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      John was stoked. Finally, he was closing in on his prey.

      He pulled into a parking place in the shadow of a large tree, not that his quarry could see him, parked around the corner. That shriveled old fop was probably congratulating himself for being so smart. Marco Barbieri’s plane from Italy had landed six hours ago, and the old coot had been cruising in big circles around the boroughs of New York City in a taxi ever since he emerged from the airport. He’d changed cabs several times, but he always carried that traitorous RF trace with him, the one that John had arranged to have planted deep in the wheel mechanism of his trolley.

      That trace had led John right to the small upstate town of Hempton, New York.

      It was the asshole’s own fucking fault for trusting his domestic staff back at the ancient palazzo in Castiglione Santangelo. All it had taken was some money to get the device planted in Barbieri’s suitcase. And not even that much.

      John slunk along the spiked wrought-iron fence that lined the street, staying in the shadows of overhanging shrubs, wary of ubiquitous security cameras. The taxi was pulling away now. Turning the corner.

      Barbieri climbed the steps slowly and stood outside the door. His movements seemed nervous and hesitant.

      John was flushed with triumph. He’d found the elusive, long-lost Contessa at last. Marco Barbieri’s long-ago runaway bride. Of course, she’d be a shriveled hag now, which was a big shame when one calculated the job’s basic fun factor. But even so, she was still the key to the treasure.

      Marco Barbieri himself knew jack-shit about that treasure. Barbieri was all played out. Ripe for the coroner’s slab. But the Contessa was another story.

      The Contessa would know what John’s boss needed to know. Why else would she have run away so far, and stayed away so long? She’d been gone for more than half a lifetime from Castiglione Santangelo, which was widely considered to be an earthly paradise. It certainly was compared to a nowhere little town in upstate New York.

      Nobody did that without a good reason. His hands twitched with eagerness to pry the knowledge out of her by force. That was his gift. His happy place.

      The door opened. He saw a rectangle of light, a tall, narrow female form silhouetted against it. The two figures stared at each other, motionless. John squinted in the dark. It was too far to be sure, but saliva still pumped into his mouth.

      They were speaking in low tones. John wished he’d been able to plant a listening device in that suitcase, but chances were good that they were speaking Italian anyhow. He’d get the Contessa to give him a detailed transcript of their entire conversation in English, word for word. After a few minutes of John’s special talents, and the old bitch would walk on her hands and bark like a dog if he said so.

      He enjoyed that part of his work perhaps a little more than he should, but no one had to know how much he enjoyed himself on the job except for his victims.

      God knows, they weren’t telling.

      He steeled himself to wait. Killing Barbieri in front of the Contessa would put her in just the right mind-set for his interrogation, but it would make a hell of a mess. John was capable of patience when the situation warranted it. Still, his employer had been waiting for decades. He was cranky and bad-tempered from waiting.

      Both of them were eager to pick up the pace.

      John drifted like a big ghost up the stairs, pulling on his mask. It was unnecessary, since the Contessa would not live out the night, but John had found over time that the mask unleashed him, in some obscure and pleasurable way. While masked, he abandoned his mortal self and became Death itself. He was the Grim Reaper, in flesh and blood. It made him buzz with almost sexual anticipation.

      He heard voices behind the door and the soft click of locks disengaging. John slunk to put his back to the wall, reining in the blood-drinking beast inside him. No knives or guns tonight. If Barbieri’s blood was spilled here, it would narrow John’s options afterward.

      The instant the old man stepped out the door, John seized him. A sharp wrench, a strangled grunt, the wet crunch of a spine snapping—like a neck-wrung chicken.

      “Marco!” The old woman sprang out the door. “No!” she shrieked. “Assassino! Aiuto! Help!” She lunged at him, clawing at his face.

      He jerked back, startled at her attack, and dropped Barbieri’s limp body. The Contessa’s shrill cry broke off as he batted her back into her house. She lost her balance, fell to the floor, and scrambled back, crablike. She huffed as he landed heavily on top of her, knocking the wind out of her.

      He clapped his hand over her trembling mouth. Feeling her ribcage hitch and jerk, desperate for oxygen. Soft, wrinkled skin beneath his hot, wet palm. He pinned her flailing hands. Her long white hair had come loose. Her frail body vibrated with terror.

      He was grinning widely beneath the mask, heart thudding. He couldn’t get enough of it.

      “Not as fresh as I like,” he mused aloud. “You must’ve been good-looking about a century ago, eh? But I’m a professional. I find my inspiration where I need to.” He yanked out the first implement that came to hand, a hooked blade, and waved it in front of her eyes. “So, Contessa. Let’s talk about those sketches.”

      Her eyes widened in horror. “What…what sketches?” She had a faint accent.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Don’t play dumb. You’ll tell, Contessa. You’ll tell.”

      Something flashed in her eyes, despite her fear. Something ironic—almost like amusement. She gave him a firm, resigned little head shake. No.

      Laughing at him. That uppity dago bitch actually dared to laugh at him. Like she thought she was smarter than him. Better than him.

      Killing rage was like rocket fuel. It went beyond inspiration now. He would carve every last bit of knowledge out of the uppity old whore, piece by piece. He lunged close, digging the blade into the flesh beneath her eye—and realized that she was no longer looking at him. She seemed to have forgotten that he existed entirely.

      She was staring at the ceiling now, gasping for air. Her lips purple.

      He rolled off her, and her hand flew to her chest. Clutching, rubbing. Pounding, weakly against her heart.

      Oh, Christ. A fucking heart attack? Now? No fucking way.

      He leaned over and slapped her face to get her attention. “You useless, troublesome bitch,” he said.

      Her eyes focused on him with some difficulty. His heightened predator senses felt her slipping away to someplace where he could not follow. He sensed rather than saw the hint of triumph in her eyes before they rolled up, went blank and empty. Gone.

      She’d croaked, just to spite him. And now old Barbieri was dead, too.

      The boss was not going to be happy. He did not feel like the embodiment of Death now. He felt like a dumb, clumsy dickhead who’d been brutally fucked with.

      He touched the Contessa’s throat. No pulse. Stone dead.

      He suppressed the intense urge to mutilate their corpses. That would be undisciplined. A tantrum. He didn’t allow himself tantrums anymore. Too risky.

      He got up, panting, and looked around. He needed a plan of action, another lead.

      A swift search of Barbieri’s suitcase and briefcase yielded no insights. They’d fucked him good. The room was empty but for a writing table, a few carefully lit art pieces, and three envelopes on the table—stamped and ready. The one he picked up was addressed to Nancy D’Onofrio. He ripped it open and squinted at the antique cursive script.

      
        
        My dearest Nancy,

        I’m afraid what I have to tell you will come as a shock. I'm sorry to have to tell you in a letter. I wanted to speak to all three of you in person, but after my cardiologist appointment last week, I decided I can’t risk waiting until I have all three of my precious girls together in one room…

      

      

      Girls? His head lifted like an animal scenting prey. His eyes lit on a shelf crowded with photographs.

      He went over to study them more closely. Sure enough. Three young women smiled out of the picture frames. Pretty young women. Too young to be the dead bitch’s daughters. Granddaughters, maybe.

      Fresh meat. And their addresses, written right there on the letters. Sweet detail.

      He stared at the images. He was breathing hard. In one photo, a luscious girl with big dark eyes and long, curly dark hair was curled up in a window seat, reading. Another picture featured a tall, smiling girl with auburn hair who held a calico cat up beneath her chin. A slim waif with red hair wearing a slinky evening gown gestured proudly toward a huge abstract sculpture that towered behind her.

      All three had bright, sparkling eyes, rosy lips, expanses of smooth, unmarked skin. Curves and hollows, for him to pinch and squeeze.

      Those girls would walk on their hands and bark like dogs for him, too. He’d find the old man’s long-sought prize, earn his fee, and have a fine, juicy time doing it.

      So much saliva exploded into his mouth, he started to dribble. He licked his lips and wiped his chin. He knew better than to leave genetic material for the forensic types to test.

      Finally, this job was starting to get interesting.
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      Nancy

      “Are you girls going to be all right, Nancy?” Elsie’s white brows knitted anxiously above her faded blue eyes. “I can stay longer, you know. As long as you need.”

      I manufactured what I hoped was a calm and reassuring look as I herded the old lady gently toward the door. I hugged Elsie warmly and gave her wrinkled cheek a kiss. “We’ll be fine,” I assured her. “We’re exhausted, that’s all. We need a little down time.”

      “But Lucia wouldn’t have wanted you girls to be all alone,” Elsie fussed.

      My younger sister Nell seized the elderly neighbor’s hand and patted it. “We’ll be okay,” she said gently. “Thanks so much for the casserole, Aunt Elsie. You’ve been wonderful to us. Lucia was so lucky to have you for a neighbor. We all feel lucky. It meant so much to her, and to us. Really.”

      After Elsie was finally nudged and flattered out the door, I locked it, deadbolted it, and collapsed against it, sliding down its length until my butt hit the floor.

      “My God,” I muttered. “That took forever. I think Lucia must’ve known everyone in town.”

      Nell sank down beside me. Vivi, our youngest sister, flopped onto her back on the scratched floorboards. She put her hand over her eyes to block a bolt of late afternoon sunlight coming through the panes in the door.

      We were all in black for the graveside service. Vivi’s fiery locks, spread across the floor and lit by the golden rays of the sun, seemed like the only bright color in the room. Everything else was drained of color.

      I felt colorless, too—flavorless and used up, like gum that had already been chewed. Our foster mother Lucia’s graceful, shabby old house had always felt like a benevolent entity in its own right, one that enveloped and protected its people.

      Now, it just felt sad, tired, and empty. Robbed of its very heart.

      Well. It had been. Literally. Figuratively too, I guessed. The warmth, the benevolence, that had been Lucia herself. Now it was just an old house—faded, creaking, and slightly shabby. For the first time, I saw the marks and scars, the stains and cracks I’d never noticed before, even though I’d lived there through all of my teenage years.

      With Lucia in residence, the place had been graced with a flattering filter that obscured all its flaws. Lucia had that kind of magic. She cast it onto people, too. She had always made us feel somehow bigger, better, finer than we actually were.

      In her eyes, we were already our best, ideal potential selves. And we could accomplish any fabulous, improbable thing. In her mind, it was just a matter of time.

      But she was gone, and the faith she’d had in us vanished with her.

      So much for my best self. Right now, I couldn’t even remember what was so damn great about it—not without Lucia to remind me.

      She used to tell us she had an eye for treasure. That was her special gift—recognizing hidden treasure, whether it was art, antiques, books, or people. That was why she’d fostered and then adopted the three of us. It made us all feel so special. We’d needed that so badly, back in the old days. Being chosen had been so healing.

      And now the chooser was gone.

      It was a good thing Vivi and Nell were here with me, because if I’d been alone with these feelings, I would’ve slid down into a very dark place.

      As it was, I was hanging on by my fingernails.

      “I hadn’t been up here to see her for over a month.” Nell’s voice was bleak and small. “I just kept thinking, well, we’ll be celebrating her birthday soon enough, so I kept on taking extra shifts. Putting it off. Like I had all the time in the world.”

      “Same,” I said wearily. “Same thoughts. Same regrets. I’ve been so swamped lately. Two albums to cut. Mandrake about to go on tour. Blah blah blah. I thought it was all so goddamn important.”

      “Lucia’s birthday was today,” Vivi said. “We should have been drinking port wine, eating schiacciata all’uva. Remember how I used to tease her to get with the new millennium and make fudge brownies or Rice Krispies treats like a normal, red-blooded American? But right now, I’d give anything to crunch that weird grape focaccia and get the lecture about the sacred importance of tradition.”

      “Oh God, Vivi,” I pleaded. “Don’t do that. Don’t get us going again.”

      The warning came too late. Lucia’s schiacciata all’uva set us all off.

      The three of us didn’t have family traditions of our own. We’d lost our families of origin a long time ago. Lucia had plucked us out of the system and given us all the noise and mess of a real family—and with it, the weight and ballast of the past.

      She’d even given us her name—D’Onofrio. It was a precious gift for all of us.

      We avoided each other’s eyes once the sobbing eased. At this point, my sob muscles ached like they’d been beaten black and blue. Enough already.

      Nell’s fingers found mine and squeezed. “I’m so sorry you had to find her all alone,” she whispered. “I don’t know what I would’ve done if it had been me.”

      I sucked in a big breath and let it out slowly, trying not to see it—but the image of Lucia crumpled on the floor would stay with me forever. “You would have done the same as me,” I said. “I was nervous already. I’d called her two evenings in a row and she didn’t pick up. That’s not like her. So I guess I was braced for it. Kind of, I suppose. Not that being braced makes any damn difference in the end.”

      “That sick bastard could have called an ambulance when he saw she was having a heart attack,” Vivi said. “It would have cost him nothing. He murdered her, even if the coroner called it natural causes. Since when is being scared to death a natural cause?”

      “The thief certainly was an idiot and a dickhead, aside from being a sick bastard,” Nell said. “He takes her jewelry, her computer and her TV, and leaves her Fabergé picture frame and her Cellini bronze? Wow.”

      “Speaking of which, we can’t leave Lucia’s fine art in an empty house,” I said. “You’re the sculptor, Vivi. Why don’t you take the bronze?”

      Vivi slanted me an ironic look, upside down. “Right,” she said. “A bronze Cellini satyr would look perfect on the dashboard of my van. Right next to the air freshener and the plastic Madonna.”

      “But I thought you were winding down from your time on the crafts fair circuit,” I said. “Didn’t you say you wanted to try being in one place for a while?”

      Vivi shrugged. “Sure, I’d like to. But there’s a big gap between saying it and doing it. I still have stock to sell, and I don’t have a place to land yet. It makes no sense to settle unless it’s in a place I can have a big studio, and that’s expensive. So no. Not quite yet.” My sister twisted, sinuous as a cat, and rolled over to face us, still lying on the ground. “I’m guessing that studio apartments in Alphabet City and Williamsburg aren’t much better than a Volkswagen van when it comes to museum-quality art exposition, huh?”

      “They most certainly are not,” Nell said fervently. “I would never sleep again.”

      I bit my lip as I chewed on the problem. “What do we do? Rent a safe-deposit box?”

      Vivi looked dubious. “Well, possibly. But we certainly can’t put Lucia’s intaglio writing table in a safety-deposit box.”

      The three of us regarded the graceful and ancient little table in question for a thoughtful moment.

      “Should we just leave it here for now? And get an alarm?” Nell suggested.

      Vivi shrugged. “Seems pointless. The house is empty. The whole town knows it.”

      “Let’s at least buy a plastic tablecloth,” I said. “Something truly hideous. I’ll take the bronze. You take the picture frame, Nell, at least until we come up with a better plan. Put it up on your wall with a photo of all of us with Lucia in it. Let it hide in plain sight. Lucia can help protect it for us.”

      That attempt at brisk practicality petered out quickly into another sad silence. Vivi rolled onto her back again. I slid my hand into my sister’s long, silky mane.

      “She was our bedrock,” Vivi said softly.

      “No, she gave us our bedrock. We can’t ever lose it,” I told her, trying to believe it. “We always will. We’ll build our lives on it. That was her gift to us. And we’ve got each other. Another gift. Sisters.”

      Predictably, that set us all off once again

      The doorbell jangled in the middle of the fresh sobfest, making us all jump and sniffle anxiously into our soggy tissues.

      “Oh God, no,” Nell whispered. “Not another condolence call. Please, no. I just can’t. Check out the peephole, but don’t make a sound. We’re not even here.”

      I slowly rose to my feet and peeked out the peephole. A young man in a uniform stood there, holding a box and an electronic signing tablet.

      “It’s a delivery guy,” I told my sisters, mystified.

      “More flowers?” Vivi asked.

      “No, it’s a smallish box.” I pulled the door open. “Yes?”

      “Special hand delivery,” the guy said, in a bored voice. “From Baruchin’s Fine Jewelers. For Lucia D’Onofrio.”

      “She died a few days ago,” I told him. “Today was her funeral.”

      The guy blinked, his mouth dangling, his eyes blank. This scenario was not covered by the set of simple and limited flowcharts in his head.

      I took pity on him. “I’m her daughter,” I told him. “I’ll sign for it, if you want.”

      “Just a second. Lemme call my boss.” He turned away as he made the call, and muttered into his phone. He turned back and passed me the tablet, eyes downcast. “Sorry for your loss,” he mumbled as I signed my name.

      I nodded and shut the door, examining the small box. “Baruchin’s Fine Jewelers since nineteen thirty-eight,” I read off the front. “Weird. Who wants to do the honors?”

      Vivi and Nell exchanged nervous glances.

      “I’m not in the mood for surprises right now,” Vivi said, her voice small.

      Nell let out a shaky breath. “Go for it, Nance,” she said. “Open it up.”

      I pried open the seals. Inside the box were three small identical leather boxes. I flipped open each box, laid them out in a row. We leaned over and gazed at their contents, awestruck.

      A gorgeous Renaissance-style pendant was inside each box—each one unique, each one adorned with different gemstones. One featured sapphires, one rubies, and one emeralds. They were luscious. Extravagant. Exquisite.

      The three of us turned away and sobbed for several minutes.

      Vivi dragged a crumpled tissue out of her pocket and honked into it. “She was going to give them to us on her birthday,” she said, her voice thick with tears.

      “Our birthstones,” Nell whispered. “Like when she gave us the earrings, that Christmas two years ago. I would bet money that those gems are absolutely real. They look like Renaissance jewelry. Something Lucretia Borgia might have worn.”

      Vivi pulled out her phone, plugging in the info from the delivery. “Baruchin’s,” she said, frowning down as she scrolled. “Yes. This jeweler specializes in reproductions of historical jewelry, among other things.”

      I loosened the emerald necklace from its velvet nest, reached around Vivi’s slender neck and fastened the clasp. I dropped a kiss onto my sister’s tear-dampened, freckled cheek. I did the same for Nell with the ruby pendant, struggling a bit to push my sister’s thick mass of curly dark hair out of the way. Then I pressed a kiss to my own sapphire pendant before reaching behind my neck to fasten it.

      The necklace felt heavy, significant, full of portent around my neck. We stood there silently, our hearts full, holding Lucia’s final, lovely gifts to us in our hands.

      “Let’s wear them always,” I said, my voice a shaky croak. “Whenever we can. In Lucia’s memory.”

      Vivi made a choked sound and ran toward the kitchen.

      Nell rubbed her own pendant gently between her fingers, blinking tears from her long, dark lashes. “She saved our asses, you know,” she said. “At least mine and Vivi’s. Maybe not yours, Nance. You were born already grown up. I bet you could have saved yourself from the cradle.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh, please. Hardly. I needed just as much saving as anybody.”

      “I swear to God, it’s a compliment,” Nell insisted, her dark eyes indignant. “Really! I respect and admire you for it. In what universe is that not a compliment?”

      “Stolid old Nancy,” I said sourly. “Hit me with a brick, bam. I don’t even blink.”

      “No, no. That’s not it at all. You’re not stolid, Nance. Stolid is thick, insensitive, dull. You’re solid. A qualitative difference. You’re tough, Nance. Strong. Not flaky. Tough and strong is a sexy combo.”

      I grunted. “Like boot leather? Useful, maybe. Not sexy. Ask any of my ex-fiancés.”

      Nell pantomimed spitting on the ground. “Not unless you want me to slug them out for you,” she said tartly. “I admire many things about you, but your choice in men is not among them. Not that I’m in any position to criticize.”

      Vivi burst out of the kitchen, her eyes lit up with excitement. “I found it!” she said, waving a limp, yellowed scrap of paper. She hefted a wine bottle in the other hand.

      “Found what?” Nancy asked.

      “The recipe for that grape thing! Schiacciata all’uva! We even have the grapes! Elsie left some with the casserole. The recipe’s in Italian, but you read Italian, right, Nell?”

      Nell adjusted her glasses, took the paper out of Vivi’s hand, and peered at it. “Sure. The measurements are metric, though. We can find a conversion table online, I guess.”

      I was baffled at Vivi’s enthusiasm. “I thought you hated Lucia’s schiacciata!”

      “Oh, I do,” Vivi assured me. “With a passion. But it’s the perfect thing for Lucia’s wake. Just us three sniveling together, a couple of bottles of port, and a panful of Lucia’s weird Tuscan grape focaccia. In her honor. For tradition. For family. For her.”

      I pulled my sister into my arms and held her. Vivi felt so delicate to me, vibrating with emotion. She’d always felt that way—like a baby bird. I wished I had Lucia’s easy skill to comfort my sensitive little sister. Lucia had pulled it off with effortless grace, perfectly chosen words. I’d always marveled at the way she could make anything feel meaningful and magical just by looking at it in just the right way and saying not too much, not too little. Just what was needed. The perfect thing, reverberating like a gong.

      But I would do my best. Maybe I wasn’t as good as Lucia had been, but it wouldn’t be for lack of trying, or lack of caring. That I could promise.

      None of us were good cooks, but we did our best for Lucia’s sake. Our raggedy-ass schiacchiata all'uva was a far cry from Lucia’s elegant traditional Tuscan sweet. The oven timer did not go off. The smoke detector did. But the port we guzzled made us indiscriminate enough to actually eat some of it.

      It was wonderfully awful, especially burned.
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      Nancy

      The first thin blade of light that pierced between my gummy eyelids jabbed into the center of my brain.

      Ouch. That got my attention. I rubbed my eyes as my belly did a slow, queasy flop. It took a second to orient myself in time and space.

      It appeared that at some point we had migrated into the living room, bringing the last bottle of port with us. The bottle lay on its side, conspicuously empty. Three of Lucia’s beautiful cut-crystal liquor glasses were tipped over on the floor, each stuck in its own small, dark puddle of port.

      I had slept sitting up and had that resulting stiff, scrunched-neck feeling. Vivi’s head was on my lap, and Nell was curled up on the love seat across from us, her thick dark hair draped across her face. I patted Vivi’s shoulder, and she stirred, murmuring in a questioning tone. “Wha…?”

      “Morning,” I said, my voice thick and froggy. “Unfortunately.”

      Vivi struggled up into a sitting position with a hiss of pain, putting her hand to her head. “Oh boy,” she croaked. “I don’t even remember making it into this room.”

      Nell stretched, yawned, and winced. “Ow,” she murmured. “I vaguely remember half-carrying you. We did a lot of toasting. Now we pay the price. Yay, us.”

      “It’s worth it,” I said. “You embrace both sides, right? Like Lucia says—said. The dark and the light. Il dolce e l’amaro. The bitter and the sweet.”

      “Don’t you dare, Nance.” Nell gave me a dark look. “Don’t start up with the sentimental stuff and get us all wound up again. Did Lucia keep any painkillers?”

      “As I recall, she disapproved of them on principle, but I have you covered,” I assured her. “I have a witch’s brew of Tylenol, aspirin and caffeine in my purse that’ll put hair on your chest.”

      “Yum,” Vivi said. “Bring it on.”

      We took turns in the bathroom, washing up. I swabbed off the ill-fated remnants of yesterday’s makeup and wound my hair back tight enough to make my forehead hurt. When I got downstairs, coffee was ready and Nell was gazing in dismay at the total wreck of the kitchen.

      She poured me a cup. “It looks just terrible in here,” she said, handing it to me. “I would clean it up right now, but I have to proctor an exam today, and Vivi has to drive me back to the city to get there in time. But we’re not dumping this all on you, understand? We’ll come back here and deal with it. Don’t you dare do it yourself. You’ve done enough.”

      Hah. Like I was constitutionally capable of leaving Lucia’s kitchen looking like that, knowing how Lucia would have felt about it. Lucia had been a passionate neatnik, and she’d passed the quality on to me, and only me, of the three of us. It got lonely and frustrating, being the only neat-freak sibling.

      I waved a vague hand. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “No way!” Nell said forcefully. “Don’t do it alone, or we’ll writhe in guilt. You always do that. Stop that shit. Don’t be the martyr. It’s not good for any of us.”

      “Okay, okay,” I lied, holding up my hands. “We’ll all do it together later.”

      My sisters gathered up their things, and I followed them out to Vivi’s gaudily painted Volkswagen van, which was parked in the driveway. I gave them both long tight hugs.

      After they got in, Nell leaned out of the passenger-side window and shook her finger at me. “We’ll hook up after I finish that exam. Don’t clean up yet, or I’ll make you sorry you did. Take it easy. Rest. Recover.”

      “I can’t rest, Nell. I’ve got a million things to⁠—”

      “Yes, yes. Of course you do. But you need to take care of yourself first of all,” Vivi was scolding me now, leaning over Nell’s lap from the driver’s side.

      Take care of me? I didn’t even know what that would mean. I watched Vivi’s taillights glow in the morning mist until she turned the corner and was gone.

      The sky had a heavy, bruised look, altogether appropriate for my mood. Sunlight would have been discordant and painful. Our drunken revels had been cathartic at the time, but in the moment, I felt as if I’d been scraped off the bottom of a shoe.

      Time to get busy. My frantic schedule would save me. All the things that I’d put off last week because of Lucia’s death and funeral would keep me too busy to think, or hopefully, feel. Constant activity was my number one coping mechanism, and lucky for me, my career choice—managing an eclectic bunch of singer-songwriters and folk bands—involved ceaseless admin.

      Back in the day, I’d dreamed of being a musician myself. Eventually, I grew up and accepted the fact that I didn’t really have the musical chops, practice as I might.

      I had, however, identified other talents while helping my musical friends get gigs in college. I was good behind the scenes. I figured out how to make myself indispensable. Got hooked on the feeling of being in the middle of it all. The one who made it happen.

      Everyone had their gifts. When it came to niggling, detail-minded, dogged, tenacious determination, I was unbeatable. It was good to identify one’s strengths, even if they weren’t the glamorous, shiny ones that most of the world noticed and admired.

      I’d steadily nudged my handpicked group of folk artists and ensembles out of the pub and coffeehouse concert series circuits and into bigger theaters and more prestigious folk festivals. I’d been getting more airtime on radio stations, marketing them hard on all of the social media platforms, and my efforts seemed to be paying off. A few of them were actually poised to break into the big time.

      If that finally happened, I would be able to call this activity an actual career, and not just an extremely expensive, time-consuming, more-or-less delusional hobby. I just had to slog onward, toward that glorious day when I could hire a staff, instead of being a one-woman outfit. I would break through that brick wall eventually.

      But today, a long ‘to-do’ list suited me fine. If I was zipping around at high speed, all hands waving like a dancing Shiva, with a phone in every one of them, I wouldn’t have time or space to feel that black hole of grief at my core. Or if I did feel it, it would be on the periphery of my consciousness. Not smack-dab in the center.

      Coping mechanisms got a bad rap, but damn, they kept the world duct-taped together. I was a big fan.

      I pressed my hand against the sucking pain in my midriff and tried to breathe. I had never put my coping mechanisms to the test like this.

      First things first. I needed an appropriate hideous tablecloth to cover the precious intaglio writing table. I drove down to the dollar store and stood in the aisle pondering the relative merits of hideous florals or plastic plaid in dull hues of beige and taupe.

      I concluded that in the context of the understated elegance of Lucia’s front room, the beige and taupe plaid mumbled “Please don’t notice me,” while the hideous floral squawked “What’s wrong with this picture?”

      I was probably giving mouth-breathing burglars too much credit. As if those bottom-feeders were going to listen to what the plastic tablecloths whispered to them.

      It was starting to rain when I got back, and I darted up Lucia’s steps, holding the plastic bag that held the tablecloth over my head.

      “Excuse me?”

      The deep, resonant masculine voice startled me into dropping the bag. It slid down the porch stairs, coming to a stop at the feet of the man who stood there, looking up at me. He stooped to pick it up. Rain sparkled on the spiky tips of his dark hair. His eyes met mine, and my breathing stopped. Everything stopped. Including time.

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you,” he said.

      His words started the clock again. That’s okay, I tried to say, but no words would form in my mouth. I gave him a jerky little nod. My glasses were spotted with rain, so I dried them on my sweater, or at least smeared the drops around some. Even out of focus, he looked amazing.

      I couldn’t focus on any particular detail that stood out amid the general excellence. His face was wet with rain. A sexy shadow of beard stubble accented all the sculpted planes and angles of his strong jaw. He had a bump on his nose. His eyes were pale green. Dark brows, long thick lashes. Broad shoulders, a barrel chest, and muscular legs in faded work jeans. I was willing to bet he had a stellar ass to match. I was definitely going to verify that hypothesis at my earliest opportunity. Discreetly, of course.

      And I horrified myself that I could be knocked on my ass by something so frivolous today, of all days. I had to shut this down right now, before I lost all respect for myself.

      He observed me keenly as the rain pattered down. It gave me the uncomfortable sensation that everything noteworthy about me was written all over me, in a language that he could read in one sweeping glance. Which was unfortunate today, since God knows, I was not at my best.

      I put my glasses back on. In that moment of grace before they got spotted up again, and before I could forbid my brain to do it, I flash-memorized every detail of him. The winged sweep of his thick brows, the grooves that bracketed his mouth. The smile lines. But he wasn’t smiling at the moment.

      He wiped rain off his forehead with his sleeve. “Are you Nancy D’Onofrio?”

      This epitome of hot manhood knew my name? I nodded, wishing I’d opted to wash my hair this morning. The tight bun was a lazy, deal-with-it-later choice. A peeled-onion, tight-lipped schoolmarm still in yesterday’s stale funeral black, eyes swollen up, breath reeking of alcohol. I looked like a walking cluster of big red flags.

      This guy, by contrast, looked clear-eyed and clean-living. He probably went to bed at ten and got up at five to stand on his head for ten minutes, or run ten miles, or something insane like that. He probably drank green tea, not espresso.

      I saw him in my mind’s eye, shirtless. Moving smoothly from yoga pose to yoga pose.

      Whoa. How shallow was I?

      It’s just distraction. The answer bubbled up from a calmer place inside my head. He was eye candy, and my eyes were hungry. Gawking at a beautiful man was a way not to think about the piece that had been torn from my life. And the ragged hole left behind.

      Oh shit. Now my eyes were fogging up. The guy’s mouth was moving, and I’d just been staring. Mouth open, no doubt. I hadn’t followed him at all.

      “… Mrs. D’Onofrio here? I had an appointment with her this morning.”

      Oh, God, not again. Irrational anger flared inside me. Why was it my goddamn job to announce this catastrophe to the whole world? I’d been the one to find Lucia’s body. I’d been the one to call the cops. I’d been the one to call my sisters. I’d gone up and down the block, telling neighbors, activating their community phone trees. I’d told the delivery people, I’d dealt with the funeral home, I’d written the obit. Could somebody else please take a fucking turn?

      Not his fault, I reminded myself. I shook my head. “Lucia’s dead.” My voice was colorless.

      His face went blank with shock. “Oh, my God. When?”

      I rubbed my wet eyes under my glasses, took a deep breath, and tried again. “A few days ago,” I said. “The funeral was yesterday.”

      He was silent for a long moment. “I am so sorry,” he said gently.

      There was no good response to that. I’d learned that this week, to my great cost. I just nodded. “Yeah. Me, too. So who are you?”

      “I’m Liam Knightly. I’m the carpenter. I’m here to start the work on the house.”

      “Work? On the house? What work?”

      “She didn’t tell you about the renovations she was planning?”

      I shook my head. “I hadn’t spoken to her for a couple of weeks before she died.”

      “Neither did I,” he said. “We set this date weeks ago.”

      I shook my head. No clue what to do about him and his plans for Lucia’s house. He was an ambassador from that alternate timeline, the wonderful one that would have existed if Lucia hadn’t been ... no. I had to stop the what-if thinking. It didn’t help.

      Liam Knightly wiped the rain off his face. “Would it make you nervous if I stood under the porch roof with you? I’m getting drenched.”

      “Uh, that’s fine,” I said distractedly. “I’m sorry I didn’t ask you before. Do you want to come in? For a cup of coffee, or tea? If Lucia has tea. Or had, I guess I should say.” Damn. Babbling again. I did that when I got nervous.

      Knightly’s eyes showed the subtle gleam of a smile. “Thank you, yes. Wait just one moment. I’ll go tell Eoin to wait.”

      I watched him run lightly down the walk and concluded that his ass was as fine as his quadriceps had suggested that it might be. “You could both come in,” I called.

      “No, he’s shy. He’ll be fine in the truck.” Knightly jerked open the driver’s side door and exchanged a few words with whoever sat on the passenger side. A few long, loping strides brought him back up to the porch.

      It took me forever to get the locks open. My hands felt clumsy and thick. When the door finally swung wide, the smell of the funeral flowers was intensely strong.

      Knightly followed me through the house. His footsteps were weirdly quiet for such a big man walking on such old, creaky floors. I snapped on the kitchen light and had a bad moment when I remembered how we’d trashed the place last night. Every surface was covered with spilled flour, shreds of dough, and the odd grape here and there, squished on the floor and the countertop. The scorched crusts of the schiacciata looked sad and unkempt on the fine china serving plate. Sticky port bottles lay empty and forlorn, both on and under the table.

      He must think I was a total lush. A slob, too.

      “We had a wake for her last night,” I felt compelled to explain. “Me and my sisters. Up all night with port wine and Tuscan pastry.”

      Knightly nodded. “Sounds like an appropriate thing to do.”

      I touched my aching head with my fingertips. “It seemed that way at the time,” I said dully. “So what was I... oh, yes. Coffee. Or tea.” I started rummaging in the kitchen drawers, feeling shaky and rattled. “Which do you prefer?”

      “Tea, please. If Lucia has it. Had it.”

      “I thought you’d pick tea,” I told him. “What kind? Green? Herbal?”

      “Black tea if you have it,” he said. “With sugar. And milk if possible. I’m Irish. I get the tea thing from my folks.”

      “I’m Irish, too,” I confessed.

      His eyebrows lifted. “Really? With a name like D’Onofrio? Wasn’t Lucia ...”

      “Italian? God, yes. Down to her toenails.” Nancy yanked a green canister of Irish Breakfast tea out of the drawer. “Will this do?”

      “That’ll be fine.”

      “She adopted us,” I went on, rummaging for the teakettle. “She took us in when we were foster kids. I was the first one she found. I was thirteen. Nell and Vivi came later. My name was O’Sullivan, then.” Pans rattled and clanked as I shoved them around. “O’Sullivan was my mother’s name. I don’t know about my father. He could have been Italian, for all I know. The way things went, I was lucky to have a surname at all.”

      “Hey,” he said gently. “You seem upset. You don’t have to tell me all this⁠—”

      “I was so glad when Lucia finally adopted me.” I couldn’t stop talking, although there was a tight quaver in my voice. “It was a dream come true. I was so proud she wanted me. I’ve been a D’Onofrio for more than half my life now, so I guess that means I’m Italian now too, whether the Italians want to claim me or not.” I yanked out a kettle that was nested in some other pans and ended up pulling the whole cluster out of the cupboard. They hit the floor with an ear-splitting clatter.

      I stared down, the kettle clutched in my hand. I felt Liam Knightly’s big, warm hand at my elbow, gently steering me toward a kitchen chair, turning me around, then nudging me steadily backward until I lost my balance and was forced to sit down on it.

      “Let me.” He took the kettle from my numb fingers.

      I just sat there, speechless, and let him do it. He ran water into the kettle, set it on the stove, lit the gas. He gathered the pans and slid them back into the cupboard without so much as a sound. Without seeming to search for anything, he assembled sugar, mugs, spoons, milk. Damn, he was smooth.

      He gently pushed the clutter aside on the table and draped a tea bag in each mug. Hot water gurgled pleasantly as he filled them. Steam rose.

      Knightly put the kettle down and sat, waiting patiently. I was so embarrassed at my little freak-out. When I made no move to drink, he finally stirred some sugar and milk into both cups and nudged one toward me.

      “Go on,” he urged. “Tea helps with everything. My mom always used to say that.”

      I tried to smile. Took a cautious sip. It must have been the hot steam against my face, but suddenly tears were slipping down. They tickled my face, dangled from my chin, filled my nose. Damn that nose. Already puffy and red from yesterday’s tears.

      “She was a wonderful lady,” Knightly said. “Pure quality.”

      Right then, I wished desperately that I’d left my hair down, unwashed or not. I would have loved to tilt my head forward and have curtain of hair to hide behind.

      But it was not to be. My hair was slicked back cruelly tight, every wisp smoothed, with my pale, wet face naked and exposed in the cold, gray light of morning.

      “Yes,” I said. “She was. The best. In every way.”

      The sounds of the morning smoothly shifted into the foreground as the silence lengthened—cars passing by, rain sluicing down the window glass. Steam curled up from the two cups.

      Liam Knightly reached out and took my hand.

      My first instinct was to yank it back, but I didn’t want to be rude, and he’d been so nice about the tea. Besides, he had a nice hand. Big, warm, callused. His gentle, careful grip made my own hand tingle.

      “I lost my mother six years ago,” he offered. “I couldn’t breathe for weeks afterward.”

      “Oh. So, um. You know,” I mumbled. “How it is.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      Tears blinded me again. He just sat there, sipping tea, clasping my hand. In my usual tense and anxious state, any kind of silence felt like dangerous emptiness that needed to be filled.

      But Knightly’s silence was different. It made space for me. He didn’t seem embarrassed or put off by my little breakdown. He was in no hurry. He didn’t seem to be wondering how quickly he could get away from the whacked-out, grieving girl.

      My hand felt good in his. Warm.

      It occurred to me suddenly that this was the most intimacy I’d had—besides hugs from my sisters—since my last fiancé’s defection. And maybe a good long time before that, if I was honest. Maybe he was just being nice, but the patient way Liam Knightly held my hand, witnessing my tears without flinching, was more subtly erotic than anything I’d ever shared with Freedy. Or any of the others either, for that matter.

      I mopped my
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