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    Chapter 1

  


   


  “And the winner of the first grade prize for Excellence in Art is Salvador Pettrone.”


  Simultaneously, Ben and Tommy jumped up, fists in the air. “Yes!”


  Sal sat demurely in his little first grade chair and blushed.


  From the gathering of parents and guests off to the side, Nia watched her son, wishing he was outgoing like his cousins but loving him to pieces anyway.


  “Sal.” The deep male voice of the man at the microphone was filled with excitement. “Come up and get your prize.”


  Rafael Castle gave a megawatt smile, making Paulina take in a breath. From beside her, Adam Armstrong leaned in. “Watch it, girl. You’re taken.”


  Paulina laughed. “Yeah, but not dead.”


  She’d been so happy all summer, now that her relationship with Adam was blossoming. They’d met when their company, Pettrone and Ludzecky Builders, had gotten the bid on a music hall that he’d designed. Surprisingly, Nia had taken a liking to the man despite the fact that he lived in a different world from the family. It seemed that every time she saw him and Paulina together, they were closer. And he’d treated Sal just like Paulina’s boys—kind and gentle, always calm.


  Making his way to the front, Sal stood before Rafe Castle, looking up and now smiling broadly. Nia had heard a lot about the man who’d come to Benjamin Franklin Elementary School as an artist in residence for two weeks. She’d voted at the PTA meeting for him to be chosen because his artwork seemed so alive. Sal talked about him often…


  Mom, he said I got talent.


  Mom, he used my picture as an example.


  Mom, he loves my work.


  She’d been so grateful to the artist for helping bring her son out of his shell, for making him feel good about himself, even before she’d gotten an email from him: Dear Mrs. Pettrone, Your son Sal is one of the most talented artists of a young age I’ve ever seen. After the Art Fair, can we talk?


  Responding in the affirmative, Nia was thrilled, and anxious to hear what he had to say.


  The grades were separated in the large gym, and Sal watched as the other winners were awarded their prizes. And he cheered heartily for them. He’s such a nice kid, she thought for the hundredth time. Peter would have been so proud. Though her husband had been a jock, he’d have celebrated his son’s success in art, where Sal had inexplicably shown both interest and talent. It had been one of the many things she’d loved about Peter. Sometimes, at events like this, the hole in her heart became a gaping chasm and she struggled against the emotion.


  When the formal part of the presentation was over, Rafe said, “Now mingle, everybody. See what stellar work your classmates have done.” Displays of student art lined the walls. “And parents, please browse, too. Congratulations to them all.”


  The groups disbanded, and three little dark-haired, dark-eyed boys ran to where the Ludzecky family had gathered.


  Sal threw himself into Nia’s arms. “Mommy, I won!”


  “I know, sweetheart. Congratulations.”


  Sneaking around his mother, Ben went up to Adam and gave him a high-five. “We didn’t win. Mom told us last night we have other talents.”



  “But we’re glad Sal won,” Tommy put in. “I like his drawings.”


  Adam ruffled Sal’s hair. “We’re happy for you, kid.”


  Nia glanced up to see Rafe Castle approaching them. Before he greeted any of them, he knelt down so he was eye-level with Sal. How thoughtful. “You did good, Salvador. Just like your namesake.”


  “What’s a namesake?” Ben asked.


  Sal announced proudly, “Who you’re named after.”


  “Our Uncle Salvador?”


  A male chuckle from the artist. “Nope. I told him I bet he has roots going back to Salvador Dali, the famous twentieth-century artist.”


  “Like you, Rafe.” Nia noticed Sal used his first name. “You said maybe you got roots to…who was it?”


  “A painter from the Renaissance time period. Raphael Sanzio da Urbino.”


  “Yeah, that’s him.”


  Standing, Rafe turned his gaze to Nia. “Mrs. Pettrone?”


  Nia cleared her throat. Though she’d seen pictures of him online since the school chose him for this position, his physical presence was daunting. Those navy eyes focused on her, increasing their effect. “Yes, I’m Sal’s mother.”


  “You’re son’s very talented.”


  “So you said.”


  “Rafe?”


  Castle’s brows rose. “Adam? Hello.”


  “You know my teacher, Adam?” Sal asked.


  “We’ve met. And I saw his show at the Mitchell Gallery. I bought The Dragon Within. His work is amazing. So individualistic.”


  “What does that mean?” Ben wanted to know.


  “That everybody gets something different out of it,” Adam explained.


  Her sister held out her hand. “I’m Paulina Pettrone.”


  When he got a look at Paulina, Rafe startled. “Wow, two of you? How do the men in the world stand it when you’re together?”


  “Excuse me?” This from Nia.


  “You must bowl them over.”


  Paulina rolled her eyes. “It was a compliment, Nia. Say thanks.” She focused on the boys. “Let’s go see everybody’s art before we have to leave. Nia, take your time in getting back to work. No rush.”


  “Could Sal go with you?” Rafe asked. “I’d like to speak to Mrs. Pettrone in private.”


  Nia stepped back.


  “It’s all positive stuff.”


  The four of them left, and Nia folded her arms across her chest, watching Rafe Castle. His dark hair was long and curly, and he carried himself in the confident, masculine way that men who looked like him seemed to have. “What did you want to talk about?”


  “Salvador.”


  “I appreciated your letter.”


  “I meant every word, and more. Did you notice how his paintings and drawings evolved the last two weeks?”


  “Yes, I did. Some got more realistic. Some more abstract. I liked the latter best.”


  His eyes glistened like sapphires, as if she’d said the right thing. “I have a proposal for you. I’d like to continue working with Sal. Free of charge.”


  “Why on earth would you do that? Adam said you were hot.”


  He winked at her. “I am.”


  “Oh, I meant your reputation. But back to Sal.”


  “He’s a prodigy. And that kind of talent needs to be cultivated.”


  Feeling guilt take root inside her, she sighed. “I’ve thought about getting him art lessons, but we’re so busy…”


  “I’ll come to your house. And yes, I’d expect an adult to supervise us, so you’d have to arrange that.”


  “We live with my mother and sister. It wouldn’t be too hard to get coverage.” She raised her chin. “But I insist I pay.”


  “Then I retract the offer.”


  “What?”


  “I won’t take your money.”


  “Mr. Castle, I might be a widow, but we have enough funds to live on.”


  His gaze darkened. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know Sal’s father died. He’s only talked about you, but…please, accept my condolences.”



  Nia could feel her face redden. “No, let me apologize. I jumped the gun. The boys told us some things they overheard people saying about them not having a dad, and I’m too sensitive.”


  “I don’t think you can be too sensitive about your kids.” He cocked his head. “So, the lessons?”


  “I’ll think about it.”


  His brows rose, indicating surprise at her statement. “All right.” He took out a card and handed it to her. “Let me know.”


  “One thing, Mr. Castle. Thanks for not asking in front of Sal.”


  “Of course not. We’re buddies. He’ll want to do this. But it’s your decision. I respect that.”


  “Do you have kids?”


  “No, never married. So none yet.” A big male grin. “Someday, though.”


  As he walked away, Nia stared at his long male stride. And okay, his butt, encased in soft denim, and his broad shoulders in a chamois shirt. But that wasn’t the matter at hand. Now, once again, she’d have to make the right choice for her child alone. She wished Peter was here to help with that and a million other things. Which was enough to worry about. But more pressing was the issue that Nia had not gotten beyond her grief enough to move on like Paulina had and that was as big an issue as the solo responsibility she now had.


  
    oOo

  


  After the art fair, Rafe drove back to the city in the sporty little BMW he’d bought when he’d sold several paintings at the Mitchell Gallery, some at the exorbitant prices that the owner insisted on. (He’d been right, too.) In just two months, Rafe had come to love this little baby.


  Do you have kids? Nia Pettrone had asked him.


  Sometimes, he wished he did, but mostly, he was enjoying his bachelorhood. Even unmarried at thirty-five, he was happy with his life, for which he was eternally grateful. His childhood had been a nightmare, but with help, he’d gotten past that.


  And he sure did like that little Sal Pettrone. Probably because the boy reminded him of himself at that age. Shy. Loving to draw and paint. At least the kid had family around who seemed to encourage him. He hoped that pretty Mrs. Pettrone would let him work with Sal.


  He wondered what Adam Armstrong was doing at the school. He seemed close to the family. Hmm. Maybe close to the twin? Did Mrs. Pettrone—Nia—also have a boyfriend? She was a stunner, and he’d love to see her with her hair down and not back in a braid. Maybe he’d get a glimpse of it if he helped Sal with his art.


  Because the boy made him think of Jonas, he took the next exit instead of going to his loft in SoHo. He drove down Jonas’s street and made a right turn at the luxury condos Jonas had moved to five years ago. He exited the car and walked up the sidewalk. Rafe had a key, but he knocked anyway.


  No answer.


  He knocked again.


  Still no one came to the door.


  His heartbeat escalating, he reached for his key ring just as the door opened. Jonas stood before him in tailored black pants and the Ralph Lauren knit sports shirt Rafe had bought him for Christmas last year. At sixty-five, he still had a full head of hair but now all gray. “Rafael, my boy. I wasn’t expecting you.”


  “I know. I came by on a whim. Am I interrupting anything?”



  Jonas Crane had stopped painting at sixty, mostly because of his bypass surgery and the strain creating blockbuster art had put on his heart. He’d also said he was ready to retire and moved into a smaller place. He’d given Rafe the loft he’d previously resided in. “No. I’m quite alone. Come in.”


  Rafe entered the condo. It was exquisitely decorated with Italian furniture and unique area rugs that were works of art themselves. The most special thing about the place was its huge windows, now letting in tons of sunlight.


  “Can I get you something?”


  He checked his watch. “I’d have a beer.”


  “I’ll join you.” Jonas started for the kitchen.


  “No, sit. I’ll get them.”


  After retrieving the pale ale Jonas favored, Rafe dropped down on one of the leather couches and faced his friend and mentor, who relaxed in his favorite lounger. “Feeling good?”


  “Right as rain. You know I just had a checkup.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “You shouldn’t concern yourself with that.”


  “Yeah, like that’s going to happen.” Rafe had freaked over Jonas’s heart attack and the serious operation it required and still worried about him. “What’s new?”


  Jonas grunted. “I’ve been asked to sit on the board of the Mitchell Gallery.”


  “You have?”


  “Yes. Not sure I’m going to do it, though.”


  “What kind of time would it entail?”


  “They said not much, but…” he shrugged. “I like my books these days, my biopics of all the great artists.” He grinned at Rafe. “And the women in my life.”


  Rafe knew Jonas didn’t lack for female companionship. “Then, think about it. Maybe you don’t want to spend your time there.”


  When Jonas asked about him, he mentioned the end of his tenure at the elementary school in Queens.


  “You’ll miss the boy, Salvador.”


  “Maybe not. I’ve offered to give him art lessons.”


  “Do you have time for that?”


  “I’ll make it for him. I manage to balance my life pretty well, except when I get in a painting frenzy.” He nodded to Jonas. “Besides, where would I be without the hours you spent with me?”


  Jonas got a faraway expression in his eyes. Was he thinking about the first time they met? Rafe had been a few years older than Sal and started hanging around the gallery where Jonas worked before he became known as the next Jackson Pollock. Meeting Jonas and eventually being adopted by him, then his subsequent patronage, changed the whole course of Rafe’s life.


  And Rafe was determined to pay it forward.


  
    oOo

  


  “Why so glum, Sal?” Nia asked her son the question after dinner that night while the two of them were still seated at the dining room table. She’d made his favorite macaroni and cheese to celebrate today, and the scent still lingered in the house. His cousins were playing a board game in another room, Matka was on the phone, and Paulina had gone out for a walk. “You had a great day at school.”


  “I dunno.”


  She covered his hand where it rested on the table. “I think maybe you do.”


  “I guess.” He peered up at her with a somber brown gaze. Way too somber for a six-year-old. “I’m gonna miss Rafe.”


  Nia hadn’t mentioned the lessons because she wanted to talk to her sister about it first, and consult with Matka to see if they’d be willing to supervise when she couldn’t.


  But her heart hurt at Sal’s statement. Damn it! All she wanted was to make this boy happy. Why were there so many roadblocks? She thought about the things in her life she couldn’t change: illness, death, abandonment. But she could affect this.


  “Then I have some good news for you, honey.”


  Sal’s sad expression didn’t change. Good news was unfamiliar to him.


  “Mr. Castle asked me today if he could give you some individual art training.”


  Sal’s eyes rounded like a puppy dog’s. “How come, Mommy?”


  She hadn’t expected this. “Because he told me you were so talented he wanted to help you along in your art.”


  “Geez.” Now pleasure suffused his face. “Wow. Oh, Mom.” Getting up, he hugged her. “I can’t believe it.”


  “Believe it, Sal. And you deserve this.”


  “When?”


  “As soon as I can make arrangements. I have to ask Matka and Aunt Paulie if they can be here for the lessons when I can’t, but if not, I’ll just have to find a way to supervise.”


  “Can I call him?”


  “Um, I guess. He gave me his card.” She stood. “I’ll get it.” Before she could move, he hugged her around the waist. “Thanks, Mommy.”


  “Thank Mr. Castle.”


  “He told us to call him Rafe.”


  “I gathered as much.”


  Before Peter died, she thought kids should address their elders by their surnames, but since then, she’d come to see what was and wasn’t important.


  Retrieving the card from the kitchen drawer where she’d stowed it, she grabbed her phone and rejoined Sal. “Here’s the number and my cell.”



  A smile still on his face, he punched the buttons. A few seconds longer. “Hi, Rafe. This is Salvador Pettrone…” A grin now. “My mom says you can give me lessons.” He waited. “Me, too…um, yeah.” He looked up at Nia. “He wants to talk to you.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Can I go tell the guys?”


  “Sure.” She put the phone to her ear. “Hello, Mr. Castle.”


  “Rafe, please. I’m thrilled you accepted my offer.”


  “Sal was moping that he’d miss you now that your residence at school is over.”


  “Ah, well, I’d miss him, too.”


  “If it’s not too much trouble, I want to meet with you about the schedule, and well, just to know who’s spending time with my son.”


  “Of course. I’d like to get to know Sal’s mom, too.”


  A bit surprised, she said, “Please call me Nia.”


  “Great.” His voice was low. Masculine. Sexy. “When can we get together?”




   


  
    Chapter 2

  


   


  Rafe entered Stargazer’s Bistro in Queens and snagged a table in the corner. He was looking forward to spending time with Sal Pettrone and encouraging his artistic talent. Maybe someday, Sal would feel about him as Rafe felt about Jonas. The thought warmed him. Staring out the window, he watched people come into and go out of the various restaurants, then a little blue Civic pulled up, garnering a coveted parking space out front.


  Nia Ludzecky exited the car. The Indian-summer weather had allowed her to dress in a light yellow sweater that appeared soft to the touch and a skirt to match. She looked like a ray of sunshine you could capture in your hand. When she turned to gaze at something across the street, he saw her hair was braided again, and the plait cascaded down her back. She didn’t smile as she headed to the door.


  He stood when she entered, and waved. Still, no change in her expression. But when she reached him, he saw friendliness and…gratefulness in her hazel eyes instead of the wariness of the day they met at school. “Hello, Nia.”


  “Rafe. Thank you so much for meeting me near work. Was it a haul coming out here?”


  “No, I drove and appreciate the chance to get out of the city.” He nodded to a chair. “What would you like?”


  “Coffee. Black.”


  He raised a brow. “No caramel macchiato with whipped cream?”


  Ah, this time the corners of her mouth turned up. “I usually have my dessert after a meal.”


  Grinning, he headed to the counter, put in her order and a soy latte with caramel flavoring for him. He returned and found her staring down at her phone.


  “Here you go.”


  She put the cell away. He hated, really hated, when people checked their phones during an appointment. Or worse, at dinner.


  “What did you get?”


  “Dessert.” Man, was she easy on the eyes. And there was an aura about her, something mysterious and deep. He’d compare it to the Mona Lisa if that wasn’t so corny. “So, what would you like to know about me?”


  “Whatever isn’t on the Internet. Or actually, what isn’t true on the Internet.”


  “Ha! I don’t google myself.”


  “No? All those stories about you dancing with naked women on the tabletops at clubs aren’t true?”


  His jaw dropped. “What?”


  Now she laughed, a soft, feminine sound.


  She’d teased. Well, wasn’t that nice.


  “What do you already know?”



  “That you grew up in the city. A single mom, no siblings.”


  “That’s accurate.”


  “I can’t imagine what it would be like to be an only child.”


  “You have a sister, a twin.”


  “I have six sisters and a brother.”


  “No shit? Oops, sorry. But wow. What was that like?”


  Now her eyes shone like the brightest of lights. “Mostly wonderful. It still is.”


  “Lucky for you.” He heard the note of sadness in his voice.


  “You didn’t have a happy childhood?”


  “No. But it got a lot better when I met Jonas Crane.”


  “The painter? Elizabeita loves his work.”


  “Elizabeita?”


  “My youngest sister. She works at the Met.”


  “Jonas will go down in history as one of the most important modern artists of the twentieth century.”


  She leaned in, as if warming to the conversation. “He mentored you?”


  “And much more. But yes. I was always interested in drawing and painting from the time I was a toddler. When I was a little older than Sal, I found the gallery Jonas ran right down the street and pestered him to let me hang out. He gave me a chance to be around art, then do some myself, overseen by him. By eight, I was a fixture at his gallery. My mother died when I was ten, and he and his then wife became foster parents. Not long after, he adopted me.”


  “So that’s why you want to help out Sal.”


  “In a way. But there’s more. Your son is talented, Nia. With a little instruction, especially at this age, art could be his life.”


  She frowned. “Is art your life?”


  “Inasmuch as any career is for most people. But if you’re asking if that’s all I do, no.” He winked at her. “Not with all those dancing girls around.”


  Another laugh. He liked causing it. He wanted to hear more, to experience more the feelings it aroused in him.


  “I’m glad to hear that. I want Sal to be well-rounded. And happier.”


  “He isn’t happy?”


  “I’m not sure. He wasn’t when he thought he wouldn’t see you again. And normally, he’s terribly shy.”


  “Like his mom.”



  “Hmm. Yeah, I guess I’m shy. Me and Sofia.”


  “One of the sisters?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Have you always been shy?”


  “Yes. As we grew up, Paulina was so outgoing, I didn’t have to be. And then I met my husband and he…protected me, I guess.” She rolled her eyes. “I was fifteen.”


  “You’re kidding?”


  “Nope. Paulina and I met the Pettrone boys when we went to high school, and the rest is history.”


  “You married brothers?”


  “Twins.”


  “What a cool story.”


  “It is. Too bad it didn’t have an HEA.”


  “HEA?”


  “Happily-Ever-After ending.” At his questioning expression, she added, “You know, like in romance novels.”


  “You read romance novels?”


  “Yes, why?”


  “Well, then, darlin’, you can’t be all that shy.”


  
    oOo

  


  A green goblin with blood-red eyes jumped out from behind a haystack. Three boys recoiled and screamed. Adam Armstrong also shied away. Nia smiled at Paulina. “Babies.”


  Sal moved behind Nia and didn’t say anything. Ben puffed out his little chest. “I wasn’t scared.”


  Adam grinned. “Nope, me neither.” He winked at Ben. “We guys got to be macho, right, kid?”


  In a development no one had expected, Ben, Paulina’s mischievous son, had taken to Adam. It had only enhanced the relationship between him and Paulina.


  Paulina poked her man in the ribs. “Don’t encourage him, Adam.”


  Tommy said, “I was scared. Were you Sal?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  Bending down, Adam whispered in her son’s ear. Sal’s expression turned devilish. Lord, the guy had a way with kids. At one time, Nia had objected to letting Adam in their lives. No more, though, as he’d made them all happier. And Paulina watched him as if he’d hung every single star in the sky. Sometimes, Nia felt…not jealous but wistful when she watched them together.


  Adam held Sal’s hand as they reached the little bridge sightseers had to cross to get to the hayride. “Watch out for trolls,” Adam said, just as one banged against the floorboards and stuck a green claw between them. Ben jumped, Tommy giggled nervously and Sal laughed. Once they reached their destination, Adam added, “Here we are.”


  For the Halloween Horror Show put on by the community, the big rectangular wagon was already filled halfway with kids and adults.


  Tommy pointed to the wagon. “There’s the hayride.”


  Ben said, “You and Aunt Nia can’t go on.”


  “They’re ’lergic,” Sal told Adam.


  “I know. It’s just us guys, I guess.” Taking Sal’s and Tommy’s hands, Adam followed Ben, who’d run ahead to the traditional Halloween ride. The four of them climbed on. When they pulled away, Nia turned to Paulina. She was shocked to see tears in her tough sister’s eyes. “What’s wrong, Paulie?”


  “I can’t believe how good Adam is with the kids.”


  “Who would have guessed?”



  “He’s a constant surprise.” She turned to Nia. “I’m glad you’ve accepted him.”


  “How could I not?” She slid an arm around Paulina. “He’s great. It’s getting more serious, isn’t it?”


  Paulina had wanted to take the relationship slower than Adam had, but he’d agreed.


  “Yeah. I can’t resist his charm, either.” She took a bead on her sister. “I wish you had someone, Nia.”


  “I do, too. Maybe it’s not in the cards.”


  “I’m sorry the date with the art teacher didn’t go so well.”


  “I did try, Paulie. I called him up. Went out. But I felt so uncomfortable with him.”


  “Do you know why?”


  “Because he wasn’t Peter.”


  “You know what? I think you have to be friends with someone first, then it’ll work out.”


  “You didn’t. You and Adam jumped right into bed, aka the lawn behind the museum, right away.”


  “You and I know we’re different, sis. It’ll happen for you, not the same way, though.”


  “Let’s table this. It’s a beautiful night.” The sky was clear, there was a full moon and the air was balmy enough for them to dress in jeans and light sweaters.


  “Okay. I didn’t have time to ask today, but did your meeting with sexy Rafe Castle go well?”


  “Yeah, he’s a nice guy. He’s starting Sal’s lessons Friday.”


  “Sal will be so happy. And I meant what I said. I’ll chaperone anytime. I wouldn’t mind getting to see that sexy butt for a few hours.”


  “Shoulders.”


  “What?”


  “He’s got great shoulders.”


  “Does he now?”


  Nia glanced at her sister. “Don’t start on him. He’s way out of my league.”


  “No way is that true.”


  Nia turned serious. “No, Paulie, don’t view him as a prospective beau. Having him come out is only for Sal. I wouldn’t want to jeopardize that for my son by some dalliance with him.”


  “I know. I’ll shut up.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “So long as I get to ogle his butt.”


  “I’ll tell Adam.”


  “You wouldn’t dare.”


  She thought of Rafe’s comment. You can’t be all that shy, darlin’.


  “Don’t bet on it.”




   


  
    Chapter 3

  


   


  Donuta sat with Sal as he arranged his paints, colored pencils and chalk on the big table in the kids’ playroom. “How many times have you changed all those things around, kochanie?”


  He smiled up at her. Of the four children in the family, this one was the most somber, so a smile from him was a gift. He reminded her of Sofia.


  “A lot, I guess. I want Rafe to like it.”


  “I’m sure he will. I hear he likes you.”


  Now a big grin. “That’s what Mommy said.” He shrugged. “Cool!”


  The doorbell rang and Sal glanced at her. The children had been taught not to answer the door without an adult. After the deaths of her beloved sons-in-law, they were stricter about enforcing the rule than other households. “We’ll go let him in.” She stood, took his hand and went to the foyer. “You can open it now.”


  Sal yanked on the door. For a brief moment, Donuta studied the artist on the stoop. Rafael Castle was about six feet tall, with longer, curly hair. Bending down, he looked Sal in the eye. “Hi, Salvador Dali.”


  “Hi, Rafael…Umbrio.”


  “Close enough.”


  What was that called? An inside joke?


  The man stood. He towered over her. “Hello, Mr. Castle.”


  “Please call me Rafe, Mrs. Ludzecky.”


  “Then you call me Donuta.”


  “Or Babka,” Sal suggested. “That’s what I call her.”


  Sal and the man headed through a parlor to the larger area beyond it. Rafe stopped at the entryway. “This is so cool, Sal. You got your own space.”


  “It was a room for everybody before we moved in here.”


  “A living room,” Donuta told him. “When the children came to live with me, I wanted the boys to have their own place. A while after the bedrooms upstairs were completed, we added a family room on the back of the house, and this one became theirs.”


  “That’s right. You live with your cousins. I know them from school. That Ben’s a little rascal.”


  “What’s a rascal?”


  “Somebody who causes a lot of trouble,” Donuta announced dryly.



  “So,” Donuta said, taking the…cow by the horns. “I will stay over there at the desk doing my household accounts. Is that acceptable?”


  “Of course. You don’t know me. But you will.” He gave her a smile that reminded her of Stash, her deceased husband, when he was young. “In the meantime, you should supervise us.”


  The two of them settled at the table and Donuta went to the computer. Magdalena had spent weeks teaching her how to use it. Now she enjoyed the email device and the ability to locate information. Three messages from her children awaited her.


  Lukasz: Morning, Matka. I love you. Have a great day.


  Her boy did this daily. Just a short note to keep in touch.


  Elizabeita: Hey, Matka. Don’t forget, I’m coming to dinner next week. Can’t wait to see you.


  Then why did her wild child come home so infrequently?


  Sofia: Hello, Matka. I’ve got a cold. I went to the doctor and he did tests—nothing’s wrong. But I have someone covering classes. I’m fine, but wanted to check in.


  Donuta’s heartbeat speeded up. Whenever Sofia got sick, she worried. As a survivor of the cancer, Sofia was fragile. So she wrote back: I will be over later to see you. Kocham ciebie.



  Laughter on the other side of the room distracted Donuta. Sal caught her gaze. “Babka, come ’ere.”


  Donuta stood and crossed to the pair.


  “We’re drawing with charcoal today,” Rafe told her.


  “Isn’t this cool? It’s me and Mom.”


  “How did you…?”


  He pointed to a photo on the side bookshelf.


  “It is lovely.”


  “Can I keep it?” Sal asked.


  “Of course.”


  The small picture was probably worth money, Donuta thought. She had learned to use the engines, too, and had done a search of this man.


  Back at the computer, she saw she had a new email. From Gerald. A little flutter in her chest told her she liked this man. Very much.


  Good morning, Donuta. I hope you’re well. I was thinking about last weekend. I’ve been thinking about last weekend since you left my home. We’re closer now, sweetheart. And I’m so happy. Are you happy?


  She blushed. Lord in heaven, this man did have nice words.


  She and Gerald had become lovers. Donuta, a sixteen-year-old virgin when she’d married, was an innocent. Now she felt like a modern woman. And young, even at sixty-five.


  Yes, Gerald, she wrote back. I am happy. Because of you.


  Now, time to get back to her financial responsibilities. Periodically, she glanced over at the two in the corner. Rafe was drawing sometimes, then Salvador. Right now, though, they both had their heads bent in a similar way, with serious expressions on their faces.


  “Hi, everybody.”


  Donuta turned. Her daughter stood in the doorway. Her face was lined and her shoulders stiff. Something was wrong.


  
    oOo

  


  “I’m sorry I’m late.” Nia tried to keep the quiver out of her voice.


  Rafe Castle, who was sitting with Sal, stood abruptly and strode to her. He grasped her arms. “Nia, what’s wrong?”


  “I…I…” She took in a deep breath. “I was in a car accident.”


  “Bo żesz ty mój.” Calling for God’s help, her mother hurried over and took Nia in her arms.


  For a moment, she cuddled into Matka’s warm, safe bosom. Then Nia drew back, knowing she had to be strong. “I’m not hurt. No one was.”


  “But you’re trembling.” This from Rafe, who’d stepped aside but stayed close.


  “Never mind that.” She skirted around both of them and hurried to Sal. “Come here, honey. I want you to see I’m okay.”


  Standing beside the table, Sal had gone white and stiff. He stared at her blankly.


  She dropped to her knees. “Sal, did you hear me?”


  He nodded.


  “I’m not hurt.”


  “Daddy was.”


  “What?”


  “Daddy was.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  Rafe was in front of Sal now, kneeling down, too. “I do. Sal, your Daddy was hurt in a car accident, but it was more serious than what happened to your mom today. See, she’s fine. She’s just shaky.” When her son didn’t respond, Rafe said, “Have you ever fallen off your bike?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “And you were scared, right?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “That’s how Mommy feels now.”


  “Oh.” Sal said to Nia, “Sorry you’re scared, Mommy.”


  She cleared her throat. “A hug right now would help.”


  Her son threw himself at her. Over his shoulder, she mouthed thank you.


  Rafe squeezed her arm and stood.


  After a generous hug and a couple of kisses, Nia rose, too. “How’s the lesson going?”


  He nodded, taking her cue to change the subject. “What do you think, Sal?”


  “It went great. You should see what we made, Mommy.”


  “I’d love to.”


  They went behind the table and Rafe hovered nearby. When she saw the charcoal sketch, she said, “Oh, my. Wow. This is beautiful.”


  “It’s you and me.”


  “I know, honey. Did you draw it?”


  “No, silly. Rafe did.”


  She glanced over at him. “Thank you, Rafe.”


  They made small talk, then Rafe said, “I think I should leave now. We had a couple of hours together.”


  Sal hugged his waist. “Thanks, Rafe. When you coming back?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe your mom can walk me out to my car and we can talk about it.”


  She touched Sal’s shoulder. “I’ll be right back, honey.”


  Matka joined them. “Go ahead. Sal, show me what other masterpieces you created.”


  In the foyer, Nia opened the door, and Rafe stood back so she could precede him out. As soon as they got on the porch, he stopped and faced her. “Are you sure you’re not hurt?”


  “Truthfully, I’m a little sore.” She nodded to the driveway. “The car is in worse shape.”


  With a finger, he tipped up her chin. “You have some discoloration on your cheek and neck.”


  “I do? I’ll have to try to cover it up so Sal doesn’t see it.”


  “Tell me what happened.”


  “A guy ran a red light. Luckily, he clipped me in the back, but I spun around.” She shivered. “The police came and took statements. His car needed to be towed, but I could drive home.”


  He put his hands on her upper arms again. His touch felt soothing, and she needed comfort right now. “I’m so sorry that happened to you.”


  “It was minor, really. I didn’t call to say I’d be late, because Sal worries about me.” She studied him. Today he wore a dark blue shirt, rolled up at the sleeves, the color accenting his eyes. His hair brushed the collar. “How did you know?”


  “Know what?”


  “That Sal was connecting what happened to me to Peter’s accident.”


  “Because I’m on the outside. I’m sure your mother was worried and you were shaken. That’s why I caught what he was saying, and you two didn’t.”


  “I think it’s more than that, but I haven’t figured what.”


  His eyes twinkled now. “Let me know when you do.”


  “I will.”


  He pivoted to gaze at the car. “Uh-oh!”


  “Yeah. But it can be fixed.” She added, “Lots of things can’t, so I’m not going to lose sleep over what can.”


  “That’s a wonderful attitude.”


  “Hard-won, I’d say.”


  “I imagine.”


  Turning back to her, he asked, “When can I come again?”


  “Would you mind coming on Saturday next time? I’ve got some meetings on Friday that I can’t miss.”


  He took out his phone—the cover was red—and clicked into it. He must be checking his calendar. “Works for me. I’ll be free at three. How does that sound?”


  “Perfect.”


  She watched him as he walked away to the snazzy BMW parked on the street. She’d thought it was probably his. It fit him. But what she’d seen in him today totally didn’t gel with the famous-artist, man-about-town image. She’d have to think about that.


  
    oOo

  


  Lying back on the bench, Rafe raised the barbell, heavy weights on each end. He normally didn’t work out this late, but after he’d gotten back from the Ludzecky house, he’d been restless. He counted. “One…two…five…thirteen…”


  At fifteen he stopped. Rafe knew his limits—in most things. Hopping onto the treadmill, he began at a slow pace. And because he didn’t have to concentrate on his actions, his mind drifted back to what had happened today. He pictured lovely Nia pulling herself together for her son. Then, superimposed over that image was his mother’s.


  Rafael, I have another headache. Get me some medicine.


  Rafe, where are you going? You can’t leave me alone like this.


  You’re ungrateful. Here I am, suffering, and you…you ask for money.


  She’d been a hypochondriac even when his father was around. Then she’d started drinking. It was probably why the selfish man had bailed when Rafe was four.


  His thoughts turned to Sal. He had an affinity toward him already. He hoped to have kids someday, and he’d take one like that child in a New York minute.


  When he finished his workout, sweat dripped from him. He headed to the bedroom and then the shower. After he turned the faucet on, the phone rang.


  He debated whether or not to answer. But it might be Jonas. Picking up his cell from the vanity, he checked the caller ID. And clicked on.


  “Hello, cutie.”


  “Hi, Ariana.” He pictured dark-as-night hair, the texture of coarse silk. And velvety brown eyes. “How are you tonight?”


  “Lonely.”


  “Hmm. Want some company?”


  “It’s why I called.”


  “I just worked out and was about to step into the shower. I can be there in an hour.”


  “See you soon.”


  He wasn’t smiling when he clicked off and stepped under the hot spray. He was going to get laid tonight, and he should be glad for it.


  But his mind was stuck in that warm, loving household from this afternoon, the kind he’d never had. He couldn’t drag this thoughts away from there and take joy in the evening ahead.




   


  
    Chapter 4

  


   


  From the foyer, Magdalena heard the sounds of her family in the back of the house. Once again, the Ludzecky home brimmed with chatter and excitement. It hadn’t been so long ago that a black cloud of grief cloaked it.


  “They’re a noisy bunch, aren’t they?” Logan Price said, helping Magdalena off with her coat.


  Just then, a high-pitched scream rent the air, followed by, “You did not!”


  Magdalena smiled at her business colleague and friend. Logan had the chiseled jaw of a movie star, sky blue eyes and thick dark hair. Magdalena was eternally grateful she was immune to his charm.


  “A lot different from some of the other times you were here.”


  “Thank the Lord.” After hanging up her coat and his, he put his hand at her neck in an affectionate gesture. “You doing okay? You said coming home makes you sad sometimes.”


  “Not tonight. Besides, you’re here to keep me company.”


  “Mags! Get in here,” someone yelled. Either Paulina or Nia. Most often, she couldn’t tell the difference.


  She and Logan headed to the huge kitchen, and family room off it. There, she found Matka at the stove and the girls in the family room. “Oh, wow, Elizabeita came?”


  Matka turned. “Kochanie,” she said and crossed to Magdalena. When her mother hugged her, Magdalena felt a warmth for this woman swell inside her. Then Matka turned approving eyes on Logan. “Ah, widok jed, welcome.”


  They hugged. Superimposed over that image came one of Logan in this very room, the week the guys had died, holding Matka. Magdalena would never forget how he’d come home with her when she’d gotten the obscene call at the private-equity firm where they both worked, stayed by her side for days and helped out with kids and food and the minutia of negotiating the days after the tragedy. And one night, he’d come out to the kitchen and found her crying alone, so as not to show her grief to the girls. It was right for her to call him the kind one.


  “My favorite woman in the world,” he said to Matka.


  “Keep your hands off my girl.” Someone had come through the back door.


  Logan laughed. He and Gerald Callahan knew each other in the business world. Magdalena’s world.


  “Gerald, hello.” Logan gave him a hearty handshake.


  While he talked to Gerald, Magdalena joined her sisters. Four of them sat on couches and chairs or the floor, all looking a lot like they had when they lived here. Only Ana seemed older. And more world weary.


  Hugs and kisses all around, then she sat on the edge of the couch near the baby of the family. She ran a hand down Elizabeita’s hair, long and lank. Tonight it had a pink streak in it. “Glad you could join us, Lizzie,” Magdalena said easily.


  A pout, familiar to all of them. “I come as often as I can. I’m a working girl, you know. I travel a lot for my job.”


  Ana gave Elizabeita a motherly smile. “We know, baby. We just want to see you more.”


  Elizabeita went to Ana and hugged her. “I want to see you, she said, glancing sideways at Mags, who didn’t put up with anything from her.


  “Hmm.” Magdalena scanned the sisters. “Where’s big brother?”


  “Check outside.”


  She glanced out the window. Lukasz and Adam were tossing a football to Paulina’s twins. She called out to the kitchen, “Hey, Logan, the boys are all outside.”


  From the kitchen, Logan acknowledged her. He often rough-and-tumbled with the kids.


  “You sure he’s just a friend?” Lizzie asked, watching Logan from the family room.


  “Yes, thank God. Who’d want to be part of the horror stories of his love life?”


  Three women raised their hands and said,


  “I would.”


  “Tell him to come to me.”


  “Oh, yeah.”


  Only Ana, still jaded from the demise of her marriage, didn’t join the fun. She did check out Logan, though.


  Magdalena watched as he took off his sports coat, revealing an expensive polo shirt and muscles to die for. “He’s more than handsome.”


  “We know, sweetie.” This from Paulina. “He was there for all of us through the whole horrible ordeal after the accident.” And she loved him for that support.


  “Where’s Nia?” Magdalena asked, to change the subject.


  “In the playroom.” Paulina winked. “The hunk is here.”


  “Who’s the hunk?” Ana wanted to know.


  “Dreamy Rafe Castle.”


  “The artist?” This from Elizabeita.


  “He’s giving Sal art lessons.”


  “Shut the front door. Why don’t I know about this?”


  “You were away when it started.” Paulina turned serious. “Don’t tease Nia about him, though.”


  A furrowed brow marred Elizabeita’s unlined, twenty-five-year-old brow. “Why would I?”


  “Wait till you see him.”


  Just then, Sal came running into the room. “Hey, everybody. Rafe and I drew animals.”


  Magdalena reached for the pictures. “Wow, Sal, which one is yours?”


  His eyes rounded. “Can’t you tell?”


  Elizabeita grabbed the piece of paper. “I can. This one.”


  “No, Aunt Lizzie, that’s Rafe’s.” The excitement in the boy’s voice was heartwarming.


  From beside her, Paulina whispered, “Speak of the devil.”


  Magdalena glanced up. Holy Lord! Rafe Castle was a doll.


  
    oOo

  


  At the entry to the family room, Rafe stood openmouthed as he gazed at the five women seated on the furniture. He’d seen pictures of the Ludzecky sisters on the Internet, but in the flesh they were… spellbinding. More than average height. Thick, thick hair, which four of them wore down (Nia didn’t). Cat eyes that seemed to focus on him all at once cast a powerful punch.


  Shyly, Nia said, “This is Rafe Castle.”


  Elizabeita stood and shook his hand. “I saw your last exhibit at the Mitchell Gallery. I think we should have a Castle in the Sky hanging in the Met.”


  “Wow. Anytime. It’s been a dream of mine. You work there, right?”


  “Yep. We have some of Jonas Crane’s work, of course. He was your mentor of sorts, wasn’t he?”


  “Uh-huh. The museum has three of my favorites.”


  “I love those works, too.”


  She was younger than the others and seemed more relaxed. He’d paint her as the embodiment of confidence and fluid grace.


  The scents of butter, macaroni and cooking meat wafted in from the kitchen. Rafe scanned the scene and realized what this was. He leaned into Nia. “I’m interrupting. When I asked to come later today, I didn’t know there was a party here.”


  “Not a party,” Paulina answered. “Family dinner. We meet up when we can.”


  “What a nice tradition.” He tried to keep the wistfulness out of his voice.


  Donuta came to the archway between the two rooms. “Rafe, would you like to stay for dinner?”


  He saw Nia’s mouth drop. She didn’t want him here, he could tell. And he was disappointed. He’d like very much to be a part of a family tonight.


  Before he could speak up, Sal tugged on his shirt. “Can you stay?” At his hesitation, Sal added, “Please. Please.”


  Helplessly, he looked at Nia again. She said, “We’d love to have you if you’re not busy.”


  “I’m not. I’d like nothing better than to stay. Only if I can help out.”


  “You can,” Donuta told him. “You and Salvador are to set the table.”


  “Oh, wow. Oh, wow.” Sal practically shimmered with joy.


  Rafe felt some of it himself.


  
    oOo

  


  At the long oval table in the Ludzecky dining room, Elizabeita whispered in Nia’s ear, “I almost can’t eat, because of those guys. Talk about the wow factor.” She snorted. “Even our brother.”


  It was true, Nia thought. Adam, Rafe, Logan and Luke made quite a picture. Two blonds, two dark-haired, all with big, gorgeous eyes.


  “So, Rafe?” Adam asked. “Are you preparing for another show?”


  “It’s scheduled for next spring. I’ve done three new paintings since the last exhibit. I’d like to add at least four more.”


  Seated next to Rafe, her son hung on his idol’s every word. “Can I see the new paintings, Rafe? Mom and I saw some of your old ones online. I loved them.”


  He pierced Nia with that warm blue gaze and arched a brow, a silent bid for her response. The gesture made him appear…dangerous. No, sexy. Maybe both.


  Flustered, she blurted out, “Honey, we already take up too much of Rafe’s time.”


  “We do?” Sal’s voice trembled.


  Sliding his arm around Sal’s shoulder, he hugged the boy close. “You do not do that, lad. Mom’s just being polite so she doesn’t intrude on my time.”


  “I was, yes. What I meant is, if Rafe has the time, you can visit his place.”


  “I’ll take him,” Elizabeita piped up, watching Rafe with a glittering gaze. Nia saw Ana pull her back.


  “No, I will, Lizzie,” Nia said. “Thanks, though.” To Rafe, she added, “Whenever is convenient for you. Maybe you could have your next lesson then, so you wouldn’t have to drive out here.”


  “Fine by me. You, Sal? Want to have a lesson in my loft?”


  He worked in a loft. Was that where he lived?


  “Cool.”


  Down the table, Ben scowled. Tommy said, “Can I see it, too?”


  “If you want.” This from Paulina. “But some other time.”


  “Where is your studio, Rafe?” Logan asked.


  “SoHo. It’s my residence, too. I sort of inherited it.”


  Luke leaned in. Oh, no. Suspecting the Polish Inquisition, Nia kicked him under the table.


  “Ouch. Why’d you do that, girl?”


  “Because you’re going to grill him. He’s not only our guest but he’s been very kind to Sal.”


  “Uncle Luke’s going to cook Rafe?” Sal asked.


  “No, honey,” she said while all the occupants of the table tried not to laugh. “It means ask him a lot of questions.”


  “Like what?” Ben wanted to know.


  Luke didn’t hesitate. “Where are you from? Do you have a big family like us? Did you go to college?”


  “I grew up in the city. No college. And I don’t have a big family. It was just my mother and me.”


  Matka looked over at him. “You poor boy. You missed out on all this.” She gestured to her family.


  “Oh, yeah, on Luke scaring away our boyfriends.” This from Ana.


  Paulina got her digs in. “On Elizabeita giving Matka gray hair.”


  A snort from Lukasz. “The seven of you stealing my clothes.”


  And so the spotlight was taken off of Rafe. Nia was glad. She was indebted to him, but she didn’t want the family to get too close to him.


  And she didn’t want Elizabeita to flirt with him, either.


  
    oOo

  


  “Walk me to the car,” Rafe suggested to Nia when she showed him to the door. He wasn’t ready to leave just yet, and he wanted to be alone with her. She grabbed a fuzzy pink sweater from the coat tree and closed the door behind them. When they reached the BMW at the curb, he turned to her, leaned against the car and folded his arms across his light leather coat. It had gotten dark, and the moonlight cast her face in sharp relief. It wasn’t too cold out to talk, though.


  He said in a low voice, “I can’t remember when I've had such a pleasant evening.”


  “Seriously?” She was genuinely surprised. He liked this about her, that she was so unassuming. So honest. “You’re probably courted by everybody in New York City. People magazine included you in their Sexiest Man issue.”


  Instead of basking in the comment—and that she knew this fact—he raised his hand and brushed his knuckles down her cheek. “Don’t diminish tonight. Your family. I was honored to be a part of it.”


  “You’re totally right. I don’t mean to do that.”


  He leaned toward her, and almost imperceptibly, she moved closer to him, too. “So, when are you coming to my loft?”


  “Um…” Was she flustered? “I—I could do Friday afternoon. Sal’s off school for teacher workshops and I’m taking the day for us.”


  “Great. I’ll see you then. Text me the time.”


  “All right.”


  Straightening, he looked down at her. She looked up at him. The moment heated. And he couldn’t resist. Bending down, he placed his hands on her shoulders and kissed her forehead. He was glad to feel her shiver. “Thanks again.”


  She cleared her throat and stepped back. “Good night, Rafe.”


  “Good night, Nia. Sleep well.”




   


  
    Chapter 5

  


   


  “Are you okay, honey?”


  “Yeah.” Sal inched closer to Nia. “I don’t like the subway.”


  “I know, but it’s the quickest to get to Rafe’s place.”


  “’kay.”


  “We get off at the next stop.”


  He huddled closer.


  It was a short walk from the subway station to Rafe’s loft in SoHo. For a moment, she stood in front of the six-story building made of red brick. He’d said he was on the top. She wondered what a place here would cost.


  Sal rang the buzzer, and soon, Rafe appeared in the reception area. Wearing tight-fitting blue jeans and a navy T-shirt, he was barefoot. She resisted a heavy intake of breath.


  As soon as he opened the door, Sal threw himself at Rafe. They hugged warmly, then he squeezed her arm. “Welcome.”


  “Thanks. He’s so excited I don’t think he slept last night.”


  “Come on in.”


  They took the elevator up to the sixth floor, and Sal chatted nonstop, shocking Nia. When the car stopped, the doors opened to a ten-foot corridor. “You live up here all by yourself, Rafe?”


  “Uh-huh. I’m really lucky.”


  Nia knew her surprise showed.


  “You’re wondering how I could afford this, even several years ago.”



  “No, that would be rude.”


  “Let’s get inside and I’ll tell you. I’m not embarrassed by how it came about.”


  The double doors were lovely. She wanted to touch the carvings in the wood. When he let them inside, Sal said, “Holy cow!” and Nia gawked.


  She’d lived in the New York City area all her life but had never seen anything like what sprawled before her. The space was open, but not. The walls of the foyer were covered in textured paint. Straight ahead was a kitchen with gleaming black-and-gray appliances, granite countertops and a vaulted ceiling exposing wooden beams.


  “Wow, Rafe. This is huge.”


  “It is.” Over Sal’s head, he said, “When Jonas stopped painting, he was ready for a smaller residence. He offered me this place. I told him it was too extravagant a gift, but I’m the only family he has. As I said at Stargazer’s, he adopted me when I was young.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with letting people help you. When we moved in with Matka, all of our colleagues in construction got together and put on the addition and did the renovation for free.”


  “Peter must have been well loved.”


  She held his gaze and managed a small smile. “He was.” To avoid the sadness, she went farther into his home. “I can tell some of this is newer.”


  “He bought it when he started to make a lot of money. We moved in when I was thirteen. I lived here until I went out on my own, but not very far away.”


  “What a lovely story. Jonas must care about you very much.”


  “And the sentiment is returned.”


  She gestured to the wide expanse of living area. “Tell me what you did to it.”


  They walked into the kitchen. She ran her hand over the cool, hard granite. “I didn’t do the kitchen,” he told her. “It needed remodeling and I had it professionally designed. Obviously, the wall of windows in the back and front were done by the experts.”


  They walked into a huge living space, sporting the same high ceilings and beams that was all open to the dining and kitchen areas.


  Sal raced across to the far wall and pressed his face against the glass. “Mommy, it has an outside, way up here. Can we go out?”


  “Sure.”


  She must have seemed worried because Rafe told her, “It’s safe. High railings surround it. Now, all that, I did.”


  The roof consisted of a beautiful garden and patio. It sported lounge chairs, slate floors and a table and chairs at the east end. Potted greens were everywhere.


  “It was just a dirty rooftop. I put everything in but the door.”


  They moved on to the bedroom, which was adjacent to the living area, with windows facing the street below. “I can’t believe there’s so much light, between the skylights and windows.”


  “The skylights weren’t always here. I had them put in, as well as the wooden beams in the ceilings.”


  “I don’t know what to say. It takes my breath away.”


  “And this isn’t even the piéce de résistance.” His eyes sparkled with excitement. As they made their way to the other side of the loft, she realized he’d made the space he surrounded himself with a work of art.


  Rafe let her and Sal go into the studio first.


  “Holy cow,” Sal said again.


  “I agree.” Nia was equally in awe.


  The studio was crescent shaped, wide, with high ceilings, too. Skylights ran across the roof, and another wall of windows practically surrounded the area. When she looked up, she gasped. The wooden ceiling of light oak was wavy.


  “I didn’t know that could be done.”


  “Isn’t it breathtaking? Some of my art buddies helped me put it up.”


  “It’s like wooden ocean,” Sal said.


  He ruffled Sal’s hair. “Spoken like a true artist.”


  Sal beamed.


  “Wait until I tell Paulina. She’ll want to see this.”


  “Anytime.” He winked. “As long as you come with her.”


  Flustered, she nodded to a large table, “Would you like to start the lesson now?”


  “Sure. You can sit in the little room off it that has a view of us.”


  She’d noticed the rooftop near the studio was a miniature design of the larger one on the other side of the house. It sported two cushiony lounge chairs, and she could keep an eye on Sal just fine. “Would you mind if I waited out there? I love the gardens. I have my coat on still.”


  “Go ahead.” He picked up a heavy throw from a chair. “Use this if you get cold.”


  Nia heard them talking softly as she let herself out the door and stepped onto the patio. Taking a seat in one of the loungers, she stared out at the city visible from up here. The early November sun warmed the day, but still she covered herself with the blanket. As she did, Rafe’s scent rose up to meet her, the one she’d inhaled when he stayed for dinner last week. She remembered talking by his car, how they’d gravitated toward each other, how he’d kissed her head. Shaking off the memory, she took her e-reader out of her purse and called up the latest romance novel she’d just begun. She felt her eyes close, though, after only a few pages.


  
    oOo

  


  One minute, it was sunny and bright. The next, the sky darkened and heavy rain began to pelt the windows at a slant. Rafe couldn’t remember a time when the weather had changed so quickly. Thunder clapped loudly and Sal jumped up from the table, where he was trying oil paints for the first time. “Mommy?” His eyes rounded with stark terror.


  Rafe knelt before him. “Sal, I’m here. You’re safe.”


  “I want Mom.” Pivoting, he looked out the windows.


  Nia was just opening the door. Nonetheless, Sal threw himself at her. She went down on her knees. “Shh, it’s okay, honey.”


  So she was familiar with his reaction.


  Rafe went to the bathroom off the studio, got some towels and returned. Sal had calmed some, but Nia was still on her knees, holding him. He crossed to them. Her face had tightened and her eyes were bleak.


  Finally, Sal moved back. “Your hair’s wet,” he said, wiping his eyes.


  “Just damp. I fell asleep out there. I heard you yelling for me.”


  She stood and Rafe handed her a towel. The jeans she wore fit her snugly before, but now they gloved her. The pretty white blouse clung to her…in all the right places. He had to drag his gaze away from her breasts, which he hadn’t realized were so full.


  Sal stood close by Nia. He’d calmed but was clinging to her again. Rafe hadn’t seen the kid do that in a while.


  Softly, Rafe ruffled his hair. “Don’t like thunderstorms, buddy?”


  He shook his head.


  “I didn’t, either, as a kid.”


  “Really? Ben says I’m a baby.”


  Rafe gave him a skeptical look. “You know, Ben says a lot of things that I think aren’t true.”


  “He’s okay most of the time.”


  Sweet kid, defending his cousin.


  “I’m glad for that.”


  Nia glanced out the window. “I’m afraid we’ll have to wait out the storm here. Sal doesn’t go out in them.”


  “You’ll need to change. Your blouse is wet.” He cleared his throat and left them to retrieve a shirt from his dresser in the bedroom. He handed it to her when he returned.


  “Thanks, I’ll go change.”


  He glanced at his watch. “Let’s order a pizza, and we’ll eat before I take you home.”


  “You don’t have to do that. I’ve already got subway tokens.”


  “I know. I want to.” He nodded to her. “Let’s get some food.”


  
    oOo

  


  Wrapped up in his warm blue fleece, Nia sat next to him in the front seat of his new car. Sal snored softly from the back. It was still drizzling, and she watched it form rivulets on the glass.


  Rafe said, “Penny for your thoughts.”


  “Truthfully, I was thinking about how we keep inconveniencing you.”


  He sighed. He sounded like Luke when he was impatient with one of them. “Nia, I want a favor from you.”


  “Anything.”


  “Hmm.” He shot her a sexy look. “Maybe I’ll reconsider my request.”


  She chuckled, and couldn’t believe she was actually comfortable with the flirting. “What is it?”


  “I’d like you to stop saying that you and Sal take up too much of my time. That you inconvenience me. Do you really think I’d be doing all of this if I didn’t want to?”


  “Not all of it. Today was a big extra. I can tell you like teaching my son. And you like him.”


  “And you.”


  “Me?”


  “I like you, too, Nia.”


  The notion warmed her. In the cozy car, lit by only the streetlamps, she didn’t tense at his statement. “I like you, too, Rafe. You have a lot of depth. And you’re innately kind.”


  “Well, good. So we’re clear on this?”


  “Not totally. I thought you’d probably have a date tonight.”


  He waited a beat. “Are you asking me if I have a girlfriend?”


  She waited, too. And told herself she should know that about him if her son was to continue spending time with him. “Do you?”


  “Nope. I date, of course, but no special woman in my life. You?”


  “No, I don’t have a girlfriend.”


  He laughed aloud. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but I’m glad. How about guys?”


  “Not much time for romance in my life.”


  “Hence, the novels.”


  “What novels?”


  “You said you read romance novels.”


  “Oh, God, I forgot I told you that.”


  “Were you reading one on the deck?”


  “Don’t tease.”


  “I think it’s cute.” He turned onto her street and then into the driveway. “And I think this is lovely.” Reaching out, he took a lock of her hair between his thumb and forefinger.


  She’d had to unbraid and towel dry it, so the strands were still damp and curled some, like Paulina’s. “Why on earth don’t you ever wear this down?”


  Because that’s how Peter liked it.


  She pushed the thought away. She didn’t want her memories here with him in the car. “It’s a pain in the ass. I should cut it.”


  “Now that would be a mortal sin, darlin’.”


  A small chuckle escaped her.


  “Is everyone’s like this? I noticed the sisters who were there Saturday night had hair like Rapunzel’s.”


  “Uh-uh.” She didn’t tell him that in some unconscious gesture of solidarity, all the girls had let their hair grow after the guys died.


  “Do you know how gorgeous it is?”



  She blushed. “There’s no way to modestly answer that.”


  “Modesty is highly overrated.”


  She saw the house had only the outside lights on. “I should go.”


  “All right. I’ll carry Sal in.”


  “I can wake him up.”


  “Why would you?”


  Nia watched him get out of the car and open the back door. She was hit by a brutally clear image of Peter gently tugging Sal out of his car seat, joking about how heavy he was. Tears prickled her eyes, but she battled them back. Quickly, she exited the car and led him into the house, through the foyer and up the stairs.


  From behind her, he whispered, “Is everybody out?”


  “It’s Friday night. The boys are sleeping over at Ana’s, my older sister. We trade kids often. Both Matka and Paulina have dates.”


  “I love how you share so much of your lives.”


  He put Sal on his bed, and Nia removed his shoes and jeans. Rafe covered him with a quilt. “There you go, buddy, sleep well.”


  Her son had had a big day.


  Rafe looked around. “This room is new.”


  “Uh-huh. We built suites up here for me and Sal, Paulina, her boys.”


  “It’s great. Cozy.”


  “A little too cozy,” she said as they left the room.


  “Don’t you like cozy?”



  “Paulina doesn’t anymore. I’m sure she’ll move out soon, get married.”


  “That will be hard for you.”


  “I want her to be happy.”


  “You’ll miss her.”


  They made their way downstairs and to the foyer.


  Rafe gestured to encompass the house. “There’s so much love here.”


  “I’m sorry you never had it in your life.”


  “Me, too.”


  She wanted to ask him to stay for coffee. She wanted to be close to him. But she didn’t say anything, because the image of Peter she’d had earlier wouldn’t go away. And that made a part of her angry.


  “Well, thanks again.”


  His navy eyes dimmed. He knew what that meant.


  She reached for the door, but he stopped her. “I enjoyed today, Nia.”


  “Thank you. So did Sal.”


  “Did you?”


  She might be rusty, but her feminine instincts told her that he wanted to know if she enjoyed being with him. The least she could do was tell him the truth. “I did, Rafe. Your place is beautiful. Your hospitability impeccable. I truly liked being with you.”


  “Then you won’t mind this.”


  He stepped forward and tugged her to him.


  Nia was swamped by feeling—of a man’s hard body aligning with hers, of the masculine scent of citrus and the outdoors, of strong arms banding around her. For a moment, she basked in the once-familiar experience that she’d so taken for granted.


  It was he who stepped back. “Good night, Nia.”


  “Good night, Rafe.”


  He went out the door and she closed it gently. Leaned against it. Two parts warred within her. One who missed Peter and what they’d had together, and the other who knew in the moments he’d held her, she wanted more from Rafe Castle.


  
    oOo

  


  When he got back from taking Nia and Sal home, Rafe stood before an easel in his loft. Usually, when he painted his skyscapes, the background came first. He dipped the brush into a soft shade of blue from the palette and it flew across the blank canvas, almost of its own accord. Next, he went on to pinks, in a variety of hues. He’d seen those colors on Siesta Key beach sunsets, and the shades always drew him. He used lighter blues, a touch of white. When he finished the background—for now—he let the image come. It was sketchy, as he had to know the subject of the painting before he could go into detail. Swirls of pink bled out from the deepest tone to the lightest. Brushstroke after brushstroke followed.


  It was four in the morning before he got to the flesh tones. At 8:00 a.m., he was done. Quickly, he pivoted away from it for a minute, knowing when he turned back around, he’d be disappointed. Never in his life had he completed a painting in one sitting. And his gut told him that there was no going back to rework this one.


  “Go on, Rafael,” he told himself. “It won’t be the first canvas you trashed.”



  When he faced it again, his jaw dropped. He’d never expected this.




   


  
    Chapter 6

  


   


  The sharp sound of hammering and of shingles slapped down onto plywood filled the early Monday morning air. Wrapped in a fall jacket, as early November had turned cool, holding two cups of steaming coffee, Nia headed outside to watch the roof take shape. They would finish this phase today, so the interior could be worked on in the colder weather. Paulina, on the ground with a clipboard, was taking notes. Probably sensing her twin near, she looked up.


  A smile broached Paulina’s mouth. “Oh, God, do I need that.” She hurried over to Nia. This morning, her sister’s face was relaxed and happy, rouged by weather. Her hard hat partially shaded her eyes, but Nia could see they were filled with satisfaction. At the completion of another phase of the building. And because of Adam Armstrong.


  “Here you go.” She held out the cup of strong black coffee they both preferred.


  “Thanks, sis.” Paulina sipped. “Hmm. There was no time for any caffeine this morning.”


  “It was a zoo.” They’d woken up late, Sal couldn’t find his backpack, Tommy had been cranky and Ben was sullen. The boys had just made it onto the school bus.


  Paulina stared ahead. “I wonder what was wrong with my guys.”


  “Did you ask?”


  “Yeah, while they got dressed. They said ‘NOTHING!’ in capital letters.”


  Nia laughed. “They’re kids. They’re entitled to have moods.” She nodded to the music hall. “I can’t believe we’re almost done with the outside.”


  “Yeah, I like this phase.”


  “You like all the phases. You were cut out for this kind of work, Paulie.”


  “I know. Interestingly, Adam feels the same about his designs.”


  “A match made in heaven.”


  “I’ve come to see that. Hey, it was fun with Rafe at dinner that night. He’s a great guy.”


  “I’m afraid we’re taking up too much of his time.”


  “Nia, he wouldn’t have stayed for dinner if that was true. I think he genuinely likes Sal.”


  “Oh, I think so, too. He had a rough childhood, which made him sensitive to kids like Sal.” She hadn’t told her twin about the kiss on her forehead that night or the full-body hug when he brought her home after the rainstorm. For one thing, she didn’t want Paulina to get ideas about the two of them. But also, she’d forgotten what it felt like to be in a man’s arms, and the experience had left her nostalgic, wanting that again. And torn, of course, about accepting it from another man.


  Reaching out, Paulina grasped her hand. “It’s all good, sweetie. Just enjoy it.”


  “I am.”


  Her phone buzzed. Nia slid it out of her pocket. When she saw the caller, her pulse skyrocketed. “Benjamin Franklin Elementary. Oh, my God, I hope nothing’s happened to the boys.”


  Paulina stiffened. “Answer it.” Her voice was hoarse.


  “Nia speaking.”


  “Mrs. Pettrone, this is Carrie Anderson from your son’s school?”


  “Yes, Mrs. Anderson. Has something happened?”


  “Everybody’s physically safe, but you and your sister need to come over to the school.”


  To Paulie, she said, “They’re okay.” Into the phone, “Why?”


  “Your three boys were involved in a fight after they got off the bus. I think it started on the ride over.”


  “Who did they fight with?”


  “Each other.”


  “We’ll be right there, Mrs. Anderson.” After she disconnected, she relayed the situation to Paulina.


  “I can’t believe it. They rarely fight.”


  “Sal was involved.”


  “Which makes this even more unusual.”


  “I know. They’ve always been close because of our circumstances.”


  Paulina took a deep breath. “At least they’re okay.”


  A meaningful look was exchanged. Tragedy, they knew, could ambush you at any time.


  All business now, Paulina removed her hard hat. “Let me tell Frank we’re going.”


  They arrived at school twenty minutes later. The parking lot was full of cars, but the grounds were quiet. Both women hurried into the school and strode to the office. Just before they went inside, Paulina said, “It’s going to be all right, sis.”


  “I know. This is minor compared to everything else we’ve been through.”


  A secretary greeted them and opened the principal’s office door. Mrs. Anderson stood and crossed to them. “Thank you for coming right in.”


  “Of course.” Nia went to Sal, Paulina to her boys.


  Nia asked, “Are you all right, Sal?” He nodded, but his eyes were red. Not from punches. He’d been crying.


  Paulina knelt in front of the twins. “Are either of you hurt?”


  Shakes of their heads. Paulina and Nia took seats beside their sons and turned their attention to Mrs. Anderson.


  The principal leaned forward on her desk. “The teachers on outside duty said the boys got off the bus together, saying mean things to each.”


  “Like what?”


  “You tell them, boys.”


  Ben raised his chin. “I said my opinion. You told us that was okay.”


  “Within reason.” Nia could hear the clip in Paulina’s voice. “Your opinion on what?”


  “Art stuff. I said it was stupid.”


  “That was unkind.”


  “It’s true.”


  “I don’t care if you think that young man, but you know how important his art is to Sal.”


  “Sal was bragging about Rafe. How the guy liked him.”


  The twins had been happy when Sal won the prize. Perhaps their negative reaction today was because he was getting so much attention from Rafe now. Or worse, had this been about not having a father in their lives? She said, “Ben, you get a lot of attention from Adam.”


  Now Ben’s lip came out in a pout. “So does he.”


  “What about you, Tommy?” Paulina asked.


  “He agrees with me.” God, Ben could be stubborn.


  “Do you?” Paulina asked her other son.


  “I said I did.” He glanced guiltily at Sal. “I didn’t mean it, Sal.”


  Mrs. Anderson stood and came around the front of the desk, leaned on it. “There’s more. Ben pushed Sal against the bus.” She shook her head. “Sal pushed him back. They ended up wrangling on the ground.”


  “Are you kidding?” Nia couldn’t believe Sal had gotten physical with his cousins.


  “The only one that didn’t push is Tommy,” Mrs. Anderson added.


  Paulina and Nia exchanged looks, then Paulina transferred her gaze to the teacher. “This is unacceptable behavior. It isn’t tolerated in our household.”


  “I expected as much. It isn’t allowed here, either. We have a zero tolerance for violence.”


  “Violence?”


  “Perhaps that’s too strong a word. Fighting will do.”


  “Yes, we agree.” This from Nia.



  “Then I hope you understand why Ben and Sal aren’t allowed back in school for forty-eight hours.”


  “No fair,” Ben said. “We got a special gym class today.”


  Tommy shouldered him. “Shut up, Ben.”


  Nia added, “That’s not all you guys are going to miss for this behavior.”


  Paulina finished the thought. “You two are grounded the entire week.” To Tommy, she added, “You get two days. You didn’t fight, which was the right thing to do, but you were in on the teasing.”


  Sal asked, “What about my lesson with Rafe Friday?”


  “It’s not going to happen. That’ll have to be canceled.”


  Big fat tears welled in his eyes.


  Again, Tommy glanced at his cousin. “Sorry, Sal.”


  “Me, too,” Sal got out.


  No words of apology from Ben.


  When all five of them got in the car, Paulina said to Nia from the backseat, where she sat between the twins, “So, how are we going to handle these punishments? We can’t expect Matka to discipline them.”


  “We’ll have to tag team. I’ll stay home during the day with them, then you come home and I’ll go to the office.”


  In the rearview mirror, Nia saw Paulina shake her head and give an exaggerated frown. “That’ll be really hard on you, Nia.”


  “It’s hard that the boys fought.”


  Silence from the three perpetrators. Nia sighed. She hated to do this. But it was necessary. For the millionth time, she wished Peter was here to help her.


  
    oOo

  


  In his bathrobe, Gerald walked out of the bedroom to his kitchen, where Donuta was scrambling eggs. “What are you doing?”


  Glancing over, she smiled at him. “Dzień dobry!”


  “Good morning to you, too.” He kissed her cheek. “Now, why are you cooking?”


  “I like to cook.”


  “I thought I’d take you out for breakfast.”


  “Why?” Sometimes, this man’s penchant for luxury bothered her.


  “Because I want to spoil you.” He moved in, and her heartbeat speeded up just from his nearness, especially after the wonderful closeness of last night.


  “I do not need to be spoiled.”


  He slid his arms around her waist. “Did I offend you?”


  “No, Gerald, of course not.” She stopped mixing the pancakes. “But I should say your wealth makes me uncomfortable sometimes.”


  “I didn’t know that.”


  “I may have just realized it myself. Breakfast for example. Why spend money out, when cooking is so easy?”


  “Most women would love to be treated that way.”



  A spark of something lit inside her. She didn’t recognize the emotion. “Gerald, I never asked, but are you dating others?” Her gaze strayed to the bedroom. Was he doing those things with other women? Gowna!


  Grasping her by the shoulders, he stared hard at her. “Would you mind if I did?”


  “You are?” Her throat got tight.


  “No, I’m not. I assumed you weren’t.”


  “Me?” This made her laugh out loud. “Of course not.”


  “Hmm. This is progress.”


  “I do not understand.”


  “Donuta, you’re as closemouthed as a clam. I can’t read how you feel.”


  Her brows skyrocketed. “I would not do those things with you if I did not feel much for you.”


  “Maybe I need to hear that.”


  She grinned. “I will remember to say it more often, Gerald.”


  Donuta was still thinking about him when his car service dropped her off at the house at ten o’clock. She was shocked to see Nia’s car in the driveway. Now her heart speeded up for a different reason. She hurried inside. Nia sat at the computer, seeming unharmed. “Antonia, why are you home?”


  She checked her watch. “Little late getting in, aren’t you?”


  “I, well, I am. Now tell me.”


  When Nia finished the story, Donuta gave a sigh of relief. “Fighting is a natural part of being siblings.”


  Her daughter’s eyes were rounded. “But our kids never fought before.


  “Because the house was in turmoil for so long, they knew inside to behave.”


  “And now?”


  “Now things are normalizing.”


  “I hope so. For Paulina and the twins, at least.”


  “So it is your turn.”


  “You sound like Paulina.”


  “It’s time, Nia. You need to push yourself. Take yourself out of your comfort zone.”


  “Is that self-reflection I hear?”


  “Tak. It’s time for us all to move on.” She felt the uncontrollable blush. “But Gerald and I were not fighting, I will tell you that.”


  Nia’s shocked expression made her mother laugh aloud. “Matka!” then she got up and threw herself into Donuta’s arms. “I’m so happy for you.”



  “Then make me happy for you. Take some risks. Be spontaneous, like Paulina was. You may be surprised at how much you gain from that.”


  Nia sat back. “Okay, Matka. I’ll try.”


  
    oOo

  


  She texted Rafe: I have to cancel your lesson with Sal this week. Call sometime and I’ll explain.


  Stuffing the phone in her jacket, Nia kicked the ground, and the swing she sat on moved gently back in forth. The set was faux wood with tires to play on, bars to do chin-ups, a slide that emptied into a sandbox. The same colleagues who’d done the addition had put up this set for the kids, who were a little over two then. Nia had been so sad, she couldn’t even take pleasure in all their unselfish efforts to make the Ludzecky family more comfortable during the worst period in their lives.



  She sighed. She was sick of the grief. The mourning. Yet it fit her like old shoes, and she was afraid to get a new pair, afraid they’d pinch and be too tight, that she’d be hurting even more in them. “You are such a coward.” Rising, she crossed to the garden. Where once there were blossoms of yellows and pinks, now everything was gray. The symbolism wasn’t lost on her. The dead plants needed to be dug up and the dirt turned over. Since she was home today, the boys were banished to separate rooms, and Matka was inside in case they needed something, Nia sank down on her knees to do the grimy task. But she didn’t mind. She needed the physical exercise and she’d dressed in old jeans and a sweatshirt. It was late in the year to be doing this, but they’d put it off in warm weather. Luckily, the beginning of November had turned mild.


  “Want some help?” she heard after a while.


  It couldn’t be. She turned around and found Rafe in the yard. He appeared freshly showered, wearing pressed jeans and a beige cable-knit sweater. His hair was windblown. Nia felt a slice of desire go through her. Clean, quick and potent.


  Sitting back on her haunches, she peered up at him. “You’re too dressed up to be pulling weeds and dead plants.”


  “I have old clothes in the car.”


  She was about to say no, when she remembered her earlier thoughts about moving on. And his words. I like you a lot, Nia. “Sure if you want to. You can change in the bathroom just off the back entrance.”


  Without saying more, he turned and left the yard. Five minutes later, he came back in paint-stained faded sweatpants and an equally tattered sweatshirt. He dropped down beside her. His male presence, the sheer power of his body warmed her. His blue eyes were made liquid by the sun. “Let’s work while you fill me in on what happened.”


  “Before we do, tell me you didn’t drive all the way out here to see me.”


  “Would that have been bad, Nia?”


  “No, of course not.” She bit the inside of her cheek in order to avoid saying that she was worried about taking up his time. “Where were you?”


  “At the music hall site. Adam asked me to consult on the sculpture garden. He drew up plans and wanted to show them to me.”


  “Did you like them?”


  “Yeah, but I had a few suggestions. At one time, I dabbled in sculpture.”


  “I didn’t know that. At least you were in the neighborhood, so to speak.”


  He attacked the plants as she explained about the boys fighting, how she and Paulina had decided to ground them for a week. She was truthful about the cause of their argument. “Don’t feel bad about this, Rafe. It’s not your fault.”


  “I don’t.” He shot her a knowing glance. “Boys fight, Nia. And I am giving one more attention.”


  “Adam gives the twins plenty of attention.”



  “Yeah, but I’m more of a catch.”


  She giggled. “And modest, too.”


  “Seriously, do you want me to talk to Sal?”


  “I don’t think so. But thanks.”


  “If you change your mind, I’ll do it.”


  “I appreciate the thought.”


  He glanced at the house. “He won’t see me out here, will he? I don’t want him to feel worse.”


  She was struck by the thoughtfulness. She didn’t want her son hurt more than necessary, either, and that this man felt the same meant something to her. “No, his room is on the other side of the house. And they can’t come out for two days.”


  “Wow, high-treason punishment.”


  She pulled out a long-rooted weed. “More so now that they’re separated. It always drives them crazy.”


  “Interesting.”


  The bright rays beamed down on them. And the rich scent of loam rose up to her as they worked for a half hour. Nia couldn’t help but think the warm weather was a blessing of sorts.


  Rafe got the wheelbarrow from the garage and carted the brush to the curb, to be picked up by the city. When he returned, Nia was sitting at a table on the patio. “Can I pour you some?” She nodded to the coffeepot. “I brought milk and sugar and even whipped cream.”


  “You remembered.” He stretched out his legs and linked his hands behind his neck as she poured the coffee. “Matka made some packzi.”


  “They look like donuts. The Polish kind, I guess.” He studied her, then sat up, leaned over and, with his sleeve, wiped her face.


  “Dirty?”


  “Cute.”


  “Oh, yeah.”


  “Digging in the dirt is earthy. Good for the soul.”


  “You know, I feel connected to nature when I do it.”


  “Me, too. What else do you do with your free time besides keep a garden?”


  “I don’t have much free time. I’m so busy with work and home.”


  “Nothing you do just for yourself?”


  She thought for a moment. “I used to hike. Peter and I went out all the time. We strapped Sal in a baby pack after he was born.”


  “Are those good memories, Nia, or do they make you sadder?”



  “They used to make me sad. In the last year, they’ve made me feel better.”


  “I’m glad to hear that.”


  “Are you?”


  “Yes, Nia Pettrone. I am.”


  
    oOo

  


  As he drove back to the city, Rafe was smiling. He could still see beautiful Nia, dirt on her face, some in her hair, confiding personal things. He’d been thinking about her—a lot—since she’d been to his loft and he’d done the painting. If he was completely truthful with himself, he’d admit he had a hard time thinking about anything else. But today, he believed she’d told him she was overcoming her grief, ready, maybe, to move on.


  As he navigated the roads, he thought of how she came with a lot of baggage. A kid. A close family. He guessed he was ready for that, but he’d never be sure. Anyway, this was the early stages of their relationship.


  Nia would probably be surprised to think they had one. But they did. And he was determined to see where it led.




   


  
    Chapter 7

  


   


  On Friday, Nia took the subway into the city with Sofia. Her sister, who lived and taught in Queens, had a doctor’s appointment with a renowned oncologist in Manhattan. Every three years since she was declared cancer free, Sofia was screened for the disease. Every time, one of her siblings went with her. Sofia took the checkup—with its potential of bad news—in her typical Zen fashion, but whoever accompanied her was a wreck. Nia sat in the waiting room, trying to distract herself.


  Her mind turned to Rafe, to four days ago when he’d come out to see why she’d canceled his lesson with Sal. He’d dug in the dirt with her, understood her punishment of her son and offered to help out. There were so many interesting facets to him. Did she want what had started between them to go further?


  “I’m all done.” Sofia, tall and willowy, with the straightest and lankest of hair, stood before her smiling.


  Nia swallowed hard. “It went well?”


  “Yes, honey, as it has for the last fifteen years. I wish you all wouldn’t worry so much.”


  Nia glanced away from her sister.


  “Oh, God, I’m sorry.” She plunked down next to Nia. “Of course you worry after what you’ve been through. You don’t trust the universe anymore.”


  Facing Sofia, she asked, “But you do, Sof. After considerable tragedy in your life.”


  “It was either that or spend that life, which I’m very happy to have ahead of me, in a high state of anxiety. I choose not to live that way.”


  “I love that about you.” Her voice full of emotion, Nia took a deep breath. “I’m just glad you’re okay.” They left the office and stepped out into bright November sun. It warmed Nia. “Do you have time for lunch?”


  “No, sorry. I have to get back for a class at the studio.” Appropriate to her temperament, Sofia owned a yoga studio. After having to give up dance, Sofia had been a student at Serenity Yoga and then stayed on to work as an instructor. When the beloved owner retired, Sofia bought the business.


  They started down the street. Nia said, “I’ll go home, too, then.”


  “Why don’t you stay in the city? It’s been rough for you, chaperoning the little ones. Take some time for yourself.”


  “Matka said the same thing. The kids are back at school, and she’ll be there when they get home. She told me to take the day off from responsibility.” Nia thought for a moment. “Maybe I’ll buy some new clothes. I just realized how boring mine are.”


  “Your clothes are lovely. Conservative, but they fit you.”


  “Yeah, maybe that’s what I don’t like about them.”


  They reached the subway stop. Before Sofia headed down the steps, she kissed her sister. “Thanks for coming. Kocham ciebie.”


  “Kocham ciebie.”


  Nia strolled along the avenue, window shopping, enjoying the honk of horns, the buzz of tourists and the tall buildings.


  For a while, her observations kept her from recalling last night’s dream. It had been about Rafe. Never in her life had she dreamed about another man. Peter still populated her nocturnal imaginings, but not last night. It had been Rafe who’d stroked her hair with callused fingers. Rafe who’d kissed her forehead with firm lips. Rafe who’d held her hand.


  Nia chuckled out loud. Even her dreams were tame. They were all in earth tones. At least he could have…she stopped the thought. How long had she been thinking of Rafe in that way?


  She hit three stores and ended up with some tailored mauve wool pants and matching sweater, a little black dress that was silky and a one-piece jumpsuit in a pretty copper that made her eyes shine.


  As it was close to noon, she stopped in front of a café, took out her cell phone and called Caterina.


  “Agent Ludzecky.”


  “Hi, Caterina. It’s Nia.”


  “Hi, sis. How are you?”


  “Fine. I’m in the city. My turn to go with Sofia this year.”


  “And?” A note of worry permeated Cat’s voice.


  “Everything’s great. But I stayed in town. The house was closing in on me. Can you have lunch?”


  “No, I’ve got a meeting with my boss. Sorry. If I’d known…”


  “That’s okay. It was spur-of-the-moment.”


  “Go down to the pub and have your meal. Patrick’s working.”


  Nia chuckled at the inside joke. Their oldest sister, Caterina, had married into the famous O’Neil family. The only girl, Bailey, had become first lady and all the sons had led fascinating lives. Nia and her six sisters had picked an O’Neil brother who they thought was the cutest. Hers and Sofia’s was Pat. Elizabeita and Paulina picked Dylan, Ana thought it was Aidan, and Magdalena broke ranks and picked Clay Wainwright, the brother-in-law and former president of the United States.


  She would to go to the Bailey’s Irish Pub in the Village. Still holding her phone, she grabbed a cab. Filled with a sense of adventure, of independence, she again thought of Rafe. What the hell? As the cabbie negotiated the streets at a breakneck speed, she called up her contacts and punched in his number. He answered on the fifth ring. “Hey, Nia. Great to hear from you.”


  He’d seen the caller ID, of course. “Hi. I hope I didn’t interrupt anything.”


  “No, I’m staring at a blank canvas. At times like these, I need to take a break. This is a welcome interruption.”


  “I’m, um, I’m in the city.”


  “Really, where?” He sounded pleased.


  “I’m headed over to Bailey’s Pub for lunch, as we speak.”


  “It’s almost impossible to get in there for lunch or dinner.”


  “I have an in with them.”


  “That’s right. They’re your sister’s family. I forgot. Are you meeting her?”


  “No, I called, but she’s busy.”


  A pause. “Want some company for lunch?”


  “I don’t want to impose.”


  “I thought you weren’t going to ring that bell anymore.”


  “I’m not. I’d love to have lunch with you. But my treat.”


  “Be over there ASAP.”


  She disconnected and felt her pulse beat faster. Was this a date? Did she want to date Rafe Castle?


  You don’t want Lizzie to date him.


  Because I don’t want to ruin it for Sal.


  Yeah, sure.


  Oh, great, now she was talking to herself.


  
    oOo

  


  After the call, Rafe jumped into the shower. He was shocked that Nia had called him. Sure, he’d been trying to make some headway with her. And they had gotten closer the night he had dinner with her family, even the afternoon he’d helped her weed the garden. But he’d initiated all of that. He’d also had vivid dreams about her off and on all week. Some were hot. Briefly, he wondered what kind of lover she’d be. Shy and tender, he bet. She’d need a lot of encouragement. Before he had to turn the shower to cold, he got out and dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved navy T-shirt and an open-weaved, off-white sweater. The outfit was new and he’d been waiting for a special occasion to wear it.


  He reached Bailey’s Pub, now an icon in the Village, and noted the long lines. Huh. What to do?


  A man approached him. “Rafe Castle?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “I’m Patrick O’Neil. Nia’s inside and asked me to keep an eye out for you. Let’s head around back.”


  “Being in a famous family is a boon to business, huh?”


  “Yeah, we’re lucky still, even after all these years.”


  “Glad for you.”


  They walked down the side of the old building to a fenced-in backyard. Patrick opened a gate. From behind, Rafe noticed he was tall and fit, with a relaxed gait. “We sold half the business, so Sweeney and Sons profit, too. We told him he could change the name, but he doesn’t want to mess with success.”


  They entered the pub by way of a big kitchen and found two people in a clinch. Patrick quipped, “Geez, guys, get a room.”


  Lazily, the man glanced over. Disentangling himself from his wife, he crossed the room. “Hi, there. I’m Liam.” He motioned to the woman. “And this is my wife, Captain Sophie Tyler.”


  “Captain?” Pat asked.


  “Uh-huh. She just came over to tell us.”


  “Congrats, Sof.” Patrick hugged her. And then introduced Rafe. “He’s meeting Nia here.”


  “Yeah, I saw her. She looks great.” He winked at Rafe. “We love the Ludzecky family.”


  Sophie snorted. “They love all those beautiful blondes.”


  Me, too, Rafe thought.


  The scent of stew and baking bread followed him and Pat out to the pub proper. Rafe spotted Nia perusing a menu at a table in the front by the window. Hmm. Her hair was down. Pat said, “There she is.”


  “Thanks.” Rafe wended his way through occupied tables to the one he sought. “Nia, hello.”


  Though he’d seen her like this before, he still caught his breath. Her unbound hair cloaked her, spilling down her chest, past her rib cage. Her eyes were sparkling brighter than the sun coming in through the window. For him? “Rafe. Hi.”


  He took a seat. “I’m so glad you called.”


  “I was in town with my sister Sofia for a doctor’s appointment.”


  “Which one is she?”


  “Third oldest.”


  “Is she sick?”


  “Not now.” Nia shook her head. “She had leukemia as a teenager. She still gets scanned periodically. She’s fine. She’s been fine for years, but my stomach clenches every time she goes. One of us always accompanies her.”


  Reaching out, Rafe settled his hand over hers. “You’ve had so much to deal with in your life, Nia.”


  She shrugged.


  A woman came over to the table. “Hello, lass.”


  Nia stood immediately, and they hugged. “How wonderful to see you, Mary Kate.”


  “How is your mother? I haven’t seen her in a couple of months. Is she well?”


  “Yes, we’re all better now.”


  The woman turned her blue gaze to Rafe. “And who is this strapping young lad?”


  Rafe had stood, too. “Rafael Castle, ma’am.”


  “This is Mary Kate O’Neil. The matriarch of the family and a good friend of Matka’s.”


  “Ah, like the painter.”


  “He paints, too.”


  “I’ll have to research your work.” Her smile encompassed the two of them. “Have the stew. I made the bread to go with it myself.”


  After she’d left and they’d sat again, Rafe shook his head. “You’re all the most interesting people.”


  “The O’Neils are.”


  “No, you’re family, too.”


  Nia gazed where Mary Kate had gone. “When the guys were killed, she came out to the house once a week, cooked, helped take care of the grandkids. More important, she spent time with Matka. My mother needed someone outside the family to confide in.”


  “How kind of her.”


  Liam came over to the table. “Hi, again. Mama says to bring you the stew and her bread. Want a pint to go with it?”


  Rafe raised his brows. “What do you think, Nia? Shall we live dangerously?”


  “Sounds great to me.”


  
    oOo

  


  An hour later, Rafe said, “Tell me about them.”


  “The guys?” They’d made small talk over lunch but had been talking about Pettrone and Ludzecky Builders. She knew he was asking for something more personal.



  “Uh-huh.”


  “They were wonderful men. Kind, sensitive, smart.” She grinned. “Sexy as hell.”


  “You said you knew them from high school.”


  “Paulie and I were fifteen when we met them. Sophomores. They were seniors. We thought we were the luckiest girls in the school.” God, those were halcyon days. “We were.”


  “When did you marry?”


  “After Paulina and I graduated. We’d just turned eighteen.” She let out a sigh, remembering. “We had a double wedding.”


  “Wow.”


  “We all knew it was meant to be. And Matka and Pa couldn’t object. She was only sixteen when they got married.”


  “I can’t imagine what you went through when they were killed.”


  “Besides the unfathomable hole it left in our hearts, you know what was the worst thing? The ambush. Here we were one day, two happy families. Then we became a headline.”


  Again, he took her hand. She liked it. Held on. “I’m so sorry.”


  “We’re better. And Paulina’s gone on with her life. But me…I flounder along, still missing Peter like crazy.”


  “You’ll find your way. It might take a little longer.”


  “Most people push me.”


  “No, that’s not right. When the time comes, you’ll find happiness again.


  Staring at Rafe, she wondered if he could be a part of that future.


  
    oOo

  


  “Tell me your secrets, Rafe.”


  He took a deep breath. “I know something about ambushes. They’re my worst nightmare.” He often still felt sick about those times.


  “How?”


  “My mother was…not well. She was clinically depressed, and her mood swings were frightening. We’d go for days when I was the best little boy in the world, and then boom…some imagined slight, some small mistake and she wouldn’t talk to me for a week.” He heard his voice go hoarse. “I couldn’t stand the…abrupt changes. I always thought if she’d been consistently mean, it would have been easier.”


  “I can’t imagine a mother like that.”


  “Because of it, when she kicked me out of the house, which she did often, I’d go to Jonas’s gallery and hang around.”


  “I’m glad you had him.”


  “And you had your family.”


  Liam O’Neil once again approached them. “You guys want more coffee?”


  “No, not for me.” Rafe glanced around. “I didn’t realize your customers left. What time is it?”


  “Three.”


  “Oh, no, I have to call Matka.”


  “And we should leave,” Rafe said politely. “Sorry if we held you up.”


  Liam shook his head. “No worries. We lock up between two and five, though one of us is here then. Today it’s me. You’re family, though, so stay as long as you like.”


  Taking out her phone, Nia speed-dialed her home number. “Matka, I’m so sorry. I lost track of the time…I know, I know, you told me to take the day…Yes, I’ve had fun. What? Oh, wow. That never happens. Okay, I won’t hurry.” She clicked off.



  “What?”


  “The boys are taking a nap.”


  “Aren’t they a little old for that?”


  “I think they aren’t sleeping well. Being suspended from school for two days really bothered them. And keeping them separate when they were home made them feel worse. I think the whole ordeal disrupted their sleep patterns.” She gestured to their surroundings. “So, we should leave the O’Neils to themselves.”



  “Yeah. Did your mother tell you to take your time in the city?”


  “How’d you know?”


  He winked at her. “I’m psychic.”


  “Yes, she did.”


  “Then let’s go for a walk. It’s a little chilly but sunny out. I’m not ready to let go of you, yet.”


  She shivered. Was the way he phrased the sentence intentional? “A walk sounds good.”


  
    oOo

  


  As they traversed the streets of the Village, speaking some, companionably silent at points, Nia felt young and carefree for the first time in ages. She walked close enough to Rafe to see his jaw was scruffy, and he had a little scar below his chin. At one point, he stopped. She peered up at him to see why. His eyes were filled with an expression she hadn’t seen in a man’s eyes in years. “So, my loft is up this way.”


  “I remember.” When he didn’t say more, she batted her eyes like Elizabeita did when she flirted. “Mr. Castle, are you asking me to come up and see your etchings?” The old line for seduction.


  “Well, Ms. Pettrone, my intention was more honorable until you said that, but I’m up for anything.”


  Was she? Right now, Nia felt like she was.


  He watched her. When she didn’t move, he took her hand. “Come up to my place. I do want to show you something.”


  They walked faster down the two blocks, still holding hands. Once inside his building, they took the elevator in silence and Rafe unlocked the door to his loft.


  Nia entered first. “I’m still stunned by how big this place is.”


  “I don’t need all this space, but Jonas loved the openness.”


  “It suits you, Rafe.”


  He turned to her. “Why is that?”


  “You’re larger than life and not because you’re famous. It’s your personality. You’re joie de vivre. You live in primary colors.” And her tones ran from cream to beige and often times gray.


  “What a nice way to put it. Jonas said I take pleasure in everything.”


  “After a difficult childhood, that’s amazing.” He was amazing.


  “Now I’m embarrassed.”


  Taking her hand, he tugged her to the studio. Several easels stood guard around the room. Two canvases were started. Another was covered with a cloth, and he crossed to it. “Stand about five feet away. Face the other side of the room.”


  “Why?”


  “I’m going to show you something I did the night you were at my loft. But I want to see your face when you first get a look at it.”


  Nia turned to the collection on the opposite wall. The easels there sported scarlets and yellows, peacock blue and pinks.


  Rustling, scraping. Then, “Okay, turn around.”


  Pivoting back, Nia gasped. Oh, my God. She almost couldn’t take it in. Slowly, she walked closer to the canvas. Studied the way the sky gave way to her image—which was…unbelievable. Every feature was right. And every feature was wrong. He’d drawn her as a sensual siren, floating out of the clouds. The glint in her eyes was unfamiliar.


  “I don’t understand. This isn’t me, in so many ways.”


  “It’s how I see you, I guess.”


  “Rafe, this woman is so…sensual. Sexy. So not me.”


  “I think it is. Or had been. Or might be.” He stepped closer, cupped her jaw. “Let me prove that to you, Nia.”


  Nia’s first instinct was to run. Fast and far away. Her heart raced, and her palms began to sweat. But she glanced at the painting again, and suddenly, she knew she wasn’t going to leave. So she moved closer and said, “Take me to bed, Rafael.”


  
    oOo

  


  Bowled over by her acquiescence, the shy desire emanating from her face, Rafe stood before her in the dim light of the small room off the studio, with the slatted blinds filtering out prying eyes. Slowly, he reached for the buttons of her blouse. She smiled, and he smiled. This would be joyous, he knew. He’d wondered for a long time what Nia would be like, unfettered by grief. Now, he’d get a glimpse.


  Loosening each fastener, he bared her creamy neck, got a peak at a plain white bra, and a flat tummy. He brushed his knuckles against the silky flesh. “You are so lovely.”



  “You make me feel that way.”


  “I’m glad.”


  He eased off her shirt to reveal toned shoulders. His lips traced the bones and indentations. A few freckles. He dropped his hand to the jeans she wore. Soon, she stood before him, clothed in only serviceable underwear. “You take my breath away, Nia Pettrone.”


  Biting her lip, she admitted, “My hands are shaking. Can you take your own clothes off?”


  Without having to be asked again, he whipped off his sweater and shirt, pushed down his jeans and underwear in one fell swoop and stood before her, blessedly naked. With her fingertips, she traced the roadmap of muscles from his biceps to his chest to his abs. His body jerked toward her. With her hand at his waist, she stared down at his very erect penis.


  “You like what you see?” he asked.


  “Very much.”


  “I need to finish with you.”


  He undid her bra, pushed down her panties and knelt before her as he slipped them off. While on his knees he kissed her stomach. Then he kissed every part of her he could reach.


  When Rafe’s mouth moved up to close over her nipple, she startled. He lost himself in the sensation of her, in being granted permission to do this with her, so it was a minute before he heard the sounds. In a haze of blistering desire, he didn’t recognize them. But some kind of warning punched him in the gut. Coming to his feet, he tipped up Nia’s chin. Big, fat tears rolled down her cheeks.


  “Nia, what is it?”


  She shook her head.


  “Honey, tell me.”


  Her wet eyes were full of pain when she finally looked up at him. “I haven’t…I never…no man ever touched me like this but Peter.”


  It was as if someone had knocked the air out of him. Cold, glacial and raw, invaded him.


  Ridiculously, Rafe recalled what he said to her earlier. I know something about ambushes. We’d go for days when I was the best little boy in the world, and then boom…some imagined slight, some small mistake and she wouldn’t talk to me for a week.


  He tried to banish the thought. He cared about this woman, and she was hurting more than he was. He didn’t know how he managed, but he tugged her close, banded his arms around her and kissed her hair. “It’s okay, honey. It’s okay.”


  Deep down inside, though, he knew it wasn’t.




   


  
    Chapter 8

  


   


  Nia wasn’t able to bear his kindness. She grabbed her things, excused herself and ran into the bathroom. For a minute, she couldn’t breathe. She sat down on the toilet and closed her eyes, trying to take in air. But her mind wouldn’t process what had happened in the little room off the studio. Because she hated what she’d done. Her chest swelled, as if it was going to burst, so she got her phone out of her purse and punched in a number.


  Soon, “Magdalena Ludzecky.”


  At the sound of her sister’s voice, Nia started to cry again, deep, wrenching sobs.


  “Nia, I see the caller ID. What’s wrong?” Panic had seeped into her voice. Phone calls like these were well-known to their family.


  “Everybody’s safe,” she managed, hiccupping her way through the words. “But I need you. I’m in the city. In the Village. Can you come get me?”


  “Of course. Where exactly are you?”


  She gave Rafe’s address to Magdalena.


  “Hang on, sweetie. I’ll be right there.”


  In a daze, Nia dressed. She faced herself in the mirror and saw flushed skin, red eyes and messy hair. Throwing cold water onto her cheeks, she towel dried her skin. She ran a brush through her hair, and while she did, she inhaled Rafe’s scent, which permeated the air in here. Tears threatened again, then she opened the door to the bathroom.


  He stood with a drink in his hand, staring out the back window of his loft. He was so sexy in only jeans that her heart, already broken into pieces, felt shattered. She’d wanted to make love with him so badly.


  “Rafe?”


  He turned at the sound of her voice. She drew in a quick breath. She’d never seen his face like this: taut, pale and his eyes so sad she could barely stand to look at them. He said, “Hey. You all right?”


  “No, not all right. I don’t know what to say.”


  “Do me a favor. Just don’t say you’re sorry.”


  “Whatever you want, Rafe. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


  “Of course not.” He crossed to her, his gait stiff, his whole body strung tight. He set the glass down then ran his knuckles down her cheek. “You weren’t ready. I was the one who said I wouldn’t push.”


  “I pushed. What happened, or didn’t happen, was my fault.”


  “It was no one’s fault.”


  He kissed her forehead and she was so grateful for his tenderness, for his gentle kindness she wanted to weep again at how she’d distanced him. “I don’t know what to say,” she repeated.


  “Let’s give each other some time. It’s a blow to both of us.”


  “All right.” She took hold of one of his wrists. “But please, Rafe, don’t stop seeing Sal yet. It would kill him.”


  Grasping her arms, he frowned fiercely. “I promise I’ll never abandon your son, no matter what happens between us.”


  He was such a good man.


  “Thank you.”



  The buzzer sounded loudly in the silence that followed. “Oh, I called Magdalena. She said she’d be right over.”


  “You didn’t have to do that.”


  “I didn’t want you to have to be with me now, after this.” She raised her hand and ran it down the scruffy jaw. “Thank you for being so kind.”


  “I’ll walk you down to the door.”


  “All right.”


  Again they made the trip in silence, but the elevator space was suffocating now. Nia blanked her mind, which she’d had plenty of practice at. When they reached the reception area, Magdalena stood at the front door. Behind her was a town car.


  Rafe peered down at Nia and she stared up at him. She felt a sense of loss so great it choked her. Leaning in, he embraced her. “I’ll call about Sal.”


  “Okay.” She nuzzled into him. She was so, so sorry. But there was nothing more to say.


  
    oOo

  


  The two of them got inside Magdalena’s condo and she turned to Nia. “What do you need?”


  “A hug.”


  Magdalena took Nia into her arms. This scene had been enacted several times when Magdalena had comforted her about Peter’s death. This time, Nia didn’t cry. She simply let Magdalena envelop her with support.


  “Want some wine?” Magdalena asked, drawing back.


  “Don’t you have to go back to work?”


  “Proszę! Of course not.”


  “Yeah, then I could use a drink.”


  “Sit in the living room.” As Magdalena went to the wet bar, she wondered what had happened. It was obvious Rafe hadn’t hurt her. The tenderness between them in the foyer was palpable even through the glass. She held the thought as she went back to her sister. “Here you go.” She handed Nia the white wine she favored and sat down next to her on the couch, with her own glass.


  Nia glanced away.


  “It might help to talk about it.”


  “Nothing will help. I’m embarrassed and angry, Mags. Really angry.”


  “Did he do something to make you mad?”


  “No, and neither did I. But something very sad happened.”


  “All right, I was going to let you tell me in your own time, but now I have to know. It sounds ominous.”


  Her sister took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I came to the city with Sofia for her doctor’s appointment. I decided to call Rafe for lunch.”


  “Okay.”


  “We were together all afternoon. It was so pleasant to just talk and laugh. But there were obviously male-female vibes between us. I’d felt them several times when he was out at the house. Today it was strong. Heady.”


  “Sounds okay so far.”


  “We went for a walk after. Ended up at his apartment. When I consented to go inside, I knew what was going to happen.” Instead of tears, she saw fire flame from Nia’s eyes. “Goddamn it, Mags, I wanted to make love. I did.”


  “He rejected you?”


  A sour laugh. “Hardly. He was as intent, as happy about what we were about to do as I was. Then…”


  Magdalena reached out and clasped Nia’s hand. “What happened, sweetie?”


  “After we took off our clothes he…he touched me intimately and I started to bawl. It wasn’t conscious. I wasn’t even aware of it until he stood up.”


  “Oh, Nia, I’m so sorry. I know you haven’t been with anybody since Peter.”


  “Any man ever, Mags. Fuck!”


  Magdalena knew that after the guys died, Paulina and Nia sometimes had a swear fest that made them feel better, but normally that word never graced her lips.


  “You have every right to be mad, honey.”


  “I am. I wanted this. But in the end, I couldn’t do it.”


  “Now.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You couldn’t do it now.”


  “As if I’ll ever have another chance with him. Maybe never with anybody.”



  “And that isn’t okay, is it?”


  “Of course not!”


  Magdalena nodded knowingly.


  “What?”


  “Don’t you see, Nia? You’ve made progress toward moving on after Peter.”


  “What happened seems like the opposite to me.”


  “No, you wanted Rafe. That’s good, good news.”


  Nia seemed befuddled. Poor girl. She was an innocent in so many ways. Then her expression turned sad again. “Maybe, but it won’t be with Rafe.”


  “Why?”


  “How can you ask that? I insulted him. I hurt him.”


  “He didn’t appear insulted to me. He did seem sad. And he hugged you. Nia, he cares.”


  “I care, too. But if I were him, I’d never give me another chance.”


  How to handle this? Nia was so fragile in things about Peter that she didn’t want to give her the wrong advice. “Don’t jump the gun. What did he say?”


  “That we needed time. But he’d see Sal regardless.”


  “He sounds like a wonderful guy, Nia.”


  “I know. That’s why I’m so mad. Damn it, Mags, why can’t I be normal?”


  “Because abnormal things have happened to you. First, the fact that you met Peter and married him so young and never dated another guy is way out of the norm of most people. Then something brutal and unfair happened. It changed you. I think now you’re getting back to your old self.”


  Nia stared at her. “You paint a bright picture of this. I can’t believe Rafe would agree.”


  “You’ll just have to find out, won’t you?”


  “Maybe. If I can ever face him again.”


  Magdalena picked up her phone from where she’d left it on the table when Nia called. “Here’s what we’re going to do. Call Paulina and tell her you’re staying overnight with me tonight.”


  “I can’t. I have responsibilities.”


  “Not tonight. I’m going to pamper you.” She stood. “So call Paulie, ask her to cover for you with the kids and tell her you’ll be home in the morning. I’ll run a bath for you in the Jacuzzi, and then we’ll choose what takeout we want for supper.”


  Nia sighed. “You know what? I’m going to do that. I need pampering. And friendship. Thanks for always being there for me, Mags.”


  “You’re welcome. Now call.”


  
    oOo

  


  Rafe was in their ugly apartment, at the sink, cleaning up. She’d gone into a rant about the messy house, just after she surprised him with a brand new winter coat that he’d wanted forever. At ten, he’d outgrown the old one. Now his hands shook, and he tried to man up. Finally, the pile of dirty dishes was clean and he mopped the floor. When he finished, he tiptoed back into the living room, where his mother lay passed out on the couch. As quietly as he could, he cleaned the messy table where beer cans and cigarette butts that made him gag littered the surface. He managed to right the area and not wake her up. Slowly, he donned his new coat and left the apartment with her still asleep.


  The trek to Jonas’s studio was only ten minutes down the street. It was early, but maybe Jonas would be awake. Rafe went around back. He saw Jonas in the kitchen, at the coffeepot. He knocked quietly. A smile wreathed his savior’s face, and he crossed immediately to the door. His expression died when he got a glimpse of Rafe.


  “What the hell?” He tugged Rafe inside. Drew him to the table, then sat in front of him. He tipped up Rafe’s chin. “Son of a bitch,” he said when he saw the purplish bruise on his cheekbone.


  Trying not to cry, Rafe bit his lip. Another adult’s recognition that how he was treated wasn’t right always did that to him. Instead of questioning him, Jonas drew him into a hug. “I’m so sorry, Rafael. I wish I could do something about this.”



  Rafe buried himself in the soft fleece, which smelled like paint and Jonas himself. The scents calmed him. When he pulled back, Jonas’s face was red. He was mad all right. “Tell me what happened.”


  “I cleaned her bathroom and bedroom up when she left last night. But I was tired and fell asleep before I got the kitchen done. When she came home this morning, she brought me a present.” He tugged on the peacoat. “She told me I was the best boy in the world and she loved me so much.” He battled back the tears. He’d been so happy. He was every time she did something nice for him. “Then she went into the kitchen and flipped.”


  “And hit you.”


  He sniffed. “Uh-huh.”


  “Rafael, this is not okay. We should call the authorities.”


  “You said they won’t let me live with you.”


  “They won’t, boy. A single man, living in this place. Maybe if Marta and I got married, I could adopt you.”


  “Can I stay here a while?”


  “Sure. I’ll take you out to breakfast.”


  Rafe couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten. “Okay.”


  Jonas held him by the shoulders. “I love you, son. As if you were my own.”


  Even at ten, Rafe knew that was all that mattered right now.


  He jerked upright in bed. He looked around, expecting to see Jonas. Instead, skylights and slatted blinds let in the sunlight. Pretty teak furniture. He was in his own bed, an adult now. The nightmare was gone. God, he hadn’t had one in ages. Reality dawning, he remembered why. Yesterday. Nia. This time she’d delivered the ambush and he almost couldn’t take it. At least he’d been kind. He couldn’t live with himself if he had been cruel to her. That was something to be thankful for.


  
    oOo

  


  Nia walked into the house at 9:00 a.m. As it was Saturday, the low hum of the TV in the kids’ room told her the boys were up and fed. The punishment of no electronics was lifted today, so she didn’t have to face them yet. Heading to the kitchen, she found Paulina in a clinch with Adam. She was in pajamas and he in jeans and a rumpled shirt. Nia cleared her throat.


  Paulina turned. “Hey, Nia.”


  “Hello.” She eyed Adam. Had Paulina let him stay overnight? They’d agreed they shouldn’t do that with the boys in the house.


  “Adam stayed the night. He and the guys had a sleepover in their room.”


  “Oh. I bet they liked that.” She crossed the room to get some coffee and heard whispers. When she turned around, she saw a sparkle in her sister’s eyes. “Did you really stay at Magdalena’s condo?”


  “Yes, of course.” She had to glance away. “Why would you ask?”


  “I thought maybe you had some fun.”


  “Paulina, not in front of Adam.”


  “I can leave.” He kissed Paulina’s cheek. “After.”


  “After what?”


  “Adam stayed because we came over here last night to talk to you and Matka.”


  “Is something wrong?”


  “No. Nothing’s wrong. Everything is just perfect.”


  Don’t bet on it.


  Paulina crossed to her. Grasped her shoulders. And said, “Adam and I are engaged, Nia. It happened yesterday. He took me back to the music hall site and proposed.”


  It was the last thing she expected. Her throat clogged. Paulina would be leaving her. Her sister’s ability to go on with her life made Nia feel an emotion she’d never experienced before. Jealousy. No, no, no. She wouldn’t give into it.


  “Nia?”


  Shaking her head, she said, “I’m just surprised.” Damn it, she’d rise to the occasion if it killed her. “And pleased.” She hugged Paulina again. “I’m so glad you got to this point.”


  “You will, too, sweetie.”


  Oh, the irony.


  Adam held out his arms. “How about a hug for the groom-to-be?”


  She embraced the man Paulina loved. “Congratulations. You treat my sister well or you’ll have to deal with me.”


  Drawing back, Adam’s expression was serious. “Always, Nia. I promise.”


  Rumbling on the hardwood floor, then three little tornados burst into the room. The moment of joy passed, and Nia was glad. She’d need time to steel herself against the stark comparison between her life and her sister’s.


  
    oOo

  


  “I’m so glad you called. We need to go out more.”


  Rafe smiled over at Jonas. Juxtaposed over his sixty-five-year-old image sitting in a café, Rafe saw the man in his dream, the younger painter who’d saved his life. “I agree.”


  Jonas studied him in a way that he’d had then. He couldn’t fool this man. “You didn’t sleep last night.”


  “No, I slept.”


  “Nightmares?”


  “Uh-huh.” Rafe looked away, seeing again Nia crying because he’d touched her. It stung, badly. The waitress brought coffee, then they ordered. As the older man drank his decaf, Rafe practically inhaled his caffeine. Jonas waited patiently.


  Rafe knew he had to get this out. So he said in a hoarse voice, “I was upset about something that happened yesterday, and it carried over into a nightmare.”


  “Something to do with a woman?”


  “It’s personal.”


  “Hey, you’re talking to the man who bought you your first box of condoms.”


  Rafe smiled at the memory. He’d finally found a girl, and it was prom night. Jonas had paid for and picked up his tux, and in the pocket were some little foil packets. “You’ve been there for me for most of my life. Solidly. Unconditionally.”


  “Not everyone will reject you, Rafael.”


  “Well, she did, in a way.”


  “She, as in Nia Pettrone?”


  “How did you know?”


  “You talk about her and her kid all the time. I’d like to meet them.”


  “Maybe.”


  Leaning over, Jonas covered Rafe’s hand on the table. “Tell me.”


  In halting sentences, Rafe related the story. When he finished, Jonas nodded sympathetically. “Then she has work to do. It isn’t any more than that. Except that it kicks into an insecurity even I couldn’t erase for you.”


  “I know.”


  “When are you seeing her again?”


  “We said we’d take a break. But the Thanksgiving Fair at Benjamin Franklin School is Thursday night.”


  “You shouldn’t wait till then to talk to her.”


  “I have no idea what’s best for either of us.”


  “Well, then, let’s figure it out together, son.”




   


  
    Chapter 9

  


   


  Every Thanksgiving, the school held a fair the weekend before the big feast. Holding Sal’s hand, Nia walked into the building with Paulina, Adam, the twins and Matka. Surreptitiously, she hoped, she took a deep breath. She knew Rafe would be here. He’d generously offered to draw pictures of the kids. Of course, she hadn’t seen him in a few days, but he’d called to remind her they’d meet at this event….


  Hi, he’d said on the phone. He’d sounded nervous.


  Hi. I’m glad you called.


  How are you?”


  She’d decided to be honest. Embarrassed and sad.


  Don’t be embarrassed. But I’m sad, too.


  She didn’t apologize because he’d asked her not to.


  Nia, it’s going to be okay. We’ll talk soon. I just didn’t want the first time we communicated to be in a public place.


  Thanks, Rafe. You’re so thoughtful…


  As they entered the gym, Paulina stood next to her. “Rafe’s coming, the kids said.”


  “Yeah.”


  “In all the excitement about our engagement, I never asked if you saw him while you were in the city last week.”


  Nia hadn’t confided in Paulina what had happened between her and Rafe. She didn’t want to cloud the happiness that beamed from her twin’s face every single morning. “I did. We can talk tomorrow about it.”


  Paulina squeezed her arm, trusting that Nia would share anything important. It was the first time she hadn’t.


  Sal tugged on Nia’s hand. “Mommy, can we go see Rafe now?”


  “Yes. We’re among the first ones here. I’m hoping the line won’t be too long.”


  “We wanna shoot baskets,” Ben complained.



  “Not me. I want a picture done by Rafe.” Tommy had just begun to stand up to his brother; Ben had made decisions for him all his life, and it was a good sign that he was doing what he wanted. Nia was proud of him. Huh. She could take lessons from her nephew’s bravery.


  Matka stayed with Nia and the kids. They found the line hadn’t even begun to form yet. When she reached the table, she gaped. “Oh, my,” she said.


  “Hi, Rafe.” Sal raised a hand and high-fived with him. Nia had never seen him do the gesture before.


  “Hey, buddy.” Rafe transferred his gaze to Nia. His eyes, set off by the navy blue sweater he wore with jeans, were full of emotion, making them dark as midnight. “Hello, Nia.”


  She gave him a genuine smile. “You brought a friend. Hello, Mr. Crane. I’m honored to meet you.”


  Jonas Crane stood and took Nia’s hand in his. “Hello, Mrs. Pettrone. I’ve heard so much about you and Sal. All very positive.”


  “Thank you. Please, call me Nia.”


  “And I’m Jonas.” He nodded to Sal. “So this is the little prodigy.” Jonas bent in close. “I hear you’re the next great artist of the twenty-first century.”


  Instead of hiding behind her skirts, Sal said, “Holy cow. You’re Jonas. You’re in our art books. And Rafe loves you.”


  “I love Rafe, too.” He captured Nia’s gaze. “He’s the best man I know.”


  Nia nodded, her heart hitching at the notion.


  “Would you like Jonas to draw you, Sal?” Rafe asked.


  “No, you.”


  “Ah, then I’ll take the beautiful lady.”


  “Oh, no. Do Tommy.”


  Unaware of Jonas’s reputation, Tommy piped up with, “I want Rafe, too.”


  She and Sal sat on the stools in front of the lower table. She could see Rafe as she posed. His forehead creased, he made long, sweeping strokes. Nia was so enthralled by him, by his physical presence, by, yes, damn it, wanting him, she didn’t notice how long Jonas was taking with her until Rafe finished both boys’ pictures.


  “Tommy, it’s just like you.” Sal was excited.


  “You, too. Wow, Rafe, you’re great.”


  From behind, Matka said, “They are lovely.”


  “How about you, Donuta?” Rafe smiled at her mother. “Would you like to pose?”


  “No, no, leave it for the children.”


  “I’m done, too.” They all looked to Jonas. Nia stood as he turned the portrait around. Her hand clapped over her mouth. “Oh, my God.”


  The air seemed to still around all of them, though she could hear the background noise of people entering the fair.


  Rafe said, “Jonas.” His voice was hoarse.


  “It’s fitting, I think. Do you like it Nia?”


  She stared at the three people he’d drawn, close to each other. The sketch was stunning, of course, with details that stood out: Sal’s shy expression, Rafe’s strong nose, the curl of her hair. Jonas had also portrayed a tenderness on each of the faces that was almost palpable.


  “Mommy, it’s you, me and Rafe.”


  “I know, baby. Jonas, thank you so much. It’s…” Unable to bear the emotion swirling around her, she turned to her mother. “Could you watch the boys, please?” She strode away before she cried in front of the whole school.


  
    oOo

  


  Rafe found Nia at the end of a corridor in the school, staring out a window at the darkness. Cold emanated through the glass, but that wasn’t what caused her body to tense. A longing to hold her and tell her everything would be all right rose within him. “Nia?”


  She stiffened even more. Without facing him, she said, “I’m fine, Rafe. Go back inside.”


  “No way.” He took her by the shoulders and turned her around. “You’re not fine.” With his fingers, he swiped away the wetness from her cheeks. “Neither am I.”


  Peering up at him, she shook her head. “How could you be?”


  She shivered, so he rubbed her arms up and down. She wore a fuzzy dark pink sweater with jeans and boots. The color highlighted the rosiness of her cheeks but made her appear fragile. Too fragile. “This isn’t your fault. You did nothing intentionally. It just kicked in to some insecurities I have.”


  Brow furrowed, she studied him. For long moments. “Oh, shit, your mother. You told me how she turned hot and cold and how hard that was for you.”


  What could he do? He shrugged.


  Lifting her hand, she cupped his jaw. Her touch felt so good, he wanted to cry. “I’m sorry for that. I know I couldn’t help it, but I’m sorry that my reaction opened old wounds.”


  He stared into eyes so full of feeling that he caught his breath. And realized something. “You know, we have the same problem. The past’s grip on us.”


  “I never thought of it that way.” Her eyes lit…with anger? “And I hate it. For both of us. Why does life have to be this hard?”


  “I don’t know, honey.” And suddenly, Rafe was mad, too. Why couldn’t the one woman he connected with be free from the horrible things that had happened to her? Why did her actions have to kick into his insecurities?


  “Damn it,” she said forcefully. “I want you in my life. And Sal’s.”


  “We could try being friends again,” he suggested. “See how that goes for a while.”


  She took in a deep breath and let it out. “That would be good enough for now.”


  “Then it’s a deal.”


  To seal it, he drew her close. Her scent filled his head, the silkiness of her hair caressed his cheek. With her body aligned to his, Rafe knew he couldn’t let go of her without giving this new hurdle his best shot.


  
    oOo

  


  Before the house started to buzz with the excitement and the busy-ness of Thanksgiving Day, Nia slid a belt into the loops of the corduroy pants that Sal wore with a light blue button-down shirt and new shoes. “You’re so handsome, young man.”


  “Aw, Mom.” Reaching out, he grabbed a fistful of her hair, which trailed down her back. “I like your hair this way.”


  Why on earth don’t you ever wear this down?


  “Thanks, honey. I do, too.” She stood. “Are you glad Rafe’s coming today?”


  While she and Rafe were in the hallway, trying to come to grips with their feelings, apparently Matka and Sal had invited him and Jonas to Thanksgiving dinner at the Ludzecky home. Nia was happy about it, now that there was a truce between her and Rafe.


  “Yeah. I like Jonas. My teacher said all the drawings he did for the school are worth money. Is that why you framed the one of us three?”


  “No, honey. I didn’t frame it. Aunt Paulie did.” She’d also framed the one Rafe had made of her the first time he came out here. Though Sal’s first lesson had been only five weeks ago, it seemed like eons.


  Paulina still didn’t know what had happened between her and Rafe that dreadful afternoon. When she’d asked, Nia didn’t want to dredge up the whole thing again. Talking about the day made her relive it emotionally and physically. Her stomach twisted in knots and her head hurt. Besides, she didn’t want her sister to worry about her at such a happy time in her life. So she decided to keep quiet. Maybe someday she’d tell Paulina.


  “Okay, let’s go set the tables.”


  The dining room in the Ludzecky home was long and wide, so places could be set for twenty people. They’d put up the tables in an L-shape last night, so now Nia and Sal added tablecloths. They were getting out the silverware when Ana came through the garage door, into the kitchen. “I need help carrying in the food.”


  Matka cooked the two turkeys, but the rest of the meal was provided by the siblings. Nia went to the doorway and kissed her sister on the cheek. “You okay, Ana? You look pale.”


  “Yeah, I’m fine.” She turned and walked outside. Nia followed her. Ana turned to her at the rear of the car. “I had another row with Jared. I wanted to pick up Opal after dinner and bring her here.” Opal was Ana’s nine year old daughter.


  Though mention of the man who’d divorced Ana during the worst period of their family’s lives made her angry all over again at him, Nia hid her reaction because she didn’t want to add to Ana’s distress. “She was here last Thanksgiving and he didn’t do that.”


  “I know.”


  “She lives with you all week, honey, though you have joint custody. He covets his time with her.”


  Ana shrugged and popped the trunk.


  “Holy cow. This is enough food for an army.”


  “I overdid it. I always do when I’m upset.” She shook her head at Nia. “You know, you’re right. I shouldn’t be mad at Jared. Don’t tell anybody I was upset, okay?” As they made trips into the house, Ana asked, “Anybody else coming today?”


  “Who knows who Lizzie might bring. Remember the biker that one Thanksgiving?”


  “I thought Luke was going to bust a gut.”


  “Nobody else said they were bringing a guest. Adam’s dad isn’t coming because he’s spending the day with his female friend’s family. But Sal and Matka asked Rafe Castle to come.”


  “The guy who’s giving Sal lessons? The one I think you like.”



  “He’s a generous, kind man. I do like him.”


  “Watch out. They all have an underside.” Poor Ana. She’d lost the love of her life, not to death, like Nia, but to betrayal.


  Back inside, she helped Ana put the food in the oven and the fridge respectively, then the three of them joined Sal in the dining room. They put rich rust-colored napkins on the pretty flowered tablecloths. They added deep orange candles, lining them up down the center, like little soldiers. Right in the middle sat the lovely flower centerpiece in Thanksgiving colors that Gerald had sent Matka. The hominess of their surroundings cheered Nia up. Most people weren’t as cursed as the Ludzeckys had been by death and tragedy, but most didn’t have this solid, strong, loving family, either.


  Luke, Kelsey and the girls arrived from Binghamton an hour later. Kelsey looked peaked and Luke harried. Nia knew taking care of little ones (he had twin six-year-old girls) was hard with both parents working. Though they were teachers, the demands of a job in education went further than the classroom


  The rest of the clan arrived in succession. Lizzie came alone, thank the Lord, sporting a tight miniskirt and laced-up boots. Sofia brought one of the teachers at her school, and Magdalena arrived by herself. Adam, Paulina and the boys came from the city, where they’d gone last night and stayed the morning to catch some of the Macy’s parade. Caterina and Aidan were having Thanksgiving with the O’Neils this year.


  The kids had gone to the playroom and the adults were seated in the family room while food heated up and the turkeys cooked. Every year, they made sure Matka stayed off her feet for a while, which Gerald was helping with. Nia was sipping her wine and listening to Lizzie tell about some odd things happening at work when the doorbell rang.


  “It’s Rafe.” She heard Sal race to the foyer from the kids’ playroom. He ignored the directive not to answer the bell alone, but today she thought it was okay.


  A door opened and closed, then Sal, leading Rafe by the hand, returned to the family room. Nia’s spirits lifted even more at the sight of Rafe. He looked magnificent, dressed in a navy sports coat and light blue dress shirt. It happened to be the same color as Sal’s.


  Then Jonas came into view.


  Elizabeita gasped. Nobody had told the pistol of the family who else was attending, because with her art background, they’d wanted to surprise her. “Oh, my God, Jonas Crane?”


  “Wow!” Magdalena added.


  Ana, Sofia, and Kelsey joined in with similar exclamations.


  And Jonas quipped dryly, “It’s nice to know I can still catch the eye of beautiful women.”


  
    oOo

  


  “Did you enjoy the dinner, Rafe?” Matka asked as they sat around the tables after the meal.


  “Yes. I’m as stuffed as those turkey were. Thank you again for inviting us.” It was obvious he took great joy in being a part of this family meal. During their time at the O’Neils’ pub, he’d told her he’d never had family dinners, even on holidays. His mother hadn’t cooked many meals and Jonas was a bachelor, except for a brief foray into marriage with Rafe’s foster mother, so their Thanksgivings together had been dinner out.


  Jonas smiled at Rafe like a father would to a kid who’d said the right thing. “I add my thanks.”


  “You look a little tired,” Rafe noticed.


  Again, Nia knew he worried like crazy about Jonas’s bad heart, though the doctors said after every checkup that he was doing fine. She’d suggested he go with Jonas the next time, just to make sure.


  Laughing, Jonas quipped, “I take a nap about this time every day.”


  Sal tugged on Jonas’s sleeve. Her son had insisted on sitting between the two of them. “You wanna take one in my room, Jonas?”


  “You know, I may. I can tell Rafe isn’t ready to leave yet.”


  “First, though, we must say what we are each thankful for this past year.” Matka scanned the table, catching the eye of each of her children. Her look said This is not a time for joking. “And as is our custom, the Ludzecky gratefulness has to be about something besides each other, because that is expected.”


  “I’ll start,” Kelsey offered.


  Everyone turned to the beautiful woman Luke loved. She took his hand and put it on her stomach. “I’m thankful for the new little one we’re going to have.”


  Luke’s jaw dropped. “What?”



  “I wanted to surprise you.”


  Their two little girls bolted from their seats and rushed to their mother. “Is it gonna be a girl, Mommy? Please, have another girl.”


  The family laughed at their request. Luke leaned in and whispered in her ear. Nia felt a longing in her womb. Had things been different, she would have had another child. Maybe two more.


  Chaos erupted when the news sunk in and all the sisters got up and embraced their brother and beloved sister-in-law.


  Paulina grabbed Adam’s hand. “Our turn. I’m thankful that Adam and I set a wedding date. Christmas Eve.”


  Another round of hugs and kisses. Seated next to Nia, Paulina took her hand. “Nia, I—”


  Nia clasped her sister’s fingers tight. “I’m delighted for you. I told you that a zillion times before.”


  “I know, but…”


  “No buts.” She kissed Paulina on the cheek. “You can tell us the details later.” Again, Nia thought of how she would be losing her twin. She, Adam and the boys would move into the city, the cousins wouldn’t be together, so much would change. But she was happy, so she pushed the downside thoughts away.


  When that discussion died down, Elizabeita sat forward. “I’m thankful for the promotion I just got.”


  Sofia thanked God for her continued health and the prosperity of her yoga studio.


  Once again, Magdalena was grateful for her success in work she loved.


  Unabashedly, Matka and Gerald said they were grateful for finding each other this year.


  Ana, who always rose to the occasion and dismissed her problems on Thanksgiving, said she was grateful for daughter’s health and happiness and the joy she brought to Ana’s life. No mention was made of her absent ex-husband, who’d shared years of Thanksgivings with them.


  Then came Nia’s turn. The group as a whole started to tense. Every year since Peter and Donnie died, Nia’s gratefulness was for having her husband with her for eight years. Nia raised her chin. “I’m grateful for having Rafe Castle in Sal’s life.”


  “That’s what I was going to say, Mommy.”


  “It’s okay. We can both be grateful for the joy he’s brought you.” Now she looked Rafe in the eye. “To both of us.”


  Rafe’s face was lit from within. He took his wine glass and saluted her.


  “Jonas, would you like to participate?” Matka asked.


  “Of course. I’m eternally grateful to fate for bringing Rafael into my life twenty-five years ago. I love you, son.”


  Rising, Rafe crossed behind Sal, bent down and gave Jonas a hug. His arm around Jonas’s neck, he said, “I feel the same way, Jonas. I’m grateful for you.”


  Nia sighed. There was much to be thankful for around this table. Her gaze caught on Rafe’s again. Very, very much.


  
    oOo

  


  The sky was clear but it was bitter cold as Rafe drove Jonas home. The older man shivered, so Rafe turned up the heat.


  “Hmm, yes. Your girl is perfectly lovely, the boy adorable and her family warm and loving.”


  “I wouldn’t exactly call her my girl.”


  Jonas snorted. “Did you hear what she’s grateful for?”


  He could feel the big grin spread across his face. “Yeah. Cool, huh?”


  “She cares about you. It’s just going to take her more time.”


  “I hope so.”


  Jonas yawned.


  “Why don’t you close your eyes and nap? It’ll be a half hour to your house.”


  “I think I will.” He reached over and covered Rafe’s hand. “Let me say again how much you mean to me, Rafael.”


  “Thank God for you in my life.”


  “Now you have others, though.”


  “I won’t forget you, old man, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


  “No, no. I’m just glad your world is expanding.”


  Jonas’s eyes closed and Rafe drove the rest of the way in silence. But the smile stayed on his lips. Nia had given him signals all day and hugged him as he left. Jonas was happy and had a good report from the doctor, and Rafe’s career was taking off. What more could he want out of life this lovely Thanksgiving night?


  
    oOo

  


  Noise shrilled into the night, waking Rafe from a sound sleep. Disoriented, he rummaged for the phone. “’ello.”


  “Is this Rafael Castle?”


  “Yes. Who are you? What’s wrong?”


  “I’m a captain in the NYPD. I’m afraid I have some bad news for you.”


  Fear formed like a rock in his stomach.


  “Jonas Crane died about an hour ago. We found a letter in his desk, asking for you to be called in case anything happened to him.”




   


  
    Chapter 10

  


   


  For the first time in recent memory, Nia awoke with anticipation for the day. She dreamed about yesterday and how perfect having Rafe and Jonas at dinner had been. Something else, something she almost didn’t recognize, had also taken up residence inside her. Hope. The hug Rafe had given her at the door before he left was more than friendly. He’d kissed her hair, sending shivers down her spine. Maybe, just maybe, she hadn’t blown it at his loft that afternoon.


  She glanced at the clock. Six. Today, she would meet her sisters and brother in the city for a post-Thanksgiving breakfast. She was looking forward to that, too.


  Downstairs, she switched on the small TV set in the kitchen and prepared the coffee. A newscast hummed in the background. “…early this morning. He was only sixty-five years old. Jonas Crane was an icon in the world modern art and…”


  The coffee grounds Nia had been transferring to the pot dropped to the counter as she whipped around. Jonas’s face appeared above “Breaking News,” sober, looking a bit like Ernest Hemingway. The words ran on, but all she could see was the famous painter and Rafe together at the table, hear their words of love for each other. Dear God in heaven, Rafe! What must he be feeling?


  Just then, Paulina walked into the kitchen. “Hi…” She halted. Rushed to Nia. “Honey, what’s wrong?”


  Nia nodded to the TV.


  Holding her hand, Paulina turned around. “Oh, no. Oh, Lord.” She faced her sister. “I’m so sorry for Rafe.”


  “He’ll be devastated, Paulie. That man saved his life.”


  “You need to go to him, Nia. You can help him. We know how to deal with something like this.”


  “But he and I aren’t…we’re not that close.”


  “From what I saw yesterday, you most certainly are.”


  “I haven’t told you some things that happened between us.”


  “None of that matters now. Unless he has other family, friends?”


  “I don’t think so. He only talks about Jonas. And he said once that Jonas worried about him never making close friends his own age.”


  “Then go. The TV said Jonas died early this morning, so Rafe will be at home or at Jonas’s place.”


  “I don’t know Jonas’s address.”


  “Caterina can find out, if Rafe isn’t at his loft. I’ll go with you into the city and we’ll check there first.”


  Nia nodded but was rooted to the ground, staring blankly at the still photo of Jonas Crane.


  “Let’s go get dressed.”


  Hand in hand, she went upstairs with her sister. All she wanted was to comfort Rafe. She hoped he let her.


  
    oOo

  


  He was numb. The menacing clouds in the gloomy gray sky fit his lack of feeling. Superimposed over them, he saw Jonas’s body, at the morgue, stiff and white. So much not the man he loved. That man was gone. Forever gone. He’d worried about Jonas’s heart issues, but still, he hadn’t been prepared for this. Another emotional ambush. He only vaguely remembered when his mother died because Jonas had been his guardian for two years by then.


  Rafe startled at a sharp noise. The buzzer from the outside entrance. He let it go. It could be his and Jonas’s manager, who might want to mourn with him. Rafe couldn’t face company.


  But the damn bell kept buzzing. Maybe it was a delivery guy. He’d ordered some things from an art store but right now couldn’t remember what.


  Like an old man, he hobbled his way to the foyer. Even his bones hurt. “Yes, who is it?”


  “Rafe, it’s Nia. Buzz me in so I can come up.”


  “No, no, Nia. I don’t want to see anybody.”


  “You don’t know what you want. I’m not leaving and it’s freezing out here. Let me in. I’ll come up myself, so you don’t have to traipse downstairs.” Vaguely, he realized he’d never heard her so commanding, so sure of something.


  Without analyzing his acceptance, he hit the open button, unlocked and left the door ajar. This time, he went into the living room and stood in front of the fireplace. He’d started the blaze when he got home, because the numbness had come.


  The door in the foyer closed. Rafe sensed her presence and turned. Watching him, she took off her coat, tossed it on the chair and crossed to him. “I’m so sorry, Rafe.”


  Swallowing hard, he said, “Don’t, I’ll…”


  “Let go? You’ll feel better when you do.” Again, she sounded so certain, he almost believed her.


  He stared hard at her. “Is that what happened to you?”



  She nodded.


  “I want to feel numb.”


  “Do you?”


  Running a restless hand through his hair, he barely got out, “I don’t know. I don’t know how to act, how to deal with this on a minute-by-minute basis.”


  She moved in closer and looped her arms around his neck. “Then let me help you.” After a few seconds, he fell into her arms and gripped her tightly. Her hand went to his neck anchoring him to her.


  With that one little movement, Rafe came apart.


  
    oOo

  


  Nia knew all too well the horrific pain that clawed at Rafe. The gaping hole he’d feel inside him. How his skin didn’t fit right. How his head pounded and his throat was choked by loss. Today, sitting on his couch, she remembered those hideous sensations and grieved for this man she cared about. For what he would have to endure the next several weeks and, to a degree, through the years to come. The pain would go from intolerable to tolerable to acceptance so you could go on with your life, but it would always be there. We know how to get through this, Paulina had told her. She did, and she’d help Rafe, but it would be a long, rough road, no matter who traveled with him.


  When the wrenching sobs abated, he sat back and scrubbed his eyes. “Fuck!”


  Well, that was another way to get out the emotion. She and Paulina had cussed and cursed and used obscenities when the pain was too much and they were alone together and felt freer to express their grief. When he leaned back against the pillows, she went to the bathroom, retrieved some tissues and gave them to him. After he mopped up his face, he closed his eyes and sighed. “Thanks. For the Kleenex and for getting rid of the numbness. Jonas deserves to be honored with sadness.”


  “Staying numb only builds up the grief. You need to let go of it now and then.”


  “How, Nia?”


  “By doing what you just did. Crying. Sometimes by kicking a hole in the wall. By accepting comfort. Eventually, you’ll be able to take care of daily tasks.”



  “That sounds impossible to me now. I just want to hide under the covers.”


  “I remember Ana had to feed me after Peter died. I hadn’t eaten for two days and she sat me down and put the BLT sandwich to my mouth. I took bites until it was gone.” She shook her head. “Funny, I remember that detail.”


  “You’re lucky to have family around.” His voice was so hoarse, it was hard to listen to.



  “Did Jonas have anybody other than you, Rafe?”


  “No brothers or sisters. Parents died early on.” A brief smile. “There were always women in his life, and he married once, and they adopted me, but that didn’t last. All we had was each other.” He shook his head. “He used to tell me I needed buddies. I do have some fellow artists I hang out with once in a while. And we’re close to our manager. But I never needed another deep friendship, because I had him.”


  “You have friends now in the Ludzecky family.”


  “Thank you, but you know what I mean.”


  “I do. Yet you should let others help.” She thought for a minute about the Ludzecky home, full of love and support. “Do you have to make arrangements for services now?”


  Rafe shook his head. “He left instructions for his cremation with his lawyer, probably so I didn’t have to be burdened. And I always knew he didn’t want ceremonies. I have to call the firm and see what the arrangements are. I didn’t have it in me, yet.”


  “Let me call them. And then I want you to do something you’re going to initially object to. Come home with me.”


  “No, I can’t foist my grief on your family.”


  “They’ll help, Rafe. You can barely take care of yourself. Let us take care of you.”


  
    oOo

  


  Magdalena sat at the circular table in a restaurant that faced Broadway and watched her brother and sisters, minus one. She was again struck by how much they resembled each other yet were so different. Right now they were trying to keep up the good cheer from yesterday. Finally, she held up her hand to stop the conversation. “It’s falling flat, guys.”


  Luke said, “Yeah, I know. I can’t stop thinking about Antonia.”


  “The rest of us are worried, too.” This from Ana. “Rafe was so friendly and kind yesterday. As was Jonas, the legend. It’s hard to believe he’s dead.”


  Sofia asked softly, “Paulie, how serious are things between them? They seemed like they had a bond yesterday at the dinner table.”


  “I honestly don’t know. She likes him, but she’s afraid to let herself go with him, let herself care, I guess.”


  “It’s time,” Lizzie added, for once not being a wiseass.


  “Yeah.” Paulina eyed Magdalena. “Mags, what happened the night she stayed with you? She mentioned she’d been with Rafe that day, and she said some things had happened between them that I didn’t know about.”


  Briefly Magdalena thought about privacy verses doing what was best for her sister. “She was with Rafe. Let’s just say she tried to give intimacy a shot with him and it didn’t quite work out. I’ll spare you the details.”


  “Oh, fuck!”


  “Lizzie, language!” Luke spoke the words automatically.


  Lizzie snorted. “Proszę!”


  Caterina rolled her eyes.


  The rest of them exchanged indulgent looks. Luke was the protector, through and through. Today, it was comforting.


  Finally, Sofia said, “I think we should concentrate on how we can help Rafe. None of us knows him well, but that doesn’t matter.”


  “We should take our cues from Nia,” Paulina put in. “At the very least, we can help her.”


  “All right.” The devil came back into Lizzie’s eyes. “Mags told us a secret of Nia’s, so it’s only fair to share one of ours with each other and then tell her.”


  “Oh, shit,” Luke said.


  “Luke, language!” the girls admonished at once. The levity was just what they needed.


  
    oOo

  


  For the first time ever, Rafe settled into the passenger seat of his BMW. The heat roared from the vents, but he was still cold. His hands were frigid, so he rubbed them together in front of the grate. “I can’t believe I’m letting you do this.”


  “Drive your car?” Nia asked. “You’re in no condition to be behind the wheel.”


  “I should have stayed home.” Though he hadn’t protested too hard. He didn’t have the energy and Nia was so insistent in a way she’d never acted before. What did it matter? He carried the hurt inside him wherever he went. He just hoped he didn’t burden her family too much.


  Donuta met them in the kitchen when they entered the house through the garage door. “My Rafe. I am so sorry.”


  Tears prickled his eyes. Panicking, he glanced at Nia. “I shouldn’t have come. I can’t…”


  Shushing him, her mother pulled him into her arms. Rafe went because he didn’t know what else to do. She murmured Polish words to him, stroked his head, and again, he cried out the pain inside him.



  When he drew back Donuta said, “Do not be ashamed. We are a family who shows their emotions.”


  Holding up the suitcase she’d packed for him, Nia said to her mother, “He’s staying for a while.”


  “I said yes to overnight.”


  “We’ll see. Sal can sleep with the twins, and Rafe can use Sal’s room.”


  “I—”


  Just then, Sal appeared in the doorway. His expression was somber and his eyes bleak. “Hi, Rafe.” The boy approached him. “Sorry about Jonas.”


  “Thanks, Sal.”


  “Matka said he was like your Daddy. I lost my Daddy, too.”


  “I know.” The last word came out in a whisper.


  Pulling his hand from behind his back, Sal offered him something. “I made this for you.”


  Rafe looked down. Briefly, he closed his eyes. “It’s a great picture of him, Sal. Thanks.” When he knelt, the little boy threw himself at Rafe. Once again, he was flooded by emotion. Yes, he remembered being hugged by Jonas like this. But also, the boy’s solid form, his sweet attempt at comfort brought a bit of relief. Which for now would be enough. Maybe Nia was right. Maybe it would help him to be here in this loving household.


  
    oOo

  


  Dressed in peach-colored, satiny pajamas Magdalena had bought her last Christmas, Nia stood in front of the mirror in her bathroom, brushing her hair. She and Paulina had talked in her room until midnight. But on her mind now were not the confidences they’d shared but the images of the day. Rafe with Sal, drawing pictures. Rafe with Luke, talking over coffee in the kitchen. Rafe sitting in the family room with Adam. Apparently he’d needed testosterone in his life after being fussed over by the girls all day. At ten o’clock, he’d announced he was tired and wanted to sleep. She knew the restoring power of slumber, and she also knew it gave the escape mourners required. Nia sighed. Why was life so hard for everybody? She questioned that all the time since Peter’s death and longed for the days when she honestly thought there were Happily Ever Afters. Damn it.


  When she was finished in the bathroom, she glanced over at the adjoining door. Should she check on him? He’d come up here two hours ago. What if he was awake and suffering alone? Middle-of-the-night insomnia was brutal during the grieving process.


  Sick of her indecision, she inched open the door and saw him at the window, silhouetted by the streetlamps outside. Her heart vised in her chest at his bent head and stiffness of his shoulders.


  “Rafe?”


  He turned. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”


  “I was afraid we woke you. Paulina and I were talking in my room.”


  “No. I conked right out and just woke up to the nightmare.”


  That oxymoron had been familiar to her, too. “May I come in?”


  “Yes.”


  She entered the room. Outlines of the contents of Sal’s walls were visible—one covered with drawings, which he changed periodically and now consisted of his and Rafe’s art and the framed drawing of the three of them that Jonas had done. Others were of the family. Suddenly, she realized Sal had never had little boy things displayed.


  A big chair where she often read to her son perched in the corner. Going to it, she sat on the edge. “Do you want to talk?”


  “I want to sleep.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  “What helped you when you woke up and realized what’d happened?”


  “Believe it or not, warm milk and somebody being with me.”


  “Ah.”


  “Paulina and I slept together for three weeks. Ana, who has a mother complex, moved in with us for months and sometimes slept in the same bed, too.”


  “Hmm, any red-blooded man’s fantasy. Three gorgeous women in bed together.”


  Glad he could joke, she touched his arm. “Shall I get you some milk?”


  He shook his head no.


  Going on instinct only, she stood and took his hand. It was ice-cold. “Come.”


  “What? Where?”


  “Lie down with me. It’ll help.”


  “I’m sorry you know this so well, Nia, that you’ve experienced this crushing pain.”


  She led him to the bed. For a brief moment, the woman inside her surfaced, and she wished they were climbing onto that mattress for something more pleasant. He hadn’t turned the covers back, just taken off his shirt and put sweatpants on. Sliding onto the bed, she slouched into the pillows against the headboard, and he joined her and took her hand again. “I need this. The human contact.” He kissed her knuckles. Despite the circumstances, or maybe because of them, she shivered.


  “I’m glad.” She’d been unable to reach the lawyer before they left his loft. “Did you talk to Jonas’s lawyer?”


  “Uh-huh. He’s to be cremated without viewers and his ashes scattered over the lake at his cottage in Upstate New York.” Rafe chuckled. “Jonas also left instructions to have a private memorial at an art gallery. He made arrangements to do so last year.”


  “That’s fitting.”


  “Yeah. It’ll be next Monday. He doesn’t want this dragged out.”


  “That might be best.”


  Leaning in, he touched his head to hers. “I should go home tomorrow.”


  “No!” She shook her head. “You can go home after you get back from Upstate.”


  “Nia…”


  “I insist. Let us help you. I had so many people there for me.”


  “I’ll think about it.”


  “Slide down.”


  He did, and she eased down next to him. As if he’d lain with her a hundred times, his arm went around her and she turned into him. He kept her close and soon his breathing evened out.


  
    oOo

  


  When Rafe woke up the next day, he was alone. The room was in shadows, but the clock told him it was 10:00 a.m.


  And Jonas was dead.


  Overwhelming sadness swamped him. He let it come, let himself feel the loss of the most important person in his life. Finally, he was able to turn his thoughts to someone else.


  Nia. Turning, he picked up her pillow and clasped it to him. The scent of her shampoo filled his head. He’d slept because of her. She knew exactly what to do to help him as he floundered through his grief. He’d awakened during the early morning hours, but finding her with him allowed him to go back to sleep. And gave him enough energy now to get out of bed.


  After he took a blessedly hot shower, he felt human again. He threw on jeans and a bulky sweater and headed downstairs. The scent of food rose up to him, and his stomach growled. When he found his way to the heavenly smells, he saw Donuta pulling out a pan from the oven. “Good morning, Donuta.”



  Nia’s mom turned after she set the food on the counter. For a moment, he was hit by another, older hurt—the longing to have a mother bake for him, iron his clothes, hold him when he scraped his knee. Jonas had tried to fill that role and had been only partially successful. Apparently, there was no substitute for a mother’s love.


  “Rafe.” After he sat down, she crossed to him and tipped up his chin. “You slept. You needed to.”


  Thinking of holding Nia all night, he wondered if Donuta knew how her daughter comforted him. “I did.”


  “Okay, this is what I found.” Looking down at the pile she held, Nia came out of the coatroom off the kitchen, carrying jackets and other winter apparel. “Luke’s old boots and a hat and gloves.” She glanced up. “Oh, you’re up. Hi.”


  “Hi.” He leaned against the jamb. “What’s that?”


  “We’re going hiking today with Adam and Paulina.”


  He glanced out the window. Snow was falling lightly, and it looked cold. “Today?”


  “It’ll do us all good.”


  “That’s right. You told me once that you wanted to start hiking again.”


  “And exercise would be healthy for you.” Her face sobered. “Unless you can’t bear it. I didn’t do anything physical for days.”


  “It won’t matter what I do, Nia. The hurt’ll be there. Hiking might get some tension out, though.” He glanced around. “Where are the boys?”


  “Paulina took them to an early movie. I had to force Sal to go. He wanted to wait till you got up.”


  “He could have. He isn’t a bother to me, Nia.”


  “I know and that’s lovely. But he has to learn some boundaries with you. He’d occupy all your time.”


  “I was that way with Jonas. He was very generous.” Rafe bit the inside of his jaw until it hurt. “Is that, um, coffee? I need some.”


  “You also need to eat.” This from Donuta. “I made kolaches, a pastry stuffed with sausage and cheese to fortify all of you for your hike.”


  Rafe was surprised by the fact that he ate three of the pastries. Nia laughed at him and consumed one. Later, he slipped into Luke’s hiking boots. “Ah, they’re a little big.”


  “I got some of his extra socks. He leaves stuff here.” She gave Rafe a sideways glance. “It’s hard to fill my big brother’s shoes.”


  He gave her what passed for a smile. He heard the front door open, then Adam and Paulina and the kids came bustling in.


  “Hey, Rafe. Sleep okay?” Adam seemed to genuinely like him.


  After darting a glance at Nia, he nodded. “So, we’re all going out?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  Ben whipped off his coat and tossed it on a chair in the kitchen. “Why can’t we go?”


  “This is grown-up time,” Adam told him. “We took you to the movies to be fair. Right, champ?”


  He watched Adam. “Yeah, right.” Ben fled the room.


  Tommy went up to Rafe. “Sorry about Jonas. I didn’t know what to say yesterday.”


  “Thanks for the thought, Tom.”


  Sal, who’d hovered in the background, moved in closer to Rafe. He hugged him, then left.


  Nia and Paulina went to get their coats and turned up in identical teal-blue jackets. Adam snickered. “A little old for dressing alike, aren’t you?”


  “We brought these separately.” Paulina grinned. “Neither of us knew what the other got. So we decided to keep them.”


  He tweaked her nose. “You look adorable.” Actually, she looked gorgeous with her hair down and the blue highlighting her complexion.


  Adam drove through snow-covered city streets and then got on a highway. Rafe asked, “Where are we going?”


  “The Brooklyn-Queens Greenway.”


  “I read about that place. It’s hiking and biking trails meant to connect the parks here.”



  “It’s huge,” Nia put in. “Twenty-two miles, but Donnie and I had our favorite trails.”


  It took a half hour to reach the trailhead. Once they got out on a path, Rafe took in a deep breath. The cold air bit him in the face and chafed his throat, but there was no wind and sun shone down on them. They started slow, down a dirt pathway that was even and free of snow. No one talked much, just some murmurs about the terrain. The pace picked up and Rafe began to feel restless. He needed aerobic exercise. If Jonas had gotten more…


  “Where to, Nia?” Adam asked when they came to the merging of two trails.


  “The left is steeper,” Paulina put in. “The right’s a little easier.”


  Still thinking about Jonas, Rafe said, “Would you mind if I took this one alone?”


  Nia touched his sleeve. “Whatever you need, Rafe.”


  Adam checked his watch. “Meet back here in fifteen minutes.”


  They went one way and he set off on the other. He wasn’t sure why he’d asked to be alone, maybe because wondering if Jonas could have lived longer if he’d exercised brought the grief back in sharp relief. Step, step. The incline increased as did his breathing. Step, Step, step. He began to sweat under his heavy jacket, and his clothes clung to him. Step, step, step, step… When he reached the top of the incline, he sucked in air, his lungs burning.


  And suddenly it all erupted. Picking up some snow, he made a hard ball and threw it at a clump of trees. He let go of another, and another, until his vision blurred and he lost count. Finally, he sank to his knees, where he spat out every expletive he knew. Spent now, he sat back on his haunches and let the grief envelop him.


  He didn’t know how long he stayed there, but the cold and wet seeped into his jeans and so he struggled to his feet. Pushing back the cuff of his sleeve, he saw he was five minutes late to meet up with the others.


  Slowly, he went back down the trail. He wouldn’t swear by it, but his outburst seemed to have helped.




   


  
    Chapter 11

  


   


  Nia had insisted Rafe stay until the memorial service on Monday. She’d slept by his side for three nights, held him when he cried, and was glad for whatever physical outlet he’d had on the hike. Matka cooked for him, Sal distracted him and Adam and Paulina were simply there if he’d needed to talk or wanted company.


  This morning, he’d gone home to change into dressy clothes for the service. Now he entered the Mitchell Gallery, so alone it made Nia tear up. She sat in a row two-thirds of the way back, Paulina and Adam next to her, then Matka. Behind them, Magdalena, Lizzie, Caterina, Ana and Sofia completed the Ludzecky contingent. And of course, Sal. She wasn’t sure he should come, but he’d thrown a tantrum when she’d suggested he stay at home. Since he’d never before had an outburst like that, she’d decided to give him his way.


  Adam had told her a lot of famous painters and artists in New York were here by invitation. She saw Rafe’s manager, whom she’d met briefly before the service, and his lawyer. Other than that, it was just the Ludzecky family. The press had been banned. Fans of Jonas’s artwork had flocked around the building but were not allowed in. A police presence had been called up by the mayor.


  Rafe came down the center aisle, wearing a herringbone sports coat, a white open-at-the-collar dress shirt and black pants. Nia chided herself for reacting to how he looked, for admiring the sexy presence he carried with him wherever he went. He stopped at their row and looked over at the lot of them. He blinked. “Wow, thank you all for coming.”


  Murmurs of condolences. He ruffled Sal’s hair. “I hope this isn’t too sad for you, buddy.”


  “Mommy said we came for you.”


  He looked at Nia. Then he extended his hand. “Come sit with me. You and Mommy.”


  Nia was surprised, but she willingly slid out of the row with Sal behind her, and with each of them holding his hands, they went down the aisle and sat in the front. At exactly ten o’clock, Rafe rose and Nia squeezed his arm. It gave him strength. He made his way, albeit stiffly, to the front.


  The crowd settled as soon as he faced them. “Thanks to all of you who came today. You were on the list Jonas made up of who he’d like to attend his funeral. The memorial will be short. And sweet.” Rafe rolled his eyes. “He left detailed instructions and I’m sure whatever he planned will be right for all of us.”


  And final, Nia knew, it would be final and necessary.


  Rafe looked out at the group. “Since you all know Jonas well, the following won’t surprise you.” He glanced down at a notepad he carried. “It was Jonas’s wish that we don’t mourn his passing but celebrate his life. His specific requests were threefold.


  “One—most of you know this because it came with the invitation for you to attend today, but in lieu of flowers or donations to the illness that caused his death, he asked you contribute to the scholarship fund he created for budding artists.” Here Rafe looked over at Sal. The boy beamed. “I was one of those, of course, and without him, I’d never be where I am today. And I will pay this forward. These scholarships will help other young people like I was.


  “Two, he asked for balloons of all the primary colors he loved to paint in to be released after the ceremony. In turn, I’ll be spreading his ashes tonight across Lake Camden, where he often retreated to during the summer.


  “Three: he asked for his personal views on life and his artwork be celebrated today, without tears or sadness. He prepared a slide show, which I’ll start in a minute. Let me just say that his final farewell reveals the kind of man he was, the legacy he left behind. He must have put this together long before he died, leaving us one last work of art.” His voice cracked on the final sentence.


  Rafe crossed to the small table set up for the projector and clicked into the first slide. Jonas’s face came on the screen up front. There he was, a young man, smiling with a self-confidence that never left him. The next slide was one of Rafe’s favorite paintings, Living Life, which consisted of a series of pinks and blacks, spots and lines forging together into a whole. The quote under his photo read, “Your life is your message to the world. Make sure it’s inspiring.”


  Next, a work which always reminded Rafe of a path wending its way through a thicket. Simply titled Two Roads, after the Frost poem, it was done in yellows and grays. “For this one, he chose the quote, ‘In the end, it’s not the years in your life that matter, it’s the life in your years.’”


  There were more. Bright-colored paintings expressing love, after which he’d written, “Never stop showing someone how much they mean to you.” He’d often told Rafe that love is the center of the universe, which was the name of the painting.


  There were other photos of his artwork, which were equally inspiring. Then a slide came on that made Rafe’s throat close up. A picture Jonas had painted, a collage, really, of Rafe at six, at ten, at twenty, and one not too long ago. With a strain in his voice, Rafe read, “‘If I could sit across the porch from God, I’d thank him for lending me you.’”


  Tears welled in Rafe’s eyes as the last painting came on. It resembled a starburst, with silver-and-gold strands entwined, intermingling lines of various colors and lengths and widths. The captions ended with “Don’t cry because it’s over. Smile because it happened.”


  And that, Rafe thought, besieged by gut-wrenching emotion, was Jonas Crane’s life.


  
    oOo

  


  A cold winter wind lifted the balloons into the air, like a hundred multi-colored birds flying to the heavens. All the mourners were given bunches to release to say good-bye to Jonas. Nia saw Sal let go of his, and it joined the beautiful collage in the sky. Her family surrounded her as they watched them all disappear, puffs of cold air coming from their mouths as they oohed and aahed over the sight. At the end, Matka grasped her hand. “We are leaving. Rafe has friends to meet with.”


  “I’ll go home with you. Let Sal and me tell him we’re leaving, too.” She crossed to where he stood in front of the church. She caught his eye and waved.


  “Excuse me,” he said and approached them.


  “We didn’t want to interrupt. You have people you need to talk to. But we wanted to say good-bye.”


  Seeming drained, Rafe knelt in front of Sal. “You okay, buddy?”


  Sal said, “Yeah. That was sad but kinda nice. I loved his pictures.”


  “We’ll have to make you better acquainted with his work.”


  Nia’s spirits lightened to hear him talk about the future.


  Rafe glanced over to her family. He waved, then said to Sal, “Go see your aunts a minute, buddy. I want to talk to your mom.” Leaning down, he kissed the boy’s head.


  “Will I see you again?” Sal asked.


  “Of course, just as soon as I get back.”


  After Sal left, he turned to Nia and took her hands. His hair had been ruffled by the wind. He’d forsaken gloves, and his skin was ice-cold. “You okay?”


  “Yes, more than. Rafe, the memorial Jonas planned was so uplifting.”


  He shook his head. “It was just like him, looking out for me to the end.” At her questioning look, he said, “He did this for me. It was a message not to let grief overcome me. He loved me that much.” The last word came out on a whisper.


  “I can see he did.”


  Taking a deep breath, he looked into her eyes. “I’m leaving for Camden Lake now.”


  “I know. Drive carefully.”


  “I’m staying overnight at the cabin.”



  “You should. It’s a long trip.” She didn’t want to let him go, but she’d helped him all she could.


  He cupped her cheek with his hand. “Nia, come with me.”


  “Oh, Rafe.” She turned her face into his palm. “I’d love to.”




   


  
    Chapter 12

  


   


  The cold air whipped off Camden Lake even more fiercely up here than in the city. Rafe, in a heavy thermal sweater, a down vest and gloves, braved the cold. His cheeks were bright red and his eyes teary. From the weather or the last parting he was about to do? Either way, Nia moved in close and curled her arm through his. “This is hard.”


  “Not as hard as the last few days.” He shook his head and looked down at the urn he carried. “Thanks, old man, for guiding me through this. Like everything else.” He walked to the edge of the dock he’d put in for Jonas. She was beside him as he knelt down, opened the jar and carefully emptied the urn into the lake. “Rest with the water, Jonas. You always loved it.”


  Nia laid her head on his shoulder and said her own sort of good-bye. Thanks for taking care of him all these years, Jonas.


  After five minutes, when the cold started to seep into their toes and through their gloves, Rafe turned away from the water and, holding the urn in one arm, took Nia’s hand and started up to the cabin.


  The remoteness of the place astounded her. Since she was originally from the big city, she had no idea that homes like these existed, isolated from other places by a cove of trees, set back into woods that had been cleared just enough for a beach.


  “This place is unreal to me, Rafe. And beautiful.”


  “We started coming up here, mostly just the two of us, after he adopted me.” He laughed a little. “Some dads take their kids fishing up here, but we came to paint. One of my favorites”—he winked at her—“other than the one I did of you, I painted right on this little patch of heaven.”


  “Have I seen it?” They stepped up onto the small porch, behind which was another screened-in room spanning the entire width of the cabin.


  “I don’t know. I still have it. Now, since it reminds me of him, I’m glad I didn’t sell it.”


  “Your paintings sell well, don’t they?”


  “Yeah, not that I’ll need it. Jonas left me everything. This place. His fortune, all the paintings he still owned.” He bit his lip. “I’d trade every single penny for one more day with him.”


  “I know the feeling.”


  He turned to her when they got inside the cabin proper. “I’m also the beneficiary of what you learned, Nia, through Peter’s death. You’ve helped me so much. I’ll never be able to thank you enough.”


  Reaching up, she ran a hand down his jaw. He was clean shaven now, in deference to the memorial service. She kind of missed the scruff. They divested their coats and flopped onto the couch. “What would you like to do now?” he asked.


  “Are you hungry?”


  He grinned and gestured to the picnic basket on the table. “It depends. Is that your mother’s cooking?”


  “Of course. She was preparing a meal to take to Gerald’s tonight.”


  “Why are you smiling?”


  “It’s hard to imagine her and Gerald, you know, making love. But I know they do. Matka stays overnight there. We’ve had a hell of a time explaining that to the kids.”


  “Kids adjust. Even to the thought of adults having sex.”


  She looked out the windows at the lake. Its waves crashed on the shore, the sound soothing. During the last weekend, with the confidences they’d shared and the constant physical proximity, she’d had a gradual awareness of what she wanted from Rafe. Now this talk of making love crystallized it. She wanted intimacy with him. She wanted to feel his hard body next to her and the supreme connection that sex was between two people. Should she let him know that? Would it be rude in the wake of his grief?


  “What are you thinking Nia? You’ve got the strangest look on your face.”


  “I’m embarrassed to admit it.”


  “Don’t be. You can tell me anything. I’m certainly an open book to you now.”


  She turned, faced him fully and grasped his hands. “If this request is out of line, just tell me.”


  “Nia…” he said impatiently.


  “I, um, wondered if you’d like to make love.”


  His eyebrows skyrocketed. “Wow, I never expected this.”


  “Is it too much, too soon into your mourning?”


  “By the reaction of the lower half of my body to your question, I think not. But what about you? Do you want to do this?”


  “Yes.” She bit her lip. “But I wanted to last time, too.”


  “Things are different between us now. I feel an intimacy with you that I never felt with a woman before. Ironic, because we haven’t done anything yet.”


  “I feel it, too. I loved sleeping with you. In the literal sense.”


  “I want to, Nia. But this has to be from you, the woman, not the caretaker.”


  She moved in close so her hip bumped his. And whispered in his ear, “Make love to me man to woman. Like the lovers I want to be.”


  
    oOo

  


  For Rafe, it was magical. Almost as if she’d come to him in a dream. This time, when he eased off her sweater, relieved her of her jeans, she was busy kissing his chest, which she seemed to like baring. “Hold on, love. Let’s enjoy this.”


  She whispered against his already-damp skin, “I am, Rafe. I am.”


  Once her outer clothing was on the floor, he knew this was the crucial time. Snagging her gaze, he slid his arms around her and undid the clasp of her bra. She spilled into his hands. God, her breasts were lush. Firm, high and not too big, so she didn’t really have to wear the undergarment. Again, as last time, he knelt and took off her panties, noticing somewhere in the back of his mind that her underwear was a pale pink. His heart pounded in his chest as he stood. But instead of the tear-stained cheeks he’d found before when they’d gotten this far, her every feature was etched with pleasure. “Touch me more,” she said simply but telling him loudly, I’m ready for this, Rafe.


  Leaning over, he buried his face in her neck. The skin was so soft there, yet supple. Grateful for the gift offered him, he vowed to make this experience good for her. Tender. Loving. Despite the pulse beating double time in his groin, she would be his focus. He took her hand and led her to the bed in his old room, where he knew they’d be more comfortable today. No ghosts for her and none for him.


  He scooped her up and laid her on the bed. To him she was the Nude Maja from Goya’s painting. But real. All beautiful flesh and hot blood instead of canvas and oils. After he stared his fill, he put one knee on the bed. “I want to touch you.”



  “I want that, too.”


  Cupping her breasts with both hands, he bent down and took a nipple in his mouth. She startled, then sighed. “That feels so good. So, so good.” Left unsaid was It’s been so long.


  He gave attention to the other breast. Sighs became whimpers. Was there a more beautiful sound in the world?


  “Rafe,” she whispered as he kissed his way down her body. Laved her ribs, took tiny bites out of her abdomen.


  “You are so lovely, everywhere.” He buried his face in her stomach. “And I care about every inch of you.”


  Because his mouth went lower, Nia couldn’t get words out to him, words that would let him know she cared, too. She was lost in sensations, the feel of his roughened hands and clever mouth on her. She moaned at each subtle, intimate caress. He moaned, too, and the virile, all-male sounds mixed with breathy female responses echoed in the bedroom.


  When his mouth closed over her, the spirals began. Slow, fast, soft, hard until Nia could feel only, him, Rafe, loving her. Pleasure burst through her so intense, she was shaken by it.


  When she came back to the world, she saw him between her legs. He grinned, smug and cute. “Good?”


  “Oh, my God. If it was any better, I would have stopped breathing.”


  He pressed his hand against her and she arched off the bed. “Oh, God, I forgot about that aftershock.”


  Leaning over, he kissed her between her legs. “Happy to remind you.”


  She sat up and he pulled her to kneeling. Staring right into his eyes, she said, “It was only you, Rafe.”


  His face sobered. “I know, and it was only you, Nia. For me, too.”


  Slowly, she inched over to him. She glanced down. He was hard and pulsing. “Hmm, looks like there’s more to go.”


  “Oh, there is baby. Care to help me out here?”


  Free, she said, “Gladly,” and drew him down to the mattress. They lay side-by-side, their eyes locked. Then he slid into her. Thank you, dear Lord, she whispered to herself, for giving this back to me. When she was connected to him, she added, For giving him to me.


  
    oOo

  


  Rafe awoke with Nia, this time naked, in his arms again. His first thought was he could get used to this. His second was, of course, of Jonas. And reality hurt. As if she knew, she stirred, opened her eyes and smiled. “Hi.”


  “Hi.”


  She kissed his chest. “It hits like a ton of bricks when you wake up, doesn’t it?”


  “Yeah, but I don’t regret last night.”


  “I’m glad.”


  “Jonas would be so glad we did this. The way we did this.”


  “Excuse me? He taught you positions?”


  A laugh, a real one, from his belly. “No, although he would have if I’d asked. There wasn’t a modest bone in his body. What I meant was Jonas would rejoice in our closeness last night. You felt it, too, didn’t you?”


  “Yes. I did. I loved it.”


  “No guilt?”


  She shook her head. “Peter would be glad, too.”


  “Listen to us, talking so morbidly.” He sat up and peered out the window. “Time for a polar plunge in the lake.”


  “You’re kidding?” She was already drawing the covers over her.


  “Yeah, darlin’, I am.”


  She settled back down. “Matka sent stuff for breakfast, too.”


  “I’m famished. We didn’t eat last night.”


  “Hmm,” she said sexily. “We didn’t.”


  He got hard again, just at her words. He flipped her over onto her back. “This first, though.”


  “Oh, definitely, she said, a twinkle in her eyes making them brighter. “This first.”


  
    oOo

  


  “Let’s go out to breakfast,” Paulina said to Nia, the week after Jonas’s death. The morning had been slow at the site. “A Christmas breakfast.”



  “I’d love to. We can even walk to the diner.”


  “You’ve been a walking maniac. Even in this bitter cold.”


  “Once I started again, I remembered how good it was for me.”


  “I’m glad you’re doing what feels good again, Nia.”


  They donned coats and boots and went down the street, shoulders touching, strides in sync. The sun burst out from behind the clouds, and juxtaposed to the cold temperature, its effect was soothing.


  As they walked, Paulina said, “I have to talk to you about something.”


  “I figured you’d get around to telling me about the wedding. You don’t need to tiptoe like this. I’m glad you’re getting married.”


  “Honey, I told Adam since you and I had a double wedding, you’d probably not want to be at my second one. He made reservations to go to a resort in Jamaica. He says it’s lovely there for a destination wedding.”


  “You’re eloping?”


  “I thought this would be easiest on all of us.”


  “Sounds wonderful. The kids will be off school and I can watch them.”


  “Thank you. From both of us.”


  “Don’t worry about it.” Nia opened the door to Ham and Eggs, a landmark in Queens. In a cushiony booth, they each perused a menu and ordered before they began conversation again. “So, how’s Rafe?”


  “For the most part, okay. You know how the grief comes and goes. It hurts to watch him deal with the ambushes.” She shook her head. “Who knew, Paulie, when that awful thing happened to us, that it would give me the knowledge and strength to help someone I care about?”


  “It’s ironic, for sure. I’m so glad you’re with him now, Nia.”


  “I am. And I’m not fighting it.”


  A big smile from Paulina.


  “We’re taking it slow because of his recent loss and because physical intimacy is new for me. But I have high hopes.” She closed her eyes briefly. “God, Paulie, I forgot how wonderful sex was with a man.”


  “I’m glad you have him—and sex—back in your life.”


  Nia scanned the diner, noting the holiday reindeer in the windows and a small tree, lights twinkling out at them. “Remember the first Christmas after the guys died? It choked the life out of me. You, too.”


  “We could barely function. If it wasn’t for the kids…”


  “They were our saviors. Now you have Adam.”


  “And you have Rafe.”


  “I think it’s going to work out. But I’ve decided not to live for the future. To enjoy the present. Things will happen as they do.”


  “I’d like to tease you about your change in attitude, but I’m so happy.” Tough Paulina got teary eyed. “It’s a blessing to see.”


  “I want that dark part of me gone. I’ve lived in gloom and doom too long.” She reached across the table and took Paulina’s hand. “Thank you for bearing with me.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  They both ate fattening breakfasts of Belgian waffles with hot syrup and butter, and crunchy bacon. As they did, they discussed Christmas, what they would get for the boys. For Matka. Nia felt the holiday excitement in her bones for the first time in years.


  On the walk back, as little snowflakes landed on her cheeks and eyelashes, she thought of Rafe and what Christmas would be like for him. Would he feel as bad as she and Paulina had in those desperate holiday times when they could barely keep from crying? She wondered if he’d come to their house. She thought he would, but grief could halt you in your tracks at any moment of the day or night. She wished she could do something for him to derail the grief, for just a little while.


  “Oh,” she said speaking her thoughts aloud. “Oh.”


  “What is it?” Paulina asked.


  “I have a great idea. But you need to agree.”


  “Anything, sweetie, to keep you like this.”


  
    oOo

  


  The paintings stood before him, side-by-side, reflecting the dichotomy in his life. Images of himself that Jonas had done reminded him of the time he’d spent with the only father he’d ever known. Those days had been a respite from the horror of his young life. And it was all because of Jonas Crane.


  His gaze transferred to the other painting. He laughed out loud. When she’d seen it, she’d said, That’s not me, Rafe. That’s not how I am.


  It’s how I see you.


  He’d been right; she’d become that woman with him. They’d made love only three times—once more at the cabin—and once when she could get away this week. But each time had been sexy, hot and comforting all at once. He marveled at that side of her, treasured it.


  He just wished he wasn’t dreading Christmas. He’d had bleak holidays with his mother but ecstatic ones with Jonas. He’d get through this year with Nia’s help, but he knew it would be hard.


  The buzzer downstairs rang. Who would come to see him? Nia was at work; he’d spoken with his lawyer and his manager this morning. When it rang again, he got up to answer. And knew, somehow, before she spoke, it was her. “Rafe, thank goodness you’re home. Let me in.”


  “Of course. Come up.” He’d let her into his house and into his life.


  When he opened the door, she stood before him, her hair a wild mess around her and her face red. She wore a long down coat and black boots with laces up the sides. Hmm, he thought, getting into the moment. He’d like to see her in only the boots. Maybe that’s why she came…


  She held up a bag. “I have a Christmas present for you.”


  “Does it have anything to do with those boots?”


  “What? Oh, no.” She swept in past him.


  When he turned, he saw she’d taken out a package wrapped in exotic colors. “I haven’t had time to get you anything, Nia.” He pointed to the gift. “This is a little early.”


  “When you open that, you can give me mine.”



  “I don’t understand.”


  “Open it,” she said impatiently. “And you will.”


  They sat on the couch and she caught sight of the paintings. And murmured, “The Agony and the Ecstasy.”


  She understood.


  He tore at the paper. Three boxes were inside. He opened the first one. And burst out laughing. Holding up the hot pink bikini, he lifted his brows lasciviously. “I didn’t know you were into cross-dressing. But if this is what you want…”


  “Stop it, silly. The present is the suit—with me in it.”


  Grinning broadly at the thought, he took the top off the second box. It was men’s trunks, in bold masculine colors. “Wow.” He checked the tag. “Just my size.”


  “That’s great, because we don’t have much time to exchange it.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Open the last box. There’s an envelope at the bottom, too.”


  He lifted the lid of the deeper box. And uncovered books. Love Me Forever, Dark Hearts, A Price Worth Paying. Again, his brows arched, this time in surprise. “Romance novels?”


  “Hmm, some of the best.” She leaned over, and her breath fanned his ears. “We can read them together.”


  Oh, God.


  Beneath the books was a white envelope with his name on it. And hers. Hmm. Slowly he pulled out…plane tickets? His eyes widened. “Holy shit, Nia, what did you do?”


  “Paulina and Adam are getting married at the Sandals Resort in Jamaica. We’re going with them as witnesses.”


  He checked the ticket. “This is for the week of Christmas.”


  “I know. We’ll celebrate with my family the weekend before. Ana and Sofia are going to move in with Matka to help take care of the boys over their Christmas break.”


  He fingered the shiny paper. “Why did you do this?”


  She got up and knelt before him. “Because I know how excruciating that first Christmas can be. Trying to pretend for everybody that the day is still festive. I thought maybe we’d just…skip it this year.”


  Emotion clogged his throat, worked its way up to his eyes. “Oh, honey.” He eased her onto his lap. “I’d love to. But won’t the boys be disappointed?”


  “Somewhat. But it’s time for both me and Paulina to have a different kind of Christmas. Just for us. Paulina’s over the moon, and Matka thinks the vacation will be healthy for both of us. My family will take care of the boys.”


  “So you can take care of me.” He couldn’t believe what she’d done for him, this beautiful, generous, loving woman.


  She laid her head on his shoulder. “I’ll take care of you, all right, mister. Both in that bathing suit and out.”


  “You sure about this?”


  “Totally.”


  “Then I’m in.” He buried his face in all that glorious hair. “Thank you so much.”


  “You’re welcome.” She glanced at the package. “Now, if you’d like me to model that suit—with my boots on—I will.”


  “You’re on, girl.” He kissed her nose. “For that. And for everything else that happens between us.”


   


  
    -oOo-
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  As I said in the note in book one, I’ve been fascinated by the Ludzecky sisters since they appeared in PROMISES TO KEEP and CLOSE TO YOU. (See links below.) After writing about them for so long, I decided they each deserved their own stories which, I hope, are unique and interesting.


   


  The biggest challenge of writing PRIMARY COLORS was making Nia a grown-up adult, stuck in her grief, but not have her appear as a whiner. I hope I achieved that by letting her recognize she’s stuck and wanting to get out of it. But she can’t.


   


  Until she meets modern artist Rafael Castle. Honestly, didn’t you just love him? Could he have been more adorable? Not only is he talented, smart and of course gorgeous, but his softer side is what you see throughout the whole book. His relationship with Jonas and then Salvador brought me to tears when I was writing the story. And his patience with Nia, how he is kind to her even when she’s hurt him deeply, won my heart!


   


  Probably my favorite part of the book was when Nia showed great strength and fortitude after Jonas’s death. Believe it or not, I didn’t know until she did this how she was going to behave. She’s right there for Rafe and won’t let him push her away. Determined to help him heal, Nia finds her own healing. This theme is one of my fundamental beliefs, that in helping others we ourselves are made better, stronger, more insightful. That Nia knew his kind of grief so intimately cemented a bond between them that they finally recognize.


   


  Once again, the other sisters show their stuff in this second book. I’ve tried to develop them a little more in each story until we get to them in the series.



   


  I hope you loved Nia and Rafe as much as I did.
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  Be sure to read the rest of THE LUDZECKY SISTERS series as these six beautiful blond women try to make their way in the world after a tragedy strikes the family. Their stories will capture your heart.
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  BEGIN AGAIN finds Paulina Ludzecky running a contracting business with her twin, Antonia since their husbands died three years ago. She’s ready to dip her toes in romance when she meets Adam Armstrong, the architect on the new music hall her company is building. Suave and sophisticated Adam is intrigued by Paulina, but their strong differences keep them apart.
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  In PRIMARY COLORS, Nia Ludzecky is stuck in her grief and can’t find a way out of her sorrow over the untimely death of her beloved husband. When she meets famous modern artist Rafe Castle, she’s attracted to his gentle demeanor and lack of arrogance. But despite her feelings for him, she still finds it hard to leave the past behind and embrace love after loss. Rafe, however, doesn’t give up on her.
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  RISKY BUSINESS follows Magdalena Ludzecky, a career woman extraordinaire, who has everything, including Logan Price, her coworker and best friend outside of the family. But then they find attraction growing between them. And no, they both think, this can’t happen! Do they have a chance at romance or are Logan and Magdalena going to lose each other forever? Plot twists abound in this friends to lovers tale.
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  In THE WAY WE WERE, Ana Ludzecky had it all—a sexy husband, a beautiful daughter, a great job and the best extended family in the world. Then, tragedy strikes and her life turns upside down. Unable to bear the suffering of her sisters, she has trouble settling back into life with her husband Jared Creswell and their daughter. But Jared makes some bad choices that eventually lead to the dissolution of their marriage. Thrown together again, will the love that has never died surface and save them both?
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  At sixteen, Sofia Ludzecky, from HANDLE WITH CARE, was diagnosed with leukemia and the disease changed her future. She’s chosen a Zen lifestyle as a yoga studio owner and teacher. When she meets football Coach Max Walker at the high school where she’s running a class, his outgoing personality, his bent for competition and his boisterous family upset her. But Max wants Sofia, and he’s always gotten what he wants.
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  In LOVE STORY, Elizabeita Ludzecky fears deeply for her family, which has been fraught with tragedy. She copes by being the carefree, risk-taking baby of the family, as well as an up-and-coming curator at The Metropolitan Museum of Art. But when hardened cop Nick Casella goes undercover at the museum, he sees the real Elizabeita and he’s shockingly attracted to this beautiful too-young-for-him woman. Elizabeita returns his feelings and goes after him with all she has. With secret and lies as the basis of a relationship, does this one have any chance of surviving?


   


  Continue reading for some exciting excerpts from related stories:


  Click here for a look at RISKY BUSINESS, Magdalena’s story.


  Click here for a peek at CLOSE TO YOU, Caterina’s story.


  Click here for a look at PROMISES TO KEEP Luke’s story. He’s the older brother of all these females!
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    Excerpt from RISKY BUSINESS

  


   


  “I think we have what we need for our due diligence, Mr. Holland.” Magdalena smiled graciously at the owner of The Natural Life stores. “I hope you’re as excited as we are about the potential investment in your company by Price and Associates.” Magdalena had joined the private-equity after graduate school.


  The owner held her gaze. “Mostly, it feels like I’m handing my first born off to someone else to raise.”


  She gave him a sympathetic look. “Most of the companies we do business with have those initial reactions. Maybe you could look at it as sending your child off to school, where others can invest their time, energy and money into him.”


  Carter Holland nodded. “So, where do we go from here?”


  “Price and Associates analyze all the documents and visit more stores.”


  Logan sat forward. “Ms. Ludzecky and I are both operational analysts.” The Power Team, they’d been called by the media. “We’ll analyze your strengths and weaknesses to make sure we want to invest, but we don’t get to this phase without being fairly certain we do.”


  “And you’ll complete a management assessment, correct?”


  “Yes.” This was Logan’s baby. “We’ll evaluate your staff and see if there’s any overlap or duplication of effort within the stores or in upper management.” There most likely would be layoffs, which Holland had to know.


  Once again, Magdalena admired her colleague and friend for being able to handle the personnel task with emotional aplomb. She was glad she didn’t have to do that part of the assessment, though she’d be consulted.


  After answering a few more questions, Logan stood. “We’ll be in touch about our decision. Before that, if we need anything else from you. One promise I can make is that we’ll be fair and save as many jobs as we can.”


  “Which is why I want to work with your firm.” He stood and so did Magdalena.


  She offered her hand first. “Thank you for your time. I’m sure we can take that baby of yours to greater heights than you could alone.”


  “I hope so.”


  “You won’t be sorry, Mr. Holland,” Logan told him.


  Together, they left the office and soon stood on the streets of New York’s Financial District. Magdalena didn’t live too far from here. Early January sported one of its sunny winter days, so she and Logan stopped to talk. “He’s nervous,” she said, glancing back at the building.


  “All owners are when they want to grow their business and go with private-equity investment. But Price wouldn’t be pursuing the company if we didn’t think it was good for all of us.”


  She squeezed his arm. “Of course we wouldn’t. And I know you’re not crazy about the layoffs.”


  Pointedly, he took a bead on her. “Then why don’t you do this part?”


  “But you got your undergrad in human resources. Mine’s in finance and analytics.” Checking her watch, she saw it was 1:00 p.m. “Want to get something to eat with me and Ana?”


  “No thanks. I have a lunch date.”


  Having worked with him with over seven years, Magdalena rolled her eyes. “I know what that means. Shall I bring a sandwich back to the office for you?”


  “I’ll have you know, Teresa and I are eating this time. She has to be at the theater early to go over some dances with the choreographer.” Logan dated the current star of All of Me, the hottest ticket on Broadway. Magdalena liked the woman, though from what he said about her, she could be mercurial in her moods. Logan called it artistic temperament.


  “You’re good at finding time for other business,” she teased.


  “Stop.” Though he liked a variety of women in his life, Logan was good-hearted and never duped any of them into thinking the relationship would last forever. He also didn’t give that heart of his to anyone. Often, Magdalena wondered why.


  They both crossed to the curb. “Why’s Ana in town?”


  Her older sister was the Dean of Admissions at Mount Mary’s in Brooklyn and was often in the city for her job. She still lived in the other borough, in the same house she once shared with Jared the Jerk.


  “A recruiting fair.”


  “How is she, Mags? I know you worry about her.”


  “Because she’s bitter and still very sad, even after more than two years. Why wouldn’t I worry?”


  “It’s never what it appears on the surface, why people break up.”


  Because she loved Logan in many ways, she listened to him. “You’re right. Have a good lunch.”


  He hailed a cab and she took out her phone. As she watched him get into the taxi, which always seemed to come right away for him, she could see why women flocked to him. Six three, all muscles with sky blue eyes, he was a stunner. For the hundredth time, she was grateful she was immune to his charms. She much rather preferred to have him in her life as a friend she could count on.


  And she could. In every way.
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    Excerpt from CLOSE TO YOU

  


   


  SECRET SERVICE AGENT C.J. (Caterina) Ludzecky and her three colleagues hustled into New York City’s Memorial Hospital on the heels of the Second Lady and the vice president of the United States. Though she kept her emotions at bay when she was on the job, C.J. couldn’t help but empathize with Bailey O’Neil, the vice president’s wife of two years. She remembered well the night her own father had died in an institution far too similar to this one. She’d been fifteen, and she and her brother, Lukasz, had taken it the hardest, probably because they were the oldest of his eight children. Briefly, C.J. wondered how Bailey’s brothers were faring. Embedded in her memory was the image of holding a weeping Luke in her arms. His vulnerability had crushed her. She considered saying a prayer for this family, but dismissed the notion; she didn’t believe in that anymore.


  The group of six reached the admittance desk and were met by a man dressed in an impeccable suit. “Mr. Vice President. Ms. O’Neil. I’m sorry to meet you under these circumstances. I’m James Jones. I manage New York Memorial.”


  Bailey and Clay shook hands with the administrator. “Thank you for coming in at this hour,” the vice president said.


  C.J. watched Clay slide his arm around his wife’s shoulders; Bailey leaned into him. They had to be the most demonstrative political couple she’d ever encountered in the six years she’d been with the secret service. Their open affection for each other was often a topic of discussion among the who’s who in Washington—much of it not always kind. Since Bailey was four months pregnant, Clay was even more attentive than usual.


  As they spoke with the doctor, C.J. scanned the forty-by-forty hospital reception area. The other three agents did the same, though her partner, Mitch Calloway, who headed the Second Lady’s detail, and Tim Jenkins, the special agent in charge of the vice presidential force, moved in close to the protectees.


  “I’ll show you the way.” The hospital administrator glanced at the agents, then back to the Second Couple. “All of you, I guess.”


  Calloway looked over at C.J. About forty, he had shrewd brown eyes and dark hair accented by a touch of gray at the temples. Nodding to the other side of the room, he signaled her to take note. A striking redheaded woman was arguing with a...uh-oh…a man with a camera. Damn it, how had the media gotten wind of the vice president’s midnight trek on Marine Two, the VP helicopter, from Washington to New York? And how did they get past the uniformed guards at the entrance to the hospital? True, the service hadn’t had time to do any advance work because this was an emergency. But, still…


  Irked, C.J. strode across the area. When she reached the pair, their disagreement was in full swing.


  The female stood tall on her three-inch heels. Apparently she was digging them in. “I said no, Ross. We’re not intruding on them. We’re leaving right now.”


  “Yes,” C.J. said, drawing herself up to her full five-eight height. “You are.”


  The cameraman, a wiry wrestler-type, peered over half glasses at her. “Yeah? Who says?”


  Brushing back the tailored jacket of her black suit, C.J. exposed her semiautomatic then flashed her badge. They could guess who she was by her suit and the American flag pin on her lapel, along with her earpiece, but a little show of force never hurt. “The United States Secret Service. No media here, hotshot.” She shook her head and let her usually even temper spike. “Can’t you people be humane for once? This is a family emergency.”


  “First Amendment gives us—”


  The woman stepped forward, sending a fall of auburn hair into her eyes and perfume wafting toward C.J. “I’m Rachel Scott. Our TV station, WNYC, got a tip that Vice President Wainwright and his wife had arrived in town and were headed to Memorial. But we won’t intrude. Obviously a family member is more ill than we anticipated. We’ll be leaving.”


  “Thank you. I’ll follow you out.” C.J.’s comment was neutral, as she’d been trained in responding to questions.


  Don’t confirm or deny the press’s comments. Usually they’re on a fishing expedition. If you agree with them, they’ll phrase it like you said the words. Her first boss, David Anderson, had given her good advice on all aspects of being an agent. He’d been her mentor, until he turned on her, which still made her furious, except that it led to her working with Mitch in the D.C. field office. When Mitch had gotten into the coveted VPPD, the Vice Presidential Protective Division, he’d often called on her to substitute for agents or when extra protection was needed. After a year, one of the Second Lady’s personal agents cycled out in the customary rotation of agents, and Bailey had asked for C.J. to join their detail permanently. That was how she’d come to such a plum position with not even a decade in the service under her belt.


  Because she saw to it that the press exited through the front door without taking any detours, and turned them over to the uniformed agents standing post outside, C.J. had to find her own way to the CCU. As she traversed the corridors, she said into her wrist unit, part of the service’s restrictive radio network, “Reporters are history. I’m on my way back.”


  “Understood,” Mitch said. “We’re at the CCU with Bulldog and Bright Star.”


  Code names were given to protectees, usually indicative of their personalities. Clay Wainwright was known for fighting relentlessly for the rights of others, and Bailey was a standout on the Hill because she didn’t play politics.


  The smell of hospital assaulted C.J. as she made the trip upstairs. Antiseptic, ripe food and something best left unidentified abused her senses. She remembered the odors. She associated them with death. For Bailey’s sake, C.J. hoped her own visceral reaction was wrong this time.


  Her three colleagues, Clay and Bailey were in the corridor outside of CCU talking to a doctor whose tag read, Edward Crane, Chief of Cardiology. The vice president of the most powerful country in the world commanded top people’s attention. C.J. came up next to Mitch, who threw her a quick nod.


  “Mr. O’Neil is resting now. We’ve given him a sedative.” The doctor’s voice was soothing.


  “We’ve run some tests to assess his condition and make a determination on how to proceed. I’ve called in our best cardiac surgeon and his team.” Glancing at his watch, he added, “I expect them any minute.”


  Again, Bailey leaned into Clay. “What’s the prognosis?”


  C.J. had to smile, despite the circumstances. Though she’d only been the Second Lady’s permanent shadow for a few months, she’d followed the news accounts of the woman’s whirlwind career as the wife of the vice president. It was public knowledge that Bailey and Clay had a history; first, as a young district attorney, he’d put her in jail for harboring a criminal. After that, for almost a decade, they’d disagreed on the best way to stop youth gangs, and had battled out their different views in the newspapers. But two years ago, when they were assigned to the same task force by the governor of New York, they’d fallen hard for each other, and thumbed their noses at the political world. From what C.J. understood, they’d fought like hell to be together. In any case, Bailey O’Neil was a perfect role model for teenage girls and women alike. C.J. truly valued her assignment protecting the Second Lady, even though there had been some nasty gossip about how she’d gotten the position.


  The doctor continued analyzing the patient’s condition. “It appears Mr. O’Neil had a major heart attack. Your brother tells us he had the classic symptoms—-chest pain, shortness of breath, discomfort in his arm. Mr. O’Neil, the son, called 911 and administered aspirin, which helped.”


  “Will Pa be all right?” Bailey asked, her voice shaky.


  “We won’t know that for a while. We’ve already done some tests to determine the amount of blockage. They wore him out, and made him anxious, which is why he’s sedated. The cardiologist and his team will determine the extent of the heart trauma and a course of action when they get here.”


  “What might that include?”


  The doctor glanced to Clay when he asked the question. “It depends on the amount of blockage. It could mean angioplasty, or some form of surgery. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. I hate to commit, Vice President Wainwright, until the surgeon can give us his opinion.”


  A woman who’d hovered behind them—she wore a hospital badge that read Janice Denny—cleared her throat. “I’ll show you to the private waiting room. The rest of your family is there, Ms. O’Neil.”


  Bailey frowned. “Can I see Pa first?”


  “Yes, of course.” The doctor’s smile was sympathetic. “One person at a time is allowed into the room. He’s alone now, as your mother took a break. Try not to wake him up.”


  “Hold on.” Mitch spoke with the air of a man used to being obeyed. “An agent will have to accompany Ms. O’Neil.”


  “Into the CCU?” the doctor asked.


  “Yes, I’m afraid so.”


  “Isn’t that a bit excessive?”


  “We didn’t have time to do thorough advance checks on your personnel or the hospital rooms themselves. If the press downstairs knows we’re here, others could, too.”


  Tim Jenkins stepped forward. His kind eyes and boyish charm were deceptive. He said with the authority of an SAIL, special agent in charge, “One of your team should go to the waiting room and check the area out while Ms. O’Neil is in with her father. We’ll stay here with the vice president until you let us know all’s clear.”


  “I want C.J. to come with me,” Bailey told them.


  The Second Lady accepted the protection of the Secret Service willingly. Only the vice president was required by law to have it. On occasion Bailey let it slip in conversation that it was hard for her to have the agents around all the time. But she knew they were needed to protect her and her children, especially because she was so high profile, due to her gang work in New York. And she did her best not to take her annoyance out on the agents. Mitch had told C.J. horror stories about presidents like L.B.J. mistreating his protectives, and even some vice presidential wives trying to dodge the service’s watch over them.


  C.J. stepped forward, her face blank. “Whatever you want, Ms. O’Neil.” Agents always addressed the protectees formally.


  The doctor opened the door to the private CCU room, a privilege given to them because of the patient’s relationship to the vice president. When the doctor moved back, Bailey and C.J. stepped inside.


  A man hovered by the bed—one of her Bailey’s four older brothers. This one, Aidan, had the O’Neil looks: tall, lanky but muscular with crystal clear blue eyes and black hair, his a little long. When he saw his sister, he rushed to her and grabbed her in a bear hug hard enough to crack her ribs. “I’m so glad you’re here,” he said, his voice breaking on the last word.


  “Me, too.”


  “Come on over.” He led her back to the bed.


  A nurse sat in a chair in the corner. C.J. followed Bailey and stopped a discreet distance away, while Bailey sat down at her father’s side. Machines at the head of the bed beeped and whooshed; the soft sounds of muted phones and footsteps filtered in from the corridor. Aidan settled a big masculine hand on her shoulders and C.J. avoided looking at his face.


  “Hi, Pa,” Bailey whispered, lightly touching Patrick O’Neil’s limp hand. There were tears in her eyes. “It’s me, your girl. I’m here in New York, and I’m going to stay until you get better.” Some sniffling. “I love you so much. Please, come out of this. Get better. I’m not ready for you to leave us yet.” She placed a hand on her stomach. “Clay and I are having another boy. We’re going to name him after you.” She kissed her father’s head. “Please, Pa.”


  Before she lost control, even a modicum of it, C.J. averted her gaze. She was used to quelling her personal feelings, though she’d known this trip to New York would test that skill. Ever since she’d joined the Secret Service, straining her relationship with her family and being subjected to unfair rumors among the agents, she’d hardened her heart. Getting weepy and sentimental about the situation had no place in her life now.


   



  
    CLOSE TO YOU is available on GooglePlay.
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    Excerpt from PROMISES TO KEEP

  


   


  THE National Threat Assessment Center, or NTAC, was located right around the corner from Ford’s Theatre in D.C. Joe Stonehouse passed the famous landmark, remembering when he’d taken Josie there. Because the memory pricked, he shoved it away. He reached the Secret Service building and headed inside. Though it was Sunday night, they had business to take care of.


  The route to the conference room was familiar, and the smell of lemon wax, cleaning fluid, and leather accompanied him. He’d worked at NTAC, a division of the Secret Service that analyzed potential assassins in order to preclude their attacks, for five years before Josie’s death. Afterward, he became part of the Safe School Initiative, which addressed school shooters. Then, at his instigation, and with him at the helm, the School Threat Assessment Team, or STAT, was formed. They collected information about past school shootings and the shooters themselves for the purpose of preventing targeted school violence; they also monitored developing situations in high schools across the country. Then, too, since the World Trade Center attacks, school kids were even more messed up and needed help from adults.


  And, in the event of a serious potential risk, they went undercover in the buildings. Which was why he was here tonight. He pushed open the conference room door.


  “You’re late,” a voice from the other side of the room said.


  The remark came from his sulking colleague, who still looked like one of America’s Most Wanted in his torn jeans, flannel shirt, and unkempt hair. Joe refrained from snarling. Once again, he cursed his luck that Ludzecky was the only agent available to go into Fairholm High School with him on such short notice.


  “Traffic on Dupont Circle,” Joe said tightly. Shrugging out of the jacket of his pinstripe suit, he sat down on a table and picked up the remote to view a Power Point presentation the government had prepared for them over the weekend. “All right, Suzie Q, let’s see what makes you tick.”


  “How come we didn’t have all this information before we went up to New York on Friday?” Ludzecky wanted to know.


  “We had to move in fast, given what we found last week.” Joe clicked on the appropriate icon to get into the program. “The data wasn’t ready.”


  They’d been collecting information on Fairholm High School for months as part of STAT’s program to keep tabs on high-risk situations in the nation’s secondary schools. But two recent developments had propelled them to target Fairholm for immediate intervention.


  Mrs. Suzanna Quinn’s picture appeared on the big screen. He studied the blond hair, pulled back in a knot like she’d worn it two days ago, revealing gold hoops at her ears. Her light brown eyes were smiling. “This is Suzanna Quinn’s professional photo.” He noted she wore the same kind of suit she had on when they’d met. Tailored. Professional.


  “Buttoned up like a four-star general,” Ludzecky commented.


  “At least she sets a good example for her troops.”


  He clicked on background information; the screen split, and statistics came up next to her picture.


  “She doesn’t look forty-three.”


  Joe thought she did. A good forty-three, though. Smooth skin. Only a few laugh lines around her eyes. Sculpted chin.


  Married. Widowed. She’d been climbing the academic ladder, on her way to a college administration position, when her husband had died from a heart attack. She’d shied away from working at the local college where he’d taught the ethics of law. Instead, when she’d finished her doctorate in education, she called on her initial experience as a high school social studies teacher, then school counselor, and finally assistant principal; she’d applied for and received the principalship at Fairholm High five years ago. She had one son, Josh, a senior at the school. He scanned the rest of the general information. “This isn’t what I need to know about her.”



  Ludzecky sighed dramatically. The kid should be on stage. “I don’t understand why we didn’t just tell her we were comin’ in undercover. She’s the principal, for Christ’s sake.”


  That got Joe’s back up. Superintendent Maloney had had doubts about Quinn accepting the undercover work without a fuss, and after Joe had read her files, he’d made the decision to keep her in the dark. Maloney hadn’t been comfortable with that, and Joe himself had had second thoughts about it. But his instinct had told him to wait, and on more than one occasion, those instincts had saved his life.


  “You read her mission statement for the school and her own personal essay on management style; she’d balk at covert actions. She’s preached democracy and openness and flexibility with evangelistic zeal.” He glanced at the screen. “What I want to know is why.”


  “Afraid she’ll interfere with your commando tactics?”


  “No, I was afraid her objections would make it harder for us to get into the school. You know time is of the essence, after the latest developments. I decided to go under covertly; when everything’s set up, I’ll let her in on the plan. By then, it’ll be too late for her to do too much damage.”



  Ludzecky scowled. “Don’t you get tired of playin’ God all the time?”


  Joe ignored the sarcasm which came in a steady stream from the young agent’s mouth. He continued to flick through the files. Pictures came up of her son—he resembled his mother, with blonder hair but those same eyes. Her husband was next. Joe clicked on an icon labeled Lawrence Quinn. Fifteen years her senior. Second marriage. First wife deceased. Professor at NYU in legal ethics. Ah, maybe this was the source of her rabid belief in honesty at all costs. They moved to Fairholm when their son was born; her husband taught at a local college, and she took a teaching job at the high school. Assessment by team: good marriage, low-key, no known separations, seemed to love their kid.


  “Geez, look at that,” Ludzecky said.



  “What?”


  “The guy died on their fifteenth wedding anniversary.”


  “Yeah?”


  The younger man snorted. “Not surprised you didn’t notice,” he grumbled.


  Joe knew Luke’s, and others’, attitude toward him. They called him Iron Man, Stone Man, the Ice King. Not that he cared. His restrained personality was a hell of a lot better than mimicking his parents. Besides, he hadn’t always been like this.


  Joe nodded to the section on Quinn’s husband. “It could be just her husband’s views that’s got her so jagged on honesty. Your typical liberal couple.” He tried to hide the disdain in his voice, caused by the memory of the liberal couple who raised him. Clicking the remote, he brought up the section labeled parents.


  Her family grew up right here in D.C. Mother, Joanna Carson. Schoolteacher. Raised four children on her own after father died in 1960—two months before Suzanna was born. Father’s career path...bingo!


  Even Ludzecky leaned forward and read with interest. “Holy shit.”


  “Nathan Carson was brought down by good old Senator McCarthy,” Joe said, finding the last piece of the puzzle.


  They read the report together. Nathan W. Carson was a captain in the army when McCarthy’s Communist-seeking bullets had hit him. He’d been one of the several U.S. Army officers brutally questioned in the infamous thirty-six hours of televised hearings.


  “I wonder if the superintendent knew about Carson and that’s why he thought she’d balk,” Joe commented, almost to himself. “Those investigations included undercover work, phone tapping, infiltrations.”


  “Not to mention that he was found innocent.” Ludzecky’s tone was grave.


  “There was almost no proof against anybody McCarthy accused. Didn’t matter, though, the damage had been done.”


  “Click again, see what happened to Carson.” Ludzecky straightened and peered intently at the screen.


  Joe brought up the next slide. “Damn.”


  Luke sighed again, this time sympathetically. He had yet to develop a hard veneer, which was one of the things that got him in so much trouble. That and his lack of plain common sense.


  Suzanna Quinn’s father had committed suicide two months before she was born. He’d “involuntarily resigned” from the army and never bounced back.


  “Well, I’m sure she can be managed effectively,” Joe commented.


  “Goddamn it, Stonehouse, don’t you feel any sympathy for the poor woman?”


  Sick of the kid’s needling, he snapped back. “Sympathy gets in the way, Agent Ludzecky. It’s what keeps getting you in all that hot water.” He fiddled with the computer. “Let’s look at the other school personnel.”


   


  PROMISES TO KEEP is available on GooglePlay.
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