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ONE

DAMMIT, I COULD KILL THE S.O.B., CASSIE THOUGHT, scowling at the pile of bills on the card table. Not really, of course, but wishful thinking about payback for her lying, cheating ex-husband was front and center in her brain.

She was sitting on a card table chair in her very nice, very large, very empty kitchen because Jay had taken everything when he left. Okay, okay, the division of property had been agreed on months ago after much haggling, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t still be pissed in the echo chamber of her more or less stripped interior, trying to deal with the bills before her. Nor was she likely to mellow out until Jay and his irritating divorce lawyer stopped trying to fuck her over even now on every teeny, tiny detail of the settlement. He had nearly everything he wanted already. She wasn’t about to give him the painting she’d bought on their honeymoon, despite an apparent misunderstanding about the phrase ‘painting of the North Shore’ in the settlement agreement. She’d given him the smaller landscape of Grand Marais, so screw him. Like he’d screwed anything that moved during much of their marriage, as she’d discovered much too late for a supposedly intelligent, twenty-first-century female.

And after apparently playing the field like a bachelor during their five-year marriage, he’d left her for the requisite bimbo – young, blonde, and richer than she could ever hope to be. Maybe if Tami Duvall could carry on a conversation without mentioning cute clothes and like the sweetest color of nail polish or the problem with keeping the white leather upholstery in her convertible, you know, really, really white, Jay would have less time on his hands to badger her. Cassie had enough problems trying to figure out how to make the house payment without any added pressure from Jay Sibley III, which should have been a warning flag when she first met him. What family from Biwabik, Minnesota, would name their son ‘the third,’ for God’s sake? The main street in Biwabik was only four blocks long, after all.

Jay’s new girlfriend cum fiancée had a family estate on Lake Minnetonka – tennis courts, a putting green, a covered pool for the Minnesota winters or for those days when the lake was too choppy for morning laps – along with a couple extra ‘cottages’ that alone had rated a spread in Architectural Digest. So Jay hadn’t wanted the house, understandably. He and Tami had decided on Swan Cottage, he’d said with a smug smile during the preliminary divorce discussions. And because he was leaving Cassie the house, he’d magnanimously settled for its contents to furnish the partially finished cabin up north he wanted – along with his car, motorcycle, four-wheeler, boat, and every other man toy they owned.

Theoretically, the division of property was fair enough. Cassie had the house she loved – a real plus. Unfortunately, it was essentially unfurnished and much too expensive to maintain – definitely a minus. Along with the additional negative of having been left after five years of marriage for a woman she found so unbelievably shallow she felt as though she was in the center of a clichéd drama titled Every Aging Frat Boy’s Fantasy.

As a favor to her, maybe the high-performance fuel injection in Jay’s new red Porsche would fail as he crossed some railroad tracks as it did in cartoons. Nobody ever actually got hurt in cartoons – even if they fell off a cliff – so she could daydream without freaking out. Let’s face it though, he was more likely to live a totally perfect life with darling Tami behind the security gates of the Duvall estate.

On the plus side, her voice of reason reminded her, the divorce was final and she was no longer obliged to deal with Jay or his annoying lawyer.

There. Consolation.

Sort of.

Because she was still facing a pile of bills unlikely to be paid with the meager balance in her bank account, and no matter how she scratched out or rearranged the numbers in the two columns on the legal pad, the sizeable deficit in her budget remained. Damn. Where was a magic voodoo chicken when you needed one? Or that pot of gold at the end of the rainbow she’d actually believed in as a child? Even her lottery tickets were useless; she didn’t have one number that matched, despite the fact that she’d splurged and spent twenty bucks this week. How abjectly unlucky was that?

Her homicidal impulses rejected as impractical, not to mention illegal, and her financial straits acute enough to require a large bottle of Prozac, Cassie turned to the only consistent, tried-and-true, handy-dandy lifeline of consolation in her world gone mad.

Pushing herself up from the card table that served as desk, kitchen table, and makeshift computer stand, she slid across her beautiful inlaid maple floor in her Tasmanian Devil slippers, reached for the freezer door handle of her Sub-Zero refrigerator, and fervently hoped she still had enough double fudge, extra nutty, Rocky Road ice cream to see her through her really devastating crisis of faith.

There it was like a secular Lady of Fatima – perhaps even a slight glow emanated from the frost-covered container – the cylindrical equivalent of perfect love, eternal friendship, and God’s goodwill.

One last pint of Edna Mae’s handmade ice cream stared back at her.

Perhaps there were silver linings after all.


TWO

WHEN THE PHONE RANG SEVERAL MINUTES later, Cassie hesitated, torn between the last glob of chocolate-covered almonds buried in gooey marsh-mallow at the bottom of the container and the call. She scanned the caller ID. There were people who would lose in a contest with chocolate-covered almonds.

But not Liv! Cassie lunged for the phone. ‘Where have you been?’ she shrieked. ‘I’ve been trying to call you all night! You didn’t leave a message on your machine! I’ve been going nuts! I just finished a pint of Rocky Road ice cream because of you!’

‘I’m in Memphis, waiting for a connecting flight home. I had to fly to Atlanta this morning to cover my boss’s meeting when he called in sick. And don’t blame me for your ice cream consumption when you know damn well it’s Jay’s fault.’

‘You must be psychic.’

‘I don’t have to be. I’ve been listening to your marriage woes for months – and you eat ice cream every time anything goes wrong. I strongly suggest you buy stock in Edna Mae’s.’

‘Don’t bring up money. I’m bummed. I need a shoulder to cry on.’

‘Cry away. And tell me what Jay did now.’

‘He didn’t leave me enough money, that’s what he did.’

‘He didn’t leave you any money. You were too nice. Didn’t I tell you going for the jugular is normal in divorces?’ Liv specialized in labor law, but she’d gone through a divorce the past year so she understood of what she spoke.

‘I know, I know. Can I help it if I wanted to be fair?’

Liv snorted. ‘With Jay? Hello. He wouldn’t recognize the word if it hit him over the head with his favorite nine iron.’

Cassie sighed. ‘I really didn’t want to be beholden to him, either.’

‘As if he’d notice.’

‘Well, his teenybopper fiancée might, and I don’t feel like looking like a shrew to a millionaire’s daughter. Call me crazy or insecure – okay, insecure is the right word – but it’s the pits to be left for a younger woman. It makes me feel old when I’m not.’

‘Damn right you’re not. If you were, I’d be, and thirty-two’s not old.’

‘I know. But little Tami Duvall is twenty-two. Christ, she was twenty-one when Jay met her.’

‘And he was thirty-eight. Idiot.’

‘As if you or I are going to change the centuries-old tradition of men marrying women young enough to be their daughters. And I’m not trying to. Each to their own, blah, blah, blah.’

‘You still should have made him pay more than you did.’

‘In hindsight, you’re right. But it’s too late, so just tell me everything’s going to be all right. Tell me the sun will rise tomorrow on a brand-new shiny day and my money troubles will be over.’

‘You’re screwed, sweetie, but it’s not too late. Let me sic Jack Donnelly on Jay, and your troubles really will be over. How does the phrase ‘IRS audit’ sound to you?’

‘Jeez, Liv, I couldn’t be so brutal and sleep at night.’

‘Suit yourself. Believe me, you’d never make it in the dog-eat-dog world of adjudication. Look, if it’ll help,’ Liv added, ‘I can lend you some money to tide you over.’

‘Thanks, but I’ve been thinking I probably should jack up my courage and ask Arthur for a raise.’

‘Something you should have done a long time ago,’ Liv observed in her smooth-as-silk client tone.

‘Easy for you to say. You only have to deal with lawyers who think the sun rises and sets on them. Arthur holds the strong belief that he is the sun – which makes him blithely unaware that he’s actually a monumental ass.’

‘You still have to deal with him, sweetie, if you want a raise. On the other hand, he’s only a man,’ Liv added with the sardonic edge she used – post-divorce – when referring to the opposite gender.

‘Unfortunately, he’s a man who doesn’t understand there are people in the world without trust funds. I’ve been avoiding his lecture on frugality and thrift that he trots out every time one of the museum staff asks for more money. This from a director who spends more on travel each year than some third-world nations. Asshole prick.’

‘Atta girl … now you have the right attitude.’

‘If he’d curtail even a fraction of his international meetings and museum tours’	 – Cassie’s voice took on a rising heat – ‘every curator could have a lavish raise and perhaps aspire to a modicum of his Sun King lifestyle.’

‘You go, girl.’

‘Everyone knows his quote unquote research trips to Istanbul last year had nothing to do with research unless a Topkapi intern who was young enough to be his daughter counts.’

‘Whoa – perfect … casually mention that. I doubt his newest wife will appreciate a rival so soon after their marriage.’

‘Get real, Liv. I can’t bring that up. I want a raise. I don’t want to get sacked for libel.’

‘You could say you were doing him a favor – you know … making him aware of the gossip. Tell him you don’t believe the sordid rumor, but you thought he’d like to know what was being brooded about.’

‘Would that be like – I don’t know – say … blackmail?’

‘Such an unsavory word; I like to think of it as negotiating.’

Cassie slid down on her spine and stared at the leering Tasmanian devils on her slipper toes. ‘Which is why they pay you the big bucks,’ she said with a sigh, knowing she could never be so brash, ‘and I’m eking out a living.’

‘Doing what you like – don’t forget that, Curator of the Year.’

‘That was two years ago, and you like what you do, too, for a lot more money.’

‘Believe me, I have my days when I wonder if the word ethics has disappeared from the language. But then I remind myself that I wasn’t the one to coin the phrase ‘life isn’t perfect.’ So buck up, kid, there’s no reason Arthur can’t pay you more. Be a grown-up, and go ask him.’

‘I guess I have to, don’t I,’ Cassie muttered. Liv was an in-your-face kind of woman, while Cassie only aspired to that degree of testosterone. ‘Okay. I’ll do it. First thing tomorrow.’

‘If you need some money to get you through in the meantime, just ask.’

‘I might. But I’d prefer getting it from Arthur’s tightwad grasp.’

‘I wasn’t as nice as you in my divorce, sweetie. I’ve enough to lend you whatever you need in case things don’t work out – hey – they’re calling my flight. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.’

And the phone went dead like it often did with Liv.

She could have been a man with her style of good-bye.


THREE

WHEN NEWS OF THE MISSING RUBENS WAS released to the press, Bobby Serre was already on the first leg of his flight from Budapest to Minneapolis. With Bobby’s reputation as the best bounty hunter in the rarefied world of mega-priced art, Arthur Northrup had tracked him down within hours of discovering the theft. Nominal friends like so many in the incestuous world of art, Arthur had been able to coax Bobby from his vacation villa overlooking the Danube with the practical assessment that solving an art theft in Minneapolis shouldn’t be too time-consuming.

‘Nothing ever happens in this provincial city. You should be in and out of here within the week.’

Bobby had grumbled because he’d only just settled in, but he agreed in the end because Arthur’s assessment was probably right. In his experience, outside the major metropolitan areas of the world where professionals operated, thievery in the hinterlands wasn’t rocket science. This was probably a quick cut-and-snatch done by some wacko who didn’t have a clue how to fence the canvas once he had it. Bobby had already alerted all his contacts in the art underworld to be on the lookout for an oddball trying to market the Medici panel. But he still had to go and have a look for himself. Fortunately, amateurs always left a trail a yard wide.

Shifting his frame in the first-class seat, Bobby tried to find a comfortable position for sleep, but no matter how he turned, something was in the way. The design matrix for commercial aircraft didn’t take into account his size, the width of his shoulders, or the length of his legs. After the fifth ‘Sorry’ to the passengers in front of and beside him, he gave up any further thought of rest, flicked on his reading light, took out Arthur’s e-mail, and re-examined the three-page, single-spaced summary of the robbery. He’d talked to Arthur briefly before boarding, and after a more thorough reading of Arthur’s report, the heist was beginning to feel more like an inside job. Maybe. He was getting a gut feeling – not that his gut was always right, but it was often enough to put him on the scent. He began jotting notes in the margins – observations, questions, what-ifs, maybes.

As a matter of routine, he’d already asked for a list of museum employees, complete down to the temps and docents. Once in Minneapolis, he’d take a look at the crime scene and then begin the tedious task of checking out each employee – including Arthur’s newest lady love.

Even in the midst of his crisis call, Arthur had mentioned the new, fabulous Jessica. Some things never change, Bobby thought. Arthur could always be counted on for his predatory instincts and short attention span. Hopefully, this one would last longer than wives number one and two, who had barely redecorated the house before finding their husband in bed with their successor. What Bobby could never figure out was why Arthur married them. One marriage had been more than enough for his own misery threshold. Staying single was saving him a helluva lot on decorating costs and aggravation.


FOUR

    EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, AFTER A BREAKFAST of wheat toast and milk austere enough for a Trappist monk, Cassie sat before a one-of-a-kind Boulle desk, waiting for Arthur to finish his phone call. She was seriously going to have to remember to go to the grocery store tonight, she decided, the taste of dry, unbuttered toast still a bad memory. If she hadn’t had to arrive at work so perversely early, she could have stopped at Wendy’s and ordered those little frosted rolls that were one of her favorite ways to greet the day on those mornings when she could ignore her nutritional conscience.

But she’d had to be at the museum at what was, for her, the crack of dawn in hopes of speaking with Arthur alone.

The museum director prided himself on being in before anyone else. Go figure what turned someone on. She glanced at the clock. Seven-thirty. Definitely a record for her, besting her previous record of eight-thirty the time she had to meet the president of Sweden when he was donating two paintings from the Thorvald Museum before flying out of town at ten.

Trying to appear poised and professional despite the ungodly hour, she straightened her skirt over her knees and suddenly noticed a glaring stain. Damn, that’s what comes of dressing while I’m still asleep. Quickly covering the blotch with her hand, she leaned forward slightly in what she hoped was a casual pose.

A poised woman would ignore such minor issues, she reminded herself. One’s inner spirit is more important than superficialities of dress.

Unfortunately, Arthur was a neat freak, and she was still not as fully assured as she would have been had she read more than the first chapter of A Woman’s Journey to Her Soul (perhaps Sarah Bainbridge dealt with her current situation in later chapters). She adjusted the position of her hand to better conceal the sizeable spot. Arthur took pleasure in pointing out what he perceived as deficiencies in his staff’s appearance, the result, no doubt, of his obsession with custom suits, starched shirts, perfectly knotted ties, and spit-shined shoes.

But despite Arthur’s unmanly focus on sartorial splendor, he was far from the museum director stereotype. Tall, lean, and muscled (compliments of a personal trainer), his attractiveness further enhanced by the cachet of a private fortune, he was the antithesis of the effete, vaguely androgynous, professorial style of man so often found at the helm of museums. It helped, of course, that his grandfather had endowed the museum with its original seed money and that the Northrup family continued its charitable largesse. Both had been instrumental in Arthur’s appointment as director at the almost unheard-of age of thirty. So when Arthur referred to the Minneapolis Museum of Art as his museum – a frequent, odious tendency – he actually meant it.

God, he was annoying, as was his soi-disant field of expertise. Byzantine architectural decorative design – come on. How esoteric could one be? Or dull and derivative? Take your pick.

Cassie fidgeted as Arthur droned on. Had she not been reduced to a state of abject poverty, she’d not have waited like a lowly petitioner while he discussed the theft of the Rubens with one of his acquaintances, Chip by name. Nor would she have approached him at such an unfortuitous time.

The robbery had been front-page news that morning, and for a brief moment, she wondered how much the Rubens would realize in the illicit art underworld. The brokering fee alone would pay off her house, not to mention allow her a life of luxurious comfort.

‘I can spare you five minutes, Cassandra,’ Arthur briskly said, suddenly putting down the receiver, his voice breaking into her reverie centered around a sunny villa on the Mediterranean, a full staff of servants, and the scent of bougainvillea. ‘What do you want?’

Your fortune instead of my bills. ‘I apologize for the timing.’ Be courteous and polite, she reminded herself, returning his uncivil scowl with a smile. ‘You must be besieged, and if I didn’t need a raise in order to save my house, I wouldn’t bother you.’

‘Didn’t you get a settlement?’ His voice was sharp with impatience.

‘I have the house.’

‘Why not sell it?’

‘I’m not looking for advice, Arthur.’ She spoke with restraint, but her temper was rising. She knew the extent of his personal fortune as well as his venal self-interest and total lack of empathy for anyone he didn’t consider a potential donor – namely her. But she refused to wimp out. ‘I really need a raise,’ she said, holding her temper in check.

‘This isn’t a good time, Cassandra. The museum’s just lost the Rubens. Couldn’t you wait until the dust settles?’

‘If I had your trust fund I could.’ So much for politesse.

‘Perhaps a financial planner could help you.’

His implied criticism overlooked the fact that one needed money with which to plan. ‘Thank you for the suggestion, but I’m in danger of losing my house, Arthur. I need money now, not in five years.’

Arthur tapped his manicured fingers on his desktop, his irritation clear. ‘I can’t put through an increase now even if I wanted to with everything in turmoil.’ He grimaced slightly so his perfect white teeth gleamed for a second before he exhaled in frustration. ‘If you don’t mind working with Bobby Serre while he’s here, I could siphon some consultant fees your way – I suppose,’ he begrudgingly added.

‘Until I get my raise?’

‘Being pushy detracts from your femininity, Cassandra.’

‘You can be sued for comments like that, Arthur. I don’t have to look pretty to get a raise.’

His sudden smile oozed charm. ‘You do look damned good even with that bad haircut.’

‘I’m recording this conversation for my lawyer, Arthur. Save your charm for what’s-her-name – Sarah’s successor.’

‘Jessica.’

She repressed the impulse to say, How long will she last? considering it bad form after he’d promised her what were generally lucrative consultant fees. ‘When will Serre be here?’ Stay focused. Think of the added money and not Arthur’s reptilian gaze.

‘Bobby likes redheads.’

‘What a coincidence. So do I.’ She made a mental note to carry mace for Arthur’s hotshot bounty hunter. Everyone knew Bobby Serre, the art world’s most celebrated cowboy who always got his man. Renowned for his low-key approach, equally notorious for the beautiful women in his life, he’d been better known for his prowess on the football field before he wowed them at the University of Michigan with his eye for art forgeries. The University Gallery had lost half their collection as a result of his expertise, while the Detroit Museum had had to downgrade a dozen of their masterpieces to ‘school of’ status. Graduate school at Harvard had only added to the luster of his reputation, and once free of the ivy tower, he’d gone on to a globe-trotting life highly reminiscent of a James Bond movie.

Arthur tipped his head and winked. ‘How fortunate. You have the same taste. Bobby should be here by evening. I’d suggest a haircut before tomorrow morning. Be in my office at eight.’

Like hell she’d get a haircut. ‘I’ll be here,’ she said. ‘And thank you,’ she forced herself to add, although it took every ounce of courtesy she possessed after that remark about a haircut. She wasn’t auditioning for Bobby Serre’s bed, thank you very much. If rumor were true, he had all the women he could handle anyway.

And after Jay’s recent betrayal, the male gender as a whole was on her shit list.
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