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The Nantucket style mini-mansion loomed in front of me like a bad dream, its glittering twinkle-lights and festive greenery seeming to mock my utter lack of holiday cheer. I rose from the BMW and straightened the wrinkles out of my black silk cocktail dress, better known as “Old Faithful”—my go-to outfit for work parties, rubber-chicken dinner fundraisers, and trips to the theater. Purchased over a year ago, its lines cascaded beautifully over my curves while hiding flaws and gave me the confidence I needed to get through tonight’s party. 

“You look stunning.” Patrick, looking tall and handsome in a gray suit and red Christmas tie, closed the passenger door and kissed my cheek. He took my hand as we ascended the flight of steps, and I eyed the two life-sized Nutcrackers standing sentry on either side of the front door. “Your hands are cold. Are you nervous?”  

“Maybe a little.” 

“Don’t be. You’ll fit right in.”

We were in the midst of the Fort Hunt neighborhood, a wealthy Virginia suburb outside Washington, D.C., filled with rolling hills, private schools, and million-dollar waterfront homes. The house belonged to Patrick’s parents. Needless to say, my current boyfriend had never really known the life of living paycheck to paycheck. Don’t get me wrong, I certainly didn’t grow up in a life of poverty either. But my parents, a school teacher and federal government employee, had three children to raise in pricey Northern Virginia. I had my fair share of law school loans, and though I made a decent wage working in the government regulatory affairs division for a medical association, I’d never known the luxury of not having to worry about what things cost. 

However, it was neither Patrick’s opulent childhood home nor his parents’ money that had me wearing Old Faithful. It was the fact that this was the third time I’d met his mother and father, and the fact that I’d been hearing about the Dunne’s annual Christmas bash for weeks, setting high expectations. Not only would I have to be on my game to impress his parents, but also 300 of their closest friends and business associates, as well. Tonight, I was to be paraded out publicly for the first time as “Patrick’s Girlfriend,” which meant going light on the wine, staying away from politics, and keeping an upbeat attitude when what I’d really like to do is kick off my stilettos and binge watch my favorite new addiction, The Man in the High Castle, on my comfy couch. 

Not that I didn’t enjoy a good party—only it was Friday and the end of a brutally long week that I’d spent attending one breakfast, lunch, or cocktail fundraiser after another, along with trotting all over Capitol Hill, trying to convince stubborn Representatives or their legal aides why H.R. 246 wouldn’t ruin the healthcare community and was good for both doctors and patients. The bill was stuck in committee and needed two more impossible votes to move it forward to the floor before Congress went on break. I was tired and discouraged. The timing of the big Dunne shindig couldn’t be worse. I’d thought about begging off, but in the end, I didn’t want to let Patrick down. This was one of his holiday highlights. He’d been talking it up since Thanksgiving, and I’d been told the night wouldn’t be complete without my presence.

Patrick opened the door and I followed his lead. My heels clacked against the marble floor as we entered a two-story foyer with a dramatic circular sweeping front staircase, also encased in greenery dotted with red bows along the posts, and what must have been a twelve-foot Christmas tree magnificently glowing in multicolored lights, red ribbons, and gold ornaments. The front hall looked like the cover of a decorator’s magazine. 

“Mom?” Patrick called as he dropped our overnight duffle bags. “Mom? We’re here.”

A brindle-colored greyhound loped up and nuzzled Patrick’s hand. “Hey, Ivan, how are you, old boy?” Patrick said.

“He’s a pretty one.” I held out my hand. Ivan’s long snout sniffed once, twice, then he leaned his head into it. “You never told me your parents had a dog.”

“He’s a race track rescue. Full name, Ivana Win.”

“And did he?”

“Not once.”

“That’s okay. I bet you’re happier here anyway, aren’t you?” I cooed, scratching behind his ears. Ivan groaned at my ministrations. 

“Patrick, is that you?” Mrs. Dunne, or Molly as she’d insisted I call her, bustled into the formal living room wearing slacks and a red sweater. Her dark blonde stacked bob, normally sleek and straight, was tousled as though she’d been running frustrated fingers through it. “And Karina. How handsome you two look.” She pulled Patrick down to kiss his cheek. “Karina, I adore those shoes.” 

I almost embarrassed myself by sticking out my hand until I remembered Molly was a hugger. She opened her arms, and I bent down for the squeeze, inhaling the light flowery scent of her perfume. With me in heels, Molly only came up to my chin. 

“Mom, you’re not dressed yet.”

“I know. There was a problem with the caterer, they showed up half an hour late and I’ve only now finished telling them what to do.” She checked her watch. “It’s alright, I’ve still got an hour, and everyone arrives fashionably late anyway, so really I have about an hour and a half. I was about to head up the back stairs when I heard you.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?” I offered. 

“As a matter of fact, I am going to put you two to work. Patrick, you know how we like things, and your father had a meeting run late and hasn’t returned home yet. Can you oversee the caterers? Just make sure everything fits properly on the dining table. They should also be taking some of the hors d'oeuvres down to the sideboard in the lower level. Make sure they don’t forget. The bartenders are in their usual places, and your father’s already selected the wines.”

“No problem. You go up and get dressed. Karina and I will take care of the caterers.”

“Actually, I want Karina to come up with me. I’m waffling between two dresses and I want another woman’s opinion, especially one with taste as good as hers.”

Co-opted into helping Molly, I followed in her wake up the front stairs, down a long hallway, and into a master bedroom larger than the apartment in which I currently lived. 

“Why don’t you sit there on the loveseat and I’ll bring out the two dresses.”

Ivan had followed Molly as well and, after a few circles, he settled into his own red and green fleece bed next to the loveseat.

The first dress was a shiny gold potato sack. I wasn’t sure if Molly was serious as she held the hanger up to her body. 

I frowned and tilted my head. “Hmm, okay, let’s see the other one.”

She pulled forward a red dress that would hang off her middle-aged curves in the right places and dropped into a shallow V around her décolletage. Paired with a set of pearl earrings and necklace, it would be perfect for the event.

“The red. No doubt.” I gave it a thumbs-up and rose to leave her to it.

“Oh, don’t go just yet. I wanted to have a moment for some girl time.”

Grimacing on the inside, but smiling on the out, I returned to my seat where Molly joined me. 

“I just wanted to say that I know you’ve had a horrible week.”

“How did you...”

“Patrick called. He told me about the trouble you’re having with your bill on the Hill, and I know you’d probably rather be curled up in your robe and slippers on the couch—”

Is she psychic? 

“—but I wanted to say thank you for mustering the effort to come. The party means so much to Patrick’s father, and since Jonathan is deployed this holiday season, we all appreciate having as many loved ones as possible around this time of year.” Her eyes misted as she spoke.

All my petty thoughts about Patrick’s parents and their opulent party shriveled and died. It must be terrible having a child thousands of miles away, in danger, and during the holidays. I cleared my throat. “Well ... it’s my pleasure. Thank you for inviting me.”

“Of course.” She wiped away the dampness from her eyes. 

“And, Molly, if you ever need ... well ... anything, don’t hesitate to call. It must be hard with Jonathan deployed. You know, if you need to talk or ....” My unformed thought faded out.

“Thank you, dear. You’ve already done so much by lifting Patrick’s spirits around the holidays. I knew you were a good egg the first time we met.” She patted my hand. “Now, I’d better go put on my glad rags.”

By nine o’clock, the house overflowed with holiday revelers. Waiters roved through the crowds carrying trays of chicken satay, mini-eggrolls, and bacon-wrapped scallops while the caterers continually refilled empty trays on the dining table. The lower level was only slightly less crowded than the main level. A group of children gathered around the enormous flat screen, watching Christmas cartoons, while clusters of adults made idle chit-chat and drank the Dunne’s booze.  

Patrick slipped his arm around my waist, and I took a moment to lean against him, fully regretting my decision to wear the beautiful but deadly four-inch red heels. I had expected to find a comfy chair to claim as my own and engage in conversation with whatever guest was nearby while fading into the woodwork. However, between Molly and Patrick, I’d not had a chance to sit since my little tête-à-tête in Molly’s room. She had insisted on introducing me to any person that came within a ten-foot radius, and when Molly wasn’t introducing me, Patrick was insisting I meet this person or that person who had been a major influence in his life at one time or another. 

My smile never faltered, I answered intelligently enough, and I enjoyed meeting many of the guests. However, Patrick and Mr. McDavis, an economics professor at George Washington University who was wearing a blinking Christmas tree tie, had moved into discussing the derivatives market, an area well out of any sphere of my expertise. I watched the bartender pour a martini and caught my breath when a stool opened in front of him. Shifting my weight, I waited for Mr. McDavis to finish his longwinded thought, so I could courteously excuse myself from the discussion and make a beeline for the seat. 

McDavis paused to drink. I opened my mouth. Before I could speak, a light hand touched my arm. 

“Excuse me, has anyone seen Marty?” Molly joined our threesome. 

“Why, you’re looking festive.” McDavis lifted his glass in salute. “Smashing party as usual, Molly. You’ve outdone yourself.”

“Thank you, Professor. We’re so glad you could make it. I’m on the hunt for my husband. Councilman Olsen has just arrived, and I know Marty specifically wanted to speak with him.”

“I think I saw him heading toward the library about fifteen minutes ago,” Patrick said. 

A gray-haired black man in a navy suit slid into my coveted bar stool, and I held back a sigh. 

“Would you fetch him for me please, Patrick?” Molly asked. 

“I’ll get him. You stay here and visit with the professor,” I volunteered, seizing the opportunity to escape McDavis and his derivatives. 

“You’re a darling, Karina. Do you know where the library is?”

“Yes, Patrick showed me around before the party started. Main floor, down the hall, past the kitchen. Where should I tell him to find the councilman?”

Molly glanced over my shoulder. “It looks like he’s settled in at the bar.” She indicated the navy suit. 

I leisurely ambled up the stairs, through the bustling kitchen, and down the hall to be met with a closed library door. I knocked against the ornate wooden door and heard a voice, but the background noise from the party kept me from distinguishing what it said. Tentatively, I pushed it open. 

“Hello? Marty?”

Patrick’s father jerked, banging his hand on the underside of the large mahogany desk, and out of my periphery I could have sworn something at the fireplace on my right moved with a slight hissing noise. A white-haired gentleman wearing a smart black suit and red paisley cravat rose from the high-backed chair perpendicular to the desk. 

Marty’s bushy salt and pepper brows knit and the striking pale blue eyes he shared with his son narrowed as he said rather sharply, “Karina, what are you doing here?”

“I’m terribly sorry to interrupt, but Molly sent me to find you.” I gave a sheepish smile to diffuse his annoyance, realizing he’d probably told me to wait a moment. “Councilman Olsen arrived and is camped out at the bar in the basement ... your wife seemed to be under the impression you needed to speak with him.”

Marty’s stance and face relaxed as I spoke, and he shoved his hands into his pockets.  “I do indeed.” 

The white-haired gentleman shifted. He was a few inches shorter than Marty’s six-foot frame and, even though Marty wore a festive red vest with a white dress shirt, the cravat gave off an effeminate air compared to his host. 

“O’Brien, let me introduce my son’s girlfriend, Karina Cardinal. Karina, this is a ... business acquaintance of mine, Christoph O’Brien.” 

I stepped further into the room and held out my hand. “Nice to meet you, Mr. O’Brien.”

“Bonjour, belle.” Instead of shaking my hand as I’d expected, the dapper gentleman bowed, his lips hovering over the skin before releasing it. “The pleasure is mine.”

His old-fashioned manners charmed me, and I found my brittle smile softening into appreciation. 

“O’Brien, I believe we’ll have to finish this tomorrow. I need to speak with the councilman before he leaves.”

“Of course, there’s no hurry. I’m in town for a few days. Tomorrow it is.” 

The two men shared a look and a silent discussion passed, leaving me feeling left out.

“In the meantime, why don’t you join the party? You must be thirsty. Karina, would you be so kind as to show O’Brien to the bar?”

Both men patently ignored the full brandy glasses sitting on the desk between them. 

“Absolutely. Mr. O’Brien, if you’ll follow me.”

“Thank you, my dear, and call me Chris.”

When I turned, my gaze darted to the fireplace to find nothing out of the ordinary. A large oil painting of a hunting scene I’d seen earlier in the evening when Patrick showed me the room hung still and silent over the mantel. A wooden crate I didn’t recall from earlier leaned against the bookshelves on the far side of the fireplace. 

I led Chris to the dining room table, which held considerably fewer platters, but still a fair amount of food, and was now sparse of partygoers. “Have you eaten? Why don’t you fix a plate while I get you a drink? What’s your poison?”

“Scotch on the rocks.” 

A pair of velvet wing chairs and drum table at the far side of the dining room, next to the fireplace, sat vacant. “I’ll bring it back here. Would you like to sit while you eat?” I indicated the empty chairs.

“Indeed. Can I make a plate for you?”

“Oh, no thank you. I’ve already eaten. I’ll only be a moment.”

Minutes later, my aching feet finally got needed relief as I settled into the soft chair. 

Chris sat opposite to me and picked up the lowball glass I’d placed before him. “Sláinte.” 

“Cheers.” My wine glass clinked against his crystal. The Tempranillo warmed my belly as I relaxed quietly in my chair, allowing Chris time to eat. 

“How long have you been with Patrick?” He finally spoke after finishing off the prime rib.

“We began dating at the end of September.”

He swallowed an olive. “And the all-important question, how did you meet?”

“We met at a winery. Through Events and Adventures.”

“Events and Adventures? What is that? One of those online dating sites?”

“No, it’s a social singles meetup group. You pay to join the club and they organize different events around the area—hiking, biking, golf outings, tours. They even arranged for a skydiving adventure. You go on the ones that interest you, and everyone who attends is single.”

His brows rose. “Fascinating. So, you’ve gone skydiving?”

“Heavens, no. I’m more of a winery-tour-and-horse-racing-adventure type of gal. I did one hike, but I’m not super outdoorsy. Half a mile down the trail, I twisted my ankle and two guys helped me limp back to the parking lot. Neither one asked for my phone number.”

“I see. And is everyone looking for their significant other?”

“Not necessarily, many do it for fun and to meet other single people in the area with similar interests. Obviously, others are searching for something more.”

“And you? What were you looking for?”

“A little of both. I enjoyed participating in organized activities and knowing, as a single person, I wouldn’t end up being the third wheel. I’d been doing it for a few months when I met Patrick at the winery.”

“Patrick was a member of the group?”

I shook my head. “I arrived late for our group’s tour. But since I’d already paid, they bumped me to the next one where I met Patrick. He was there with his brother. One last hurrah before Jonathan was deployed. You know about Jonathan?”

“Of course.” He dug into the potato salad. 

I had a feeling he’d no idea who Jonathan was, but I didn’t bother to explain further. “After the winery tour, they invited me to join them in the tasting room.”

“Two gentlemen? How did you end up with Patrick?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged and sipped the wine. 

My mind went back to that fateful day. Jonathan and Patrick were both six feet tall with athletic builds and dark hair. Jonathan’s close-cropped military cut and upright bearing bespoke his position in the Marines and serious nature, while Patrick’s slight slouch suggested his more easygoing and approachable personality. Both men resembled their father with prominent brows over deep-set eyes, but whereas Patrick had his father’s blue eyes, Jonathan shared his mother’s soulful brown ones. Both men intrigued me, but it was Patrick’s humor and intense gaze that sent tingles down my spine from the start. It wasn’t until later that I discovered his father was the Dunne in Dunne and Jenkins Building and Real Estate—a large commercial developer in the D.C. metro area. However, neither son had followed in their father’s footsteps. 

Chris laid the fork and knife together on the empty plate and stretched his legs out, reclining against the seat with the scotch cupped between his hands. 

“Enough about me. What do you do?” One of my shoulder-length curls fell forward, and I tucked it back behind my ear. 

“I work in the import-export business.”

“I see,” I said, not seeing at all. “And what types of things do you import-export?” 

“All sorts of goods and materials.” 

His replies were evasive, and my mind immediately jumped to drugs. “From any country in particular? Mexico, perhaps?”

He chuckled as if enjoying a private joke. “No, not much comes from Mexico. Italy, France, occasionally Spain.” 

“France? What does the U.S. import from France?”

“What does France export?” He stroked his glass. “Let me think ... machinery, oil ... pharmaceuticals.” 

An undercurrent of secrecy seemed to surround his answers, which I found odd. I didn’t ask another question, instead waiting for him to continue. He seemed to be enjoying the mystery he was creating, and I wondered if he was simply an eccentric old man yanking my chain. 

He clanked the ice in his glass and swallowed the last of the scotch. “But ... my dealings with France are in wine.”

“Yes, of course, French wines.” My shoulders relaxed. “I had a fabulous full-bodied glass of Bordeaux earlier this evening. Quite possibly one of the best reds I’ve ever tasted. So smooth. Is that your business with Marty, then? Are you his French wine connection?”

O’Brien’s faded blue eyes caught mine, then darted away. “No, afraid not. Our transaction has to do with his art collection.”

“I see.” Indeed, I did. Before the party, on my tour of the house, Patrick had taken to pointing out paintings by famous artists, some I knew, many I didn’t. A Degas pencil drawing stuck out in my mind. But it wasn’t simply artwork that his father collected. Throughout the house, there were shelves of glass cases housing antique statues, a Tang Dynasty vase, an Erté mirror, what I guessed to be hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of art and antiquities. When I mentioned this to Patrick, he explained to me his father had invested in state-of-the-art security. The glass cases were wired with pressure plates, and the exterior of the house was monitored with cameras.

“Are you buying or selling?” 

Chris held up the tumbler and gazed at the melting cubes.

“Or would it be indiscreet to disclose such information?”

“Mm...”

The man roused my curiosity, but before I could ply him for additional information, Patrick came around the corner and spotted me. “I’ve been looking for you.” He reached out his hand.

Giving an internal sigh, I took it and rose to my sore feet. “I’ve been keeping Mr. O’Brien company.” 

“Hello, I don’t believe we’ve met.”

This surprised me. I’d assumed Patrick would have met his father’s art dealer, but perhaps there were many. I introduced the two.

“I’ve been enjoying this beautiful lady’s company,” O’Brien said.

“I’m sorry to take her away, but Mom’s been wanting you to meet one of her friends from Junior League.”

I turned to Chris and held out my hand. “Please, excuse me. It’s been nice talking with you.”

He took my hand, sandwiching it between his own. “Again, the pleasure was all mine. I am aware quiet corners should be left to old men. Lovely young ladies, such as yourself, should not have their lights dimmed by dark corners, but rather be the centerpiece, the belle of the ball.”

I bit my lip and held back an eyeroll at his heavy-handed compliments. “I hope your business transaction comes to an effective conclusion.”

“I have no doubt it will. I wish you a Happy Christmas.”

“And to you.” 

“Happy Holidays.” Patrick nodded at Chris, then slid his hand across my lower back and guided me toward the front of the house. “What the hell was that all about? Who was that old guy?” he asked, speaking out of the side of his mouth. 

“I believe he and your father are discussing some art.”

Patrick paused and glanced over his shoulder, but we’d gone out of Chris’s line of sight. He shrugged, and we powered through the clumps of guests until I heard Molly’s ringing voice. “Ah, Patrick, you’ve found her.”
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Moonlight drifted through the gauzy curtains, and I stared at the unmoving fan blades above the unfamiliar bed. I rolled to my side. The glowing clock numbers read 3:24, and I scrunched my eyes closed, but it was no use. The pain wouldn’t go away on its own. I needed to take something for it. This happened occasionally—one too many glasses of red wine and the tannins would attack my poor little brain, giving me a whopper of a headache. My limit was two glasses, and I’d pushed the limit tonight. Slipping out of bed, I pulled a pair of socks and a green hoodie out of my duffle bag and donned them. 

The hallway was silent, but I could see well enough—tiny nightlights plugged into outlets intermittently lit the way to the grand staircase. My socked feet barely made a sound as I drifted down the steps. The tick of the grandfather clock in the front hall sounded loud to my ears, and I nearly jumped out of my skin as it struck the half hour with a sing-song chime. I stopped in my tracks with a hand to my chest. Finally, the last echo of the bells ended, and I carried on to the kitchen. It took but a moment to find a clean glass, fill it with water, and slug back the two little pills that would bring relief. 

When Patrick told me his mother had invited us to spend the night following the party, I’d originally thought it a fine idea. It allowed both of us to drink and not have to worry about driving home or getting a cab. Now, I wished for the comforts of my own bed. As I swallowed the last of the liquid, I glanced around the kitchen, also lit by nightlights, and found little sign of the party that had just finished a few hours ago. No glassware or dishes lined the sink, and the counters were wiped clean. The catering staff did their job well. I ran my hand along the quartz and saw a green light in the corner, near the ceiling, turn to red. It was one of the motion sensors Patrick had pointed out earlier. He’d said the motion sensors were only turned on when the house was empty. The light turned green again. I waved my hand, and the light went red. I guessed the sensors were always on by default, just not armed to trigger the alarm.

Gently, I laid the glass on the counter. Something else came to mind that Patrick had mentioned. There were no cameras inside the house. Molly had put her foot down, and refused to allow Marty to install interior cameras, because she “didn’t like the feeling of being spied on in her own home.” His father relied on the pressure plates beneath the sculptures and artwork to keep them safe. When I’d asked Patrick about the hunting scene above the fireplace in the library, he laughed and said it was practically worthless. His mother had picked it up at a flea market when they were a young couple, struggling to make ends meet. It held more sentimental value than a monetary one. 

The knob twisted beneath my fingers, and the low glow of the lamp came to life. Somehow my feet had drawn me down the hall to the library, and now I stood staring at the “worthless” painting. Though I valued the beauty and importance in historical culture, I knew very little about art. Living in the D.C. area, I had trotted through the art museums on the Mall for class field trips, and occasionally played tour guide for out-of-town guests. I could differentiate between a Picasso and Degas, but that’s where my expertise ended.

The hunting scene looked good to me. The brush strokes were fine, and the bright red paint colors of the hunter’s coats drew me into the picture. Black and white hounds, their tails up and ears perked, seemed ready to dart off into the fields to find their fox. However, the painting wasn’t the reason I stood in the library now. Brazen curiosity could be the only explanation. 

My fingers pushed and prodded decorative pieces of trim surrounding the mantel, the fluted plinth, the center of a carved flower, the pineapple in the middle of the frieze. Nothing. I couldn’t shake the feeling something had moved in this area, and Marty had definitely been irritated by my barging in. Was there a hidey hole in the fireplace, or possibly a passage to a secret room? The residence was large enough to house a hidden chamber. I remembered reading an old gothic novel about an art collector who kept high-value artwork in a concealed room off the study. I felt like Miss Marple searching for a clue. 

But a clue to what?

When the fireplace yielded nothing, I turned in a circle. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined both sides of the long walls of the rectangular room. A library ladder on rails stood midway down on the left side. It would take hours for me to test the books and knick-knacks filling the shelves. Besides, my instincts told me the books were the wrong track.

The opposite end of the room from the fireplace revealed a pair of French doors leading out onto the back patio and pool area. Marty’s antique desk sat closer to the doors than the fireplace. On it was a desk blotter, pencil holder, a few framed photos of family, and various bric-a-brac. The cleanup crew must not have visited this room because the brandy snifters from earlier remained. Chris’s still held liquid in the bulbous glass, however, Marty’s had been emptied. 

The leather chair creaked as I lowered myself onto the seat. Ahead of me rose the magnificent fireplace. The bottom drawer was locked, but the other drawers opened and closed with little effort and were filled with nothing unusual—files, paperclips, pens, a stapler. What had Marty been reaching for? I closed my eyes and allowed my fingers to feel under the lip of the desktop. Sure enough, some sort of catch met my searching touch. I pressed. There was a click. The hunting scene disappeared upward to reveal another smaller painting. 

The grandfather clock began its chime, startling me. I jumped, pressing the hidden button, and the painting disappeared. In between the tolling, I heard a new sound—the creak of a floor board. My fingers shook so much it took an extra few seconds to twist off the light before darting back to safety. The last bong of the clock, striking four, echoed through the house as I entered the kitchen. 

When Patrick discovered me, I was innocently perusing the leftovers in the subzero refrigerator. 

“What are you doing up?” he asked in a soft voice.

I pulled out a leftover meat and cheese platter and prayed he wouldn’t notice my uneven breathing, flushed countenance, or hear the pounding of my heart. “Woke up with a red wine headache. I thought some protein might help. Your mother won’t mind, will she?”

“Not at all. I’ve a bit of a headache too. I guess everyone overindulged. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

“How did you know where I was?” I pulled the plastic off the tray.

“I thought you might be cold, so I snuck into your room to warm you up.” He leered at me before snatching up a cheddar square and popping it in his mouth.

Since we were an unmarried couple, Molly had seen fit to give us separate rooms, even though I was thirty and her son thirty-two, and I was pretty sure she knew we spent our weekends together. However, the house was hers, and if she wished to observe the proprieties, who was I to argue? 

“Naughty boy. What would your mom say?” I bit into a slice of summer sausage.

He pulled down a glass from the cabinet and stuck it in the refrigerator water dispenser. “She’d probably tell me I was honor bound to make an honest woman out of you.” 

I snorted. “She does know that we spend the weekends together. Hell, she phoned my apartment looking for you at six in the morning last Saturday.”

“Oh, she knows. She just turns a blind eye.” He took a long drink. “My mother would like life to be one of her historical romances, where all the women are virginal innocents that reform the rakish Duke and are the making of the man.”

My brows rose, and I leaned against the counter folding my arms across my chest. “Uh-huh, and you would be the rakish Duke in this scenario?”

He put down the glass with an audible clink and wrapped his arms around my waist. I caught the faint scent of his spicy cologne and allowed my hands to creep up to his shoulders.  “No, in my scenario you are already a fallen woman since you were no innocent when we met. I am the lord who will take the hussy, peddling her body to make a living, off the streets—”

My palms planted themselves against the soft green T-shirt on his chest. “Did you just call me a prostitute?” 

“Shh. I’d take her as my mistress, giving her a home and a safe environment. Eventually, I’d fall in love and make an honest woman out of her.”

“I see ... and you would be what ... Baron of Baloney? The Marquis of Malarkey?” His teeth flashed, and I bit my lip to keep from laughing. “I do believe you’ve been reading too many of your mother’s smutty novels,” I said in my best Scarlett O’Hara accent.

He didn’t answer, and in the dim light I watched his face turn from playful to solemn. His grin slid into a straight line. His light eyes bored into me; serious thoughts seemed to swirl behind them.

My own smile disappeared; I touched his cheek. “What?”

“You were pretty amazing tonight.”

“You’re pretty great yourself. I’ve no idea how you kept up with the Professor’s derivatives discussion.”

“I kept my eye on you the whole night.” 

“Stalker.” I gave a breathy laugh.

“Do you know how many people came up to me and complimented you?”

“How many?”

“Dozens.”

“So, I pass inspection amongst the Dunne elite?” I wiggled my brows.

“You more than pass. Everybody loves you. You seem to have outdone any girlfriend Jonathan or I have ever brought home.”

“Of which, I’m sure there were many.”

“Less than you’d think.”

“Why so serious?” I ran a finger along his jawline. “Isn’t it a good thing that I didn’t embarrass your family, or myself for that matter?”

“It’s just that ...” His lips pursed, and I watched an internal debate wage. 

“Oh, for heaven’s sakes, stop thinking and just kiss me already.”

So, he did. 

It was a lovely soft kiss that warmed my body through. He pulled me close, and his hands slid beneath my hoodie, rubbing up and down my silky pajamas, then descended to cup my derriere. I do believe I would have wantonly allowed him further indiscretions ... if the lights hadn’t flashed on, practically blinding me.

In a nanosecond, we were a foot apart from one another. 

“Hello.”

“Dad?”

“Patrick, Karina.” Marty came around the corner, pulling the sash tight on his red and black plaid robe. “What’s going on?”

“Karina had a headache ... and ... I was hungry. What are you doing up?”

“Same as you. Hungry. I never seem to have time to eat at these damn affairs. What are we having? Um ... salami, wonderful.” Marty plucked up a piece of meat, wrapped it around a chunk of gouda and took a bite. “Don’t tell your mother, she’s been restricting my sandwich meats. Something to do with nitrates.”

My face blazed with embarrassment. I couldn’t believe I—a thirty-year-old woman— almost got caught making out with my boyfriend by his dad. In the kitchen, no less. How demoralizing. Then I remembered my snooping mission, and it burned for a different reason that had nothing to do with my carnal thoughts about his son. 

“Well, I think I’ll leave you boys to it. My headache is feeling better and I could use a few more hours of shut-eye. Any time in particular we need to leave in the morning?”

Patrick grabbed my hand and gave me a quick peck. “I’m in no hurry. Go ahead and sleep in.” 

Marty bade me goodnight as he scooped up a stuffed olive. I escaped back to my room where I stared at the ceiling fan for another hour before finally falling asleep.
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Chapter Three
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The cursor blinked inside the little Google search box. It had been over a week since the Dunne’s holiday bash, and I simply hadn’t had time to explore the barely glimpsed painting. Okay, maybe that wasn’t exactly true. I’d been wrestling with the fact that it was none of my business to know why Marty was hiding a two-by-two-foot painting behind his fireplace. However, my overwhelming curiosity kept tugging at me like a whiny toddler. On more than one occasion, I’d almost asked Patrick about it. Most recently, during dinner on Tuesday night. 

We’d met up at an Italian restaurant close to my office in Old Town Alexandria. Patrick had been telling me about a new client his firm landed when my gaze fell upon a painting of Venice on the wall behind him. His words became a distorted buzz as my thoughts were drawn back to his father’s dim library. 

“Hello?” Patrick’s hand waved in front of my eyes. “Earth to Karina.”

The restaurant noises interrupted my daydream, and Patrick came back into focus. 

“You zoned out on me and had this queer look on your face. What happened?” Patrick grinned. 

I opened my mouth to tell him what I’d seen above the fireplace, but the waiter arrived with our food. By the time he left, I’d reconsidered and instead diverted Patrick onto a discussion about our plans for New Year’s Eve.

The cursor blinked. I’d glimpsed the painting so quickly, I wasn’t even sure I knew what to search for. My fingers moved to type in the only thing that stood out to me—black and white floor. The image search yielded nothing but some wild striped floors and techniques for laying black and white tile. I then tried—famous painting black and white checked floor—which also yielded nothing but a forty-minute diversion down a rabbit hole and a new desire to repaint my kitchen floors. The chair creaked as I shifted. Rotating my stiff shoulders, I wondered for a moment if I sought in vain.

However, I knew I’d prevaricated with the first two searches. I forced my fingers to type the words I’d been fearing from the beginning—stolen painting, black and white checkerboard floor. More of the same. The mouse scrolled through images until, midway down, I paused. There it was, the distinctive black-and-white checked floor. One lady sat in profile at a pianoforte, while another stood singing with sheet music in her hand. In between the two women sat a man on an orange chair wearing a brown coat and sash, his back toward the viewer. The foreground revealed a tall counter covered in a blue and red Turkish rug with a mandolin resting upon it. A forgotten cello lay on the floor partially obscured by the carpet. I clicked the image and read a headline by the UK Daily Mail about a Boston mobster and a five-hundred-million-dollar art heist from the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum.

Before I could read further, a staff meeting reminder popped up in front of the article at the exact moment Stacey, one of my coworkers, appeared in my doorway.

“Are you coming?” She waved a packet of paper at me. “It’s an all-staff meeting.”

“Yes, of course.” With a few clicks of the mouse, I dismissed the reminder and bookmarked the webpage before closing out of the internet browser. 

***
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THE PINOT GRIGIO SLIPPING down my throat tasted of honeyed pear, and I welcomed the refreshing flavor as my sensible heels skittered across the floor. I flopped down on the couch with a sigh. The day had been so busy I’d not had time to return to the article, and now the little black laptop on my coffee table mocked me. On my way home, Patrick texted to tell me he was running late for dinner. I’d turned the stewing crockpot down to warm, and the crusty boule bread I’d picked up from Panera during lunch sat on the cutting board. There was nothing else I needed to prepare for our meal. With a sigh, I put down the wine and opened the computer.

The Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum heist happened early in the morning on the eighteenth of March in 1990. Two thieves dressed as police officers gained access to the museum, tied up the two security guards in the basement, and spent over an hour robbing the museum of thirteen works of art, including Rembrandts, a couple of Degas, a Flinck, a Manet, a Chinese vase, and The Concert, by Dutch painter Johannes Vermeer. 

After twenty-seven years, not one piece of artwork had been recovered and, as I followed links and delved deeper into the robbery, bizarre stories and theories regarding the reason for the theft and location of the artwork reigned supreme. One Boston Globe investigative reporter, who must have spent years of his life following the trail, was thought to have been shown one of the stolen Rembrandts during a shady late-night visit to a Boston warehouse. On more than one occasion, it sounded as though there had been a possibility of a negotiated recovery of the artwork, only to have those chances lost, either because something had spooked the negotiator into becoming tightlipped, or it turned out to be a false lead. 

Another article revealed the FBI dug up a famous mobster’s Connecticut yard—twice—to come out empty handed. There were countless different theories as to where the art currently resided. Through all of them ran two consistent themes. First, the Boston mafia was somehow involved in planning the original theft. And second, the artwork had not been burned, as sometimes happened when paintings had been stolen, to cover a thief’s tracks. The art heist had been investigated by the FBI, reporters, professional art recovery agents, multiple Gardner Museum heads of security, and dilettantes, such as myself. The FBI and attorney general remained on the case and continued to actively follow legitimate leads. The Gardner museum dedicated a portion of their website to the stolen artwork, posting a ten-million-dollar reward for information that led to the recovery of the masterpieces.

“Dinner smells delicious.” 

I slammed my laptop shut and shoved it away as if it had bitten me. 

Patrick entered the living room, loosening his tie. “Sorry I’m so late. I found your phone sitting on the dash and your car unlocked.” He held it up before tossing it to me. “I assume you didn’t get my text to go ahead and eat without me?”

“Thanks, I forgot to bring it up.” I checked for messages. “Did you lock the car?”

“Yes. You know, that’s the second time I’ve found your car unlocked.”

“Subconsciously, I’m hoping someone will steal it.” I laughed. My ten-year-old silver Chevy sedan had over one hundred thousand miles on it, multiple door dings, and had done battle in two fender benders. The last was so minor, I never bothered to get the baseball sized dent out of my bumper. I figured the dent made it easy for me to identify the car in a parking lot. 

“It doesn’t matter. I was doing some work too.” I scooped up my half-drunk glass of wine as I rose. 

Patrick leaned over and kissed me. “Mm, tasty. What are you drinking?”

“A pinot grigio. Pull up a chair. Shall I fix you a glass?”

“Absolutely.” He followed my suggestion, sliding onto one of the bar stools at the kitchen island.

“Tell me about your day. Did you finish preparing the presentation?” I asked. 

Patrick prattled on about his prospective client while I retrieved the silverware and bowls and sliced the bread. I tried to focus on what my boyfriend was saying to keep my mind occupied and my eyes from straying to the laptop, which held a surfeit of opened browser tabs on the Gardner heist. I placed two steaming bowls of stew on the counter, poured a glass of wine for Patrick, topped off my own, and joined him. 

“So, what do you think?” he asked.

Crap. What did I miss? What’s he talking about? Divert! “Well ... I’m not sure, what do you think?” I raised a spoonful of stew to my lips, blowing on it before taking a bite 

A look of confusion crossed his features. “I thought this was a no brainer. You love the theater.”

“Yes ... I” —What show? Where? When?— “think, of course...” 

“And box seats.”

“Yes, wow. Well, box seats—”

“Look.” Patrick put down his spoon. “I know you haven’t met the Graysons. They couldn’t make it to the party this year, but Tom Grayson is one of my dad’s oldest friends. And Phyllis, his wife, is as sweet as southern pie. I’ll be there, and my parents will, too. I’m not sure who else will be invited...”

“Yes, yes.” I
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