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        “What if you slept and what if

        In your sleep you dreamed

        And what if in your dream

        You went to heaven

        And there plucked

        A strange and beautiful flower

        And what if when you awoke

        You had that flower in your hand

        Ah, what then?”

      

        

      
        —Samuel Taylor Coleridge
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        “I did not write half of what I saw, for I knew I would not be believed.”

      

        

      
        —Marco Polo
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        October 1st, 1901

      

      

      On a misty morning hike up the highest point of the mountain, above the lush acreage he had recently purchased along the Napali coast of Kauai, Hawaii, Fernando Serrano—a towering Spaniard who could beat anyone at a navaja knife throw—heard the most majestic sounds emanating from up the narrow dirt path ahead of him. Unlike anything he had ever heard before, the mesmerizing sound drew him to it. He stopped for a moment to listen, trying to detect what direction it was coming from. Dropping his canvas satchel, he followed it, trailing off the path up the rugged mountain—the sound becoming more audible as he approached it.

      In a moment, he reached a small, narrow cave. Right as he ducked inside, a feral pig squealed as it darted out of the opening. He jumped back out alarmed. Regaining his composure, he looked in the hole again. It was pitch black, but the ethereal sound continued from inside. He entered the mouth of the cave, and the beautiful music was at full volume as he made his way towards it. In the distance, he noticed the source of the sound also seemed to be radiating a warm glow that got brighter as he neared.

      When he reached the object, he observed that it was some kind of a majestic black stone he had never ever seen before. The light and sound radiated from the interior core upwards, filling the space around it with an aural blue and white light. He kneeled down beside it in awe and when his shaking fingers touched it, the world went black.
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        October 1st, 2021

      

      

      Meg Summers slammed the snooze button, sighed a grizzly groan and squeezed the leopard-skin patterned pillow to her ears on both sides, “Another brutal day in the East Coast world of buildings!”

      Why couldn’t she just be a coffee barista in Montauk? Give surf lessons in her spare time and live in a cute little above-garage apartment. She was thirty-seven, with her whole life ahead of her.

      Leaning up, she stared lucidly at one of her fantasy drawings, executed with magic markers and pens on butcher paper framed in a heroic gold leaf. This particular drawing from her time at Yale Architectural School was her favorite of the series because it was of a whimsical palace set in a tropical forest. When she saw it in her dreams, the palace always had a mystical theater with a dome that showed the twinkling sky at night; she often saw herself as a star dancing the polished stage floor with a man, but she could never see his face. She would be barefoot and free without all the silly rules she had grown up with—attending Cotillion classes in Newport, Rhode Island with her overbearing mother, Scarlett, who had forced her into this grueling profession.

      The nerve she had, Meg thought. Why me? She had even pressured her to go to Yale. She had really wanted to attend the Rhode Island School of Design where all her artsy friends had gone, but her Mom said that she would rather die than watch her daughter attend a school where everyone did dope.

      Meg’s rocky marriage to one of the richest guys at Yale, Mick Drewford, had skidded to an abrupt halt last year when she caught him in the back seat of his vintage fire-engine red Mercedes with her younger sister, Dawn. At that moment, her whole life drifted away like a boat sent out to sea, leaving her hopelessly alone on a barren shore.

      The last seven years of her life had been devoted to creating sublime houses and estates across America, but now it was a distraction from the pain of her sister and husband’s affair. On the inside, she felt empty because she was alone, and managing people at her office and on construction sites tore her soul apart.

      Yes, Meg Summers really was born to draw—she loved to draw buildings, dreaming of shapes and colors, in a landscape of unfettered creativity. In her current profession as an architect, she only ever got to spend a small amount of time drawing the house during the design phase—the rest of the time felt wasted, managing her staff, the builders and landscape architect. She had once hired a manager named Craig to oversee the construction of her projects, but he simply couldn’t answer the tough questions about details the builders had, so she eventually had to let him go.

      While driving around town, she constantly edited and fixed existing buildings in her mind, correcting the windows and porticos. She thought of nothing but buildings.

      She hopped out of bed and attacked the morning like she did every day since graduating pre-school. She had never missed a day of work. Propelling her lanky but defined thirty-seven-year-old figure—cute to most men, but horrid to her—across the floor to her luxuriously appointed white marbled bathroom, she completed her morning ritual with exact execution. Meg was tall, had dark brown hair, hazel eyes and an angular face and body.

      First up was the shower. For any architect, a shower must be a crucial part of the day, Meg thought. Her whole life was about houses and their structure. The bathroom was a sacred place for washing and cleaning the soul’s vehicle. Grooming was exceptionally important too, so closets were high on the list. Hers, a walk-in with mahogany doors and an exquisite island in the center with lovely shelves to store all her vintage sunglasses and cute eyewear, was her favorite part of the home. Kitchens and dining rooms are the heart of a dwelling because that’s where families came together to celebrate, wine and dine, and share stories. Hers was empty most of the time, so she avoided it like the plague. Living rooms were for relaxing and unwinding, and studies and libraries were for learning and expanding one’s knowledge. For Meg, every room of a house was linked to a specific aspect of a person that corresponded to its function. The windows were the eyes, the door the mouth, the attic where all the distant memories were held, and the basement, well, no one goes there, Meg thought.

      She showered and went into the grand closet where she chose a starched white button-up from a row of fifty identical ones, stiff khaki pants from a similar row and a pair of round tortoise-rimmed Vint and York glasses from her island drawer. Five sprays of Chanel No. 5 and she was already moving on to the kitchen where she prepared a plate of her standard two boiled free-range eggs, which she peeled and salted with French sea salt.

      Meg had the same thing every day for breakfast, never veering. Simplicity was the essence of life, she always said.

      The drive to work in her 2020 ice-white Mercedes SUV along the East Hampton coast on this crisp autumn day was short with no traffic, as she preferred it to be. Her office was downtown in a nice, manicured white clapboard cottage with a matching picket fence and red rose bushes perfuming the front porch. The rooms of the bungalow housed her head renderer and designer, Sam and Mal, while her production architects Bob, Taylor, Susan and Alexandria worked remotely from their Manhattan lofts.

      Walking in, her secretary, Peggy, greeted her with her standard exuberant charm. Peg was a thirty-one-year-old curly-haired blonde, blue-eyed, cherub-faced valley girl from Los Angeles whose spritely attitude had a special way of putting a smile on Meg’s face.

      “Good morning Meg.”

      “Good morning Peg!”

      “How was your weekend?”

      “Oh okay, same old same old, you know. Any calls?”

      “Yeah, one from a Mr. Billsworth. Said he wanted to speak to you about renovating some brownstone on the Upper West Side.”

      “Great, email me his info.”

      “Okay Meg, will do.”

      “Thanks.”
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      In Meg’s office—decorated with many hand-drawn framed renderings of their projects by Sam, along with antique drawings of Italian villas she purchased on her most recent trip to Florence, Italy, which she took alone—she slipped into her sleek vintage office chair and pulled up her iMac. She shuffled through her inbox. A few emails were praise from colleagues for winning the prestigious Academy of Architecture Award the previous month for a shingle-style house on the shore of Nantucket, then a few painstaking emails from Bob and Taylor in Manhattan—so boring, Meg thought. She opened the Mr. Billsworth email. Then, she worked throughout the morning on a hectic project in Manhattan with Mal until lunch.

      Her head designer Mallory Jackson—or Mal for short—was driving her crazy today on the detailing for the house, which was a complete gut and redo. They were redesigning the entire interior down to the studs. It was still a Federal design, but more high style with many more expensive details, materials and hardware.

      Like Meg, Mallory had graduated from Yale. She wore black every day of the week. She had spiked hair and argued with everything Meg asked her to do. Mallory was a “no” person, meaning that “no” was the first response out of her mouth every time someone asked her a question. But she was a genius at design, and even though she had searched the world over, Meg could never find anyone to replace her.

      Today, Meg’s neck was sore from the back-and-forth emails with Mal about mistake after mistake. She poured another iced latte in the office kitchen brewed from Arabica beans—a habit she had developed early on in her career to keep her analytical left-brain thinking sharp. Then she exited the office for lunch. Peg had already left to go eat or Meg would have asked her to come along. She liked Peg, not just because their names rhymed, but she was chipper and upbeat, the polar opposite of Mal.

      Gray clouds were building in the distant sky as she walked down the picturesque Hamptons sidewalk to her favorite lunch place, the Saltbox Café, where she ate every day, rain or shine. Routine was the essence of simplicity, and simplicity was the essence of life.

      The Hamptons café was packed on this first day of October. A lanky surfer with a backwards Quicksilver ball cap and navy hoodie stood at the back of the line with his girlfriend, who sported a dirty-blonde ponytail and white cable crew sweater. Meg filed in behind them.

      While waiting, she opened her Moleskine notebook and glanced at her most recent fantasy sketch. When it was her time to order, she was not hungry for the Saltbox anymore, but something more Hawaiian, like lomi lomi salmon. Those brats in front of her had made her wish she was sitting on the beach with a Mai Tai instead of stuck in New York on a gray day.

      As fate would have it, she stepped up and ordered her usual—a tuna sandwich with melted Swiss cheese on gourmet rye with a dill pickle and a side of organic coleslaw—and took her seat at the same spot in the cozy corner she sat in every day (as long as it wasn’t taken by someone else).

      Black-and-white photographs hung on the walls: old salty seadogs and wooden boats on the horizon were neatly framed in a light wood painted matte white. They were accompanied by vintage oars and casting nets from a bygone era. The smell of fried cod and cottage-cut french fries wafted through the air.

      Meg opened her Moleskine and started a new sketch. This one she thought would be the drawing of a lifetime. A building for the ages.

      After drawing freehand for about twenty minutes, she had a masterpiece underway. Mitch, a surfer with shaggy brown hair and blue eyes who always waited on her, delivered her tuna sandwich. “Thanks Mitch,” she said to him and he winked and replied, “No problem Meg.”

      While she ate, she fantasized about drawing the rest of the building. She was dreaming the house like she always did. This one was different than the others: grand, more palatial, with towers and domes like some of her college fantasy drawings, and it climbed a tropical mountain. It was like something out of the Arabian Nights and fit for a queen. After sketching for a little longer, she finished the initial draft, signed her name at the right-hand corner and left (Figure 1).
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        Figure 1 Meg's Moleskine Sketch of a fantasy building with domes and towers
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      At two pm, Mal buzzed Meg with a technical question about an arch detail on the Upper West Side project. Walking down the hall, Meg reluctantly turned into Mal’s office.

      Mal, whose face looked angelic like a fairy, could have been a model with her slender frame if she had been taller, but she obscured her beauty with her geeky hairdo, zero make up and a constant frown.

      Today, she had on her usual big, black Skull Candy headphones and was dressed head to toe in black: skinny jeans, furry Ugg boots, and a long-sleeved designer cashmere sweater. Each was of a different shade of darkness. Meg sometimes thought Mal believed she was a beatnik or something, but her personality was more Goth than beat. Meg actually loved the beats: Kerouac, Ferlinghetti and Alan Watts were some of her favorite writers. She had read them all in high school, as well as Henry Miller books of essays like The Wisdom of the Heart when she wanted to get away from the mundane preppy East Coast life she was born into—a revolving door of Ivy-league football tailgates at Yale, foie gras toasties, polished silver and equestrian lessons. She could not stand the thought of that disgusting foie gras her father, James, loved so much. To think anyone would force-feed an animal to fatten its liver so it could be killed for the taste…so inhumane.

      “Show me the detail please, Mal,” Meg requested, standing over Mal’s right shoulder.

      Mal could not hear a word Meg was saying over the racket pumping into her head, probably the Dead Kennedys or Iron Maiden. Meg raised her voice and shouted, “What are you working on, Mal?”

      Mal caught Meg’s glance and removed her Skull Candy headphones, letting them rest on her neckline.

      “Oh, hey Meg. Just the details for the foyer on the 55th Avenue project.” Death metal banging out of the headphones on her neck at an ungodly decibel.

      Meg studied the Auto Cad drawings carefully. Mal had totally botched the moldings and the stair railing as well.

      “No, this can’t be. If you have not done so already, you need to research Mott Schmidt’s Federal Townhouse for Anne Morgan on Sutton Place and study his foyer details. They are lighter and more elegant than the ones you’ve drawn here. Just throw these away and start over!”

      After arguing with Mal for some time, Meg left the room distraught. She walked around the corner to Sam Babson’s office to regain some positivity after Mal’s gloom.

      Sam, the most stylish employee of the office, did all the firm’s renderings. Unlike their competitors in Manhattan, he still did them in colored pencil, the old-fashioned way. They were truly fabulous.

      An eccentric gay man from Dothan, Alabama, he was Southern as the day was long. Today, he was dressed in a baby-blue seersucker suit with a red paisley vintage bow tie. Perched on top of his drafting board on all fours with a pair of clear painting googles wrapped over his hazel eyes, the country group Brooks and Dunn’s song “Brand New Man” was playing on a small Bluetooth retro speaker. Meg observed that Sam was staring directly into his drafting light.

      “Sam?” At the sound of her voice, he turned his head to take her in. “What are you doing on top of the table like that?”

      “Why, I am changing the lightbulb darling. You know, if you’re not careful, these things can just explode on you.” At that moment, as if by some command from the sound of his voice, the lightbulb exploded, covering Sam and the room in white powder.

      “Oh, my goodness!” Meg exclaimed, recoiling around the corner from the mess and shielding her eyes. When the dust settled, she slowly eased back in the door.

      “See? I told you so, sweetie.”

      “I guess so, Sam.” She gave him a cute smile and walked away back to her office, shaking her head all the while in complete disbelief.
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      A thunderstorm brewed outside Meg’s office window. She had the radio dialed to her favorite channel, Island Life. “Surf’s Up” by the Beach Boys—one of her favorite songs—was playing. When it ended, Hugh Stewart, Montauk’s own surf DJ, asked the audience, “How would you like to escape this brutal gray New York weather to visit the beautiful islands of Hawaii?” Yes please, thought Meg. Hugh then described a fully paid week’s vacation to the garden isle of Kauai that he was going to give away to the first caller who could name Martin’s dog from the popular 90s sitcom Frasier, which he said was set in drizzly Seattle.

      “Eddie, it’s Eddie!” said Meg. Not the type to call in to a radio show for a million reasons, she smiled and glanced at her modern Nelson Ball clock—one of 150 clocks designed by George Nelson for the Howard Miller Clock Company in 1949.

      It read 4:12. Time for her to go.

      She loved to depart early: first one to leave, first one home.

      The storm was the perfect excuse to duck out. She turned off her desktop computer, flipped the switch on the light, put on her raincoat and raced down the hall past Mal, skipping joyfully past Sam’s office as well. She didn’t want to chat today. As she zoomed past Peg, she gave her a quick, “Ciao, girl.” After she walked out the front door, Sam opened it, still wearing the protective googles, and called out to her in the street, “Darling, where are you going so early?”

      “I can’t talk Sam. Can’t you see it’s raining?”

      “Okay girl, but wear your wellies next time!” He waved.

      “You know me. Always prepared.” She smiled, hopped into her Mercedes and sped off down the street.

      She wanted to stop at The Nook and Cranny Rare Used Bookstore and find some gem on fabulous Middle Eastern palaces to get inspiration for her fantasy drawings. She could not find a single parking space on the side of the street where The Nook was located. Cursing her luck, she parked on the opposite side. She reached for her Scalamandre red zebra-printed umbrella in the backseat, but it was missing. Must have left it at the house, she thought. She grabbed the New York Times Arts & Leisure section and held it over her head as she ran across the street in between honking horns.

      “Sorry guys, sorry.”

      When she walked in, a bell on the door chimed. Mr. Bartholmey, whom everyone called Bart, was the storeowner, and a mainstay in town. He wore a canvas work apron every day for no apparent reason, except that it let everyone know he worked there when he was stocking books. And perhaps he thought that the ensemble made him look old-timey.

      Meg ordered an iced latte to go at the café in the back of the store and proceeded to cruise through the architecture sections. The bookstore was jam-packed with first editions. They even had a gold-leafed version of Sir Richard Burton’s A Thousand and One Nights in all its seventeen-volume glory up front right next to a gleaming copy of James Joyce’s Ulysses. She loved the smell of old books and the feel of the pages.

      She drank her latte in a couple of gulps, shook the ice around a little, and took the final sip. Her finger followed the spines of various books on architecture until she stumbled upon the first edition of The Architecture of Charles W. Dickey/Hawaii and California. Dickey was an architect she had admired. While flipping through it, a folded piece of parchment fell out onto the floor. Curious, Meg bent down to pick it up. She opened it and scribbled inside in elegant cursive handwriting was a note.

      We are waiting for you. Yes, we mean YOU, Meg. 22.16 N 159.63 W.

      She put her hand over her mouth. What does it mean? She didn’t understand it. She pulled out her phone and immediately searched the longitude/latitude coordinates on the note. Google replied that the numbers were for the Napali coast of Hawaii on the rugged island of Kauai. She had always loved Hawaii, but had never been to Kauai. She and Mick had been on a vacation to Maui early in their marriage and ever since then she had dreamed about the mountains there. Intrigued, she stuck the note into the book and walked to the register.

      As Bart rang her up, he admired the book. “Nice choice Meg. We just got this one in last week.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I didn’t really get a chance to flip through it yet, but the cover spoke to me.”

      “Me too, Bart.”

      He studied her. “How are things Meg? You look tired.”

      “Oh, tell me about it, I am exhausted.”

      “You know, you got to get out more.”

      “I know, I know, it’s just that work is always calling. I will.”

      “Sure. That will be $154.60.”

      Meg paid and left. Walking back to her car, using the newspaper as a shield against the rain again, she decided, that was it—she was going to take the next flight out of New York to Hawaii and find the author of the note and what it all meant.
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      Meg drove home, picked up the book and her Louis Vuitton purse and headed inside. She dropped the pink patterned Louis purse on the kitchen counter, grabbed a Perrier out of the fridge, and went over to her black leather Eames reading chair by the colossal courtyard window. Plopping down, she flipped the rare book open to the folded note again.

      
        
        We are waiting for you. Yes, we mean YOU, Meg. 22.16 N 159.63 W.

      

      

      She laughed. What did it mean? Waiting for what? She decided to call her friend Sally, an interior designer from the city. She dialed, and it rang a few times.

      “Hey, Meg. Good to hear from you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “What’s new?”

      “Well, nothing much. Just working on that Manhattan gut and redo. God, what a bore!”

      “Oh really? Well, how’s it going?”

      “Pretty good. Well, except for the fact that a $100,000 nineteenth-century Baccarat Crystal chandelier fell and crashed on the floor two weeks ago.”

      “Oh, my goodness! Are you serious?”

      “Yes.” She laughed. “Right after it landed, Mrs. Tolroy thought she was having a heart attack and had to go to the ER, but it turned out to be nothing more than a panic attack.”

      “Hey, a stiff gin martini and some deep breaths would have fixed that.”

      “Yeah, but who knew?” Meg looked at the note in her hand. “Hey, guess what?”

      “What?”

      “I found the strangest note in this book today at The Nook and Cranny.”

      “Really? A note? What did it say? Was it a love letter?”

      Meg chuckled, “No, nothing like that. It just says, ‘We are waiting for you. Yes, we mean YOU, Meg’ and then has some longitude and latitude numbers.”

      “What? It has your name? That’s crazy! And longitude-latitude…for where?”

      “Somewhere in Hawaii.”

      “Oh, well, I would go there any day of the week, especially now that it’s gray skies every day.”

      “Me too. But it spooked me out a little. This note.”

      “Hahaha, yeah me too. Don’t worry about it. It’s probably just a prank by some high school surf rats who know you hound that place. You’re not going to go, are you?”

      “I might.” She laughed.

      “Oh geez, well take your bug spray. I hear they have mosquitos the size of rats there.”

      “Better than this gloomy weather.”

      “I hear you. Hey, what’s playing at the movies this weekend?”

      “I don’t know.” Meg sighed. “I think I’m just going to take off. Do my own thing.”

      “Alright girl, well call me next time you’re in the city. We’ll go eat at Daniel. It’s so posh.”

      “Sounds great! It’s on me,” Meg said.

      “No way, I am not letting you pay again. You always pay.”

      “Alright, alright, we’ll see. Love you girl. Ciao.”

      “Love you. Ciao.”

      Meg hung up and sat there staring at the wall. She looked out the expansive window to her right, watching the torrents of rain fall. She dialed Bob next, in Chelsea.

      “Hi Meg.”

      “Hey Bob, let’s say I was to take off for a week, could you manage the Tolroy project for me?”

      “Sure, I guess so. I mean, why not?”

      “Great, I need a vacation. I just have to escape this grey weather.”

      “I know what you mean. Where are you going?”

      “I was thinking Hawaii. I’ll send you the details soon. Ciao.”

      “Sounds good. Keep in touch. Bye Meg.”

      Meg hung up and called Mal and Peg, informing them about her plans. Then, she booked a round ticket to Kauai, to leave at nine in the morning from La Guardia airport and return the following week. Fortunately, she got the last remaining seat.

      She packed her Ghurka leather shoulder carry-on bag with a week’s worth of clothes that night and went to sleep with Hawaii on her mind—the ocean, the sun, the trade winds and the sound of tropical birds singing in the trees.
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      The next day it was gloomy, but not raining. A ride-share picked Meg up out in front of her condo at six am on the dot and drove her to New York La Guardia. When she got there, only a few people dotted the airport.

      Breezing through check-in and security, Meg stopped by Starbucks to order an iced latte and a raisin bagel with cream cheese. She missed her two free-range boiled eggs, but a part of her felt a tad mischievous breaking routine. She had never done anything as wild as this before. She was actually following the trail of an obscure note left in a book. Her actions were so out of character, but that was also the thrill of it all.

      Taking some deep breaths, she walked to her gate with her snacks and sat down to wait in the first-class lounge. She passed the time answering work questions from the end of the previous day. And in an hour, the plane began to board—Meg was first in line.

      She settled into her first-class seat on the aisle. Being claustrophobic, the aisle seat was almost a requirement. Just the thought of crawling over someone to use the bathroom horrified Meg, even in the roomier first-class cabin.

      A quiet Jewish man in a tweed blazer with curly brown hair, a hooked nose and wire-rimmed spectacles was reading what looked like a newspaper on his Kindle in the window seat. He acknowledged her with a nod and a
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