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Prologue



Corliss Blines was always racing from one moment into the next, as if she were somehow late to live her life. This hurry was, no doubt, at the root of her memory fog. The often-repeated phrase, “Gee I don’t remember that,” frustrated her—perhaps even frightened her—but drove her gallery assistant, Ruggiero, to the brink. “How can you possibly conduct business when you can’t remember shit?” He had finally exploded and then answered his own query. “I’ll tell you how: me!”

She now kept copious notes for business.

It was not early onset Alzheimer, as she had feared. “It happens as we age,” her very young doctor had assured her with a shrug and a lopsided smile Corliss wanted to slap right off the young Harvard graduate’s face. But instead, she too smiled and said, “Whew, that’s a relief.” No need to show the rage that simmered constantly just below the surface. The entirety of her inner workings had become, as she saw it, a freak show brought to her by the sponsors of menopause: the bearded lady, the human sauna, and yes ladies and gentlemen, the elastic woman whose skin … well best not to think about that.

But now, after a lifetime of Peggy Lee’s “Is That All There Is?” riffs, she had found something she wanted to savor, to take time with and relish each and every moment, not race off into the next. Perhaps that was the problem all along; there had been nothing to fully engage and excite her. Yes, she was a powerful art rep and gallerist, and yes she could walk into just about any major museum and be welcomed with open arms (oftentimes fists curled at the end, but she didn’t care), and yes she even had a dog, Beanie, whom she really did like. She provided Beanie with all the expensive toys and blankies, designer sweaters and coats, a concierge vet and groomer, but she never seemed to have that “My dog is my life” connection with the mutt that most other people seemed to have. In truth Beanie didn’t seem to cotton to Corliss either, but they lived together amicably, one wishing she’s gotten a cat and the other thrilled to be out of the old lady’s house from which she was rescued that smelled like urine, which would have been fine except it was cat urine.

But things were changing now. Now Corliss had a raison d’être. From now on she would, as she had been doing for the last few months, take her time and fully experience one moment before hurling herself into the next. And it felt good.


Chapter One



It had been a good run on a beautiful morning. Corliss had had a totally Zen jog, managing to block out everything except the high from her exercise, the warm air on her skin, the smell of the ocean, the wet strands of hair on her neck—chilling proof of a good workout.

She paused in her driveway, closed her eyes, raised her shoulders and dropped them several times, and then rolled her head from side to side easing the tension in her neck. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale.

But before she could fully exhale she was blindsided by a force so powerful it felt as if her body would split in half. She opened her mouth to retrieve the air that had been knocked out but it was useless. There was a moment of searing pain when the tip of the hunting knife made initial contact with her tongue, but it all happened so quickly that she barely had time to gurgle “Oh” before her knees buckled and she fell back into a dense row of holly bushes crowded with brambles, hawthorns and gooseberry shrubs that hid her property.

An unexpectedly perfect hit.

It was late June and the homes along the road with its breathtaking view of the ocean were not yet filled with the owners and renters. That would come July Fourth when second homeowners and entitled visitors alike would descend on the area like locust in such density that the natural beauty of the land would be momentarily lost in the influx. Only Corliss’s killer saw her face shift from its normal state of haughty contempt to surprise. The executioner couldn’t help but notice that death had an altogether softening effect on the internationally renowned art dealer who was nothing more than a wolf in lamb’s clothing, a crook whose misbegotten wealth was built on the bones of trusting fools. Her rigid mouth was still, and her lips looked almost tender wrapped around the black, non-slip handle of the dagger.

No one would know that the last thing Corliss saw in clear consciousness was a seagull gliding overhead, wings still, a vision of grace and beauty in a clear summer sky. Just as no one would know what she was thinking when blissful unconsciousness brought her the first and only moment of absolute inner peace she was to know in this life.

When she finally departed this world it was oddly without so much as a glance back, completely unconcerned with the fifty-five years of experience she had just left behind. Even released inmates turn around to see what it looks like from the other side, but Corliss Blines was out of here in no time flat, taking with her the name of her killer and the recipe for her orange/cilantro scallops.

However, unlike Corliss, her killer was entrenched in the here and now, senses jolted into a state of hypersensitivity that was frighteningly pleasurable. This enhanced sharpness embraced all of the senses: the smell of sweat mixed with Corliss’s shampoo and her fear; the taste of bile; the sound of the ocean, and the almost electrical, physical charge that zapped the killer’s body at the moment the blade met Corliss’s tongue and glided effortlessly to the back of her head.

The killer looked down at her slender, light body fisting the fabric of her t-shirt in one hand, holding her up, and ran a gentle finger along her left cheek with the other.

Without rushing the killer was able to get Corliss under a tarp in the back of the vehicle and cover all tracks.

Two pickups passed the driveway before the killer felt cleared to enter the road unnoticed.

One stop first but soon enough they were on Old Stone Highway, a winding road that runs through the bay side section of Amagansett into Springs. They pulled into the Old Stone Market, a deli many still called Marty’s from the old days when Marty and his wife lived in half the space of the corner store. Ordering coffee, an egg sandwich, and two doughnuts, the killer lingered at the deli, engaging the woman behind the counter in mindless conversation, not wanting to get to Landing Lane before all the contractors who breakfasted at the bay had finished their coffee, read their papers and started their workdays.

If the killer hadn’t lost the Cuddy cruiser in a stupid bet there would have been no problem getting rid of Corliss. A quick zip out into the ocean to toss her overboard and that would have been it. Without a boat, options were limited. But with time to plan and creative thinking the killer had devised a perfect send-off for a woman whose foundation was based on the principle, “Screw others before they screw you.”

Corliss would have her ultimate send-off from the shore. Landing Lane, an indented boat launch facing Accabonac Harbor with spits of beach like Louse Point and Gerard Drive, seemed to be the most sensible place. It was surrounded by marsh with dense, high beach and cordgrass and there was one spot forty feet off the road where no one except deer would venture, and none of the nearest houses would have clear sightlines.

In truth this watery necropolis was an all-too-idyllic setting for a woman as underhanded and greedy as Corliss, but the killer—really a softie at heart—smiled at this final act of kindness.


Chapter Two



As concierge to the rich and the richer, Mary Moody’s day started early. By seven thirty in the morning she had been to the gym, downed half a pot of coffee and completed her email responses.

Now as she pulled onto Further Lane with its views of the ocean, she felt a fleeting sense of well-being. Possibly the past was finally fading. Her once hectic life as a preeminent divorce attorney was solidly behind her despite the periodic calls from her old employer, reminding her that she always had a home at the firm. She had long been tired of the cut-throat gamesmanship of winning obscene amounts of money for her clients, but had put off leaving the practice until after she and Marshal were married, after they knew what kind of life they wanted to pursue. The plan had been to get pregnant as soon as possible and take a leave, but those plans had shattered, as plans so often do.

Be here now, she thought as she drove past pristine estates where caretakers lived year-round, and owners visited rarely. She shook her head, amazed at the journey her life had taken during the last three years. A journey she hadn’t even orchestrated. No, this journey had been conducted by fate, friends, and fortunate finances.

First there had been the jarring discovery of finding her fiancé Marshal in their bed with one of the co-op’s doormen, who was dressed like Liza Minnelli.

This was shortly followed with the epiphany that she was a fraud—how could she possibly represent anyone when she had been so blind to her own life? She who had always been so in control, the one that everyone turned to for levelheaded advice: how could she have not seen this coming?

That’s when the depression set in. She lost interest in everyone and everything and spent hours watching HGTV and obscure Netflix movies. For the most part she ignored calls, e-mails, mail, and the doorbell. It was comforting. Neither family nor friends could make a dent. She kept the maid, paid her bills, went to the supermarket, and on a very rare occasion to a movie with one of her closest friends. This might have been perfectly normal for others, but the once-vibrant woman, the woman who was always at the top of her game, had faded and the stranger who remained was clearly on a bad path. If it hadn’t been for her dog, Otis, she might have gone for days without ever stepping outdoors.

Then one day her three best friends—often at odds with one another—had arrived unexpectedly, all with a common goal in mind: they had banded together to bring Mary back to life. She opened the door to them in soiled sweats and no makeup. She smiled, recalling how Ellen blurted out at seeing her, “Holy cow you look just like Jenny!” Jenny was Ellen’s tough sister who owned a moving business and shaved her upper lip rather than waxed. Unconsciously Mary had run her fingers over her mouth.

After making her dress to go out for dinner, Ellen Wright, her zaftig friend since high school and now a respected book publisher, peeked in her garbage and saw all the clues she needed: empty containers of cookies, ice cream, Chinese food, and wine bottles. Diane Ajam, an ex-client and renowned filmmaker, turned on the TV and found it on Love It or List It. Camille Logan, who had met Mary at college and went through law school with her but now made her living as a model, simply waited patiently on the sofa and watched the other two poke their noses in and out of Mary’s personal detritus as if she were dead, not depressed. That the three of them had agreed on anything was nothing short of a miracle, but they had a plan, and it was a good one.

At the end of dinner Camille pulled a flimsy hat from her bag and set it on the table. Each woman then pulled an identically folded piece of paper from their wallets and placed them in the hat. It was Ellen who explained.

“Mare, it’s like this. You can’t keep on the way you are. We all understand six months of depression, but we’ve decided enough is enough. You need to take control of your life and we think we have the perfect structure for that. Right?” She had looked at both Diane and Camille, who nodded their agreement. “In this hat are three very different locations, all places you love and all places you have said you would move to if ever given a chance. Well now you have your chance. We are asking you to agree to our only stipulation, which is that you move to the chosen location for at least a year, and in the scheme of things that’s no time at all, right? Right. You can keep your apartment, rent it or sell it. If you have any concerns financially, we have all agreed to pitch in with no expectation of being paid back. This is because we love you and hate to see you stuck where you are. Okay?”

“You want me to leave?” Mary asked softly.

“We want you to move,” Diane said. “Just … move. Start fresh somewhere else.”

“Without a plan?” Mary asked.

Camille lifted a slim shoulder and said, “Actually I think it’s a great idea. What’s the worst that can happen? You don’t like it and you come back.”

“But in the meantime you have an immediate task,” Ellen explained.

Diane added, “It makes you focus outside rather than in, and that’s the point. It couldn’t hurt to try, no?”

After a long pause and without a word, Mary wiggled her fingers into the hat, caught a piece of paper between her middle and index fingers and handed it to Camille to read her fate. Three years later life was indeed different.

Now Mary pulled into the circular driveway, parked behind a champagne-colored Escalade and cautioned Otis, her sixty-pound, twelve-year-old mutt, to “Behave. I’ll be right back.”

He raised his brows from the back seat and watched as she strode to the front door.

She rang the bell as she tapped a reminder to herself in her cell phone: CONFIRM BRANDIN AUGUST HOTELS.

After checking two texts she realized Corliss hadn’t answered the door. She rang again. The front gate had been left open just as Corliss had said it would be, but that didn’t mean she was home. It was likely that she was out for her morning run, but Mary rang several more times before using the key she had been given several days earlier.

Beanie, a Corgi-Chihuahua mix came racing to the front door and skidded on the planked floor as she turned a corner. Her little face was lit up, eyes shining, and her mouth turned into what couldn’t be anything other than a smile.

Mary’s greeting was equally as enthusiastic, without the tail wagging and frantic kisses. She called up the staircase lined with three original Warhols.

Despite Beanie the place was as spotless as if it were a show house, not a place where someone really lived, especially with a four-year-old rescued dog. It was a stunning living room with Gio Ponte chairs and matching sofas in mushroom-colored Ultrasuede and handcrafted parchment end tables.

Beanie followed her into the kitchen with its Gaggenau appliances. As previously arranged with Corliss she found the dog’s food and toys in a Tory Burch bag on the concrete countertop with a typewritten note as to feeding schedule and contact numbers for the vet and the groomer.

Mary scribbled a note: “I HAVE BEANIE,” on a pad by the phone and gathered the food, toys, and small plush bed. “Come on Beanie, you’re going on vacation too.”

And indeed she was.

The ocean beach was empty except for another dog walker far enough away to look like the letter A in Morse code—a dot and a line. Mary Moody watched as Beanie happily ran circles around Otis and yapped as she darted under his legs when he stopped to sniff a particularly interesting piece of driftwood. That was the thing about dogs: Beanie didn’t care if Otis peed on her and she would never take it personally. It was one of the points Mary made for why being a dog was better than being a person. No blame or guilt or self-castigation, no rent or bills. Of course Ellen would argue, “No thumbs,” and Diane shuddered at the thought of lying on an ant hill, but Camille had the only valid counterpoint, “abusive owners.”

Trying to empty her mind completely, Mary tested her memory as she walked. Each walk she did with Otis she would either go through the multiplication table, state capitals or, like today, the Morse code she learned as a child at her grandfather’s side. Dot, dash is A. She had reached dash, dash dot, the letter G, when her phone rang.

She was halfway between Atlantic Beach and Indian Wells, about a half-mile walk with the ocean on one side and dunes on the other, when she noticed the dogs investigating a mound that looked like the sort of thing just meant for rolling in. She started to run toward them. “Hello? Oh! Wait.” She screamed out to the dogs but only Beanie responded. Otis was too far gone, already halfway into his roll. “Damn it! Otis! Stop it!” She yanked him off the long-dead seagull and flinched away from the stench.

“Shoot!” Back into the phone she said, “Hello. Sorry about that.” She had no idea who was on the other end.

“Are you okay?” It was Kate, a member of the Hamptons and Hollywood elite who unlike so many others was down-to-earth and unassuming. Just a regular gal worth a gazillion dollars.

“Ach, Otis rolled in the grossest thing.”

“I hate when they do that.”

Mary laughed. “And how are you today, Miss Kate?”

“I am in a bind and if anyone can help me it’s you.” Mary’s clients, Kate and Steven, had her on a hefty retainer as a personal concierge, but in truth she would do anything for them, with or without a fee. Unlike many of her other clients—self-important, wealthy summer denizens who hire Mary and spend a small fortune to make an impression in the Hamptons—the Spielbergs were unpretentious and essentially uncomplicated. They knew East Hampton as home, not The Hamptons as others see it. While the eight towns that comprise the Hamptons have a plethora of celebrities, the truth is they create a billboard, like Chicago’s beautiful Gold Coast hiding a large, plain city: behind the glitz of celebrity are the locals working three jobs servicing the billboard to afford the area where many of them were born.

“Okay. What can I do?” She tossed a stick into the ocean for Otis to chase hoping a dip would wash off the seagull stench.

“I have to throw a party this Saturday at our house. Forty people. Cocktails. Dinner. Maybe live music. Something simple.”

“Dance or background music?”

“I’m not sure,” Kate said.

“What’s the party for?”

“A Chinese developer named Zhang Xin and her family. We met them this past week and fell in love with the whole family. They’re here on vacation so we invited them out for the weekend.”

“Talk about a self-made powerhouse,” Mary said, throwing a useless clamshell into the water. Otis was having none of it. The developer Kate mentioned was one of the most powerful women in the world, worth literally billions, but was known to be down-to-earth and devoted to her young family. “Did you know she was in Stone’s movie Wall Street?”

“Are you serious?”

“Oh yeah. Small role. She played a business executive.”

“How do you know so much about her? I’d never heard of her before,” Kate asked.

“Oh, I retain all sorts of useless information. Or not so useless,” she added at the same time Kate did.

By the time the call ended Mary had convinced Kate to do a clambake. “What is more Hamptons than that? Besides, it’s something her kids would probably like too, and the weather is going to be beautiful.” It would also make her life easier. “Trust me.”

“I always do.”

After the call Mary put the phone in her pocket where she discovered gold: a dog biscuit. Otis would do anything for a treat, no matter how small. She walked to the water’s edge, held the treat under his nose to get him good and interested and heaved the little thing as far into the ocean as she could. It didn’t go far but in his eagerness Otis threw himself into the water, soaking himself well over seagull contact point. He came out crunching.

Ah yes, the simple life of a well-loved dog.


Chapter Three



Corliss’s assistant Ruggiero sat on the bench outside Starbucks with his trenta caffè Americano and sighed with contentment after his first sip. It cost more than it should—more than he really had—but the indulgence was worth it for a short-term thinker such as him. He couldn’t cogitate beyond the daily five dollars he put down for the coffee because if he did he would realize (as he had while doing his taxes) that the daily five became a monthly one-fifty and the monthly one-fifty became an astonishing eighteen hundred a year that he was spending on a simple cup of coffee a day. That was same amount he paid in rent for a small, shoddy mother-in-law apartment attached to the home of a woman known to the police and neighbors for drunken misbehavior.

Her random nude ritual dancing in the backyard might have been enough to make a lesser man leave, but utilities were included—cable, electric, phone and heat—so he shut the shades rather than look for another apartment.

His sister had pointed out that if he put the extra one-fifty toward rent he would likely find a better situation, but she might as well have been talking to a wall. Ruggiero would never consider amending his coffee indulgence. Instead, he blamed Corliss for his state of affairs: it was her fault that he was making so little money that even a cup of coffee was a hardship.

Because of her parsimony he lived in essential squalor and was unable to save for the future despite the fact that because Corliss’s time was divided with two other galleries, the full weight of East Hampton fell to him. True, as his sister pointed out, Corliss covered his medical and dental insurance, but she should. And his sister’s criticism that he dined out three or four nights a week? She just didn’t understand. How could she? She was comfortable with her husband and their combined incomes.

All Ruggiero wanted was fair remuneration. After all it was not easy being the assistant to one of the most notorious art dealers in the country. He knew how much she made and how much he made and the divide between the two was simply not fair.

Why should he deny himself the modest indulgence of a cup of coffee because Corliss was so cheap she made her last assistant before him reimburse two weeks’ pay when the poor girl was out for knee surgery?

“Hey,” Agda Eck’s bassa voice as she flopped herself next to him jolted him out of his reverie causing him to spill a drop of coffee on his Ralph Lauren chinos.

“Damn it, Agda, what’s wrong with you?” He pressed a napkin to the spot on his crotch.

“Here. Let me fix it,” she said as she aimed her water bottle at his lap.

“Stop it,” Ruggiero slapped at her hand as he pulled a small tube of stain remover from his satchel.

“Touchy today, aren’t we?” Agda laughed.

“Yeah, well you seem to be in a good mood. What’s with that?” he asked, rubbing the stain effectively off his pants.

Agda stretched her forty-two-inch legs out and admired her worn leather work boots. She knew where each and every paint splatter and nick came from, making her shoes more like the history of her life in the last three years than a simple pair of custom-made Rufflanders.

“And you seem to be particularly cranky today.” She took a long draught of her extra sweet chai latte and watched a blonde on a cellphone drag her Yorkie who was struggling to do his business while being yanked at the neck. “Hey!” she called out. “Hey! Give your dog a break!”

The woman scowled at Agda but stopped long enough so the dog could relieve himself. It was when she started off again without picking up the tiny turds that Ruggiero stepped in.

“Excuse me, Miss?” He stood up and politely pointed out that she had forgotten something.

When her response was a sigh he reached out to hand her several tissues he had plucked from his bag and said very softly, “If you don’t pick that shit up and throw it away I promise you I will smear it in your pretty blonde hair.” The doughy, curly-haired man held out the tissue. His smile was enchanting, the tone of his voice almost mesmerizing. How could she possibly refuse him?

“Pig,” he muttered returning to his seat.

“I love when you do that,” Agda said.

“You like conflict.”

“Au contraire, mon ami. You avoid conflict by scaring the nuts off people. I love that.”

“You like intimidation.” He savored the last dregs of his coffee.

“I think I do. Especially the way you do it. With a few choice words you can turn a moment into a three-act play. Not many people can do that. Takes talent.”

Ruggiero shrugged and made a face, but in truth he loved it when Agda complimented him. That this supremely talented, gorgeous, Finnish artist was his friend was one of those things that surprised and delighted him. Her name dropped in an art crowd was huge cachet but the fact that it was a real connection was testimony to his worth.

“Come on.” He stood up. “Walk me to work.”

She stood and towered above him. “So, the wicked witch is gone?”

“Yes,” he hissed with a smile.

She nodded, draped her arm over his shoulders and stopped only to greet Eric Firestone, another local gallery owner whom they both liked.

Agda tuned out as the two men chatted. She was thinking instead about the week ahead and what needed to be done. Time was of the essence, but Ruggiero had planned well and now things were finally in motion. It was good.


Chapter Four



“It’ll take twenty minutes,” Henry promised knowing perfectly well that was malarkey.

“Man, I’m workin’,” Tristan Cooper rarely said no to his old friend Henry Armstrong, one of the few local artists he admired and genuinely liked.

“I’ll buy you lunch.” Henry added some incentive. “The piece is just too big for me to install alone. I had Carlson lined up but he just bagged out.”

“You haven’t had a reliable assistant since Hope. I liked her.”

“You did. All the more reason you should help me today,” Henry sighed. There was no need to remind Tristan that he was the reason Hope, the most perfect assistant an artist could have, had left the Hamptons and moved to New Mexico.

“You ever hear from her?” Tristan asked.

“No,” Henry lied. “Just meet me at eleven. You have a pen?”

“Oh, all right.” He scribbled down the information. “Can you make it one o’clock? I’m in clay.”

Henry paused and sighed. Finally he said, “Twelve but no later, okay? This is a quick in and out. I promise. I have a deadline tomorrow.” Henry had learned long ago that making dates with Tristan always meant negotiation.

Tristan hung up without another word and stepped back from the table. While much of his work was metal and wood, he loved the sensuality of clay. He was almost ready to fire the kiln. Almost, but not quite.


Chapter Five



Diane Ajam, menopausal with twenty extra, impossible-to-shed pounds, had never imagined she would find love. True love. In her fifty-seven years she had had passion and disaster but over the past six months in reviewing her history she realized that she had never known real love. Until now.

Real love didn’t catapult you into mind-numbing highs and lows; it was calming. It was solid terra firma, not sky walking. It was trust and respect. And it was still passionate. God was it passionate.

Shielding her eyes with her hand she looked out at the vista of a cloudless sky over azure waters and palm trees. Not a soul in sight. She held her breath to memorize the moment of peace and anticipation.

She slipped out of her robe, baring herself to the seductive elements, and with no disparaging thought to her form, slid into the endless pool and began treading water for thirty minutes during which time she planned for the glorious day ahead.


Chapter Six



With Otis hosed down and both dogs snuggled side by side on a massive dog bed, Mary glanced at her schedule. Aside from her growing roster of clients, she was now wading through a list of gala gentry clamoring to hire her to help with their charity soirees. Of the eighty charity events scheduled for the summer, there were only two she had volunteered to work on—one for animals and another for the indigent elderly—and two she had been hired to help organize.

Coffee in hand she went to what had once been the main floor master bedroom and now functioned as her office. Five large white boards lined one side of the room: four for ongoing events since she never had more than four at a time, and one dedicated to smaller projects for her year-round clients for whom she functioned as a private concierge.

She stood at the doorway and sighed. Despite the fact that she worked with other event planners and local freelancers, there was getting to be more on her plate that she could manage.

It was, she knew, time to hire an assistant.

Finding the right person was a challenge in a job like this where the emphasis on discretion and privacy was an imperative, but in the Hamptons where one’s greatest cachet was who you knew, or who people thought you knew: the temptation of bragging about being at Alec Baldwin’s house was simply too great for most people.

She walked to the fifth white board, added the Spielberg clambake, then went to her desk where she jotted down a list of preparations for the party as she placed a call to London.

Now she would find out if her offer to the new singing sensation, Gabby DuBois, was a crapshoot that had paid off or not. DuBois was far less likely to agree to sing at a wedding than Celine or Usher, both of whom she had helped procure in the last year, one for a Bar Mitzvah and the other an anniversary. Everyone has a price. But early in a new career DuBois’s handlers were afraid of cheapening missteps, though half a million for forty-five minutes’ work plus expenses was hardly cheap.

“’Lo love, how are you?” DuBois’s manager answered.

Twenty minutes later Mary e-mailed the contract to England, copying Bob and Bob, the current lords of Manhattan nightlife at whose wedding DuBois had agreed to sing.

Four minutes later the phone rang and the older Bob was singing her praises. “You’re like fucking Rumpelstiltskin weaving gold out of straw! Quit your day job and come work with us.” He said this every time they spoke.

The other Bob was screaming in the background, “Tell her! Tell her!”

Even over the phone it was more energy than she could take before noon.

“Oh yeah,” Bob said. “We were talking to Shaquille the other day and told him all about you. He has an eye on a place out there and we told him he has to hire you to be his guide.”

“I’m not a broker,” she said at the same time the other Bob called out, “Mentor!”

“Diva, whatever. We gave him your private number, was that okay?”

“Would it matter?” she asked.

“I suppose not since it’s done. All right dear, we have to go boast and make plans.”

The line was dead before she could say goodbye. She erased that task off the white board, stepped back and took stock.

Most daunting was the wedding for a bride brat who spent Daddy’s money as if it were hers. Mary had been reluctant to take her on as a client from the very beginning, but the bride’s mother, Lillian, was a friend of a friend and despite the net worth that placed them in the Forbes 500. Lillian was a good egg and funny. Funny was always good.

She wandered to the windows and watched the birds at the feeders. Red-bellied woodpeckers, blue jays, cardinals, titmice, catbirds, wrens and chickadees all fed, circled or waited their turns at the feeders while the mourning doves ate whatever dropped to the ground and the robins splashed in their baths.

Transfixed by the birds and the lush colors of the peonies, freesia, and honeysuckle, she gave a silent thanks to her trio of friends, Ellen, Diane, and Camille.

It was because of Di and Camille that Mary had created a new life for herself in the Hamptons as the premiere concierge for the rich and famous. It had started so simply. One day Diane was complaining that she wanted her car detailed before she returned to the Hamptons from a shoot in Europe and Mary, having nothing to do at the time, had offered.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Di had dismissed the offer.

“What’s ridiculous? I have nothing to do. My house is finished. I might as well be useful.”

“Mary, that’s something I have staff do. It’s demeaning.”

“So pay me. Fifty bucks.”

“Absolutely not.”

“A hundred.”

Here Diane paused and Camille had jumped in. “You can hire her at a rate of one-hundred and fifty dollars an hour and if you like we can put her on retainer as your house manager.”

From that point on Mary simply listened to the two women negotiate what was to be the start of her new career.

Now she had a long list of clients and Diane had turned out to be her “charity case,” as Camille put it. She did a range of services that assured the uninterrupted flow of her clients’ lives while they were in the Hamptons. She was like a modern-day Dolly Gallagher Levi from Hello Dolly, who could arrange anything. But because of her connections and her legal acumen, she had created a much more lucrative niche and name for herself. Arranging to have Beyoncé perform at a wedding had started the ball rolling. As a result she had become the go-to girl when folks with too much money wanted a creative means of proving it to their friends and acquaintances.

She glanced at the clock. It was time to start arranging Kate and Steven’s party.

She placed a call to Purdy, the king of clambakes. She knew it was early enough in the season for the short-notice business to be welcomed.

Within half an hour the menu was planned, the logistics sketched out, and they had agreed that at such short notice it would be best to do the event at the sprawling house with its enormous lawn rather than at the beach.

Next, the music. She called Nancy Atlas, a sexy local musician whose group The Nancy Atlas Project was nothing short of kickass. Nancy had opened for Suzanne Vega, Paul Simon, and Jimmy Buffet, just to name a few headliners, and she was open to doing private gigs. She would be perfect for the Spielbergs. However, it was likely that she was already booked for a Saturday three days away.

And she was. However, her gig didn’t start until ten that night and Mary was asking for an early event. She sweetened the substantial pot of gold by inviting Nancy and her family to the party, since there would be children Nancy’s kids could play with. With other local unpretentious luminaries with children, like the Seinfelds and the Stephanopouloses, sure to be in attendance, Mary knew it was a good mix.

After that she called a caterer she knew who wouldn’t be offended that she was just asking for a bar set-up and four waiters. Everyone needed work and the added impetus that it was for a high-end client made it more likely that they would say yes. Which everyone did including the rental company, the florist, the valet and the babysitter.

Amazing. It was not yet ten thirty and she had arranged everything for the event. She would call Kate later in the day to give her an update. Considering what they were paying her it had to at least look as if it took time to arrange.

She heard the tapping of puppy nails on the wooden floor as Beanie entered the room following a big yawn. Mary couldn’t help but smile and take a moment to give Beanie a good body scratch, after which the puppy contentedly went to the office dog bed and settled in.

After entering everything in her laptop Mary made notes on the fifth white board and studied her day ahead. Aside from meeting an artist at Diane’s to receive a painting and a late lunch with a potential new client, she pretty much had the day to organize her summer schedule and maybe put an ad in the East Hampton Star for an assistant.

She was changing clothes for the workday when the phone rang.

“Hey.” Diane’s voice sounded as if she was next door and not in Alaska scouting a site for her next film.

“Hey to you. You sound chipper for what, six in the morning for you, is it?”

“Oh, yeah.”

Mary thought it was odd that Diane was scouting sites herself and not leaving it to her usual location team, but when she had asked about it she had been reassured that Diane wanted to see it for herself.

“So,” Mary paused. “How’s Alaska?”

“Cold. Have you met Henry Armstrong yet?”

“No. We talked a little while ago and we’re going to meet at noon. He’s going to drop off the work at your house and hang it for me.”

“I thought I arranged for you guys to meet at the Living Room,” Diane said referring to a local Swedish restaurant where she knew Mary could take Otis.

“It’s not a date, Di. Its business and it makes more sense to meet him at your place. This way he can hang it when he delivers it.”

“Huh.” A huge sigh filled Mary’s ear. “He’s a nice man, Mary. You should be nice to him.”

“That’s a nice idea,” Mary said.

“It’s time and you know it.”

“Time for what?”

“You know perfectly well what it’s time for.”

Mary remained mute. Only she knew how far her distrust of others had gone. Marshal’s betrayal had had an effect she never could have expected and she couldn’t seem to shake it. For the last three years she had only offered the most superficial part of herself to newcomers, not allowing herself more than an arm’s distance connection. It was easier that way.

“You should open yourself up to love, Mary.”

Mary’s silence was deafening thanks to the tinnitus she had developed since leaving the din of the city.

“Or at least to getting laid,” Diane said with a laugh.

Mary rolled her eyes. In truth she missed lying beside someone in bed but couldn’t imagine it. She knew she would recover. Someday.

“Have you found what you’re looking for?” Mary changed the subject and put the focus back on Diane.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Locations.”

“Oh, yeah. A few.” Diane then countered with, “How’s business?” They often played ping pong like this, neither one wanting their private lives to be the center of the other’s attention despite their friendship which had seen them both through hard times.

Mary told her about the upcoming event.

“No pigs this week?”

Mary laughed. “The Royal Dandies! You have to admit they’re cute.”

“They were pigs!” Diane had razzed her about babysitting for three tiny piglets, to which Mary had grown much attached.

“Mo, Larry and Curly.” Mary chuckled. “Did I tell you their owner had to build a separate little house on the property for them? It seems they were given a diet by the breeder that was meant to keep them small, but it would have killed them. So the vet told her what to feed them and now they range from one hundred and fifteen to one hundred and fifty pounds!” Mary laughed. “They’re still adorable.”

“Right. With their own little mansion on the ocean. And you think Corliss is odd.”

“I never said that. Where did that come from?”

Diane was known to stir a pot just to get a rise out of people.

Corliss had come to Mary through Diane. Di and Corliss seemed to have forged an unlikely friendship, which baffled everyone since Diane was socially gregarious and Corliss sullen. Diane was corpulent and Corliss was a stick of gum with lips.

“When are you picking up Beanie?” Diane evaded answering.

“She’s here. Look, I have to go.”

“Call me after you meet Henry,” Di yelled into the mouthpiece.

Beanie followed Mary into the kitchen where she opened the sliding door so the dogs could wander in and out at will while she was gone.

It was a beautiful day. The sky was perfectly clear. She lived in a place where she could leave the house unlocked and the back door open for the dog. She loved what she did, which changed every day. Yup. All in all, it was a great life.

She gave each dog a treat but as she got to the front door they were fast at her heels, as if to say, “There is no way you are leaving without us.”

And they were right.


Chapter Seven



“Henry?” Mary said as she opened Diane’s front door.

Standing before her was a tall, lean handsome man with a mischievous twinkle in his dark eyes.

“Mary?” The lilt in his voice was most definitely English.

She nodded as she looked slightly up into his eyes, which meant that he was at least six-three, a good four inches taller than she.

“How very nice to meet you,” he said. “I’ve heard a great deal about you. Diane is a real fan, I should say. And lord knows you have quite the reputation out here. Good, I might add.”

Mary pursed her lips into a tense smile. If a fix up was Diane’s intention, she thought, she could have done a lot worse. Henry was indeed a cut above the norm at a first glance.

“And you’re the artist,” she turned the focus on him.

“Guilty. I have the piece in my car.”

“Right, and I’m the chump who offered to help him deliver it.” The gravelly voice came from a man with a thick head of tousled grey hair who stepped into view. He had been standing off to the left of Henry on the expansive veranda.

Startled, Mary laughed and said, “Hello, Chump.”

“Name’s Tristan. Tristan Cooper.” He nodded once, offered a crooked, endearing smile and extended his hand, which she shook.

“Please. Come in,” she said, shaking off the thought that Tristan could have been a model for Frederick Remington. It was easy to imagine him in chaps, spurs and a worn Stetson.

“Thank you,” Henry said. “I’m glad you changed our meeting place. This makes more sense.”

“Yes, well, I think my old friend was trying to play matchmaker and thought the atmosphere at a restaurant would feel less work-like. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’d say she might have a knack for it.”

When Mary didn’t respond Tristan jumped to Henry’s rescue and said, “Yeah, right. And I’m your chaperone, Angelica.”

Mary looked confused until Henry quickly explained, “Juliette’s nurse. Tris and I have an ongoing game of who can stump who with Shakespeare.”

“Who’s winning?” she asked.

“I am,” they said in unison.

“So whose house is this?” Tristan asked as he followed the leader into the house.

As Mary led them through the foyer and down a hallway to the study she gave Tristan a quick overview of Di, whose films he knew, and her having been introduced to Henry’s work at a mutual friend’s house. “She’s becoming an avid art collector, fell in love with his work and the rest is history.”

When they entered the study, Otis struggled to get up to greet the newcomers and Beanie sat wiggling with delight.

The men divided, Henry greeting Otis and Tristan Beanie.

“Are they yours?” Henry asked.

“He is. I’m puppy sitting for her. That’s Otis and she’s Beanie.”

“As in Redding?” The end
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