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Chapter 1. The Wall Was Waiting
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Piper arrived at the little bookstore café eleven minutes early.

Not because she was punctual.

Because she wanted enough time to run.

A large canvas tote hung from her shoulder. Inside were three small watercolors in simple white frames, each wrapped in a towel so the glass would not knock against the glass.

She stopped outside the door and looked at the sign taped inside the window.

LOCAL ART WALL
FIRST DISPLAY TODAY
Piper read it twice.

Then looked at the tote.

Then looked over her shoulder at the street.

The street looked like a perfectly reasonable backup plan.

Warm. Noisy. Full of flowers climbing a white wall and a tourist trying to rescue her sunhat from the man she had apparently trusted with it. He held the hat in both hands and looked as if the hat had just asked for a divorce.

Piper took one step back.

The café door opened from the inside.

Dana appeared in the doorway.

She held a small level in one hand and a box of picture hooks in the other.

“No,” Dana said.

Piper blinked.

“I haven’t said anything.”

“You were facing escape.”

“I was getting air.”

“You were choosing an exit route. Come in.”

“I feel like you’re abusing your power.”

Dana lifted the box of hooks.

“Today I have hardware. That makes it official.”

Piper went inside.

The café smelled like coffee, warm paper, and the cool breath of air-conditioning.

It was still early, so there were only a few customers. Two women from the Thursday women’s circle, the informal group that had somehow adopted Piper without asking, were already sitting by the window. The one in oversized sunglasses had an iced coffee in her hand and was looking at Piper’s tote as if it might contain a cat, a cake, or a small personal disaster.

“She came,” the woman said.

“I can see that,” Dana said.

“With a bag.”

“I can also see that.”

“It’s a serious bag.”

Piper held it closer to her side.

“There’s nothing special in it.”

The woman in sunglasses smiled.

“Everyone who brings nothing special holds it like the police are already on their way.”

Piper looked at Dana.

“Can I have coffee first?”

“No.”

“Water?”

“No.”

“Can I at least have a muffin first?”

“After the wall.”

Dana held out her hand.

Piper did not give her the tote right away.

Ridiculous, of course.

They were just three small frames. Watercolor, glass, white plastic. Nothing dangerous.

Still, something inside her tightened.

Not like before a date.

Worse.

On a date, she could always decide the man had simply failed to understand her.

This was harder.

A painting either stayed at home, where it could be hidden, or it went on a wall, where people could see it.

Dana’s voice softened.

“Come on.”

Piper let out a breath and handed over the tote.

Dana set it on the table and carefully pulled out the first frame.

Piper immediately turned toward the window.

Outside was safer.

Outside, other people’s lives were happening, and nobody was about to examine her attempt to become a person who had more going on than work, group texts, and a bad habit of ignoring red flags until they started waving directly in her face.

“Piper,” Dana said.

“I’m here.”

“Physically.”

The woman in sunglasses took a sip of coffee.

“Emotionally, she’s halfway down the block.”

“I am not halfway down the block,” Piper said.

“Not yet.”

Dana set the first painting on the table.

A shoreline.

Too neat.

Too polite.

The kind of shoreline that would apologize first if a wave came in wrong.

“This one is good,” Piper said too quickly.

“It’s respectable,” Dana said.

“Is respectable bad?”

“Not for a passport photo. For a wall, maybe.”

The second frame came out next.

Blue, gold, a horizon line.

Piper had put most of an evening and at least half her nervous system into that one.

The woman in sunglasses leaned forward.

“This one wants to be liked.”

Piper frowned.

“It’s a watercolor. It doesn’t have social ambitions.”

“Some watercolors do.”

Dana took out the third frame.

The woman in the water.

Pink hair floating around her face.

Eyes open.

She was not drowning.

She was not asking to be saved.

She was just looking.

Dana went quiet.

Piper immediately regretted bringing that one.

“No,” she said.

Dana looked up.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to say, ‘This one.’”

“This one.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“It’s weird.”

“Good.”

“It’s not finished.”

“Even better.”

“It doesn’t look like something people hang in a café.”

The woman in sunglasses took off her sunglasses and looked more closely.

“No, but it looks like something people might stop in front of.”

“I don’t want people stopping because of me.”

“Too late. You have pink hair.”

That was unfair.

And unfortunately not completely wrong.

The wall was in the far corner of the café, between a shelf of handmade mugs and a narrow window that looked out onto the side street.

Piper had imagined it bigger.

Almost gallery-like.

In reality, it was a pale wooden panel with a thin metal rail across the top, several small hooks, name cards, and a clear comment-card holder.

A sign above it read:

LOCAL WORK
NEW NAMES
Two photographs of old doors were already hanging there, along with a small drawing of a palm tree and a painting of a seagull.

The seagull looked as if it had just received a disappointing text and was planning to make that everyone’s problem.

Piper pointed at it.

“That seagull is going through something.”

Dana did not even turn around.

“The owner’s brother brought the seagull. We don’t discuss the seagull.”

“Why?”

“The seagull has connections.”

Piper looked at the bird again.

The seagull did, in fact, look connected.

Dana took the first hook out of the box.

It slipped from her fingers and bounced under the table.

Everyone looked down.

“Good,” Dana said. “Now the wall has embarrassed itself first.”

Piper bent to pick it up and bumped the tote with her knee. One of the wrapped frames knocked softly against another.

She froze.

Dana reached down, took the hook from Piper, and gave her a look.

“Breathe. Nothing broke.”

“I know.”

“You absolutely did not know.”

Piper stood up and brushed a small line of white dust from the front of her shirt.

Dana checked the level, adjusted the first hook, and hung Piper’s careful shoreline.

Then the second painting.

Then the woman in the water.

The frame moved slightly.

Piper stepped forward.

“It’s crooked.”

Dana checked the level.

“It’s straight.”

“It looks crooked.”

“That’s because you’re looking at it through panic.”

“You’re terrible at comfort.”

“I’m practical.”

Piper moved closer and touched the edge of the frame.

A cup clinked behind her.

Someone at the counter ordered a lemon muffin.

Outside the window, a man walked past with a dog who was clearly in charge of the relationship.

The woman in the water stayed on the wall.

It was not safely tucked away at Piper’s place anymore. Anyone could walk up and look at it.

And think whatever they wanted.

Dana placed a small card beside the frames.

PIPER

The card sat a little crooked.

Piper noticed.

Dana noticed her noticing.

“Don’t.”

“It’s crooked.”

“It has personality.”

“It has poor alignment.”

“It has your name on it. That’s the important part.”

“Is it?”

“That’s the point of the wall,” Dana said. “People get to see what you made before you can apologize for it.”

Piper did not have an answer for that.

The woman in sunglasses patted Piper on the shoulder.

“Congratulations. Your weirdness is now officially in public.”

“Thank you. Very gentle.”

“I tried not to overdo it.”

Dana handed Piper the empty tote.

Piper folded it in half and, for some reason, held it against her chest, as if an empty bag could protect her better than a full one.

Then she pulled out her phone, took a picture of the wall, and sent it to Jules and Mara.

Jules answered almost immediately.

If anyone says “interesting use of blue,” leave. That’s Grant in a beret.

Mara followed.

If there’s a man in a scarf in this heat, do not talk to him. Art makes them brave.

Piper typed back.

So far, only a seagull with a difficult past.

Jules:

Seagulls always have a difficult past. They create it themselves.

Piper smiled and put the phone away.

“You need to get to the girls,” Dana said.

Piper checked the time.

“I’m going to be late.”

“Seven minutes.”

“That’s bad.”

“No. That means art is already messing with your schedule. Good sign.”

“I thought art was supposed to elevate you.”

“That’s a rumor.”

Piper looked at the painting one more time.

The woman in the water stared back.

No gratitude.

No panic.

No desire to hide.

Honestly, rude.

By ten fifteen, Piper was at the girls’ front door.

Emma opened it wearing a paper crown that had slid over one eye.

“Today we’re having a dragon gallery,” she announced.

Piper froze.

“Is everyone having a gallery today?”

Zoe appeared from the kitchen.

“Dragons have needed one for a long time. Adults just don’t listen.”

On the dining table were several drawings.

A dragon in a hat.

A dragon at the dentist.

A dragon crying fire, although according to Emma it was “not dramatic, just necessary.”

And a dragon on a beach with a sign that said:

DO NOT TOUCH MY SAND.

Piper hung her empty tote on a chair.

“Where are we putting them?”

Emma pointed at the refrigerator.

“Here. This is our wall.”

Piper looked at the white refrigerator door.

Then at a lemon-shaped magnet.

“Very serious venue.”

“Very,” Zoe said. “Everyone sees it when they want milk.”

For the next hour, they put together the dragon exhibit.

Emma demanded titles for every piece.

Zoe insisted the titles should not explain too much.

Piper wrote on a small strip of paper:

Dragon Who Needs Five Minutes

Emma nodded.

“That’s me in the morning.”

“That’s everyone in the morning,” Piper said.

When the last dragon was attached to the fridge, Emma stepped back, folded her arms, and said, “Now they’re real.”

Piper looked at her.

“Why?”

“Because we hung them up.”

Zoe sighed, as if she had once again become the only adult in the room.

“Because now people have to see them,” she said. “Unless they close their eyes, which would be rude.”

Piper slowly picked up her glass of water.

“You’re seven.”

“You’ve mentioned that.”

Piper drank the water and decided not to argue with children who sometimes landed exactly in the center of things.

After work, she was supposed to go home.

A reasonable adult would have gone home.

Piper even made it to the corner of her street.

Then she stopped beside a flowering hedge, opened her tote, pretended to look for her keys, and turned around.

She only wanted to make sure the painting was still hanging.

That was a normal reason.

Practical.

Grown-up.

Nothing like panic in comfortable shoes.

By evening, the café was busier.

Dishes clinked behind the counter.

Two women with matching notebooks were arguing by the window.

Near the door, a child lay face down on the floor while his father stood nearby.

“I’m not a pancake,” the child announced.

“I respect that,” his father said.

Piper walked in and looked straight at the wall.

The painting was still there.

It had not fallen.

It had not cracked.

It had not become worse because people could see it.

That was almost offensive.

Dana spotted Piper from behind the counter.

“You’re not here to check.”

“Of course not.”

“You’re here for coffee.”

“Yes.”

“The coffee is bad today.”

“Then tea.”

“The tea is average.”

“Dana.”

“The wall is over there.”

Piper took an iced tea, which was in fact average, and made a slow circle around the café, pretending she urgently needed a book.

Books interested her.

Just not right now.

Right now, the wall interested her.

A man was standing in front of it.

Piper stopped between a shelf of romance novels and a little table of pastries.

He did not look like the kind of man who could immediately ruin her life.

Which was suspicious.

Dark hair, slightly rumpled. Gray T-shirt. Linen shirt over it, sleeves rolled unevenly. In one hand, a plate with a lemon muffin. In the other, a small comment card and a pencil.

Not too handsome.

Not too confident.

No scarf.

Praise every reasonable force in the universe.

He was looking at the woman in the water.

For too long.

Piper stepped back.

The floorboard under her foot creaked so loudly the café might as well have pointed at her.

The man turned his head.

Piper grabbed the first book she could reach and opened it.

Upside down.

He looked at the book.

Then at her.

Then back at the book.

And said nothing.

It was polite.

And somehow terrible.

He turned back to the wall.

Piper felt an urgent need to move to another town by the water.

The man set his plate on the small table beneath the display, wrote something on the card, and slipped it into the clear comment-card holder.

Then he walked back toward the counter.

Piper waited.

Not long enough.

Then she set her tea on the nearest table and moved toward the wall as if an invisible committee had sent her there.

On the card, he had written:

She isn’t drowning. She’s just having a bad day and excellent hair.

Piper stared at the line.

She expected embarrassment.

Or irritation.

Or the desire to take the painting off the wall and hide it back in her tote.

Instead, she laughed.

Quietly.

At the wrong time.

“It’s not criticism,” a voice said behind her. “The hair really is the best part.”

Piper closed her eyes for half a second.

Of course.

Of course life could not simply leave a comment card and quietly exit the room.

She turned around.

The man stood two steps away, now without the muffin, holding a fresh coffee and wearing the expression of someone who had realized he had entered the conversation with insufficient preparation.

Up close, he looked older than she had first thought.

Late thirties, maybe forty.

His eyes were attentive in a way that didn’t feel rehearsed.

His smile was not confident.

More apologetic.

That was worse.

Piper knew what to do with confident men.

They usually announced themselves before they spoke.

This one did not.

He just stood there, holding his coffee like he was not completely sure it belonged to him.

“Are you the artist?” he asked.

Piper looked at the card.

“Do you always leave comments for people who can’t answer?”

“Only when the hair deserves a footnote.”

“She’s in a frame.”

“Yes. That did complicate the conversation.”

He glanced down and noticed a crumb on the front of his shirt.

Then brushed it away too late.

“Strong entrance,” Piper said.

“I was hoping the muffin would stay out of this.”

“It didn’t.”

“Then let’s add that to the list.”

“What list?”

“Things I’ve failed to control in the first minute.”

Piper did not want to smile.

She smiled.

Unforgivable.

“You know,” she said, “for someone being careful, you wrote a pretty personal comment about a stranger’s painting.”

“I know.”

“At least you know.”

“I realized it after the pencil was already moving.”

“That sounds like something a problem would say.”

“It does,” he admitted. “That’s troubling.”

Piper almost laughed a second time.

Almost.

At the counter, Dana set a cup onto a saucer.

Too loudly.

Piper did not look over. She already knew Dana was enjoying every breath of this.

The man heard it too and glanced slightly toward the counter.

“Are we being watched?”

“In this café, everyone is being watched.”

“Good to know.”

“Is this your first time here?”

“In the café? Almost.”

“Almost first time sounds suspicious.”

“Then I’ll be careful.”

He said it lightly.

No hidden meaning.

No attempt to make the line more important than it was.

Just a joke that could be left on the table.

Piper suddenly remembered she was still holding the book upside down.

He had noticed too.

His eyes dropped to the cover.

Then quickly returned to her face.

He said nothing.

Very polite.

Very irritating.

Piper lifted the book slightly.

“I read experimentally.”

“I can see that.”

“It makes the plot harder to predict.”

“I respect the method.”

She closed the book and put it back on the shelf.

Time to leave.

She had only come to check the painting.

The painting was still hanging.

The card had been written.

The man existed.

That was enough.

“Thank you for the comment,” Piper said.

“You’re welcome.”

“And for not using the word interesting.”

He frowned.

“Is that word forbidden?”

“Very high on the list.”

“Then I’m glad I accidentally avoided disaster.”

Piper took the card.

Then realized she had taken the card.

Then it was too late to put it back without looking like a woman who had lost to a small rectangle of paper.

The man noticed.

Of course.

But again, he said nothing.

Piper decided this was starting to become a personal flaw.

“You didn’t ask my name,” she said.

“It’s written under the work.”

Piper looked down.

A small card stood beneath her paintings.

PIPER

No last name.

No explanation.

The name sat slightly crooked.

Dana.

Of course.

“And yours?” Piper asked.

He looked as if the question had caught him off guard.

Which was strange, considering he had probably had one all day.

“Adam,” he said.

Piper nodded.

“Adam with the comment card.”

“Piper with the woman in the water.”

They looked at each other.

One extra heartbeat.

No more than that.

Piper stepped back first.

“I’m leaving.”

“Okay.”

“That’s not an invitation to stop me.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“Yes. I’m practicing not becoming a problem in the first five minutes.”

Piper froze.

That was dangerous.

Not because it was charming.

Because it was funny.

And too close to true.

She looked at him once more.

Then at Dana, who was pretending to wipe the same spot on the counter for far too long.

Then at the woman in the water.

She was still looking.

Piper left the café with the card in her hand.

Outside, evening had settled in.

A scooter passed.

Someone laughed at the building next door.

The town by the water went on behaving as if nothing had happened.

Piper looked at the card.

She isn’t drowning. She’s just having a bad day and excellent hair.

A ridiculous line.

Completely unserious.

Almost rude.

And still, Piper smiled.

She had come back to check the painting.

She left with Adam’s name in her head.

And she hated how quickly it found a place there.
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Chapter 2. Sundays Belong to Pirates
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On Sunday morning, Adam’s comment card was sitting on Piper’s kitchen table.

She had moved it three times already.

First under her mug.

Then into a drawer.

Then back out again, because the drawer felt too dramatic.

One corner of the card now had a pale coffee ring on it, which made the whole thing worse. Less like a mysterious message. More like something that lived in her kitchen.

The card said:

She isn’t drowning. She’s just having a bad day and excellent hair.

A ridiculous line.

Completely unserious.

Almost rude.

And unfortunately, she still liked it.

Piper looked at the card, then at the plastic pirate chest by the door, the coil of rope on the chair, and the bag of chocolate coins on the counter.

“No,” she told the card.

The card said nothing back.

Piper slipped it into the side pocket of her tote and decided she was going to think about children today.

Children were easier.

They were loud, sticky, and occasionally determined to eat objects no one had ever advertised as food, but they were still easier.

The first Sunday adventure began with twelve children, one plastic treasure chest covered in gold stickers, three parents pretending not to hover, and a level of confidence Piper did not actually have yet.

By 9:07, one child had already asked if pirates could sue people.

Another wanted to know if treasure still counted if it was emotional.

And Theo, wearing last week’s pirate hat with the solemn authority of a tiny harbor master, announced that he would not follow clues written by “the government.”

Piper stood in the middle of a small beachside park, holding a coil of rope, a clipboard, and what remained of her calm.

The morning was bright and warm. There were palm trees, sand paths, an old fountain making a tired little trickle, and a turquoise bench that had slowly lost its fight with humidity.

Beside the fountain stood a wooden sign Piper had finished close to midnight:

PIRATES WANTED
NO EXPERIENCE NECESSARY
She had spent the whole week planning this.

Hand-drawn maps.

Tiny clue cards.

A fake letter from a pirate captain.

Paper edges singed with a candle, along with almost half of her thumb.

A route through the park, down the beach path, and toward the large driftwood log near the dunes, where the treasure chest was hidden under a blue towel doing a terrible job of looking natural.

When she was making it at home, the idea had seemed slightly ridiculous.

Now, in daylight, with actual children shouting, circling, arguing, and smelling faintly of sunscreen, grass, and mutiny, it felt either brilliant or dangerous to her reputation.

Possibly both.

Emma arrived first, breathless and already happy.

“I told my mom pirates are basically ocean detectives,” she said before hello.

“Excellent branding,” Piper said.

Zoe walked up behind her with a pencil and a notebook.

Piper looked at the notebook.

“What’s that for?”

“Documentation.”

“Of what?”

“Mistakes.”
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