owen smiled at her. “Livin’ in the fast lane, Nevada. That’s what we get for leaving Canada.” 

“Lots of opportunity to get mugged or harassed there, too, these days.” 

“Anywhere,” Owen agreed. “So, do we let them scare us, or do we carry on?” 

No answer needed. Keep calm and carry on. 
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A

nd that was the end of it, so far, Nevada explained to Jeremy. In answer to the director’s text that morning, she had walked over from the hotel to meet him at the ice cream parlor on Broughton Street. 

“So, what have we got here, and do we need to call in reinforcements?” Jeremy reviewed. “We’ve got break-ins at Tom’s rented house in Ardsley Park and at your Historic District hotel. We’ve got Tom showing up really late for lunch and then going missing ever since. He hasn’t shown up on set or been in touch with anybody from the crew. He hasn’t been back to his rented house and he doesn’t know it was ransacked. Or maybe he does, but he hasn’t discussed it with anybody that I know. He also doesn’t know yet that his sword is missing.” 

“His sword?” This was getting weirder and weirder. 

“There’s been a lot of pilfering on set, even in the few days since we got started. We’ve got some detectives nosing around, and we’ve asked everyone around base camp to be alert, but it can be a tough thing to control, especially with so many extras around. Your father brought along a sword that he said was vintage Civil War and wants to use it in his scenes. I haven’t had time yet to get someone to check out the authenticity, and in the meantime the damn thing’s gone missing. Along with Yvonne’s favorite bag, Ian’s leather jacket, and a picnic basket from Craft Services. Or maybe it was Props, I forget.” Jeremy sighed like a much older man. “Anyway, we’ve got some problems on this shoot, absolutely. Excuse me,” he said as he responded to the insistent buzzing of a call coming in on a cell phone set to vibrate. “I have to take this,” he said. “Nevada, can you hold on a minute?” 


“Sure.”
He stepped out of the lineup for the ice cream parlor 

and walked down the block. When he finished talking, he beckoned to her to join him. 

“Tom showed up,” Jeremy announced. “He told Traci, my first AD, that he’d needed a little break and didn’t think he was on the call sheet. Apologized all over the place—that’s a new one for me. Not having an actor go AWOL, but getting an apology after.” 

“Did he say where he took this little break?” Nevada resisted any urge to pass judgment or make a comment. 

“Not to Traci, anyway. Maybe I’ll hear more about it later.” 

Nevada waited for thirty seconds or so. “Jeremy? Is there more?” 

“Yeah. So. Nevada, here’s the thing. I can’t have Tom Leacock roaming off on his own around Savannah while I try to get this film made. We’re only here two weeks, and then we go north to Beaufort then Charleston.” 

Nevada stared into his eyes, trying to get a read on this situation. “We both know what the next line is, Jeremy.” 


“Why am I telling you all this? Is that it?”
“Yeah.”
“I’d like to offer you a short-term contract to come 

and work for us, facilitating for your father, on set,” he began. 

Facilitating for Tom? Nevada thought. What on earth could that mean? 

“I know you have about a dozen objections—let me start with the obvious ones. Yeah, he might complain, but we’ll have a good cover story, a good reason for you to be 

there. Yes, it’s an incredible intrusion on your time and your goodwill, but it’s your father. I’d do it for my father, if he were still alive.” 

Ouch. 

Jeremy’s eye contact was intense. “And yes, you have other things to do, you have a life, but it’s only three months. Maybe less—if you get on board, then we could look at making some changes to the schedule that might have his scenes wrapped up earlier.” 

Nevada squinted at him in the bright sunshine but decided to keep her thoughts to herself. For now. 

“Yes, there are other people we could ask, and we might have to.” Jeremy answered her next unspoken question. “But every one of them would come with some kind of baggage, and every one of them would require handling. You seem like a grown-up.” He stared at her and she had the feeling that he was stopping everything around them while he turned a bright light on the moment. “Is this even a possibility? I know you’re here on vacation and your husband’s on a conference trip. Is there any way you could arrange for a short leave of absence? On what is very short notice, I realize.” 

Nevada tried to read her own reaction, get that instant, ‘gut feel’ for what she wanted to do. But it wasn’t clear. Things usually weren’t, when it came to her dad. It was even murkier because of her mixed feelings about work these days too. 

She’d told Owen that she really needed this vacation, but she was starting to realize that it wasn’t helping. All of the weariness she felt about her job as a news director and her life in Vancouver wasn’t lifting, even in the sunshine of the South, and when she thought about the prospect of returning to her office in a few weeks she could barely move. 

Jeremy started to walk back toward the ice cream place, passing in front of the vintage theater, its marquee promoting an upcoming screening of Casablanca. A few more minutes in line, and then he guided her into the shop. A smiling young woman in a cheery uniform stood behind a row of tubs of ice cream.

“What kind do you like?” Jeremy asked. 

“I’ll take butter pecan. I’ve been hearing about this place ever since I got to Savannah.” 

“I’ve been hearing about it since location scouts started using Savannah thirty years ago. A butter pecan and a pistachio, please.” 

“No problem,” was the reply from behind the counter. Smiling face, Southern accent, diner hat with the name “Millie” handwritten and decorated in glitter. 

Nevada explored the ice cream with her tongue. Yuh- huh. It was as good as they claimed. Better. She didn’t feel like much of a grown-up. 

She knew she should take some time to think over Jeremy’s idea, try it on and compare it to her other options. But she didn’t need to. 

“Alright, I’ll do it.” 

Jeremy’s surprise was easy to figure out, as he inhaled a bit of ice cream and sputtered. “Just like that? You don’t want a few hours to think it over? Crucify me as a sexist, but talk it over with Owen?” 

Nevada had to smile. She liked this guy. Two or three months of being in his orbit would be an extra bit of compensation. 

“Three months max?” 

Jeremy nodded, maybe afraid to say anything and spoil the deal. 

“I get paid?” 

“Twice. Once as Tom’s unofficial overseer and once for your official job.” 

“Which would be what?” 

Jeremy savored the last of his ice cream cone, taking his time. “How about this?” he said when he was finished. “Script consultant, responsible for fact-checking dialogue for authenticity, helping with killing off the anachronisms before they’re born and give the critics the distraction they’re looking for. And maybe providing the director with an unbiased, non-career-building answer once in a while.” 

Nevada felt a sense of lightening up, which was odd, given that she was about to take on a full-time job with movie filming hours and daily exposure to a father who was more work than a bridezilla with a small budget. 

“This is good,” she said. “Alright, Jeremy, you got it. I’ll watch out for him and help you get your movie done. I want to do it, and when I run it by Owen, that will be good enough for him. We’ll make it work.” 

She could almost smell Jeremy’s sense of relief. The stakes were high for him. They were high for Tom, too, but he probably didn’t get that. 

“Thank you. I’ll make it as easy for you as I can,” he said. 

That didn’t sound like any sort of guarantee, but Nevada wasn’t really expecting any. She’d known her father a long time and she thought she knew what she was signing on for. This was a big deal for her, but to her father, the ups and downs in anybody else’s life were about as significant as the weather to somebody living in a bunker.

She doubted he’d appreciate the impact of what she was doing—in fact, she probably wouldn’t tell him. But she knew and she was going to do it anyway. It just felt like the right thing to do. 

Key West
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T

he Coastal Florida Historical Museum in Key West was scheduled to open at ten a.m. but, as usual, very few people were there when the guard unlocked the heavy wooden doors and the cashier took her place behind the ticket window. Too many other distractions in this beach town at the farthest tip of the southern states: the Ernest Hemingway museum, the candy-colored houses, the sun-soaked restaurants beside the sand, the nightlife on Duval Street—all of it alongside one of the most beautiful strips of sand in the U.S. 

Lillian Howe waited patiently on the sidewalk out front. She imagined the guard opening the doors between the exhibits and the cashier unlocking her equipment in the moments before opening—the sudden glare as the bright white overhead lights snapped on and the sidelights angled upward toward the shelves of nautical artifacts in various shapes, colors, weights, and sizes, illustrating Florida’s history. 

Before her visit to the museum, Lillian had gone for her daily walk. These days it was taking her a little longer to cover her two miles, although she certainly wasn’t as stiff as she had been in the days when she was sleeping in her car, back in Vancouver. These days she was stronger, happier, and more put together. Her silver hair was pampered regularly in a salon, and her nails were done in a bright blue that drew smiles and comments from women young enough to be her grown granddaughters. 

This morning Key West shimmered in the tropical heat, the pink, turquoise, and lemon-yellow houses like so many candies in a row. Heat was a relative term, of course. It was hot if you were standing on a Chicago sidewalk, shivering in the raincoat you’d thought you could get away with now that it was March. It was not hot if you were used to summers in the South. 

Lillian had picked her way carefully along the beach sidewalk, looking out toward the sea as she loved to do, but checking the topography ahead every few steps. Falling was a much more likely event than getting mugged or encountering an alligator, and she knew how to put her worries where they ought to be. Her youngest daughter, Delores, lectured her six or seven times a month about getting a cane and watching her step, which was why Lillian had chosen about six years ago to move diagonally across the continent from Vancouver to this outpost at the end of the road. 

That hadn’t quite worked out for her because Delores and her family had arrived on Lillian’s doorstep just a few weeks after she’d moved south. Said they were just stopping in on their way to Orlando, Florida, “one of the top three tourist destinations in the U.S.”. 

But Lillian knew the truth; to get anywhere near her little apartment at the top of the fourplex near Duval Street, they had to fly into Miami, not Orlando, drive 160 miles through Key Largo, Islamorada, and Fiesta Key, Lillian’s particular favorite, cross the Seven Mile Bridge and cruise past the clusters of crab shacks, tackle stores, and marinas that crowd US 1. Delores was there to spy on her, if that wasn’t too paranoid a way to put it. 

But it turned out that after a day of “checking on Mom” and two more days of the fourteen-year-old complaining “there’s nothing to do!”, the sixteen-year-old looking for boys, and the husband asking “are the green fees this high at every course?”, Delores was ready to surrender and Lillian had her peace. They got in their rental car and headed north. Lillian still got the biweekly emails about nutrition and buying a cane, but emails were much easier to ignore. 

She was damned if she’d admit it, but some days she did consider a cane. Her trick knee was throbbing today, and she hadn’t slept well. But as usual, she ignored all unhelpful messages and got dressed, got out, and got on with it, as her mother used to say. 

Some people might say that these days there was not much to get on with, but Lillian would disagree. True, there weren’t children to be raised anymore or offices to get to or houses to clean. Not a husband to look after or a car to maintain. But there was this beach to be walked, with bits of litter to be grabbed and stowed in the next garbage can. There was that four-year-old to be smiled at, this bird to be admired, that museum to be explored. 

Standing at the ticket window, she did the math and realized that the cost of an annual pass for the museum equaled the entry fee for only two visits. Oh, these places do demand more from the tourists passing through and the locals unwilling to plan ahead. She decided to invest, pulling five twenties out of her purse. 

The Coastal Florida Historic Museum had been built about ten years ago after a design competition had stirred up a commotion of bidding and proposing. The selection committee had chosen this soaring example of a concrete, glass, teak, and bamboo dance. Yes, a dance. Architecture as art, as movement, and as music. 

Today Lillian walked into the lobby, sat on a bench, and stared upward at the high notes of the ceiling. The admission fee was high even at the seniors’ rate, but a few months ago she had decided to start spending a few more of the dollars that she was safeguarding from Keith Papineau’s bequest. 

Six years ago, in 2008 in Vancouver when her path had crossed his in the last few months of his life, the TV journalist had decided to leave her such a surprising and substantial gift that her financial problems were solved. It was a turn of events in her life that still shocked her, whenever she gave a few moments to thinking about it; contemplating the past was not one of her regular habits. But it was the year that she met Nevada Leacock, Chelan Montgomery, and Keith’s son, Kevin, and all three of them had become significant people in these later years of her life. The golden years, some people called them, and it was a good name. She’d rather not think of herself as old. ‘Golden’ was better. Or how about ‘advanced’? 

On her previous visit she had stopped to look around the main floor before seeing the visiting exhibits, located upstairs, but today she headed directly for “The Conquistador’s Bounty”, on display courtesy of the Prado in Madrid. She’d read about this exhibition in the newspaper. 

She couldn’t say why she felt so drawn to it but she did. She was eager to see it, even if it meant her old knees had to put up with a little aggravation. She wasn’t ready yet to hunt for an elevator everywhere she went. 

The artifacts and museum cards were laid out like a spiral shellfish, with the modern-day photographs and events at the outer edges. Lillian followed the story of the conqueror’s haul of gold, precious stones, and jewelry through the modern years back through the nineteenth century, the eighteenth, and into the early periods that were pieced together, like dinosaur displays, from a few bones and shards of facts, and much speculation. 

At the center of the spiral, in a place of honor, inside a bullet- and theft-proof glass cabinet, was a gold pendant in the soaring shape of a bird in flight, so graceful, so detailed that it looked as though it could draw breath at any moment. 

The lighting around the Spanish Bird, as it was called, was a rosy glow, chosen to imitate the effect of a coastal sunrise over the Caribbean Sea. Dozens of tiny concealed lights directed all of the attention in the exhibit toward this treasure, believed to have been handcrafted in Cuba in ancient times and now on loan to the museum in Florida while the powers-that-be in Spain continued to try to figure out how to get it back into the hands of the descendants of the one who made it. Or so they said. 

Lillian could see that the unknown person who had created the delicate pendant had poured into it all of the soul, dedication, and yearning of a true artist. Somehow it spoke to her, told her what it was like to be that artist, that person, in a voice that carried through hundreds of years. She sank onto the padded bench in front of the display, thankful for the chance to rest her legs and knees. 

She felt a few seconds of triumph, that she had made it in here early enough that it was well before the tourists and locals eager to document every moment and sight in their personal day on their smartphones. She’d asked the museum guard about it once, and he’d told her they’d given up on trying to police any rule that prohibited taking pictures. People wouldn’t surrender their cameras and phones at the door, as they once had agreed to do years before when cell phones were not as common and not as stuffed with private data. It was tough enough to get people to patronize the arts nowadays, without requiring them to hand over a phone or submit to scolding for using it. So those who wanted a more dignified, serene museum experience timed their visits, as Lillian did, and gritted their teeth when the selfie crowd appeared. 

Lillian stood, reading the information card. Circa 900 A.D., created by an Island or perhaps a Central American or Mayan artisan. Its early provenance unknown. Made from 24-karat gold, transformed into an elegant, graceful shore bird. 

Lillian had chosen Key West as her new home for three reasons: the tropical weather, the Ernest Hemingway connection, and the American Caribbean flair. But this 

side benefit of art treasures was unexpected and entrancing.

She stood staring at the words about the Spanish Bird. It was one of three, identified through oral tradition and journals kept by long-ago adventurers and explorers. The second pendant, the card detailed, was held in a private collection dating back to the U.S. Civil War era, and the third was said to have been lost in a Spanish shipwreck. The belief was that each of the three hung
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