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      Looking back, it was as plain as the smile on Mona Lisa’s face. Look closely enough and there’s no denying there’s a grin, a smirk, a knowing curl of the lips. In fact, the question isn’t whether Mona Lisa is smiling or not; rather, the question is— what secret is she keeping behind that smile?

      Indeed, I should have seen it coming. People considered me a clever person. I considered myself a clever person. But I guess even the smartest creatures sometimes don’t see what’s right there in front of them. Not until it’s way too late, anyway.

      I listened to Marcus’s voice greeting, something I’d heard a thousand times before. Somehow, I never got sick of hearing that recording. The sound of his voice always made me feel like I belonged somewhere… that I belonged to someone… no matter how lost some days left me feeling.

      “Hey, this is Marcus. I can’t take your call right now because I’m busy doing something important… or something not so important… or maybe I’m just chilling and flicking through Miles’ record collection. Who knows? The fact is, I’m not here to talk to you. But please talk to me… in a message… and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

      My lips melted into a smile— my heart swooning a little as it always did when I heard that greeting— as I waited for the tone.

      “Hey babe, bad news. I’m still stuck at the gallery… I know, I know, I’m sorry, blame whoever did the wiring in this place, it’s a goddamn death-trap. We can’t hang anything in here until we’ve worked out what’s live and what’s not behind these walls. It’s totally messing with my OCD, but I guess that’s the price you pay for an old warehouse in Chelsea. Don’t worry, I’ll still make it in time for dinner with Barclay, I’ll just have to meet you at the restaurant. Hope your day’s been okay pulling the proposal together. Hope it’s been better than mine, at least. Anyway, I’ll stop talking to your phone and hang up now. I’ll see you tonight. Love you.”

      Outside I heard the rain start.

      I hung up the call and looked out the gallery window, past the ladders and the clusters of paint tins and the scattered toolboxes that the army of tradespeople had left here, knowing they would be returning day after day until the job was done. A deluge had decided to pummel down onto the streets of Manhattan, signaling an early end to the day as rain clouds darkened the city, forcing the streetlights to blink on, illuminating the downpour.

      I heard an exasperated sigh from the electrician who still had a smear on his unshaven chin from one of the several pizza slices he’d had for lunch. “Rain… terrific.” His accent was generations-old Brooklyn. “I guess that’s quittin’ time for me for today.”

      “Quitting time? I thought you said you had another two hours’ work left.”

      “I did. But given the age of this building there’s no telling if there’s rainwater runnin’ down the insides of these walls.” He started packing up his tools. “If you see any sparks or a fire starts, I’d shut the power down straight away if I were you.”

      “Sparks? Fire!” I anxiously adjusted my bowtie. “How do I shut down the power? I don’t even know where the box of switches is?”

      The electrician rolled his eyes. “It’s called a fuse box. And don’t blame me if the job isn’t  finished yet. Like I told you before, you could have had a team of professionals here. Many hands make light work. One phone call and I could have arranged for my nephew and my Uncle Ernie to help fix this place up…”

      “They’re your professionals?”

      “… but you went for the cheaper option, so all’s you get is little old me. I’m workin’ as hard as I can here, but I can’t go any faster. Like it or lump it.”

      “That decision was purely financial.”

      “I get it, pal. You’re stuck in the triangle of compromise. Ain’t we all.”

      “The triangle of what?”

      “The triangle of compromise. Imagine a three-sided shape with three points.”

      “That’s what a triangle is.”

      He ignored my sarcasm and kept talking. “The three points are good, cheap and fast. For every job you want done, you can have two of those things, but you’ll always have to compromise on the third.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean… a job can be good and cheap, but it’ll never be fast. A job can be cheap and fast, but it’ll never be good. A job can be good and fast, but it’ll never be cheap. You picked the first option.”

      “Maybe it’s time to tip the triangle, time is running out. I need things done fast.”

      The electrician simply looked at me and rubbed his thumb and fingertips together, making the international sign for money.

      I gave an exasperated sigh. “Look, my partner and I are waiting for the final stamp of approval from our investor, Barclay. We have a meeting tonight to firm up his commitment and hopefully the cash will be in the bank by morning. We’re planning a grand opening in three weeks’ time. We have to have this place looking perfect… or at least safe. Can’t you at least fix that up before you leave today?” I pointed to several loose wires hanging from the ceiling.

      “Call me in the morning,” the electrician said, shutting his toolbox. “If your money comes through, I’ll bring my nephew and uncle to help you get this place above board. Hell, I’ll bring my grandma too if you like, at least she knows how to find a fuse box. In the meantime, if you smell smoke, I’d have the NYFD on the phone quick-smart.”

      With that he picked up his toolbox and pushed his way out through the front door, his shoulder rubbing against the newly-applied signage on the glass that read Tate & Bradford Gallery.

      I grimaced. “Oh my God, can you please not smear the…” But the electrician had already dashed away into the rain with his jacket over his head. “Never mind.”

      Instantly I began sniffing for smoke.

      I was so edgy about the prospect of our gallery burning to the ground that I jumped when my phone rang.

      I answered without even checking the caller ID, assuming it was Marcus returning my call. “Babe, we need a new electrician, we need to fix every crack and crevice in this place before the opening, and I… fuck I need a drink.”

      There was a brief pause down the line before a voice asked, “Is this Mr. Miles Tate?”

      The southern accent was an instant giveaway that I was not talking to my life partner and lover, Marcus. “Oh God, I’m so sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

      “Are you Miles Tate? Miles Tate, the art evaluator?”

      “Yes, speaking. Although I’m currently transitioning careers from art evaluator to gallery owner and curator. May I ask to whom I’m speaking? Are you an interested party in our new venture in Chel—”

      “My name is Franklin Fontaine Junior. I’m a lawyer in Savannah, Georgia. I was given your name by a colleague of mine who recently commissioned your expertise for an evaluation on a deceased estate.”

      I sifted quickly through my brain. “The De Villiers estate in Savannah. Yes, I traveled down for that evaluation last July. But as I said, I’m currently transitioning careers and focusing on—”

      “Mr. Tate, I’m willing to pay a generous sum for you to return to Georgia and perform another evaluation.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry but as I mentioned—”

      “You’re transitioning into a new career, I heard you.”

      “That’s correct. I’m about to open my own gallery in New—”

      “And I appreciate that, really I do. But your work on the De Villiers estate garnered quite a handsome nest-egg for the family of the deceased, an amount substantially larger than any of our local evaluators could fetch at auction. You certainly pulled off a small miracle for the De Villiers family, and I’m truly hoping you might be able to do the same for me.”

      After a shitty day wrangling tradespeople and praying we could pull the gallery together in time, I was somewhat flattered by the compliments from— “I’m sorry, what was your name again?”

      “Fontaine. Franklin Fontaine Junior.”

      “Mr. Fontaine, I appreciate the kind words. But I’m afraid I have my hands full at the moment. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to—”

      “I’ll pay you double what you earned from the De Villiers’ commission.”

      I paused. To say that the De Villiers commission was something of a boost to our financial position in getting the gallery off the ground was an understatement. We could definitely use another healthy boost right about now.

      Then again, Barclay’s money was almost in the bag.

      I didn’t need to distract myself with other revenue streams, not anymore.

      Marcus and I were on track to open the gallery, give or take a few electrical glitches.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Fontaine, but I need to politely decline your—”

      “I’ll pay you triple.”

      I paused again. Triple was… well… “That’s exceedingly generous of you, sir. But I—”

      “Fine. I can see I’m wasting your time… and quite frankly, you’re wasting mine.”

      With that, the line went dead.

      I took the phone away from my ear and looked at it. “Pleasure doing business with you,” I uttered somewhat sardonically.

      As I looked around the vast, half-painted, half-wired space that I had always dreamed would be my future, I quickly forgot about the call from Franklin Fontaine and decided there was no point hanging around now that all the tradespeople had left for the day.

      I picked up my satchel of paperwork.

      I shut off the lights and prayed that a fire wouldn’t start overnight.

      I thought about calling Marcus to tell him I’d now have time to stop by our apartment before dinner to shower and get changed, but as I opened the door to the pouring rain, I thought twice about making a call and getting my phone drenched. I tucked it into my pocket instead.

      Since that day I’ve wondered countless times, had I made that call would my life still be the lie I had been living for so long without me even knowing it?

      Would Mona Lisa’s secrets still be safe behind that smile?

      Who knows?
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        * * *

      

      My name is Miles Tate. A friend introduced me to Marcus Bradford ten years ago on the night of my thirty-fourth birthday party. He was a few years younger than me, a confident, charismatic creature with an intoxicating smile and a devil-may-care glint in his eyes. He was all the things I was not, which is precisely what I find irresistible in a man. He told me he worked as a consultant for a social media marketing firm, I told him I was an art evaluator with dreams of one day opening my own gallery. We started talking about Warhol and Banksy and the existential importance of art in a world of algorithms and influencers and egomaniacal billionaires with plans to rule the planet.

      Needless to say, I fell instantly, and I fell hard.

      We started dating.

      We attended dinner parties on the Upper West Side and gallery events in Soho. People saw us as the perfect couple. He was the beauty and I was the brains. Marcus could win anyone over with his charm and boyish good looks, while I impressed guests at any soiree with my knowledge of all things art, from Dadaism to Degas. It was a partnership that carried over into our private life too, where our differences forged the ideal opposites-attract romance. I loved watching him swoon over his favorite rom-coms starring Julia Roberts, while I bored him with French existentialist films by Jean-Luc Godard, cradling his head in my lap while he fell asleep. I let him drag me to drag shows at dive bars I never even knew existed, secretly loving every moment as I watched him laugh at the bawdy entertainment up on stage, while he graciously endured every gourmet experiment I attempted in the pokey kitchen of our tiny Greenwich apartment. He teased me about my extensive bowtie collection… while I wondered what on earth he saw in me, unwilling to ever really seek the answer.

      We built a life together and a few years ago we began to seriously pursue my vision of opening a gallery. He wanted to be part of my dream. I wanted his name on the door alongside mine. And one day, without him knowing, I bought a ring.

      I kept it hidden in my sock drawer, waiting for the perfect moment…

      A moment that would never come.
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        * * *

      

      “Babe, we’ve got thirty minutes and I’m calling a cab.” I shook off the rain and struggled to get the keys out of the door, an ongoing problem we encountered. “Have you had a chance to call the locksmith yet?”

      There was no answer from inside the apartment.

      “Marcus? Are you here?”

      I could hear one of my Billie Holiday records playing softly in the living room.

      I could smell the lemongrass and sandalwood scent of a candle burning.

      He must have been here. “Marcus?”

      Suddenly he appeared in the hallway, somewhat breathless, a towel wrapped around his waist. “Miles. You’re home. I was just taking a shower. I got your message, I thought I was meeting you at the restaurant.”

      “The electrician stopped work because of the rain. The wiring in the place is… well.. all over the place and he said the rain could be leaking on the inside of the walls which could cause sparks or a fire or something, so I turned everything off and do you think I could get a cab and now I’m drenched.” I paused a moment as I noticed, “You’re not wet.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You said you were taking a shower.”

      “Oh… what I meant was, I was about to take a shower.”

      “Good, we don’t have much time. I don’t want to keep Barclay waiting.” I hurried past him, heading for the kitchen which overlooked the living room. Marcus followed me. I flicked a tea towel off the oven door and wiped the raindrops off my satchel, glancing into the dimly-lit living room.

      His favorite Jimmy Choo shoes were on the rug, one here, another there, as though they’d been carelessly kicked off.

      He never carelessly kicked off his Jimmy Choos.

      I sniffed at the scented wax burning. “What’s the candle for?”

      “Well, you sounded kinda stressed on the phone. I thought it might, you know, relax you.”

      “We don’t have time for relaxing, Marcus. We’ve got to get Barclay across the line. I know this sort of stuff comes easy for you… charming people and making things go your way… but it plays havoc with my anxiety levels, you know that. I mean, this is our future we’re talking about here.”

      Marcus made a beeline for me and began massaging my shoulders. “Hey, it’s okay. Calm down, everything’s going to be fine. Just breathe, okay?”

      I did as I was told and took a deep breath, letting his hands work the tension out of my knotted shoulders. “I’m sorry, I’m just… I don’t know… nervous that I’m going to fuck this up.”

      “Miles, listen to me. We’re not going to fuck anything up. Everything is going to work out just fine, trust me. You do trust me, don’t you?”

      “Of course I trust you. I just don’t trust the universe. Who’s to say some cosmic spanner isn’t going to land in the works and bust all our dreams to pieces?”

      “You’re being paranoid. There is no cosmic spanner. Everything is going to be just fine.”

      He leaned in and kissed me.

      I smiled…

      And then…

      “Have you changed your cologne?”

      He raised one eyebrow. “No. I mean, yes. Do you like it?”

      “I do. What’s it called?”

      “I forget.”

      I chuckled. “You’re wearing a new cologne and you forgot the name of it?”

      He shrugged. “The salesgirl at Bloomingdales handed me a free sample bottle. I liked the smell of it, but no, I have no idea what it’s called. Now why don’t you get in the shower, we don’t have much time.”

      “I thought you were about to take a shower.”

      “I can wait. You go. I’ll pick out a bowtie for you, something that’ll impress the pants off Barclay.” He kissed me again.

      “I’ll be quick, I promise.”

      “Take your time. Barclay will probably be late anyway.”

      “I hope not, I’m already anxious enough.”

      In the bedroom I flicked through the shirts and trousers in my closet. I chose what I wanted to wear, a smart casual ensemble with a pastel pink shirt, hoping it would encourage Marcus to choose the Japanese blossom print bowtie. I’d always thought of it as my lucky bowtie. I was wearing it the night of my thirty-fourth birthday and since then I’d had very little to complain about… with the exception of the recent hiccups and delays getting the gallery up to scratch.

      I undressed and walked into the bathroom, leaving the door slightly ajar.

      I ran the shower and waited for the heat to kick in.

      That was when I heard a loud smash in the living room.

      Instantly I turned off the water. “Marcus? Are you alright?”

      There was no answer, but over the soft crooning of Billie Holiday I distinctly heard hushed voices.

      I wrapped a towel around my waist and rushed into the living room to see one of my two matching Murano vases in pieces on the floor.

      Had Marcus taken a turn?

      Did he knock the vase over in the middle of a medical emergency?

      I raced into the hallway in search of him.

      “Marcus?”

      Suddenly I stopped in my tracks when I saw him hurrying toward the front door… and beside him was none other than— “Barclay?”

      Barclay glanced back awkwardly but couldn’t look me in the eye.

      His shirt was unbuttoned.

      His tie hung loose around his neck.

      And in his hands, he carried his expensive Italian leather shoes, the laces still undone.

      “Barclay?” I asked again, confusion quickly drowning in the sickening realization that there was no reasonable explanation for him to be here, not when we were supposed to be meeting him for a business dinner in less than an hour.

      Barclay was older than me, perhaps fifty, but at that moment he looked like a schoolboy who had been caught in front of a wall of graffiti with a spray can in his hand.

      “What are you doing here?” It was a stupid question, but I couldn’t think what else to say.

      He avoided my puzzled and panicked gaze, staring at the floorboards instead as he muttered, “I knocked your vase over. Sorry about that.”

      With that he reached for the door, yanked it open and raced off down the stairs of our apartment building.

      I stood there in shock, glaring out the open door for a stunned moment before looking at Marcus, the two of us now standing in the hallway in our towels. “Marcus?”

      Marcus also avoided all eye contact and gave a shrug. “He came over to discuss the deal. I told him to kick off his shoes.”

      “And take off his tie? And his shirt? Marcus, what’s going on?”

      He shrugged again as though it was a good enough response.

      “Marcus?”

      He snapped back. “Jesus, would you stop saying my fucking name? You sound like such a whiny little bitch sometimes. Did you know that? Do you know how much you complain?”

      My back stiffened in shock, and I suddenly felt even sicker. Marcus had never snapped at me before, not like that. Clearly, he had been keeping his feelings to himself. Clearly, he couldn’t keep them inside any longer. And clearly, he had a lot more to say.

      “You know, Miles, I’ve never told you this before but sometimes being with you is like living with a neurotic old lady who can’t stop muttering and moaning and bitching about absolutely everything. Nothing’s ever perfect enough for you Miles. It’s fucking unbearable and quite frankly, it’s boring. You’re boring! Everyone finds you boring! Do you know when we leave someone’s party, I have to quietly apologize for you on the way out?”

      “Apologize? For what?”

      “For your over-inflated opinions… your ridiculous ramblings… your dull-as-shit chitchat… the way you think you’re better than everyone around you.”

      “I don’t do that…. do I?”

      “Oh my God, if I had a dollar for every time I had to listen to you try to tolerate the world around you, hell, we wouldn’t need Barclay to fund the gallery, we’d be rich. But we’re not. And so, I have to go out begging to fund your stupid, derivative dreams.”

      “Is that what you were just doing with Barclay? Begging? I certainly don’t doubt you were on your knees.”

      “Oh please, give it a rest. The only reason Barclay is even interested in your gallery is because of the attention I give him. I’m doing you a favor.”

      My eyes turned to saucers and my jaw actually dropped. “Are you suggesting I should be thanking you for fucking our investor?”

      “Honestly… yes. And can I say for the last six months he’s been a lot more fun in the bedroom than you ever were.”

      I felt my chest tighten so much I began to struggle breathing. “Six months?” I gasped.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t figure it out earlier. Once he hid in your closet. Once he hid under the bed. Today he was behind your favorite chair. We probably would have gotten away with it again if he hadn’t knocked over your ugly fucking vase with his shoe.”

      “Oh my God. I need to sit down,” I panted.

      “Please do, I might as well tell you about the others while I’m at it.” He burst out laughing. “God, it feels so good to finally get this off my chest.”

      “The others? What others?”

      “Geez, let me see. In the last few years there’s been James our accountant, Riley who lived two floors down for a while, and the usher who showed us to our seats for that performance of Wicked you so desperately wanted to see.”

      “What usher?”

      “I didn’t exactly get his name, if that’s what you’re asking. Before that there was Liam the grocery kid, Andre who painted the living room that disgusting sage green you insisted on, and of course Raymond stuck around a lot longer than I expected.”

      “Raymond? Raymond who introduced us at my birthday party ten years ago?”

      “Yes, that Raymond, you idiot. For a while I thought you knew we were fucking, but then I realized you were so caught up in your own world, you actually didn’t have a clue. That’s when I realized how easy this was going to be. After that there was the cute guy who makes my coffee at Starbucks, the FedEx guy who delivers your ridiculous bowties, and oh, let’s not forget Alex, the realtor who leased us the gallery space… he sure knew how to close a deal.”

      “Stop! Stop talking!”

      “Fine.” There was yet another casual shrug as he dropped his towel and strutted into the bedroom with his usual self-confidence.

      I swiftly followed. “Wait a minute, come back here.”

      In the bedroom he began to dress. “What for? To hear you complain more? Perhaps if you stopped whining and opened your eyes to the world around you, some things wouldn’t come as such a surprise. Perhaps if you had bothered to look beyond yourself, you would have seen all of this going on. You could have saved us both a lot of wasted time. Honestly Miles, you only have yourself to blame.”

      “How dare you! I think you need to pack your things and get out!” I hissed through gritted teeth.

      Marcus finished buttoning up his shirt and jeans. “Actually, the apartment is in my name. Remember, we switched it over so that you could have the gallery in your name. So, I think you’re the one who should pack his things.” He slipped on his shoes and grabbed his keys off the bedside table. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a dinner date with Barclay.”

      “Barclay? You’re still going to dinner?”

      “Naturally the investment offer is off the table… that’s your problem to deal with now. But why waste a perfectly good dinner reservation. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get a table at Balthazar’s these days?” He headed for the door and paused for one last moment. “Do the decent thing and make sure you’re gone before Barclay and I get home. I’ll ship all your junk to you when you let me know a forwarding address. That is if I don’t throw it all in the trash where most of it belongs.”

      He closed the door behind him with a loud bang, as though someone had just fired a bullet straight through my heart.

      It took a few moments to realize I’d stopped breathing.

      With a loud gasp I inhaled before my head started to spin.

      I stumbled back to the living room and practically fell into my favorite chair.

      Then I remembered Marcus saying that Barclay had been hiding behind it without me even knowing.

      It was no longer my favorite.

      Nothing here was.

      Quickly I stood and looked around the room.

      All the things we’d collected together over the past ten years— the furniture we bought, the curtains we chose, the knickknacks we collected— all of it was tainted now. Everything was as shattered as the Murano vase on the floor, including my heart. My love for it all evaporated within seconds.

      None of it mattered.

      None of it felt like it belonged to me anymore… just as I no longer belonged here.

      I took a deep, shuddering breath.

      I walked into the bedroom and dressed.

      I packed a small Louis Vutton overnight bag with my laptop computer and a handful of clothes, enough to get me by.

      I opened my sock drawer and pocketed the ring box hidden there.

      I opened the closet and considered taking a handful of my favorite bowties then realized all of them now reminded me of Marcus. I picked up my lucky Japanese print bowtie. It didn’t feel so lucky anymore.

      I set my bag down by the front door and returned to the kitchen.

      There I took out a frypan and placed my Japanese print bowtie in it.

      I found the lighter for the gas stove, put the frypan down on the kitchen counter, and like some wiccan ritual I set the bowtie on fire.

      Smoke filled the kitchen as the blossom petals burned, and a moment later the smoke alarm sounded and the sprinkler went off, drenching everything in the apartment including myself.

      As the water ran down my face, my tears wanted to join in the flow.

      But I refused to cry.

      I denied the deluge.

      I wasn’t about to let that cheating, lying son-of-a-bitch make this stupid, derivative man cry. The truth was, there was nothing left in me to cave.

      I simply turned and left the apartment we’d shared together for ten years, and I never went back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      In his lifetime, Vincent Van Gogh only ever sold one painting, a landscape entitled The Red Vineyard which went for a humble four hundred francs at an exhibition in Brussells in 1890. Four months later, Van Gogh took his own life, never knowing the fortune his paintings would one day be worth.

      Art is indeed one of the few things in this world that is worth more once the artist has died.

      Other things in this world lose their value faster than the blink of an eye.

      “I’ll give you three grand for it.”

      “It cost me ten.”

      The pawnbroker pushed the ring box back across the counter to me. “Listen pal, I can see you’re broken-hearted. Hell, I built an entire business on broken-hearted guys like you who got dumped at the altar. I feel sorry for you, I really do, but I ain’t a charity. I’ll give you three grand. Take it or leave it.”

      I released a sigh and gave him a numb look, my red eyes barely blinking. “I’ll take it.”
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        * * *

      

      I canceled the electrician and with the money from the ring, I paid the penalty for breaking the lease, insisting on dealing with anyone at the realty firm but Alex.

      “Are you sure we can’t get Alex to call you back?” said the woman in the designer suit who met me outside the gallery so I could sign the paperwork and hand over the keys. “He may have something else on the books better suited to your needs.”

      “Thank you, but I think Alex has done more than enough already.”

      The woman smiled, oblivious to my quietly sarcastic tone. “I’m glad to hear it. I’ll pass on the positive feedback.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Neurotic. Derivative. Ridiculous.”

      “He called you ‘ridiculous’?”

      “And the other things.”

      “Yes, but ‘ridiculous’? That’s a little harsh.”

      “And the other things aren’t harsh?” I was sitting opposite Lucinda in a booth in a quiet corner of the bar at the Hilton. She wasn’t particularly a close friend, and certainly not someone I was keen to pour my heart out to— nobody was— but I had hired her events firm to begin planning the opening of the gallery, so clearly I needed to break the news to her, no matter how humiliating it was.

      “Darling, for what it’s worth I think you’re better off without him.” She reached across the table and patted my hand briefly before pulling back and plucking the toothpick out of her martini and delicately sliding the olive off it with her teeth. “Everyone knows what a tramp Marcus can be.”

      “Wait. What do you mean, ‘everyone knows’?”

      By the look on her face, Lucinda realized too late that she had let too much slip. She quickly picked up the menu. “Should we get something to eat? I’m in the mood for something small and delicious. The arancini balls here are to die for.”

      “Lucinda, what do mean ‘everyone knows’?”

      With a defeated sigh she put down the menu. “Darling, don’t take this the wrong way, but nobody ever expected you and Marcus to last as long as you did. Clearly, he enjoyed the high life you introduced him to, but everyone thought you’d cotton on to his promiscuous habits long before now. You seriously never noticed the way he would hone in on the most handsome man in the room at every party?”

      “I thought he was being charming.”

      “Oh, he charmed them all right. He charmed the pants right off them.”

      “I never saw it as more than a little innocent flirting. He was always the flirty one.”

      “Darling, he did so much more than flirt. But at least now he’s gone. You’ve rid yourself of the skeleton in your closet and now it’s onward and upward. You look fabulous for fifty—”

      “I’m forty-four.”

      “All I’m saying is you still have your whole life ahead of you. You have wisdom and passion and you’re somewhat handsome in your own quirky way. And I just know someone out there will find your bowtie collection utterly adorable. And now that you’re about to become the curator of your own gallery, I know the men will be lining up at the bar to get their hands on you.”

      “About that…”

      “About what?”

      “The gallery,” I said. “I can’t do it.”

      “What do you mean, you can’t do it?”

      “I’ve pulled the pin. I’m thinking of taking a job in Savannah, just to get away. A lawyer named Fontaine needs some art appraised. The dream of opening a gallery here in New York… it’s over.”

      “What the fuck? Why?”

      “Because Marcus has left his filthy pawmarks all over it. He fucked our realtor, then he fucked our investor, and then he had the gall to insist his name went on the fucking door.”

      “So, scratch it off.”

      “I’d rather walk away and start again. I’m done. The dream is over.”

      “And the opening night party?”

      “If I don’t have a gallery, how can I have a gallery opening?”

      Lucinda squared off her shoulders defensively. “So, you’re telling me that all the hard work I’ve done organizing your party has been for nothing? Miles, I’ve chosen the color palette, ordered the decorations from Paris, and I’ve bent over backwards to convince Pierre-Michel to cater. I’ve tasted the sample menu, it’s nothing short of divine. You can’t just cancel the whole thing now, just because you were too obtuse to see that your partner was a narcissistic nymphomaniac who’d been cheating on you for ten years.”

      “Actually, that sounds to me like a pretty good reason.”

      “Miles, I’ve sent out a hundred save-the-dates to every V.I.P. on my mailing list. Do you know how mortifying it will be to cancel now? Do you know how damaging that is to my reputation? Gwyneth Paltrow is on that fucking list!”

      “I’m sorry, Lucinda. But it’s done. I’ve canceled the lease. I’ve handed back the keys.”

      With a furious flare of her nostrils, Lucinda downed her martini and set the glass down sharply on the table. “Did Marcus mention how selfish you are too, or did he leave that one off the list? If so, let me add it to your drawer full of flaws. Rest assured I’ll be passing the blame for this disaster straight on to you. You can kiss that dream of owning your own gallery goodbye, along with every connection you’ve ever made in this industry. You’ll never set foot in another gallery in this town.” She stood before I could get a word in, but paused a moment before adding, “And don’t forget about the remainder of the down payment you owe me. Why should Pierre-Michel have to wear the cost for your… your…” I could see her searching her mind for the perfect insult before saying, “… your ridiculous mistakes.”

      And there it was.

      With a toss of her perfect hair, she turned and stormed away.

      A moment later, the waiter arrived and placed something on the table. “Your check, sir.”

      I closed my eyes and wanted to disappear.

      It was there, hiding in the darkness behind my eyelids, that I realized disappearing might be my last option.
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        * * *

      

      I dialed the number.

      I waited for a voice to answer before I said, “Mr. Fontaine? This is Miles Tate. About that evaluation in Georgia…”
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      In his attention to the effects of light on the objects he painted, Impressionist artist Claude Monet changed the way we perceive the world. Our brains tell us that an apple is red, but when daylight falls on one side of its shiny skin, the shimmer turns part of the apple white. On a certain angle, our eyes see the glossy apple as white… yet our brain still convinces us that the apple is red.

      My eyes no doubt saw flashes of Marcus’s bold infidelity: my record collection left shuffled in an unfamiliar order, as though someone who didn’t know me had sifted through; a sock that belonged to neither of us under the bed; the scent of a new cologne on his neck that he didn’t know the name of.

      And yet my brain denied all attempts to process this information.

      Instead, I remained— what was Lucinda’s word?— obtuse to the whole thing.

      All I could see was my own vision of the future.

      All I could see were my own dreams on the far horizon.

      All I could see… was me.

      My reflection merged with the changing landscape outside the train window. Leaving New York felt so terrifying that I couldn’t even look back as the Manhattan skyline disappeared behind me.

      Moments from the past few days kept catching me by surprise.

      The sound of Billie Holiday playing.

      The lemongrass and sandalwood scent of the candle burning.

      The smash of my Murano vase hitting the floor. I wondered whether the shards were as sharp as the shards of my broken heart.

      I wondered whether Marcus’s heart was even broken at all.

      I wondered how long it would take for him to get over me.

      A year?

      A month?

      A week?

      A day?

      Was he laughing at the joys of life again so soon?

      Was he making love to Barclay already, as though I’d never even existed?

      Did he ever love me at all?

      Obtuse questions.

      ‘Ridiculous’ even.

      I felt a splinter of Murano glass slice a little deeper into my chest and quickly focused on the view beyond my reflection in the train window. Cities and towns and farmhouses and fields passed by. I changed trains twice, once in Washington and again in Charlotte, before finally pulling into Savannah, Georgia.

      I had arranged to meet Franklin Fontaine Junior at a small bar near the center of town. I caught a cab and ordered a chardonnay before I saw a tall, broad-shouldered man enter the bar wearing an expensive three-piece suit despite the heat. He stroked his graying goatee and gave the waitress an overly confident wink. “The usual, Eloise. In fact, make it two,” before he headed over to my table.

      “Mr. Tate?”

      “Yes, that’s me. Mr. Fontaine, I presume. Franklin Fontaine?”

      “Junior,” he corrected me. “Franklin Fontaine was my daddy.” He took a seat and instantly sized me up. “I thought you’d be wearing a bowtie. My colleague told me I’d recognize you by the bowtie… but you’re not wearing one.”

      “I’m in between wardrobes,” was the only explanation that came to me.

      “Well, I know for a fact that Miss Dixon who runs the Hope’s Bluff Inn happens to be very good with a sewing machine. She might be able to whip you up a new bowtie or two. According to gossip, she’s one of your type, if you catch my drift.”

      “One of my type?”

      “You know… a lesbian.”

      “I’m not a lesbian.”

      “I can see that. All’s I’m saying is you both come from the land of fairies, am I right?” Franklin Junior gave a limp wristed gesture, then instantly tried to shrug it off by laughing heartily and slapping me so hard on the shoulder he almost knocked me off my chair. “No offense, of course. It’s just that I can spot your kind a mile away. Comes from growing up with a snowflake for a little brother.”

      As I steadied myself on my seat, Eloise the waitress arrived with two tumblers of whiskey. “Here you go, Franklin. Two of the usual.”

      As she placed the glasses on the table, I said, “Oh thank you, but I’ll just sit on my chardonnay for now.”

      Franklin laughed again. “The second one’s not for you.” He picked up the first glass and threw it back as though it was water, then plonked the empty glass on Eloise’s tray before she rolled her eyes and walked away. Franklin Junior took the second glass and slid it close to him. “Right… now that we’ve got the formalities out of the way, let’s get down to business. As I mentioned on the phone, I’m willing to pay you triple what you earned for the De Villiers’ appraisal, but I need you to get me the best estimation possible for the artwork.”

      “Is this your own personal collection?”

      “Theoretically, yes. You see, my parents passed away a few years ago and my grandmother, Odette Fontaine, went on her heavenly way six months ago. The artwork in question belonged to her.”

      “Is it work she’s acquired? Does she have certificates of authentication?”

      “No, it’s all her own work. She was very private about her art, but a decade or so ago she had an exhibition. Several buyers were buzzing about it, she was touted as quite the talent. But she refused to ever sell or even exhibit again after that. She said she did it for the joy, not the money… like whoever in their right mind ever said that? I guess you could say she was one of those…” he made quotation marks in the air as he said, “… free spirit types. But I wouldn’t be surprised if there was a hidden treasure or two in that collection somewhere. Which is why I need your expertise. I need you to go to her beach house outside the township of Hope’s Bluff and sift through everything you can find. As soon as you get me an evaluation on her collection, I intend to sell all the art as well as the house it’s in and make a tidy profit.”

      “Sounds simple enough, although has the estate been split in two? I only ask because you mentioned you have a brother.”

      Franklin Junior gave an exasperated sigh. “Unfortunately, yes.”

      “Having a brother is unfortunate?”

      “It is when my grandmother tried to leave everything to him. Naturally I contested the will and won. What can I say… I have connections. Besides, he doesn’t deserve a red cent of it. He’s a total basket-case. He moved into my grandmother’s house when he ran away from home at the age of seventeen. She was the only one crazy enough to take him in. He’s twenty-four now and still doesn’t have a proper job. He never will, he’s completely useless. God knows how he survives on his own, he’s lived in the house by himself ever since Odette died. He thinks he’s an artist like she was, although he’ll be hoping he’s an escape artist once I sell the house and lock him up in the nearest looney bin.”

      I found it almost impossible to hide my shock. “You’d do that to your own brother?”

      “Trust me, Mr. Tate. It’s for the best. Some people are better off in the care of an institution.”

      “What about his claim to the estate?”

      Franklin Junior swatted the notion away like an annoying fly. “That’s not a problem. I’m a lawyer, as was my daddy, Franklin Senior, and my Grandaddy Guthrie before him. I’m personal friends with every judge and prosecutor in town. My wife plays tennis with their wives, our children are already on the waitlist for the same ivy league schools as theirs. There’s no room for black sheep in a bloodline like mine. If my little brother thinks he’s getting his share of the family estate, he’s kidding himself. Like I said, some people are better off in the care of—”

      “Yes, I heard you. But surely he’s entitled to what’s owed to him.”

      Franklin Junior let out another loud round of laughter. “Mr. Tate, I appreciate your concern, really I do. But Ryan-Beau is a… well if I’m honest the appropriate word is ‘simpleton’. He doesn’t see the world the same way the rest of us do. He’s strange. He’s troubled. Hell, he doesn’t even talk.”

      “And you say he still lives in the house?”

      Franklin Junior nodded. “He’s the only one who lives there now. Don’t let it bother you, when you visit the house, you won’t see him. He lives in the attic and won’t come out, he hates strangers. Think of him like a stray cat: go near him and he’ll scratch you. But stay out of his way and he’ll stay out of yours. Don’t worry, I don’t expect you to stay in the house.” Franklin reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out two keys. “This is a key to the house. Just let yourself in, do your job and leave. This other key is for the rental car I hired for you, it’s parked out front. I’ve also booked you somewhere to stay. It’s an hour’s drive from here if you don’t take the scenic route.”

      “You’re not coming to the house with me?”

      Franklin laughed louder than ever. “Are you kidding? I fucking hate that place. I can’t wait to sell it to the highest bidder.” He pulled something else out of his pocket, a piece of paper with an address on it. “As I mentioned before, Miss Dixon runs the only place to stay in town. I’ve booked you a room, but I wouldn’t expect anything fancy if I were you. Hope’s Bluff ain’t exactly Manhattan.”

      “Thank God for that.”

      At that point Franklin Junior drained his drink and scraped the chair legs against the floorboards as he stood from the table. “I’ve arranged for the house to go to auction by the end of the month. I’m giving you one week to evaluate the art and collect your check. If that’s not doable let me know now and I’ll try to find someone else who can meet my deadline.”

      To do a thorough job on an estate evaluation I would normally ask for a lot more time, but— “Yes, that’s fine. I can do that.”

      Franklin threw a few loose bills on the table to cover the check. “Oh, and if you do come face to face with Ryan-Beau, don’t call him by that name. The only thing he answers to is Rainbow.”

      “Rainbow? Why is that?”

      The answer came with a condescending snort. “Because he’s stupid, that’s why.”

      Franklin Fontaine turned and strutted out of the bar, winking at Eloise as he left, disappearing out the door before he saw her roll her eyes once more.

      I picked up the keys and the piece of paper with the address of the Hope’s Bluff Inn written on it. Despite the fact that Franklin Fontaine Junior struck me as a total asshole, three times the De Villiers commission was enough money to help me figure out how to get on my feet again and point in a new direction, no matter which direction that was. Indeed, a commission of that size was undeniably a pot of gold right now.

      It seemed all I had to do was cross a Rainbow to get to it.
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      While the classic 1930 painting American Gothic has often been interpreted as a satirical depiction of life in the Midwest, the artist Grant Wood was poking fun at nobody, using his sister and dentist as the models for the portrait to shed a positive and compassionate light on the individuals who helped carry America through the Great Depression. He elongated some of their physical features and disproportionately altered others. In essence, the painting is underpinned by the notion that sometimes our differences are the things that bring us together; that the world is made up of people from all walks of life, all shapes and shading, all mannerisms and peculiarities.

      “Don’t tell me, you must be Mr. Tate. Am I correct? Of course I am. Although I was told you’d be wearing a bowtie.”

      “It seems my bowtie reputation precedes me.”

      The woman at the door looked confused by my comment, yet the perky smile did not drop from her face.

      “Someone else said the same thing,” I explained. “Regrettably I left my bowtie collection behind.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to hear that, but I’m so pleased to meet you. Welcome to Hope’s Bluff.”

      The middle-aged woman standing before me was as tall as my shoulder, and that included the bright red bun of hair on her head, pinned in place by a pair of knitting needles. Her voice was as bubbly as a freshly popped bottle of cheap champagne. Her beaming smile reached from one side of her chubby face to the other.

      “Pleased to meet you,” I said politely. “How do you do?”

      “Why I’m finer than a frog hair split four ways… thank you so much for asking.”

      “Oh. That’s nice… I think. You must be Miss Dixon.”

      “Indeed I am. Delphine Dixon at your service… aspiring chef, noteworthy knitter, author of the acclaimed tourist information booth brochure Hidden Gems of Hope’s Bluff, and owner of this fine establishment right here.”

      She was gesturing to her inn— the Hope’s Bluff Inn to be exact— a quaint, two-story weatherboard building located in the middle of the tiny township, perched atop a small escarpment that overlooked the blustery Atlantic.

      Franklin Junior had been correct, it would have only taken me an hour to reach Hope’s Bluff had I not taken a wrong turn and inadvertently ended up on the scenic route, traversing several marshes on narrow, rambling bridges that tested my already rusty driving skills. The fact was I hadn’t driven a vehicle since before I moved to New York at the age of nineteen.

      I still remember the sway of the Idaho wheatfields the day I left home all those years ago.

      The slam of the screen door on my parents’ porch.

      My father’s threats that I thought I’d left in the echoes of the past, still crystal clear in my mind. “You ever come back here, and I’ll use this shotgun. I ain’t afraid, y’hear?”

      Even now, every crack of the aging wood on those backwater bridges on the way to Hope’s Bluff made me flinch, like a gunshot was only moments away.

      “Mr. Tate? Mr. Tate are you with me?” I heard Delphine’s voice. “You looked as though you were someplace over yonder for a moment.”

      I returned to the present. “I’m sorry, Miss Dixon. You were saying?”

      “I said ya’ll call me Delphine now, ya hear? I hope you like cats. I might have one or two.”

      “Cats?”

      “You don’t have anything against cats, do you?”

      “No. I don’t think so. I’ve never actually owned a cat before. I don’t know anybody who does.”

      “You don’t know any cat-lovers? Where are you from?”

      “New York.”

      “Oh.” A few of the bubbles in her voice went flat. “Well, down here we love our pets. Maybe you can learn to love them too.”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Not really. Ya’ll follow me now.” With a wave of her finger, Delphine led me into the front sitting room of her modest little inn.

      From behind, the wide-hipped, to-and-fro swish of Delphine’s brightly patterned skirt was disturbingly mesmerizing. But like the click of a hypnotist’s fingers, I was snapped out of the spell by the ear-piercing yowl of a mangy cat sitting on the arm of a cozy chair.

      “Oh Winston, shush now. Your supper will be served soon.”

      Instantly I sneezed.

      “Bless your cotton socks.”

      A moment later another cat let out a squawk and jumped onto the top of a piano in the corner.

      “Now, now, Bessie. I know you heard the word ‘supper,’ but I’m busy checking in a new guest.”

      Meow!

      Another cat materialized from behind a lampshade on a side table.

      “Settle down, Delilah.”

      There was another sneeze from me.

      Followed by another howl from a cat, this time springing from a curtain rod and scaring the hell out of me like a moment from a B-grade horror movie.

      “Oh Finley, enough with the acrobatics.” Delphine turned to me and giggled. “He thinks he’s the greatest showman.”

      I wasn’t sure whether to give her a gracious laugh or run.

      Before I knew it, I was in the middle of an Andrew Lloyd Webber production.

      Cats emerged from every nook and cranny of the sitting room, yowling and screeching and prancing and purring.

      “Emerson, Eliza, Timothy, Tabitha… where are your manners?”

      I sneezed again.

      “Bless you again. My, a sneeze like that could get annoying. Why don’t I take you upstairs to your room before you give the cats that nasty cold of yours.”

      “I don’t think it’s a—”

      “Come now.” She exited back into the hallway and shimmied her way quickly up a set of stairs, past framed tapestries and needle-point artworks of cats, all of them fighting for space on the wall.

      I followed quickly, desperately trying to stifle another sneeze, pressing my forefinger against the bridge of my nose and managing to stave off a sneezing fit at the top of the stairs.

      “So, this is your room.” Delphine gestured to the door like a game show hostess.

      I looked at the number on the door. “Room sixty-four? Where are the other sixty-three?”

      She gave a hearty laugh. “Oh, you are a card. And observant too. Truth is, this is pretty much the only room I have, at least since the ceiling collapsed in room eighty-eight last winter. Of course, I could always clean up the basement and turn that into a room, but then where would I seek shelter in a hurricane.”

      “But why sixty-four? And eighty-eight? Why not call them room one and room two?”

      “Well, where’s the fun and excitement in that? Come now, let me show you round your room.”

      The room was small and extremely neat, with an old writing desk beneath the window, a full-length antique mirror in the corner, a pair of bedside lamps with tassels hanging from the rim of the shades, and a handstitched quilt on the bed with, yes, a large cat’s face embroidered in the middle of it.

      “That’s my Quincy, may he rest in peace,” Delphine said, pointing to the bed. “Losing him broke my heart, but I decided to pour my grief into my craft and made him that memorial quilt. It’s so precious I just had to put it in here so my guests can feel his love and warmth.”

      “Oh, are you sure? I mean, it looks far too precious for me. I’d be more than happy with just a plain quilt.”

      “Nonsense. You get only the best here at Hope’s Bluff Inn. And speaking of the bluff…” She gestured out the window to a view overlooking the Atlantic. “This is one of the finest vistas in town. Beautiful, ain’t it? Even on a windy day like today.”

      I couldn’t argue. “It is beautiful, indeed.”

      “Well, why don’t I let you unpack and explore the town. I’ll be serving supper in the dining room at eight o’clock sharp. Tonight, it’s low-country boil with shrimp fresh from the local fishmonger just this morning, although down this way we like to call it Frogmore stew.”

      “Sounds delicious. I think. But in the meantime, could you point me in the direction of the Fontaine beach house? I’m doing some work for Franklin Fontaine Junior and I—”

      “Yes, Franklin Junior told me who you are when he booked your room. Not that I make it my business to talk to him if I can help it. That boy thinks the sun comes up just to hear him crow. Nevertheless, he did mention…” She paused a moment and a certain sorrow crept into her tone. “He mentioned Odette’s artwork. He said you’d come to take a look at it.”

      “To evaluate it, actually. He intends to sell it.”

      I could see Delphine force a smile.

      I could hear her struggle to put the brightness back into her voice.

      She did a terrible job of it. “Well then, I’m sure it’ll fetch a pretty penny. Odette was indeed a talented artist.” She returned her gaze to the window and pointed. “See that road heading south out of town. Follow it for fifteen minutes or so. You’ll come to a turn-off with a signpost pointing to Seafarer’s Way. Turn there and take the small bridge that crosses the marsh. You’ll arrive at some sand dunes. That’s where you’ll find Odette’s house, out in the middle of nowhere standing all by itself. It’s a big old thing with a rickety porch and a white shingle roof. You can’t miss it.”

      She turned to leave, and as she did so a ginger tabby shot out from under the bed and raced down the stairs ahead of her. “Tyrell, you bad boy! What did I tell you about sleeping with the guests. It’s a big no-no, you hear?”

      I sneezed once more.

      From the top of stairs, I heard Delphine call, “Be sure to rug up out there. You don’t want that cold of yours getting any worse.”

      I closed the door to room sixty-four then pulled out a handkerchief and tried to blow the cat cooties out of my nose.
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      In his many paintings of storms at sea, English Romantic painter William Turner adopted a technique known as impasto, a method of strokes first used by Titian and Tintoretto during the Venetian Renaissance. Put simply, the technique involved applying thick layers of paint with a brush or palette knife to give the artwork a three-dimensional appearance. It often gave Turner’s seascapes the impression that the waves were rising, that the tide was turning, that the sea was ready to come alive.

      As I drove south, I kept glancing at the Atlantic out the window to my left. Gusts picked up the tops of the waves and turned them into frothy white peaks. The sky was gray, but the wind did nothing to blow the humidity away. If anything, the hot gusts seemed to intensify the heat and made the day feel even stickier. There was certainly no need to rug up as Delphine had suggested, although perhaps I was feeling the heat simply because I was so unaccustomed to it.

      It was never this humid in New York.

      It wasn’t even this humid in Idaho.

      Idaho is more of a dry heat.

      Not that I’d been back there in twenty-five years.

      Hell, if I ever went back to the farm, it’d be too soon.

      A signpost teetering on a precarious angle appeared by the side of the road, pointing to Seafarer’s Way. I turned left and crossed a bridge made from wooden planks and old train sleepers, holding my breath in case the entire thing collapsed under the weight of the rental car and ditched me into the marsh.

      Apparently, it was sturdier than it looked.

      At the end of the bridge the road turned to sand and came to a halt at the foot of a large dune.

      I parked the car and the thick, windy air hit me again.

      I reached up to adjust my bowtie, then realized I was a man scratching a phantom limb; I’d left all my bowties in New York.

      No doubt they were in the trash now.

      The thought of it was jarring.

      I felt like I’d left part of myself at the scene of a crime and instantly I regretted it.

      There was nothing to do about it now, so I pushed my beloved bowties out of my mind and found a path that led to a tall dune.

      The long sand grass bent and swayed in the wind as I clambered up the dune toward its crest, my shoes filling up with sand the higher I climbed until soon—

      The peak of a white shingle roof came into view.

      Puffing and panting, I pulled myself to the top of the dune, watching as the old, three-story beach house— with its stilts bowing, its wrap-around porch railing crumbling, its window shutters broken, its whitewash paint peeling and rusty wind vane covered in seagull poop— came into full view.

      It was a disaster.

      It was a wreck.

      It was… magnificent.

      The house cried out with so much character I felt like I was looking at a painting. Standing there against the choppy ocean it looked rebellious and rambling, flawed and fabulous, dilapidated yet defying all odds.

      I suddenly had a fair idea who Odette Fontaine was.

      It was a shame I’d never meet her.

      I think I would have liked her very much.

      Cautiously I maneuvered my way down the other side of the grassy dune, careful not to cause a landslide and end up on my ass.

      At the bottom of it the sand was firmer, leading to the porch steps of the house.

      Climbing those also involved a certain amount of negotiation, figuring out which parts of the steps to put my weight on and which sections to avoid. A creak here and a groan there was enough to help guide me to the top.

      There was a tarnished brass bell hanging next to the paint-frayed front door. It looked like the bell from an old fishing boat, the kind that might signal danger.

      I wondered if I should call and let someone other than Delphine Dixon know I was here, in case I myself was in danger.

      But who would I call?

      Marcus?

      Lucinda?

      Any one of my other faux friends from the Upper West Side who were probably toasting my departure with Marcus and Barclay right now?

      I decided I’d rather take my chances inside Odette’s ramshackle house alone.

      Although, according to Franklin Junior, I wasn’t alone at all.

      “Rainbow,” I uttered to myself. “God please don’t let him attack me. Please don’t let him kill me. And above all else, please, please, please don’t let me be allergic to him. I don’t think my nose can handle it.”

      I knocked on the front door, but there was no answer.

      I knocked again, then a third time, but still no response.

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out the housekey that Franklin Junior had given me.

      I slotted it into the lock.

      I turned the key and pushed the door open a few inches.

      It gave a loud creeeeeaaaaak!

      I let go of the handle and let the door swing slowly open on its own, unwilling to step inside until I could see more of what awaited me.

      Instantly I jumped at the sight of a ghost standing a few feet inside the house… before realizing it was nothing but a hatstand with a sheet draped over it.

      “Hello?”

      Still, there was no response.

      Bravely I took one step inside.

      From there I could see what looked like a living room off to the left with several large pieces of furniture also covered in sheets. Through the windows I could see a view over the windswept sea.

      To the right I saw a kitchen. There was a bowl beside the sink, and in it I saw something moving. I stepped closer in that direction, and suddenly a little white mouse popped its head over the rim of the bowl and gave a loud squeak of surprise.

      I didn’t just squeak with surprise. I screamed and bolted back out the front door.

      “No, no, no, no, no!” I whimpered.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!” I swore.

      “There’s a mouse in there,” I told myself, as though my brain needed to verify what my eyes just saw. “There’s a fucking mouse in the house!”

      I tried to calm myself down.

      I tried to control my breathing before I hyperventilated.

      I turned around and peered back inside the house, only to see the tail of the mouse disappear up a flight of stairs.

      My eyes darted back and forth, scanning the kitchen floor, and looking for more signs of wriggly tails and twitchy little ears.

      Caught by a gust, a shutter banged against a window frame, and I jumped.

      “Calm down, Miles,” I told myself. “It’s just a mouse.”

      I turned back to the kitchen.

      I craned my neck and peered pensively into the bowl and saw a half-nibbled piece of cheese. I wasn’t sure whether Franklin Junior’s younger brother was aware that a mouse was doing the dishes for him, but I noticed the little rodent hadn’t quite finished raiding the kitchen, leaving a trail of cheese crumbs across the counter.

      Another shutter banged and I jumped again.

      I took it as a sign to exit the kitchen and ventured quickly into the living room.

      In there, the wind whistled with a crack in one of the windows overlooking the ocean. I tried to ignore the eerie sound and the thought of an army of mice spying on me through every crack and hole in the walls, instead focusing on the job I had been hired to do… evaluate the art.

      Only there was no art to be seen.

      Not a single painting or portrait hung on the walls in the living room, not even a mirror.

      Yet there were hooks.

      And on each hook… “Are those notes?” I asked myself.

      Warily I stepped toward the nearest wall, zeroing in on the piece of paper stuck to the hook.

      On it were words written not with pen or pencil, but black paint.

      Go away! You’re not welcome here!

      “Charming,” I uttered to myself, undeniably creeped out by the ominous warning.

      Suddenly there came a heavy thump on the floorboards upstairs that made me gasp.

      It sounded like someone stomping.

      I looked up at the ceiling, and summoning all my courage I called out, “Is there someone up there? Rainbow, is that you? Your brother Franklin—”

      Stomp!

      I paused a moment, then continued. “Your brother Franklin Junior has hired me to evaluate your grandmother’s—”

      Stomp! Stomp!

      If Rainbow was up there, I quickly gathered he didn’t want me to talk. I looked across the wall at the next note, assuming this was his preferred method of communication.

      I plucked the note off the wall.

      Get out! Leave Odette’s artwork alone!

      “I don’t really have a choice since I can’t see any of it here,” I murmured my reply to the note, feeling more and more uncomfortable by the second. I moved over to the next note.

      You don’t belong here!

      Stomp!

      The whistling wind grew into a howl and I felt the anxiety begin to crush my chest.

      This house doesn’t want you!

      Stomp!

      Another banging shutter joined the cacophony and my heart hammered in my throat.

      Nobody wants you!

      Stomp! Stomp! Stomp!

      Suddenly I couldn’t take it anymore.

      I rushed from the house.

      I felt like the notes were more than simply an order to leave. I felt as though Rainbow or whomever had written them, was staring straight through my life… calling out my newfound emptiness, my obsolescence, my utter uselessness… telling me that I was no longer wanted, no longer needed, no longer loved by anybody.

      I slammed the door behind me.

      I charged through the tumultuous wind, panting and struggling up the sand dune and slipping and sliding my way down the other side.

      My hand was shaking when I tried to slot the car key into the ignition.

      The moment I got the car started I revved the engine.

      The tires kicked up pebbles and sand… and I was gone.
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell am I doing here?”

      I was sitting on my bed in room sixty-four, sharing a strange connection with Quincy on the quilt as we stared deep into each other’s eyes. I clutched my phone in my hand, my contacts list open.

      I was moment’s away from calling the gallery realtor to grovel as much as I had to in order to get my name back on the lease.

      I was ready to call Lucinda with my tail between my legs and ask her to find it in her heart to put the gallery opening back on her busy schedule.

      I was very seriously considering calling Barclay and begging him to renew his offer of investment.

      I was seconds away from dialing Marcus and pleading with him to take me back…

      To tell him that, for better or worse, we were meant for each other…

      That I’d do whatever it took to win him back.

      “Are you crazy? What’s the matter with you?”

      At first, I thought the words came from Quincy on the quilt before quickly realizing that Delphine was standing in the doorway.

      “Delphine, I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there.”

      “Nor did you notice you’ve left the window wide open,” she said, mincing across the room and shutting out the night air. “What a crazy thing to do. No wonder you’ve got such a terrible sneeze.”

      “Delphine, it’s not cold. It’s just gone September.”

      “I know, it’s practically winter already. Not that you’d know with that far-away look in your eye. You seemed lost in your own head there.”

      “I was.” I looked from her to the doorway. “I thought I’d closed the door.”

      “You did. I knocked but you didn’t hear me.”

      “I thought I’d locked it.”

      “You did.” She pulled out an old skeleton key. “I have a master key. You know, in case someone slips over in the shower or chokes on their own tongue. Thankfully I know CPR.” She swayed her wide hips and turned the chest-pumping motion of CPR into a dance move as she sang, “Oh, oh, oh, oh, staying alive, staying alive.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      “You know what else is good to know? The fact that it’s almost suppertime.”

      “Oh, I’m not really hungry.”

      “Nonsense. Your supper will be on the table in ten minutes. Don’t be late.”

      Merrily she left the room still humming her song, leaving the door wide open.

      I glanced at my phone and closed my contacts list. “What was I thinking?” I looked at the quilt. “Don’t ever let me do that again, Quincy. What am I, nuts?”

      Apparently, I was well on the way.

      I was, after all, talking to the handstitched portrait of a cat on a quilt.
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        * * *

      

      We sat at the formal dining table with the sliding pocket doors to the sitting room closed to keep the cats out.

      “I don’t want them catching your cold,” Delphine had told me. “No offense.”

      “Absolutely none taken,” I replied, happy for a reprieve from the feline company, especially at mealtime. Although, as Delphine served me up a piping hot bowl of low-country boil or Frogmore stew or whichever she liked to call it, I suddenly entertained a thought. “Speaking of your cats, are any of them mouse-hunters by any chance?”

      “Oh, we don’t condone any form of violence in this house. We’re lovers not fighters.

      “I’m not sure a house full of cats is the right context for that phrase.”

      “Nevertheless, my cats are not killers. Why do you ask? Have you seen a mouse?”

      “Not here. I was out at the Fontaine house today, as you know, and the first thing I saw when I opened the door was—”

      “Gilbert!” Delphine beamed.

      “No, actually. It was a mouse. Who’s Gilbert?”

      “Gilbert’s the mouse. Rainbow’s mouse. He’s a little cutie, ain’t he?”

      “I could think of a few other words to call him. Like vermin.”

      “Oh, you’re just being a big scaredy-human.”

      “I come from New York. We have mice the size of Pitbulls. I have good reason to be scared.”

      “Gilbert wouldn’t hurt a fly. Plus, he’s just about the only thing Rainbow has left… apart from that house which Franklin Junior intends to sell lickety-split now that Odette’s…” Her voice trailed away into sadness for a moment before she quickly propped herself back up again, passing me the— “Tabasco? I do like my stew with a little kick.”

      “No thanks. I’m kind of feeling kicked around enough today.”

      Delphine gave an overly sympathetic face. “Oh dear, what’s happened?”

      I wasn’t quite sure where to start. “Do you know much about this Rainbow fellow? I wasn’t exactly given a warm reception at the Fontaine house today.”

      “Oh, that’s just Rainbow. He ain’t used to having company.”

      “I wasn’t expecting tea. But I also wasn’t expecting a foot stomping on the floor above my head and some very unwelcoming notes trying to scare me off.”

      “Don’t take it personally. He’s just shy.”

      “Or aggressive.”

      “Not Rainbow. He’s one of the gentlest souls you could ever meet.”

      “After today I’m not sure I want to meet him at all.”

      “You probably won’t have to. There ain’t many people who have ever seen Rainbow. He very much likes to keep to himself. My advice to you would be to go about your work, quietly and quickly, then leave the poor boy be.”

      “That could be easier said than done.”

      “How so?”

      “I’ve been commissioned to evaluate Odette’s art collection, but when I arrived today there wasn’t a single painting on the walls. It’s all been removed. Where it’s gone is anyone’s guess.”

      Delphine gave a sigh. “He’s feeling threatened. Wouldn’t you if some mean old bully planned to get rid of your most precious belongings and kick you out of your home? Can you imagine how that would feel?”

      The question hit harder than I was expecting it to. “Strangely enough, I can.”

      “Rainbow has no idea what his future holds. He’s frightened. He’s angry. Can you blame him for wanting to take that out on a stranger with a key to his house? He sees you as an intruder who’s been hired to do his brother’s dirty work. He’s only trying to make you scared of him because he’s the one who’s terrified of you. Ya’ll need to treat him with a little love and care.”

      “Love and care? I’m not even sure I intend to go back.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I pushed the stew around my bowl with my fork, uncertain I could make a single dent in my meal. “I left New York in something of a hurry.”

      “You were running away from something?” Delphine was smarter than she appeared, I had to give her credit for that.

      “Something like that. I thought this job would be a good distraction, maybe even a new start for me. But now I’m not so sure it was the right decision. The less-than-friendly reception I received at the house today just cemented the notion that maybe I’m doing the wrong thing. I really don’t think I’m the person for this job. I really don’t think I should be here at all.”

      Delphine put down her fork and scootched her chair closer to mine. “Mr. Tate…”

      “Please, call me Miles.”

      She gave me a warm smile and seemingly ignored my comment, already on a tangent of her own. “Mr. Tate, whatever it was that brought you here, it happened for a reason. Don’t you want to find out what that reason is?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. I’m not sure. I don’t know the answer to that.”

      She patted my hand. “You know, cats are lucky creatures. They’ve got nine lives to help them figure things out. Us… we’ve only got the one. That’s why we need to make every day count. So why don’t you go back to that house tomorrow and make it count. Who knows what you might figure out.”

      Yes… Delphine Dixon was indeed smarter than she appeared.
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      On the twenty-first of August 1911, someone pulled off one of the greatest heists in the history of the art world. Leonardo Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, the most famous painting of all time, was stolen from the Louvre Museum in Paris. When authorities were alerted to a stash of Iberian sculptures in the home of the one and only Pablo Picasso— a substantial booty of treasures that had also been unlawfully ‘borrowed’ from the Louvre— the Spanish artist became the number one suspect in the theft of the Mona Lisa. Picasso seemed like the obvious culprit, having a passion for art, and being caught red-handed with several other stolen works in his possession. However, after more than two years, investigators finally uncovered the identity of the real thief, an Italian employee of the Louvre who had taken it upon himself to return the famous portrait to its homeland of Italy.

      Sometimes the most obvious path of reason leads us not to the truth, but to what we perceive to be true.

      Despite Delphine’s defense of Rainbow, I was still not ruling out the possibility that the young recluse who lived in the Fontaine house was little more than a spoiled and stubborn brat living in quiet solitude in his grandmother’s home by the sea.

      I stood at the top of the dune, overlooking the dilapidated house and the sea beyond it.

      The day was much calmer than yesterday. The sun was out, the ocean was calm, and the wind was but a gentle breeze that brushed my skin. I hoped that the pleasant weather was a good omen, but only time would tell.

      I made my way to the front door and knocked.

      As with the day before, there was no answer.

      I slid the key into the lock and pushed the door open.

      “Hello? Rainbow, are you here? I know you’re in here. I don’t mean you any harm, I’m not here to upset you. I’m just trying to do my job.”

      I stepped inside but left the door open behind me in case I needed to make a quick escape.

      “Rainbow?”

      I took more steps into the house.

      From where I stood, I could see the kitchen.

      There was no sign of a mouse, nor was there a bowl beside the sink. Evidently someone had decided to clean up.

      I looked upward at the ceiling. “My name is Miles. Miles Tate.” I felt like I was talking to a house, not a person, but if I wanted to get this job done, I had to start somewhere. “I appraise art. I love art. It’s something of a passion of mine. I wish I could paint, but I can’t. You know what they say, those who can paint, paint… those who can’t, evaluate. Actually, nobody says that, I just made it up—”

      Stomp!

      I gave a heavy sigh. “You know, it’d be great if we could come up with a better way to communicate than banging our feet on the floorboards.”

      Stomp!

      “Or not,” I muttered to myself.

      I decided to give up talking to the house and its unseen resident for the time being and have a proper look around. Since I fled without giving the place any time the previous day, I figured I might as well get acquainted with the house; maybe I’d even get lucky and find a stash of art hidden in a closet or under one of the many sheets that cloaked the furniture.

      I saw that the notes were still stuck to the hooks on the living room walls.

      In today’s brighter light, I could see the shape of the paintings that had been removed, the white of the wall still fresh and crisp where the paintings had protected it from the sunlight, preventing the slight discoloration that had shadowed the rest of the wall.

      This evidence of art allowed me to count exactly how many pieces had been removed and what size they were. In the living room I counted fourteen works of art of varying sizes.

      I moved into the next room, a small library with a window seat overlooking the beachside porch, the perfect place for hunkering down and sinking into a good book. There were four more hooks in here with missing pictures, nestled between two uncovered floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. I ran my eyes across the spines of books. Odette seemed to have a love for all of life’s stories, from romance novels to cozy mysteries to countless biographies recounting the extraordinary lives of Parisian artists, pioneering suffragettes, and pirate queens of the Caribbean Sea.

      “What a fascinating woman,” I murmured, turning over a book about the infamous Pirate Jenny. I noticed there was no dust on the book at all. Someone had been taking care of Odette’s precious library.

      I moved to the next room, a formal dining room I could only assume, given the size of what looked like a dining table beneath several large sheets. Another six pictures were missing from the walls.

      That led me to the kitchen.

      The trail of cheese crumbs from yesterday had either been eaten or cleaned up.

      I opened the refrigerator to see nothing but a loaf of bread and a lot of cheese. In the freezer was a stack of frozen meals with Delphine’s handwriting on the labels—

      Shrimp gumbo.

      Sausage and red rice.

      Spicy jambalaya.

      Chicken and dumplings.

      Grits, grits and more grits.

      I opened the pantry and saw a tin of coffee, a pot of honey, a big jar of cookies, a half-drunk bottle of whiskey and several bottles of red wine. I cautiously picked one of them up. “A nineteen-ninety-six Bordeaux. Someone has incredible taste in wine.” I replaced the bottle as carefully as I had picked it up.

      Past the kitchen was the set of stairs I saw the mouse run up the day before.

      I stood at the foot of the staircase looking upward to the story above, terrified of what I was going to find up there.

      With a gulp of fear— my heart thumping in my chest like Rainbow’s foot on the floorboards— I gripped the handrail and took one step up the staircase, then another. I found myself treading as quietly as I could, although I wasn’t sure why. The last thing I would want to do was take Rainbow by surprise. And yet I felt as though I needed to be as stealthy as possible, as though I was creeping up on an intruder, even though I was the one who was intruding.

      Slowly the floor of the second story came into view.

      I could see a hallway and three separate open doors which I assumed led into the bedrooms of the house.

      I climbed farther up the stairs, my eyes searching for a passing shadow, a blur in the corner of my eye, the slightest hint of movement. I saw nothing and felt the need to announce my presence.

      “Rainbow?”

      Still nothing.

      I took the final step onto the floorboards at the top of the staircase.

      I gave a sigh of relief that I hadn’t been met with any nasty surprises, when suddenly—

      From out of the doorway adjacent to the top of the stairs—

      A barefoot, half-naked young man— wearing nothing but a pair of jeans rolled up around his ankles and a silver chain around his neck— emerged from the bedroom and stopped three steps away from me. With an enraged look on his handsome face and colors smeared all over his chiseled torso like warpaint, he furiously stomped one foot then the other.

      The sight of him shocked me so much that I teetered backward, my heels slipping off the edge of the top step.

      I lost my balance.

      The young man’s outraged expression turned quickly to panic.

      I fell backward.

      He reached forward.

      I thought my life was about to flash before my eyes when his fist clutched the front of my shirt, and with all his might he pulled me toward him, away from the stairs.

      It was a desperate, clumsy, lifesaving gesture that sent him reeling backward, falling through the doorway he had just come from, his hand still gripping my shirt as he pulled me down on top of him.

      He hit the floorboards with a louder thud than any of his petulant stomping.

      I crash-landed on top of him hard, hearing him wheeze as I knocked the wind out of him.

      Quickly I fumbled to get back up again, my hands sliding over his pecs and abs as I realized the paint on his body was still wet. My fingers slipped on his warm skin, skating across his muscles. It made me even more frantic.

      He gasped for air.

      I rolled ungraciously off the top of him.

      I pulled myself to my knees, then my feet, realizing my hands and shirt were now smeared with paint too.

      With a cough and a splutter, the young man on the floor turned onto his side, then slowly pulled himself up, still wheezing for air.

      I stood well back, although mindful to stay inside the room for fear of tumbling down those stairs.

      As the young man regained his stance, the angry expression returned to his face. He gave me a furious grunt.

      I held both hands up as if to indicate I didn’t want to fight… or die. “Look, I know we’ve got off on the wrong foot… quite literally… but I’m not here to cause you any harm or distress. Honestly, I just want to do my job and get out of here, which I’m sure is exactly what you want too.”

      He said nothing in return. He simply kept glowering at me.

      I was confused by his lack of response. “It’s Rainbow, right? I do have the correct address, don’t I?”

      Still, he said nothing.

      That was when I realized those angry eyes of his were not looking into my eyes.

      They were looking at my mouth.

      Watching my lips.

      The penny dropped. “Wait a minute… can you even hear what I’m saying?”

      The young man gritted his teeth and stomped defiantly again.

      My panic lifted and the veil of fear was pulled aside. “Oh my God, you’re deaf, aren’t you.”

      He seemed to read that word on my lips perfectly.

      Annoyed, he grabbed a notepad out of the back pocket of his jeans and scribbled down some words before tearing out the page and handing it to me.

      Even his handwriting was angry.

      I recognized the paper as the same note pages as those on the hooks downstairs, then read aloud, “What the fuck does it matter to you?!”

      I tried to articulate my response as best I could, perhaps over-emphasizing a little too much. “You are Rainbow Fontaine, is that correct?”

      He raised a fist and for a moment I thought he was going to punch me. Instead, he shook it up and down and I realized he was making the sign for ‘yes’. He followed it up with another hand-scratched note that he practically threw at me.

      “And who the fuck are you?” I read aloud, the paint on my fingers sticky on the corners of the note.

      I pointed to myself and said slowly and loudly, “My… name… is…”

      He waved his hand at me to stop speaking, then wrote another note and gave it to me.

      “Don’t shout, you moron! I’m deaf, I can’t hear you no matter how loud you get!” I took that one on the chin and turned the volume down. “Okay, I’m sorry. My name is Miles. Miles Tate.”

      He handed me another note. Miles Miles Tate???

      I shook my head. “No, just one Miles.”

      Then just say Miles ONCE, the next note read. Your punctuation is terrible. Learn to pause.

      I didn’t know what to do, so I froze, too nervous to move a muscle.

      He rolled his eyes and handed me another note.

      “Not that kind of pause, you idiot,” I read aloud. I had a little trouble deciphering some of his letters. Clearly Rainbow had an issue dotting his i’s and crossing his t’s when he was in this kind of mood. “Just speak naturally so I can understand you,” I continued reading, “and rest between sentences so I can read your lips properly. Okay?”

      I nodded. “Okay. Let me start again. My name is Miles Tate. Your brother—”

      He held up his hand again and wrote another note.

      “I know who you are,” I read. “I told you in the notes downstairs, you’re not welcome here. I told you to leave Odette’s paintings alone!”

      I looked at him and said, “But I’m here to do a job.”

      The next note read, “And I’m here to tell you to quit.”

      I paused, overwhelmed by a sense of humility, the kind that I was usually so good at hiding. “I can’t. I need the money.”

      He wrote another note. “And I need a roof over my head. I need my grandmother’s work around me. There’s nothing else I have.”

      “What about Gilbert?” I asked.

      He looked at me quizzically and a few moments later he handed me another note: You know about Gilbert?

      I nodded. “We met yesterday. Delphine told me about him. Although I haven’t seen him anywhere today.”

      Rainbow wrote busily: He’s up in the attic. That’s my art studio. He’s safe up there. We both are.

      I looked at my own paint-smeared hands and shirt, then tried to not let my eyes linger too long on his handsome yet colorful torso. “You paint too? Just like Odette?”

      He wrote more and handed me another note. No, I bake cupcakes. What do you think I do, genius?

      I arched my eyebrows and said to him, “Wow, who knew a hand-scribbled note could be loaded with so much sarcasm? By the way, has anyone ever told you that you have the handwriting of a serial killer?”

      This time he didn’t write anything. Instead, he gave me the finger, turned and then pulled on a cord hanging from the ceiling.

      A hatch opened and a step ladder unfolded, and without another note Rainbow climbed up into the darkness of what I could only assume was his attic studio.

      “Hey! Hey, wait a minute,” I called until I realized he couldn’t hear me.

      He vanished into the darkness above, but before he could retract the ladder I quickly stomped on the floor as hard as I could, figuring it was his preferred form of communication.

      Rainbow’s face appeared, looking down through the hatch, this time with Gilbert perched on his shoulder. He showed me two open palms and gave me an irritated look, as if to ask: What do you want now?

      “Thank you. Thank you for saving me from falling down the stairs.” I paused a moment, then added, “Can I come back tomorrow? I feel like we need to start over.”

      Rainbow didn’t answer.

      He simply grabbed the cord and yanked the ladder up, sealing off the attic.

      It certainly wasn’t the most gushing invitation to return to the house…

      But it also wasn’t a hard no.

      And from what I could tell, Rainbow could be hard when he wanted to be.

      The question was… how hard?
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        * * *

      

      I walked into the Hope’s Bluff Inn, trying desperately to avoid Delphine’s gaze.

      From the front desk Delphine looked up from her knitting. She saw the paint smeared on my shirt and grinned. “I see ya’ll met Rainbow.”

      She gave a merry laugh as I headed straight up the stairs to room sixty-four.

      “Supper is at eight, don’t be late,” she called after me. “I can’t wait to hear all about your day.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Delphine had barely placed the crawfish chowder down in the middle of the table before I defensively announced, “You never said anything about Rainbow being deaf.”

      “I didn’t? That must be because it shouldn’t matter.”

      “Of course it matters. That’s why he was doing all that stomping.”

      “Naturally. That’s the only way most deaf people can get anyone’s attention. Either that or turning the light switch off and on, but I guess that wouldn’t have helped seeing as you’ve been visiting during the day. Crawdaddy?” She sloshed some chowder into the bowl in front of me. “I thought you were one of those clever New Yorkers, Mr. Tate. I would have thought you’d figured out yesterday that Rainbow was deaf.”

      “Well, I didn’t,” I said, trying not to take offense. “And I would have very much appreciated the heads up.”

      Delphine took her seat at the dining table. “Well, consider this your heads up: Rainbow’s deaf.”

      I gave an exasperated nod. “I know that now.”

      “So does that mean you and he actually had a conversation?”

      I nodded, then shook my head, then nodded again. “Of sorts. It was more like an exchange of notes.”

      “Oh, that must have been tiring for him. All that writing can cramp his hand and affect his painting. That would have made him cranky.”

      “From what I can gather that boy was born cranky.”

      “Don’t you know any ASL?”

      I made a fist and shook it up and down.

      Delphine beamed. “Oh, you do! Good for you. How many words do you know?”

      I shook my fist up and down again. Delphine’s smile faded and she looked decidedly unimpressed. “Yes is the only word you know?”

      “I picked it up from Rainbow today, although for a minute I thought he was going to punch me in the nose.” I suddenly felt less than a clever New Yorker and shrugged defensively. “What can I say? I’ve never known anyone who’s deaf before.”

      “I’ve never known anyone who’s Italian before, but I can still say ciao and arrivederci and buongiorno.”

      “That’s because those words are part of popular culture.”

      “Then maybe sign language should be too. It doesn’t take much to learn the basics in any language, don’t you agree?”

      Now I felt more than just stupid. I felt ashamed. “Yes… but…”

      “But what?”

      “But I’ve never known anyone who can teach me ASL.”

      Delphine snickered. “Oh, poor you. And did a dog eat your homework too.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you sound like you’re making excuses.”

      “And you sound like you’re an expert on the subject of sign language. Do you know ASL?”

      “Certainly, enough to get by. Certainly, more than just yes. Odette showed me, she wrote me an entire notebook to teach me. After supper I’ll find it for you if you like.”

      “Oh, um…” I hesitated. I wasn’t here to take lessons in sign language.

      Delphine saw my reluctance. “All’s I’m saying is, if you want to convince Rainbow that you’re not a threat, you’re going to have to communicate with him, and to do that, you might want to meet him halfway.”
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        * * *

      

      I had brushed my teeth and was setting my alarm for the morning when Delphine knocked on the door and opened it before I could even respond. Thank goodness I had already buttoned up my pajamas.

      “Yoohoo, may I come in?”

      She was already in, but I replied courteously, “Of course.”

      She sat on the end of the bed and patted the quilt as an invitation for me to join her. In her hand she held a well-loved notebook, its scrapbook pages bowed, and its spine creased. There was a purple ribbon wrapped around it and tied in a pretty bow to keep everything safe inside.

      Delphine pulled one end of the ribbon and it fell away with ease and grace. “This is the book that Odette made for me, although I’ve added my own silly little touches since her passing. These are all her instructions to communicate in sign language. It’s not everything, of course, but as I said, it’s enough to get you by.”

      Carefully she turned pages for me to see.

      There were notes written in handwriting so beautiful, it was hard to believe this was the penmanship of Rainbow’s grandmother. There were instructions on how to hold one’s hands and shape one’s fingers for each word or phrase, and beside that was an intricate sketch of hand movements. On certain pages were cuttings from magazines and newspapers of images to go with the instructions. Clearly these were Delphine’s additions.

      A picture of a cute furry feline for the word ‘cat’.

      An old school photo of a pink Cadillac for ‘car’.

      An illustration of a 1950s housewife waving to her neighbor for ‘hello’.

      A photo of the Fontaine beach house for ‘happiness’.

      There were love hearts too, cut out of all sorts of material from paper to velvet and pasted onto the pages. So many pages.

      Delphine blushed as I glanced from the love hearts to her face and back again. “Please take care of it. I know you will. It’s somewhat precious to me, but then again, so is Rainbow. The least you can do is try to communicate with him. This book will help.”

      She left the book in my hands and stood, brushing down her dress before realizing there was something in the pocket. “Oh, I almost forgot.” She reached into the pocket and produced a bowtie made from a cat print material, with the faces of tiny, happy cats all over it. She handed it to me. “I made you this today.”

      I took it graciously. “You made this? For me?”

      Delphine nodded. “A-ha. You said you regretted leaving your bowties behind. I wanted to help make you feel more at home. And there’s plenty more where that came from.”

      “Thank you,” I said quietly. “Nobody’s ever made anything for me before.”

      “That’s crazy talk, of course they have.”

      I thought hard and shook my head. “No. Nobody’s ever gone to that kind of effort for me before.”

      Delphine shooed my comment away with a wave of her hand. “Oh, it’s no effort at all. I enjoy it. When I make things for people, it makes me happy. I feel like I’m the one getting the gift. Good night, Mr. Tate. Sleep tight and don’t let the bed bugs bite. Not that there’s any bed bugs in here, Quincy would chase them all away, wouldn’t you Quincy darlin’.”

      She blew a kiss to the cat’s face on the quilt, then with a jolly smile she bounded out of the room, closing the door behind her.

      I stood and made my way over to the full-length mirror in the corner.

      I buttoned up the top button on my pajamas.

      I held the bowtie up to my neck and I liked it.

      Perhaps it might even become my new favorite bowtie.
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      Michelangelo’s sculptural masterpiece David possesses several imperfections that were made intentionally by the artist, the most obvious of which is David’s disproportionately over-sized right hand. The hand, which is depicted grasping the rock that would kill Goliath, immediately draws the eye of the beholder and represents David’s strength of character and heroic intent. It is also a nod to the common Latin description of David during the Middle Ages— manu fortis— which literally translates to ‘of strong hand’.

      I had stayed up most of the night poring over Odette’s book, studying the intricate illustrations of hands, twisting and turning my own hands to copy the poses on the page.

      Every time I came across a love heart glued to the page, I pondered over Delphine’s relationship with Odette. I wondered whether they were simply friends… or something more.

      I must have fallen asleep around four in the morning, the notebook resting on my chest.

      My dreams were a strange kaleidoscope of images, of scrapbook love hearts and moving sketches of fingers and hands; of wind gusts whipping up a storm over the sea; of cats running through the bowing sand grass of the dunes, uncertain where to go as the wind grew in strength; of Rainbow standing naked in the open door of the beach house, his beautiful body covered in paint streaks. He saw me in the dunes and beckoned me to him, his right hand large and strong.

      Manu fortis.

      Suddenly my alarm blasted, yanking me out of the dream.

      My bleary eyes shot open to see it was already six-thirty.

      I sat up in bed and saw that I had an erection.

      “Rainbow,” I uttered to myself.

      I also saw that during my sleep, the notebook had slid off my chest and fallen onto the floor.

      Quickly I picked it up, mortified by the thought that I might have damaged its precious pages.

      After turning it over in my hands several times and flipping through the pages I saw that it was still intact, every delicate love heart still in place.

      I breathed a sigh of relief and said to the face of Quincy, “Thank goodness for that.”

      Carefully I tied the purple ribbon around the book and gently set it down on the bedside table.
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        * * *

      

      I walked up the steps to the porch of the beach house, my feet moving automatically while my brain was going over a speech in sign language that I’d practiced in the shower… and again at breakfast with Delphine as my approving audience… and again while driving in the car, although I almost ended up in a marsh on the side of the road several times. Nevertheless, I made it in one piece to the beach house and raised my hand to knock as loudly as possible on the door in the hope that Rainbow would sense the vibration through the house.

      I didn’t get a chance.

      Before my knuckles could make contact with the paint-faded wood, the door suddenly swung open. Rainbow stood inside, again wearing nothing but his silver chain and jeans rolled up around his ankles. Paint was once again smeared all over his abs and chest.

      It was as though he’d been waiting for me.

      It turned out he had his own speech ready too.

      He lifted his notebook and pointed to an already-written note— I thought I said you weren’t welcome here.

      He turned the page to the next note— Go away!

      He turned another page— You’re not getting your hands on Odette’s art.

      He moved to shut the door, but I stopped it from closing with my left hand. Before he could force it shut, I started signing letters with my right hand.

      R-A-I-N-B-O-W.

      It was enough to get his attention. He let go of the door and I began signing words with both hands using slow, steady motions that took all my concentration, speaking my words as I formed them with my hands.

      “Please wait, Rainbow. Please… give me a chance. I know you don’t like me being here, but your brother has requested this appraisal. If you don’t agree with him, I can help you make your case to him as to why this art should stay in your family.”

      I gave a sigh of relief that my speech was done, but I hadn’t really counted on Rainbow responding back to me in words that he signed so fast that I didn’t have a hope of understanding him.

      “Wait, wait, please wait,” I said and signed. “Please go slow. I’m new at this.”

      Annoyed, he returned to his notepad and wrote— My brother won’t listen to you or me or anyone else. He’s a total asshole.

      “Then maybe you need a…” I signed the word, “lawyer.”

      He wrote his response— I don’t have the money for that.

      I took a deep breath and said, “Then let me finish this job for your brother and take his payment, then I can lend you the money.”

      Rainbow eyed me suspiciously and wrote— Why would you do that? You don’t even know me.

      “Because art is important to me. And I can see that your grandmother’s art is important to you.”

      Rainbow made no response for several moments, then he wrote more words down onto his pad— Nice bowtie, by the way.

      He pointed to the bowtie I was wearing, covered in happy cat faces.

      “Thanks. It’s from Delphine.”

      Who’d have guessed, he wrote before handing me another note. I don’t suppose you know how to fix locks, do you?

      With an utterly bewildered face I said, “No. Why?”
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        * * *

      

      I squatted in front of the door to the walk-in closet in Odette’s bedroom, closed my right eye and squinted with my left eye, looking into the big, old lock. “Yep, that key is stuck in there all right. Looks like it’s been snapped in half.”

      Rainbow tapped me hard on the shoulder and I turned to him as he handed me a page from his notebook— Look at me when you talk. I can’t read your lips through the back of your head.

      “Sorry. I said, the key is definitely jammed in there.”

      Well, if you want to see Odette’s artwork, you’re going to have to figure out how to unjam it.

      “That’s where all of Odette’s art is?”

      Rainbow nodded with his fist.

      “How did you manage that? The key is snapped clean off.”

      Rainbow simply flexed his muscle and grinned proudly.

      “Yes, I can see how strong you are. And insanely handsome,” I mumbled under my breath.

      Speak clearly, I can’t understand you, he wrote.

      “I said, why would you want to snap the key in the lock?”

      He jabbed me in the chest with his finger.

      The touch was unexpected and sent my heart into something of a tailspin.

      I tried to stay focused. “Okay, I get it, you wanted to stop someone like me finding her collection… so you pulled it off the walls, stashed it in her walk-in closet and broke the key in the lock. Now what? How were you expecting to ever retrieve it?”

      Rainbow shrugged and wrote— That’s your problem now.

      “Great.” I scratched my head. “We need something that we can push inside the lock to try to pry the broken key out. Do you have any wire hangers?”

      Rainbow pointed to the locked closet door.

      I rolled my eyes. “Obviously the ones in there are no good to us out here. I mean, somewhere else in the house.”

      Rainbow put his notepad down on the floor and hurried away.

      I looked around the room in his absence. Unlike the other rooms that I had seen in the house, the furniture in here was uncovered, almost as though he wanted to keep her memory alive rather than hide it away. The bed was a high, four-pillared bed, draped with a mosquito net with an intricate lace hem. The bedside lampshades were leadlight depicting bright red and pink flowers that caught the light flooding in from the open French doors. A breeze wistfully tugged and teased the curtains. Through the doors was a small balcony. Hanging from the ceiling tinkled a crystal chandelier. While over by the window stood an easel, a lifetime of paint stains coloring its old wooden frame.

      It was a room that oozed exquisite taste and pride and a larger-than-life personality.

      All it was missing was the art that had clearly been removed from every hook on the walls.

      Rainbow reappeared in the doorway, holding a wire coat hanger in his hands. He raised his eyebrows as if to ask whether this was what I was after, almost like a boy looking for his father’s approval.

      I nodded with my fist. “That should do the trick. At least it’s worth a try.”

      He crossed the room and went to hand it to me, but before he did, I said, “Can you bend it? Bend it and snap it to give us two separate pieces so we can sort of pick the lock?”

      He looked confused.

      I had talked too fast again.

      I made a breaking gesture, as though I was snapping a stick over my knee.

      He smiled and nodded, then went about bending and snapping the hanger, the muscles in his forearms tensing as he did so. My eyes wandered up his arms and across the paint on his chest that was now almost dry. “God, don’t you ever wear a shirt?”

      The remark wasn’t meant for him to see, I thought he was focused on the wire, but he had clearly caught a glimpse of my lips as I spoke, and he suddenly laughed.

      That was the first sound I’d heard from him apart from the angry grunt he’d given me the day before.

      It was one of those natural, contagious laughs; beautiful, boyish, beckoning you to make him laugh even more, just so you could hear it again.

      I wanted to hear more of it, but I was too busy blushing.

      He snapped the wire in two places, then scooped up his notepad and wrote— You don’t like what you see?

      How could I answer that one without lying? “All I’m saying is, you spend a lot of time wandering around without a shirt on.”

      He wrote— You’re lucky I’ve got jeans on. Normally I paint naked.

      Was he flirting now?

      He had such a scoundrel way about him it was almost impossible to tell.

      I took the snapped wire. “Let’s crack this lock, shall we?”

      I turned and knelt in front of the door.

      I slid one piece of wire into the big, old lock with one hand, then with the other piece of wire in the other hand I began trying to jimmy the busted key out of there. At first, I used a slow and steady approach, but soon I became frustrated, and my prying became rough and reckless.

      That was when I felt Rainbow kneel on the floorboard right behind me.

      I felt his chest press against my back.

      I felt his arms reach around my shoulders.

      Ever so gently he took my hands in his, wrapping his paint-covered fingers over mine, and carefully, nimbly, he began to jiggle and maneuver the bent prongs of wire in the lock.

      I could feel his warm breath on my neck, and a shudder of air escaped me.

      I could feel his heartbeat pounding against my back, and I tried not to let mine boom like rolling thunder.

      I could feel how strong and in control his fingers were— the tools of his art and communication— and I tried to stop mine from trembling.

      A moment later I heard a click.

      He wriggled the wires a little more and I heard a clack.

      He tightened his fingers around mine and I breathed to myself, “Manu fortis.” Then with one more shimmy, the broken key slid out of the lock and clanged onto the floorboards on the other side of the door.

      I laughed with relief that we’d succeeded, then my heart sighed a little as he released my hands and tried the door handle.

      The door opened an inch or so.

      Rainbow stood.

      I went to stand too, but at forty-four years old my knees had started to creak.

      Rainbow took me by the arm and helped me up.

      “Thank you,” I said and signed.

      I took the door handle in my hand, but Rainbow grabbed my shoulder in his strong grip.

      I looked into his eyes and saw they were suddenly filled with trepidation, even fear. He let go of me to pick up his notepad.

      You won’t try to sell Odette’s paintings, will you? You’ll get me a lawyer, won’t you? You promised, didn’t you?

      I nodded with my fist. “Yes.”

      He pushed the door open and let me enter the walk-in closet first.

      It was dark and I felt Rainbow reach over my shoulder. I heard the click of a ceiling cord being yanked. Dangling from above, a lavish little chandelier covered in candle-shaped lights illuminated the small room. The wall on the right was filled with dresses in deep red and midnight blues, tightly packed and hanging from a rack that bowed under their luxurious weight. I saw satin and sequins, cashmere and chiffon. Along the left wall was a honeycomb of shelves where dozens upon dozens of shimmering, bejeweled shoes sat safe and cozy, waiting to be paired with the perfect dress on the wall opposite.

      But it wasn’t the wardrobe of clothes and accessories— no matter how impressive— that I was looking for.

      It was the paintings stacked against the back wall of the closet that I was there to see.

      Each canvas was facing the wall, only the backs of them with their hanging wires and the back of their stapled frames in sight.

      I stepped toward them, moving cautiously like some treasure hunter in a dark and treacherous cave. I felt nervous, unsure of what I was about to uncover. Was Odette a great undiscovered artist, or some eccentric hermit who painted like a four-year-old thinking she was the next Picasso? I had no idea. The only thing of which I was certain was Rainbow’s desperate and passionate need to protect his grandmother’s work.

      I reached the stacked artwork.

      I placed my hand on the nearest frame, ready to turn it around and see what was there.

      Before I did so, I glanced over my shoulder at Rainbow.

      He was standing back under the chandelier, the light pouring over his muscled frame, himself a work of art in that surreal moment.

      He pointed to himself with one finger, then once again touched his fingers to his thumbs on each hand and brought his hands to his chest.

      I approve.

      I touched my fingers to my chin and moved my hand toward him, palm facing upward.

      Thank you.

      I took the first frame carefully in both hands, lifted the painting up and turned it around to see exactly what this particular prized possession was.

      At once my eyes were met with a sea of blues.

      Thick strokes had created mountain ranges of dried paint.

      Slick, glossy globs of whites and yellows formed sand dunes and sunrises.

      I saw indulgence…

      Confidence…

      Compositional courage…

      All captured within a rustic frame that looked like it had been handcrafted from—

      “Is this driftwood from the beach?” I turned and asked Rainbow.

      He prodded his finger to his chest.

      “You made this frame?”

      He nodded again, then took his pen and pad and showed me a note: I don’t just paint. I create. I made all of Odette’s frames. I gave her artwork a home. I’ve kept it safe, right from the start.

      Seeing the look on his face, the twinkle of pride and love and loss in his eyes, was like pushing a broken key through a lock to open a door. I wondered how many other locks inside Rainbow had been intentionally broken so nobody could get in… and for how long?

      “I need to see this in the light of the bedroom,” I told him.

      Rainbow stepped out of my way, then followed me back into the bedroom.

      I strode purposefully over to the French doors that opened out onto the small balcony. I held the painting up to catch the natural light and examined it closely, analyzing the brushstrokes at close range before pulling it back again and taking in the painting as a whole.

      “It has the life of a Turner, the boldness of a Kazuo Shiraga, and the vivid complexity of a Francoise Nielly.” I was still staring at the painting when I said it.

      The artwork had taken my attention away from Rainbow completely… at least momentarily.

      When he tapped me on the shoulder, I realized I’d been talking away from his direction again.

      I took a breath to apologize and repeat myself when he handed me a note.

      Is it good?

      I grinned and nodded. “Yes. Yes. It’s very, very good.” I put the artwork down gently, resting it against the wall and said, “More. Show me more… please.”

      Rainbow beamed, relief and joy filling his face.

      It suited him.

      It was a shame it had taken so long to see it.

      He hurried into the walk-in closet and came back with more and more paintings.

      What unfolded before me was a lifetime’s love of the beach, the water, the grass, the dunes…

      The sea calling forth the sun on a misty morning…

      The tranquil reflection of still sky on wet sand…

      The wild winds of a storm whipping up the waves.

      Each painting was adorned with Odette’s signature brushwork, her unique vision, her personal perception of a world and home she clearly loved so dearly.

      I looked from the paintings out to the view beyond the French doors.

      Odette’s art was life.

      Just as her life was her art.

      I smiled, letting all the drama of New York and Marcus and the broken pieces of my Murano vase wash away with the next wave that washed upon the beach.

      This was why I did what I did…

      This was why I loved art so much…

      Because of the gift that a true artist gives us…

      That brilliant, daring, moving reminder that there are more ways to view the world than simply through our own experiences; that we always had the chance to live more than just one life, even if we were simply glancing through someone else’s eyes.

      With a gentle tug on my elbow, Rainbow handed me another note:

      She was talented, right?

      I nodded. “Yes. Yes, she was. It’s a shame nobody ever discovered her work.”

      Rainbow shook his head and wrote: No it’s not. That’s not what she wanted. It’s not why she painted.

      “She could have been famous,” I said.

      Rainbow shook his head again and wrote: She didn’t want fame and she certainly didn’t want money. The only thing she wanted was to be happy. And now my brother wants to take all that away.

      “Well, he’ll be happy to know I can appraise this collection at a sizable sum.”

      Rainbow’s brow creased, his angry expression returning. He scratched so quickly on his notepad I could barely read it: You said you wouldn’t sell Odette’s work!

      “I’m not. Calm down.” I took him by the forearm and sat him on the bed. “I’m not here to sell your grandmother’s artwork, I’m here to appraise it. All I’m doing is putting a dollar value on it so that your brother can find the right auction house to sell the work. But that’s not going to happen, because once I appraise it, we’ll get your lawyer to slap an injunction on him prohibiting him from selling the artworks or the house. To do that, we first need him to pay me that commission fee from the appraisal.”

      Rainbow looked at me, his face still twisted in anger. There was confusion and frustration and anxiety in his eyes. And behind all that… the undeniable hint of mistrust.

      “You look tired. Why don’t we call it a day. I need to go back to the Inn and do some research on comparable art sales. I could probably brush up on a little more of my ASL too.”

      He pointed to me and signed the word How, one of the few words I’d learned so far, bringing his two hands together, thumbs up, then turning his right hand back and forth.

      “How have I learned sign language? What little I know.”

      He nodded.

      “Delphine loaned me a notebook. A notebook that your grandmother gave her.”

      Rainbow’s lips curled at the ends, a shimmer of happiness returning momentarily to his handsome young face. He wrote in his pad: I know the one. Delphine treasures that book.

      He tore off a second note: Make sure you take good care of it.

      “I intend to. There’s no denying it seems rather special to her.”

      He walked with me down the stairs and opened the front door for me.

      On the porch I asked, “Is it okay for me to come back tomorrow? You won’t tell me to go away again, will you?”

      He hitched one eyebrow mischievously and gave a shrug as if to say, who knows.

      I couldn’t help but grin at his compulsion to gibe and tease.

      “Fine. Go paint something. And try to get more on the canvas than on your skin this time.”

      He laughed and waved me goodbye.

      I walked down the porch steps and up to the top of the dune.

      Before making my way down the other side, I glanced back, hoping he was still there on the porch waving to me.

      But there was no sign of him.

      Rainbow had once again vanished inside his beloved sheltering home.
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        * * *

      

      When I arrived back at Hope’s Bluff Inn, a chill had set in and the sky had become overcast.

      I found Delphine clambering up the steps from the basement, the door to which was located under the stairs in the main room of the inn. In each hand was a cat cage and tucked under her arms were several knitted blankets.

      She stumbled on the top step, and I caught several blankets that slipped from under her arm. “Delphine, do you need help?”

      “Why thank you, Mr. Tate. I’m just fixin’ to get ready before things turn all cattywampus on us.”

      “Catty-what? What are you talking about?”

      “Come, I’ll show you.”

      She led me into the sitting room where her many cats sat on the back of the sofa or rubbed their whiskers against the legs of the furniture. In one corner were two towers of cat cages, each with a name above the cage door printed on a sticky label.

      Daisy.

      Winston.

      Finley.

      Emerson.

      Bessie.

      Delta.

      Tabitha.

      Tyrell.

      Tallulah.

      Eliza.

      Elijah.

      Timothy.

      Delilah.

      Just looking at all those names made my eyes begin to water. I quickly pinched the bridge of my nose to prevent a sneeze-a-thon. “What on earth’s going on? Are you selling all your cats?”

      “Sell my cats! Heavens to Betsy, no. Banish the thought, Mr. Tate. I’m getting ready for a turn in the weather.”

      “A turn in the weather?”

      “Why yes. According to the forecast on the radio, a hurricane is forming over the Atlantic.”

      “There’s a hurricane coming?” I couldn’t hide the panic in my voice. “I’ve never been in a hurricane before. Shouldn’t we be getting under a table or something?”

      “Settle your precious self, Mr. Tate. It’s still a way off. Normally I wouldn’t be making preparations this far out. Hurricanes have a mind of their own and can turn any which way they like. But this morning I received a call from Mr. Getty down at the lighthouse and he said Toto has been howling since dawn, so naturally it’s time to start hunkering down.”

      “Who the heck is Toto?”

      “Why Mr. Getty’s beautiful old Basset Hound, of course. If you’d read my acclaimed brochure Hidden Gems of Hope’s Bluff you’d know all about Mr. Getty and his dog.”

      “I guess I’ve been a little preoccupied with the Fontaine evaluation.”

      “Then allow me to bring you up to speed. Every time a hurricane has made landfall within fifty miles of Hope’s Bluff, Toto has started howling five or six days before it hits. He might be long on years and short of leg, but the barometer in that hound’s head is more accurate than any weatherman’s prediction. Trust me, Toto’s warnings are not to be ignored.”

      I looked out the nearest window. “But it doesn’t look at all stormy outside.”

      “Like I said, the hurricane is still days away. Which gives me time to button things up nice and tight and get the cats ready. I’ll keep all the cage doors open for the next couple days with their favorite blankies inside, so’s they get used to their snug little cubbyholes. Then, just before all hell breaks loose, I’ll wrangle them all into their cages and take them down to the basement with me to sit out the storm. Of course, you’ll need to join us down there… unless you want to pack up and head back to New York.”

      “I can’t. I’m only just beginning to make some headway with Rainbow.” Hearing those words come out of my mouth made me realize that I wasn’t being my usual rational self. A hurricane was coming, for fuck’s sake, and here I was worried about finishing a job. I had an immediate rethink. “Geez, maybe I should go. Maybe I should pack right now and head back to New York.”

      I headed for the stairs, but Delphine caught me by the arm. “Hold your horses, honey-pie. There’s honestly no need to rush. If you’re making headway with Rainbow, why that’s fabulous news. You should make as much progress on your work as you can in the next few days. When the storm is almost upon us, then you can pack your things and leave.”

      “How will I know when it’s almost upon us?”

      “Oh, you’ll know. The temperature will drop, like all the humidity is being sucked east to fuel the storm. The air will become still and quiet. The birds will leave the sky. Then slowly the winds will build and build. The seas will swell. The waves will crash. And everyone will disappear inside their boarded-up homes. Step outside at that time, and you’ll feel like you’re the only person left on the planet. It’s quite exhilarating.”

      “You sound like you enjoy the experience,” I remarked, utterly puzzled by the grin on her face.

      “If I’m honest, it’s one of the few times you’ll ever feel truly alive.”

      “Right before you die.”

      She laughed a little too heartily. “Oh, Mr. Tate. I haven’t perished in a storm yet and I don’t intend to. I have all my cats to look after. Mind you, they can’t stand hurricanes. Being stuck in the basement with them is like being locked in a room with a dozen sirens screaming at you.”

      “Sounds like a blast. I think I’ll definitely make my way back to New York before that happens.”

      “Suit yourself. But as I said, you still have several days up your sleeve to work on your evaluation. Now, I hope you like barbecued chicken with fried green tomatoes. I’ll be serving supper at eight on the dot. Don’t be late.”

      With that, Delphine took the blankets from me and tucked them inside two or three of the open cages. “Now remember, y’all… keep the clawing to a minimum otherwise you’ll pull the yarn and Mommy will need to do a whole lotta restitching. You hear me?”

      Several cats yowled and meowed in response, while Bessie, Tyrell and Tallulah scampered happily into their blankie-adorned abodes.

      They seemed fine with their little storm shelters… at least for now.

      In that moment, I wondered how hurricane-proof I was.

      And whether I shouldn’t be getting the hell out of town right now.
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        * * *

      

      That night I seriously considered my options. I hadn’t been single for so long I wasn’t sure I could survive a disaster on my own.

      Then again, wasn’t surviving a disaster exactly what I was doing now in the wake of my breakup with Marcus?

      Laying there alone in the bed, the pessimist in me couldn’t help but wonder that being with someone was a triangle of compromise in itself.

      I imagined when it came to relationships, the three points of the triangle would be labeled enticing, smart and loving.

      You could find someone who was loving and smart, but there was nothing enticing about them, no attraction at all.

      You could find someone who was enticing and loving, but there was no cerebral connection.

      Or you could have someone who was smart and enticing… but at the end of the day they just didn’t love you enough.

      As it turned out, Marcus was the third triangle.

      After ten long years together, that was a devastating discovery.

      Like I said before, sometimes you just don’t see it coming.
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      The most famous artist of the twenty-first century is an enigma, a faceless, unidentified shadow in the night like some vigilante superhero of the art world. Banksy first came to notoriety as a street artist whose graffiti-inspired work— immersed in humor, hubris and satirical social commentary— sparked both controversy and excitement around the world. As his or her career has unfolded, Banksy’s unpredictability and extreme measures to gain attention have escalated to the point that nobody really knows what Banksy will do next or where their next artwork might materialize. Banksy is a mystery. A riddle. A puzzle waiting to be solved… with no guarantee that a solution will ever be found.

      As I slept that night, I dreamed that I had stumbled onto an enigma of my very own.

      Was Rainbow the Banksy of Hope’s Bluff?

      Or just a stubborn boy with a grudge against the world around him.

      If the hurricane didn’t stop me, I was determined to find out.

      I had stayed up late once again, this time worrying about the impending storm while juggling my art research with more sign language lessons from Odette’s notebook.

      I became drowsy as various everyday phrases drifted off the page and crept into my sleep. I dreamed of the sign for random words and diagrams of their corresponding signs.

      Mouse was a flick of the index finger.

      Beach was the upward sweep of an arm like a wave on the shore.

      House was communicated by two hands making the shape of a roof and walls.

      Food was communicated by squeezing the fingers of one hand together and putting it to the mouth, mimicking the action of eating.

      Money was communicated by one cupped hand tapping on top of the other.

      Insurance was communicated with a raised pinky finger while the hand moved in a circle.

      At the breakfast table I asked Delphine for another coffee by rubbing two fists together in a circular motion, like a coffee grinder.

      “Well, well, I’m very impressed. You’ve been reading Odette’s notebook again.”

      “I have, much to the detriment of a good night’s sleep.” I gestured to the coffee pot in her hand. “May I have another please?”

      “That’ll make it your third this morning,” she chuckled. “One more and your eyeballs’ll be floating. You’d best make good use of the little boys’ room before you hit the road. Oh, by the way, I made you this last night.” From her apron she produced another bowtie. This one was yellow with cat whiskers on it. “I just love the color, don’t you? Reminds me of your sunny disposition.”

      “I have a sunny disposition?”

      She beamed and gave her head a little wobble. “Bless your heart. Now before you skedaddle, be sure to stop by the kitchen. I made some extra biscuits for you and Rainbow and Gilbert in case y’all get hungry.”

      “Gilbert? You mean, Gilbert the…?” I flicked my index finger, making the sign for mouse. “You’ve made food for the mouse?” I signed food and mouse together. I had to admit I was getting pretty good at this.

      “What’s the matter? Are you concerned there won’t be enough to go around? Don’t you worry. Gilbert, he eats like a… well… mouse!” She laughed hysterically, then continued as she wiped her tears away with her apron. “Anyways, make sure Rainbow eats something, would you please? That boy is all skin and bones.”

      I’d certainly noticed more than just skin and bones on Rainbow— namely those pecs and biceps of his— but I figured that was a conversation for another day and changed the subject. “Any more word on the hurricane this morning?”

      “According to the National Weather Service, she should develop into a category one somewhere east of the Bahamas later today. They’re going to name her Hurricane Dorothea. Do you know what you get if you rearrange the letters in Dorothea? Odette!”

      “I don’t think that’s correct.”

      “Of course it is. There’s an ‘o’ and a ‘d’ and an ‘e’ and a… oh, never mind. My point is, this hurricane, it feels like Odette is coming back for one last shindig. She always did know how to cause a scene.”

      Delphine gave a melancholic sigh, then ‘skedaddled’ herself into the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      Delphine wasn’t wrong about needing to use the bathroom, which I had forgotten to do before I left the inn. Ten minutes into the drive to the Fontaine beach house I desperately needed to pee. I knew I only had another five- or ten-minutes’ drive ahead of me, but I wasn’t sure I could even last that long.

      Pulling over to the side of the deserted road, with grassy dunes on one side and marshes on the other, I quickly jumped out of my rental car, unzipped my trousers, and gave a long, relieved moan as I emptied the tank.

      As I gazed absentmindedly into the brackish marsh in front of me, my pee bubbling at the water’s edge, I suddenly noticed more bubbles drifting up from the black water only a few feet away from me, popping as they hit the surface.

      I instantly realized there was something down there.

      Something that could clearly hold its breath for a long time and was slowly releasing air bubbles.

      “Oh shit,” I mumbled, quickly shaking myself dry and zipping up my trousers before stepping quickly back from the water’s edge.

      I got back into my car.

      I hit the gas and didn’t look back.
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        * * *

      

      “You don’t by chance have any large reptiles down here, do you? By that, I mean large killer reptiles. By that, I mean large killer alligator reptiles.”

      Rainbow had no sooner opened the door before I hit him with my frantic questioning, my white-knuckled fists clinging onto Delphine’s basket of biscuits for dear life.

      Busily he watched my mouth move, my lips a blur of words that he somehow managed to decipher.

      He laughed and pointed at me… then made a V sign with two fingers, touching one of those fingers to the corner of his eye… then took both hands and slammed them together like a set of chomping jaws.

      “Did I see an alligator?” I asked anxiously. “Yes, I saw an alligator! It was in the marsh, about ten minutes back. At least I think it was an alligator. I saw air bubbles. The water was so dark it could have been anything.”

      He placed his hand under his chin and flicked two fingers out.

      “No, it wasn’t a frog,” I told him indignantly.

      He took his two fingers, turned them down into fang shapes and slithered his hand forward, then spread his hands apart to make the sign for big.

      “What is that? Are you saying it was a big snake? Are you saying it was an anaconda? Jesus, you have anacondas down here?”

      Rainbow burst out laughing.

      No anacondas, he signed. Just very big alligators.

      He chomped his hands together again and I jumped.

      He couldn’t help but chuckle again, then pulled his notepad out from the back pocket of his jeans, scribbled a note and passed it to me: But I’m very impressed with your ASL. It’s getting better.

      “Well, your ability to keep the paint off your body isn’t,” was my smartass reply, gesturing to more smears of bright colors on his chest and abs.

      He wrote again. It saves on rags.

      “You wipe your hands on yourself rather than on a cloth?”

      He shrugged and nodded with his fist, then wrote: Jealous?

      My anxiety levels rose even higher, although it wasn’t the thought of alligators or anacondas that terrified me at that moment… it was the thought of Rainbow seeing right through me, feeling the pounding of my heart all the way through the floorboards of the damn porch.

      In another blur of lip movements, all I could say was, “Shall we get back to the evaluation?”

      Without the smirk leaving his face for a second, he stepped aside and waved me into the house.

      Rainbow followed me inside and closed the front door behind us.

      The moment I walked in I was met with the sight of Gilbert on the kitchen counter.

      I jumped yet again.

      Then again, when Rainbow put his hands on my shoulders from behind, only calming a little when he began to squeeze the tension out of me. Even with the shirt preventing skin from making contact with skin, the touch of his hands on my shoulders made my heart race and the pit of my stomach tingle. He stepped in front of me to face me and shook his body and limbs, as though indicating for me to relax. Then he wrote: It’s just Gilbert. He might only be a mouse, but he gets me.

      He held out his pad and Gilbert jumped onto it, then scurried across Rainbow’s hand and all the way up his arm before perching himself on Rainbow’s shoulder, wriggling his nose at me.

      I felt like wriggling my nose right back.

      I suppose we were both sizing each other up, trying to outstare each other until I quickly caved, unable to look into his beady little eyes any longer.

      “How can you let that… friend of yours… roam around the kitchen like he does? Doesn’t he make a mess?”

      Rainbow wrote: A little, but mostly he’s very tidy. He has his own little bowl and all.

      He picked up a bowl from the counter and showed it to me, indicating to the half-nibbled cubes of cheese inside. At the sight of it, Gilbert apparently decided he was still hungry and launched himself off Rainbow’s shoulder and into the bowl, picking up a cheese cube in his little claws and glaring at me as if to warn me, This is mine. Stay away!

      Rainbow set the bowl back down on the counter so that his furry friend could enjoy his food.

      Only then did I notice a small splodge of bright pink paint on Gilbert’s white tail, still gleaming.

      “Has Gilbert been helping you paint this morning?”

      Rainbow wrote: He’s no Van Gogh, but he likes to think he’s helping every now and then.

      “So, when am I going to see your work? If you’re half as talented as your grandmother—”

      Quite unexpectedly, Rainbow slapped one hand down on the counter.

      I jolted with a start again.

      Gilbert simply looked up for a moment then kept eating.

      I saw the amiable look on Rainbow’s seemingly always expressive face had turned stormy again. He shook his head vehemently and with his right hand extended flat he made a sign in the air almost like the number seven.

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      Annoyed, he returned to his note-writing and scrawled: Never! Nobody sees my art… ever!

      I’d upset him again. I constantly felt like our relationship kept taking one step forward and two steps back. “I’m sorry. I was just curious, I didn’t mean to—”

      There was another sharp bang, but this time it didn’t come from Rainbow hitting the countertop. It came from a window shutter in the living room catching in the wind and slamming shut so hard I thought for a moment it had broken the window.

      Rainbow felt the vibrations and turned. It seemed he felt everything the house felt, as though they were one.

      He put his notepad and pen in his back pocket and moved quickly from the kitchen across the living room, over to the window. He opened it and secured the shutter. As he did so, a gust of wind blew into the house and sent the furniture coverings into a wild, billowing dance.

      It occurred to me that Rainbow had no idea of the news that a hurricane was forming off the coast.

      Once he secured the window, I hurried toward him and got his attention with a wave of my hand, then realized I didn’t know the sign for hurricane… which in turn made me conscious of this new desire in me to communicate with my hands, not simply expecting him to lip-read all the time.

      I tried to guess what hurricane might be as I stood there flailing my arms about manically like some first-year drama student asked to improvise a tree in a storm.

      He looked at me like I was crazy and gave an exaggerated shrug which I took as, What the fuck are you doing?

      “Hurricane. According to Delphine… or more accurately, Toto, Mr. Getty’s dog… there’s a hurricane coming in a few days.”

      Ah, he nodded, understanding me. He followed it up with a sign, making a Z shape with his hands, connected at the thumbs while flicking his index and middle fingers and puffing his cheeks.

      “That’s hurricane?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      “Good, then you understand that one’s on the way?”

      He shrugged again, not as though I was crazy this time, but as though he could care less.

      “You’re not worried?”

      He pulled out his notepad and pen again: I’ll board up the place and pull out a bottle of whiskey. I’ve survived worse.

      “What could possibly be worse than a hurricane?”

      He scribbled another note: You wanna know? Ask Delphine. Now that Odette’s gone, she’s the closest thing to family I’ve got.

      I couldn’t help but ask, “Delphine and Odette… were they close?”

      He tore off another message: Question time is over. Maybe we should go upstairs and get back to evaluating Odette’s artworks.

      He’d put me back in my place again, and for fear of upsetting the fragile progress I was making, I willingly conceded.

      “Of course.”
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        * * *

      

      That evening at supper, Delphine dished me up a generous bowl of Brunswick stew with a plate of golden French toast on the side for dipping.

      “No more late nights for you, Mr. Tate. I know you’ve been up studying your notes and doing your homework on whatever it is you art evaluators do, but look at you. You look as tired as all get out. Tonight, it’s a nice big bowl of home-cooked happiness then straight to bed with you, y’hear?”

      Just listening to Delphine tell me how tired I looked made me yawn. “I suppose I am rather exhausted. Rainbow is kind of…” I couldn’t quite find the right description without sounding insulting.

      “He’s kinda hard work, I know,” Delphine finished for me. “I guess that’s what happens when you’ve had a hard life.”

      “What is Rainbow’s story, anyway?”

      “Perhaps you should ask him.”

      “He told me to ask you. He said you’re the closest thing he’s got to family these days.”

      A tiny wave of emotion washed over Delphine. “He did? That boy is so sweet. I do try to look after him. I take his groceries out to him every other week, I make sure he has enough food and paint to get him through, I make sure the old house hasn’t fallen down around him or washed away in the swell. We sit and chat for a little while and reminisce about the days when Odette was there.” I could see her almost fade away into those memories now, before she snapped herself back to reality with a deep breath, putting on her finest southern smile. “Say, would you like a drink to go with that stew? I have the perfect bottle of red muscadine just begging to be opened.”

      “Sure. That sounds lovely.”

      Delphine placed her napkin on the table and made her way over to a side bureau that she opened, revealing a surprisingly well-stocked liquor cabinet. She pulled out a bottle of wine, popped it open with a corkscrew and poured us both a glass, placing one in front of me before returning to her seat at the table.

      “So, tell me about Rainbow,” I said, taking a sip of the fruity wine.

      “Well, I suppose it’s no surprise that Rainbow’s older brother Franklin Junior wasn’t exactly the loving older sibling that a deaf child might wish for. Nor were his parents particularly compassionate or attentive of their son’s needs either, for that matter. In fact, the entire family treated him as though he was an outsider, an inconvenience, a hindrance to their dreams and aspirations of being one of the richest and most powerful families in Savannah’s political and social scenes. Franklin Senior was already a successful attorney for the elite and privileged, with Franklin Junior quickly following in his daddy’s footsteps. Rainbow’s mother, Scarlett, was just as bad as her husband and eldest son. She didn’t have a maternal bone in her body, she was far too busy hosting fancy dinner parties and planning social soirees to help the rich get richer and keep the poor in their place. Nobody in that family ever gave a damn about the deaf boy in their midst. Can you believe none of them even learned sign language to try to communicate with him? They simply ignored him. He was their black sheep, their lost cause, their forgotten son… the blight on their family name they tried so hard to ignore.”

      “What about Odette? Where does she fit into all this?”

      “Odette was the only one who ever loved Rainbow and loved him she did with all her heart. She was the other black sheep of the family. She couldn’t stand her husband, Guthrie Fontaine, yet another southern lawyer out to line his wallet with greenbacks. Of course, Guthrie and his son Franklin Senior were two peas in a pod. When Odette couldn’t handle their selfish, money-grubbing ways any longer, she packed a suitcase and filed for divorce. With her half of the money, she bought the beach house and began painting as a way of venting all her emotions and finding her peace. When Ryan-Beau, her second grandchild, was born deaf, she knew she was the only one with enough love and compassion in her soul to take care of him. Often, he would run away from his family mansion in Savannah and hide for days on end at the beach house. Together they learned to sign. They learned to communicate in a way that the rest of their family couldn’t. She taught him how to paint, she nurtured his love for art, for a different way to express himself. Together they became best friends, they became the only family that mattered.” Delphine took a deep breath. “Then came the day that changed everything forever.”

      “What happened?”

      Over the course of supper— which I barely touched as Delphine told her story— I listened to the harrowing tale of Rainbow’s teenage years, the reason he fled his family home to live with Odette.

      Like clockwork, the pieces of the puzzle that was Rainbow fell into place.

      His mood swings, his mistrust, his wariness of the outside world made perfect sense.

      By the end of it I was no longer tired.

      All I wanted to do was stay up late again and learn more sign language so I could communicate even more effectively with the boy whose father and mother and older brother had all but erased him from their lives.

      I wanted to tell him I wasn’t a threat.

      I wanted to tell him he wasn’t someone who should be cast out just because he was different.

      I wanted to tell him…

      He wasn’t alone.
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        * * *

      

      I remembered the day I left my family farm like it was yesterday, even though I’d tried so hard to smudge it out of my head so many times, for so many years now. But like a thumbprint of ink smeared on a page in an attempt to blot out a mistake, the blemish only made things stand out even more.

      I was nineteen at the time. I was still living at home because I was expected to take over the family farm, a job that was initially intended for my two older brothers, Dwight and Eli, until the day they both died in a car wreck, the result of too much drinking and speeding on the way home from a party at a neighbor’s farm. My parents had pinned all their hopes on my older brothers, two solid young man who seemed to be born with calluses on their hands and freshly plowed dirt beneath their nails.

      But instead, racked with disappointment, my parents had to try and live with the reality that the future of the family farm was left up to me.

      I was, without doubt, the odd-one-out in my family.

      It wasn’t so much that I was misunderstood; they simply didn’t try to understand me at all.

      I was the exotic creature that had wandered into their lives, just as confused as they were by my presence in their house, and not knowing what to do with me they handed me a hoe and told me to start digging.

      Unlike my brothers, nothing on the farm came naturally to me.

      So often I tried not to let my family down. For years I tried to mend fence posts and help harvest the wheat and attempt to change the oil in the tractor. But hammering nails and plowing the fields and fixing the farm equipment were jobs that I failed at time and time again. I simply wasn’t born that way.

      In secret I stole moments of the life I wanted to live, the person I wanted to be.

      On trips to town, while my father visited the mechanic to buy spare parts for the tractor, I would sneak across Main Street to visit Mr. Haversham’s Menswear Store and purchase bowties with what little pocket money I had. One day I caught him reading a Male Physique magazine behind the counter. In that moment, the glance between us spoke volumes. I felt that Mr. Haversham was a kindred spirit, a lonely soul trapped in a strange land called Idaho, just like me. He showed me not only the magazine he was reading, but an entire pile of them he had hidden in his storeroom. He gave me half a dozen of them, a treasure trove that I tucked inside my jacket and smuggled under my bed at home, my heart aflutter every time I found a precious moment here or there to pull out my secret stash and pore over the pages.

      That is until the day my mother found them while mopping the floors in my room.

      Mortified, she instantly told my father.

      My father instantly seized his shotgun.

      Every stomp of his boots was like a clap of thunder as he chased me through the house, yelling after me, telling me I was no son of his, telling me he was going to shoot a hole in my good-for-nothing faggot ass.

      I grabbed the keys to the spare truck off the hook by the kitchen door and escaped out the back.

      He tried to cut me off out front, kicking open the screen door that slammed behind him while my mother screamed and wailed.

      I made it to the truck.

      I started the engine, hoping it would drown out my father’s voice, but it didn’t.

      “You ever come back here, and I’ll use this shotgun. I ain’t afraid, y’hear?”

      Even now I could hear his fury, his rage, his disgust in me; things that not even distance and time could erase.

      Those words were now joined forever with the sound of Billie Holiday playing…

      The lemongrass and sandalwood scent of the candle burning…

      The smash of my Murano vase hitting the floor…

      Like memories I kept stuffed inside the time capsule of a broken heart.
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      In a museum in the working-class steel town of Pittsburgh, the birthplace of Andy Warhol, is an archive consisting of over six hundred ‘time capsules’: boxes filled with absurd and eclectic items that Warhol collected and stored inside the capsules on a daily basis for the last thirteen years of his life. Like his art, there was nothing predictable about the objects he placed in his capsules. A notorious hoarder, Warhol kept everyone guessing as to what might be found in the boxes which were not opened until after his death in 1987. Naturally, Warhol did not disappoint the archivists who eventually unlocked the secrets of his treasures, finding everything from a moldy piece of Caroline Kennedy’s birthday cake, to a sealed copy of Lionel Ritchie’s album Can’t Slow Down, to a mummified foot from Ancient Egypt. Surprises were a signature trademark for Andy Warhol… but it’s no surprise that all artists keep something buried deep inside.

      After listening to Delphine’s story the night before, I realized Rainbow was no exception to this rule.

      Before I left the inn that morning, I came across Delphine in the sitting room rummaging through her hurricane kit and checking the batteries in her heavy-duty flashlight, her cats now comfortably venturing in and out through the open doors of their shelters, each one seemingly knowing which cage was theirs as though they could read the labels.

      “Why good morning, Mr. Tate. How did you sleep last night?”

      “Not very well… again. But I committed a few more of Odette’s signs to memory, so the night wasn’t a complete write-off. Say, I have a question for you. Do you know any good lawyers in town?”

      “Lawyers? What on earth do you need a lawyer for?”

      “It’s not for me. It’s for Rainbow.”

      “Why does Rainbow need a lawyer?” Before I could answer, Delphine put two and two together. “Does this have anything to do with Franklin Junior?”

      “It has everything to do with Franklin Junior. I want to hire a lawyer… on Rainbow’s behalf… so that Franklin Junior can’t touch the house or Odette’s art.”

      The heavy-duty flashlight in Delphine’s hand thudded to the floor and batteries rolled across the hardwood boards. “Oh!” she cried out, happy tears filling her eyes. A moment later she jumped up and charged at me, wrapping her arms around me so hard I wheezed for air. “Oh Mr. Tate! You’d do that? You’d do that for Rainbow?”

      “So long as you don’t crush the life out of me first… yes.”

      She didn’t seem to take the hint and squeezed even harder. “Oh Mr. Tate! Nobody’s ever done anything like that for Rainbow before. He doesn’t have anyone to look out for him anymore, apart from me of course, but I would never think to hire a lawyer. I don’t have the smarts for such a thing.” She pulled suddenly out of the hug and asked, “Aren’t lawyers expensive? Do you have enough money?”

      “I should have… once Franklin pays me for the evaluation.”

      “You’re going to use Franklin’s money to hire a lawyer against him?” Delphine burst out laughing. “Oh, what poetic justice!” She hugged me again, even harder than before, which I didn’t think was possible. “What can I do to help?”

      “Well… first of all… you can release me from the bearhug.”

      This time she heard, instantly letting me go. “Of course, of course, are you alright sugar-pie?”

      I had to loosen my happy cat bowtie. “Yes, I’m fine. And yes, I do need your help. I need to find a lawyer who can take the case.”

      Delphine’s grin turned to a grimace as she bit her bottom lip then said, “Well, see, that right there is the problem. Franklin Junior is best buddies with every lawyer for a hundred miles north, south, east, and west. Well, maybe not east considering there’s nothing but ocean in that direction, but you catch my drift.”

      “Are you telling me there’s not a single lawyer who will take on a case against Franklin?”

      “I’m telling you that man has more connections than an operator in a 1940s telephone exchange. Don’t underestimate his ability to pull whatever favors he needs to protect his self-interests.”

      “Surely we can find one decent lawyer who can’t be swayed by Franklin’s influence.”

      Delphine scratched her chin. “Mmmm, there may be one fella. Let me make a phone call today and see what I can cook up.”

      “Thank you. Speaking of cooking things up, I don’t suppose you have any more biscuits for Rainbow. He devoured the ones you gave him yesterday… as did Gilbert too.”

      Delphine grinned. “Unfortunately, I don’t have any biscuits left… but I did make a fresh batch of flapjacks this morning. I’ve even got a jar of maple syrup to go with it. Give me a jiffy and I’ll fix you a basket to take with you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With a basket of flapjacks in one hand, I pounded on the front door of the beach house with the other, the vibrations rattling through the bones of the home.

      When he opened the door, Rainbow was… clean.

      Of course, he was still shirtless and barefoot, his jeans rolled up around his ankles. But there were no streaks of paint across his chest, no smears of bright colors over his abs. There was just skin and muscle… everywhere.

      The sight of him— bronze and beautiful from one inch to the next— actually made me take a step back, as though I needed to get all of him in.

      Doing his best Vanna White, he beamed and gestured to his bathed body as though he was revealing a work of art.

      “Yes, you washed, I see,” I nodded. “I must say, you scrub up quite nicely.”

      He nodded proudly in agreement, then leaned forward and clasped my free hand.

      I was instantly surprised by his physical touch, even more so given the fact that it didn’t seem to faze him at all. Rainbow indeed ran hot and cold; in one moment defensive, the next polite; in one moment dismissive, the next warm and welcoming and willing to hold my hand. I supposed these were the unpredictable contents of his own time capsule.

      He dragged me into the dining room and with another gameshow hand gesture he showed me a vase sitting on the table, filled with dune grass and decorated with glistening green seaweed. I could only assume he had arranged the simple bouquet himself, as a gift to me.

      “You did that? It’s… beautiful.”

      I wasn’t lying. In its own strange way, the cluster in the vase was so perfectly composed, so uniquely fashioned, so exquisitely imagined, that it was almost beyond a mere flower arrangement, instead bordering on a work of art, a sculpture using nothing but nature’s gifts.

      In front of the vase was a small pile of notes which Rainbow handed me.

      I set the basket of flapjacks down on the table and took the notes, reading them to myself one by one.

      I’m sorry I get grumpy, said the first note.

      I’m sorry I’ve snapped at you.

      It’s no way to treat a stranger… a stranger who might one day become a friend.

      I looked up at him. “Is that what we’re becoming? Friends?”

      Rainbow nodded, hope in his eyes.

      It had never crossed my mind that Rainbow and I would become friends.

      I hadn’t come all the way to Georgia to make friends.

      I had come to escape New York.

      Yes, I was intrigued by Rainbow.

      Yes, he was sexy as hell to look at and had sent my heart into a flutter on more than one occasion.

      Yes, his grandmother’s art was something extraordinary and I was willing to surrender my check to help protect it.

      But friends?

      Hell, after the breakup with Marcus I didn’t have a single friend left in the world. I wasn’t sure this was the place to start.

      “Friends?” was all I could utter once more.

      Rainbow nodded again, then picked up the vase with the dune grass and seaweed arrangement and offered it to me.

      I took it, not knowing what else to do.

      The smile of hope on his face widened with confidence.

      I gave a wan smile back. “Thank you. I guess we’re becoming friends then.”

      The vase had been in my hands for mere seconds before he excitedly took it from me, placed it back on the table and took me by the hand again.

      He led me up the stairs. I presumed we were returning to Odette’s room to continue my work on her art, but at the top of the stairs we passed the door to her bedroom and arrived at the ladder leading up to the attic.

      We stopped at the foot of the ladder.

      I knew that Rainbow’s studio… or bedroom… or whatever he liked to call it… was at the top of that ladder.

      Rainbow looked to the open hatch above, took a deep breath then looked to me. His smile had turned anxious, but there was still a glimmer of hope in his eyes. Hope that he could trust me. Hope that he was doing the right thing.

      He pulled his notepad and pen from his back pocket and wrote: Yesterday I told you, if you wanted to know what I’ve been through, to ask Delphine.

      He followed the note with a shrug while pointing at me, as if to say, Did you?

      I nodded. “Yes. She told me what happened to you.”

      He wrote: What happened to me is not who I am. Let me show you who I am.

      He took a step up onto the ladder and gestured for me to follow him.

      It creaked as it took both our weight. I clasped tightly onto each rung, my hand gripping the place where his bare foot just was. Intently I watched his feet, his soles rough and dusty, toughened by years of stomping on floorboards or venturing over dunes and into the waves in search of grass and seaweed and who knows what other treasures from the sea.

      When he reached the hatch and climbed up into the attic, he leaned back down and gave me his hand.

      He helped me up with little effort.

      Manu fortis.

      As I ascended into the attic, the first thing I noticed were shadows and darkness. Clearly, he hadn’t begun painting today, no artist could create in the dark. I found my feet and he led me into the middle of the room. All around I could make out blackened shapes standing tall and angular all around me. What they were exactly was a mystery because of the lack of light, although I could only imagine some of the shapes were canvases perched on easels.

      But there were other strange silhouettes too, hovering about the room, seemingly suspended in mid-air; objects that unnerved me simply by their puzzling presence.

      I jumped when Rainbow snapped open the curtains on one wall, allowing daylight to flood the attic.

      In an instant, all became visible.

      Colors and shapes appeared all around me.

      I saw that the attic was old and cluttered, the floorboards covered in dried paint splashes, with old tables and bookcases and wooden chairs crowded with paint-caked palettes and brushes and spatulas and jars of water turned pink and blue and yellow and purple. In one corner was an old red velvet chaise lounge, in another corner was a hat stand with an old black bowler hat on it.

      But it wasn’t the furniture and countless utensils of Rainbow’s work strewn across the attic that really caught my attention.

      It was the large canvases, no smaller than eight feet long and five feet high, resting on easels all around the room.

      With another snap of a curtain on the other side of the attic, Rainbow let the light illuminate the canvases even more, their bright and dazzling colors coming to life.

      Each picture captured the raw energy of the sea, the vastness of a beach without end, the haunting beauty of skies that stretched all the way to the horizon.

      Rainbow had adopted his grandmother’s love of thick brushstrokes, of paint so deeply layered it took on a life of its own, turning the dunes and the seas and the clouds into mountains of yellows and blues and grays.

      His work was beautiful.

      It was breathtaking.

      It was brimming with so much passion and love and creativity that I could almost see Rainbow’s soul in every stroke of paint.

      And yet, when I took in even more of the attic, I realized the paintings were only a part of his artistic genius.

      Drawing open the curtains at the end of the room, light poured through a closed pair of French doors which overlooked a small balcony, similar to the one in Odette’s bedroom.

      In the shafts of sun that shone through the doors, I saw a dozen or so mobile works of art hanging from the old wooden beams above.

      Fastened to the arms of each mobile with fishing wire and twine, were the sculpted shapes of seahorses and stars, manta rays and moons, birds and blue whales, jellyfish and angelfish, dolphins and dugongs, squids and sand crabs.

      These creatures of the sea, these inhabitants of the sky, were painted all the colors of the rainbow. Their fins and tails and tendrils were fashioned out of seaweed and reeds, their forms carved out of driftwood and seashells and dried cuttlefish.

      And yet I still sensed that Rainbow’s vision had one last surprise to deliver.

      Sure enough, I turned to see him hanging large glass jars of crystal-clear water from several hooks that hung from the ceiling, dangling in front of the attic windows on both sides of the room.

      As he did so, gentle ripples of light danced across the attic like the reflection from a pool, giving the sense of being immersed in water, of being surrounded by the sea.

      “Oh my,” I said, as Rainbow’s masterpiece began to come together.

      He looked at me and gave a knowing smile— a smile so sexy and confident that I had to keep my knees from buckling— then he turned to the closed French doors at the end of the room.

      With a single, self-assured shove, he pushed the doors wide open.

      Instantly the sea breeze blew into the room, setting everything in motion.

      Instantly the entire attic transformed into an underwater wonderland.

      The carved creatures on the mobiles began to shift and turn, to pitch and sway, to sail into motion as though they had come to life before my very eyes.

      The dolphins and whales rose and breached against the paintings of the oceans.

      The stars and moons ascended majestically on the breeze.

      The jellyfish and seahorses bobbed playfully.

      The manta rays and squids swam through the air while the birds circled, and the crabs scuttled.

      All the while, the sun shining through the jars of water turned the walls and canvases into shimmering waves of light that swept the room, plunging me into the dazzling, dizzying depths of Rainbow’s imagination.

      The experience filled me with such surprise, such joy, such unexpected delight that all I could do was laugh.

      I laughed with utter happiness as though I was a kid again.

      I laughed at the enchantment of a moment of sheer beauty.

      I laughed as though all my troubles had just washed across the sand and disappeared out to see with the last wave.

      I turned to Rainbow, and I saw him laughing too, his playful, clever grin spreading from ear to ear as a tear spilled down one cheek.

      I stepped up to him. “Are you crying?”

      With the breeze blowing all around him, he pulled out his notepad and scribbled a note: Nobody but Odette has ever seen this.

      I was taken aback.

      I was filled with a sense of pride and honor.

      “Really? Nobody?”

      He shook his head and wrote quickly: She was the only one who understood my art. But then came you, and I thought… maybe?

      I screwed up the note and threw it on the ground. “Rainbow, everyone will understand your art. It’s liberating. It’s mesmerizing. It’s magic! You’re magic.”

      He gazed into my eyes, as though I had just validated his entire existence, and before I could say another word, he took my head in both hands and planted his lips on me.

      I wasn’t entirely certain what came over me, but I did not resist.

      As the sea creatures swam through the air around us, as the reflection of the water cast its hypnotic spell upon us, as his paintings of the dunes and the seas and the skies came to life, I let him kiss me…

      Urgently…

      Intimately…

      Ravenously…

      As though I was the air he needed, the sustenance he had lacked for so long, the passion he had always craved but never found.

      And I kissed him back…

      For all the same reasons.

      I pushed my tongue passed his sweet, soft lips— into his willing, wanting mouth— and all at once I could taste everything complex and irresistible about Rainbow: his wild passion and tender childishness; his rage and his recklessness; his fears and his fearlessness; his courage and coyness; his fiery attitude and his disarming authenticity and his seemingly endless abundance of spirit.

      I wanted him.

      I wanted him with an abandon I had never known before.

      Suddenly I had taken the leap from the uncertain label of ‘friends’ to wanting our clothes in a pile on the floor and his hot, tanned skin pressed against mine.

      My hands gravitated to his bare chest like pins to a magnet, my fingers pointed and clawing into his muscles.

      He groaned and I felt the vibration of his yearning in my mouth, my throat.

      He released his hold on my temples, his fingers sliding out of my hair before his hands began fumbling with my bowtie, yanking desperately at the happy cat faces.

      Instantly, the cat bowtie made me think of Delphine.

      Delphine made me think of the inn and the reason I was here in the first place.

      The reason I was here in the first place was to do a job.

      As quickly as Rainbow had lit the fire in my chest, my sense of professionalism and respectability swiftly snuffed out the flames.

      I pulled out of the kiss. “I’m sorry… we can’t… I shouldn’t be…” I took a step back.

      Rainbow stared at me in surprise, his expression one of apology. He quickly bunched up his right hand and rubbed it in a circular motion over his chest, mouthing over and over the word Sorry.

      “It’s okay. It’s my fault. I shouldn’t be leading you on like that, and you…” I looked up and down his gorgeous, muscled frame, unable to avoid gazing at the large bulge in the crotch of his jeans. “Well… you shouldn’t be looking so goddamn beautiful… so I guess we’re both to blame.”

      At that moment the wind picked up even more, a precursor to what was building over the Atlantic.

      The water jars hanging in front of the windows began to swing wildly.

      The French doors began to bang.

      One of the canvases slipped off its easel and crashed to the floor.

      Rainbow grabbed the doors and shut them, while I tried to calm the pendulous swing of the jars before they had a chance to smash into one another.

      Slowly the underwater wonderland drifted away and there we were, standing in his attic, an awkward distance between us that was more than just physical.

      My heart pined for his touch once more, and part of me hoped that his was doing the same.

      But part of me knew that I had a job to do, and straightening my bowtie I dealt the blow of disappointment to us both. “We should go downstairs. We haven’t finished cataloging Odette’s work yet.”

      He sighed visibly and made the sign for Sorry yet again.

      I shook my head. “Don’t be sorry. It’s not you, it’s me. We should really get to work.”

      Before we left the attic, I heard a squeak and saw something moving out of the corner of my eye. On a table nearby, Gilbert emerged from under a paint-stained rag. Rainbow picked him up and held him to his face, their noses nuzzling together in a tender and trusting exchange.

      I couldn’t ignore the sense of guilt that washed over me.

      Rainbow had spent his whole life being rejected by others, and now I had rejected him too.

      No wonder he adored that little mouse so. He was just about the only soul left who still loved Rainbow unconditionally.

      I kicked myself on the inside… then made my way back down the ladder.
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        * * *

      

      Rainbow and I had spent the afternoon in Odette’s room sifting through more of her art. He would write the names of each work on a piece of paper and the year it was painted— to the best of his knowledge— while I taped his notes to the back of each canvas and cataloged the works on a printed spreadsheet.

      When it was time to go, he walked me to the door, but not before he took the vase off the table and tried to hand me the beach bouquet he’d made.

      “Keep it here,” I said with a smile. “I spend more time in this house than anywhere else these days.”

      He smiled back and I made my way up the sand dune. At the crest I turned back, expecting to see him gone as he normally was. But this time he was still there on the porch.

      He waved me goodbye.

      I signed, See you tomorrow.

      He nodded and smiled again.
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        * * *

      

      “Now when I say he’s a lawyer, I should probably disclose that this particular legal eagle left the nest some time ago.” Delphine had just served up a supper of peachy baby back ribs with a side of southern fried okra, before shaking open her cloth napkin like she was rolling out a picnic blanket. “In fact, I’d go so far as to say he’s spent more time in retirement than actually practicing the law.”

      “And this person is our best option?”

      “This person is our only option. Like I said, Franklin Junior is best friends with every lawyer in the state… except this one. In fact, the reason this person quit law was because he refused to be part of Franklin’s cliquey little circle of power. Not that Franklin ever extended him an invitation. Needless to say, the pair do not see eye to eye.”

      “Well, I guess he sounds like the kind of person we need on our side. Who is he?”

      “Mr. Getty.”

      “The guy who runs the lighthouse? With the crazy dog?”

      “Toto is not a crazy dog. He’s a psychic medium.”

      “I think a psychic medium means he can talk to dead people.”

      “Okay, so he’s not a psychic medium. But he can predict the weather, whatever that’s called.”

      “That’s a meteorologist. And I’m pretty sure you need a degree to be one of those.”

      “I’m not talking about the weatherman on the local news. I’m talking about being gifted. Just like my Aunt Clara. She used to know when the telephone was about to ring seconds before someone called. It was uncanny, spooky even. As she got older, she also claimed she could talk to ghosts in the mirror, but it turned out that was just her own reflection. She was very pale.”

      “Can we please circle back to Mr. Getty?”

      “Of course we can, sugar. What would you like to know?”

      “Well, everything. Did you talk to him about the case? Did you explain what Franklin Junior is planning to do? Did you arrange a meeting?”

      “Yes, on all counts. He wants the case simply because he can’t stand Franklin Junior… although he thinks we’ll lose the case because of who Franklin Junior is… but he’s willing to try and stick it to Franklin Junior one last time. We’re meeting him down at the lighthouse at nine in the morning.”

      “Wait a minute, backtrack for a second… he thinks we’ll lose the case?”

      “Mr. Tate, nobody but nobody wins a legal battle against Franklin Fontaine Junior. It’s just the way things are around here.”

      “What kind of legal system is that?”

      “One run by power, greed, and corruption. Do you know of any other legal system?”

      I sighed. “I suppose not.”

      “Don’t you worry your handsome head about it. Mr. Getty is willing to give it his best shot… if he can stay off the moonshine long enough.”

      “Moonshine?” I planted my forehead into my palm. “Are you sure this guy is our only option?”

      “Cheer up, honey-pie. Don’t forget we’ve got a secret weapon up our sleeve.”

      “We do? What’s that?”

      “Odette. She’s looking out for us… and she’s looking out for Rainbow. She’ll fix everything in the end, even if we have to go through hell to get there. She never did mind dishing out a little tough love. As she used to say, ‘Sometimes you just have to do what needs doing’.”
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        * * *

      

      That night I finally fell into a deep, deep sleep, my body desperate to make up for the all-nighters I’d been pulling. As I surrendered to slumber, my subconscious vividly brought to life the heartbreaking tale that Delphine had told me recounting the incident that sent Rainbow fleeing from his family home to the safety of Odette’s beach house.

      According to the story, it was a cool night in October, when the remains of summer were long gone, and the winds put a chill in the night. Ryan-Beau’s parents, Scarlett and Franklin Senior, were out of town for a political fundraising event in Augusta, leaving Franklin Junior in charge of the household. Needless to say, Franklin Junior invited a hundred of his frat buddies and their girlfriends to the estate for an oyster roast, complete with a bonfire and booze-up.

      Ryan-Beau was sixteen at the time, Franklin Junior was twenty-one.

      There was no hiding the fact that Franklin Junior was the golden son, an alpha-male who successfully bullied his way through college thanks to his father’s clout, the die-hard devotion of his frat-pack, and his own ability to silence his enemies with either money or a baseball bat, depending on the situation.

      Needless to say, Ryan-Beau was the exact opposite, and as such, he was seen as a weakling by his parents, his brother and his brother’s arrogant, overbearing and entitled clan.

      On the night of the oyster roast, as Franklin Junior and his friends guzzled beer by the keg and threw more and more fuel onto their blazing bonfire, one of Franklin Junior’s buddies spotted Ryan-Beau watching them through the window of his darkened room. Clearly Ryan-Beau wanted nothing to do with the party, but Franklin Junior’s drunk friends decided to liven things up by kicking in the door to Ryan-Beau’s room and dragging the deaf boy down to the bonfire.

      Rather than stop the bullying from unfolding, Franklin Junior was the one who led the mob up the stairs to Ryan-Beau’s room.

      Minutes later, pointing and laughing hysterically, the drunk crowd mocked and jeered Ryan-Beau as several frat boys held him down on the grass while Franklin Junior forced his crying, younger brother to chug beer through a funnel and hose.

      Choking and gasping for air, Ryan-Beau tried to fight off his bullies and beg his brother to stop, but the pronunciation of the deaf boy’s words made the taunting crowd laugh even more.

      Franklin Junior threw the funnel and hose away and slapped his brother. “What did you say, retard?”

      The traumatized boy begged to be left alone again, but Franklin laughed and spat in his face before dropping down beside his brother, digging a knee into Ryan-Beau’s chest. “You’re pathetic, you know that? I fucking hate how stupid and weak you are. I fucking hate you! I wished you’d fucking die, you know that? I wish you’d disappear forever, you spastic little faggot! You can’t even say your own name properly. Go on, say your name so everyone can hear!”

      Ryan-Beau wheezed for air, coughing and in pain as Franklin Junior pressed the knee even harder into his chest. He couldn’t speak.

      Franklin Junior slapped him again. “I said— Say… your… name!” He shouted the words slowly and loudly in his brother’s face.

      Ryan-Beau panted with panic, slowly uttering— “Ryan-Beau”. But the muffled word came out as ‘Rainbow’.

      Franklin Junior shrieked with laughter. “Louder!” he said, moving his lips slowly for Ryan-Beau to read. “Louder for everyone to hear!”

      “Ryan-Beau… Ryan-Beau… Ryan-Beau!”

      Each time he said it, the word sounded like ‘Rainbow… Rainbow… Rainbow!’

      Over the crackle and hiss of the bonfire, the entire crowd erupted with laughter. Someone started to chant in a slurred, mocking voice, “Rainbow! Rainbow! Rainbow!” and pretty soon every drunk bully at the party joined in. Some of them began dancing around the fire, howling and screaming to the ember-filled dark, “Rainbow! Rainbow! Rainbow!” like the crazed, zealous members of some nightmarish cult.

      All of them laughed while Rainbow sobbed.

      That was when three frat boys came running out of the house, carrying something in their hands. “Hey F.J.! Take a look at these!”

      Franklin Junior took his knee off Ryan-Beau’s chest and stood to see the frat=boys carrying several paintings in their hands, pointing at Ryan-Beau’s signature in the corner.

      One of the frat boys cackled and said, “Your stupid brother thinks he’s Picasso!”

      Franklin Junior stared at the paintings with a malicious smirk on his face. “Burn them!” he ordered.

      Ryan-Beau saw the words fall from Franklin Junior’s lips.

      He clawed at the ground, pulling lumps of grass out of the earth in his desperate bid to pull himself to his feet. He stumbled toward the frat boys holding his beloved paintings, but as he tried to save his art, Franklin Junior grabbed him by the hair and yanked him backward, pulling him into a chokehold.

      As Ryan-Beau once again gasped for air, he watched helpless, tears streaming down his face, as the frat boys hurled his paintings onto the bonfire one by one.

      The flames leapt into the air, devouring each canvas that landed on the burning pyre.

      The wooden frames of the artworks buckled.

      The paint peeled and blistered.

      The fire roared.

      The crowd cheered.

      As the last canvas was thrown to the fire, igniting in a blaze that sent cinders high into the night, Franklin Junior released Ryan-Beau from his chokehold, chuckling to himself as his little brother fell to his knees in tears.

      The coals of the fire were still glowing the next day, though the flames and the frat boys and Franklin Junior had long gone, leaving Ryan-Beau staring at the ashes of his hard work and passion in the cold morning light.

      When his parents arrived home from Augusta, they looked in anger and annoyance at the remnants of the party, kegs and beer cups strewn across the estate, the smoldering mess of the bonfire in the middle of the yard, while uneaten oysters rotted in the sun.

      As the only person left on the scene, Ryan-Beau bore the brunt of his parents’ wrath.

      “Ryan-Beau! Would you mind telling me what the hell you’ve done here?” Franklin Senior scolded.

      Ryan-Beau began to sign his response, but his mother simply slapped his hands silent. “Stop that gibberish. You know we can’t understand a word of it. Now clean this mess up immediately. The dean from your brother’s school is coming over for supper tonight. God forbid he sees our estate looking like this. And you wonder why we’re so ashamed of you. Thank the Lord we still have one son we can be proud of. If only you were more like Franklin Junior.”

      With that they turned and stormed into the house.

      Ryan-Beau did not clean the yard.

      He simply wiped away his tears, went up to his room, packed a bag with a handful of clothes and his paints, and hitched a ride to Odette’s house on the beach.

      He never returned to his family home.

      He never signed Ryan-Beau on his paintings ever again.

      From that day forward he insisted on being called Rainbow… forging a new identity of his own… wearing the name like a badge of honor, a mark of survival… and a reminder to never again allow himself to be the victim of someone else’s cruelty.
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      In 1917, Marcel Duchamp, the forefather of Conceptual Art, turned the art world upside-down with his sculpture entitled Fountain. For thousands of years, sculptures had been forged from wood or clay, bronze or marble, stone or steel. But Duchamp stunned the Society of Independent Artists when he unveiled a urinal from a men’s public toilet, readymade and unmodified in any way, and called it ‘art’. In doing so, Duchamp single-handedly redefined the meaning of art, bringing a new level of controversy to the art world and striking up debate and division in art circles from Paris to New York. But most importantly, he forced the world to question whether a random object is art simply because the artist says it is? How can something as common as a urinal be evaluated as a work of art and what price should it fetch? If a toilet can be considered art, then isn’t every object we see and touch a work of art in itself? Or at some point, should a line be drawn?

      “You say these works of Odette Fontaine’s are worth a considerable amount?”

      I nodded. “Absolutely. They’re quite extraordinary. But the true value of their worth is something I’m reluctant to disclose to Franklin Junior. The only reason I’ll do so is to receive my payment for the job, so that I can pay you to do yours.”

      Toto barked. I wasn’t sure whether he agreed with me or was simply warning us of the approaching hurricane.

      We were sitting inside the small first floor of the Hope’s Bluff lighthouse, a cozy little space with a small kitchenette with a kettle on the stove, a table with four chairs and a lit candle dripping wax down a candlestick, a rug on the floor for Toto the old Basset Hound, and a gallery of old black-and-white framed photos on the walls depicting the previous owners of the lighthouse going back generations.

      Delphine and I were sitting on one side of the table.

      On the other side sat Mr. Getty, a man who looked in his hundred-and-forties, with an eyepatch over one eye like a Caribbean pirate, or at least the ghost of one. Despite his appearance, he was strangely articulate, although once in a while the conversation took a colorful detour that made me question not only his concentration levels, but his very sanity.

      “So let me get this straight,” he said. “Franklin Junior— that no-good, cheating, lying, son-of-a-motherfucking bastard— hired you to evaluate the artwork of his deceased grandmother Odette, so that he can auction off her work and keep the revenue from the sales right before he contests her will, wins custody of the estate over Rainbow, and sells the house out from under his little brother. Is that it in a nutshell?”

      I nodded. “Yes, sir. That’s it in a nutshell.”

      On the stove against the wall, the kettle began to give a little hoot and whistle as the water inside began to boil.

      Mr. Getty scratched the gray stubble on his chin. “That sounds about as low as you can go, which is exactly what I’d expect from a morally bankrupt ass-hat like Franklin Junior. You do realize we’ve got as much chance of unraveling Franklin Junior’s plans as a bullfrog has of jumping from one marsh lily to the next without becoming gator-bait.”

      “Yes, I know. But we have to at least give it a shot. Maybe there’s something Franklin Junior hasn’t thought of that will help us put an injunction in place… some clever angle that’ll help Rainbow win the case.”

      “I guarantee you, if we can think up some clever angle, Franklin Junior and his cronies would have thought of it first. He’s an expert at loopholes in the law. It’s a family trait. His daddy and grandaddy practically invented half of them.”

      Over on the stove, the kettle began to whistle at the top of its lungs, filling the room with steam.

      I moved to get it, but Mr. Getty held up his hand like a stop sign.

      “Let it whistle a while. Toto likes to sing along.”

      We sat there for a minute, my nerves shredding to frayed tendrils as the unattended kettle squealed and Toto howled, until Delphine finally got up and saved us all, laughing as she said, “That’s a lovely song, Toto. You’re very talented. But why don’t I just make us all a cup of coffee before we burn a whole right through the bottom of this poor dang kettle?”

      Just hearing the word ‘coffee’ made the sign for it magically appear in my head, the motion of using a coffee grinder. I realized I was beginning to think in sign language more and more.

      I thought about Rainbow and our brief moment of passion the day before.

      I realized I didn’t yet know the sign for kiss.

      “Mr. Tate? Mr. Tate, are you still with us?” Mr. Getty was waving his hand in front of my eyes, and I snapped out of my Rainbow dream.

      “Yes. Sorry. I’m still here.”

      “As I was saying, I’m willing to give this case my best shot in the hopes that perhaps we can jam it so far up Franklin Junior’s arrogant, barnacle-filled ass he’ll be picking it out of his teeth for weeks.”

      “One lump or two?” Delphine asked.

      “Oh, he’ll be spitting up lumps of it alright.” I could see Mr. Getty really hated Franklin Junior.

      “I mean sugar,” Delphine said, bringing a cup of sugar cubes to the table along with our coffees. “One lump or two?”

      “Oh,” said Mr. Getty, calming himself down a little. “Three please. I have a sweet tooth.” He grinned for the first time, and I saw a single tooth jutting from his gum.

      “Wow. It is literally just the one sweet tooth,” I remarked.

      “When you get to my age, you’re thankful for whatever you’ve got. And I’m grateful that I’ve got just enough fire left in me to take this case. Why don’t you get me a copy of the deed to the house and Odette’s last will and testament.”

      “I have copies of those,” Delphine said. “Odette left all her paperwork to me for safekeeping.”

      “Good. After I’ve gone through the documents, we’ll set up a meeting with Franklin Junior and his hell hounds. Let’s give these bastards a run for their money, shall we?”

      “First I need to give Franklin Junior my evaluation of the art,” I said. “As I said, I need the check from the job to pay you.”

      “How soon can you finish your evaluation?” Mr. Getty asked.

      “I’m hoping to have a final report by the day after tomorrow.”

      “Then let’s set up the meeting for the day after that. If this hurricane doesn’t make landfall before then.”

      On cue, Toto gave one of his predictive barks.

      Mr. Getty tussled the old dog’s floppy ears. “I know, old fella. She’s a-coming in hard, ain’t she. We’re gonna have to batten down the hatches for this one.”
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        * * *

      

      The wind was blowing, and the clouds skimmed the sky, low and scattered, forming and unforming, not certain what they were doing or where they were going.

      I stood at the door, waiting for Rainbow to answer, wondering to myself whether Mr. Getty was a godsend or a disaster in the making. I reminded myself that, as Delphine put it, he was not our best option… he was our only option.

      From inside the house, I could feel the vibration of Rainbow’s footsteps approaching.

      The door opened.

      Rainbow’s bare chest was once again covered in colors.

      He’d been working, his body like a canvas of its own.

      There were streaks of fresh paint everywhere.

      Tiny shimmers.

      Glints of blue and pink.

      The buds of his nipples were hard, one of them yellow, the other indigo.

      I tried not to look at them, I tried to deny the pleasure my cock felt at the sight of them.

      I kept my eyes on his.

      He smiled at me, coyly.

      He waved hello and I waved hello back.

      “Are you okay?” I spoke and signed at the same time.

      He shrugged and made a sign I didn’t know yet.

      “What does that mean?”

      He spelled out the words, letter by letter:

      E-M-B-A-R-R-A-S-S-E-D…

      Y-E-S-T-E-R-D-A-Y…

      He rubbed the sign for sorry against his chest again.

      I shook my head. “No, no, no. Don’t be embarrassed. I… I kissed you back, remember?”

      He pulled out his notepad: You stepped away. You didn’t like it. You didn’t want it.

      I shook my head again. “No, it wasn’t that. I was feeling caught up in my work and wanted to get on with the job and I’ve never been that unprofessional before and I…” I stopped talking and sighed.

      Why was I coming up with excuses for this boy?

      Why was I trying to hold myself back?

      Why was I acting like I was back in New York, always needing to impress a client or negotiate a commission or navigate my way through a relationship with a man who was sleeping his way through Manhattan, one lover at a time, without me even fucking knowing?

      Why was I dancing around my feelings, my words… when every word Rainbow chose to communicate was precious?

      When connecting with another human being takes that much effort, who the fuck has time for pleasantries or apologies or saying anything but the words that need to be said?

      Imagine a world where fake politeness and small-talk and chitchat didn’t exist.

      Imagine a world where people only ever spoke their truth.

      Imagine a world where people said exactly what they were feeling inside… because nothing else mattered.

      In that moment, I felt like I was standing at the door to that world… and I wanted in. I just didn’t know how to say it.

      “I… I…”

      I stumbled over my words.

      I searched for my courage.

      And I simply said—

      “What’s the sign for kiss? I don’t know what kiss is.”

      Rainbow pouted his lips and squeezed the fingertips of both hands together, then touched his two hands together like a peck.

      “That’s a quick kiss, right?”

      He nodded. He then took one hand and pecked his fingers to his cheek.

      “That’s a kiss on the cheek, right?”

      He nodded again, then shrugged and grinned suggestively as he joined his fingers together and rubbed them slowly against one another.

      I couldn’t help but smile and nod. “That’s the one I was after. Something a little more—”

      Without a moment’s warning he took my head in his hands and pulled me into a long, desperate, aching kiss. It was a replay of the attempt he had made the day before, but this time I had no intention of backing out.

      I groaned longingly and he tugged me through the door and into the house.

      The wind blew the door shut behind me.

      I jumped and he pulled me closer, wrapping his strong arms around me as he stepped backward, drawing me into the house, leading me through the kitchen and into the living room, his lips glued to mine with every step he took.

      I fought the urge to give into my fears, my nerves.

      I kissed him back with all the yearning pent up inside me, all the hurt I needed to release, all the hunger I needed to feed.

      He was already pulling off my cat whiskers bowtie.

      Unbuttoning my shirt.

      Slipping it off my shoulders and letting it fall to the floor.

      Somewhere a window shutter squeaked and slammed.

      I didn’t jump this time.

      I let the house play its chaotic symphony with nature as its wild and passionate conductor.

      Instead, I relished every precious moment of Rainbow’s advances—

      The taste of his lips, as sweet and plump as ripened fruit.

      The smell of his skin, as fresh as paint, like a new home ready for someone to move right in.

      The touch of his fingers, light as rain trickling its way down my chest, my belly, to the belt I so desperately wanted him to unbuckle.

      Without warning he pulled his mouth away from mine, my lips kissing air for a second, my heart fracturing for a fraction of a moment as I thought he had suddenly changed his mind.

      But our intimate encounter was far from over.

      Gracefully he moved behind me.

      He took my hips in his hands.

      He pressed his hardened crotch against my ass.

      He gnawed ravenously on my left earlobe.

      My eyelids fluttered as I moaned with delight and stared straight ahead. Through the windows of the living room, I could see across the sand dunes that had long ago rolled in from the ocean, like waves that had managed to stay on the shore instead of disappearing back out to sea.

      I wanted to be like them.

      I wanted to stay in this moment, on the shore of Rainbow’s attention, on the beach of his desire, instead of disappearing back out to sea… or back to New York… or back into the arms of a man who had never loved me at all.

      He nibbled harder on my earlobe and my eyelids gave in, closing completely as my head rolled back on my neck, coming to rest on his shoulder behind me.

      His lips moved from my earlobe…

      Down my neck…

      Along my shoulder until he stepped in front of me again.

      I opened my eyes to see him signing.

      He pointed to himself.

      He pointed to me.

      He made the passionate kissing sign again, then pointed upward, then made the shape of a globe, an orb, a sphere with his hands.

      I wasn’t sure at first what that meant, until I worked it out. “You want to kiss me upstairs… up in the attic… up in your world.”

      He smiled and nodded, then he took me by the hand.

      With our feet padding gently on the boards— as though trying our best not to draw the attention of the shutters that busily banged and creaked— he led me up the stairs to the second floor, then went ahead of me up the ladder to the attic, taking my hand once more at the top to help me up the last few rungs.

      The French doors were open, but unlike the shutters downstairs, Rainbow had tied them open to prevent them from catching in the wind.

      The shimmers of light shone through the swaying jars and cast waves upon the walls.

      The suspended sculptures had come to life once again, swimming and flying through Rainbow’s wonderland.

      My eyes were so busy glancing from the glimmering artworld around us to the glimmer in Rainbow’s eyes, that I didn’t even notice the chaise lounge he’d moved into the center of the room. It wasn’t until he gave me a gentle nudge and my calves pressed against the lounge that I even realized it was there.

      I glanced down and saw that bulging crotch in Rainbow’s jeans, pulsing and pressing against the tight blue denim that tried so hard to restrain it.

      I looked into Rainbow’s eyes and saw the promise of pleasure on his face.

      We both knew exactly where this was going.

      There was no room for doubt or indecision now.

      Quickly, anxiously, I unbuckled my belt and slid it off, tossing it to the floor. I unbuttoned my trousers while I heeled off my shoes and kicked them across the attic. But as I moved to unzip my trousers, Rainbow suddenly lowered himself to his knees and pushed my fingers out of the way, insisting on doing the job himself.

      As my cock ached to be freed, Rainbow slowly pulled the zipper down.

      The bulge in my boxers pushed free, but my cock was still trapped inside my shorts.

      Rainbow inched my trousers down, little by little, until they slipped off my hips and bunched around my ankles.

      He took my left leg by the calf and raised it.

      I needed to lean on his shoulder to hold myself steady.

      He pulled my trousers off my left leg, then slipped my left sock off.

      He put my foot back down on the floor, then did the same with my right leg.

      I was now almost completely naked but for my boxers, my tentpole erection stiff beneath the white cotton, jutting out directly in front of Rainbow’s face.

      He rubbed his paint-dried chest, toying with his nipples for a moment and licking his lips before he took the waistband of my boxers in both hands.

      I tremored nervously.

      Rainbow lowered my boxer shorts, stretching the elastic of the waistband until finally my hardened cock was set free, allowing it to slap against my stomach, erect and throbbing.

      A breath of utter exhilaration shuddered from Rainbow’s lungs.

      He leaned forward, and with a kiss so gentle I could barely feel it, he kissed the bulbous head of my dick, his tongue dancing for a moment in the slit of my cock.

      I couldn’t hold back the groan that escaped me before Rainbow pulled his lips away and slid my boxer shorts all the way down.

      I stepped out of them as Rainbow stood once more to face me. He raised one eyebrow suggestively, then took me by the back of the neck and kissed me as hard as he could.

      This time we both groaned, our lips connecting and our tongues delving into each other’s ravenous mouths.

      At the same time, both of us reached down and began fumbling and pulling at Rainbow’s jeans, unbuttoning them eagerly and yanking the zipper down.

      Before his cock could find its way free of his jeans, I slid my hand inside. It was no surprise to find out that Rainbow did not wear underwear. He caught his breath, and I took a handful of his hefty, hot meat, rubbing and tugging and finally pulling it out to look upon its impressive girth and length.

      Rainbow shook his hips and his jeans dropped to the floor.

      He stepped out of them while I continued to grip his cock, squeezing and forcing moans of delight from him.

      I had an irresistible urge to kiss his Adam’s apple, to feel the vibrations of those moans.

      I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his neck, then moved down to his collar bone, then down to the valley between his pecs.

      He let out a quivering groan as my lips and tongue ventured lower over his trembling abs.

      I released his dick and lowered myself to my knees, kissing his belly button now.

      His cock was standing upright, his erect dick completely vertical, the head of his penis just below his navel.

      My lips left his belly button and touched the head of his cock. It was warm and sweet and silky. Just as he had done with me, I licked the slit of its bulbous crown. My tongue lapped up the precum that surged from his shaft, my saliva working overtime as I drenched the crown then wrapped my whole mouth around it. Slowly I took Rainbow’s dick all the way into my mouth, my tongue exploring every curve, every contour, every vein on his cock.

      I had been with Marcus for so long I could barely remember that first taste of a man’s dick.

      Another lifetime ago it had been my favorite moment when seducing another man. The thrill, the excitement, the passion, the unknown. As I sucked Rainbow’s dick now, the sheer exhilaration of a first encounter came rushing back to me.

      Kneeling, I reached for my own cock and seized it in my fist.

      I began to stroke myself, the pleasure of his dick in my mouth and my dick in my hand sending a flood of ecstasy through my body.

      At the same time, Rainbow took my head in both his hands and moved his hips back and forth, guiding me up and down the length of his shaft, faster and faster.

      With my free hand, I reached up between Rainbow’s legs and let my fingers seek out his ass crack. Nudging my middle finger between Rainbow’s ass cheeks, I felt the warmth of his hole and inched my finger inside.

      Rainbow gave a high-pitched moan.

      I was pleasantly surprised to feel how well-trained the muscles of his ass were, tightening around my finger as I began to slide it inside then gently releasing it as my finger retreated.

      Suddenly the notion that my cock was missing out on that gorgeous ass was too much for me to bear.

      I pulled my face away from Rainbow’s erection, sliding his saliva-wet dick out of my mouth, the sugary hint of precum the last thing I tasted as the shaft slipped free of my lips.

      I stopped jerking myself off and slid my finger out of Rainbow’s asshole.

      As I stood from my knees, Rainbow sensed what was coming.

      He held up one finger, as though to pause things momentarily. He hurried over to a set of drawers and pulled out a condom and a bottle of lube. He bit the condom wrapper open and returned across the attic.

      He placed the condom against the head of my cock, then rolled it down the length of my shaft, sending tingles through my entire body and looking at me with a gentle smile. I could almost read his thoughts. In that moment, he was giving me permission to take him.

      To make him mine.

      I let him squeeze lube over the condom and massage it generously over my cock.

      I imagined it was the same way he smeared paint over his torso.

      When he was done, he set the bottle down and let me take a firm hold of his hips. I turned him to face the chaise lounge and lowered him down onto the overstuffed, red velvet seat.

      Obediently, Rainbow laid on his back.

      I knelt over him, and his legs were up over my shoulders within seconds.

      He spread his ass cheeks with his hands before I nudged the head of my cock against the entrance to his passage.

      Rainbow gritted his teeth and gave me a nod.

      With that I pushed myself inside him.

      He grunted at the pain and pleasure.

      I planted my lips on his mouth, building up a rhythm of thrusts as I did so.

      He bit down on my bottom lip and grabbed his own cock which slapped against his abs while I rocked his body back and forth on the chaise lounge.

      His hand was still drenched with lube, and he began to stroke his cock hard and fast.

      It wasn’t going to take long for either of us to come.

      He gave a whimper of anticipation, a signal to me that he was already on the brink of erupting.

      He bit even harder on my lip.

      Sprinkles of precum splashed lightly over his abs as a brief prelude before his brow creased and a loud groan echoed through the attic.

      It was enough to push me to bursting point.

      My lips smothered Rainbow’s lips, my tongue delving deep into his mouth to drown out his cries.

      Then, with one final thrust of my cock, I unleashed my load into the condom inside Rainbow’s body.

      I could see on his face the wave of searing bliss as the heat of my semen spread through him.

      He cried out again, the sound captured by my kissing mouth, as he too shot three, four, five fountains of cum over his paint-dried stomach.

      His muffled cries turned to panting as he squeezed the last of the cum from his cock, then he laid there for a while longer, my dick and seed still inside him.

      Finally, my lips released his.

      Carefully I pulled myself out of him, then dropped onto the floor beside the chaise lounge, exhausted.

      Rainbow peered over the edge of the lounge, grinning at me, before letting himself slip off the red velvet seat.

      He thumped onto the floor beside me and rolled onto his back, rubbing his shoulder against mine.

      Gently I slid the condom from my cock and my seed gushed over my stomach.

      He chuckled and immediately reached over, smearing the warm cum over my stomach then mixing it with his own cum on his belly, swirling our juices together and mixing them with the paint that covered his abs, as though he was creating new colors.

      For a few moments we lay on the floor side by side, our spent cocks resting against our bellies, our panting easing as we gazed upward at the mobiles moving and the water shimmering on the walls.

      From his crumpled jeans on the floor, Rainbow retrieved his notepad and pen then laid back down beside me, scribbling something down as he held the pad above his face.

      When he was done writing he passed me the note.

      He watched me as I read aloud— “I love watching my creations swim and fly. When they move, I can hear the wind that lifts them into the sky. I can hear the waves that guide them to the shore. I can hear the storm that makes them want to build a home, a nest, a shelter from whatever dangers may come.”

      I looked at him, watched the glint of the water jars reflecting in his eyes. “That’s beautiful,” I said. “You’re beautiful. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      Rainbow propped himself up on one elbow, a playful smile on his face. I couldn’t help but smile back. “What’s going through that pretty head of yours right now?”

      With one hand, Rainbow pretended to be holding a paint brush and swished several strokes over my chest.

      “You’re thinking about painting? Do you ever think about anything else?”

      By way of response, he pointed to me.

      I hitched an eyebrow. “You want to paint me?”

      He nodded.

      I shook my head. “Oh, I don’t think so. I’m not exactly model material.”

      He nodded emphatically and ran a hand down my chest and over my stomach.

      “No, I would make a terrible subject. I’d be the worst painting you’ve ever painted.”

      But Rainbow wasn’t interested in my protests. Instead, he jumped up and hurried across the attic in all his gorgeous nakedness, his butt cheeks perfect and firm and shifting ever so slightly up and down, one then the other, as he walked. He grabbed a blank canvas from a stack leaning against the wall, then propped it on an easel. He snatched up a palette and a tube of blue paint, squeezed some onto the palette and plucked up a brush. He brushed something quickly on the canvas, then turned it around for me to see.

      It was a message: You’re already a masterpiece to me. I’ll make you look as beautiful as I see you.

      My heart melted in my chest.

      He set the canvas back on the easel, put down the palette and brush, and walked back to me. He offered me his hand and I took it, rising to my feet. We stood naked, face to face, our bodies close, our cocks swelling once again. The head of his penis brushed against mine and I felt my erection quicken.

      My breath shuddered as he placed his hands on my shoulders, kissed me gently, then eased me back down onto the chaise lounge.

      He settled me in, draping one of my arms along the top of the lounge, placing one foot on the red velvet, my leg raised and bent at the knee while the other foot rested on the floor. As he maneuvered me, his touch so soft and gentle with me, I let my limbs go limp, allowing him to do whatever he wished. The only part of me that wasn’t loose and limber was my cock, which by now had returned to its fully erect state, hard and throbbing against my stomach.

      I blushed as he turned his attention to it.

      He touched a finger to the slit of my cock’s crown and a fresh bead of precum slicked his fingertip.

      He raised an eyebrow and grinned, seemingly impressed that my dick appeared ready for more lovemaking so soon.

      He decided to tease me by wrapping his hands around my shaft and giving my cock a good hard squeeze.

      I groaned again.

      I wanted more.

      But I wasn’t about to get it, at least not yet.

      Instead, Rainbow let go of my cock— leaving it to bob and rock against my stomach in unrequited yearning— and stepped backward toward his easel.

      As he did so, I saw that I wasn’t the only one whose erection had returned. Rainbow’s gorgeous, engorged cock was once again standing at full attention, thick and upright, the veins pulsing down his shaft. His tight young balls hung below his shaft like juicy plums ripe for the tasting.

      It took all my strength not to jump off the lounge and take him in my arms once more.

      Instead, I tried to compose myself, watching as he squeezed paint onto the palette and began mixing colors together.

      An intense focus overcame his handsome features, his brow creasing, eyebrows dancing in deep concentration as he conjured up tones and textures until he was happy with the colors he’d created. Then he began to paint. He lathered the brush and took to the canvas like a man at the whim of a spirited muse. He made strokes both large and small. His eyes looked from my reclining body to the canvas and back again. Occasionally he switched tools, biting the brush between his teeth as he grabbed a spatula and slathered thick gobs of paint onto the canvas, before switching back to his brush. At times he abandoned the tools altogether, using his strong hands, his dexterous fingers, to smear and dab the paint before wiping his hands on his chest and abs, unwittingly turning his torso into an artwork of its own.

      The vision of this beautiful, naked artist at work— the sight of his talent unfurling from his hands, his creative genius spilling onto the canvas— made me want him more desperately than ever before. My cock ached. My lungs burned as I tried to calm my heaving chest. I clenched my fists and he noticed, gesturing for me to loosen my hands and relax my fingers.

      I did as I was told, counting down the seconds until the painting was done.

      As soon as he was finished, he stepped back— his cock still hard, his brow beaded with sweat, his belly panting with the physical efforts of his creativity— and looked from the canvas to me and back again once more.

      He added several feathery brushstrokes to complete his work.

      Then, after putting down the brush and palette, he took the canvas and spun it around for me to see.

      I hadn’t really looked at myself— I mean, really looked at myself— in years. Practically the only reason I looked in the mirror at all in the mornings was to tie my bowtie and make sure my hair didn’t look like a bird’s nest. I suppose after being run out of home all those years ago, I didn’t really see much reason to look too long into the eyes of a man who could be so easily rejected by those who were supposed to love him the most.

      But as I looked at the portrait of myself that Rainbow had so masterfully conceived— his eyes capturing a vision of myself I had never dreamed of, his hands so skillfully sowing the seeds of his creativity— I saw something in myself that I hadn’t seen in a long, long time… if ever.

      The dazzling colors made me bold.

      The rough strokes and fearless use of textures made me defiant.

      The rawness of my naked body made me brave.

      I saw a confidence in myself I almost didn’t recognize.

      I saw uniqueness.

      I saw beauty.

      And all I could wonder was— had Rainbow used his paints to create my portrait… or unravel my mask of insecurity?

      I stood from the chaise lounge and walked slowly up to Rainbow’s work of art, my eyes fixed, my heart spellbound.

      “This is me?” At first the words came out as a question, but as he gave me the painting and I took it in my hands, the question mark vanished. “This is me.”

      With his hands covered in colors, Rainbow signed: You like it?

      “Like it? It’s the most extraordinary painting I’ve ever laid eyes on. Probably because I know the subject so well… and yet you turned the lens in a different direction. You turned my darkness into light. You made my shadows shine.”

      I finally took my eyes off the painting and looked at him as he signed: That’s how I see you.

      My voice had suddenly left me, and all I could do was whisper, “Thank you.”

      He smiled and reached for my cheek.

      Gently he wiped away a tear that I didn’t even realize was there.

      I felt him smear paint on my face, replacing the tear.

      His hands were covered in so many different colors, I wondered which one he’d left on my cheek.

      I guess I wouldn’t know until I looked in the mirror next.
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        * * *

      

      While Rainbow insisted I keep the painting as a gift, I decided to leave it at the beach house for the time being, not only to let the paint dry, but also to wait for the right moment to transfer it from the house. I was very conscious of the fact that Delphine may not want to see my naked form in all its glory.

      It was late afternoon by the time I left the house. Rainbow didn’t disappear inside as I made my way up the dunes. He stood on the porch waving goodbye.

      Gilbert sat on his shoulder watching me leave as well. I hadn’t seen the little mouse all day. I got the feeling he liked having Rainbow all to himself. No doubt he gave a tiny sigh of relief every time I left the two of them alone again.

      On the drive back to the inn I switched on the headlights. The brooding clouds had smothered the sunset and the winds were picking up even more, sweeping gusts of sand across the beams of my headlights as I headed along the coastal road.

      I clicked on the radio in time to hear— “… it looks like Hurricane Dorothea will be taking a turn overnight and track in a more northerly direction than first anticipated. Initial forecasts predicted the storm crossing the Bahamas and making landfall in the Miami area. However, updated modeling now shows the hurricane tracking up along the coast and hitting land somewhere south of Savannah. This is a slow-moving system and a powerful one, with a predicted land crossing sometime in the next three or four days. Experts are warning locals along the coast from Jacksonville to Charleston to start thinking about their evacuation plans and preparing their properties now.”

      I turned off the radio and clenched the wheel tighter.

      I felt like my emotions were going through a storm of their own, suddenly blown from joy and elation to apprehension and doubt and questions I didn’t have the answers for:

      Should I stay and see this job through, or should I leave now before the hurricane hits?

      Was this thing with Rainbow just a random fling or something that could outlast the oncoming storm?

      Was I falling in love?

      Was he?

      Was the energy I felt between us a true connection, or just a fleeting spark between two strangers?

      Was I just using him as a distraction from my own heartache?

      Was he just using me to keep his brother from taking the house and his grandmother’s artworks?

      Did we even have a chance of outsmarting Franklin Junior at his own game?

      “Oh shit,” I thought aloud, realizing I’d forgotten to tell Rainbow about the meeting Delphine and I had had with Mr. Getty. I forgot to warn him that we were going to tee up another meeting with Franklin Junior, and that potentially Rainbow should attend. I wasn’t sure how long it had been since he’d seen his brother, or if he ever wanted to see him again, but showing up to the meeting was going to show his determination to keep the house and give us our best shot at winning the case. A no-show would only serve to strengthen Franklin Junior’s argument that Rainbow was undeserving of the estate.

      “Tomorrow,” I thought aloud once again. “I’ll fill him in on everything tomorrow. Along with finalizing the evaluation report… and hopefully…”

      I smiled.

      Hopefully there’d be time in there somewhere to touch his painted skin again…

      Kiss his lips once more…

      Take him in my arms and make love to him, over and over.

      If I was honest with myself, it was all I wanted to do.

      Yes… I could see myself staying in that house, kissing him morning and night, loving him day after day… forever and ever.

      “Oh God, I really am falling in love.”

      Well at least that answered one of my questions.
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        * * *

      

      The inn had begun to creak and whistle in the wind, just ever so slightly, but enough to make me question how sound the building was. The ventilation shaft gave an occasional sad moan, the windowpanes rattled and far above us the shingles on the roof chattered like teeth in winter.

      None of this seemed to bother the collection of cats in the sitting room, nor did it faze Delphine who pottered busily around them, taking crystal vases and porcelain figurines out of her China cabinet before wrapping them in old newspaper sheets. It looked as though she was moving house, but I guessed this was the ritual of locking everything down for a hurricane.

      I stepped into the room and instantly two cats snaked around my ankles, rubbing their faces against my trousers. “Do you have to do this every time a hurricane’s coming?”

      “Oh yes siree Bob! When it comes to Mother Nature, it’s always better to be safe than sorry. Although this time I do believe it’s not Mother Nature’s wrath we’re contending with, it’s Odette herself, and with the way Franklin Junior is bullying Rainbow around right now, I wouldn’t be surprised if she kicks open the very gates of hell just to punish him.” She paused a moment and gave me a curious look before asking out of the blue, “Have you been having sex?”

      The question caught me so off-guard that I almost choked on the air I was breathing. “What?” I spluttered, feeling my face instantly turning to fire. “No! How? When? No! Who? Why on earth would you ask that?”

      Delphine chuckled hysterically. “Oh calm down, sugar-pie. I’m just teasing you. It’s just that you seem to have lost your cold.”

      “My cold?”

      “Your sneezing. It’s gone. You’re not sneezing anymore. You know that old wives’ tale, the one thing that’ll cure you of all your ails is a good, hard… Finley, stop clawing the couch this instant!”

      Finley gave a cranky screech and started tearing around the rug in what I could only assume was an act of feline rebellion. It set off all the other cats who began meowing and yowling and jumping all over the furniture.

      Delphine started screeching in competition with her misbehaving cats. “Bessie! Tallulah! Timothy! Delilah! You calm yourselves this minute before you break something!”

      Immediately I felt the need to back away from the furry frenzy. “I think this is my cue to leave.”

      I quickly exited the sitting room, but Delphine hurried after me. “Mr. Tate, wait.” She quickly followed me, closing the doors behind her and doing her best to ignore whatever smashed inside the room as the doors clicked shut. “I heard from Mr. Getty today. He’s managed to set up a meeting here at the inn the day after tomorrow with Franklin Junior and his associates. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous as all get out about it, but I know it’s what Odette would want us to do. We can’t let him get away with treating Rainbow like his whipping boy for the rest of his life. It’s time to send him a message, that he’s nothing but a… what did Mr. Getty call him again?”

      “I believe he called him a ‘no-good, cheating, lying, morally bankrupt ass-hat’. There were other words involved as well, but I think we both get the gist.”

      “Indeed we do.”

      “Needless to say, we’ll need to ask Rainbow to the meeting too.”

      “Oh lordy, do you think he’s up to it?”

      “I hope so. I need to tell him that his best chance of winning this case is to be at that meeting, to show his brother he’s not afraid to fight back. I think Rainbow knows everything’s on the line. I think he knows if he loses, he loses everything. The question remains, is this a case we can actually win?”

      Delphine bit her bottom lip in concern. “Oh Mr. Tate, if Rainbow loses everything, what will become of him terrifies me. I mean, he’s always got a roof over his head here, he knows that. But Odette’s house… that’s his home… that’s his shelter… that place holds his very soul. If it were taken away, honestly Mr. Tate… I don’t know what will become of him.”

      Her fears made me all the more determined to find a solution. “Nothing bad is going to happen to Rainbow, you and I will make sure of that. If Plan A doesn’t work, then we’ll just have to come up with a Plan B. Agreed?”

      Delphine took in a deep breath as though she was restoring her sense of hope. “Agreed, honey-pie.” Without warning she wrapped her arms around me and squeezed me tight. “I’m so glad you’re here. Thank you for all the help you’re giving Rainbow.”

      I wasn’t much of a hugger, but I gave it my best shot. “You’re welcome. Now if you’ll… let me go… I’m going to call it a night and catch up on some sleep. We’ve got a big couple of days ahead of us.”

      “Of course,” Delphine released me from her hug and let me escape to the stairs. I didn’t make it more than three steps before she asked, “Mr. Tate, forgive my prying, but have you found a special place in your heart for our Rainbow?”

      I stopped and turned, uncertain exactly how to answer that. “I’m… I’m not sure.”

      She simply grinned and said, “Well you know what they say… there ain’t a pot too crooked that a lid won’t fit.”

      I felt my brow crease in utter confusion. “I have no idea what that means.”

      “That’s okay,” she winked. “Rainbow does.”
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      In 1928, Belgian surrealist artist Rene Magritte unveiled his work The Lovers, a portrait of a man and woman kissing, or at least attempting to do so. In the painting, the heads of the subjects are covered in fabric, their faces concealed, their kiss denied. Many believe the work represents the loss of a loved one. When Magritte was just a boy, his mother threw herself into the river Sambre in northern France. As her body was pulled from the water, her nightgown wrapped itself around her face. Indeed, the depiction of obstacles standing in the way of love was a common theme throughout the artist’s work. The question remains— what secrets lay behind the veil? Without seeing the faces of The Lovers, it was impossible to tell.

      I had no intention of telling Rainbow about my breakup with Marcus, at least not in those early days. It wasn’t my purpose to keep my past relationship a secret. We simply had too many other things to do… and when we weren’t getting things done… well, I had hoped to get even closer to Rainbow.

      The next morning, as the wind clipped white caps off the tops of the restless waves, I hastened my way down the dune toward the beach house, eager to see Rainbow again. I didn’t even make it up the porch steps before the paint-stained young man yanked the door open with a wide grin on his face.

      I smiled back and stepped up to the door. “Good mor—”

      Before I could finish my words, he pulled me to him and planted his lips on mine.

      My legs threatened to turn as wobbly as jellyfish and he must have sensed it, for he took me by the hips and propped me up. He backed into the house, pulling me along with him, our lips giving no indication of ending that kiss.

      I set my work satchel down on the kitchen counter as we passed it.

      My hands felt their way over his excitedly heaving belly, my fingers hooking themselves onto the waistline of his jeans, ready to pull them off.

      He let go of my hips and began to make fast work of my happy cat-face bowtie before flinging it to the floor.

      My shirt was soon to follow, then my shoes, my socks, my trousers, my boxers.

      Together we yanked off his jeans which got twisted around his ankles. Laughing hysterically, he hopped madly across the living room floor before falling onto the sheet-draped couch, finally managing to kick his jeans off.

      I wasted no time climbing on top of him, the warmth of his body radiating into mine, energizing my very soul.

      He reached down and grabbed my quickly hardening cock, squeezing it and giving it a quick stroke and tug.

      I felt his thick erect penis jutting into my belly.

      I was close to coming even before our lovemaking could begin.

      I wanted him to come too, I wanted to feel the heat of his cum splash against my stomach in all its youthful abundance.

      But if I knew one thing about myself, it was my brain’s need to finish all my jobs first, tidy away all my responsibilities, then indulge in pleasure as a reward after all my work was done.

      Quickly I pushed myself up off the couch, much to Rainbow’s utter disappointment.

      “We can’t,” I said with a shake of my head.

      He gave an exaggerated shrug as if to say, Why not?

      I made the sign for work, bumping my two fists together. “Because we have too much to do.”

      Laying there on the couch in his splendid nakedness, Rainbow clapped his hands together in a begging gesture and mouthed, Please!

      It took all my strength to resist him as I crossed back to my boxers and his jeans on the floor. I tossed him his jeans then slid my boxers up over my erection, snapping the elastic waistband as though clicking the lock on a chastity belt. “We can play after we get our jobs done. I need to get the work finished for the evaluation so I can get the report to your brother this afternoon. How else are we going to pay Mr. Getty for his legal fees?”

      Rainbow furrowed his brow and shrugged again, his expression and gesture enough to communicate that he had no idea what Mr. Getty had to do with anything.

      “I was supposed to mention it to you yesterday, I’m sorry. I guess I got kind of… distracted. Mr. Getty from the lighthouse has agreed to help us defend your claim over the house and Odette’s artworks.” I moved his legs up the couch so I could take a seat beside him. “We’ve arranged to meet with them tomorrow at the Hope’s Bluff Inn.”

      Who? Rainbow signed, his thumb to his chin and his index finger extended, wriggling in agitation.

      “Franklin Junior. And whoever he brings as reinforcement.”

      Instantly Rainbow jumped off the couch and pulled on his jeans, shaking his head vehemently.

      “Rainbow, I know your brother’s a total asshole, but we need to show him that you’re not afraid to challenge him on this.” But Rainbow wasn’t looking at me. He was too busy pacing the floor and shaking his head. “Rainbow, do you understand me? Rainbow, look at me! Look at me!”

      I stomped my foot on the floorboards as hard as I could to get his attention.

      He stopped pacing and glared at me, shaking his hands horizontally, palms up, demanding What!

      “Do you think this house is worth fighting for?”

      He nodded dramatically, as though I was asking a stupid question.

      “Do you think your grandmother’s art is worth fighting for?”

      He nodded even more furiously.

      “Then you need to show them that. You need to be at that meeting tomorrow. You need to wear your best clothes, you need to be strong and keep your emotions in check, and you need to show them you won’t be pushed around anymore. Do you get me?”

      Rainbow gave a loud huff, pushing the anger and fear out of his body. He plonked himself down on the couch beside me, then gave another sigh as he looked at me and nodded.

      I placed a hand against his flushed cheek. “I know this scares you, but I also know that losing this house and Odette’s paintings scares you even more. It’s okay. I’ll be there, and so will Delphine. We’re in your corner, and we’re going to do our damnedest to get Franklin Junior off your back, once and for all.”

      Suddenly he leaned forward and hugged me, his arms floppy and his body still trembling as the rage slowly subsided.

      I embraced him and rubbed his bare back, feeling another mighty sigh leave his body. His chest pressed against mine and I could feel the drumming of his heart, pounding like a hard rain beating down on a roof.

      We sat like that for a long, lingering moment, wrapped in each other’s arms, until eventually he pulled away, just enough for him to position his face in front of mine. He looked into my eyes, then his eyelids fluttered closed, and he gently kissed me.

      There was trust in that kiss.

      There was a surrendering of all his frustrations and arguing.

      There was a belief in me, that no matter where I led him, he would follow.

      And if I wasn’t mistaken… there was love.

      When he was done, he slowly pulled away and knocked his fists together again. Work.

      “Yes,” I reluctantly agreed. “Let’s finish our work. And after that…” I grinned. “After that we can pick up where we left off.”
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        * * *

      

      I pulled on my trousers, but like Rainbow I didn’t bother with my shoes and socks and shirt.

      Together we sat on the floor of Odette’s bedroom, the wind whistling outside the French doors while Rainbow brought me the last few paintings. We cataloged them, adding them to the report on my laptop before I compiled a list of comps and recent valuations from some of the larger galleries and several renowned private collections in New York, London and Paris.

      Every now and then as Rainbow picked himself up to fetch the next painting, he stole a kiss from me… on the head, on the nose, on the lips.

      He was like a schoolboy falling in love for the first time… and for that matter, perhaps I was too. In the months I pursued Marcus all those years ago, I was never this playful. We didn’t grin and giggle between kisses like love was our little secret that we kept from the world. We never sat on the floor together or had sex on a chaise lounge or used paint to brighten up our love life. Everything was, well, quite boring.

      In the end, that’s what he had called me.

      Boring.

      Neurotic. Derivative. Ridiculous.

      And boring.

      But had I really been the boring one all along? Because I didn’t feel that I was boring when I was with Rainbow. Yes, I was being practical about getting our work done, we had an extremely important deadline to meet. But I wasn’t being boring, was I?

      I felt the need to ask Rainbow.

      I was so comfortable with him, I felt like I could ask him anything.

      I shook his arm before he had a chance to fetch the next piece of artwork.

      He turned back to me, and I asked, “Am I boring?”

      He gave me an incredulous look and a smirk as though I was joking, then pointed at me with a questioning gaze.

      I nodded. “Yes… me. Do you think I’m boring?”

      He laughed and pulled his notepad from his back pocket, writing quickly before handing me the note: Miles, you’re the most interesting, intelligent, kindest man I’ve ever met. You’re perfect. Well… almost.

      “What do you mean, ‘almost’?” I asked, pretending to be offended.

      He handed me another note: There’s one thing I’m not sure you can do yet.

      “Oh really? What’s that?”

      He threw the notepad on the floor, held up his left hand, placed his right hand on his stomach, then swayed his hips to-and-fro, shaking his shoulders and stepping up onto his toes as he moved.

      My jaw dropped. “Dance? You want to know if I can dance?”

      He shrugged again as if to say, Well can you?

      Truthfully, I was a terrible dancer. I never went out dancing with Marcus; unlike him I wasn’t at all interested in the club scene. Looking back, it was obvious that he didn’t just go for the dancefloor. But even at weddings and parties where the booze flowed and the music got turned all the way up, Marcus would be the one to swivel his way into the action while I excused myself and disappeared to the bar.

      But in this secluded house by the beach with nobody but Rainbow to judge me, I suddenly felt brave enough to rise to the challenge.

      I stood from my spot on the floor and nodded, “You want to see me dance? Then let’s dance!”

      Rainbow jumped up and down, clapping excitedly before racing off to Odette’s closet and returning with an old record player. He set it down on the floor, plugged it into the nearest socket, disappeared again, then returned with an album cover in his hands.

      He spun it in his fingers before presenting the cover to me.

      “Oh wow! Whitney Houston. You’re serious about this!”

      Rainbow nodded confidently, looking extremely pleased with himself.

      “But wait… you can hear music?”

      Rainbow laughed again and shook his head. He crouched and placed his hand against the floor, then ran his fingers over his bare feet, up his legs and torso, and finished with a thump-thump-thump against his heart.

      I felt stupid. “The vibrations. You dance to the vibrations.”

      He nodded again, then slid the record delicately from its sleeve. Holding it between his fingertips, avoiding any chance of leaving his prints on the vinyl, he placed the record on the turntable with the utmost care, as though he was cracking a safe or setting an explosive with sticks of gelignite. He set the turntable in motion and the record started spinning, and with one final act of precision, he placed the stylus in the groove—

      Side A.

      Track One.

      Rainbow turned the volume up as high as it would go, the crackle of the needle in the groove filling the room before the beat of Whitney’s I Wanna Dance With Somebody kicked in.

      Instantly Rainbow’s feet began to move, his body light as a feather, his every step in time with the music.

      His hands curled up and his fists began to shake like he was holding maracas.

      His hips began to gyrate ever so slightly, feeling the rhythm.

      His shoulders tipped left then right, shimmying in such a sexy way I wanted his jeans off then and there.

      But first there was music to dance to.

      With a mischievous gleam in his eye, Rainbow hustled his way toward me.

      He craned his eyebrows suggestively, then did a turn in perfect time to the song, letting me know that the music was all that mattered right now, and if I wanted to join in… now was my one and only chance.

      Stiffly I began to move my hips.

      I felt like the Tin Man trying to boogie, which was clearly the impression Rainbow got too.

      He grinned and reached for me, taking my hips in his hands and swaying me into a smooth and sexy groove, left and right, then back and forth, forcing my feet to move in time with my hips.

      I laughed joyfully and shouted over the music, “Fuck, I think I’m dancing!”

      But Rainbow wasn’t watching my lips. He was far too caught up in the beat, far too busy passing his moves onto me until we began to dance in unison together.

      I felt my shoulders freeing up, as though Dorothy had just squirted oil from her oilcan into my rusty limbs.

      I watched my feet step in time with the rhythm… almost… while my legs bent and straightened, freeing themselves of the stiffness that might have set in for the rest of my life had I never met Rainbow.

      He twirled and so did I.

      He swiveled his hips and soon had me doing the same.

      He threw his arms in the air as if he didn’t have a care in the world, whooping with sheer delight over the blasting music, and I did the same.

      He grabbed my hand and pulled me close, but he moved too quickly for my fledgling feet.

      I stumbled into him.

      I stood on his foot and we both staggered, me forward, him backward, until soon we completely lost our balance.

      Rainbow fell and thudded onto his back on the floor, making the needle skip to the start of the song.

      A second later I fell on top of him, knocking the wind out of him.

      Rainbow wheezed as I mumbled, “Shit, fuck, I’m so sorry! God I was doing so well!”

      He caught sight of my lips as I said that, and through his gasping and spluttering for air he started to laugh, shaking his head in disagreement.

      “But I was dancing!” I couldn’t help but laugh too.

      He waved one hand in a seesaw motion, as if to say my definition of dancing was questionable.

      I laughed louder. “Ah, excuse me, I was definitely moving to the rhythm a moment ago. I felt the beat take control of my feet, didn’t you see that? I think it’s part of me now.”

      He laughed even harder.

      As Whitney kept playing, he took my hand and laid it against the floorboards, pressing his palm flat against mine.

      The music rose up through the floor, working its way beneath my skin, into my pulsing blood, flowing through my body.

      I understood what he was trying to say— that now the music was a part of me.

      He lifted my hand off the floor…

      And placed it on his chest.

      I felt his heart— pounding faster than the dance beat of Whitney’s song— rise up and work its way beneath my skin, into my pulsing blood, flowing through my body.

      Yes…

      Rainbow was a part of me now too.

      We were a part of each other.

      All we had to do was feel the beat.

      I leaned down and kissed him.

      I could feel the vibration of the lyrics on his lips now, I could feel it in the breath from his lungs.

      I felt the song absorb us.

      I felt us become one with the music.

      He didn’t need his ears to hear it.

      His soul did the listening for him.

      For the rest of the song, we laid together on the floorboards, my body pressed against his, our kiss something I wished could last forever.

      But then I felt a different kind of knocking, echoing through the bones of the house, rattling through Rainbow’s body.

      It wasn’t coming from the record player.

      It was coming from the front door.

      I pulled myself off Rainbow and lifted the needle off the record.

      There it was again.

      I turned to Rainbow. “Is that someone at the door?”

      He nodded and shrugged before putting his thumb to his chin again and extending a waving index finger to ask, Who could it be?

      That’s when I heard a voice calling over the wind outside. “Hello! Is anybody home?”

      With a sickening, sinking feeling I instantly recognized that voice.

      Rainbow moved to get up, but I held up my hand. “No. Let me get it.”

      I pulled on my shirt and roughly buttoned it up, missing a few of the buttons in my haste.

      I hurried toward the stairs, glancing back to make sure Rainbow remained in Odette’s room. I caught sight of him sit up and rest his hands on his knees, but he gave no indication of wanting to follow me. I sighed quietly with relief and made my way down the stairs to more pounding and shouting from the other side of the front door.

      “Hello? Is anybody in there? Miles, are you in there?”

      “Fuck,” I uttered under my breath, my nerves twisting in my guts. “It can’t be.”

      I hurried for the door, my anxiety pushing me forward, hoping I was wrong. I laid my fist on the door handle. I took a moment, took a deep breath, then I turned the handle and pulled the door open to see—

      “Marcus? What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “Oh, thank Christ I got the right address. I thought I was going to die in these backwoods.” Marcus looked relieved to see me, then seriously unsettled, then completely out of his comfort zone. The wind messed with his hair, no matter how hard he tried to battle it. The sand that whipped through the air stung his eyes as he danced from one foot to the other, his white leather Jimmy Choo shoes no doubt full of sand after coming down this side of the steep sand dune. “Well, are you going to let me in? Me and the elements clearly do not get along.”

      He tried to push his way into the house, but I stopped him at the door. “No, Marcus. You can’t. Not until you tell me what the fuck you’re doing here.”

      I thought he was going to fly into a conniption, but quite unexpectedly he grinned. “See, this is the Miles I came to see.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about you, Miles. This transformation you’ve gone through. It’s sexy as all hell and I want a part of it. I want you!”

      “You what?”

      “God, this wind is driving me insane. Can I please come in?”

      “No! This is not my house. You’re not coming in.”

      “Then whose house is it?”

      “My client’s. Not that it’s any of your business.”

      “Why are your buttons all skewiff? God, you have changed. See that’s what I’m talking about.”

      “What is?”

      “Don’t you get it? The Miles I left was—”

      “I know…. Neurotic. Derivative. Ridiculous. And let’s not forget boring. I remember, so please don’t say it again.”

      “I don’t have to, because you’re clearly not that person anymore. When I got back to the apartment and saw you’d set the sprinkler off and ruined every last piece of furniture I own… fuck that turned me on.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Oh, I’m as serious as a heart attack right now.”

      “What is wrong with you?”

      Marcus laughed. “I have no idea. All I know is, when I saw how wild and spontaneous and angry you can be, it changed my whole perception of you. It set off a spark inside me. It made me think… maybe you and I were meant to be together after all.”

      “Are you on drugs? Have you driven down here on cocaine? Speaking of which… how did you even know I was here?”

      “I saw Lucinda, she said you were taking a job for a lawyer in Savannah. I followed the breadcrumbs and ended up at the Hope’s Bluff Inn. Some crazy cat lady said I could find you here. She gave me directions.”

      “Delphine told you how to find me?”

      “Not at first, she was super wary of me. But then I told her there was a death in the family and I needed to see you urgently.”

      “A death in the family? You lied about someone dying?”

      “No! Not when you think about it.”

      “Think about what? Has someone died or not?”

      “Yes, someone has died. Or rather, something. Our love for each other… the romance between you and me.”

      “Romance? What romance? There is no romance between you and me. You made sure of that when you fucked Barclay in our apartment… along with the dozens of other guys you’ve fucked over the years.”

      “Miles, that’s all behind me now. Me and Barclay are over. Don’t you get it? I’m here to bring our romance back. I’m here to bring you back to New York. I’m here to sweep you off your feet, just like in the movies. You and me… we were always meant to be together, Miles. I see that now.”

      Without a moment’s warning he suddenly lunged forward and planted a rough, awkward kiss on my lips, one that I tried desperately to wrestle off me. By the time I managed to push him away I saw him blinking… and grinning… and looking over my shoulder.

      “Well, well, well… who do we have here?”

      I turned, panic setting in.

      At the bottom of the living room stairs stood Rainbow, dressed only in his jeans as always, staring at me and Marcus, his eyes wide and his face pale.

      “Oh fuck,” I uttered under my breath.

      I shoved a hand in Marcus’ chest. “You need to go.”

      “What? Wait a minute, who’s your little friend? You really have changed. Aren’t you gonna invite me to the party?”

      “No! You need to go!”

      “No way, I’m staying. This is too good to miss.”

      “Step outside. I’ll show you the way back to town myself. But in the meantime…” I pushed Marcus out onto the porch and slammed the door shut on his face.

      Quickly I turned back to Rainbow, but he was already bounding his way back up the stairs three steps at a time.

      I raced after him, calling in vain, calling out of habit. “Rainbow, wait! Please listen to me, it’s not what you think!”

      I tripped up the first step in my haste, recovered quickly and dashed up the stairs as fast as I could. By the time I reached the landing outside Odette’s room, Rainbow had already reached the top of the ladder leading up to the attic. He glanced back at me through the hatch before grabbing the ladder rope and hoisting my access to the attic off the floor.

      “Rainbow, don’t. Please. He means nothing to me. He’s a total asshole. Please don’t shut me off. Not now!”

      But before I could say another word the ladder folded up into the attic and Rainbow slammed the hatch shut.

      “Fuck!” I cursed under my breath.

      I paced anxiously for a moment, unsure of what to do, uncertain just how to explain Marcus’ intrusion…

      His stupid, unnecessary, selfish intrusion.

      I placed one hand on the nearest wall and shouted up to the attic, “I’ll fix this. He doesn’t belong here. He doesn’t belong in my life, let alone yours. I’ll fix everything, Rainbow… I promise.”

      I prayed that my words had traveled through the bones of the house.

      I hoped he could feel my promise.

      I turned for Odette’s room and scooped up my laptop. I had enough information to finalize Franklin Junior’s report. I had everything I needed to send him the final evaluation in the hopes that he would pay my commission and give me the funds to end his legal battle against Rainbow before it could even begin.

      I gave one glance back up to the closed hatch to the attic.

      I imagined Rainbow painting himself into a rage, taking all his hurt and frustration and confusion out on a canvas as he had done all his life.

      My heart heavy with regret— yet full of determination to right all the wrongs in Rainbow’s life— I turned back to the stairs and made my way down to the living room.

      I opened the front door of the house to find Marcus still standing there, still fighting the losing battle to keep his hair perfectly preened.

      “I’m assuming you hired yourself a car to get here,” I said as curtly as I could without sounding rude.

      “If you can call it a car at all. It’s certainly no limo. I’ve a good mind to contact the car hire company and—”

      “Shut up, Marcus. Follow me back to town. We obviously need to clear a few things up.”

      With that I headed for the dune, letting him scramble his way up the hill behind me, shrieking pathetically as his white leather Jimmy Choos once again filled up with sand.
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        * * *

      

      I pushed open the door to the Inn and Delphine clutched her heart as though it was about to pop out of her chest. “Oh Mr. Tate, you gave me a right start. Is everything okay?”

      “Not really.” I gestured to Marcus who followed me inside, shutting out the wind. “I want to apologize on behalf of my ex-partner, who apparently told you a lie about somebody dying.”

      “It wasn’t a lie,” insisted Marcus. “Not metaphorically.”

      “Marcus, shut up.”

      “See? There’s that hot spontaneous new Miles I was talking about.”

      “Oh please, please, please shut up.”

      “Say it without begging. It loses its impact if you grovel.”

      “Shut up!”

      Delphine jumped again. “Would the two of you like some privacy?”

      “That would be very much appreciated, thank you. Can we use the sitting room?”

      “Of course. I’ll herd the cats. Daisy. Winston. Finley. Emerson. Bessie. Delta. Tabitha. Tyrell. Tallulah. Eliza. Elijah. Timothy. Delilah. Upstairs now!”

      I rolled my eyes, my patience threadbare, thinking Delphine didn’t have a hope in hell of getting all the cats to do what she asked. But to my surprise, all thirteen felines came tearing out of the sitting room and up the stairs. I noticed Bessie and Timothy stop a moment, glare at Marcus and hiss. Perhaps they sensed that the devil was in the house.

      With a quick clip in her heel, Delphine followed them. “We’ll be upstairs if you need us, Mr. Tate. I’m working on a new bowtie for you. You’re just gonna love it, I know!”

      “Thank you, Delphine.”

      She hesitated a moment. “Are you sure you’re alright? Did somebody actually die?”

      “No, Delphine. Now please, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      “Of course. You be sure to holler if you need me, ya’hear?”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      As she vanished up the stairs, I abruptly gestured to the sitting room, reluctantly inviting Marcus inside. He stepped into the room, and I closed the door behind us.

      Inside the sitting room, I noticed that Delphine’s cat cages and hurricane supplies had reached towering proportions.

      Marcus clearly had no idea what was going on. “What’s this all about? Is she a hoarder?”

      “A hurricane is coming. She’s making preparations. She needs to get all her supplies gathered and make sure the cats are safe.”

      “I thought you were allergic to cats.”

      “I am. I was. Right now, I’d take their company over yours, if I’m being honest.”

      “Ouch. And at the same time… hot. This new you is so—”

      “Stop it, Marcus! Just stop. Why are you here? Why have you even come looking for me? You do remember that I caught you cheating on me… right before you admitted that you were cheating on me for years… you remember that, right?”

      “Why the fuck are you so angry? You should be thanking me.”

      “Thanking you? What for?”

      “For bringing out the new you! I’m so goddamn proud of myself for bringing on this transformation in you.”

      “What?”

      “Come on, you don’t see it? I’m the one who changed you. If it wasn’t for my affair with Barclay and all the others, you’d still be boring as hell. You seriously should be hailing me as your hero right now.”

      “Oh my God, do you even hear yourself?”

      “Of course I do. I hear myself telling you that I’ve come to win you back, Miles. I’ve come to tell you that you and me, I think we can be the couple we always should have been… now that you’ve changed and left that old boring Miles Tate behind.”

      “What the fuck? No! I am still me, Marcus. I’m just a version of myself who’s a lot wiser than I was before. I’m fucking bruised. And I’m fucking hurt. And I’m fucking wiser.”

      All Marcus could do was give me a suggestive grin. “And fucking sexier, too. Listen to you.”

      “No! Listen to you… you clueless, arrogant, egotistical asshole.”

      “Ouch again!” He winked playfully.

      “No, I’m serious Marcus. You don’t get to waltz back into my life because it suits you. You don’t get to redefine me and convince yourself that now I’m someone you want to be with. I’m not a pair of Jimmy Choos you can put on and kick off whenever it suits you, and I’m sure as hell not someone who ever wants to be with you again. Jesus, Marcus, I believed your lies… for years! I believed you loved me, I believed I was going to spend the rest of my life with you, I believed every fucking lie you ever told… every lie you got away with, because the truth meant nothing to you. Just like I meant nothing to you. What the fuck was I to you? A safety net? A doormat? An excuse to never have to really love someone because you were too fucking scared of what you might find? How long did you think you could keep getting away with it, the secrets, the fucking around, the smell of some other man’s cologne on your neck and pretending it was yours? Did you think you could get away with it forever? Or was it just a game to you? All these years, were you just waiting to get caught… waiting to brag your heart out about your sexual conquests… waiting to finally leave? Why bother? Why drag it on for so long? If you were so fucking unhappy in our relationship, why didn’t you go years ago? Why didn’t you do us both a favor and cut your losses? Why didn’t you go and find someone better if that’s what you wanted? Why put us both through all the dinner parties and gallery openings and walks through the park in autumn and nights together on the couch in winter… under a blanket… warming your fucking feet on mine? How dare you?” I had to gasp for air. Finally, my voice cracked. “How fucking dare you?”

      For a moment neither of us said a word. All I could hear was the clanging of a loose roof gutter in the wind outside.

      “Miles, I—”

      “Don’t speak. How do I know it’s not another lie?”

      “Miles—”

      “I said don’t! Don’t do anything other than leave. What you did to me… this scar you left on me… it’ll never go away. But you can. So go. Just go!”

      Marcus said nothing.

      The mischievous look on his face was long gone.

      The playful gleam in his eye had vanished.

      He simply headed for the door.

      Before he opened it, he turned back and said, “For the record, I never did love you. I never wanted a forever with you. Just thought you’d like to know.”

      With that he left the sitting room.

      At that moment, I thought I would hear the smash of my Murano vase echo through my head once more. But I didn’t.

      No… Marcus didn’t get to break my things twice.

      All I heard was the sound of the front door close behind him…

      And the clanging of the roof gutter.

      Hurricane Dorothea was coming.

      Or was it indeed the spirit of Odette?

      Delphine was right, it felt like she was returning.

      It felt like she was coming to wipe away all the pain and make everything right again.
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        * * *

      

      I waited several more minutes until I was sure Marcus was gone. I waited until I could wait no longer before racing back to Rainbow, to tell him everything was okay, that Marcus was an asshole who meant nothing to me. He meant less than nothing to me. He was the man who had almost ruined my life… until Rainbow came along to pick up the pieces without him even knowing it.

      I hurried for the front door of the inn just as I heard Delphine coming down the stairs behind me. “Mr. Tate? Is everything alright? I heard yelling.”

      I turned quickly. “I’m so sorry for the disturbance, Delphine. That man… he brings out the worst in me.”

      “Would you like some tea? Where are you going in such a hurry?”

      I took a breath and answered, “To someone who brings out the best in me.”
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        * * *

      

      The rain had begun.

      It was not much more than drizzle, but the clouds were thick and had thrown a gray and miserable blanket over what should have been the sunset. The temperature had dropped even more as well, the heat of the south now well and truly sucked from the air.

      The wipers slashed back and forth across the windshield.

      I switched on the headlights as night fell, driving faster than I should have, faster than I ever normally would. The marsh on one side of the road and the ocean on the other had melted into darkness. There was nothing to indicate they were even there but for the occasional glimpse of a foamy wave that crashed onto the black shore and disappeared again.

      The sea had turned angry.

      I hoped that Rainbow hadn’t taken the same turn.

      I hoped that I could explain to him that Marcus was gone forever, that once he was the person on my arm at parties. But now, when I walked into a room, the only person I wanted to see was Rainbow.

      I imagined catching his eye across a crowded room, the look between us saying more than words ever could, our hearts swelling with the most contented feeling of them all—

      You’re here. I’m safe now.

      And as we cross the floor toward each other, everyone else in the room just fades away.

      I smiled, picturing a perfect future with Rainbow…

      Wishing in the depths of my heart that maybe he pictured a perfect future with me too.

      Suddenly I slammed on the brakes.

      I saw something large and frightening disappear beyond the beam of the headlights.

      As the car skidded to a halt, I wound down my window and looked through the rain at a large reptilian tail swish into the marsh, giving one last splash before vanishing into the black waters.

      Quickly I wound the window back up and locked the doors… as though alligators were like carjackers. I guess all big city folk think like that.

      After seeing Marcus today, I knew I didn’t want to be that way anymore.

      I wanted to be braver than that.

      I wanted to be better than him, in every way.

      I inhaled deeply, mustering all my courage, then unlocked the doors.

      A smile crossed my face. I could feel my chest fill with self-confidence. I put my foot down on the accelerator and sped even faster down the road to Rainbow.

      Soon I reached the turn-off onto Seafarer’s Way. I crossed the rickety bridge over the marsh and pulled the car up at the foot of the dune that stood between me and the beach house. In the drizzling rain, I climbed the sand hill faster than I had ever done before, my thighs burning and my feet sinking into the sand until I reached the crest.

      There before me stood Odette’s house, the tussled waves rolling in from the sea behind it.

      The only light came from the attic of the house.

      Rainbow had clearly locked himself away to lose himself in his art, to create, to paint away his heartache.

      I didn’t hesitate a second longer.

      I simply had to see him.

      I hurried down the other side of the dune, slipping and sliding and almost tumbling until I found my footing at the last second, letting my momentum carry me all the way up the porch steps to his door.

      I hammered on it, my fist clenched in determination.

      I heard nothing within the house.

      No lights came on downstairs.

      I hammered again on the door, but this time I stomped as hard as I could on the boards of the porch as well. I stomped so hard that for a moment I was worried I was going to go through them.

      Through the curtains and in the sliver under the door a light appeared.

      In the next second the door opened… and there stood Rainbow in his jeans.

      His torso was covered in paint.

      His face was covered in tears.

      I looked at him for a single moment… then rushed toward him, taking his tear-streaked face in my hands and kissing him desperately, moving us both inside the house and kicking the door closed behind me, shutting out the cold and the rain and a world of pain.

      He squirmed in my hands, wanting yet not wanting my kiss at the same time.

      He pulled out of it to look into my eyes, to shrug as if to say— Who was he?

      “Nobody,” I told him, my eyes locked on his. “His name is Marcus. We were together for a long time, and in that time he lied… and he cheated… and he made a complete fool of me. But he’s gone now. He’s gone forever. If I’m ever going to be a fool for love again, I only want to do it with someone who loves me right back.”

      Rainbow smiled, then laughed, then slowly… softly… with tears streaming down his face, he spoke aloud to me for the first time. “I can be a fool for love too. I can be your fool. I can love you back.”

      I laughed with joy, with my own tears spilling down my face. “I’ve never heard you speak before.”

      “That’s because you talk too much. Now shut up and kiss me.”

      I did as he told me.

      With all my yearning I kissed this magnificent wild child.

      This glorious free spirit.

      This troubled, kind, brilliant boy.

      This tangled, talented mess in my arms.

      This enticing, smart, loving triangle without compromise.

      I kissed him with a smile I could barely contain.

      With a heart pounding so hard I thought it would burst.

      With hands that wanted him so badly I had to stop myself from clawing him open, just so I could be inside him.

      Locked in our embrace, we crab-walked down the hall toward the living room, neither of us willing to halt our kiss for even a second.

      Rainbow made quick work of the buttons on my shirt, and with a quick shrug of my shoulders we left the shirt on the floor in the doorway to the living room.

      Rainbow flicked on the light switch, illuminating the room by the light of the chandelier which had a dozen or more candle-shaped light bulbs. The crystal droplets hanging from the chandelier created mini rainbows and arcs of light danced around the room on every surface. Most of the furniture was still shrouded in sheets, awkward angles jutting here and there. I couldn’t tell what was under the sheeting, but I trusted Rainbow knew. He led me eagerly into the middle of the room, only breaking our kiss so he could pull a condom from his pocket before unzipping his jeans and letting them fall down his legs.

      Rainbow undid my trousers, and I shimmied them down my legs and began to toe off my shoes. Apparently, my disrobing seductively was as bad as my dancing skills. As I stumbled backwards, my feet tangled in my trousers. I came to an abrupt halt when the backs of my calves hit something.

      Rainbow was smiling at me, his beautiful eyes bright with laughter. I thought he was about to mock my clumsiness, but he simply moved closer and gave me a gentle shove backwards.

      “This’ll work.” He whispered, stepping elegantly out of his jeans as I landed with a thud on a low rocking chair, still shrouded in a sheet.

      The chair was well padded, the type of rocker that has a gently curved seat and no arms. I’ve seen them come up in estate sales as nursing or ladies sewing rockers, but with the sheet still covering it I could only hope it was sturdy enough to take our combined weight.

      Rainbow gave me a mischievous smile as he squatted down and deftly freed my feet from the tangle of clothing bunched up around my ankles. The light from the chandelier was making little rainbows dance over Rainbow’s skin. They joined the myriad of paint colors swirled across his torso. But his eyes, oh, his eyes were lit from within and every color I could think of shone out from his soul. He was a living, breathing masterpiece.

      His beauty took my breath away. I couldn’t look away from his face, even as I felt his hands deftly cover my throbbing erection with a condom. I was powerless to assist Rainbow, I was in his thrall.

      I felt my breath catch in my throat as Rainbow straddled my lap facing me, with his feet firmly planted on the floor either side of the rocker, he slowly lowered himself down. Rainbow gasped and moaned, and it was surely the sexiest sounds I’ve ever heard.

      Then, when he had taken all of my cock inside him, his muscles flexed and rippled, I thought I had died with pleasure.

      Rainbow made the sign for breathe.

      The choked croaking sound in the room turned out to be me. I took my lover’s advice and began to breathe again, great gulping gasps as Rainbow used his powerful legs and feet to make the chair slowly rock beneath me, his hands on my chest. I knew he was feeling my breath and heartbeat. I placed my right hand over his heart and wrapped the fingers of my left hand around his hot, throbbing cock.

      Our lovemaking was beautifully, achingly slow. The light shimmered over us, and the only sounds were our breathing, the creaking of the chair on the wooden floorboards and the wind howling outside. We were in our own, secret world, no words needed to be spoken. Our hearts beat to the same rhythm that Rainbow rocked the chair, each rock back buried my cock deep inside him.

      Never in my life had I felt this connected to another person, yet here I was with a man twenty years my junior feeling like I had finally found who I was destined to be with.

      Time stood still, yet at the same time it felt like it was over too soon, I felt Rainbow’s heartbeat increase under my hand as I felt my own heartbeat speed up. He was looking as deeply into my eyes as I was his, and in that moment, I started to come, I knew I wasn’t just falling in love with Rainbow, I was already there.

      One, two, three more rocks of the chair and I came so hard as I felt his hot cum splash over my hand and chest that I almost blacked out for a second. I was lightheaded and a little woozy as I wrapped my arms around Rainbow.

      We rocked slowly in the chair for a while, as our breathing settled back to normal. I couldn’t hold back a yawn, which made Rainbow yawn too. We kissed lazily, until the yawns got the better of both of us and we had to give in to the need for sleep.

      Rainbow disentangled himself from the rocking chair and me, the condom we dropped on top of his jeans and we both staggered as far as the couch.

      Rainbow lay snuggled into my side so we both fitted on the couch, his head rested on my shoulder and his breath tickled my neck as I held him safe in my arms. As I fell asleep, I knew deep in my soul we belonged together.
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      In 1925, Frida Khalo and her boyfriend Alex Gomez Arias boarded a bus in Mexico City. Minutes later, the bus was hit by a streetcar, killing several passengers, and impaling eighteen-year-old Frida on a steel rod. The girl broke her spine in three places, fractured her right leg in eleven places, shattered three vertebrae and her collarbone, and dislocated her shoulder. Doctors gave her little to no hope of survival, and for two years she battled her injuries in hospital. Following the accident, she was crippled for life, but her spirit and courage were never broken, thanks largely to the paints and canvases that her mother brought her to help in her recovery. While confined to her bed, unable to move little other than her arms, Frida would paint using a mirror that was suspended above her so she could see her creations. She went on to become one of the greatest painters the world has ever known.

      Sometimes it takes more than talent to be an artist.

      Sometimes it takes sheer courage.

      It was still dark when I sat up from the couch. The sheets that had covered me— the same ones that had been covering the furniture since Odette’s death— fell off me as the wind howled and the old house rattled.

      But it wasn’t the sound of the impending hurricane that woke me.

      It was the sudden realization that I hadn’t sent Franklin the evaluation report yet.

      I shook Rainbow awake and wiped the sleep out of his eyes for him so he could focus on my lips. “We need to go. I left my laptop back at the inn and I need to email the report to your brother. Hopefully he’s a fast payer.” I looked at the clock on the wall. It was just after five. “I know it’s early, but we need to get back to the inn as soon as we can.”

      Rainbow nodded and sat up.

      A thought crossed my mind. “What are you intending to wear to the meeting with your brother?”

      Rainbow shrugged.

      “Do you have a suit?”

      He shook his head.

      “Well, you can’t just wear a pair of jeans and nothing else.” I pointed to his beautiful naked body as he stood from the couch. “And as much as I appreciate how goddamn perfect you are, you certainly can’t go like that.”

      He grinned and gave me a quick kiss.

      I paused a moment. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      Rainbow hesitated and I could see him summon all the courage he had before giving me a brave nod.

      I kissed him then said, “Get dressed in… whatever. Delphine might have something you can wear… maybe. Come on, let’s do this.”
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        * * *

      

      To my surprise, Delphine did in fact have something that Rainbow could wear, albeit six sizes too big for him.

      “A gentleman left it here after visiting relatives for a funeral. I tried to contact him, but he never replied.” Delphine had emerged from a storage space under the stairs, holding up a large black suit on a hanger. Even through the clear plastic I could see it was way too big. “You don’t mind wearing funeral clothes, do you?”

      “Seems kind of appropriate,” I commented, “… given how tense and sobering I’m expecting this meeting to be.”

      Rainbow, who had at least put on a white T-shirt to accompany his jeans, stepped up to the suit and smiled, nodding gratefully.

      Delphine flipped off the plastic then handed the suit on the hanger to him. “Go try it on,” she said, confidently signing to him as she spoke. “Let’s see how you look in it.”

      I tapped on Rainbow’s shoulder before he darted up the stairs, telling him, “You can change in my room. Number sixty-four.”

      As he gave me a thumbs up and hurried up the stairs, I turned to Delphine. “How does he not have a suit? What did he wear to Odette’s funeral?”

      Delphine chuckled. “Would you believe he wore exactly what he’s wearing now? Jeans and a T-shirt. Odette insisted on it before she died… much to the chagrin of Franklin and his gold-digger of a wife. They were mortified… although not as angry as they were a few days later when the will was read out and Odette left everything to Rainbow.”

      I stepped closer to Delphine and whispered, “Between you and me, I’m worried we don’t have a hope in hell at this meeting. I’m terrified Franklin Junior is going to get his way.”

      Delphine looked at me, confused. “Why are you whispering?”

      “Because I don’t want Rainbow to… oh sorry, I wasn’t thinking. I’m trying to adjust to his world, I really am.” I took both fists and pushed them forward, giving her the sign that I was striving to do better.

      Delphine smiled. “You’re doing great. I see that Odette’s notebook has helped.”

      “It has. I don’t think I could have gotten this close to him if not for that book.”

      “Which would have been a damn shame. If things are right between two people… if things click… then there’s no time to waste. When you know, you know… right? I wish I hadn’t wasted so much time with Odette. You think you’ve got plenty of it… until you don’t.” Delphine gave a long sigh, yet the smile did not fade from her face.

      “She was special to you, wasn’t she.”

      “Special?” Delphine gave a sorrowful laugh. “Hell, she was the love of my life. I just never got the chance to tell her. I was never quite brave enough. I was always afraid she wouldn’t listen.”

      The front shutters of the inn banged in the strengthening wind.

      Delphine laughed even louder. “I guess she’s listening now.”

      As I said before, I was never much of a hugger. But at that moment, Delphine looked as though she needed one more than anything else in the world.

      I wrapped my arms around her.

      I squeezed her tight.

      Delphine squeezed me back. Her short frame felt fragile and sad in my arms, so I held her even tighter, until eventually she pulled away, wiped a stray tear from her cheek and rummaged through her apron pocket with one hand. “Before I forget, I made you that new bowtie I promised you. I think it’s one of my favorites. What do you think?”

      She held up a pale pink bowtie with black cat paws on it.

      “I think I love it.”

      She handed me the bowtie as something at the top of the stairs caught my eye.

      It was Rainbow, dressed in the black suit. Although it swam on him, he still looked more handsome than ever in it.

      “I love that too,” I added.

      Delphine glanced up and grinned, signing as she said, “Oh Rainbow, look how handsome you are. Let me do some measuring and take in a few inches before our meeting. Come down here, sugar-pie.”

      “And I need to call Franklin and get that report off to him,” I added.

      As Rainbow descended the stairs, I climbed up them. We passed halfway, but not before he stopped, took my jaw in his hand and kissed me.

      At the bottom of the stairs, I heard Delphine coo like a happy pigeon at our passing kiss. “Look at you two lovers. Oh, how my heart sings!”

      At the same time, the wind blew down the chimney flue in the living room and gave a happy whistle, as though the inn itself was singing too.

      Or maybe it was Odette.
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        * * *

      

      I sat on my bed, fired up my laptop and picked up my phone. I took a deep breath, then scrolled down to Franklin Junior’s number and hit the dial button, setting the phone to speaker, and putting it down beside Quincy’s smiling face.

      As I waited for Franklin to answer, I looked at Quincy and imagined him coming to life and gobbling down my phone, devouring Franklin and licking his lips with a satisfying grin. I wished all our troubles could vanish as easily as that. Unfortunately, I knew better…

      “Hello? Who is this?”

      “Mr. Fontaine… it’s me, Miles Tate. I have your evaluation report for you. I’m ready to email it to you now.”

      “You do? Well, that’s good news on an otherwise shitty day. How did the evaluation go?”

      “Well. Very, very well. I think Odette’s artwork is quite extraordinary. Her paintings possess a boldness, a compositional confidence, a true uniqueness that reflects personal passion and exemplifies—”

      “Enough with the malarky. I don’t give a shit about that, just tell me what they’re worth.”

      I sighed. “Very well. Are you at your computer now?”

      “Give me a moment.” On the other end of the line, I heard Franklin stomping through what I could only assume was his multi-million-dollar mansion. I heard a door close and a computer power up. I heard him tap away at a few keys and then, “Okay I’m ready.”

      “I’m sending it through now.” I hit the send button on my screen.

      I heard the zing of his computer and knew my email had arrived.

      There was more tapping down the line as he opened it, and then, “Oh wow. Oh yes. Jesus, was the old crone’s work really worth that much?”

      “It is, Mr. Fontaine. Although I dare say she was far from an old crone, but rather something of an artistic genius… much like your younger brother.”

      Franklin Junior laughed down the phone. “Clearly you don’t know them like I do. In fact, I’m inclined to give you a big fat tip on top of your fee, just for having the patience to enter that dilapidated wreck of a house day after day to get the job done. I’m sending through your payment now. I think you’ll find it more than sufficient.”

      An email popped up in my inbox.

      I quickly opened it to see that a transfer of funds had been made into my bank account, a deposit to the tidy sum of forty-thousand-dollars.

      I grinned, but held back from letting slip my sheer joy at that amount, a figure that would more than cover Mr. Getty’s legal fees and buy Rainbow more than just honey and cookies for his pantry. All I said was, “Thank you, Mr. Fontaine. That is indeed more than sufficient.”

      “Good. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to get ready for a meeting. As it happens, it’s there at Delphine’s place. I might see you there at the inn.”

      “Oh yes,” I replied anxiously. “You will definitely see me.”
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        * * *

      

      As the inn creaked and clattered while the wind and rain battered the building, I made my way downstairs, eager to tell Rainbow we had more than enough money to fight our battle. That was when I caught a glimpse of Delphine and Rainbow in the living room. Rainbow was dressed in the black suit, standing still with his arms outstretched, while Delphine buzzed around him like a busy worker bee, a mouthful of pins clenched between her teeth. Here and there she plucked a pin from her mouth and slid it into the material of the jacket and pants, tightening the fit until she was ready to stand back, size him up and down, and declare, “I think that should just about do it.”

      She caught sight of me entering the room. “Mr. Tate… what do you think?”

      Rainbow sensed my presence and turned to me, beaming proudly, knowing exactly how good he looked. I stepped beside Delphine, eyeing Rainbow up and down as he grinned boyishly at us both.

      With one hand I circled my face. “So handsome.”

      Delphine and Rainbow both chuckled.

      “What’s so funny? Didn’t I do it right?”

      “That’s beautiful,” Delphine said. “It’s mostly used for women. Rainbow’s a man.”

      I sighed as I stared admiringly at him. “He certainly is.”

      “He’s handsome.” Delphine took two fingers, the sign for H, and circled her face.

      I imitated her move. “He’s handsome alright.”

      Delphine and I both watched as Rainbow blushed.

      She decided to spare him from more embarrassment, then said as she signed, “Enough gushing. Let’s get you out of those clothes so I can do some quick hand-stitching and get this suit just right for you. Go, go, go!”

      She shooed Rainbow back up to my room to get changed.

      He bounded up the steps, leaving Delphine and me in the living room. “I just spoke to Franklin Junior, I sent him my evaluation report for Odette’s art.”

      “You did?” She seemed unnerved by the subject. “You don’t think he’s going to sell it, do you?”

      “If he gets his hands on it, he’s certain to. It’s worth a great deal.”

      “Then we just have to make sure that doesn’t happen. You’ll make sure of that, won’t you Mr. Tate?”

      “It all depends on this morning’s meeting, I’m afraid. As I said before, I’m more than a little anxious.”

      “That makes two of us.” The rain drummed harder against the windows and Delphine hurried over to the front desk in the foyer, rummaging through drawers. “Goodness, where’s that duct tape. I must remember to tape up the windows before the storm gets worse.”

      “It’s going to be okay,” I reassured her.

      “You say that now, but wait till you experience a hurricane for yourself.”

      “I mean, Rainbow. Whatever happens in this meeting with Franklin Junior, we’ll make certain that Rainbow is looked after.”

      “I know,” she said, returning with a roll of duct tape. “I’ve already come up with a Plan B.”

      “A Plan B?”

      “Yes. You were the one who said that if Plan A doesn’t work, then we’ll have to come up with a Plan B. Well, I’ve already got one in mind.”

      “What is it?”

      “Let’s just see if Plan A works out first, shall we? Now would you mind giving me a hand with this?”

      She pulled a strip of tape and handed me one end, but before we could stick it to the window, Rainbow reappeared, dressed in his jeans and t-shirt again, the suit draped over one hand. He shook a finger at me and Delphine to indicate we were wasting our time, then made a hammering gesture with his hand before pointing at the windows.

      “You want to board them up?” Delphine asked.

      He nodded, then put two fists together before swiping them away from each other.

      “Yes, I know it’ll be safer,” Delphine said. “I’m not sure I have enough planks of wood in the basement.”

      Rainbow pointed to him and me and I said, “We’ll go look. You’re already busy enough finishing the suit.”

      Rainbow handed Delphine the suit, then took me by the hand and led me toward the door to the basement.

      As he towed me away, I glanced over my shoulder to see Delphine smiling with happiness at the sight of us. “Don’t be long, boys. Franklin Junior will be here in an hour.”
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        * * *

      

      The umbrella to which I clung did little to shield us from the lashing wind and rain. I was attempting to keep us as dry as possible, huddling close to Rainbow as he hammered boards onto the front windows of the inn, but the umbrella threatened to crumple into a ball at any moment, like an octopus protecting itself from a predator. Fortunately, it held out just long enough, folding inside out the moment Rainbow finished pounding the last nail into the wood.

      Almost instantly drenched, we hurried inside.

      Delphine had the news on the television while she sat on the couch in the living room, finishing the stitches on the suit. “Oh, my heavens, you look like a pair of drowned rats, you poor things. Get yourselves dried off and changed, and here, take this.”

      She handed Rainbow the suit, but before we left the room, my ears caught the newsreader’s announcement. I grabbed Rainbow by the elbow, and we turned to see that Delphine had switched on the closed captioning so Rainbow could read the newscast— “For those on the coast, you only have a few hours left to evacuate or hunker down. The National Weather Service has confirmed that Hurricane Dorothea has in fact increased in speed and force, expecting to make landfall sometime tonight as a category four storm. As with all hurricanes, the location is anyone’s guess, but at this stage most of the tracking models are pointing to the small town of Hope’s Bluff on the coast of Georgia. Residents of Hope’s Bluff, I hope you’re battening down those hatches because this storm is going to be brutal.”

      “Oh dear,” Delphine murmured.

      I checked the cat-faced clock on the wall. “Speaking of storms, Franklin Junior and his people will be here in fifteen minutes.” I said to Rainbow, “We need to get changed.”

      “And I need to get the coffee and cakes ready. Although I dare say not even a sugar-laden morning tea can sweeten up Franklin Junior. But anything’s worth trying.”

      As Rainbow headed up the stairs in front of me, I heard a knock at the front door. I turned to answer it. “Mr. Getty, come in before you get soaked.”

      Mr. Getty shook off his umbrella and closed it, leaving it at the door. “Good morning, Mr. Tate. I hope you’re ready for this.”

      “Are you talking about the hurricane or the meeting?”

      “Both.”

      I looked at him quizzically, thinking there was something different about him. “Wasn’t your eyepatch on the other side last time we met?”

      He looked at me suspiciously with one eye, then sniffed the air. “Do I smell cranberry double-nut pie?”

      “Come this way.” I led him to the dining room where Delphine had set out cups and saucers, plates and cloth napkins, and a small pile of shiny silver sporks that looked like they had been passed down for generations. She soon entered carrying a tray containing a coffee pot, a bowl of sugar cubes, a small jug of cream and a plate full of assorted cakes. “Well good morning, Mr. Getty. I hope everyone’s hungry, I’ve made plenty. I don’t know about you, but I always eat when I’m nervous.”

      “Then you might as well start hoeing in,” said Mr. Getty, “because I’m sorry to say I don’t think we’ve got a leg to stand on.”

      My shoulders stiffened. His words didn’t come as a surprise, but they unsettled me nonetheless. “That doesn’t exactly fill me with confidence.”

      “Neither does the fact that Franklin Junior has sided with the judge on this case already. I heard through the grapevine that the judge will even be attending this morning’s meeting.”

      “Is that how things are normally done?”

      “This is the world of Franklin Junior we’re talking about here. Things are done the way Franklin Junior wants them done. There is no other way.”

      Delphine gave a clap of her hands. “Now, now, you two. No more doom and gloom chitchat, there’ll be enough of that when Franklin Junior arrives. Mr. Tate, you need to get changed out of those wet clothes right quick. Now shoo! Shoo!”

      She was right. Our guests would be here at any moment. I hurried up the stairs and stepped into my room to see Rainbow dressed in the suit, all buttoned up and looking dashing but for the black necktie that he struggled to tie.

      “Here, let me help you with that.”

      I stood in front of him and took his hands in mine. I felt his fingers go limp, wanting to be held, to be guided. I flipped the tie under and looped it around and began tying the tie, but within moments he slipped his hands out of mine and slid the tie off.

      I looked at him, confused. “You don’t want to wear a tie? You don’t have to if you don’t want to, you look very handsome just the way you are.”

      But Rainbow shook his head, then gestured to me before he crossed both hands in front of his collar and let the index and middle fingers pop outward.

      I smiled. “Is that the sign for bowtie?”

      He smiled back and nodded.

      “What a beautiful sign. It’s like a butterfly spreading its wings.” I leaned forward and kissed him tenderly before saying, “You make me see the world in such a different way. You make me see beauty in the smallest things. For that I’ll be eternally grateful. I needed that. I needed to see beyond me.”

      He touched my cheek and kissed me again. Then with his hands he imitated whiskers growing from his cheeks.

      “Now that one I know.” I went to the dresser drawers in my room and found the yellow bowtie with the cat’s whiskers on it.

      He beamed and nodded.

      “Now stand still for me.”

      I wrapped the bowtie around his neck, looped it over, straightened it and tightened it perfectly. “There. Now it suits your sunny disposition. Maybe it’ll help us ride out this storm.” I glanced at the time. “Oh gosh, I need to get ready too. They’ll be here any minute.”

      Quickly I changed.

      Rainbow helped button me up and slid my jacket up my arms. He knelt and tied my shoelaces for me while I tied my own bowtie, the new pink one with the black paw prints.

      As he stood before me, I straightened his sleeves.

      I patted down the front of his jacket.

      I combed my fingers through his hair, and I wondered if this was what it would be like to marry someone… to marry him… the two of us dressed in suits, my stomach twisting with nerves while my defiant heart boom-boom-boomed at the very sight of him.

      Unfortunately, I was expecting this to be anything but a happy occasion.

      “Come on, let’s get this over and done with.”

      He clasped his hand tightly in mine and together we left my room.

      At the bottom of the stairs, I heard a knock at the front door.

      Delphine rushed to answer it.

      Rainbow pulled his hand away from mine and my heart fractured a little.

      I got it, he had been bullied enough by his older brother his entire life, he didn’t need to add fuel to the fire by holding my hand now as Franklin Junior walked in the room.

      Still, all I wanted to do was hold him tight; was to tell him we’d be okay, no matter what.

      I resisted the urge by putting my hand in my pocket.

      Delphine opened the door and four men in suits entered, shaking off their umbrellas and shoving them at Delphine to deal with their dripping mess.

      The first two men were young, with an air of arrogance and privilege that Franklin Junior no doubt surrounded himself with.

      The third man was an older, distinguished-looking gentleman, with a smug and condescending smile that looked as though it could slip into a sneer of contempt at any second.

      And then there was Franklin Junior bringing up the rear, large and formidable, a bulldozer of a man whose physicality was as threatening as the self-assured smirk on his face.

      “Well, well, well… if it isn’t my little brother himself… in the flesh. I haven’t seen you since, well, I don’t even remember. That’s how much I’ve missed you.” As he spoke, he looked down to wipe his feet on Delphine’s good rug, tossing his coat at her like she was his servant.

      The rage in me bubbled to boiling point, and the guy had only just walked in the door. “Excuse me, Mr. Fontaine. You’ll need to look at Rainbow directly if you expect him to read your lips. Although I would think as his older brother, you’d already know that.”

      Franklin Junior completely ignored my instructions, instead giving me a curious look. “Mr. Tate? It’s nice to see you… although this meeting has nothing to do with you, so if you’ll excuse us…”

      “Actually, I’m here to assist Rainbow in these legal matters. In fact, this meeting was my idea.”

      Franklin Junior glared at me with annoyance while the older gentlemen’s condescending smile slipped into the sneer of contempt just as I predicted it might. He glanced at Franklin Junior. “F.J.? What’s going on here?”

      “I have no idea, but I expect we’re about to find out.”

      Flustered and frantic, with an armful of umbrellas and coats, Delphine did her best to point toward the dining room. “Cake, anyone? I’ve baked more than enough… I hope.”
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        * * *

      

      The rain pounded against the roof.

      The gutters groaned.

      The rafters moaned.

      The entire inn seemed to voice its grievances not at the storm, but at the mere presence of Franklin Junior and his entourage.

      The four of them sat on one side of the table while Delphine, Mr. Getty, Rainbow and I sat opposite them.

      Before we got down to business, Franklin Junior introduced his retinue. “To my left is Caleb Underwood, one of the junior partners in our firm and an expert in inheritance law. Beside him is Knox Calloway. Don’t be fooled by his youth. He may be young, but rest assured he’s one of the toughest litigators in the land. Should this go to court he’ll be the one representing my interests. And last but by no means least, to my right is the honorable Judge Granger Holt, a dear friend of my late daddy Franklin Senior. Judge Holt has joined us today purely to offer his advice on the proceedings, in case we can resolve this in a more civilized manner and save all of us a lot of time and money. You understand, I’m sure.”

      Nervously Delphine gulped down a piece of cake so loudly her throat clacked.

      Everyone turned to look at her.

      She smiled meekly, mopping her lips with a napkin. “Sorry y’all. Guess I’m a little peckish. Anyone like a slice of cranberry double-nut pie?”

      Franklin Junior and his colleagues ignored her. “Might I suggest we get down to business so we can all get out of here before that storm gets any worse. As we know, my grandmother Odette Fontaine was of questionable mind when she passed six months ago—”

      “Objection, your honor,” declared Mr. Getty.

      Franklin Junior and his cronies all laughed. “Calm down, old-timer. We’re not in court yet. As I just said, we’re all trying to avoid that inconvenience. Maybe you should turn up your hearing aid. Or has my brother borrowed it for this meeting.”

      “No need to be rude,” I stepped in. “I thought you wanted to keep things civilized.”

      “That’s my intention. Although I’m yet to hear what your intention is. Would you like to enlighten us all, Mr. Tate? What the hell are you doing here?”

      “And who the hell are you?” added Judge Holt.

      “My name is Miles Tate. Mr. Fontaine employed me to evaluate Odette Fontaine’s art collection.”

      “And have you done so?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Then I fail to see what reason you have for being here at this meeting. Isn’t your job done?”

      “Yes… and no. My evaluation work is finished. But I’ve decided to stay and help Rainbow with his case.”

      “Why, exactly?” challenged Franklin Junior. “What are you trying to do, get friendly with my gullible little brother and swipe my grandmother’s artwork out from under his nose? You told me you were planning on becoming an art dealer. Is that how you intend to start your collection?”

      “Absolutely not,” intervened Delphine. “Mr. Tate has been nothing but a gentleman to Rainbow. He’s even started learning sign language to better communicate with him, which is more than anyone can say for you, his own brother.”

      Judge Holt slapped his hand on the table. “Can we please refrain from calling him Rainbow? This is a legal proceeding we’re talking about here, not a schoolyard. The boy’s birth name is Ryan-Beau and shall henceforth be referred to as such.”

      Rainbow suddenly knocked on the table loudly, then showed everyone the four fingers of his dominant hand and painted an invisible arc through the air.

      Judge Holt screwed up his face in frustration. “What the hell is that mumbo-jumbo?”

      Franklin Junior rolled his eyes. “Ignore him. This is what he does for attention.”

      This time I was the one who banged my hand on the table. “He’s telling you his name is Rainbow. That’s what he wants to be called. Don’t you get it? He left Ryan-Beau behind a long time ago.”

      “He can insist on calling himself whatever he likes,” Franklin Junior said. “With the ridiculous bowties you’re wearing you can call yourselves Tweedle-Dumb and Tweedle-Dumber for all I care. But this is the prelude to a legal proceeding… something you people know nothing about… so why don’t you all just do exactly what Judge Holt suggests.”

      “Excuse me, Mr. Fontaine,” said Mr. Getty, “but I am in fact a lawyer.”

      “No offense, old-timer, but when you took the bar exam, were you at law school or were you in an actual bar… because I can smell the moonshine from here.”

      “How dare you?” fumed Delphine. “I think I’ve had just about enough of you insulting my friends.”

      “Then why don’t you go back into the kitchen where you belong.”

      Delphine gasped in outrage.

      Quickly I held up my hand to try and stop things from descending into utter chaos. “Stop! Everyone, just stop! I think we’ll all agree that the sooner this meeting is over, the better.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” said Judge Holt. “So let me cut to the chase. F.J. here has already run the facts of this case by me. It’s quite clear that his grandmother’s faculties were indeed questionable at the time of her signing the will…”

      “Judge Holt, I disagree vehemently,” said Mr. Getty, pulling out a large folder and thumping it on the table. “According to the laws of the good state of Georgia…”

      Judge Holt gave him an irritable glance. “Thank you for your input, but we know which state we’re in, Mister… ah…”

      “Getty. It’s Mr. Bartholomew Getty, thank you very much.”

      “Mr. Getty, if you’ll allow me to continue…”

      “With all due respect, your honor, I’d like to interject. I have here documents proving that Odette was in possession of all her mental faculties to the end, including her end-of-life instructions and her final will and testament stating she was of sound mind when she signed it.”

      “Mr. Getty, when a person dies of a terminal illness, they go through stages of clarity then confusion. It can be an extremely distressing time for the family, who obviously cling to those brief moments of lucidity whenever they can. But sometimes disorientation can mask itself as clear reasoning, which puts the validity of all your documents in doubt. As an expert in inheritance law, it won’t take much for Mr. Underwood over there to do a little digging and find examples of the patient’s failing mental state and sound judgment. I assure you, in doing so, the wonderful memories you have of your loved one will be tainted forever. Is that what you all want? To tarnish the life of a woman whose final wishes may not have been her true intention?”

      Delphine stood so angrily she knocked her chair over. “If you please, I know exactly what Odette’s true intentions were. She meant everything to me, and I meant everything to her, as did Rainbow. But the one person who meant absolutely nothing was that man sitting beside you, for the simple reason that he made life hell for Rainbow ever since he was a little boy. Which is why she left everything, including her house and every last one of her paintings, to the one person who deserved it all.” With a tear streaking down her face she pointed and said, “May the court record show that I’m currently pointing at Rainbow sitting between me and Mr. Tate, because he’s the one who deserves Odette’s inheritance.”

      Before anyone could say another word, Mr. Getty began applauding. “Here, here!”

      Judge Holt’s patronizing smirk returned. He glanced at Franklin Junior and the pair chuckled before the judge said, “That’s a very noble speech. Really it is. Perhaps I should put this another way.” He sat forward and clasped his hands together like a villain in a western saloon. “People like you don’t stand a chance against people like Franklin Junior… or me, for that matter. You don’t have the experience, intellect or nerve to take on this fight and win. Not only will your efforts be futile, but if I have anything to do with it, they’ll be punished, simply for wasting my time. I’ll ensure that Franklin Junior walks away with everything in the will, then I’ll recommend he sues you all for defamation after that libelous little rant of yours. Everything any of you own will become fodder in a feud you never should have taken on. This inn and every piece of tatty furniture you’ve ever loved will be taken from you like cotton candy from a trailer-trash baby at the town fair.”

      “No court will allow that,” I challenged.

      Judge Holt leveled his gaze at me. “My courthouse will. And if there’s a single hurdle in my way, I’ll bind this case in so much red tape nobody will ever get anything. If Franklin Junior can’t have that house and its contents, then neither will his brother. Rest assured, it won’t come to that. This estate belongs to Franklin Junior and it will be made his. Are we clear?”

      “But you can’t do that,” I objected, stunned at the words I was hearing. “That’s bias. That’s a conflict of interest. It’s against the law.”

      Judge Holt gave me a pitiful smile. “Mr. Tate… I am the law. I can and will do whatever I please to help my friends. That’s the thing about the company you keep… choose your friends wisely and you’ll always win. Choose poorly, and everything that’s yours is for the taking. Even if we don’t want it, we’ll take it… just to prove how powerful we really are. Wouldn’t you agree, F.J.?”

      “Absolutely, your honor,” Franklin Junior nodded. “As a matter of fact, I don’t even want Odette’s wreck of a house. It’s a disaster waiting to fall apart.”

      “Then why are you even doing this?” I asked incredulously.

      “To torment Rainbow. To kick him out of his home. To take away the last thing he loves. He’s an embarrassment to our family name. If Daddy was still alive, he’d be ashamed of bringing Rainbow into this world. He deserves nothing, and that’s what I want him to have… nothing. I want to see him homeless. I want to push him to his knees like I’ve done all my life and watch him cry. I want to watch him disappear into the night and never, ever see him again.”

      I glanced at Rainbow, knowing he was reading every vile word that fell from his brother’s lips.

      I saw his jaw clench.

      I saw him grit his teeth.

      I saw the tears of rage well in his eyes and I knew he was about to lunge.

      I moved to stop him, but I was too slow.

      Before I could grab him, Rainbow launched himself across the table at his brother, knocking over the coffee pot and sending cakes scattering.

      Franklin, Judge Holt and their two cronies jumped up from their chairs, backing away in fright before switching their fear to nervous laughter, watching as Delphine and I each grabbed one of Rainbow’s legs and hauled him back.

      “Whoa!” mocked Franklin Junior. “You wanna add an assault charge to the lawsuit, be my guest. It’ll just be another nail in your coffin, you little retard. Face it, you’re about to lose everything and there is nothing… nothing… you can do about it.”

      Wiping his hands on his jacket as though he was wiping off the meeting, Judge Holt said, “In summary, gentlemen…”

      “And lady!” Delphine asserted.

      Judge Holt gave an exasperated humph. “In summary, if you try to challenge, contest or threaten our efforts in any way, we will use our power to trample you to the ground. After all, it’s what we were put on God’s green earth to do. Now, if nobody has anything further to say, I declare this meeting adjourned. From this point on, we’d appreciate a smooth and effortless proceeding… if it’s all the same to you. Now if you’ll excuse us, we need to get going before that storm hits. The roads are chaos and you’ve already inconvenienced us enough.” He turned to his colleagues and gestured for the door. “Gentlemen?”

      With that, Judge Holt, Franklin Junior and the others left the room. They collected their coats and umbrellas, then left the inn without closing the door behind them.

      Hearing the wind and rain blow in, I hurried for the door and pushed it shut before returning to the stunned and angry faces of my friends in the dining room.

      With a numb, ghostly expression, Mr. Getty said, “Well, that went even worse than I expected.”

      “Oh my,” said Delphine, distractedly picking up a slice of mocha velvet pie. “We can’t lose the inn. If Rainbow loses the house this is the last place left that we have… even then, I don’t think Gilbert and the cats are going to make very good bedfellows!”

      Rainbow had already begun to pace, his feet stomping with every step.

      I grabbed him by the arm and tried to pull him up. “Rainbow. Calm down. He’s not worth all this anger. Just try to—”

      But Rainbow yanked his arm out of my grip, shaking his head as the tears flowed. He began signing furiously, so quickly I didn’t have a hope of understanding a word.

      “Delphine, help me here.”

      Delphine watched intently, helplessly, her eyes darting and unable to keep up with him. “Rainbow, sugar-pie, slow down!”

      Something slammed against the roof with a loud bang.

      Everyone flinched except Rainbow who continued to sign, trying frantically to communicate his rage and fear.

      “What the hell was that?” asked Mr. Getty, looking up to where the bang came from.

      “Probably the weathervane coming lose,” Delphine said.

      Rainbow grew even more frustrated and angry, realizing that we were no longer paying attention to his frantic signing, realizing he was competing with forces he couldn’t even hear, despite how desperate he was for our attention.

      He slammed his fist on the table.

      He turned to us, then with his arms outstretched in front of him, he clapped his hands together hard, one on top of the other, fingers slotting together like teeth.

      “Alligator?” I asked. “Are you saying alligator?”

      He nodded then jabbed his two index fingers together.

      Delphine stepped in. “He hurts. Franklin Junior feels like an alligator bite.”

      Rainbow slowed down a little, nodding and crying while he tapped his middle finger to his heart.

      “He hurts your heart like an alligator bite,” Delphine said.

      I didn’t know what else to do but wrap Rainbow in my arms. I embraced him and kissed him on the head as lovingly as I could.

      I remembered a moment from my boyhood when my older brother Dwight had disturbed a hornet’s nest and was stung so bad, that my parents had to call the doctor to the farm. As he lay there in his bed, with bandages and welts all over his face and arms, I watched my mother hold him and kiss him like I had never been held and kissed before.

      I remember thinking— what would it take for her to hold me like that someday?

      What creature had to sting me?

      What beast had to bite me so that I could know the love of my family?

      I realized in that moment that for kids like me and Rainbow, it was our families who were the wasps and the alligators… and that we’d have to find a family of our own to hold us tight when the pain got too much.

      As these thoughts raced through my head, I felt Delphine’s arms, as short as they were, reach around both me and Rainbow.

      Delphine and I managed to contain Rainbow’s wild energy and sheer anger for a few seconds before he broke free of us both, running for the front door.

      “Rainbow, stop!” I shouted in vain.

      I hurried after him, but he was fast.

      The wind and rain blew in through the open door.

      I looked outside and saw him running away toward town.

      I was about to go after him when Delphine called to me. “Mr. Tate, wait!”

      “I have to go after him.”

      “Mr. Tate, a hurricane is coming. Rainbow’s not prepared for it, so you might as well be.”

      “But I can catch him if I—”

      “No, you can’t. No offense, but that boy can move like lightning when he needs to run and hide. I don’t blame him. Don’t worry, he won’t get far, but when you do find him, you’ll both need supplies. Follow me.”

      I glanced back into the rain, but I could no longer see him. Hastily, I trailed Delphine into the sitting room. She opened her hurricane kit and pulled out a pair of raincoats. “I always keep spares. Here. And take this too.” She handed me a heavy-duty flashlight. “Just in case. Storms like this can turn quickly. It could get dark before you know it.”

      “Are you taking the cats down to the basement now?”

      “Not yet. There’s a Plan B that I need to take care of first.”

      “You still haven’t told me what Plan B is?”

      From behind us, Mr. Getty suddenly appeared. “I don’t suppose you have another of those raincoats. I rather stupidly decided to walk instead of driving here, I didn’t expect the storm to turn so quickly. My old umbrella doesn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell in that wind and rain. You’d think I’d learn to listen to Toto more closely.”

      “Let me drive you back to the lighthouse,” I said, pulling my car keys out of my pocket. “We might catch sight of Rainbow on the way. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      The car pitched with every gust of wind. The wipers had trouble keeping up with the rain as it became more and more torrential by the minute.

      As we headed through town, heading north for the point on which the lighthouse stood, we squinted through the blurry windshield looking intently for Rainbow, but there was no sign of him. Soon Hope’s Bluff was behind us. We were heading in the opposite direction of the beach house. I drove slowly and carefully along the winding road to the lighthouse.

      “I’m sorry that meeting went so badly,” Mr. Getty said. “That man is a monster, and so are his hell hounds.”

      “It’s not your fault. I’m not sure what we were thinking, believing we could even outsmart him. Regardless of the outcome, I have the money for your fee.”

      “Keep it. I don’t want it. I never wanted it. All I wanted was the opportunity to see Franklin Junior shovel down a mouthful of humble pie, no matter how much he wanted to spit it back up. I suppose I’ll have to wait a little longer to see that day… unless of course I die first.”

      “Mr. Getty, I’m happy to pay you. I have the money from Franklin Junior’s evaluation.”

      “Give it to Rainbow. After his ass-hat of a brother takes everything away from him, Rainbow’s gonna need every penny he can get.”

      Another gust of wind shook the car as I pulled up in front of the lighthouse.

      I wondered if Toto was inside howling with vindication that he was right after all. Or was he hiding under the stairs now, having done his job of warning us all of the impending danger, he himself now taking shelter to ride out the storm and hope for the best?

      I hoped he was safe.

      I hoped we all were.

      Mr. Getty laid his hand on the handle of the car door, but before he let the squall in he said, “I hope you stay after the storm is gone. I like you. You’re a good person, Mr. Tate. The world could use more of your kind. I do hope you stay, and if you do, I hope you make Rainbow happy. He’s been short on happiness for way too long. There’s some catching up to be done. Now if you’ll excuse me, Toto’s waiting for me. I’ll see you on the other side.”

      With that he opened the door.

      I was met with a rush of wind, rain and sea spray.

      Mr. Getty shut the door behind him. I watched him hurry to his lighthouse and disappear inside.

      I turned south and drove back through town.

      I figured Rainbow was making his way back to the beach house, although he wasn’t going to get far on foot in this weather. But then again, that was the thing about Rainbow. He was impetuous. Irrational. Hot-tempered and quick to react, no matter how reckless that reaction might be. Yes, these were the things I knew about him now.

      I also knew he was traumatized.

      He was an animal with wounds that never seemed to get the chance to heal.

      He was scarred deeply.

      He was broken almost irreparably.

      He was buckled beneath a history of hurt.

      But I knew also that no matter how many layers of pain and heartache and anger he was carrying, beneath it all was hope… and courage… and most importantly love.

      Yes, no matter how hard his brother and parents had tried to demoralize and destroy him, Rainbow had never lost his capacity for love.

      Odette had kept that alive in him, and maybe now… just maybe… it was my job to make sure it stayed alive…

      That Rainbow himself stayed alive.

      “Rainbow,” I said aloud, spotting his smeared figure. It was difficult to see, there was so much rain washing down the windshield it seemed as though the glass was melting. But even through my splintered vision I recognized his walk, that furious stride, like a battered limp that refused to reveal itself, instead masking his gait as a determined march.

      I pulled the car to a halt in front of him and got out.

      Almost instantly I was as drenched as he was.

      I said nothing.

      I simply rushed around to the passenger door and pulled on the handle.

      The wind caught it and flung the door open with so much force I thought it was going to snap off its hinges.

      I pointed to the passenger seat.

      He hesitated, his teeth still gritted in fury.

      I pointed even more emphatically as the rain stung my face.

      Rainbow could see that this stand-off was going nowhere.

      I could see on his face that he knew he needed to get back home, to secure the shutters and board up the windows, but that was never going to happen if he didn’t get in the car.

      Reluctantly he climbed onto the passenger seat and slammed the door shut.

      I hurried around to the driver’s side and closed my door.

      As the rain lashed the car and the wind rocked it on its wheels, I looked at him… this poor, fragile, battered boy.

      Even with his face drenched and his cheeks flush with cold, I could tell he’d been crying.

      I leaned over, took his face in my hands, and kissed him.

      He did not resist.

      He needed help.

      He needed protection.

      He needed love.

      As the storm swayed the car, we kissed…

      We held each other…

      Until eventually I pulled away to look at him. “We need to save Odette’s art. It can’t stay in the house. We need to get it somewhere safe.”

      With one hand, he spelled out—

      D-E-L-P-H-I-N-E-S.
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        * * *

      

      Crossing the narrow, rickety bridge on Seafarer’s Way was nothing short of terrifying. I drove slowly, carefully, fearful that a gust of wind would tilt the wheels and push the car in the marsh.

      Thankfully that didn’t happen.

      We made it safely across and I pulled the car up at the foot of the dune.

      We had to push hard against the wind to get the doors open.

      We struggled up the dune, Rainbow reaching back for my hand and helping me up to the crest of the sand hill.

      At the top we were met with the full force of the wind.

      The sea was wild, a furious force that sent waves sweeping up the shore and wrapping around the pylons of the house in frothy fury. Several window shutters had already been snapped off their hinges and a drenched curtain billowed through a smashed window on the second story, the sodden fabric slapping the side of the house.

      With my hand still clasped tightly in his, Rainbow towed me down the other side of the dune.

      We rushed through the ankle-deep water of a wave that washed up from under the house, before hurrying up the porch steps.

      Inside, the entire house was banging and groaning and howling, almost as if it was in pain. I was glad Rainbow couldn’t hear it, the very sound of his home being lashed and pounded racked my heart.

      The thumping of the storm against the house was accompanied by the thumping of Rainbow bounding up the stairs to Odette’s room.

      I followed close behind.

      The lock on the French doors had broken and the doors slammed one then the other, over and over, in the tumultuous wind. Three glass panels had shattered and left a minefield of glass across the floor. I was glad Rainbow was wearing shoes for once.

      Quickly he crossed the room, pulled off the bowtie he was wearing and secured the door handles together with a knot.

      Who knew how long that would hold them, but it was sufficient for now.

      I followed him into the walk-in closet to the stash of Odette’s paintings. We carried them out three at a time. They were heavy and would take several trips to the car. We each took as many as we could carry and hauled them downstairs, but before Rainbow could head to the door with them, I caught him by the arm.

      “We need to cover them. The rain will ruin them.”

      Hastily Rainbow looked around, then began grabbing sheets off the furniture.

      We covered the artwork up swiftly, wrapping two or three in each bundle. It wasn’t a perfect job, but it would have to do.

      He jiggled his hand at me as though he was turning a key, gesturing for me to give him the car keys. He patted my chest and pointed upstairs to Odette’s bedroom. He patted his own chest and pointed to the front door.

      I gave him the keys. “Are you sure you’ll be alright?”

      Nodding, he picked up the first bundle of paintings and bolted out the front door into the torrent.

      I hurried up the stairs and proceeded to bring down as many paintings as I could at a time, until soon the walk-in closet was empty of artwork.

      In the living room a window smashed.

      Upstairs, something crashed and thudded to the floor.

      It felt as though the whole house was starting to fall apart.

      I puffed and panted as I yanked all the remaining sheets from the furniture, tearing off strips to bind them tightly once they were wrapped.

      As I did so, a completely soaked Rainbow came and took bundle after bundle out to the car, himself exhausted with the effort of battling the storm and trudging up and down the dune.

      When we were down to the last two bundles, I took one and he took the other and together we clambered up the dune and down the other side in the pouring rain and shrill wind.

      By now the sky was dark, the storm consuming all daylight.

      When Rainbow opened the back door of the car, the interior light illuminated the stacks of paintings piled almost to the roof. We shoved the last two bundles inside, then he handed me back the car keys and pointed for me to get in behind the wheel.

      He held up a finger, asking me to wait, then closed the door to shield me from the rain before disappearing back over the dune.

      He was gone for longer than I was expecting. I was about to get out and go looking for him when suddenly the car door opened, and he reappeared.

      This time he was carrying a shoebox which he gently handed to me.

      “What’s this?”

      Carefully he lifted the lid, and inside, trembling and cowering in a corner, was little Gilbert.

      “You hold him while I drive,” I said. “I’m happy to just concentrate on getting us back in one piece.”

      But Rainbow shook his head. He gestured to me and Gilbert then pointed the way back to town.

      “You’re not coming? You have to come, Rainbow. It’s not safe here by yourself.”

      He imitated hammering and pointed back to the house.

      “Rainbow, you can’t batten down the house on your own, you need my help. We’ll come back together and do it.”

      He slapped at his wrist to say— No time!

      He pointed to me, Gilbert, and the paintings in the back, then flicked his hand toward the bridge over the marsh and the coast road beyond.

      He was getting angry.

      He was not going to argue with me, that much I knew.

      Before I could stop him, he turned and hurried back over the dune to the house, leaving me holding the shoebox in one hand and struggling to keep the car door open with the other.

      “Fuck!”

      I tried to think rationally.

      I knew that trying to get him back was only wasting precious minutes.

      I slammed the car door shut, put Gilbert’s shoebox on the passenger seat and fastened the safety belt around it.

      I started the ignition and the deluge glowed in the headlights.

      Slowly I drove back over the bridge… praying that Rainbow would be safe until I returned…

      Hoping I would even be able to return as the hurricane edged closer and closer to the coast.
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        * * *

      

      Driving through Hope’s Bluff was like driving through a storm-lashed ghost town, the beam of the headlights illuminating every shop and house already boarded up and sandbagged, with no sign of life anywhere. Those who hadn’t fled town by now were locked inside their homes, hoping that Hurricane Dorothea would somehow spare the tiny seaside village.

      I clung to the wheel, every gust of wind threatening to capsize the car. I pulled up in front of the inn, and with the shoebox tucked safely under my arm I raced inside.

      Just like the beach house, the inn quaked with the force of the storm, things thudding and creaking and smashing and shrieking.

      “Delphine! Delphine, where are you?”

      From the stairs to the basement, Delphine came puffing and panting. “Oh Mr. Tate, you’re safe. Where’s Rainbow? Please tell me you found him.”

      “He’s back at the house.”

      “What’s he doing there? They’re saying the hurricane is getting stronger. They say it’ll be a Category Five by the time it makes landfall. That house is too old to withstand that kind of storm.”

      “He’s trying to protect it. He’s boarding it up now. I came back with Odette’s artwork… and this.”

      I handed her the shoebox. She opened the lid and whimpered with relief. “Oh, Gilbert. You’ll be safe with us. The cats will look after you.”

      “You’re not going to feed him to them for supper, are you?”

      “Of course not! They’re all in their cages. I’ll sit him up on the storage shelf where he’ll be safe and sound. There’s room for Odette’s paintings down there too. Now let’s get that artwork into the basement right quick so that you can bring back that stubborn boy of ours.”

      Hearing her refer to Rainbow as ‘ours’ made me want to speed back to him even faster.

      It made me regret leaving him in the first place.

      “God, I shouldn’t have left him there, should I.”

      “You and I both know what he’s like. Once he’s got his mind made up on something, there’s no budging that boy. Now let’s get those paintings inside so you can get back there and do whatever it takes to bring him back.”

      There was no time for raincoats or umbrellas.

      We lugged the bound bundles of art as quickly as we could into the inn and down the stairs.

      In the basement, the cats made low, mournful yowls.

      We stacked the paintings, then Delphine sat Gilbert’s shoebox on the top shelf of an old bookcase crowded with frayed books and yellowed lampshades and dusty, rusty tins of paint.

      “He’ll be safe there. Now go. Git! Rainbow needs you.”

      I nodded. “We’ll be back. We’ll be back as soon as we can. Stay safe.”

      “You too,” she told me. “The door will be unlocked. I’ll be waiting down here for you. Now hurry!”
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        * * *

      

      By the time I reached the beach house the swell was even bigger.

      The wind no longer howled; it roared like a freight-train.

      I waded through the wash of foam as a wave rushed up from under the house. This time it reached well above my ankles, sweeping all the way up to my thighs and almost bowling me over before I grabbed the handrail of the porch steps and pulled myself to safety.

      I watched the wave gush all the way to the foot of the dune, eating away at chunks of sand that crumbled into the water before returning to the sea. As the water swirled and rushed back and forth under the house, it felt almost as though Rainbow’s home was now an island, a boat, a raft that might splinter apart and tumble into the furious sea at any moment.

      As the fearful thought spun through my head, Rainbow grabbed me by the shoulder, and I jumped with fright.

      “Jesus don’t do that,” I shouted out of habit over the wind and rain.

      Of course there was no need to shout.

      He needed to see my lips, not hear my voice. The storm could drown out every sound I made, it wouldn’t matter so long as he could see me.

      “Are you alright?”

      Rainbow nodded and pointed at me.

      “I’m fine,” I answered. “It’s crazy out there.”

      He made the sign for mouse with a quick flick of his finger across his nose.

      I nodded. “Yes, Gilbert’s safe too. So are Odette’s paintings. Now let’s save your artwork and get the hell back to Delphine’s. We’ll be safe there.”

      I thought Rainbow was going to argue.

      I thought he was going to dig in his heels and insist on staying at the house.

      But I knew he could feel every bang and crash and snap and smash in the bones of the old home.

      I knew because I could feel it too.

      Instead of arguing, he looked at me, a sense of panic and fear in his eyes, and nodded emphatically.

      He grabbed my hand and together we raced up the stairs, passed Odette’s room and up the ladder to the attic.

      With a shove of his shoulder, he opened the hatch…

      And suddenly it was as though we entered the heart of the storm.

      Rainbow crawled into the attic, staying low, and I climbed up after him.

      “Oh my God.”

      The room had itself become the tempest.

      The French doors had not only been pushed open by the hurricane, letting the wind and rain tear through the room, but one of the doors had been ripped clean off its frame and had vanished into the storm.

      The paintings had been flung around the room, one wedged through a smashed window, the rest buckled and bent and snapped apart.

      The sculptures of creatures from the sea and sky flew through the room and impacted with the walls, breaking into smithereens. The jars hanging from the ceiling spun like deadly propellor blades. Some had already smashed to the floor before another came loose and nearly smashed into Rainbow’s head. Had he not ducked in time it most certainly would have killed him. As it exploded into a million pieces on the wall behind him, he turned to me and shook his head, pointing desperately back down the hatch.

      This time it was me who dug my heels in. “No!” I said, shaking my head. “Rainbow, it’s your art. We need to save what we can!”

      Through the tumult I reached for a broken canvas. It blew out of my hand. I made a grab for another before Rainbow seized me by the forearm and yanked me back.

      “No Miles!” he shouted, his voice firm and clear.

      The sound of it shocked me, but I wasn’t about to give up yet. “Rainbow, we can save it. At least some of it.”

      But as the wind and rain swept his face, Rainbow simply shook his head. “Let it go, Miles. I can start again. You and I… we can start over… together.”

      “But… but your art… it’s what you live for.”

      Rainbow smiled. “Maybe now I have something else to live for.”

      With that he leaned forward and kissed me.

      He kissed me with so much intensity, so much love, that for one brief moment, the storm…

      The chaos…

      All the hurt…

      It simply vanished.

      I could have stayed in that moment forever while the world fell apart around us.

      I could have stayed safe in that kiss for all eternity.

      But before I knew it, he pulled out, one hand resting on my cold wet face as he said, “We need to go… while we still can.”

      He moved through the maelstrom of the attic as though he could protect me from anything, guiding me to the hatch and onto the first rungs of the ladder.

      At that moment there was a loud ripping sound.

      I looked up to see a section of the roof peel away.

      I pulled at the drenched hem of Rainbow’s trousers, almost yanking him down onto the ladder with me, the pair of us toppling and tumbling down the first rungs before Rainbow grabbed the hatch and slammed it shut.

      We jumped down the last rungs of the ladder and scurried down the stairs.

      We raced out the front door to the edge of the porch steps.

      The sea surrounded us, but there was no time to hesitate.

      Rainbow took my hand, and together we descended the steps into the rushing waters.

      The rain pelted our skin.

      The pull of the ocean was strong, the seas toying with us, pushing us forward toward the dune before trying to drag us back out to sea.

      Behind us, something cracked like thunder.

      Rainbow didn’t hear it, but I couldn’t help but look back, watching as a chunk of the roof spun away into the blackening sky like a scene from The Wizard of Oz.

      Step by step we made our way to the dune, the sand like mud as we climbed to the top and let ourselves slide and stumble down the other side.

      We ran to the car.

      Rainbow pulled open the passenger door and I slid quickly behind the wheel, shutting the door with a slam.

      The wind shook the car like a toy.

      I flicked on the headlights and turned the wheel, the old bridge coming into view ahead of us. The storm whipped marsh water in hectic waves over the clattering planks. I put my foot on the accelerator, but before we were a quarter of the way across, the bridge began to come undone.

      Here and there, the wind plucked planks off the bridge, hurling them into the storm as though they were toothpicks.

      I stood on the brakes just as a flying plank hit the hood and speared itself into the windshield, turning the glass into a spiderweb of cracks.

      “Oh fuck!” I breathed, shoving the gears into reverse.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw more planks launch into the sky behind us.

      Before the storm could rip the bridge apart completely, I stepped on the accelerator.

      The wheels spun on the wet, rotting wood, then the car reeled in reverse, pitching and rocking and moving so fast it managed to clear the gaps of the missing planks.

      My fingers clamped the steering wheel tight.

      Rainbow clung to the dash.

      With one last burst of speed, we reversed off the bridge, the wheels churning up the sand before the car became bogged.

      I turned to Rainbow who was still clinging to the dash in shock. I grabbed his chin and turned his face to mine. “We’re not getting out this way. We need to get back to the house. We can’t stay here.”

      Heaving our doors open against a wind that tried desperately to keep us captive in the car, Rainbow and I managed to push our way out. He took hold of me and together we made it to the top of the dune before tumbling down, the other side. I splashed into the turbulent tide and was almost swept out with it before Rainbow grabbed me.

      Wading and floundering through the currents, I thought these would be my last moments. I was sure I was going to die.

      But worse than that… I thought Rainbow was going to die too.

      How could this be the end of him?

      How could the world take away a boy who had already suffered so much?

      How could it claim a heart as big as his, before his time was up?

      As the violent seawater pushed us forward, pulled us back, tugged us left and dragged us right, Rainbow somehow managed to grab a porch step.

      He hauled me up onto the step beside him, then clawed his way up onto the rattling porch, out of the angry currents, pulling me up along with him.

      He staggered to his feet then helped me up.

      We pushed our way through the front door and into the banging, clattering, splintering house.

      Rainbow dragged me to the staircase.

      As we climbed the first few steps, a window imploded and sent glass flying through the living room.

      “Where are we going?” I called, but he had his back to me and just kept pulling me to the top of the stairs…

      Into Odette’s bedroom.

      The French doors had been all but destroyed, now just flaps of broken wood swinging on hinges, the bowtie that Delphine had made long gone.

      The wind had toppled the dresser and the chandelier now lay shattered by the foot of the bed, like a stash of diamonds had been spilled across the floor.

      With a hard shove he pushed me into the walk-in closet.

      I glanced back to see him yank the mattress off the bed.

      He dragged it into the closet, slammed the door shut behind him, then pushed the mattress against the door.

      That’s when he turned to me…

      His face full of dread…

      His eyes brimming with tears.

      The fear filled me again…

      Until he wrapped his arms around me, squeezing me so tight it were as though we two became one.

      His warmth enveloped me.

      His heart pounded in time with mine.

      His hands pressed themselves against my back, his strength holding me safe.

      “Manu fortis,” I breathed, and slowly my faith in him overcame my fear of the storm.

      Together we crouched.

      We huddled inside the closet, shivering in our cold wet clothes as the hurricane slowly took the house apart, piece by piece.

      As its thunderous force dismantled Odette’s home, Rainbow reached up and yanked her clothes from the hangers above us.

      He covered us in piles of cashmere and chiffon, in sequins and satin…

      Fabrics as light as air…

      And yet, in that moment, Odette’s clothes were like armor.

      Our shield.

      Our warmth.

      Our protection from the world.

      Somehow, I’d never felt safer.
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      In years to come, Odette Fontaine would become known as one of America’s greatest artists. Her use of bold colors to express form, her use of texture to create presence, her often unexpected compositional form used to illicit a unique emotional response… these would become trademarks of her work that would have critics and audiences applauding her genius for decades to come; accolades and praise that Odette would never live to enjoy.

      She didn’t have to.

      She created her art for one person and one person only… herself.

      When it came to her paintings, she didn’t give a damn what the rest of the world thought.

      Yes… Odette Fontaine was a true artist.
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        * * *

      

      When I opened my eyes, I wasn’t sure where I was at first. My vision was blurred, and the silence that surrounded me was so close, so intense that it was almost suffocating.

      I gasped for air, tried to steady my breathing, and slowly the world around me took shape.

      I was standing on the beach.

      The sea was as still as steel, gray and cold and eerily motionless, not a single wave, not a bump or ripple.

      The sky was a strange, purple haze, no clouds, no sun, not a bird in sight.

      In fact, the only thing I did see apart from the beach and the still sea and the purple sky, was a log, gnarled and knotted and etched with untold wisdom from too many years adrift on the ocean with nothing but time to think.

      On the log sat a lone figure, a woman with her back to me, just looking out to sea. I supposed she too had nothing but time to think.

      “Hello?” I called to her. “Hello there. Can you hear me?”

      The woman turned and smiled. “Ah, Mr. Tate, there you are. I’ve been expecting you.”

      “You have?” I trudged through the sand toward her.

      As I neared, I saw that she was in her late sixties, perhaps early seventies. She was beautiful, with short, slightly tussled blonde hair, a mischievous smile and a sequined dress that seemed ridiculously inappropriate for a walk along the beach. Her shoulders and her feet were bare, her make-up impeccable, and the ends of her ringed fingers were smeared with dried paint. She was a bombshell, that was for sure… the old-fashioned matinee kind, all glamor and sass. I couldn’t help but think she looked like Marilyn Monroe should have looked, had she not died before her time.

      Strangely, I didn’t ask who she was. I felt as though I already knew. Instead, I asked— “How did I get here? Where’s Rainbow? Is he alright? Is he alive? Is he…?”

      “Dead? No. He’ll be okay.”

      “Where is he? Where’s the house?”

      “I’ll be honest with you, Mr. Tate. The house isn’t exactly in great shape right now.” She gave an innocent shrug. “What can I say? Sometimes you just have to do what needs doing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The hurricane. Me. Hurricane Odette.”

      “But the hurricane was called Dorothea.”

      “Ah, but if you rearrange the letters in Dorothea what to you get? Odette!”

      “I still don’t think that’s correct.”

      “Of course it is. There’s an ‘o’ and a ‘d’ and an ‘e’ and a… oh, never mind. My point is, this hurricane was my way of wiping the slate clean. For Rainbow. And you. Everything’s a blank canvas now. What you paint on it, well that’s up to you two now.”

      “You mean the storm’s over? I don’t remember any of it.”

      She stood from the log and shook her head. “Oh no, no, no. It’s not done with you yet. This here… where we are right now… this here is the eye of the hurricane. We’re standing in the still of the storm. But it won’t stay like this for long.” She held a finger to her lips and whispered, “Shh, can you hear that?”

      I listened as hard as I could. “I can’t hear a thing.”

      “Peaceful, isn’t it. This is what Rainbow hears all the time. His own stillness brings him serenity, harmony, comfort. Only when he steps out of it and into the real world, that’s when he gets caught in the chaos and the turbulence of the storm around him. That’s why he never wants to leave his own space. He stays where it’s safe. Things have been that way his entire life… until now… until he met you. You’re different, Mr. Tate. You’re kind and calm and full of compassion. Exactly like him.”

      I shook my head and gave a modest laugh. “I wish… but no, I’m not like him at all. Rainbow has talent, he has a true gift. Whether he knows it or not, he was born for greatness. That’s not me at all.”

      “Some of us weren’t made for greatness. Some of us were made for goodness… and that’s good enough.” She stepped up to me and hooked one arm through the crook of my elbow. “Walk with me, Mr. Tate.”

      As we walked along the firm, wet sand, she entwined her fingers with mine. Her skin was cool and calming, as was her voice. “I know you’ve met my Delphine. She has a surprise for you both. See, that’s the thing about Delphine, she’s full of surprises. Everyone’s so busy thinking how sweet and kind she is, all that cooking and sewing she does, nobody ever stops to realize how smart she is. Which is exactly how she likes things. Rest assured, she’s never one to be taken for granted. Remember that. As for Rainbow… it’s about time someone rescued him. There’s gators in this family, of this I know first-hand. The thing with gators is… sometimes you gotta tell them to be on their way… so that you can be on yours. Do you understand me?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure.”

      She smiled and replied knowingly, “You will.”

      At that moment, a breath of wind brushed through her hair.

      The stillness was ending.

      “It’s time you got going,” she told me, slipping her arm out of mine. “You’ve got some pieces to pick up. It’s not going to be easy, but you’ll get there.”

      She began to walk away, but before she got too far, she called over her shoulder— “Oh, and Mr. Tate… next time you see Delphine… give that pretty little gal a kiss from me.”

      From behind me I heard a clatter and banging, like a shutter was slamming uncontrollably in the wind. I turned to look.

      I didn’t see any shutters.

      Instead, I saw the purple sky swirl into a storm.

      I saw the waves pick up and begin to wash upon the shore.

      I turned back to look at Odette one last time…

      But with the return of the storm, Odette had simply vanished.
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        * * *

      

      Rafters snapped.

      Furniture smashed.

      Glass exploded and walls cracked as the house sacrificed itself to the storm.

      We could hear it all from inside the walk-in closet, and all Rainbow and I could do was hold each other tight.

      We held each other as the freight train storm roared and shook the house, hour upon hour, until eventually I fell asleep in his arms.
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      I woke to silence.

      I was alone in the walk-in closet, draped in satin and sequins, my head nestled in a pillow of feather boas.

      The roar and rumble of the hurricane was gone.

      Rainbow was gone.

      I sat bolt upright.

      I was about to call his name, but instead I stomped on the floorboards, the thumping of my feet calling— Rainbow? Rainbow!

      I saw the mattress had been pulled away. I jumped up and opened the closet door, expecting to see Odette’s room.

      Instead, I squinted at the sunlight…

      Sunlight that poured into the place where Odette’s bedroom had once been.

      The French doors and the balcony beyond them were gone…

      As was the wall that faced out to the now still and shining ocean…

      As was the ceiling above where the attic had been.

      Odette’s bed and all the furniture had vanished, replaced by splintered boards and smashed glass and bright sunshine.

      I placed my feet cautiously on the bent and creaking floorboards as I left the closet. Part of me wanted to tread as warily as possible, but part of me needed to find Rainbow as soon as I could. Was he hurt? Was he in danger? Was he even alive?

      “Odette said he was okay,” I muttered to myself, side-stepping from one fragile board to another till I reached the stairs.

      From there I could see even more of the damage to the house.

      Half of the entire roof was gone.

      The living room was completely exposed and now covered in piles of debris.

      There was seaweed and driftwood that had swept into the house by a surge that had clearly reached the first floor.

      There were ripped and twisted curtains, tangled and wrapped around broken chairs and couches snapped in half.

      There were sharpened floorboards jutting up like stalagmites, fractured walls leaning in and out, window frames and roof gutters and shattered shutters where none of them belonged.

      “Oh God.”

      I heard the groan of timber beneath my feet, a sound that I had not heard before but one that made my instincts kick in and sent me staggering down the stairs. As I reached the bottom, I glanced back to see half the staircase fall apart behind me, the steps falling like a piano keyboard collapsing under its own weight.

      “Oh fuck,” I breathed before running for the front door… which was no longer there.

      I raced out onto the buckled porch and jumped clear of the house, landing in the sand that had been washed to shreds in the tide…

      But at least it was terra firma, or the closest to solid ground we had, thanks to the storm.

      I picked myself up out of the sand.

      I thumped my foot on the beach to call to Rainbow, but all I did was splash brown silt over my legs.

      I clawed my way up the foot of the dune which had been eroded away by the surge, grabbing onto the prickly beach grass to pull myself up.

      I gripped the straggling weeds in my fists, tugging and clambering and hauling myself higher and higher until I reached the top of the dune and stood there on the crest of the hill, panting and staring out at the wreckage that covered the beach for as far as I could see.

      Doors.

      Chairs.

      Drawers.

      Walls.

      Windows.

      Tables.

      Chandeliers.

      Books from Odette’s library.

      The record player that we had left in Odette’s room.

      The chaise lounge from the attic.

      The wooden frames from Rainbow’s paintings.

      Canvases stripped to shreds like bandages, with no hope of patching this house together again.

      My heart sank inside me so deep; I wasn’t sure there was any chance of pulling it back to the surface.

      So, this was what it felt like… when all hope was lost.

      “Rainbow, where are you?” I whispered, my chin crumpling, my tears streaming so quickly down my cheeks I didn’t think there was any chance of damming them.

      Then suddenly…

      Yanking a shredded painting out of the debris far down the beach…

      I saw him.

      I saw my Rainbow.

      Alive and well and hard at work.

      From atop the dune I waved my arms and jumped up and down to get his attention.

      I saw him brush the seaweed off the ripped and twisted canvas, then wipe his brow, then…

      He looked up.

      He saw me.

      He let go of the broken painting, beamed, and ran toward me.

      I laughed with joy and let the tears flow.

      He ran toward me as I tumbled down the dune, throwing myself down the steep slope and landing clumsily in the wet sand at the foot of the ruins of the beach house.

      Quickly I pulled myself up and ran to him.

      I raced as fast as I could, not taking my eyes off him as he bolted toward me.

      We collided with such force that we crashed to the sand.

      I landed on top of him, his arms around me, his lips on mine.

      I took his face in my hands and pulled him away, just far enough so he could see my lips. “You’re alive! I was so scared. But you’re alive! We’re both alive… aren’t we?”

      He laughed and nodded emphatically, then kissed me again and again until soon I just collapsed against him, my head resting on his panting chest.

      We stayed that way for what felt like an eternity. A happy, peaceful eternity. Now that the storm was gone, it seemed to have taken any sense of time or urgency with it.

      Eventually I sat up and looked back at the house.

      He sat up next to me.

      Draped over jutting beams and protruding porch posts, curtains and clothes and seaweed billowed in the breeze. Water fountained from ruptured pipes in the half-demolished kitchen. A dislocated set of stairs pointed straight up at the blue sky above, as though it was trying to reach heaven but couldn’t quite make it.

      The house was a complete wreck, a broken shell of a home, its fragmented contents scattered for miles…

      Including his artwork…

      His beautiful, precious artwork.

      I wanted to say something to Rainbow, I wanted to offer him comfort, but I didn’t know what to say. Instead, I took his hand and squeezed it.

      He squeezed mine back and looked at me, his eyes watering.

      “It’s okay,” he said to me, not trying to hide the quivering in his sweet, seldom-used voice. “It’s strange, but I feel calm. I feel a sense of peace. I’ve got nothing left to lose… nothing but you, and whether you like it or not, I’m never letting you go. I may not be able to hear you when you call my name, but I listen with my eyes. I listen to your every look. I can hear your thoughts in every gaze, every backward glance. I feel the floorboards for every step you take, I feel the air change when you walk through the front door. When you’re with me all I want to do is feel the flutter of your heart in your chest. I taste your kiss and I want more. I smell your skin after you leave the room and I want you to come back. I want you to stay with me wherever I am, for as long as I am. I may not be able to hear you, but there’s a language of love between us that needs no words. You and me, Miles… we don’t need words at all. We just need us. Please just let us be us.”

      I caught my breath but not the tears.

      Those I let flow, brimming over and streaming down my cheeks as I nodded. I touched his chest, then I touched mine. “We can be us. Let’s just be us.”

      Before I closed my eyes to kiss him again, I looked behind him and saw a rainbow form a bridge over the sea, as though after all her devastation, Hurricane Dorothea had left us a parting gift.

      Or should I say… Hurricane Odette.
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        * * *

      

      There was plenty of timber strewn along the beach to make the crude repairs we needed to get the car across the half-dilapidated bridge over the marsh. Together we carried doors and bedheads and broken beams along the framework of the bridge and laid them across the gaps where the missing planks should have been. Eventually we managed to repair the crossing as best we could to get back to the coast road.

      I drove carefully, peering through the shattered windshield of the car, until soon we were on our way back to town.

      Every mile revealed the damage from the storm.

      Every tree had been stripped bare of its leaves.

      Every road sign was bent or bowed or ripped from the earth altogether and cast into oblivion.

      The destruction continued into Hope’s Bluff. Residents were already rallying around each other, surveying the damage to their homes: the missing rooftops, the collapsed chimneys, the broken windows.

      We pulled up in front of the inn and hurried inside to find Delphine in the living room sweeping up broken glass, while her now freed cats sniffed curiously at the air, sensing the danger was gone.

      When she saw us, Delphine dropped her dustpan and broom and rushed to hug us. Crying with relief, she stepped back to sign and say, “Oh my boys, are you okay? I’ve been so worried.”

      “We’re okay. We’re fine,” I answered. “But the house…”

      Rainbow held up one hand and made an O with his index finger and thumb.

      “Nothing?” Delphine gasped. “What do you mean, nothing?”

      “There’s nothing left,” I explained. “It’s pretty much all gone.”

      Delphine looked at Rainbow. “Oh, my dear boy. Are you alright?”

      Rainbow wiped his glassy eyes and nodded, then pointed to Delphine and me.

      Delphine began crying again. “And we have you too, my darling child. We have you too.”

      As she hugged him again, I said, “We’re going to need to call the insurance company and get them out to survey the damage.”

      Delphine sniffed back her tears. “Yes, of course. That sounds like a good idea.” Quickly she went back to her sweeping.

      I turned to Rainbow and said, “Why don’t you check the outside of the inn, see if there’s any damage to the property.”

      Rainbow nodded and headed outside.

      I followed Delphine back into the living room and knelt, picking up pieces of broken glass. “Here, let me help you with that.”

      “It’s alright, Mr. Tate. I can do this. It’s just a vase that fell off the shelf. A broken vase is nothing. Things break. It happens.”

      “I guess so.” I looked around to see nothing else broken in the living room. “Is this the only damage?”

      “Unfortunately, not. It looks like a section of the roof collapsed upstairs. Mr. Tate, I’m afraid it happened in room sixty-four. I haven’t had a chance to go in there yet and have a proper look. Shall we?”

      Together we climbed the stairs and opened the door to my room.

      Sure enough, part of the roof was gone, letting the sunshine in. The carpet was drenched, and Quincy’s face was sodden. We stepped into the room, and I saw that the clothes I’d hung in the closet were dripping. I picked up my laptop and water ran out the side of it.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Delphine said.

      I shrugged. “It’s okay. Like you said, things break. It happens.”

      But as I spoke, Delphine spotted something else sitting on the bedside table. “Oh no.”

      She picked it up. It was Odette’s sign language book. The cover was so saturated it broke in Delphine’s hand as she opened it. The pages were swollen and soggy. The handwriting and diagrams were blurred and smeared, ink running off the paper. The love hearts that had been pasted into the book now fell as Delphine turned the pages, tumbling to the floor, wet and broken.

      With another gasp, Delphine began to cry, whispering, “I was wrong. Not everything is replaceable.”

      I spoke quickly, as though my words had a chance of stopping her tears. “We’ll dry it out. We’ll put it in the sun and it’ll be as good as new.”

      “Mr. Tate, the words are gone. The pictures are all but washed away.”

      “We can fix it.”

      “We can’t.”

      “We can try.”

      “It’s ruined, Mr. Tate. It’s all gone. She’s gone.”

      I felt the pain in her voice.

      The heartache.

      The despair.

      The devastation.

      The defeat.

      I took a deep breath. “No… she’s not.”

      Without another moment’s hesitation, I stepped forward, took Delphine’s chin in my hands and kissed her.

      Only it wasn’t me kissing her.

      It wasn’t me and she knew it.

      She melted into my arms.

      She closed her eyes and it was like I wasn’t even there.

      She kissed me back, her tears streaking down her face and touching our lips.

      The saltiness of those tears was somehow sweet…

      The taste of love.

      The taste of the sea.

      The taste of Odette.

      When I finally stepped back, she opened her eyes and smiled.

      For a moment, neither of us said a word until eventually I felt the need to explain. “That wasn’t me.”

      Delphine laughed through her tears. “I know. Oh Lord, child, I know. Although I must say, for a gentleman who likes bowties… you ain’t a bad kisser at all.” She reached forward and squeezed my hand. “Thank you. Wherever that came from… thank you.”

      From downstairs we heard the bark of a dog.

      Delphine turned her head toward the door. “That’s Toto.”

      We made our way downstairs to find Mr. Getty and Toto plodding in from the front door, cats scattering as Toto barked again. “Delphine? Are you alright? Are you hurt?”

      “We’re fine, Mr. Getty. And the lighthouse?”

      “Solid as a mountain. No harm done. But things ain’t over yet. I just got a call from Franklin Junior. He wants to inspect what he now calls ‘his beach house’. He wants to know if there’s any damage done to it. He wants to meet us there… now.”

      Delphine gulped. “Oh dear.”
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        * * *

      

      As we drove across the makeshift bridge over the marsh, we saw Franklin Junior’s car already parked at the foot of the dune.

      Moments later, Rainbow and I helped Delphine up the broken porch steps and onto the shattered first floor of the house, its kitchen and living room half missing, while upstairs only Odette’s walk-in closet remained intact. Her bedroom and the attic above were completely gone. As was—

      “Rainbow’s art,” Delphine suddenly realized. “Where is it?”

      I glanced back to see Rainbow lifting Toto onto the porch before helping Mr. Getty up.

      “It’s gone,” I answered Delphine. “It’s all gone.”

      From behind the upturned staircase came a voice laden with glee— “And thank fuck for that. It was shit, anyway.”

      The hate in his tone, the stomp in his step, made us all look to see Franklin Junior strut through the ruins toward us, the sneer on his face as venomous as his voice and his stride. “Well, well, well… it seems that Odette’s wreck of a house is finally just that… a complete wreck. The hurricane sure did a job on this old girl. It looks like my inheritance is now a case for the insurance company. Hell, I’d prefer the cash anyway. And at last Rainbow is without a roof over his head, or even a claim to the payout that’s sure to come my way once Judge Holt cleans up this mess for me.”

      With a bunched up fist and his teeth gritted so hard I could almost hear them grinding, Rainbow made a step toward his older brother.

      I caught him just in time, pulling him back as Franklin Junior laughed. “Admit it, Rainbow. You’ve lost everything. Your home. Your art. Just like the day you ran away from Daddy’s mansion, although now you don’t have Odette to save you. You won’t even have a claim to the insurance on her house.”

      Suddenly Delphine stepped forward. “Actually, Franklin Junior… there is no insurance claim on Odette’s house.”

      Everyone looked at her with a stunned and disbelieving look on their face, even Rainbow who had read her lips.

      Franklin Junior gave a mocking laugh. “What are you talking about, you stupid woman? Of course there is.”

      “There was,” Delphine corrected. “But I canceled it.”

      Franklin Junior looked confused… then angry… then outright furious. “You what?”

      “You heard me. Before Odette died, she made me the signatory on all her insurance policies, including the insurance on the house. On the morning the hurricane hit, I called the insurance company and canceled everything.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “I’m afraid she’s not,” said Mr. Getty. “As Rainbow’s lawyer, Delphine gave me copies of all of Odette’s documents. I can indeed confirm that she was signatory on every insurance policy Odette held. If she said she canceled them, then those policies have been contractually terminated.”

      Franklin Junior glared at Delphine. “What the fuck? Why would you do something so fucking stupid?”

      “So that you couldn’t swindle the system and claim the money.”

      “What about Odette’s paintings? Where are they?”

      “They’re gone. They went with the house,” Delphine told him. “And before you ask, I canceled that insurance policy too.”

      Franklin Junior raged. “You stupid bitch. Don’t you understand that nobody gets a thing now? The artwork, this fucking wreck of a house, it’s all completely worthless. It could have been worth something, but with no insurance policy it’s not worth a damn penny. Do you realize what you’ve done?”

      I stepped in. “I think Delphine knows exactly what she’s done. She’s denied you the chance to take Rainbow’s home away from him.”

      Franklin Junior gave an incredulous laugh. “Look around you. I think Mother Nature did that already. Now my fucktard of a little brother is completely homeless… is that what you wanted?”

      Delphine shook her head. “Rainbow will never be without a roof over his head because he has people who love him. He has a family… and it’s not you!”

      “Oh congratulations,” Franklin Junior said, clapping with sarcasm. “You’re all so clever. You’re all one happy little family. Well guess what… I’ve got something better than hugs and cuddles. I’ve got friends… powerful friends… who will make sure I’ll get the insurance money I deserve.”

      “Good luck with that,” said Mr. Getty. “But I think you and I both know that you don’t have a leg to stand on, not even a crooked one. If there actually was a policy in place you might be able to contest it. But as Delphine already told you, she… as signatory… canceled it. That means there is no policy. You can’t contest something that doesn’t even exist, you dumb-ass.”

      The smirk on Mr. Getty’s face at that moment was the very personification of satisfaction.

      Franklin Junior’s nostrils flared like an enraged bull. “You’re wrong.”

      “Actually, I’m right on this one.”

      Franklin Junior huffed, the enraged bull turning to a spoiled child. “I’ll win this case.”

      “Actually, you won’t. And you know it.”

      Franklin Junior glared with insolence and knowing defeat at all of us, one at a time, ending with Rainbow. “Fuck you! Fuck you all! You can keep this dump. And you can keep him! He’s nothing but a fucking freak… a stupid, useless, half-witted—”

      Before another word could fall from his lips, Delphine walked up to him and let her hands do the talking. The slap that she gave Franklin Junior was so loud it echoed all the way down the beach and across the sea.

      Even Rainbow smiled at the vibration that rippled through the broken bones of the house. So much so that he couldn’t help but chuckle as Franklin Junior rubbed his ruddy cheek in humiliation.

      Without another word, Rainbow’s older brother turned and stumbled his way through the ruins. Toto started howling and barking at him, determined to scare him off once and for all.

      Hurriedly descending the porch steps, Franklin Junior tripped and fell, landing face-down in the sand before picking himself up, hurrying up the sand dune and vanishing over the crest.

      All the while Toto continued to howl at him.

      Beside me, Rainbow heaved for air.

      He panted as though he was trying to push all the badness out of his lungs, trying desperately to fill them with goodness.

      I saw his knees tremble and I caught him.

      I looked into his eyes. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

      Rainbow smiled and kissed me, and I could feel a renewed strength and confidence fill his body.

      With the grin of a man who would sleep well that night, Mr. Getty turned to us and said, “God that felt good.”

      Delphine shook the slap out of her hand. “You’re telling me. I may not be able to knit for the next week, but boy oh boy it was worth it.”

      I looked at her with one eyebrow hitched. “So, you canceled the insurance policy, huh? I’ve got to say, that’s one hell of a Plan B.”

      Delphine took a deep, brave breath. “Lord knows I never lie. Nor have I ever slapped someone. And Heavens to Betsy, never in my wildest dreams would I think to cancel an insurance policy on the day a hurricane hits. But as Odette once said, ‘Sometimes you just have to do what needs doing.’”

      I turned to everyone and said, “So what happens now?”

      Delphine was the first to say, “We rebuild. We start again. I’ve got a little money stitched inside the cat beds for safekeeping.”

      “And I still have the money from the evaluation,” I added.

      Rainbow stepped in and flexed his muscles to tell us he had the brawn to rebuild the house.

      Even Mr. Getty joined in. “And I have the moonshine to help celebrate once this house is good as new.”

      I couldn’t help but notice Toto was still growling and howling after Franklin Junior. “I thought he only howled when there was a storm brewing.”

      Mr. Getty shook his head. “No, he howls at ass-hats too. Can’t stand the fuckers.”

      Rainbow held up one hand, his four fingers and thumb spread wide, then pointed to each of us with his other hand, including Toto.

      That makes five of us.
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        * * *

      

      As the five of us sat in the car heading back to town, Toto began to bark again. He clearly sensed danger ahead.

      I sat forward when I spotted what I thought was a log on the road.

      I put my foot on the brake when I realized it was an alligator, a big old monster, stretching from one side of the road to the other.

      “Oh my, there’s a few purses in that fella,” Delphine said from the backseat, Toto barking between her and Mr. Getty.

      She wasn’t wrong. The gator was so long there was no driving around it, not with the marsh on one side and the dunes on the other.

      Sitting in the passenger seat, Rainbow reached across and honked the car’s horn, but the gator didn’t budge.

      With Odette in my head, I put my hand on the car door handle and pushed open the door.

      Rainbow grabbed my arm and shook his head.

      “It’s okay,” I told him. “I’ve got this.”

      Slowly I stepped out of the car and edged my way toward the alligator.

      It gave an angry snarl as I warily approached, but it still didn’t move.

      From behind me I heard Rainbow open the passenger door, ready to come to my rescue, but I held up a hand to tell him to stay back. I knew what I was doing… at least, I hoped I knew what I was doing.

      The gator eyed me with annoyance and suspicion.

      I eyed it back… and all I could see was Marcus… and Franklin Junior… and Judge Holt and Barclay and every other person who had ever made me doubt myself.

      I wanted to tell the creature to get out of my way.

      So, I used the best method of communication anyone had ever taught me.

      I raised one leg and stomped my foot on the ground so hard that the giant reptile gave a grumble.

      I stomped again and the gator shifted a few inches.

      Another stomp and he began to hurry along.

      Another stomp and the monster’s tail swished… propelling him across the road and into the marsh… where he sailed away into the black waters, never to bother us again.

      That’s the thing with gators… sometimes you gotta tell them to be on their way… so that you can be on yours

      I knew that now.
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      Every great artist is defined by the objects that are unique to the narrative of their lives:

      The bed of Frida Khalo;

      The archive boxes of Andy Warhol;

      The veils of Magritte.

      For Rainbow, it was his beach… his house… his home.

      The rebuild took us the better part of a year. Delphine and I poured every cent we had into it, while Rainbow worked his heart out, virtually restoring the house to its former glory single-handedly.

      Only this time around it wasn’t a hermit’s refuge.

      We rebuilt the house with a plan in place, to make the second story our home and build a new attic for Rainbow’s studio, not to mention a safe place to keep Odette’s work until the world was ready to see it without Franklin Junior getting his hands on it. Along the walls of the attic, we even built a mouse run for Gilbert to keep him entertained on his many wheels and ladders while Rainbow worked.

      Meanwhile, downstairs became a dedicated gallery space for Rainbow’s art. We rebuilt the bridge across the marsh, we built stairs and a ramp over the dune to give everyone access to our new gallery, and soon enough visitors were coming in droves to see Rainbow’s work, purchasing pieces of his collection so fast that Rainbow could barely keep up with the demand.

      But the more people wanted his work, the more creative Rainbow became, the interest in his work like fuel on the fire, driving his passion to create more and more.

      I reached out to my contacts in Paris and Singapore and Rome and New York, and soon we had visitors from all over the world clamoring for Rainbow’s work.

      Of course, we insisted that all of Rainbow’s art enthusiasts stay at the Hope’s Bluff Inn, which became so popular that soon Delphine had to renovate and expand. She even put in a wing just for her cats so that her guests could enjoy an allergen-free stay.

      Once the rebuild on the beach house was finished… once Odette’s house truly became Rainbow’s home… we settled in with a perfect view of the horizon that promised us forever.

      In the mornings, Rainbow and I walked the beach just to see the sunrise.

      One breaking dawn, as the calm waves of a new day washed around our ankles, he looked down at something that circled his feet. He let go of my hand, crouched down and picked up the object shimmering in the water. He turned it over in his hands and I saw that it was a small piece of glass, so eroded by the sand now that its edges were smooth and harmless.

      He began signing to me. In the past months I had become well-versed in the art of ASL, no longer guessing or piecing parts of the puzzle together or asking for the meaning behind each sign. These days I knew exactly what my lover was saying.

      That morning, I interpreted his hand movements aloud— “The glass must have come from one of the windows that broke during the storm. It’s funny… sand is so soft and gentle to touch, and yet it’s what we use to make glass, which can cut us so deep. But when we give the glass back to the sea, everything becomes soft and gentle again.”

      With a casual toss, he gave the blunt-edged piece of glass back to the waves. It can’t hurt us anymore, he signed.

      I thought about the Murano vase that had broken long ago; so long ago that it almost felt like that whole awful experience with Marcus never belonged to me at all… like it was someone else’s memory now.

      I kissed my Rainbow.

      He smiled.

      He was right, the broken glass couldn’t hurt us anymore.

      We would watch the colors of the sky change as day began, then at night we would sit on our porch and watch the sky change color again.

      I would look into his eyes, shining in the glow of the twilight, as he soaked in the yellows and oranges and pinks and eventually the star-filled blues of the night.

      I knew he was thinking about the brushstrokes that would capture that sky; the colors he would need.

      We didn’t have to talk.

      I would simply sit and listen to his every look.

      I could hear his thoughts in the reflection of his eyes.

      I felt the night air change with every happy sigh he gave.

      When I eventually spoke, I spoke with my fingers, saying— I love you.

      And Rainbow’s fingers replied— I love you too.

      After that he would put his hand on my chest and feel the flutter of my heart.

      That’s when he truly heard me.

      

      Yes. He heard me.
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            HAVE YOU READ?
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      Henry Dawson knew that Levi Jones was his complete opposite from the moment they met. After all, what on earth could a nerdy, slightly neurotic risk assessment analyst like Henry possibly have in common with a wild, passionate and sexy chocolate-maker like Levi? The answer is, more than Henry could ever have imagined.
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