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    Chapter 1

  


   


  Valentine’s Day


   


  “The dinner was awesome, Daddy.” Opal smiled at her father like she always did, as if he’d hung the moon.


  “I’m glad you liked it, princess.”


  “Mom does, too.” Her dark-haired, green-eyed daughter looked over at Ana. “Right, Mom?”


  “Yep, my favorite of all your dad’s dishes.”


  “Did you know, Opalinski”—his Polish nickname for her—“that I made this meal for Mom the first Valentine’s Day after you were born?” Opal had turned ten in October.


  “How come you didn’t go out for dinner?”


  Ana steeled her heart against the story and transferred her gaze to the family room, where a fire blazed in the hearth and could be seen from the table in the kitchen. Jared had been living here because Opal had to have surgery in a week and he’d insisted he be close to her. Ana had nixed the idea of Opal at his house; instead, he’d moved into the home they used to share. But it was harder than she imagined it would be. These reminiscences were as difficult to listen to as much as rereading the notes Jared, a literary man, had written to her all their lives together.


  “We had a babysitter all lined up—Aunt Magdalena. But when she got here, your mother started to cry.” His expression, when he turned to Ana, was the one he used to give her when he loved her. “She didn’t want to leave you on your first Valentine’s Day. So I went out to the store, got ingredients for this dish, and we ate at home.”


  And, Ana thought, made sweet love that night. Memories of how good they were together devastated her, so she stood. “I’ll clean up.”


  Jared’s gaze intensified. God, it wasn’t fair that he looked better at thirty-nine than when she’d met him. He had a touch of gray hair at his temples, but it made his eyes stand out like emeralds, even when he wore his glasses. “Does that have to be done right away?”


  She pretended to inspect Opal. Both her height and her slender frame mirrored Jared’s more than Ana’s. And now her face was tense. “I think our daughter is tired.”


  As if the suggestion made it so, Opal’s shoulders sagged. “Yeah, I guess.” She bit her lip. “I can’t wait till this is all over.”


  Her rare kidney disorder made it necessary to move the ureter from the top to the bottom of her kidney, which would prevent the fluid buildup she was now suffering. Problem was, she’d lose most of the function in that kidney.


  “I know this has been hard for you, honey.” Jared stood and kissed the top of her head. “How about if you get ready for bed, and you and I read some?”


  “Will you do all those voices in Huckleberry Finn?”


  “I’d love to.”


  Their daughter left the room, and they heard her footsteps on the stairs. Ana crossed quickly to the sink with dishes in her hands. She began rinsing them, but the gravity of Opal’s situation hit her at the oddest times. Combined with Jared’s trip down memory lane, emotion welled up and clogged her throat. Please don’t let me cry.


  Unaware of her emotional state, Jared began to clear the table. When he brought his and Opal’s plates to the sink, he stopped. She knew her body had begun to shake.


  “Annie.” His pet name for her. He moved in close so his front, his heat touched her. His hands went to her shoulders. “You don’t have to suffer alone. Please, let me comfort you. Let’s comfort each other.”


  Without her mind’s conscious consent, she leaned back against him. She couldn’t help it. Because she did that, he slid his arms around her waist and held her to him. His breath at her ear, he said, “We can get through this together. I promise.”


  Though she knew he’d made a lot of promises he hadn’t kept, she let herself believe this one. She had to. She’d expended all her strength on getting through the past two weeks since Opal’s diagnosis.


  This time, he kissed her hair.


  Then, loudly, too loudly, she heard, “Dad, I’m done… What’s going on?”


  Jared stepped away. Ana straightened. “Just helping Mom clean up.” He cleared his throat. “I’ll be right up.”


  Ana could hear that Opal didn’t move. So she ducked out from in front of Jared and pasted a smile on her face. “You look cute in those new jammies Aunt Mags gave you.” Red and black, they had dogs on them.


  “Yeah, to take to the hospital.” Again, she bit her lip. Looked as if Ana wasn’t the only emotional one tonight. Crossing to her daughter, she embraced her.


  Ana wished she could keep her child close, not turn her over to doctors who would operate on her. But she couldn’t; she had to be strong. “I promise we’ll be there for you, Opal. You’re not alone in this.”


  “Daddy, too?” she asked in a whisper.


  Ana glanced at Jared. His face was taut and he’d gone stiff. She could tell he was as worried as she. “Yes, Daddy, too. I promise. We both promise.”


  
    oOo

  


  The next day, Jared went into the office he occupied in the Teacher’s Building of Mount Mary’s. He needed some essays he’d written in the past which were on his work computer. Opal had his cell number if she needed him. Several times during these past tension-ridden weeks, she’d had to be picked up at school, not so much because of pain but because of extreme fatigue. When the thought of what his baby was going through got too much to handle, work helped him escape his emotions.


  He unlocked the door, but before he went inside, someone called out, “Hey, Jared, how’s it going?”


  Turning, he found his friend and fellow teacher, who’d temporarily taken over his department chair duties, behind him. “Hi, Rob. The book’s underway. Slow going right now.”


  Rob Porter’s face turned somber. “We heard about Opal from Ana. I was asking about your daughter.”


  “She’s making it through these weeks. The surgery is in six days.”


  “Is there anything we can do here for you?”


  He shrugged. “Pray.”


  “Will do. Then, about the book. How’s old Nate these days?”


  His question brought a smile to Jared’s lips. There hadn’t been much to smile about lately. “Nate’s coming along. I’ve gotten the chapters established. I came in to get some material off my computer.”


  “Hell of a thing about the hacking.”


  “Yeah, it’s a bad time not to be able to transfer my stuff from here onto my home computer.”


  Exhausted from keeping up a front, he said good-bye, went into his office and shut the door. Leaning against it, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. When he opened them, he surveyed the room, which he hadn’t been to in a while.


  And thought, of course, of Ana. When he got the position of English Department chair, she’d decorated his new professional space with him. He remembered the day the big oak desk had been delivered. They’d stared at each other across it, then he’d circled around and hiked her up to the smooth, sleek surface, stretched her out and climbed on top of her. The beautiful lovemaking had satisfied his soul as well as his body. Today, the painful memory was intolerable, so he settled down before his computer and booted it up.


  His screensaver was a big, full-faced picture of his daughter. His gut clenched. Fuck, when he was alone, he almost couldn’t bear the fact that she would go under the knife soon. He traced the rounded cheeks she’d gotten from the Ludzecky family, the freckles that were from him, as well as the Creswell green eyes.


  Call up your work, he told himself. There’s plenty of time in the coming days to let yourself feel bad.


  In his early years as an educator, because of the publish- or-perish ethic of colleges, he’d written essays on Nathaniel Hawthorne that had appeared in the premiere publication for English teachers, The English Journal. One paper was an analysis of teaching methods for Hawthorne’s iconic book, The Scarlet Letter. This time around, he thought smiling, he was using his previous words (and beliefs) as an example of what not to do. He’d learned over the years the stifling effects of traditional methods of teaching literature. His new book would be his debut into debunking those practices. He hoped he could tolerate reading his early opinions.


  He sent the essay to his private email. Damn the hacking. It was a nightmare for his wife not to be able to work from the house these days. She was dean of admissions, with sensitive information about past and prospective students. He’d first seen her on this very campus, leading tours her junior year when she worked for the admissions office. Her hair had hung nearly to her waist, and the blonde mane had given the sun competition that day. She was slender but solid, eschewing the skinny-to-the-bone standard most coeds adhered to. He hadn’t been able to take his eyes off her and only moved when she led the group to another spot. He’d been shocked, and dismayed, when she showed up the following fall in his senior seminar on American Lit for the Non-English Major.


  He made a quick decision to pay her a visit. Her office was in a different building, but he could use the walk. The cold weather would settle his heated body, which happened every time he had a memory like the one of them on his desk.


  A brutal wind slapped him in the face as he crossed campus. He slipped a few times because a light snow fell to the ground. Once inside the administration building, he took the elevator up to the fifth floor. He remembered other trips to give her news…


  Ana, I’m an associate professor!


  Sweetheart, I’m getting my essay published!


  Hi, love, I just had to see you today. How’s my child to be?


  And the very last time…


  Please, Ana, forgive me.


  Once the elevator stopped, he made his way to her department. The inside of their area buzzed with voices discussing projects, and the scent of coffee filled the air. Several student workers were in cubicles doing research or filling out forms. He wasn’t close enough to read the nameplate on Ana’s door but he knew it said Ana Ludzecky, Director of Admissions. He’d been livid when she changed back to the Ludzecky name when they’d split, though he knew rationally he had no right to be.


  She was talking to someone. Mark Milburn. The guy was from human resources and he worked with Ana on scholarships. Right now, though, he was all male, arm braced on the wall next to her. He stood too close. And his expression made the Big Bad Wolf look like a puppy. The man was hitting on his wife. Suddenly, anger and frustration attacked Jared and he strode across the room, loaded for bear.


  
    oOo

  


  Ana was smiling as she left Mark to go back to her desk. He was a nice guy and made her laugh. Just as she got through the door, someone came in behind her.


  “What was that all about?”


  She closed her eyes. She didn’t need this right now. Turning, she said matter-of-factly, without pretending to misunderstand her ex-husband, “We were making plans for Friday night.”


  “For a date?” Gone was the brilliant, sophisticated man he presented to the world. This was Jared, the intense, passionate lover.


  “Yes. I assumed you knew I was seeing him. After all, news travels in this place.”


  At least, his expression turned sheepish. “What I did never made the college grapevine.”


  “Lucky for you.”


  Now his expression was stricken. “Yes, Ana, I feel like the luckiest man in the world.”


  The rawness of his voice got to her. For one of the few times since the divorce, she touched him, squeezed his arm. “I’m sorry. We’ve both lost a lot. And now, this crisis with Opal. I’m sure you’re hurting as much as I am.”


  He nodded, composing himself.


  Stepping back, she wrapped her arms around her waist. “Did you come here for a reason?”


  “To see you. Nothing’s wrong,” he said quickly. He knew the Ludzecky family expected fate to turn on them again at any time. It had just happened with Opal.


  “Then, why are you here?”


  “I wondered if you’d have lunch with me.”


  “Why? We see each other every night.”


  “With Opal there. I thought we both might need to share our feelings when she wasn’t around.”


  “I talk to my sisters every day about my feelings about Opal.”


  He glanced away.


  “You don’t have any friends, do you?” Her tone was critical.


  Which made him retort, “I lost the male friends I was the closest to, Ana.”


  She saw, clear as a bell, the three brothers-in-law and Luke in a pickup basketball game out back of their house, playing in a volleyball league, trying to best each other at cards when they went on vacations together.


  “Peter and Donnie. My brother. I know your loss was great.” And in her grief, she’d abandoned him. “I shouldn’t have said that.”


  He shook his head, watching her. “Why can’t it always be like this, Annie? Listening to each other, understanding each other. We had something special.”


  Tears threatened, so she glanced away. “That was the way we were, Jared. Everything is different now.”


  “Because of me. And what I did.”


  “And because of me. And what I didn’t do. We were both responsible for our divorce.”


  He didn’t correct her, because he knew she was right. Each of them bore the blame in the dissolution of the marriage. Except her part ultimately didn’t seem to be under her control.


  You could get therapy. We could go together. He’d said it a million times. That had been an option, but she couldn’t take it.


  “I thought we were becoming friends again.”


  “No, Jared. We can’t be friends. It hurts too much to be close to you.” And because of that, she kept to her story with her family—that Jared had caused the divorce. She couldn’t confide that she was at fault, too. She was embarrassed and deathly afraid her sisters would side with him if they knew the truth. And that wasn’t something she could endure after all the loss and heartbreak.


  
    oOo

  


  Letter #1


   


  Dearest Ana,


  You haven’t been home for days. I know you have to be with your sisters, but Opal needs you. She’s only seven, and should be with her mother at this awful time. I need you, too, sweetheart. I loved Donnie and Peter as if they were my brothers. We can console each other. Make each other feel better. I’m also frightened, mostly because I can’t reach you. This hasn’t ever happened to us. We can’t let it go on. You’re my life. I wish I could write poetry like e.e.cummings to tell you how much I need you. Please just come home to us.




   


  
    Chapter 2

  


   


  Sofia walked toward Ana’s home, trying to ward off the negative vibes emanating from every corner of the structure. Having cultivated an acute awareness of the physical world, Sofia was attuned to atmospheric changes that went undetected by others. Once this place had bloomed with joy and love and hope for the future. Since Ana and Opal had occupied it alone, the house pulsed with sorrow and a bit of fear.


  Since only her ex-brother-in-law’s car sat in the driveway, she rang the front bell. And shivered from the bitter cold February day. Jared opened the door and smiled. She’d always liked this man, sensing a goodness in him. An inherent kindness. That perception was challenged by what he’d done to their family but not totally erased.


  “Sofia!” He went to hug her, then stopped abruptly, as if he’d forgotten he shouldn’t be doing that after what had transpired between him and Ana. “How nice to see you.” He stepped back and she went inside. “But you don’t have to ring the bell.”


  “I wasn’t sure who was home.”


  “Even if it was just me, you can walk right in.” His tone was sad.


  “Of course I can.”


  He jammed his hands in his jeans pockets. “Sorry, but Ana’s still at work.”


  “I know. I came to see Opal.”


  “She didn’t tell me.”


  “She called me from school.”


  The man’s classic features tensed. “Why? Is something wrong we don’t know about?”


  “No, of course not. She just wanted to see me today.”


  He looked so relieved she thought, This is stupid. Reaching up, she hugged him. He startled, then clasped on to her tightly. “I’m a wreck.”


  “I can see that. It’s hard waiting.”


  When he drew back, he took a bead on her. “You know the situation from Opal’s side of the street.”


  “Yes, when I was diagnosed.” She’d had leukemia as a teenager, which had been in remission for years, thank the cosmos. “There was so much waiting involved. It’s unbearable sometimes.” She held up a bag. “I’ve got a present for Opal that might help.”


  His query was reflected in his eyes. “What is it?”


  “A yoga mat. Some candles. Incense. I thought I might do centering exercises and mindful meditation to help soothe her.”


  “Sounds great to me. Thank you for thinking of that.”


  “Aunt Sofia!” A little tornado bounded down the steps and threw her arms around Sofia’s waist. “You came.”


  “Uh-huh. Bearing gifts.”


  Her dark brows rose. She resembled Jared so much. “For me?”


  “Yep. Let’s go upstairs.”


  “You should use the family room,” Jared said easily. “I’ll move the furniture so you can spread out. The sun’s coming in from the windows and skylights, which I know you like. I’ll stay in my study.”


  Five minutes later, Opal’s new sparkling green mat was stretched out by Sofia’s beige one, with Sanskrit symbols for peace and serenity. Six candles lit the area, emitting a vanilla scent. “Sit up on your folded blanket, Opal, like I’m on mine.” She’d brought the props. “Make sure your back is aligned so you can feel its natural curve. Try to get your knees to touch the floor.” Opal’s did, right away. Children were so dexterous. “Hands on knees, palms open to the heavens. Now, the first step is pranayama. Breathing exercises. In trying to center yourself, concentrate only on your breath. In…slowly…and out. In…out…”


  An hour later, while they stretched out on the mats in savasana, or corpse pose, Sofia hoped that her routine had helped Opal. She worried about the girl. She knew enough to worry.


  “Aunt Sofia? I know we’re not supposed to talk during the lay-down time but I wanna ask you something.”


  Staring up at the ceiling, Sofia took Opal’s hand and linked their fingers. “Go ahead, baby.”


  “Was what you went through when you were sick hard?”


  “I won’t lie to you. Yes, it’s one of the hardest things I’ve ever experienced. But remember, my disease was much more serious than yours.” Without a bone-marrow donation, Sofia would have died.


  “Aunt Paulie gave marrow to you. I don’t know what that is.”


  “It’s the substance in your bones called stem cells that sends healing to all parts of your body.”


  “Did it hurt?”


  How much to tell the child? As if it had happened yesterday, Sofia could see Paulina-the-jock laid out on the couch for days, suffering from symptoms similar to the flu. Ah, that would be understandable. “Aunt Paulie had flu-like symptoms afterward.”


  “What about you?”


  Sofia chose to meditate when the pain of that time came back to her. Talking about it made it worse. But she loved this girl. “The treatment before the transplant was very hard.” Chemo and radiation that had made her shockingly ill. “They gave me drugs so I wouldn’t reject the marrow, too.” There was more, but she didn’t want to frighten her niece.


  “Bummer.” A silence. “You had to give up dance.”


  “I did.” She waited, knowing what was coming.


  Finally, “Nobody said so, but I won’t be able to play soccer.”


  “I’m sorry, honey.”


  “I hope I find something else.”


  “You will. I did. There’s a wonderful rhythm in the universe that provides for us.”


  “God?”


  “Some people call it that.”


  “Okay. I’ll try to think that way.” She blew out a heavy breath. “I hate this, though. I get cray-cray sometimes.”


  “Cray-cray?”


  “You know, flip out. Go crazy.”


  “Do your mom and dad know?”


  “Are you kidding? They’re so freaked that’d send them over the edge.”


  “Oh, baby, I think you should tell them.”


  “No. But I’ll talk to you.”


  “Anytime you want.” She thought for a second. “The surgery isn’t for five more days. How about if you come to the studio about one on Saturday? We’ll have an easy stretching and breathing class together, like this one. Then I’ll take you to lunch and we can talk as long as you want.”


  “Yeah. That’d be mad-cool.”


  “Well, if it keeps you from going cray-cray, then it’s worth it.”


  
    oOo

  


  On Friday, Opal asked her best friend Stephanie to sleep over. They’d commandeered the family room, with explicit instructions not to be disturbed. Jared’s first impulse had been to object, that Opal needed her rest, but Ana said she thought it would be better for their daughter if she had someone her own age to talk to. Jared wondered if he was this protective now, how he would deal with Opal after the surgery when she had only seven-percent functioning in one kidney.


  Pushing the negative thoughts aside, he sat at his computer in the den they’d built for him and now was Ana’s. Tall windows, a skylight, a mahogany desk and bookshelves filled up the space. He hadn’t realized how much he’d missed the comfortable, homey atmosphere.


  He sighed and called up the chapter on symbols. Its old title was “Symbol Hunting in The Scarlet Letter.” For his new book, Teaching The Scarlet Letter to Students, he planned to keep the first part about symbol hunting adding the subtitle “And the piercing arrows of English teachers.” He started by listing each one: the A, Pearl, the rose bush, Arthur Dimmesdale—the main character’s lover—and what he bore on his chest. And the villain, too. Then he suggested an alternative to finding the meaning of the book without these commonly taught elements. He began to write the meat of the chapter: that insisting on the standard symbols and their traditional meanings limited the exploration of the text. He went on to suggest better ways to get into the book, such as using all the imagery to write about what things meant to each individual student. This progressive view had shocked students and teachers alike in workshops he’d given lately. His expertise on Hawthorne made him a sought-after speaker in both colleges and high schools, but most didn’t expect this breach of traditional methods.


  “What’s the smile for?”


  Jared glanced over at the door. Ana stood there, dressed in a red sequined outfit that hugged every curve she had. He’d forgotten—or blocked—that she had a date tonight. And for a moment, he couldn’t speak because of the longing in his gut.


  “Jared?”


  “Sorry. You look fantastic. Like a glittering ruby.”


  She blushed. He loved that about her. “You always did have a way with words. You were smiling when I came to the door. Why?”


  “This chapter’s about symbols and symbolism. How emphasis on them narrows the interpretation of the book.”


  The corners of her mouth turned up. “I always loved hearing about your writing. How your attitudes changed and grew the more you learned the best ways to teach.”


  “We had fun sharing those times. You read and critiqued every word I wrote.”


  For a moment, her face paled. Her hand tightened on the doorjamb.


  “Ana?”


  “It ambushes me sometimes. What it was like back then.”


  He, for one, could barely think about those times. And since she rejected any overture of being friends, it hurt even more to be reminded of the past. Which he was, every single day he lived in this house. “I know.” He glanced around the office. “It’s hard for me, too.”


  Coming farther into the room, she neared him, and the scent of the perfume she always wore filled his senses. He grabbed the arms of his chair.


  She perched on the edge of the couch and studied him. “It’s hard for you to be living here, isn’t it?”


  When he could, he swiveled to face her. “Uh-huh.”


  “Then why did you fight so fiercely to move in?”


  He held her gaze. “Because it was the best thing for our child, even if it wasn’t for me.”


  “I—I’m sorry. I didn’t think about that.” Her brows knit. “I’ve made it even harder, I think.”


  “You’re worried about Opal, too. You should be concentrating on her and not my issues.”


  “To a degree. But I should have concentrated more on your issues when our relationship went south. I can see that now. I’m sorry I didn’t.”


  “Then why won’t you—”


  The doorbell rang. She stood abruptly, probably glad to have the conversation interrupted. “That’s my date.”


  “I never thought I’d hear those words come out of your mouth.” Despite her loveliness, Ana had had few boyfriends during her lifetime. She was too busy with her self-appointed role as second mother to her sisters.


  The bell again. “I have to get that.”


  Jared turned his head away.


  He heard Mark Milburn enter the house. Tell her how lovely she was, caught her soft laugh of self-deprecation. He’d be damned if he went out there and had to be nice to the guy who was moving in on his wife.


  Instead, he waited until they left and went back to his book. But he wasn’t smiling anymore.


  
    oOo

  


  With a phony expression of pleasure pasted on her face, Ana entered the home of President John Atkins. He was giving the party for his non-teaching staff. It wasn’t until she entered the big stone-and-cedar home on the border between Queens and Brooklyn that she realized coming here with Mark, who’d also been invited, might affect Jared’s reputation negatively. Of course, people knew about the divorce. But his affair hadn’t gone public, thank God. Still, she didn’t want to flaunt the fact that she’d left him. She couldn’t be friends with him, but she didn’t want to hurt him.



  “Ana, Mark.” Lois Atkins, dressed in satiny black, greeted her warmly. “Welcome.”


  Ana had been to their home several times but was still impressed by the magnificent sky-high foyer that sported a huge sparkly chandelier. The rest of the rooms were large and open like this.


  “You look lovely, Ana. Nice suit. Armani?”


  Like she could afford that. “Nordstrom’s Rack, I’m afraid.”


  “It’s perfect for you.”


  When other guests came up behind them, she and Mark headed into the great room, which spanned the width of the house with Palladian windows at either end.


  “Wow,” Mark said.


  “I know. I felt the same way about the place when I came here for the first time. They have a lot of material things, but they’re great people, too. President Atkins donated some of his salary to scholarships last year. There was this one girl I really wanted to bring to Mount Mary, and she didn’t make the cut. He gave the money to us as an alumni scholarship.”


  “That impresses me more than his home.”


  At least, they shared that. If she could just get Jared out her mind. But the picture of him and his bleak expression as she’d left him in his den stayed with her.


  Appetizers were served. As she bit into succulent shrimp, she thought of his reaction when he saw her in this outfit. You look like a glittering ruby.


  As coworkers came up to chat, she thought of how attentive he’d been to Opal.


  When they sat down to dinner, across from her was the head of the Building and Grounds Department. He was gay, and she remembered some idiots making comments about his sexual orientation. Jared had pointedly silenced them.


  Even when the meal was served, Jared’s favorite prime rib, she remembered fixing it for him on special occasions.


  Damn, more trips down memory lane! But tonight, she couldn’t stop them from coming.


   


  Letter number #2


   


  Dearest Annie,


  I’ve been thinking about us for the last two weeks and admit I’ve been selfish in wanting you to come home. At times like these, people should put aside their needs, for the benefit of those they love. It’s just that my mind keeps going over our life together, our routines, keeping each other company. I miss that, and you, so much.


   


  Mostly, though, I want to thank you for letting us come to the house last weekend, visit with the family, and for you keeping Opal a few days more. It’s helped her in a myriad of ways. I think she understands why you’re doing what you are. I can’t say I agree with it, but I’m on board with what you have to do. Know that I’ll be here waiting for you when you’re ready to come back. My thoughts and prayers go to you and your family, love.




   


  
    Chapter 3

  


   


  Donuta invited all the girls to come for supper three days before Opal’s surgery. Since she’d reminded her daughters that Ana needed them, all six attended. After a dinner of homemade pierogi and salad, with some wine that even Donuta indulged in, she sat in the living room waiting for Ana, who was checking on Opal and her cousins while the rest of the girls cleaned up in the kitchen. They teased each other…


  “How’s lover boy, Mags?” This from Elizabeita.


  “Rafe and I are talking seriously about our future,” Nia admitted. Donuta thanked the good Lord for that.


  “Yeah, I’m still getting those stupid emails. So are a lot of people. It’s annoying.”


  Hrrumph. Something was going on with Elizabeita, Donuta just knew it. She planned to talk to Gerald about it.


  “Any more news on the cute vice-principal, Sof?” Paulina kept after this sister to be more social.


  Ana entered the family room from the passageway to the parlor. “The kids are doing fine. They shooed me out. I think they’re taking Opal’s mind off things.”


  “I was hoping that would happen.” Donuta studied her daughter. Her eyes were tired. “Come sit next to me, moja córka.”


  “Tak, Matka.” She sat close, linked their arms and leaned her head on her mother’s shoulder. Her lovely hair smelled of lavender. “How are you down deep?”


  “I’m trying to be strong. The whole situation reminds me of when Sofia had the transplant.”


  “And you did not go to college for a year to help out.”


  “I had to.”


  “I know. What you do not know is how much I needed you.”



  “Matka, you encouraged me to go to school.”


  “As any loving mother would. But I was unable to give enough attention to the other children. As always, you were a godsend.”


  “I’m glad some good came out of it.”


  She waited a moment, then said, “You have sacrificed so much for your family.”


  Ana was silent. She would not lie to her mother, Donuta knew. For a moment, the girls’ chatter and the clanging of dishes were the only sounds in the room.


  “How is Jared?”


  “Um…”


  “Talk, Ana. It’s time.” When her daughter said nothing, Donuta did. “I know you moving in here for months after the boys were killed was the beginning of bad times for you and your husband.”


  Ana squirmed. Sometimes, her daughters thought Donuta knew so little about real life.


  “It was more than that.”


  “And more than the infidelity, I expect.”


  A deep sigh, so sad it hurt Donuta’s heart. “It doesn’t matter. How do you forgive infidelity?”


  Donuta had always known this day would come, dreaded it, but now the truth was needed. “Are you almost done in the kitchen?” she called out.


  Her oldest said, “Just about.”


  As they drifted in, Donuta said, “Close the door to the parlor, Nia. Then sit down, all of you. There is something I have to say.”


  Ana straightened. Probably sensing the somberness in her tone, Nia and Paulina, on the opposite couch, reached for each other’s hands, and Elizabeita moved closer to Sofia on the floor. Her youngest said, “Are you getting married, Matka?”


  Donuta rolled her eyes. “No.”


  Magdalena sat forward in her chair. “What is it, then?” She glanced at Ana. “Has something happened?”


  “Not with Opal,” Ana assured them.


  Taking a deep breath, Donuta lifted her chin. “But something did happen, and it is time you know. Time, mostly, that Ana knows.”


  Elizabeita said, “You aren’t sick are you?”


  “No, kochanie. But I have a secret that is going to be very hard for all of you to hear.”


  “Okay, Matka, just tell us.” This from no-nonsense Magdalena.


  “After Ana was born, your father had trouble supporting us. He had to take on two jobs. He was not home very much. It was hard for me, too, with a third baby so close in age to the others. I was…unkind to him about working, even when I knew he had to.”


  “It was probably postpartum depression.” This from Nia.


  “Whatever was wrong with me, it caused a break between us.”


  The room stilled.


  Best to just get it out. “Your father strayed.”


  “Strayed?” Elizabeita again. “As in found another woman?”


  “Yes, a waitress at the restaurant where he was washing dishes. Such a proud man, going from his position as a foreman at the electric plant, with people working for him, to such a tedious job, caused him to see things incorrectly.”


  “What happened?” Nia was openmouthed.


  “I knew. I dreamed about it.”


  “We always feared your dreams, Matka.” Elizabeita shuddered. “Remember, when you had ones about Luke?”


  “I remember.” She looked at Nia and Paulina. “A few months before we lost the boys, I dreamed something bad happened to them. It was not concrete. I did not know the circumstances, but it was bad.”


  Nia gasped. Paulina shook her head. “Oh, Matka.”


  “Continue with your story,” Magdalena urged.


  “I confronted Stash and he did not deny what he was doing. But he agreed to end it. Do any of you remember when I took in other children to care for over the years?”


  “As if we didn’t have enough.”


  “Lizzie,” Paulina chided. “There was a reason…right, Matka?”


  “Your father quit the diner, I earned enough money to make ends meet, and our lives got back on the track.”


  “Wow.” This from Sofia. “Matka, did you have anyone to tell back then?”


  “No, but I confided in Mary Kate O’Neil when we spent time together during the aftermath of the boys’ deaths.” And Mary Kate had had a similar thing happen to her, but she did not betray the confidence to her own children.


  “Why are you telling us now?” Caterina asked. She wondered if this one knew of her father-in-law’s activity.


  “Because of you, Ana.”


  Ana’s brows raised. “Me? Why…oh, because of Jared.”


  “You asked me just now how a couple ever got over infidelity. You should know your father and I did.”


  “More happened than that between us, Matka.”


  This Donuta had suspected but did not know for sure until now.


  Some of the sisters asked,


  “What was it?”


  “What more?”


  “I knew there was more.”


  “Nothing I want to discuss.” She focused back on Donuta. “I’m sorry, Matka, that you had to go through those times with Pa.”


  “This is life.”


  “I remember you being happy, Matka,” Caterina put in.


  “In the years after, we were, in many ways. Ours was a match made in the old country, and all that goes with that, but we were friends and though he was a stern man, we loved each other in our own way until he died.”


  Ana inched back close to Matka. “That was very brave of you to tell us.”


  “It was an opportunity for you all to know. But now I would like not to speak of it more. If you want to discuss this later, we can.”


  Each of the girls hugged her. And found ways to busy themselves for a few minutes.


  In truth, Donuta wished they’d leave. She wanted to call Gerald. She had told him about Stash’s wandering, and right now, she needed his support.


  
    oOo

  


  The night before the surgery, Opal couldn’t eat after six o’clock, so Ana and Jared tried to occupy their daughter. Now they were gathered around the kitchen table playing Bananagrams, a game similar to Scrabble, only each person had her own board. Jared always won at word games, but tonight, Opal was trouncing him.


  “Are you guys letting me win?” their smart child asked after the fourth round as victor.


  “Nope.” Jared winked at Ana. “Are you?”


  “I’m having an off night.”


  With a knowing look, Opal pushed the little wooden tile tray away. “Let’s quit.” She popped up off the chair and went to the sink, got some water. She stayed there, staring out the window. When Ana went to get up to go to her, Jared touched her arm and shook his head.


  Opal peered out the window a while longer, then faced them. “I don’t know what to do with myself. Babka says that a lot, but I never knew what it meant before.”


  “It’s almost nine. We could go upstairs and read,” Jared suggested. “Mom could do some parts of Huck Finn.”


  “You know what I really want? All of us to put on our pajamas and climb into your bed, the one Mom sleeps in now. I can get in between you two. We can watch a Disney movie. I’ll fall asleep that way.”


  Ana’s heart gave a little lurch. Her gaze went to Jared’s. He said, “I’m game if you are.”


  “Whatever Opal needs.”


  His expression was so approving she basked in it, was calmed by it at such a tension-fraught time.


  Jared stood. “Come on, kid. Let’s get changed and meet in our room…um, I mean, Mom’s room.”


  Ana followed them up. She closed the bedroom door and sank against it. This space held too many memories, though she’d redecorated. It would have been wasteful to get rid of the main pieces of lovely oak furniture, but she’d added a desk with her computer on it and a large-screen TV, painted the walls peach and changed the bedding and other accents. Now it was feminine, so different from the neutral greens and browns and blues of the previous iteration, when Jared’s favorite chair and his masculine scent had greeted her when she walked in. She’d also added four plants. Jared was allergic to them.


  Pushing away from the wall, she went to a dresser, opened a drawer and sighed. She liked pretty things. In a fit after she’d found out about his affair, she’d tossed all the lingerie Jared had given her and replaced them with those of her choosing. She picked a pair of long-sleeved sage-green cotton-knit pajamas, donned them and went to the bathroom to wash her face. When a knock on the door sounded, she called out, “Come in.”


  She heard them enter. Opal was laughing. Thank God. When she came to the doorway, Jared’s eyes narrowed. Then he said, “You look cute with your hair up.”


  “I used to wear it like this when I was younger.”


  “I remember.”


  She did, too, especially when he’d unbound it for her. And what followed that sensual experience. To forget, she turned to her daughter. “So, kiddo, did you decide what you want to see?”


  “101 Dalmatians. I know it’s kid stuff…”


  And tonight, she wanted to be only a kid.


  “Sounds good to me,” Jared assured her.


  Opal pulled back the down cover and propped up a pillow on either side of her. “Daddy, here.” The left side, where he’d always slept. “Mommy, here.” On Ana’s side. Both parents acquiesced.


  “Turn off the lights.”


  Jared nodded to his little girl, who was dressed in pink fleece pants with a matching long tee, making her appear vulnerable. He reached out and switched off his lamp. Only it wasn’t his lamp. It was some girly thing that Ana had replaced his with, the one she’d had made with all his favorite Hawthorne books as a base. The whole fucking room was girly, and he hated it. He’d never seen the renovations, had not come near this room since he’d moved in, and he didn’t want to be here. But he stuffed his anger and smiled. “All cozy now.”


  Ana called up the movie to stream. He noticed she was stiff, too. She probably wanted him out of here as much as he wanted to be. The film began and he vowed to immerse himself in it. Kid movies often had classic themes, and he tried to find some in this very popular show.


  About halfway though, Opal slid down into her pillow. Soon, her breath rose and fell. In the eerie light from the TV, Jared watched her. Tomorrow was the big day. She’d be cut open. She’d be cut into. Sewed up. His throat seized in a moment of stark panic.


  Ana whispered, “You’re thinking about the surgery.”


  “I can’t believe this is happening. Our baby.” He studied her across their child. “You’re in control. More than me.”


  “I was putting on a brave face for her. I’m wretched, really.”


  Silence, then, “Do you want me to go back to the spare room?”


  “I don’t think I’ll sleep.”


  “Me, either.”


  “We should try.” She took in a deep breath. “Stay.”


  “All right. Slide down and close your eyes.”


  “You, too.”


  “Annie?”


  “Yes.”


  “Give me your hand.”



  Reaching out, she clasped his over Opal’s soft body. Soon, he felt his eyes close.


   


  Letter #3


   


  Dear Annie,


  The few days you were back in our home were wonderful. I enjoyed sleeping with Opal between us. I feel better about everything. And don’t worry. It’s okay that nothing happened between us. I can’t say I wasn’t disappointed, but I understand that sex was the furthest thing from your mind. This too shall pass (what a cliché), and once you’re back for good, we can be close again. Meanwhile, I simply want to be with you as much as possible. I’m sorry Nia is having bad nights. You can help her of course, and I’m glad. Hopefully, that too will improve. I feel more optimistic today than before the weekend. Thank you for that. Know I miss you terribly.


   


  Letter #4


   


  Dearest Annie,


  Both Opal and I want you to sleep at home a few nights a week. It’s been more than a month since the guys died, and she’s begged me to ask you this. I think it’s time, honey, for her and me, and for you. We promise you we’ll be there for you no matter what, but please think about it.




   


  
    Chapter 4

  


   


  On either side of their daughter again this morning, Ana held Opal’s hand and Jared lightly stroked her shoulder. Dr. Janson stood over the bed. The room smelled like antiseptic. Like hospital.


  “We’re all set, Opal.” Janson had an easy smile and talked directly to his patient. “Do you have any questions?”


  White-faced, she gripped Ana’s fingers. “Do a good job.”


  Janson nodded. “I’ll do my best.” To a nurse, he said, “Bring her up to OR 4.” After saying their good-byes, they watched Opal leave. Dr. Janson gave Ana a supportive squeeze on the arm. “Three to four hours. I’ll send out progress reports. Will you be in here?”


  Ana wrapped her arms around her waist. “My family is in the waiting room. I want to be with them.”


  Jared said nothing.


  Ana added, “Jared, you should be with us, too.”


  When Janson left, Jared’s shoulders slumped. “Your family hates me, Ana. They won’t want me to wait with them.”


  “I want you with us.” Her throat got tight. “Unless you have someone else coming to be with you.”


  He shook his head. And it hit her again—how lonely he must be. His parents were dead and his only brother lived in Seattle.


  “They’ll concentrate on Opal. Besides, I told Mags to make sure everyone was civil to you.”


  “As if that will stop Lizzie.”


  His comment, his knowledge of her family, warmed her and paradoxically made her insides clench. “She’ll behave. Let’s go.”


  Shoulder to shoulder, they walked down two corridors and when they reached the doorway to the pediatric waiting room, Ana stopped. “Oh.” She hadn’t expected all of them plus some spouses and fiancés to show up.


  The first one to cross to her was Luke. “Hey, siostra, how you doin’?”


  “Hanging in there.” She hugged him tightly, nosed into his sweater, the scent of his woodsy aftershave calming her. It was the same fragrance he’d worn all his life. “Thanks for being here.”


  “Always.” His gaze went to Jared. He could say something nasty, about how Jared didn’t know what being here meant, but Ana hoped he didn’t. “Jared.”


  “Luke.”


  “This must be hard for you.”


  Her ex nodded.


  One by one, she greeted her sisters. Matka waited until they all had their turns with her. Then she took Ana into her arms. Ana nestled into her mother’s embrace.


  Matka said, “I have been here.”


  “With Sofia?”


  “Tak.”


  “How did you do it, Matka?”


  “You do it.” No false truisms from her practical mother. She kissed the top of Ana’s head. “Come sit. There are comfortable chairs over here.”


  Nia and Paulina accompanied Ana, each taking her by the hand. Before they got out of earshot, her mother lagged behind and Ana heard her say, “You, too, Jared. Come be with us.”


  She’d bet her favorite designer purse that Matka was hugging him, too. Ana found herself wanting that for him.


  And then the waiting began…


  During the first hour, Logan went out and brought back coffee and bagels for everyone. “Eat,” he ordered them all. “You’ll need your strength.”


  Vaguely, she wondered how things were between her sister and Logan since they were a solid couple now. So when Mags handed her coffee, Ana suggested, “Let’s sit at the table.”


  Once there, Ana turned her gaze on her lovely sister. Magdalena had always been beautiful, but now she radiated with happiness. “Distract me. Give me an update on you and Logan.”


  “I’m moving into his place as soon as we can get mine packed.” In other words, Magdalena would take the time to be with Ana instead of doing all the things necessary to change residences. “We talk about our future together, what we want. And when.”


  “Are you happy?”


  Her sister’s gaze strayed to Logan. “Deliriously.”


  “Hang on to it.”


  “We haven’t had time to talk about how you and Jared are faring.”


  “No change of subject,” Ana scolded. “What about the baby and Teresa?”


  Logan’s ex-girlfriend had turned up pregnant, but by the time they found out, the two of them had split.


  “She’s gone back to her play. She gave Logan approval to talk to her doctor, so he’s kept us in the loop on the progress of the pregnancy.”


  “So she’s still having the child?” It had been only a couple of weeks since Logan took his hard-line stance with Teresa, and he and Magdalena feared she’d have an abortion.


  “For now. We’ve promised each other not to worry about what she’ll do, because we have absolutely no control over it.” Mags shook her head. “Oh, this is news. Lizzie’s moving into my place.”


  “Really? Why?”


  “She’s sick of roommates, for one thing. The poor girl already had six of them growing up. If I sell my condo, she’ll find somewhere else to live, but meanwhile, she’ll be safe there.”


  “Safe? She isn’t safe where she is?”



  “No, no, I didn’t mean that. You know New York. My place has a doorperson and buzzer. Security, I guess. And it’s in a better part of town.”


  “I’ll bet she’s thrilled.”


  “She is. Underneath all the rebellion, Lizzie’s a good kid.” They all still looked at her as a kid, even though she was only seven years younger than Magdalena.


  Sofia came up to the table. “Want company, or is this private?”


  “Company.” Mags squeezed Sofia’s arm when she sat. “Does this bring back bad memories?”


  “I live in the present,” she said easily.


  “Lucky you,” both sisters replied at once. Soft laughter. Some levity had to worm its way in during this awful waiting period. She knew she could count on her sisters for that.


  
    oOo

  


  In the large room, filled by only the Ludzecky family, Jared sat a few seats away from them. It wasn’t that they’d been unkind to him when he came into the waiting room with Ana, it was the traces of distaste he’d seen on their faces that made him exclude himself. He’d let them down, big-time.


  Just then, Luke rose and came to sit next him. “Things are strained, but you don’t have to stay out of the loop, you know.”


  “Truthfully, Luke, I have no idea what to do.” He glanced away, trying to summon the emotional strength to deal with the family who’d treated him like a son and endure the imminent surgery of his daughter. Full of emotion, he turned his head away. Someone had opened the blinds, letting in morning sunshine. “It’s my baby in there.”


  “I don’t know what I’d do if this was happening to Lexy or Amy. I’d be in a puddle.”



  “No, you wouldn’t. You’d be strong as you always are.” As Jared had not been when he should have. For the zillionth time, he hated himself for his fall from grace.


  “Let’s change the subject. Tell me about the new book. Kelsey’s interested in the historical angles of Hawthorne’s work.”


  “That’s good to hear. I’m trying to do something different with how to present the biographical bits that relate to his novel, without hitting the students over the head with it. It’s particularly important in high school, where the learners might be more reluctant.”


  A sympathetic chuckle from Luke. “The perennial teacher concern. If we don’t lecture, then how do we get the material across?”


  “It must be easier with computer science.”


  “It is. But I’m teaching a class in the history department this year, too.”


  “Let me guess. How government works.”


  “Special government agencies. The kids seem to like it, probably because they included my Secret Service background in the course description. They want to know all kinds of secrets. But I rack my brain for how to keep them involved.”


  “What do you do…?”


  And so the second hour began. Jared knew Luke was distracting him and very much appreciated his generosity. At one time, this man had been like a brother to him.


  
    oOo

  


  Two hours into the morning, the nurse they’d spoken with earlier came out to the waiting room. Seated at a table with Lizzie, Ana frantically scanned the room. Where was Jared? As if he sensed her need for him, he came up behind her and grasped her shoulders. Just the feel of his strong, supportive hands gave her courage.


  The woman headed to them. “The surgery is almost halfway through. There are no complications. Everything is going as planned.” She glanced at the clock. “Probably another two hours.” A sympathetic smile. “Your daughter has the best doctor you could ever find.”


  Ana leaned back into Jared. He whispered close to her ear, “It’s almost over.”



  She just nodded.


  From the corner of her eye, Ana saw Luke, Logan, Rafe and Adam approach them. “Now that we know things are goin’ well, we’re gonna take a walk. The girls want to stay with you, Ana.”


  Ana gave him a half smile. “Some air will do you good.”


  Luke angled his head, the expression in his eyes kind. “You’re comin’ with us, Jared.”


  A deep frown. “I can’t leave the hospital.”



  “Yeah, you can. You need a break, some exercise.” Luke leaned in and bumped his shoulder. “At times like these, your body goes from extreme tension to complete exhaustion. Let’s go.”


  Jared looked to Ana, like he used to when they were married and wanted her opinion. “Go ahead, Jared.”


  “What about you?”


  Again, Luke spoke. “Our sisters are taking her down to the cafeteria.”


  Ana’s eyes widened. Behind her, she heard Lizzie say, “We are, Ana. Don’t try to resist. You know how I can get.”


  “W-what if something happens?”


  “Matka and Gerald will be here. Everybody has cell phones.” Gerald had shown up before the surgery, and from how close he was staying to Matka, wasn’t planning to go anywhere.


  Suddenly, Ana’s stomach pitched. “I don’t think I can eat anything.”



  “We’ll see.” Lizzie took her arm, glared at Jared and led her away.


  In the cafeteria, they pushed tables up against each other, enough to seat the seven of them. Usually, Ana took pleasure in how they turned the heads of the males in a room when they all walked in together. But the gnawing fear inside her prevented her from feeling anything but worry.


  Magdalena fetched food and bottled water. They opened some crackers, plain donuts and pretzels.


  After taking the plastic cover off a donut, Lizzie handed it to Ana. “Eat. I know you don’t want to, but it’s best to get something in your stomach.”


  Ana nibbled on the pastry. It was tasty. She ate half, then set it down. “There isn’t much to say now, is there?”


  “I have something to offer.” This from Sofia. Today she looked strong and healthy, much calmer than the rest of them. “And we all need to hear it.”


  “Okay, honey,” Ana told her.


  “We’ve had tragedy in our lives. A lot. But we can’t let the past overshadow the future. We need to stay positive about Opal. About everything.” She focused on Ana, and her eyes were full of wisdom. “You’ll get through this, Ana.”


  “I’m just so scared.”


  “List your fears,” Caterina put in. “Other than the surgery, which will be over soon.”


  “Will Opal have a normal life?”


  Caterina reached down and got a file folder from her bag. “My brother-in-law Liam searched out articles and printed off some for us.” She held up a packet of papers. “I’ve highlighted important parts. Like how much of the kidney has to be saved in case there’s a problem with the other one.”



  “The doctor said seven percent.” It seemed an incredibly low number.


  “Yeah, but their goal is to get it up to fifteen.”


  She breathed easier. “He didn’t tell us that. And I made myself stay away from the web. Both me and Jared.”


  “What else, Ana?” Sofia asked.


  “Her limitations. No one has brought it up with her, but she won’t be able to play contact sports. She loves soccer. I know that sounds trite, but I hate that her choices will be cut off.”


  This time, Sofia took Ana’s hand. “She talked to me about it.”


  “She did?”


  “Uh-huh. I discussed it with her the day we went to lunch. I told her how it was for me when I had to give up dance.”


  “We know it was awful for you, honey.” This from Nia.


  “Dance was my life. I might not have made it in performance, but at least I would have been able to practice, take lessons.”


  Ana held on tight to Sofia. “That’s so sad.”


  “But the universe sent me yoga.” She lifted a delicate shoulder. “It has a way of doing things like that. I told Opal the same will happen for her. We brainstormed what physical activity she might want to pursue.”


  “Oh, Sof.” Mixed feelings rose inside Ana. “Why didn’t you tell me this?”


  “Because Opal told me in confidence. And you and I agreed a long time ago I wouldn’t share stuff with you unless she was in physical danger. But now, you two need to talk about it with her. I’ll tell her I shared our discussion with you.”


  “In theory, I agree. I think kids need other adults to influence their lives. It’s harder when it involves a crisis.”


  Paulina put in, “Nia and I raised our kids together. She decided to ground them all when they fought at school.”


  Talk continued about Opal and her post-surgery limitations. Then Magdalena asked, “Do you feel any better, Ana?”


  “Some.” She took a sip of water and picked up the donut. “Maybe more food will help.” When she finished the whole thing, she glanced at the clock. “We should go back up.”


  Lizzie spoke. “We haven’t talked about Jared. How is having him around the whole time?”


  “It’s not bad. No, actually, it’s helping. Lizzie, I know you hate him, but he’s hurting, too. We all need to stick together.”


  “I realize that. And I won’t say or do anything to make this situation worse for him.”


  “Promise?”


  “I promise. Ana, you were a second mother to me. I love you and would do anything for you.”


  
    oOo

  


  As soon as the four-hour window was up, the shift in the waiting room’s atmosphere was palpable. People gravitated into pairs, held hands, murmured softly. Tension etched itself on all their faces. Lips were in grim lines. Shoulders stiffened.


  Jared, who’d watched this from the outside, approached Ana where she sat with Magdalena. “Can I sit with you now?”


  Her sister’s brows raised.


  “It’s okay, Mags. Yes, of course, Jared. You can sit with me.”


  Magdalena left and he dropped down onto a chair. The rigidity that had invaded his body made him ache all over.


  Ana shocked him by taking his hand. “Time’s supposed to be up.”


  He rubbed her fingers with his. “The length of surgery is an estimate.”


  She sighed. “How was your walk?”


  “The guys were kind to me by ignoring that I was a pariah in their lives. They shot the shit about basketball and March Madness, we stopped and got hot cocoa from a street vendor. They were right. It was good for me.” His expression was tender. “How about you?”


  “The girls made me list all my fears out loud.”


  “Ah, some sisterly therapy.”


  Please, Annie, let’s go to see a professional. She’d refused.


  Conversation died off. Jared leaned back in the chair and stared blindly at the TV droning on about ten feet away. Trying to keep himself calm, he clenched and unclenched his fists. His little girl…what if…


  He glanced at Ana. Her skin had gone pale now, and she bit her lip, a sign she was nervous. As the minutes ticked off, the suppressed anxiety heightened. Finally, the door to the treatment area opened and Dr. Janson walked out.


  Ana and Jared bolted up as Janson crossed to them. Jared could feel his heart thrum in his chest.


  Janson’s face was lined with fatigue, but he smiled. “The surgery’s over and Opal came through it fine. There were no complications. I repositioned the ureter, and the incision will heal well.” He added, “I drained a liter of fluid from around her kidney.”


  “What?” Jared asked.


  “Remember, I told you the mass was the bodily fluid that leaked into her.”


  “Yes,” Ana put in. “That just sounds like so much liquid.” “It is. But the ureter should start functioning properly.”


  “Will it happen again?” Jared wanted to know.


  “It shouldn’t. Fluid will build up from the surgery, but we inserted a drain, and that will drip for a while. A nurse will instruct you how to take care of that.”


  Ana asked the big question. “W-what about kidney function?”


  “We can’t be sure yet. I’ll see her for a post-op visit in five days. In two weeks, we’ll do the first tests on the functioning capability of the damaged kidney, but even after that, it could improve.”


  Shit! Jared dreaded another wait.


  After a few explanations, the doctor left. The Ludzeckys all started to talk at once, but Ana turned to him. “Two more weeks. We won’t know for two more weeks.”


  Placing his hands on her upper arms, he rubbed there. He vowed to be strong for her. “It’ll be hard. But let’s celebrate the news we got today. The surgery is over, was successful, and she’ll heal well.”


  Ana lifted her chin. “I want to do that, Jared.”



  He gave her a sad smile. “Maybe Sofia can give us lessons in calming ourselves.” He tucked back a strand of her hair. “But if there are complications, we’ll be together in this.”


  “Promise?”


  “I promise.”




   


  
    Chapter 5

  


   


  Three days later, they were settled back into the Creswell household. After two nights spent in hospital loungers with sadistic springs and sharp edges, both Ana and Jared were enervated. The familiar surroundings—the scent of the kitchen, the furnace turning off and on, the light shining through the big windows—soothed them all. Opal seemed calm. She had little energy but was upbeat. And she was sore in that after-surgery way but had none of the pain which had alerted them to her condition. She’d been in bed or on the couch all day and now slept safely in her own room upstairs.


  Coming downstairs after checking on her daughter, Ana walked back to the kitchen area and found Jared sitting in the family room on one of the two couches by the fireplace, staring at the flames. His knee was crossed over his ankle, stretching the jeans he wore with a rust-colored cashmere sweater.


  A sudden blast of emotion threatened to fell her. Gratefulness for his constant support the past few weeks. A desire to return his generosity. And her ultimate nemesis: fear. Her feelings were similar to what happened between them all those years ago, when she’d been in his class. She’d wanted more from him, even though she knew she wasn’t going to ever get it.


  Because this time, Ana couldn’t take the chance and risk losing him again. With a heavy sigh, she crossed to him and dropped down on the couch. “We should talk,” she said softly.


  He glanced over at her. “I know.”


  “Jared, I can’t tell you how much it means to me that we’ve come together for Opal, and you’ve given me strength in ways my family couldn’t. I’m glad. And I hope the animosity between us is all in the past.”


  His deep green eyes held her gaze, and she could see the flames from the fire reflected in them. “I feel the same way. Thank you for allowing me to do it.” When she didn’t say more, he asked, “Where do we go from here?”


  “I’d like for us to take care of Opal without fighting over everything.” In truth, Ana knew she’d caused most of the arguments, even though he could be stubborn. “It was mostly on my end anyway.”


  “Tell me something, Annie.” His voice, a throaty rumble, curled inside her like a kiss.


  “I don’t think you should use that nickname.”


  His brows rose. They were darker than his hair, nicely arched. Sexy, like the rest of him. “Why?”



  “It’s from a former time. When we were different people.”


  “Now, that I agree with. But I’m going to ask you something and I want the truth. First, I’ll answer the question, but you have to promise me you’ll be honest.”


  “All right. I’ll be honest.”


  “Do you still love me, Ana, like a husband? Because I still love you as my wife and best friend.”


  There was an explosion in her heart. That’s the only way she could describe it. Her whole body trembled as the detonation reverberated through her. Then her hands got clammy. She sat on them and turned her head away.


  But she could feel him watching her.


  Finally, she faced him. At least she could be brave here and do the right thing. “Yes, Jared. I still love you in the same way as I always did. That’s why I’ve sniped at you for over two years, to keep you at a distance. I can’t possibly let us get close again.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I let you down so badly and you cheated on me. We were both at fault.”


  “Then maybe they cancel each other out.” His hopeful tone only made her feel worse.


  “No, this isn’t a game of evens. We’ve done irreparable damage to each other.”


  “It’s only irreparable if we let it be.” Now he sat forward, moving closer so he could touch her arm. His wide shoulders seemed bigger beneath the wool. “Haven’t we learned anything from the guys’ deaths, from Opal’s crisis? I don’t want to live the rest of my life regretting what happened between us.”


  He’d hinted at this before. “What are you saying? What do you want?”


  “What I’ve always wanted. To get back together.”


  She recoiled. “No. It’s too big of a risk.”


  “When did you become such a coward?” There was no rancor in his voice, but it still stung.


  And made her angry. “When the universe betrayed us.”


  Silent, he gazed back into the fire. Finally, he said, “We should have handled it better.”


  She couldn’t disagree with that. Nervous now at the precipice they were on, she stood. “I’m getting a glass of wine. Do you want one?”


  He nodded.


  When she returned, she sipped the dry Chardonnay, but he put his glass on the table and clasped his hands together. “Jared, I can’t picture a reunion.”


  “Why?”


  “For one, Opal. She just got over the divorce. We can’t get her hopes up by taking this chance.”


  “Opal’s never gotten over the divorce.”


  Ana knew, down deep, that he was right, as her daughter had confessed her feelings to Ana and probably to Jared, even recently. “She’s at least accepted it.”


  “What if we could work around that? Give us a second chance, without her knowing.”


  Absently, she threaded back her hair, which she’d let flow freely the past few days. The way he liked it, she now realized. “What about my family? They won’t take kindly to this.” She felt her face flush. “They only know what you did. They have no idea how I was a part of the split.”


  “We don’t have to tell them, either. Or people from work.”


  “We’d sneak around?”


  “I prefer to call it being circumspect. Sweetheart, don’t you see, the universe may have betrayed the whole Ludzecky family, but fate has brought us together during Opal’s illness.”


  He sounded so certain. But the remembered pain was there in her gut. “Jared, how can we possibly do this? You know how deep our problems were.” She bit her lip. “You know my inadequacies. My failure. I couldn’t… What if I can never…?”


  Probably sensing she was wavering, and all right, the hope that had kindled inside her, he moved even closer. Grasped both her arms. “I promise you with all my heart and soul we’ll work through that. We’ll figure out how to deal with whatever is—or isn’t—between us.”


  She was afraid. She didn’t want to do this.


  But she did, too.


  “How?”


  “Start slow. Get used to being with each other again.” He hesitated. “Maybe even some therapy.”


  Now her stomach cramped. “And if we fail? I’m not sure I can go through what happened to me again. I know I keep saying that, but it’s paramount.”


  He drew in a breath. Let it out. “I’m not sure I can go through what happened between us, either. But I’m willing to risk it.”


  She saw the pain in his eyes. “I hurt you so much.”


  “And I hurt you. Take a chance, love.” He squeezed her arm. “Please.”


   


  Letter #5


   


  Dearest Annie,


  I know you’re hurting. I am, too, even though you’ve been back home for weeks. I’m sorry intimacy between us hasn’t worked out. I can’t bring you pleasure, and our situation is killing me. But that doesn’t have to break us up. It’s only been four months since the guys died. It’s going to take you longer to adjust. You’ve been terribly affected by your sisters’ loss, and it’s taken its toll on your body, your libido, your ability to respond to the man you love. And you do love me. Please, Annie, don’t shut me out because of this. Let’s take it day by day, be kind to each other. The rest will come. I know it. I love you so much.




   


  
    Chapter 6

  


   


  As soon as Sofia walked into Ana’s house, she sensed the difference in its aura. Tension no longer radiated in the air. Perhaps that was because Opal had come through the surgery and was on the mend, though the verdict was still out on kidney function. A stab of stark fear hit Sofia as she recalled waiting for her own tests, but she sent it packing. Today was good.


  From the garage entrance, she walked into the kitchen. Jared and Ana were at the table, having coffee, talking. They leaned into each other. Ana laughed softly. Hmm.


  “Hey, there,” she said, making her presence known.


  They drew away from each other quickly. Ana said, “Sofia? Hi. I didn’t hear you come in.”


  “I know.” She walked through the large open space, with skylights letting in the winter sun. “You two seem better today. Finally get some sleep?”


  Jared nodded. “Yes. Finally.” He stood. “My back’s still out from those damn hospital loungers we spent two nights in, so I’m going to work out.” He glanced at Ana. “See you in a bit.”


  “Don’t overdo,” Sofia called out as she watched him walk away. His shoulders were relaxed, his gait easy. “And be sure to stretch.” Pivoting, she asked her sister, “What happened?”


  “What do you mean?” Ana rose and crossed to the sink, put the teakettle under the faucet. She didn’t look at Sofia.


  “Things have changed between you two.”


  “How?”


  “The tension’s gone.”


  Setting the kettle on the stove, Ana turned and leaned against the counter. “How could it not? We’ve been together for weeks. We got through a huge hurdle with the surgery. Actually, I’m glad I’m not fighting with him anymore.”


  Sofia shed her short sheepskin coat and sat down at the table. “I’m glad, too. And if you want to talk about him, or anything else, I’m here.”


  Ana smiled over at her. “You’ve become such a lovely woman, Sof. All this with Opal reminded me of how we almost lost you.”


  “Don’t think about that. It churns negative energy when you want to be producing positive vibes.”


  “Yes, Ms. Yoga Teacher.” After Ana fixed them tea, she returned to the table. The scent of mint filled Sofia’s head.


  “I don’t want to talk about me or bad things,” Ana said. “Tell me what’s going on in your life.”


  Sofia shrugged. “Classes are going well. Life is solid. I’m on my way now to our old high school to finalize plans for how yoga classes will fit into the physical-education schedule. I wanted to check in with you, and it was sunny out, so I drove over here first.”


  “Will you have lunch with Gus?”


  Sofia took pleasure in the thought of the mild-mannered vice-principal. “Yes, after our meeting.”


  “Honey, do you want to teach high school kids?”


  “Yeah. I think it will be fun to deal with that age group.” She sipped the tea, enjoying its warmth. “Not many teens take yoga classes, and I want to spread the word about centering, stretching, strengthening. It could make a difference in their lives.”


  “Sounds great, then.”


  Sofia spent an hour with Opal, then drove back to Queens to Eastside High School. As she entered the building, she replayed in her mind what she’d said to Ana. She didn’t see herself as any kind of evangelist for yoga, but it would be satisfying to help others find some of the solace she got from the practice.


  She’d just turned a corner when she came face-to-face with a wall of students. A cacophony of noise rose from them.


  “Get back,” an adult called out. He was shooing away the spectators.


  Another said, “This isn’t helping.”


  “Marcus,” a deeper voice shouted, “Step away from Jason.”


  “He's hardcore. I’m sick of it.”


  “Jason’s attitude isn’t any of your business.”


  “It is when he shoots it at me.”


  The kids had begun to disperse, and Sofia could see one teacher in between two boys. Her friend Gus stood next to him, but wasn’t saying anything.


  “This is no way to solve a problem. Hear me out. Neither of you have gotten violent yet.” He shot a glance at Gus. “Mr. Carney is going to take you to the office to talk is all.”


  “That’s right,” Gus put in. “You didn’t fight. I’m going to make sure that doesn’t happen, one way or another.”


  A woman in heels and a skirt came up to the group. “Can I help?” she asked.


  “Yes.” To the boys, Gus said, “Ms. Talbot and I are taking you with us.” He stepped in front of the man between the aggressors. “Let’s go.” Before the four of them walked away, he said, “Thanks, Max. Appreciate it.”


  She hadn’t recognized the guy in the navy shorts and blue windbreaker jacket as his back was to her. He was the head of Phys Ed, Max Walker. She’d met him once to discuss the integration of some yoga into PE, and he seemed amenable enough. Max nodded to Gus, moved along the stragglers, then turned to go down the hall.


  “Mr. Walker,” she called out.


  He pivoted. Sofia was surprised by the impact of those deep brown eyes framed by dark hair. Plus, his face had reddened, and the color heightened all its planes and angles. A glimmer of recognition dawned in his eyes. “The yoga teacher. Sara, right?”


  “Sofia. Ludzecky.”


  He hit his head with his hand. “That’s right. I was on my way to Gus’s office when…well, you saw it.” A frown now, by dark, masculine brows. “I’m afraid he’s tied up. Um…” He looked around as if he didn’t know what to do with her.


  “I can wait a bit for the meeting. Is there a teachers’ lounge around?”


  “Sure, I’ll buy you a cup of coffee.”


  “I can take care of myself, Mr. Walker. You don’t need to babysit.”



  “No, seriously. I’m being rude. It’s just, um…”


  “Your chakra is out of line.”


  “My what?”


  “One of your energy sources that feels tension and stress. It’s coursing through your body right now, causing physical distress.”


  As if to underscore her words, he rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, I’m tense, but the rest of what you said is a like another language to me.”


  “No matter. Just point me to where I can wait for Gus.”


  “No, I’ll come with you. Get you coffee.”


  “I don’t drink coffee.”


  “Of course you don’t.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Nothing. Let’s go.”


  As soon as she came even with him, Sofia’s senses went on alert. Her head got light. Her body weaker. God, no wonder. She’d been sitting down the last time they met, and now she realized she came up to only his shoulder, and he had to weigh twice what she did. His strides were long as they walked down the hall, and Sofia had to laugh at herself. His wasn’t the only chakra going haywire.


  
    oOo

  


  After Sofia left, Ana took their cups to the sink, put away the dishes in the washer and wiped down the counters and table. Then she went upstairs and checked on Opal, who’d fallen back to sleep after Sofia’s visit. Ana stood over her bed, noticing the soft sweep of her lashes on her cheek, the pale skin beneath her eyes, the colorless lips. She felt a huge swell of love for her child. After a moment, she covered Opal with a blanket, kissed her forehead and left her to rest.


  Back in her own bedroom, she sat down at the vanity. And was seized by a memory, of her sitting before another mirror so long ago…


  “Here, let me do that.”


  She met the gaze of her new lover in the glass. “All right.”


  Bare chested and gorgeous, twenty-seven-year-old Jared took the brush from her. Only her mother and sisters had brushed her hair before, never a man, but then again, she’d done much with him that she’d never done previously. Starting at her forehead, he gently ran the stiff bristles through her long mane. Once, twice, three times…she closed her eyes and lost herself in the sensation. Then she felt lips on her neck.


  She whispered, “I must be dreaming.”


  “No, this is real. Exquisitely real.”


  “Sexy Dr. Creswell can’t possibly be nuzzling my neck.”


  “He is. And he loves what he’s doing.”


  She grasped his hand, kissed his knuckles. “I still can’t believe it, Jared. That you return my feelings.”


  “Are you kidding me? I’ve been dying to touch you since you walked into my class.”


  “I’m not in your class anymore.” She tried for a siren’s smile. “I’m not even in the school.”


  “Which is why this could finally, finally happen…”


  “Need any help there?”


  Ana startled out of her memory. “Um…”


  Still watching her, he walked into the room. Came closer. He was covered in perspiration and he’d taken off his shirt. The scent of a man’s sweat mixed with Jared’s essence. She studied him in the mirror. He’d filled in some from the man she’d first been with, gained about twenty pounds, but the weight looked good on him. He captured her gaze like before. “Remember our first time?”


  She squirmed on the chair. “That you brushed my hair?”


  “That, too. I could do it again.”


  Her eyes rounded.


  He chuckled. “I meant brush your hair, Annie.” A hand on her shoulder. A squeeze. “I told you we’d take this slow.”


  Edgy, she swung around and wrinkled her nose. “You need a shower.”


  “I do.” Inching back, his expression turned to one of concern. “Are you all right?”


  “Because of last night’s discussion?”


  He nodded.


  “Yes. I’m willing. As long as we take it slow.”


  “I guess I shouldn’t have come in here. But I saw you from the hallway and I remembered…other times.”


  “I don’t want you to tiptoe around me.”


  His grin was slow and easy. “I’ll go shower.”


  “I thought I’d work out now.”


  “Fine.” He cocked his head. “Are you going anywhere today?”


  “No.”


  “Great. I’ll make us homemade pizza for lunch. Opal loves it.”


  “So do I.”


  She felt awkward now, and he appeared to, also. Without saying more, he left her alone. Ana took in a heavy breath and let it out. She repeated the process. She didn’t want to hope they could work their problems out, but it was impossible not to. She guessed she had to keep her optimism to a minimum. Not only because she was scared that she might experience the crippling pain of losing him again but they’d done so much damage to each other, she truly wasn’t sure if they could get past it all.


  
    oOo

  


  On Opal’s third day at home, Jared was doing his best to entertain her. She’d awoken from a nap and suggested they play Scrabble.


  He sat across from her over the coffee table. She was comfortably ensconced on the couch. “Think you can beat me, princess?”


  “I don’t know.” She sounded cranky. “Just don’t let me win.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of it.”


  Opal scanned the rooms. “Where’s Mom?”


  “I think in her den. She’s checking out some applications to the school.” Notifications to students were due in a little more than a month, and it was a hard time for Ana to be away from work, but she refused to go in until the family sick time and vacation days she’d taken were up.


  “You guys need a break,” Opal told him, showing her unusual maturity for a ten-year-old. “Aunt Sofia can come over and stay with me.” Now her eyes danced. “Or Aunt Lizzie.”


  Jared rolled his eyes. “Who knows what trouble she’d get you in, kid.”


  Elizabeita liked to churn things up with her nieces and nephews. She’d let the twins do some daring stunts off the couch, allowed Opal to turn on the stove when they baked together and told Lexy and Amy what a brat Luke used to be as a teenager. Basically, she was a generous, giving girl who hadn’t grown up enough yet. Jared had always liked her. Unfortunately, of all the Ludzecky siblings, she hated him the most. “My answer is no on Lizzie.”


  “What about Lizzie?” Ana came into the room. Dressed in pink cotton sweats, she’d pulled her hair up in one of those ponytail things.


  “I said you and Dad should get out of the house sometime. Aunt Lizzie can stay with me.”


  “She’s coming for lunch tomorrow. But there’s no need to worry about your father and I getting out.”


  Opal’s young face turned serious. “Yes, there is. Me being sick has been hard on you. I know you worry. Go to dinner someplace you used to like.”


  Jared glanced at Ana, and he knew from the tightness around her mouth he wasn’t going to like what she said.


  “I’m already going out early next week, Opal. To a wine-and-cheese party for the last fundraiser for the music hall garden at my sister’s building.”


  Well, that wasn’t too bad.


  “Dad should go with you.”


  “Opal, give it a rest.” Ana’s tone held traces of exasperation.


  “Why? He knows everybody in your family.”


  Ana tensed. “I’m going with someone.”


  The tiles Jared had just picked up clattered onto the table. “You are?”


  “Um, yes. Mark Milburn.”


  His heartbeat sped up, and like Othello, old, familiar feelings of jealousy and frustration surfaced as they had in their past. Before they started dating and she’d flirted with one of the jocks in his class. Or after they were married and they had a fight about an administrator who Jared had thought acted inappropriately. Once, when she was mad at him, she danced too many times with a colleague.


  He couldn’t keep himself from asking, “When did you arrange this?”


  “Last week, Mark asked if I’d like to make plans after the surgery was over so I could do what Opal said, get out of the house. When I told him I was going to the fundraiser for the music hall, he asked if he could come along.” She shrugged. “He said he’d donate to the cause.”


  “Did he now?”


  “It’s no big deal.”


  “Don’t fight! I didn’t mean to make you fight.” Tears had formed in Opal’s eyes.


  Standing, Jared got up and moved next to her on the couch. Gently he hugged her close. Soothed down her hair. Let its lemony scent calm him. “We’re not fighting, baby. You should know that Mom and I decided we’re going to try hard not to fight anymore. We made a pact of sorts.”


  “Really?” she mumbled into his chest.


  Over her head, his gaze went to Ana, who was watching them intently. His frustration about the date dwindled, but he was afraid to believe in what he saw in her face: approval, admiration and acceptance.


  
    oOo

  


  The next day, Lizzie breezed into their home, carrying presents. When Ana met her sister in the foyer, a bitter-cold draft swirled at her feet. “Hey, sis, shut the door. It’s freezing out there.”


  “You got my message, right?”


  “Yep, and I’m fixing us lunch right now.” The scent of cooked bacon filled the house. “Let me take your things.”


  Her baby sister removed a full-length coat made of gray down. Today, she was dressed in a charcoal wool suit with a pink blouse beneath. Black boots completed the outfit. When she took off her scarf, Ana saw her hair was back in a fat knot at her neck. “I can’t remember the last time I saw you dressed so primly.”


  “I had a budget meeting at work. I’m trying to bring in this exhibit, and it’s taking me forever to convince the board. Orchestrating something like that would be a big step for me.”


  “What exhibit?”


  “‘A Comparison of Two Masters: Picasso and Dali.’”


  Ana’s brows rose. “I’d never have put them together.”


  Elizabeita’s hazel eyes sparkled. She loved art, always had, even as a child. “We flew to the Dali Museum in Florida to see the show when it was there. The content is small, but the comparisons are fascinating. And the audio tour is exceptional.”


  “Good for you, kiddo.” Ana shook her head. “Sometimes, I marvel at all the sides to you.”


  “Aunt Lizzie?” Opal called out from the family room. “Come see me!”


  “Be right back, honey.” To Ana, Elizabeita said, “She okay?”


  “Bed or couch rest still. Tomorrow she’ll be able to do more.”


  “I brought some quiet stuff to occupy her.”


  “Thanks for thinking of that.”


  Ana led her sister to the family room. Again, Opal was propped up on pillows and blankets on the big couch facing the fireplace. She wore a blue sweat suit.


  “You look like a queen accepting visitors.”


  “Nah.” Opal held out her arms to Elizabeita. “Hug.”


  Lizzie crossed to the couch and sat. She carefully embraced Opal, showing a depth of emotion she often kept hidden. The baby of the family was more complicated than she let on. “I was worried about you, Opalinski!” Jared’s name for her.


  “I’m okay. It sucks being sick.”


  “I’m sure it does.”


  Ana said musingly, “Your aunt was a monster when she was little and came down with something. Once, when she had her tonsils out, we had to trip over ourselves to entertain her.”


  That made Opal grin. “I’m bored, too, Aunt Lizzie. Hey, maybe you can tell me stories like the one when you found out where Uncle Luke was undercover and went to make sure he was all right.”


  Ana’s jaw dropped. “Lizzie, don’t tell her tales like that! You scared the life out of all of us when you went upstate. I don’t want her thinking that was okay.”


  “Proszę.” Elizabeita nodded to Opal. “What did I say about that, squirt?”


  “It was foolish. You made me promise not to take a risk like that.”


  “Honestly, Lizzie.” Ana sighed with exasperation.


  Leaning over, Opal snagged the bag Elizabeita put on the floor. “What did you bring me?”


  “I’ll go finish up lunch while you play.”


  From the kitchen that overlooked the family room, Ana could still see and hear them.


  “This is an art game.” Lizzie tore the cellophane off the board game, crinkling it. “The museum just got it in.”


  “It’s all modern art.” Opal frowned as Lizzie set up the pieces. “I don’t know the paintings’ names.”


  “You don’t have to. It’s a memory game where you match the great works of art.”


  “Will you tell me about the paintings while we play? I like to listen to you talk about them.”


  “Love to, kiddo.”


  With the lull of their voices surrounding her, Ana heated oil in a deep fryer and put in the potatoes she’d already cut. The grease spit and spattered. Then she assembled the sandwiches.


  A bit later. “This one’s cool, Opal. Edmund Munch’s The Scream. It was controversial in its time.”


  When the BLTs with homemade French fries were ready, Ana called out, “Time for lunch. Opal, if you’re very careful, you can walk out here and eat at the table.”


  The meal was enjoyable, as Lizzie entertained them with stories about some of the visitors who came to the Met. Afterward, she helped Opal upstairs and to bed and came back down. By then, Ana had cleaned up the kitchen and was waiting for her. “Do you have to leave?” she asked. “We didn’t have a chance to visit.”


  Lizzie checked her watch. “I can stay for coffee.”


  “I’m glad.”


  “Coffee and talk.”


  As Ana plugged in the Keurig, she asked, “Do you need to talk to me about something, honey?”


  Plopping down in a chair, she said, “Yeah. What on earth is going on with you and Jared?”


  Ana caught her breath at Lizzie’s question. Could she know what she and Jared had decided? Oh, wait, she couldn’t. Her sister was fishing.


  How to talk about this? Ana didn’t want to outright lie. She and Jared were just keeping this…whatever it was…from the family until they saw how being friends, perhaps opening themselves to more, was going to work.


  She brought two mugs with different Renoir’s dance paintings on them—a Christmas gift from Lizzie one year—over to the table and sat down. As she looked at her sister, Ana saw the third earring in one ear Elizabeita must have recently had done. “Why did you ask about Jared?”


  “It wasn’t an accusation. I observed things at the hospital.”


  “What?”


  “How you gravitated toward each other, for one.”


  “Our child was in crisis. It’s not unusual for parents to turn to each other at a time like that, even when they’re divorced.”


  “I know that, Ana. But there was more. You let him touch you. In the past, when you had to be with him, he was poison to you.”


  “That’s an exaggeration.”


  “No, it’s not. Magdalena saw it, too. Lately, we both think you and Jared have been different with each other.”


  Ana waited. “Well, things are different. After spending almost three weeks together, we’ve decided to try to be friends. To lose the animosity we had for each other.”


  Now Elizabeita’s eyes burned. “What possible reason could he have for feeling animosity towards you?”


  “Marriage isn’t easy. We both share the blame for our breakup.”


  “We wouldn’t know, Ana, because you never talked to us about it. All you said was that he cheated. And despite what Matka said about Pa, I don’t know how a woman could ever forgive that.”


  “Life is complicated, honey. And tough.”


  “You’re not going to tell me any more than that, are you?”


  “There’s nothing more to say.”


  “All right. I won’t push.”


  Ana rolled her eyes at her baby sister. “That would be a first. Now, tell me more about these characters who come to the museum.”


   


  Letter #6


   


  Dear Annie,


  Magdalena called me and asked me to come to her office. She’s concerned about you. She thinks you’re deteriorating. Your weight loss. The circles under your eyes. How you tremble for no reason. She asked me what was going on with you and said that the whole family is worried. You could confide in them, honey. That might help get us past this hump. Something has to. Neither of us is sleeping well. Opal is cranky because she feels the tension. I love you and want to help you, but since I can’t, maybe your sisters can.




   


  
    Chapter 7

  


   


  Two nights later, Jared was in a gloomy mood so he went to the workout room and dropped down on a bench. He remembered when they’d built this space, enclosing a section of the huge garage, outfitting it with weights, a treadmill and eventually an elliptical and stretching bar. Better to think about that than the fact that Ana had a date tonight. That she’d be with another man. The thought of her letting someone else kiss her, touch her had driven him crazy when they divorced, but he’d learned to block it. Since Opal had brought her into his life again, the demons had returned.


  Instead of concentrating on the number of arm curls he was doing with free weights, he pictured Ana letting him hold her at the hospital when she was so frightened she could barely tolerate it. He saw her take his hand, insinuate hers in his, like she used to when he needed support. He remembered how she smiled at him during their days at home, and once in a while, unconsciously, he thought, how she touched his shoulder or his back. They were being circumspect, trying not to let on that something was different, but it was hard when all he wanted to do was clasp her to him during the night and claim her body with his. Hell. He was acting like the men in a D.H. Lawrence novel. Arrgh! He resisted the urge to throw the barbell across the floor. Instead, he transferred it to the other fist and kept pumping. One, two, three…


  “Hi.”


  As if he’d conjured her, she stood at the doorway, wearing the red-sequined outfit again. His gaze narrowed, taking in every detail. Christ, it clung to her in all the right places—gloving her breasts, nipping in at the waist. The beige heeled boots she wore with it made her appear taller, more willowy. More feminine, as if she needed that.


  “Hi.” He raked his gaze down her outfit. “Deja vu.”


  “I know. I don’t have a lot of dressy things to choose from.” She flipped back her hair, which she’d let fall down her back, then gestured to the weights. “Didn’t you do those yesterday? You’re supposed to take a day off in between.”


  What a wifely thing to say.


  He set the barbell down and dropped his hands to either side of him on the bench. “I did. And you’re right about alternating. But I found I needed physical exercise tonight.” He was sure the expression of distaste was on his face, but he couldn’t hide it. When she stared right back at him, he added, “Because of what we decided. Because after that, you’re going out on a date.”


  “We decided to see how things went between us, Jared. Besides, we didn’t commit to not seeing other people.”


  His jaw tensed. “I thought that was understood.”


  “Maybe we should see others. To keep this in perspective.”


  “Hmm.”


  She waited. Finally, “What are you thinking?”


  He fought against his macho side—and lost. He stood. “That if we’re going to see others, we should be sure to keep our eyes on the goal, too.” The silkiness in his voice was evident.


  “What do you mean?” But the expression on her face told him she knew.


  He took a step toward her. Her eyes widened. Another step. Two. Until he was in front of her and she had to look up at him. “We don’t want you to forget what we’re trying to do here, do we, Ana?” His pitch dropped and came out throaty. Hoarse. “To see if we can get back together.”


  She shook her head, but her breath hitched.


  “So, sweetheart. Get ready.”


  “F-for what?”


  “For not forgetting about us tonight when you’re on a date with another man.”


  Gently, he placed his hands on her shoulders, and she leaned into him. Her scent, French perfume that she wore years ago, filled his head. He whispered in her ear, “I’m going to kiss you.”


  “I can see that.”


  “Do you want me to?”


  “I—I don’t know. We said we wouldn’t rush into anything.”


  Lifting his arm, he ran his knuckles down her cheek. She shivered. Ah, that was nice. “Yeah, but I gotta stay in the game, so to speak.”


  The corners of her mouth turned up. “I wouldn’t want to handicap you.”


  “So, I ask again. Can I kiss you, Annie?”


  “Yes, but—”


  He drew her against him before she put caveats on her permission. His body remembered hers—the curves and indentations, the solidness; he melded to her in all the right places. He’d hugged her at the hospital, held her in his arms there, but this was the first time in over two years that she came to him as a woman.


  She looped her arms around his neck.


  Moved in.


  Their legs tangled. Her hips pressed into his.


  Then she stood on tiptoes. It was all the invitation he needed. His grasp on her tightened and he lifted her up. He lowered his head and brushed his lips across hers. Back and forth. Back and forth. She moaned, gripped his neck now.



  “More?” he asked against her mouth.


  “More,” she whispered.


  He fully aligned their bodies and devoured her. He probed her lips open and explored her. God he’d forgotten the sweet taste of her. When she did the same, his head burst with sensation. This was Ana. His Ana, in his arms. Kissing him back.


  And it went on…and on…


  A shrill sounded from the front of the house, intruding on the isolated cocoon they occupied. It took them both a few moments to part. Her eyes sparked with deep, genuine emotion. He knew his did, too. He was hard, and her nipples peaked under the dress. They were both gloriously aroused.


  She took in a deep breath.


  The bell sounded again.


  He arched a brow. “You’d better get that. It’s your date.” His tone was amused, and her gaze narrowed on him.


  “You did this on purpose.”


  “Guilty as charged.” He chucked her under the chin. “Now, go answer the door.”


  Clearly miffed, she turned. When she reached the archway, he said, “Ana?”


  “Yes?”


  “Don’t forget this.”


  “As if I could,” she said under her breath.


  “What was that?”


  “Nothing.”


  But he’d heard her. Very loud and very clear.


  
    oOo

  


  Still shaken from what Jared did to her, Ana walked into the Adria Hotel in downtown Queens with Mark Milburn, and they made their way to the ballroom. At the entrance, Ana studied the fancy decor to distract herself. The space sparkled tonight with glittering chandeliers with swaths of draped cloth between them, lamps crusted in rhinestones scattered around the floor like outdoor lampposts. Stations for wine and cheese and other small appetizers had been set up in a variety of places. Soft teal tablecloths and starched white-and-teal napkins decorated each table.


  “Is your whole family going to be here?” Mark asked. He stood close, with his palm at her back. Every time it grazed her, she jolted inside. Jared’s touch was still with her and wouldn’t be usurped by another man’s attention.


  “No, not tonight. Just Caterina, Nia and Paulina.”


  “I can’t wait to meet them. Someone at work said they’re all blondes, like you.”


  “Have you talked about me to people at work?”


  “No. One of the guys asked what I was doing tonight, and I told him. Why, wouldn’t you want me to?”


  “I don’t like gossip. But it isn’t necessary to hide that we went out together.”


  Ana studied Mark. He was tall and lanky, like a runner, with light brown hair and eyes. He was attractive tonight in a pinstripe suit and light blue shirt. She focused on how easygoing he seemed. God knew Jared wasn’t easy to be with these days. He used to be, though, in those halcyon days of their relationship.


  Don’t let him in your head, girl.


  She was trying. She refused to allow her mind to replay what had happened in the workout room. Refused to recall the sensations of him holding her against his body. “I see some of my family. Let’s go say hi.”


  A large display took up space in the middle of the room. Paulina and Adam stood in the midst of the crowd, where many of them pointed and gestured to the table. Mark asked, “Do you know what everyone’s looking at?”


  “Paulina said there would be a model of the sculpture garden and outdoor stage for the music hall. Apparently, Adam spent hours on it. I can’t wait to see the layout and what sculpture they’ve commissioned.”


  Her sister caught sight of Ana and motioned her over. They hugged. Paulina drew back. “Hey, thanks for coming. I didn’t expect you because of Opal.”


  “I wanted to get out of the house. Opal’s fine with Jared.” Saying his name caused an image to form: the glimmer in his eyes when he pulled back from her not even an hour ago.


  She turned to Mark. “Mark Milburn, this is my sister Paulina.”


  “Nice to meet you.”


  “Her husband designed the music hall and all this…” she gestured to the model. “And Paulie’s building it.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Yeah.” Paulina shook back her hair. “My other sister and I own a contracting business. We snagged the bid.” She grinned. “And I got him.”


  Adam was walking toward them. Tall, well-built and dashingly handsome, he was also a great guy. “Hello, Ana,” he said, kissing her on the cheek.


  Introductions were made.


  “Did you two meet on this project?” Mark asked.


  “We did.” He slid an arm around Paulina’s waist in that possessive way men have. “The best day of my life.”


  “Is it finished?”


  “The outside is. The innards are complicated because of the acoustics. Special builders have to construct that. We’re handling everything else.”


  “When will it be done?” Ana asked.


  “Probably another year.” Adam angled his head to the model. “Have you had a chance to check out the garden?”


  “No.”


  “Come on, I’ll show you.” They found an open spot at the display, and Adam gazed down at the replica. “We have ten pieces contracted so far. Three are donated, but the others are commissioned, hence this last fundraiser.”


  Ana peered down at it. Tiny sculpture stands dotted the grassy area of the model. They were labeled with the name of the artist. Her gaze went to Paulie. “Rafe’s doing a sculpture?”


  “Yeah. Nia said he’s dabbled in it in the past. He wanted to sculpt one for our garden and also expose Sal to the art form.” Nia’s only child was a child prodigy in drawing and painting.


  “Who’s Rafe?” Mark asked.


  “Rafael Castle. The modern artist.”


  Paulina giggled. “Who happens to be my twin sister’s boyfriend.”


  “Your family is certainly interesting.”


  “Hmm. Anyone else here yet? Nia’s coming, right?”



  “She texted to say they’d be a little late. But Caterina’s over there with Aidan and one of his brothers.”


  Mark shook his head. “Another sister?”


  “Yeah. Her husband is former president Clay Wainwright’s brother-in-law.”


  “Hell,” Mark said, “my head’s spinning. The cast of characters in your life is unbelievable.”


  “Let’s go say hi. Adam and Paulina need to talk to prospective donors.”


  Aidan and Caterina, or CJ as the O’Neils called her, had found a table in the corner. Tonight she was in silver sequins that accented her long, lithe form. A matching clip held back one side of her hair. “Hey, Cat. You look beautiful.”


  “Thanks. I don’t get to dress up like this much.”


  Aidan raised his brows wolfishly. “Which is a cryin’ shame, darlin’.”


  “Mark Milburn, meet my sister Caterina and her husband, Aidan. I work with Mark at the college.”


  He moved in closer, surprising Ana. “And a friend, I hope. A close friend.”


  Yikes. “Of course.”


  “Hey, all.” The voice came from behind Ana. She turned to find Patrick O’Neil, the oldest of the O’Neil clan, and his wife, Brie, both of whom Ana had met several times. Patrick was handsome in a navy suit and light blue shirt that accented his eyes. Brie wore a stunning emerald dress.


  Brie smiled at them. “Ana, hello. Lovely to see you again.”


  Patrick kissed Ana’s cheek. “Hi, Ana. You look beautiful.” Tonight, he seemed to exude contentment. Ana knew he and his wife had had a troubled marriage. They’d split several times. They’d never divorced, though, like Ana and Jared. Finally, they’d reunited permanently after a terrible kidnapping, when a former boyfriend of Brie’s went off the deep end.


  After which, Brie sought counseling.


  You could get therapy. We could go together.


  All of a sudden, Ana’s situation stood out in stark relief. Brie had had the courage to seek help in order to make her life work for her and her husband. And Ana had not.


  She felt like the worst kind of coward.


  Later, Ana was at one of the wine-and-cheese stations alone when someone came up behind her. “Hi, again.”


  Ana turned. “Oh, Brie. Getting food or drink?”


  “Both. Could we talk for a minute?” She stepped away and stood near a column that afforded some privacy. Ana joined her.


  “I wanted to mention that I’ve been on a job in Brooklyn. Near the college where you work.”



  “Maybe we can have lunch sometime.”


  “Ana, I’ll meet you anywhere, anytime. I’m sorry, but it slipped out of CJ that she asked for my counselor’s number for you.”


  “That’s all right. It doesn’t matter if you know.”


  “What about getting together?”


  “I’d like to.” She thought of Jared. “I’ll call you.”


  Reaching out, Brie squeezed her arm. “I hope so. Maybe talking to someone who isn’t close to you can help you see some options.”


  “Thank you, Brie.”


  And she meant that. She was grateful for the woman’s candor. If Brie could talk about the time she was kidnapped, Anna should be able see a counselor about what happened to her after the guys’ deaths.


   


  Letter #7


   


  Dear Annie,


  Please, please go to therapy with me. I know you haven’t talked to your sisters about what’s going on. But our estrangement gets stronger by the day. I’m feeling so alienated from you that I ache with it. And now, you won’t even let me touch you. I promise I can be patient in this, but you have to let me in. And I don’t think you can do that alone. For the first time in fifteen years, I’m frightened of losing you completely.




   


  
    Chapter 8

  


   


  Opal went to school on Monday of the next week and Ana headed into work. Jared stayed home, ready now to tackle a draft of chapter three of his book: “The Relevance of The Scarlet Letter Today.” Leaning back, he stared at the cursor blinking on an empty page. But, instead of concentrating on the material he’d already gathered in his notebook, Jared’s mind reeled back to the past few days.


  Kissing Ana the night of her date had kept him from falling asleep. He’d watched a movie with Opal, but was wide awake when Ana came in around midnight. He ordered himself not to get up, even as he threw back the covers, put on pajama bottoms and opened the spare bedroom’s door…


  He called out so he wouldn’t scare her, “Ana?”


  “Yes, it’s me.” She’d spoken softly, but he could hear the sweet lilt of her voice. Soon, she reached the top of the steps. “What are you doing up?”


  “Couldn’t sleep.” He leaned back against the doorjamb and perused her in the damned sexy red outfit.


  “I see.” She bumped a hip against the hall table. “Why?”


  He’d run his fingers through his hair. “Take a wild guess.”


  “You shouldn’t have kissed me.”


  “Ha! No insomnia is ever going to convince me of that, sweetheart.”


  A small smile, one she couldn’t seem to help. “You’re something else, Dr. Creswell.”


  Pushing away from the door, he took steps toward her. She couldn’t back up, but she lifted her chin. Her eyes glittered with defiance and a lot more. She said, “I’m not afraid of you.”


  “I don’t want you to be afraid of us, Annie.” His voice was a soft whisper in the dimly lit hallway.


  “That will take a while.”


  “Do you honestly think we shouldn’t have kissed?”


  “No, I wanted to.” She sighed. “We have to be careful that we don’t push this, though. I’d hate for things to be awkward between us now.”


  “Me, too. How about this? I won’t initiate anything. When you’re ready for more physical contact, let me know.”


  “It’s a deal…”



  They’d had a nice few days. They took Opal out for a ride, gone to a movie, where they ate buttery popcorn and stopped for hot chocolate afterward. They’d taught Ana to play a video game, which had been hilarious. Jared had almost forgotten that life had once been like this: easy, centered on the family, being together simply because they wanted to share their lives.


  Then, she’d surprised him by coming to the spare room last night. He’d been in bed, reading a new biography of Herman Melville. When he heard the knock, told her to come in, he’d hoped like hell this was good news…


  “Everything okay?”


  She was dressed in satiny, navy blue pajamas. His hand itched to touch the material. Her. “Uh-huh.” She sat on the end of the bed, far away. “We had a good few days, Jared. I didn’t feel awkward. But we should talk about you moving out of the house.”


  Slipping his glasses off, he rested them on his book. “Why? Opal may still need to be picked up from school. I should be here to go get her.” He added, “Unless you want her at my house for a while.”


  “You know you could be available if you moved back into your own place.”


  He’d taken a big risk by asking, “Do you want me to move out of our house, Annie?”


  “Do you want to?”


  “No. I think I should stay and see these new…developments between us through.”


  “It’s going to take a lot longer than you’d stay here. Months, at least.”


  “I see.”


  “But to answer your question, no, I don’t want you to go.” She bit her lip. “We should admit to ourselves what we’re doing. Not pretend you have to stay here. Not pretend that things aren’t in flux.”


  “That’s fine by me. Honesty being the best…” He drifted off and could have kicked himself for the reference.


  “We can’t ignore that you cheated, either, Jared. I’ve admitted my part in our breakup. The fact that you turned to someone else is yours. It still hurts to think about you with another woman. You weren’t…since you met me.”


  “I know it hurts. And while we’re being honest, you making love to another man, even though we weren’t together, drove me crazy.”


  She’d cocked her head, but held his gaze. “I haven’t.”


  “Haven’t what?”


  “Been with anyone else.”


  He pushed his book to the side, came to his knees, inched over to her and sat on his haunches in front of her. “I can’t believe it.” He tipped up her chin. “I thought for sure you dated.”


  “Some. None of them ever got anywhere.”


  Briefly, he closed his eyes. “You can’t possibly know how happy that makes me.”


  “I thought you should know. Was there…anyone else after her?”


  “No.”


  “You’re telling the truth, right?”


  “I am. The only time I ever lied to you in our whole lives was when I cheated.”


  “We have to be honest with each other now, if I’m ever going to trust you again. Totally honest.”


  “I will. I promise….”


  Today, the memory of that exchange and of how she rose up on her knees, linked their fingers together and leaned over to kiss him was still with him. Something about only their mouths touching had made the encounter incredibly hot.


  “Ah,” he said to the computer, then shook himself. “Now to Nate.”


  He began by listing the areas of the book that kids might relate to: betrayal by someone close to you—infidelity; trickery to get what you want; spoiled kids; guilt and shame; the judgment of others. Hmm, he’d set this section up thematically. Though the kids might not relate to the eighteenth century, human behavior and interactions hadn’t changed.


  Frowning, he stared at the list. Might as well get this over with—he’d start with adultery. Students would be familiar with cheating on mates, others cheating on them, family members cheating.


  Damn it. He didn’t want to think about that. About his own failure at fidelity. About what he’d done to Ana. It took Herculean effort to suppress it, and he lost himself in the book for two hours. Then he took a break and clicked into his email.


  Fuck!


  Sofia would say this was karma.


  Hawthorne would use it as situational irony.


  In the subject line of the email was: from Valerie. Please read!


  Valerie Ashford. The woman with whom he’d betrayed his wife. God, he didn’t want this. But he had to read her note.


   


  Dear Jared,


  I suspect that contacting you after two years will surprise you, and quite frankly this is difficult for me, but I have some things to tell you. As you know, I left Brooklyn after our affair ended. I won’t mince words, I was leveled when you sent me away. I still think you were mistaken to do so, and since you haven’t reconciled with your wife in that time, I’m probably right. But that isn’t my motivation for doing what follows.


  I’ve been working in administration at Kings Junior College and due to retirements, there will be three tenure-track positions opening in two years. I have the ear of the staff and the admissions personnel and I’m told I’d have a better than average chance of getting one of the teaching spots if I earn my master’s degree within that time. Since Mount Mary recently implemented a graduate program, starting in August, I applied and got in. In other words, I’ll be at the college for a school year and a summer. You’re probably wondering why I chose Mount Mary. For the program, which is good and can be completed in fifteen months.


  But know that above and beyond those reasons, it seems like the time to face you again. I love you, Jared, I have for the years we’ve been apart. Nothing has changed for me. Would I like to pick up where we left off? Of course. I’ll contact you when I reach campus for summer orientation. Think about it. Valerie.


  
    oOo

  


  Ana said to her committee, “Thanks for your time today. It’s nearly three. I’d like to finish by five, so we can get out of here at a decent hour.” She glanced through the window of the admissions conference room. It would be dark soon. Sometimes, she hated winter. “Each of you has a list of students who are interested in your subject area, though they’ll all come in as liberal arts majors. Let’s start with Language Arts. Rob, you first.” He was filling in for Jared as English department chair and had consulted with her husband on this matter.


  Rob began with the names of the students they’d chosen to accept. Other chairpersons chimed in. Some had picked the same person.


  “She’s interested in foreign languages, too.”


  “And creative writing.”


  Ana liked this part, where the best, most well-rounded applicants would be chosen for admittance. Scholarships, which would be determined if they accepted, were another matter. Tomorrow at four, they’d hold the first meeting.


  The afternoon wore on, and by four-thirty, they had a solid list of prospective students. “Great. I’ll take this to the scholarship committee.”


  “Ana,” Rob said. “I’d like to highlight my department’s choices for who we think should get the scholarships.”


  “Great. Go ahead, all of you.” When that task was completed, she said, “Anything else?”


  “What’s going on with the new graduate study degree?” a Spanish teacher asked.


  “I haven’t been involved in that. For its first year, the education department is working with President Atkins. I do know they’ve chosen candidates.”


  A math prof shook her head. “We’ll be teaching them. Why weren’t we consulted?”


  “I’m not sure, Mary. Do you want me to ask John?”


  “No, I will.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Yes.” A quiet history professor smiled at her. She reminded Ana of Sofia. “How’s Opal?”


  “Good, thank God. And thank you all for giving me space to take care of her.”


  Murmurs of support warmed Ana. So much so, she didn’t even mind driving home in the dark. When she reached the house, she swerved into the driveway and waited while the garage door opened. No lights on in Opal’s room. Was she napping? Jared’s den was also unlit. Were they in the family room? The kitchen? What was he doing to entertain her today?


  She thought back on their daughter’s illness and how Jared had stepped up to the plate: transporting Opal to school and back, rescuing her when she got sick there, the endless games he played and stories he read to her. Laying her head against the rest, Ana breathed in deeply. How much, exactly, was that worth?


  Priceless came to mind.


  And yes, he’d betrayed her. For a month, when their life was so miserable no one could think straight.


  The door to the house opened. Jared stood there, dressed in jeans, a Columbia sweatshirt and thick socks. The expression on his face was puzzlement. She drove the car into the garage, turned off the engine and exited.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  “Yes. I was just thinking.”


  He pulled the door closed. “What about?”



  “This.” She moved close to him, went up on tiptoes and kissed him. A full, luscious meeting of mouths and tongues and spirits.


  When she drew back, he said, “Wow!”


  “You’ve been wonderful through this whole thing with Opal, Jared. I could never have done it without you.”


  He grazed her cheek with his knuckles. “You would have found a way. Your family would have been here every day.”



  “Maybe. But thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  The door flew open. “What’s going on out here?” Opal asked.


  “Just talking to Mom.” He stepped aside and let Ana into the house. Opal took her coat and she kicked off her boots. Jared handed her a pair of sweats and slippers. “We’re spoiling you tonight. It was Opal’s idea. Go change in the bathroom, and when you come out, I’ve got a great Chardonnay, very chilled the way you like it.”


  “What’s the occasion?”


  “Nothing, Mom. We just love you.”


  The evening followed the same course. Opal recounted her first day back at school and how glad she was to see all her friends and teachers. She’d wanted to try a gluten-free, vegetarian lasagna dinner. She and Jared had bought the ingredients on the way home from school and they made it together.


  Ana bit into al dente noodles filled with cheese and veggies, tasting the spicy marinara. “This sauce is great. Where did you get it?”


  “Daddy made it from scratch.”


  “Easy as pie. Just fresh tomatoes and some spices. A little bit of paste. We had all the ingredients.”


  By eight, Opal’s shoulders had slumped, and her face showed signs of fatigue. “You’re about worn out, aren’t you honey?” Ana asked.


  “I guess.”


  “The first day back to school must have been exhausting,” Jared said easily. “Want us to come up with you?”


  “No, I’m gonna do some face time on my tablet with Stephanie.”


  “Something happen today?”


  “Just gossip.” She stood. “Come up later and say good night.”


  After Opal left, Ana sipped the last of her drink. Jared finished his. “That was nice. And the food was great.”


  “Yeah. I like spending time as a family.” He nodded to the dishes. “Why don’t you go upstairs and take a bath? I’ll clean up.”


  “No, you cooked and did everything else.” She studied his face. “You seem tired, and I don’t know, worried or something.”


  “Weeks of exaggerated concern are catching up with all of us. Now, scoot.”


  As she headed upstairs, she hoped he was telling her the truth. He’d promised he’d be honest about everything. She vowed, as she ran the very hot water, added the jasmine oil, that she wouldn’t buy trouble. Enough of it had come their way on its own.


  
    oOo

  


  Jared had spent the day in a state of dread. Valerie Ashford’s email had thrown his entire psyche into chaos. What would Ana do when she found out that the woman would be attending their college, starting this fall? Though he tried not to, he’d gotten his hopes up for a reconciliation with his wife. He wanted nothing more out of life now than to be with her and Opal. In truth, he’d never wanted much more than that, though he loved and appreciated his job and research, but it had always come in second. Then he’d lost Ana after Pete and Donnie died. And he wasn’t a masochist—he knew why he’d strayed. He’d been weak and succumbed to the circumstances. But there were circumstances.


  “Penny for your thoughts.”


  He’d been staring out the window. A crystalline pattern had etched out on the panes, but he could see the trees in the backyard laden with the light March snow.


  When he heard Ana’s voice, he turned and saw her standing in the family room archway. Fresh from her bath, she’d piled her hair high on her head, a few tendrils escaping to frame her face. Her cheeks were rosy from the heat, and dewy. Desire slammed into him. He tried to take a deep breath but couldn’t.


  “Jared, are you all right?”


  He shook his head. “You…you’re so lovely like this.” He glanced down at his groin and said dryly, “It affects me.”



  A smile. A real, honest, sexy one. “I remember.” She tugged at the pretty peach one-piece pajama thing she’d put on. “And the sight of you…affected…affects me.”


  Oh, thank God. He crossed to her. “I want to kiss you.”


  “Opal fell asleep with her tablet on her lap. I covered her up, turned off the lights and shut the door.”


  “Is that a yes?”


  “It’s a yes.”


  Taking her hand, he led her into the family room. Once he sat on the couch, he tugged her onto his lap. Lifted her chin. And lowered his mouth to hers. Again, she opened willingly, easily and moved into him as close she could get. He angled his head for better access and banded his arms around her so she was fast against him.


  It wasn’t enough. He closed his hand over her breast. Oh. God. Jesus. Heaven. It had been so long. So very long. He massaged her, worked his way between the buttons, undid them, and cupped her bare, silky skin. Again she moaned. Easing back, he whispered, “Ana, love, I missed this.”


  “Me, too.” She covered his hand with hers to keep it there. “I love this.” She stared deeply into his eyes. “I love you.”


  Though she’d admitted she loved him, she hadn’t said the words out loud to him since they split up. Not since she found him and Valerie together. Ana. Valerie. Ana. Valerie. Shit. He’d yet to tell her what happened today.


  “I love you, too.” Fear filled him. “And we need to talk.”


  “Now?” she asked, her brows raised in a question.


  “Yes. Now. Before this goes further.”


  “All right.” She sat up. Buttoned her top. Her eyes were wary again.


  “I got an…”


  “Mommy! Daddy!” The scream came from upstairs, so loud it resounded to the back of the house. Both of them leaped to their feet and ran to the steps. Up them. They flew into Opal’s room. She was sitting in bed, her face flushed. Jared got to her first. “What is it, honey?”


  “I, um, I wet the bed.”


  Ana grasped on to his shoulder—to hold herself up, he guessed. “You haven’t wet the bed in years, sweetheart. Did you dream it?”


  “No! It’s all over me.”


  Jared pulled back the covers and found the lower half of her body and the sheets covered in fluid.


  “It’s okay, honey. You’re body’s been through a lot.” Jared’s voice was still hoarse with worry. “It’s out of sorts, not working properly.”


  Ana straightened. “Let me closer, Jared.” He moved aside. She picked up the top sheet. Sniffed. “This isn’t pee.”


  “What?”


  “Smell it.”


  “What is it, Mommy?” Now their daughter sounded even more scared.


  “Something to do with the surgery. I’ll be right back.” In only seconds she returned with a phone in her hand. “The patient’s name is Opal Creswell. She had surgery almost two weeks ago…Dr. Janson…No, I don’t want to talk to the PA on call. Contact Dr. Janson.”


  She gave Opal a reassuring look when she clicked off. “He’ll call to us. He’ll know what this is. Meanwhile, let’s get you cleaned up.”


  “Am I sick again?”


  Jared felt her forehead. “No fever. Does your tummy feel bad?”


  “No, but this is so gross.”


  “Do you feel weak?”


  “Uh-uh.”


  Jared and Ana exchanged glances. Their daughter did not seem ill.


  “Come on, honey.” Ana pulled off the soiled covers. “Get out of bed.”


  “I’ll carry her.”


  “Yuck, no. Let me walk to the bathroom.”


  “All right, I’ll change the bed.”


  As Jared stripped the sheets, all thoughts of Ana in his arms, of needing to tell her about Valerie, fled. He had to concentrate on his little girl and this latest development.


  
    oOo

  


  Ana’s heart began to thump in her chest when the phone rang. She and Opal had just returned from the bathroom.


  “Put it on speaker phone.” This from Opal, who sat next to her father on the mattress.


  “Oh, honey, maybe dad or I should talk with him first.”


  “No!”


  She set the phone on speaker. “The Creswells. Dr. Janson?”


  “Yes, Mrs. Creswell. What’s happening?”


  While she explained the situation, Jared held Opal’s hand, stone-faced. But a muscle pulsed in his jaw, telling her he was worried. When she finished the account of Opal’s incident, the doctor said, “Has the drain been working properly?”


  “At first it did. The last two days, no liquid has been released. Since she’s getting it out this week, we thought the draining phase was over.”


  “Then I know what this is. I’ve seen it before. More fluid from the surgery needed to drain and didn’t, so it leaked out all at once.”


  “Should I have known this? Reported it?”


  “I would have told you what I’m saying now. It’s not common for this to happen, but it isn’t rare, either.”


  “What should we do?”


  “Come into the office tomorrow at seven. I’ll check this out, probably remove the drain then. We can also test the kidney function for the first time.”


  When he clicked off, Ana’s knees threatened to buckle with relief. She stepped back to sit in the chair by Opal’s bed. Covered her face with her hands, trying to get composure.


  “Mommy?”


  She took in a deep breath and faced her daughter. “I’m relieved, baby. That’s all.”


  “Daddy?”


  “Me, too.” His normally ruddy complexion had gone pale. “This has been hard for you. And for us too, though not as much.”


  “Sorry.”


  “No, honey, don’t say that,” Jared told her. “None of this is your fault.” And why the hell hadn’t the doctor warned them of this possibility?


  She yawned. “I’m tired.”


  Jared patted the mattress. “We had the waterproof sheet on since you had the surgery, so the mattress was protected. You can get under the clean covers.”


  “I want to sleep with Mommy. And you.”


  She exchanged looks with Jared. “Okay, baby, anything you want.”


   


  Letter #8


   


  Damn it, Annie, something has to give here. Our life’s become a Shakespearean tragedy. We’re all a mess. Opal is acting out, you’re either morosely silent, or a bundle of nerves, and I’m not myself. I’m not liking who I’ve become, what I think about. Truthfully, being in this house is nearly intolerable. I want to spend all my time at school. Moreover, I can’t watch this happen to you. I’m guessing right now you hate even being together. I keep wondering how we got to this point.




   


  
    Chapter 9

  


   


  Jared hardly slept last night, though Ana had managed to get some z’s. He was glad. She had to go into work later this afternoon for a scholarship meeting she couldn’t miss. The three of them occupied an exam room with bright yellow walls, decorated with pictures of children’s books. Toys took up a corner. Opal stiffened when Dr. Janson came in.


  “So, Opal,” he said, washing his hands in the corner sink. “You had a bad night?”


  “It was icky.”


  “I imagine it was.” He crossed to her. “Here’s what we’re going to do. First, I’m going to check the drain and possibly remove it.”


  “Good. It’s icky, too.”


  “Then, we’ll take some blood. We’ll also do an ultrasound. We should have an accurate picture of how much the affected kidney is functioning at this point.”


  Usually, they collected urine, but since her other kidney was working properly, they wouldn’t know which one produced it.


  He turned to Jared and Ana. “You can stay with her.”


  Jared had been ready to fight him on that if he’d said anything different. But he was glad he didn’t have to. Right now, he was weaker than a kitten.


  Through the course of the morning, the drain was removed, and blood was drawn. Opal underwent an ultrasound, and then they waited. By eleven, they had results.


  Janson came back in. Jared almost wept at the expression on his face. “The ultrasound looks fine, and the levels of creatinine and nitrogen, as well as the filtration rate tell us that the kidney is at about an eight percent.”


  Opal’s eyes widened. “Is that all?” She reached for Jared’s hand. “Daddy?”


  “Sweetheart, that’s a positive thing. We were hoping for seven percent.”


  “It’s good enough, Opal,” Janson reassured her. “I’ll do another test in a few weeks. Maybe functionality will get up to ten percent, or even fifteen eventually, which is very possible with this kind of early result.”


  Jared glanced at Ana. She didn’t cry, but he could see the emotion on her face. Their baby was going to be all right.


  
    oOo

  


  When Donuta entered Ana’s house the day after the incident with Opal’s drain, the smell of coffee greeted her. Jared and his daughter were seated in front of the television, watching one of those shows with aliens and robots. Not her taste, but Donuta tried not to judge others’ viewing habits.


  Hearing someone in the kitchen, Jared looked back. “Matka?”


  It broke Donuta’s heart to hear him refer to her with the Polish name after all these years. She’d seen him only briefly and in public, where he did not call her anything.


  Opal started to bolt off the couch, and Jared held her back. “Not so fast. You’ve had a big day already.”


  Rolling her eyes, Opal slowly got up, picked her way to the kitchen and threw herself in Donuta’s arms. Donuta was glad to hold the girl because it soothed some of her worry.


  “Babka!”


  Donuta drew back. “So, what is this I hear about last night, kochanie?” Ana had phoned on her drive to work.


  “I’m so embarrassed.”


  “Ah. Well, no one saw but your parents. You know, your mother peed her pants once when she was older than you. The girls, they got laughing so hard at something Lukasz did, that it just happened.”


  Opal giggled. “I didn’t do that.”


  “I know. What happened was the result of the operation.”


  Jared had gotten up and come to the kitchen. His face was lined with fatigue. His shoulders slumped, and even his color was bad. “Hello, Donuta.”


  “Jared.”


  Just then, the doorbell rang. Opal said, “Stephanie’s bringing my work home. Can she stay, Dad?”


  “Sure, go up to your room and see if you have questions about any of it.” Just as she left, he added, “I can drive her home when she’s ready.”


  “Don’t leave before I see you, Babka.”


  When Opal was gone, he said, “Can I make you tea?”


  “Let me make some for us both. And I am able to drive Opal’s friend home.” She studied him. “You are exhausted.”


  “Neither Ana or I got much sleep last night. She left for the office after lunch.”


  “She works very hard.”


  “She was meeting with the scholarship committee. She couldn’t miss that.”


  “Hmm.” Donuta busied herself with the tea. “I brought dinner.”


  “Great. Opal and I were in a daze most of the day. We had toasted cheese sandwiches for lunch. I hadn’t even thought about food for tonight.”


  Donuta poured hot water into the cups, over tea bags, and brought them to the table. The scent of sandalwood wafted up from them. “Would you like to rest, Jared? I came over to help, not to be entertained.”


  “No, thanks. I’m tired but I know I won’t sleep.”


  “Then you and I will talk.”


  His dark brows furrowed, and his gaze become wary. No wonder. He’d been an outcast in the family, believing no one wished him well. “Do not be concerned. It is good, what I have to say.”


  He nodded.


  “How is my girl?”


  “Tired. She isn’t resting well, either. We were just starting to get our sea legs when last night happened. It was terrifying.”


  An old pain formed in Donuta’s heart. “I worried about every cold, scrape or sneeze from my Sofia. Sometimes, I still do.”


  “It’s different after something critical like this happens, isn’t it? Before, worrying about your child is an amorphous concern. Now it’s specific. More real.”


  This was a man who felt deeply, which was another reason she had never understood what had occurred between him and her daughter. She was not going to mince words, but she would not pry, either. “Are you and Ana getting along?”


  “Yes. I’m glad she let me stay at the house.”


  “I am surprised you are still here.”


  “Good thing I was. She’d have had to deal with last night alone.”


  “This is true.” Donuta considered her options. “Jared, something has changed between you and Ana. I have seen you together so much lately, and I know this. I am not here to ask you about it. I truly wanted to see if Opal was all right. And to bring dinner.”



  “But as long as you have me alone, you want to tell me not to hurt her again.”


  “I believe that you will not. I was always very sorry your marriage ended. It hurt our whole family. But if you can find a way to be together again, you have my blessing.”


  Jared’s jaw dropped. At first he said nothing, then, “Since you’re being honest, Donuta, I will be, too. I’ve asked Ana for a second chance, and we’re trying to see if there’s room for one between us. After all that’s happened.”


  She liked his honesty. “I am very glad to hear that, dźwięk.” Hmm, apparently she still saw him as her son.


  
    oOo

  


  President Atkins said, “Come in, Ana,” when she knocked on the door to his office, which was ajar. He stood, circled around his desk and waited by a small conference table off to the side.


  It was cool up here, so she wrapped the gray cardigan sweater she wore tighter around her as she stepped farther into the room. The large, opulent space was filled with dark wood wainscot, furniture and Persian rugs. John Atkins was old school and Ana liked him. “You wanted to see me?”


  “Yes. Sit.” He joined her. He was meticulously dressed in a tailored wool suit, the kind Jared favored. “First tell me how Opal is.”


  Sighing, she dropped down onto a chair and tried not to show her fatigue. “We had a scare last night. We thought something might be wrong with her kidney, but it wasn’t. Actually, it moved up tests. Early this morning, we went to the city to meet with the doctor. Her kidney function is enough to rely on in case something happens to the other one.”



  John’s expression turned soft, though Ana had seen him toe a hard line on recalcitrant students. “Ana, I’m so glad. But why on earth did you come in today?”


  “This is a terrible time of year to miss work. I took nine days off for Opal’s surgery and recovery. There’s a scholarship meeting today that I can’t miss.”


  “In any case, I’m glad your daughter’s all right.”


  “Did you need something from me?”


  He glanced down at a paper in front of him. His lips thinned, telling her whatever he held was not good news. “Yes, but maybe this can wait.”


  “I’m okay, John.” She gestured to the paper. “What’s that?”


  “The list of graduate students for the next school year. The subcommittee finalized it.”


  “I heard.”


  “They were notified last week when you were out.”


  “How many were accepted?”


  “Ten. Enough for a small class for each course.”


  “The program will be a solid addition to our college. You know how much I was in favor of it. I helped design it, after all.”


  He handed the paper to her. “Check the names of who’s been offered admission.”


  “Are some graduates of Mount Mary?”


  “Yes.”


  Ana looked down. First on the alphabetical list was “Ashford, Valerie. English Education.” She gripped the sheet, wrinkling it. Her mind raced for how to fake delight, or show no reaction. Could she do it with her inner reserves drained by the past few weeks?


  “You don’t have to pretend with me, Ana.” John’s voice was full of concern. For her? “I know about Jared and Ms. Ashford.”


  She stilled. Oh, my God! “H—” She cleared her throat. “How do you know?”



  “Jared came to me at the end of the summer. He told me he couldn’t live with the Sword of Damocles over his head for the rest of his career at Mount Mary, and that it wasn’t his style anyway to lie and cheat. He informed me of the affair, and that you and he were getting divorced.”


  Dear God, she was going to have to talk about this? About something she’d refused to discuss with anyone but her husband? “Jared would do that.”


  “Your family had been through so much. Jared had some of the life crushed out of him when your brothers-in-law were killed. I decided not to take any action. I’m not sure I even could. The woman had been his student, but I understand the affair didn’t start until after she graduated.”


  “Yes,” she barely got out. “I understood that, too.” She still struggled with the similarities of what had happened with her and Jared getting together after she finished school, and then he did it with another woman.


  “I made a judgment call for a man I like and respect. And for a family I admire. I don’t regret that. What I do regret is that Ms. Ashford was accepted back into our Mount Mary family. Did you know about it?”


  “No.”


  “Does Jared?”


  “He hasn’t said anything to me if he does.”


  “I left the final decision to the committee before I went on a holiday. Had I seen her status before letters were sent out, I would have tried to block her acceptance.”


  “That’s kind of you, John.”


  “Now you’ll have to deal with this.”


  She raised her chin in an effort of such false bravado it was laughable. “I will. I’m an adult. I can handle this.”



  “Thank you for being gracious about the situation. For not demanding we try to retract the acceptance.”


  “That’s not my style.” She shrugged. “I wish it hadn’t happened, and I hope I don’t have contact with her, but it is what it is.” She stood and he did, too. “Thank you for alerting me. Alerting us. We won’t let you down.”


  “I know you won’t. If there’s anything else I can do…”


  “I’m fine.”


  With her head held high, Ana walked out of his office. In the hall, her body began to tremble. Luckily, she made it to the ladies’ room without breaking down. Once there, she collapsed onto a small couch in a sitting area and took in deep breaths. What was she going to do now? Remembered pain assaulted her. Crippled her, as it had then.


  Covering her face with her hands, her mind spun her back to years ago. Things were impossibly tense between her and Jared…


  Ana waited until Opal went to school, then she said, “We have to talk.”


  Still despondent over the guys’ deaths and Ana’s inability to respond to him, he snapped, “I have a class.”


  “Not till later.” The college was in summer session and he’d purposely set up his classes at a decent hour.


  “I’ve got preparation to do for it. Don’t you have meetings today?”


  “In a few hours. Jared, this isn’t working between us. We’re frayed to our nerve endings.”


  He slammed his briefcase on the table. “I told you what we should do. Go to therapy. It might help.”


  “I can’t tell this to my sisters. How can I confess it to a stranger?”


  “Sweetheart, listen to yourself. There’s nothing to confess. It’s a condition that afflicts, I might add, a lot of men! They go to seek help when they can’t get it up.”


  “Or take a pill.”


  “A temporary solution. Look, I’ll find the right person. Make the appointment. You just have to show up.”


  “I can’t…”


  He stalked out of the house, shut the door hard and tore out of the driveway. Ana cried all morning. What was wrong with her? Why wouldn’t she seek help? She could start by telling one of her sisters the truth, then she could go to therapy with Jared. She’d pick Magdalena who understood everything. Or Sofia who had such powers of insight into human nature.


  Feeling more positive after her catharsis, Ana showered, put on a peach sundress and strappy sandals and headed over to the school. There was time to see Jared before his class. Her steps were lighter as she made her way to his office.


  Hmm. The door was closed. Maybe he was in a meeting. She went to take a peek through the blinds on the window and found them closed tight. He could be working. She knocked.


  From inside she heard a low murmur of voices. He hadn’t said he had an appointment. Something niggled at her. So she knocked again. More voices. Now she was getting worried.


  “Jared, it’s me, Ana. I know you’re meeting with someone, but I need to see you for a moment.” He’d be happy about her decision and wouldn’t mind the interruption.


  More waiting. She was just about to knock a third time when the door opened, but only a foot. He didn’t look any different than he had when he’d left two hours ago. Yet he did. His hair, too long now, was messy. Okay, there was a bit of a wind outside. His cheeks were red. “Hi.” His voice was gravelly. Like it got after sex. Jared. Sex. Jared. Sex. Oh, my God.


  Without saying more, she pushed open the door. Because her action surprised him, she managed to get a full view of the room. Once again, nothing appeared out of place. A woman sat in a chair in front of his desk, her back to them. Ana scanned the room. The outside blinds were closed, too. And a blanket she’d bought for the couch was bunched up on the floor.


  And she knew.


  “Jared?”


  “Honey, let’s go somewhere and talk.”


  “Tell me this isn’t what it looks like.”


  He said nothing. The woman—the woman she’d learn was Valerie Ashford—remained silent, faceless.


  “Jared. Tell me!”


  Finally, he said simply, “I can’t tell you that, Ana. I’m so sorry.”


  She stumbled away and raced down the hall. He called after her but she reached the stairway and flung open the door. He was right behind her as she started down.


  “Ana, wait.”


  She kept going. So did he.


  And then she tripped. Tumbled down several steps until she hit the landing. From the floor, she looked up at him, her lip bleeding, her foot twisted. It was then she realized their marriage was over…


  Straightening now, Ana stood and went to the sink to throw cold water on her face. Staring into the mirror, she took a hard look at herself. Was she still the vulnerable woman who’d lain broken and bleeding, physically and emotionally, as she had been back then? Had she learned anything in the past two long and lonely years? Was she going to succumb to the guilt and anger and shock again, which was her reaction to his affair? Or was she going to woman up and deal with this better?


  
    oOo

  


  Letter #9


   


  Dearest Ana,


  Words can’t express how bad I feel for what happened two days ago. I hate living in a hotel away from you, you won’t accept my calls and you refuse to talk to me at work, threatening a scene. I’m so sorry. I was weak, stupid, piggish. I know the pain I’ve caused you is deep and slicing. I know that this comes at a horrible time, because the guys’ deaths are still so raw, even after a year. And I won’t rationalize what I did. The only thing I will say about it are these two things: this is not your fault. None of your issues caused my betrayal. And second, I still love you. I loved you through it all. Please, give me a second chance.


  
    oOo

  


  “Did Mom call again?” Opal asked as she pulled back the covers and climbed into bed.


  “No. I told you that her scholarship meeting was going to go into the night, with dinner.”


  “Okay. I’m tired. Mom probably is, too.”


  “Yeah. I plan to lie down until she gets home.”


  Opal looked at the clock. “It’s only eight.”


  He smiled. “Baby, you can hardly keep your eyes open. Neither can I.”


  “Yeah. Will that go away, Dad?”


  “Give it time, Opalinski. You were pretty sick. And you had a huge day. You’ll get your stamina back soon.”


  “Tell Mom to come and kiss me, even if I’m asleep,” she said, sliding down into the covers.


  “You got it, baby.”


  He was on his way to the spare room, but bypassed hers, no damn it, theirs. Deciding to wait for her in there, he stretched out on the bed and stared at the space that had been the site of so much intimacy and connection on the rawest level, as well as the site of the worst possible kind of schism. For the hundredth time, he wondered if he’d been a little more patient, and not such a weak jerk—aka like Arthur Dimmesdale—he might have been able to work them out of the abyss they’d fallen into.


  But he hadn’t been that man. Was he today? He thought of Valerie’s note, which he hadn’t told Ana about. Or responded to. He’d tried to but couldn’t find the words during the hectic morning. Shit. Why did this have to happen now?


  His eyes closed and he waited for his wife.




   


  
    Chapter 10

  


   


  “Why are you whispering?” Opal smiled up at Ana, who’d gone in to wake her for school. Lying in bed, her eyes sleepy, she looked so young and vulnerable, like she used to when she was a baby in the crib.


  “Because Dad’s not up yet. He’s worn out.”


  Ana had come home at ten. Both he and Opal were sound asleep. Instead of waking Jared, she’d changed into pajamas, lay down beside him and covered them. She’d awoken with his arms wrapped around her. It had felt so good she strengthened her resolve.


  “Fix me pancakes?”


  “Sure. Get cleaned up and dressed.”


  “You okay, Mom?” Opal asked when she came down in jeans and a sweatshirt from Sofia’s yoga studio.


  “I am. You’re healthy, which is the most important thing right now.” This was a conclusion she’d come to yesterday.


  “Yeah, we had great news.”


  Some of it, Ana thought.


  They made small talk while Ana cooked, and ate the blueberry pancakes she prepared.


  Opal finished her stack and pushed her plate away. “Remember, Stephanie’s mother is picking me up this morning.”


  “Yes, I remember.” She pulled her robe tighter around her. Ana was going to stay home and talk to Jared.



  After bidding her daughter good-bye, and since she planned to go in late again, Ana went to call up her email on her phone. But her cell was dead. Opal took her tablet to school, and the house computer was in her bedroom. Maybe she’d just use Jared’s phone or computer to check in at work.


  In the den, she sat down at the desk he’d been using. Once the room had been his, and the fact that his books and papers were spread across the surface, his glasses on top of them, felt right. He’d left the machine on all night. Hmm. He must have forgotten to turn it off and fallen asleep. She took a cursory glance at the screen. His email was up.


  Ana froze. A name she hadn’t seen in years appeared for the second time in two days. Valerie Ashford. His lover had sent Jared an email.


  Did you know about it? John had asked.


  No.


  Does Jared?


  He hasn’t said anything to me if he does.


  But he did know. And he hadn’t told Ana. She checked the date on the incoming message. Yesterday.


  Her mind went back to their encounter last night. He’d stopped kissing her, touching her. We have to talk. And then, “I got an…”


  She breathed a little easier. Okay, he’d probably planned to tell her. But could she be sure? She’d ask him. This time, she wasn’t going off on an emotional rampage. But she also couldn’t turn a blind eye. So she read the email. And came to the last paragraph.


  But know above and beyond those reasons, it seems like the time to face you again. I love you, Jared, I have for the two years we’ve been apart. Nothing has changed for me. Would I like to pick up where we left off? Of course. I’ll contact you when I reach campus for summer orientation.


  Ana took in a deep breath. Valerie had been against the split. And she wanted him back. She loved him. She…


  “I was going to tell you last night.” The deep rumble of Jared’s voice came from behind her. “But then the scare with Opal happened.”


  She swiveled around. Her entire body reacted to the sight of him, sleep rumpled, rough beard, his pajama bottoms snug at the waist. He was bare chested.


  “I see,” she finally managed to say.


  He watched her. “Tell me, Ana, are you going to react like you did before?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You kicked me out when you found out about the affair.”


  “Excuse me? Are you going to have an affair with Valerie Ashford when she gets back to town?”


  “Of course I’m not. But I want to know if this time you’re going to fight for us.”


  His tone was disconcerting. “Are you saying I should have fought for our marriage last time?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “And you’re mad that I didn’t?”


  “Of course I am. We had issues other than the affair.”


  “Issues you solved by screwing someone else. Who, I imagine, could respond appropriately.”


  His eyes burned. God, was he right?


  She was out of her depth here. Her initial reaction was fury that Jared was angry about her response to his adultery the last time. Though she knew in her heart he suffered terrible guilt. But she bit her tongue. Whenever she thought about the horror of that year, she felt ill. Like right now. Her hand went to her stomach. “I-I don’t want to say the wrong thing.”


  He softened immediately. Coming inside, he reached the chair and knelt before her. “I’m sorry I’ve upset you. I’m not sure where all that came from. I thought I’d dealt with it.” He nodded to the computer. “But the email resurrected a lot for me as well as you.”


  “Obviously.” She couldn’t believe her voice was so even when her insides were churning like a washing machine on spin cycle.


  He grasped her hands. She let him. “Ana, we have a lot to fight for. We were on our way to making love last night. You responded just fine.”


  “I know that. But how can I trust what’s between us? This probably would have come up without the email, but what if last night was a fluke? Or what if Valerie coming back ruins everything? Jared, I’m not sure I can endure losing you again. And I won’t put Opal through that.”


  “Damn it, Ana. Don’t do this again. Don’t push me away because you’re afraid. And hurt. I’m afraid. And hurt, too. We’ll conquer this together.”


  She wanted that so badly. “I need some time to think. Some time away from you.”


  “No, that’s the worst thing we should do. We need to be together.”


  “I can’t do that right now, Jared, I’m sorry.”



  He rose quickly. Looking down at her, he shook his head. “I can’t believe this.” He walked out of the room, his head down, his shoulders slumped.


  Ana just sat there and stared after him.


  
    oOo

  


  At the end of her morning class, Sofia was overcome by an ominous feeling. Something was wrong somewhere. So when the students exited, she turned off all the lights in the studio, sat in lotus position and tried to meditate. She had to get rid of the negative vibes. After a half hour, they had not dissipated. So she tried to be analytical. Most likely, her feelings concerned Opal. What was the day they were going to get her kidney checked for function? Sofia didn’t know. Mentally she reviewed her schedule. She had a session after lunch. She checked her watch. Ten a.m. She could call Ana and just check this out. But she wouldn’t.


  In the office, she found the teacher who had a ten-thirty session. “Joni, I have to go out. I hope to be back for my class after lunch but if I’m not, could you possibly cover it?”


  “Yes, I’m free all day. Let me know. Do what you have to do.”


  Sofia took the back stairs up to her apartment. As calmly as she could, she dressed in warm slacks and a sweater, slipped on boots and a heavy coat and was in her car driving to Brooklyn in five minutes. She did manage to blank her mind and calm her stomach until she got there, was in the elevator and on Ana’s floor. Then the worry returned. From the entrance to the admissions suite, she saw Ana’s door was open. Please, universe, don’t let her be out. Damn, Sofia should have called.



  Just then, though, she caught sight of Ana coming down the hall. Her whole body shouted tension, and her face was pale, etched with worry. “Sofia?” Ana’s voice was hoarse. And tears formed in her eyes.


  Sofia grasped her arm.


  “It’s not Opal,” Ana whispered.


  “Thank God.”


  Leading her sister back into her office, Sofia closed the door, and Ana collapsed into her arms. “Go ahead and cry. I’m here.”


  When she’d gotten the emotion out, Ana pulled back. “How did you know something was wrong?”


  “I’m not sure. I just knew. I came right over.”


  They sat on Ana’s couch.


  “Honey, you can tell me anything and I won’t judge.”


  “You don’t have a judgmental bone in your body. Or a nasty one. You’re so good, Sof.”


  “Then I want to know.”


  “Know what?”


  “Everything you’ve been keeping from the family.”


  “Do you have all day?”


  “If necessary.”


  Ana scrubbed her face.


  “Ana, please. Let me help you. You’ve taken care of me all my life. Let me be here for you on this. And I swear it’ll be confidential.”


  “It’s not that.”


  “What is it then?”


  “I—” She looked away. “I’m embarrassed. And ashamed. And today, I’m angry.”


  “Then use that anger to tell me what’s happened to you.”


  “All right.” She sat back against the pillows. “I have to start right after the guys died.”


  “You stayed with us for three months.”


  “I did and it caused problems in my marriage.”


  Though Sofia would be surprised if it was true, she asked anyway. “Couldn’t Jared handle you being with your family?”


  “No, he could handle that. But he was hurting, too, Sof. Donnie and Peter were his best friends.”


  “I’m not sure any of us were sensitive to that.”


  “I should have been. Instead, I pushed him away, I abandoned him, basically.”


  “He could have let you know what was happening. Tried to stop it.”


  “He did. He wanted to talk about it. He wrote me letters all our lives together, even more during that time. Begging, really, to let him share in the grief with me. I didn’t.”


  “Why?”


  “I fell back into the surrogate-mother role. The one that was comfortable.”


  “We usually revert to what’s comfortable in crises.”


  “You did. You went into yourself again.”


  “I know. What happened when you went back home?”


  “Instead of getting better, things got worse.” She explained in halting sentences their inability to get close. “We took things slow, but eventually, when we tried to be intimate, I couldn’t respond.”


  “Oh, Ana, I’m so sorry. But surely you read things about how the libido is affected by grief.”


  “Yes. But it went on for months.”


  “Did you get help?”


  “I couldn’t tell this to my family. How could I tell a stranger?”


  “In some ways, sweetie, that’s easier.”


  “So, eventually, Jared found someone else.”


  “Is that what he said about his affair?” Sofia thought the man had more honor than that. “If so, he’s a horrible person to blame that on you.”


  “No, he never blamed me. He said he was weak, imperfect and made a mistake.”


  That was better. “Where do things stand now?”


  She explained about Valerie Ashford’s email. Jared not telling her. Finding it on his server.


  “And this morning, he got mad. Last night, before Opal woke up, we were on our way to some pretty hot lovemaking.”


  “Hold on. Back up. I thought—”


  “Apparently, I might be getting over this malady.”


  A ray of happiness peeked into the grim atmosphere of the office. “That’s great news. So why is he mad?”


  “I’m not sure. Maybe he believes I’m going to give up on us again.”


  “Is that what you did last time?”


  “I guess I did.”


  “And now?”


  “I’m confused. About what’s happened between us these past few weeks. About this Ashford woman coming back into our lives.”


  “Well, then, let’s talk about those things.”


  
    oOo

  


  Jared went out running as soon he could control his anger. He had a favorite route here in the neighborhood he and Ana had chosen to raise their children in, and he took to it. Dressed in thick fleece sweatpants and a hooded sweatshirt, under which he word thermal undies, he braved the five-degree weather.


  His lungs began to hurt from the cold a few minutes in. But he had to escape the house where his hopes and dreams were going into free fall—today, as they had when Ana had thrown him out.


  For the hundredth time, he wished Ana could be stronger. She was about to let the old pain bring on new pain, and he couldn’t do anything about it. Didn’t she know they were at a place in the woods, al la Robert Frost’s two paths, and they needed to take the right road. How could he convince her? Five more minutes, and he had to stop. His lungs burned. So he slowed to a walk and had a talk with himself.


  “What do you know to be true, Jared?”


  That she was mad about the email.


  “No, you don’t know that she’s mad. She’s upset.”


  Jesus, he was playing semantics with himself. Well, it was important to be precise.


  She’d forgotten her fears and anxieties last night and responded to him like a loving wife, a sexy woman, the one she had been. If only Opal hadn’t had the problem with her drain.


  “That’s good news.”


  But this morning, when he’d come downstairs and saw the doubt on her face, he’d gotten angry.


  He hadn’t gotten angry last time. He’d taken the punishment she’d doled out without objection or defense of his actions. He asked her why she had given up on him so easily, but in truth, he’d given up on her, on them, too. He stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. Jared always knew he’d been the one in the wrong in this whole situation, but he’d not realized how in many ways he’d taken such a detrimental path. Fuck, what was he going to do now?


  
    oOo

  


  “Thanks for seeing me today, Brie.”


  The woman smiled over at Ana. “I’d do anything for your sister and, by extension, you.” She picked up the coffee cup at the restaurant where they’d met at four o’clock. “Besides, I told you I was working in a house not far from here.”


  “Still, I appreciate it.”


  Reaching over, Brie squeezed Ana’s hand. “Your family has had so much tragedy, Ana. We’ve all suffered for CJ.”


  “Thanks for the sympathy.”


  Brie waited.


  Finally, Ana began. “I know what happened to you. You had a traumatic incident to deal with, too.”


  “Did something like that happen to you?”



  “No. Hell, I’ll just say it out right. I’ve had some personal problems. My husband and I divorced a year after the guys died. He wanted me to get some counseling then, and I couldn’t. I still don’t seem to be able to make the call.”


  “CJ gave you the name and number of the woman I saw, right? It was a while ago.”


  “Yes, and I can’t tell you how many times I tried to phone her. I need advice on how to get myself to take that step. How did you?”


  Brie shook her head, probably remembering a difficult time. “My problems affected my marriage, my kids, my ability to do my job. I got counseling because I wanted my life back the way it was, and no one was going to engineer that but me. I found the strength to do it.”


  “I’m not sure if I’m as strong as you.”


  An unladylike snort from Brie. “Is this the woman who took care of a baby right by her mother’s side, when she was a child herself? Who orchestrated dinners and bedtimes for the older kids? Who also delayed going to college to take care of her younger sisters during a scary marrow transplant? CJ says she was never half as strong and self-sacrificing as you were.”


  “Caterina jumps in front of bullets to save people, Brie.”


  “I think you’ve taken as many emotional hits as she has physical ones. Summon that woman, Ana, the one CJ believes in. Make what I know will be a good choice for you.”


  “I want to, Brie. I really do.”


  She gave Ana an encouraging smile. “I could call Carolyn Adams right now. I promise you, it’s the right move.”


  Ana longed to be the woman Brie knew her to be through CJ. Then, hell! “All right, call her and we’ll get an appointment as soon as she can fit me in.”


  
    oOo

  


  Jared looked out the window. It was dark early in March and he sat somberly in the family room waiting for Ana to return from work. He’d texted her around noon, after his run.


  I’m sorry I was angry this morning. We need to talk more tonight, so when Sofia stopped by around dinnertime and asked if she could take Opal overnight, I agreed. They’re going to celebrate her all-clear from the doctor. Please come home as early as you can.


  She’d texted back, I have an appointment at four. I’ll be home afterwards. I’m sorry, too. But at five, she’d sent another. One more thing to do. You’ll be happy about all this.


  Well, that was something. He decided to wait for her in their bedroom again. Though he wanted to talk this out, he’d be patient, even having no idea where she was now.


  
    oOo

  


  The house in the Bronx was small. It had taken Ana about an hour to drive here because after she’d left Brie, she’d had to go back to the college to get the address. Illegally, of course, but as the saying went, desperate times called for desperate measures.



  She made her way from the curb to the sidewalk and up to the porch. Wanting to turn tail and run into the safety of old pain, she forced herself to ring the bell.


  After two more tries, the outside light went on and the door opened. A slender woman with short dark hair said, “Hello. Can I—oh!”


  “Hello, Valerie. I’m Ana Creswell.”


  At least, she had the grace to look embarrassed. “I know who you are.”


  “And obviously, I know who you are, too. Can I come in or do you want to have this conversation in the doorway?”


  “Something tells me I don’t want to have it at all.”


  “That’s not an option.” Ana hoped her voice didn’t waver.


  “Come inside, then.”


  Ana stepped into the small foyer, off which was a living room. She could see a tiny dining room adjacent to it, both with two little windows.


  The other woman asked, “Would you like to give me your coat and sit down?”


  Taking off her scarf, Ana shook her head, letting her hair cascade around her. “I won’t be here that long. I have something to tell you, and I wanted to say it to your face.”


  “All right. It’s nothing I don’t deserve, I suppose.”


  “You had an affair with my husband. I’m not solely blaming you, though my feminist instincts make me wonder how a woman could do that to another woman, especially since everyone knew what our family was going through.”


  Valerie paled.


  “I’m here to tell you I read your latest email to Jared. It’s true. We haven’t gotten back together. Yet. But we’re going to. Even if you come back to our college.”


  Valerie’s shoulders stiffened. “It’s my college, too.”


  “That’s correct, and I have no right to ask you not to enter our graduate program, which I helped design, by the way. Go ahead. Get another degree at Mount Mary. But you can’t have Jared. He doesn’t love you. He loves me. And this time, I’m going to keep him.”


  With that, Ana turned and strode out of the house. Her hands were trembling, and her heart galloped in her chest. Making her way to the curb, she got in her car and took deep breaths. After several seconds, one emotion clawed its way from what was swirling inside her to the surface.


  Pride.


  
    oOo

  


  He was slow to come around. Someone shook him. Muffled sounds. Then, “Jared, it’s me, Ana.” Opening his eyes, he saw his wife bending over him. “Hello, love.”


  Her hair was loose around her. She’d had it up for work today. His gaze dropped. She wore a satiny, deep pink robe, not the clothes she’d put on this morning. “Ana?”


  “Shh,” she said pressing her fingers to his mouth. “No talk. Make me feel again, Jared.” Tugging him up, she pulled his T-shirt over his head. “Slip out of your shorts.”


  “Are you…”


  “Shh.”


  So he did as she asked.


  Soon, he was naked on the bed. Already, his erection pumped hard in his groin. He knew there were a thousand things to say at this point—was she sure? was it really time?—but he let her take the lead.


  She did. She stood and unbelted the robe. The shiny material fell to her feet, revealing the silky skin she’d bared. She let him study her. Her body was different, he noticed. More rounded than when he’d last seen it, when she’d been so thin it had concerned him. Her breasts seemed fuller. She was all woman, and he longed so much to please her, to cement them together with good sex. The yearning was so strong he couldn’t speak, even if she’d let him.


  She put one knee on the bed, then another, and stretched out by his side. He watched her as she ran her fingers across his chest, stopped briefly at his nipples, rubbing her palm there. A moan escaped his lips. She went lower. But before she reached his groin, she leaned over and kissed him. The kiss was hard and wet and sloppy. His hand cradled her neck to hold her there. Her fingers went lower, lower, lower, and she closed her fist over him.


  Afraid he might go off, he gripped her wrist. She drew back and must have seen the reason in his eyes, because she moved away from his hardness and brought his hand to her breast. She watched as he cupped first one, then the next. Massaged. Then he sat up so he could suckle her. She used to love this and he loved doing it to her.


  Apparently, she still did. She moaned, then moved restlessly on the mattress, her head falling back. Ah, good. He went on instinct, not on calculation as he lay her back and leaned his body over her. He took his time relearning the softness of her curves, the give of her skin. She shivered when he touched her. Light. Hard. Easy. Fast. When his hand moved between her thighs, she splayed them as if it was a natural, automatic reaction. Parting the folds of the skin at her core, he felt the wetness, and he wanted to weep with thanksgiving. He pressed there with his palm and she jerked up a bit. Slower, he circled her once, twice.


  Then she grasped his arm. “Wait.”


  Oh, God, no, please.


  She tugged him down and scissored her legs. Said simply, “Like this.”


  He didn’t hesitate. Mirroring her position, he eased into her. The sensation was so intense he sucked in a breath. He felt her tightness, her readiness, the automatic clench of her muscles around him.


  He began to move, praying to a God he’d lost faith in, that he’d last, that she’d orgasm and his universe would be righted. In out, in out, and then he felt her spasms. He went faster and vowed to remain conscious of what he was doing so she could go first.


  She did. Her body tightened, more and more and then more, and he began to thrust. Just when he knew he was about to explode, she cried out his name as she reached the pleasure that they’d been so cruelly robbed of.


  And he joined her.


  
    oOo

  


  Ana clung to him. She buried her nose in his chest as he cocooned her in a full-body embrace. She said a prayer in gratefulness for what had happened tonight. And regretted the years they’d missed together. He kissed her head.


  She burrowed deeper. It took a few moments before she noticed something. His body was shaking. She drew just inches away from him and opened her eyes. Tears coursed down his cheeks. Hurt rumbled in his chest. She pulled him to her. Met her cheek with his. As if she’d given him permission, he collapsed on her and began to sob out all the pain and anger of the past few years.


  She didn’t know how much later she felt covers being pulled up. Her head was eased onto a pillow. He lay back. And then the world went away.


  
    oOo

  


  They awoke together. Dawn hadn’t come yet, but something tugged them to consciousness. She looked up at him.


  “Ana, sweetheart,” he said. “Last night…”


  “We made blissful love.”


  His chuckle was male, his beard already scratchy. “I remember. You came to me. Why?”


  “Because I took to heart what you said. And I decided I should have fought for you, for us, when we split. I couldn’t see it then.”


  “Why today?”


  “I had an interesting afternoon.” She told him about Sofia.


  “Of course, she’d understand. All of them would.”


  “I realize that now. Again, I was so mired in grief and guilt, my mind was muddled.”


  She explained about her meeting with Brie O’Neil. “She called the counselor, and I made an appointment for you and me to see her. We need to heal.”


  “I feel pretty damned healed now. But I agree. We should see someone professionally.”


  She bit her lip.


  “What is it?”


  “I also did something you probably won’t like.”


  “Nothing would matter after this, sweetheart.”


  “I went to see Valerie Ashford.”


  His brows skyrocketed. “I never expected that.”


  “After I read her note to you, I decided somebody had to set her straight.”


  “I would have done that in an email last night, but I was so tired, I fell asleep early.”


  “No need now. She’s not going to take you away from me again, love.”


  He leaned over and captured her gaze. “She never did, Ana. Not in the way that counts.”


  “Not in any way, Jared.”


  A smile spread across his face. “So, is that what brought last night on? Hope?”


  “Yes. I want to get back together. While we get counseling. While we mend the tears in our relationship.”


  Moisture welled in his eyes again. “I can’t…” His words trailed off.


  “You still want to, don’t you?”


  “More than anything.”


  “Then, let’s try.”


  His hand did a lazy tour of her torso. “Getting back together?”


  “Uh-huh.” She took his palm and brought it below her waist. “This, too.”


  “Not afraid anymore? Of us together?”


  “No, because even if last night was a fluke, which I don’t think it was, we’re staying together.” She cradled his jaw. “ Kocham ciebie, Jared.”


  “Kocham ciebie, sweetheart.”


  Five minutes later, after his hand did its thing, he grinned again. “Ana?”



  “What?” she said somewhat impatiently.


  “It wasn’t a fluke.”


  She laughed followed by a moan. “N-no, I guess it wasn’t.”


   


  Letter #10


   


  Dearest Annie,


   


  Thank you for marrying me today. I’m the happiest man in the world. I know you were concerned that it was a shotgun wedding—at our age!—and about what we’re going to tell Opal, but you’re only a few weeks along, and no one ever has to know. That’s a secret we should keep. You looked lovely in that lacy dress with those peekaboo holes in the back. It distracted me from reciting the vows we worked on together: to always be honest with each other, to get help when we need it, to never forget those excruciating years we were apart. I’m glad your family could be there, too. Even though Lizzie was cold, the others were as warm as they used to be. And your mother doted on me. I so love your family. I love you more than anything (except Opal) in the world and I’m never, ever going to let you down again.


   


  Do nas razam, zawsze, darling. To us together, forever—the four of us.


   


  
    -oOo-
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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.

      
    

  


  
    
      	
        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.

      
    

  


  
    
      	
        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.

      
    

  


  
    
      	
        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?
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  Continue reading for some exciting excerpts from related stories:


  Click here for a look at Sofia’s story, HANDLE WITH CARE.


  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!


   




   


  
    Author’s Note:

  


   


  Marriage is tough. Life can fall apart after a tragedy. Forgiveness best serves all those involved. These are the themes of THE WAY WE WERE. When I first decided to tell the Ludzecky girls’ stories, I outlined each sister’s situation, deciding what happened to them after the Pettrone brothers died, how they were or were not moving on, and what their relationships would be with the heroes.


   


  I thought Ana’s situation was going to be particularly difficult to deal with. I even put her book of until number four so I could get to know her better. Writing about adultery is also chancy with audiences. Having a hero who is hard to defend is a problem. Because of those things, the story was bound to be depressing.


   


  I was pleasantly surprised to have had such an easy time with the book. I knew Ana well, understood her psyche and felt bad for her situation after she returned home. (No, I don’t think she should have left Jared and Opal for months, but she did!) And I loved Jared right away, despite his flaws. Boy, did he suffer for his mistakes. But he’s so willing to take responsibility for his actions, is such a good father and truly loves his wife. How could you not root for him?


   


  Despite all of the above, I hope you enjoyed Ana and Jared’s story as much as I enjoyed writing it.


   


  Stay tuned for book five, with the lovely Sofia at its center.


   


  A side note: I really had fun with the teaching angle of this book. As you might know, I taught high school for decades, and was able to portray my philosophy on teaching English to students.
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    Handle With Care

  


   


  Late February


   


  Sofia calmed herself with rhythmic breathing and stared out the window of Eastside High School faculty lounge at the snow. Most people hated the weather at this time of year, but not her. She treasured every season’s dawn and end. When she was only sixteen, she hadn’t thought she’d experience very many of them again.


  From behind, she heard, “Sofia?”


  Max walker had returned. She’d come to the high school for a meeting with him and the vice principal and encountered a fight he’d just broken up in the hall. Since they had to wait for the VP to deal with the kids, Max escorted her to the teacher’s cafeteria and detoured to get her tea. The respite from his presence had allowed her to even out her reaction to him. Now he was back.


  She turned and saw him there, this big jock who was intimidating, probably, to most people. She herself was thrown by the impact of his size and machismo in, well, a feminine way. She nodded to the cup of steaming water he set down. “Thanks.”


  They sat and she fished some herbal tea out of her purse.


  “Always carry that?” he asked, extending out his legs as if his body required special accommodation most people didn’t need.


  She, for example, perched on the chair, straight up, spine long, neck relaxed. “I do. I have to be careful of what I eat.”


  He tried to stifle the snort. “No garbage plates for you, huh?”


  At the mention of the fat filled, bad-for-your-arteries dish, she shook her head, said, “No, none.” And changed the subject. “I’m wondering how your staff is reacting to the yoga classes I’m teaching in the fall. As head of Physical Education department, you’d know by now.”


  “Mostly positive. The female PE teachers especially. One guy is definitely not on board.”


  “Let me guess, Mr. Cook.”


  Dark brows rose. “How’d you know?”


  “I was a student here and had him in class. He used to make snide comments about boys taking Home Economics or whatever they call it now.”


  “Home and Careers. I didn’t realize you went to Eastside.”


  “I did.” Though a lot of what she remembered was her illness. She’d struggled with the horror of trying to do school work and not give up because of the cruel anxiety and physical side effects of leukemia treatment. Thank God she’d found yoga after she’d had to give up dance.


  “Not a good experience?”



  “Why would you ask that?”


  “Your face. It’s expressive.”


  “Ah. I was sick, but I’d prefer not to talk about that, Mr. Walker.”


  A smile turned up the corners of his mouth. His nice mouth. “Max. We’re going to be working together.”


  “You’re the football coach here, too, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah, and I hope to keep the job for a while.”


  “Aren’t you good?”


  He winked. “Darlin’, I’m great.”


  She rolled her eyes. “I meant how’s the team doing?”


  “We had a losing season last year. A bad one. Most of the players on our past winning teams graduated. It was like starting over. I’m praying for success this year, but they have to be in the right mind set.”


  “There are ways to help that along.”


  “Sure, I know. They’re lifting weights with me all winter. And we have a football camp in the summer. Practice starts in August.”


  “I didn’t mean your skill preparation, or your tackling routines.”


  “What did you mean?”


  “Your players should do breathing exercises, centering meditations, as well as stretches and calisthenics.”


  He laughed out loud. “That’s a bit namby-pamby for us jocks, don’t you think?”


  It was her turn to laugh. At him. “Seriously? You still use words like that? It’s the twenty-first century.”


  “Words like what?”


  “Let’s see. Pansy. Sissy. Not to mention the more hurtful ones that are gender orientation slurs.”


  His gaze turned glacial. “I’m not bigoted. I think yoga is too easy, no not that, too tame for my guys.”


  “And for you?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  She nodded to his leg. “As soon as we started talking about the team, your knee started bobbing. Fast.”


  “Yeah, my mother always said it was a tell-tale sign of…” He trailed off. “I get it, you think I’m a nervous wreck and could use all that stuff—the focusing, the meditation.”


  “I do. Everyone can benefit from it. But I’ve been doing some research on yoga for high school kids. Athletes are the number one group they cite for needing that kind of practice.”



  “That can’t be true, lady.”


  “You really should watch your language, Coach. You didn’t mean lady kindly.”


  “Christ.”


  She shook her head. “I’m sorry we’re getting off on the wrong foot, Max. All I was suggesting was that you and your team could be better if you used some yoga routines. I was hoping some of the guys would sign up for the fall session.”


  “Ain’t gonna happen.”


  “Obviously not, with you as a role model.”


  He sat up straight and his fists clenched on the table.


  Leaning in, she put her hand over one and felt the tension. She was surprised he didn’t snatch it back. “Again, I apologize. We have a difference of opinion on this. I won’t bring it up again.”


  “Good.”


  “On one condition.”


  Now that gaze narrowed. “What?”


  “Come to Serenity Yoga, my studio. Take a few classes. They don’t have to be from me. But we’ll do it free of charge. If that doesn’t convince you, I’ll be silenced till the end of time.”


  As soon as she touched him, Max went off-kilter. He stared at their hands, her small one covering his big paw. Both strength and comfort transferred from her to him. He couldn’t explain it. He raised his head. It was a mistake. She wasn’t exactly pretty, though the long hair, hanging down her back in a braid was probably stunning. In her eyes he saw…what the hell was that? Confidence. Security. Ah…peace. Which he longed for it all of a sudden.


  “Max?”


  “Sorry. Your presence is…disturbing.”


  “I don’t mean it to be.”


  “No, that’s okay. So let’s go over this again. You want me to take some yoga classes at the studio where you work. See if I think it can help my players, what, be better at football?”


  “Yes, they wouldn’t be the first.”


  He frowned.


  “You know who Ray Lewis, Victor Cruz and Vernon Davis are?”


  “Yeah sure. They play for Baltimore Ravens, the New York Giants and the San Francisco 49ers.”


  Approval in her eyes. Hell, he couldn’t believe he liked it. Because he didn’t much like her.


  “They all take or took yoga.”


  “Seriously?” Though even as he said the word, he remembered reading something about that.


  “LeBron James and Shaquille, too. They’re athletes who turned to yoga to learn stretching, focus, and body awareness.”


  Max didn’t know what to say so he shut his trap.


  “The basketball coach from Duke did, too, and they recently won a NCAA championship. When asked how he stayed so calm, he said it was with yoga.”


  Feeling at a disadvantage, he did what all guys do when put on the spot. He went on defense. “You came prepared for the game, Ms. Ludzecky. I’m not in shape for this argument.”


  “Sofia,” she said mimicking his earlier reference to using his first name. “And yes, I came prepared.”


  Max watched her. Suddenly, he realized having her in his department, even for a few classes a week, wasn’t going to be a piece of cake like he thought. And the notion bothered him a lot. He looked down. Shit! His knee was bobbing again.
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    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.
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  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.”
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