
Rayna’s Peace 

The Norton Sisters, Book 1


Table of Contents

Title Page

Rayna's Peace (The Norton Sisters, #2)

Rayna’s Peace

WARNING:

To my biggest supporter, my Dewdrop

The Links:

Rayna Norton. Third born daughter of William and Ella Norton.

Intro

Chapter 1 | Rayna

Chapter 2 | Chris

Chapter 3 | Rayna

Chapter 4 | Chris

Chapter 5 | Rayna

Chapter 6 | Chris

Chapter 7 | Rayna

Chapter 8 | Chris

Chapter 9 | Rayna

Chapter 10 | Chris

Chapter 11 | Rayna

Chapter 12 | Chris

Chapter 13 | Rayna

Chapter 14 | Chris

Chapter 15 | Rayna

Chapter 16 | Chris

Chapter 17 | Rayna

Chapter 18 | Chris

Chapter 19 | Rayna

Chapter 20 | Chris

Chapter 21 | Rayna

Chapter 22 | Chris

Chapter 23 | Rayna

Chapter 24 | Chris

Chapter 25 | Rayna

Chapter 26 | Chris

Chapter 27 | Rayna

Chapter 28 | Chris

Chapter 29 | Rayna

Chapter 30 | Chris

Chapter 31 | Rayna

Chapter 32 | Chris

Chapter 33 | Rayna

Chapter 34 | Chris

Chapter 35 | Rayna

Chapter 36 | Chris

Chapter 37 | Rayna

Chapter 38 | Chris

Chapter 39 | Rayna

Chapter 40 | Chris

Chapter 41 | Rayna

Chapter 42 | Chris

Chapter 43 | Rayna

Epilogue

The Music of Rayna & Chris’ story:

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Feel free to sign up for my newsletter here:

AUTHOR’S NOTE

Join Reader/Fan Group

Join here: | https://www.facebook.com/groups/kelseyssparrows/ | Join the spoiler group (to discuss what you’ve read) here:

Acknowledgments

Sign up for Kelsey Elise Sparrow's Mailing List

Also By Kelsey Elise Sparrow

[image: A picture containing text

Description automatically generated]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Rayna’s Peace 


[image: ]


No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher. Except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons living or dead are entirely coincidental.

©2026 KES Imaginings. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. 

Furthermore, it is expressly prohibited to use any materials of this publication, in whole or part, for the purpose of training artificial intelligence systems or models, without the explicit consent of the copyright holder. Any unauthorized use of this material will result in legal action. 

For more information contact : https://kelseyelisesparrow.com/

Published by KES Imaginings, LLC.

Cover Design & Formatting by: KES Imaginings, LLC.

Editing by: Write on Time Editing

Formatting by: KES Imaginings, LLC

First Edition: February  2019  Second Edition : April 2022

Special Edition : July 2026

Published in the United States of America

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

WARNING:

[image: ]


This story contains content that might be troubling to some readers.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

To my biggest supporter, my Dewdrop

[image: ]


[image: https://lh5.googleusercontent.com/o6dwP5LpoRRa-niLEIRjfHqXFEh2DxU3EFqYWtBdJdy9CmVFLsimeU57qvin68GZ64t_gfkm1ZUnxAa09d3OBxQqQzk9lHB1DPa7Leef8EPyVCUqf_IwGKOZxGIbKrANwCunHQWlgXgiKOBO]

Laugh

As much as you breathe

And

Love

As long as you

Live

~ Author unknown
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Rayna Norton. Third born daughter of William and Ella Norton.
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Parents are divorced. Five single and successful sisters who mind all other business but their own. Beautiful lawyer, content to live out her days as a independent woman.

Her mother and sisters have other plans for her non-existant dating life.

A passing encounter, an expressed interest (on his part), and a mishap that lands her in the "injured" column changes the course of her life.

The plotting begins.Enter Christopher Leigh as the chosen. Rayna could care less.

She is willing to fight both Chris and her sisters every step of the way. They just don't understand. Not everyone's life is meant to be filled with rambunctious children and a husband who is too busy to spend time with any of them. 

Her younger sister would have a field day dissecting that statement. Rayna could care less and would prefer they leave her life alone.

Not going to happen. She's their new mission. Once a Norton digs in their heels, there is no letting go.

~ There is freedom in telling the truth.
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THE FAMILY MOTTO, “IN the end, family means everything, and your sisters hold you up, no matter what may come.” It’s a belief the older sisters  have ensured their younger sisters live by. It’s what binds them together.

Ah, the Norton sisters! Six women who lead very different lives. They have held tight to one another through every trial and tribulation that came their way. 

Sabine is the eldest and the quintessential “mother hen.” She owns a fairly lucrative day care on Jackson Street. 

Wynter is the second oldest and the one who was determined to not follow in her big sister’s footsteps. She is the doctor of the family and runs her own office on Ford Street, the next block over from Jackson Street. She’s a pediatric surgeon. 

Nyesha was the third child from the bottom, but sadly, the sisters had to bury her before she could reach adulthood or the potential her family felt she had. 

Nyema is the twin of Nyesha and the mother of Nakia, her seven-year-old daughter. She is a child psychologist who runs her own practice out of an office on Tomlin Street, which is the cross street to the east of Jackson and Ford. 

Lynnia is the second to the last child and is four years older than Chyra, the youngest sibling. She is a restaurant owner on Jackson Street, just up the street from her sister’s day care. Being the last of the older sisters, Lynnia found she was the one who had to care for Chyra. She resents Chyra’s irresponsibility the most. 

Chyra is the baby of the family, and she is the typical stubborn, self-absorbed, flighty child. She follows her own whims as she so pleases. This sister tumbles through life for a while until she finds the field of culinary arts. Her life is spent away at college studying her newfound passion.

The running joke in the family is that their father, William Norton, really wanted a son after Sabine was born. He and their mother, Ella Jacobs-Norton, tried, but every child resulted in girls. Ella put the “y” in every child’s name because that was his response each time another daughter was born. Technically, there were seven daughters’ seven sisters. 

The seventh sister is the first to open herself to love, but hopefully not the last.
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Rayna

The day was supposed to be just like any other day. Instead, it was shaping up to be one filled with little annoyances. 

“Are you freaking serious right now?” Rayna said as she looked down at the split in her skirt.

“What happened?” her sister, Sabine, questioned from the other end of the call she was on.

Rayna’s assistant echoed the inquiry from the main office at the same moment.

“Ugh. Nothing serious. I just snagged my skirt on this stupid desk.” Rayna spoke a little louder so that she could respond to both women at once. To her assistant, she added, “Karen, please call Landon’s Carpentry and Restoration Shop and have the edge of this desk fixed. This is the third skirt I’ve had torn by this thing. I don’t have time to replace my entire wardrobe.”

“First off, that would take months to do. Second, you know good and well you would make time for such a thing if it were necessary,” her older sister chimed in.

Sabine’s words came loudly through the phone Rayna still held to her ear.

“Z, I’m going to have to call you back.” Rayna pauses then sucks her teeth before saying, “Love you,” she stated before they exchanged “goodbyes” then ended the call.

Rayna pulled at the fabric of her skirt. Yep, it was most definitely ruined. Growing up in a house with six other girls, the third oldest of seven, she’d known well the look of worn and tattered clothes. As a well-paid lawyer and business owner who kept her family’s affairs in order, her wardrobe called for a more put together look. It also meant she didn’t have time for tattered and worn clothing in the office. When she was hanging around the house, the casual, worn-out clothing was fine, but not at work. Her place of business was a place for work appropriate attire only.

Rayna’s small practice was on the same floor of her younger sister’s, Nyema, office in the middle of Tomlin Street. Her little sister was a mom and of the belief “to always be prepared:”. As such, Rayna could go over and check with her to see if she had something for Rayna to wear. Always the one that was the most serious, she didn’t have time to play around with a desk which was dead set upon destroying her business clothing.

Yes, Rayna blamed the inanimate object in the room and not the fact that she’d been distracted. She was the one who was the take-charge member of their family. She handled each of her sisters’ and her mother’s business contracts. The meaning of “let your hair down” was lost on her because she felt she always had to be on point. If she wasn’t, everything would fall apart. The high stresses of her daily dealings and the utter incompetence of most individuals had her tending to take care of everything herself. If she could, she would give every imbecilic lawyer and judge a crash course in “Rayna Law”.

With all that was going on in her life, she felt her sisters’ demands were comical; trivial even. The ones on repeat were “let go and have fun” or “find love” so she could have a man in her bed every night. A situation that would bring about more trouble than the minimal benefit Rayna believed she would ever get from it. She had occasional “bed warmers”. To her, they, men, were good enough to handle her periodic pleasure and that was all. Any male in her position would be commended for his ability to focus. Not her. Especially, not by her friends and definitely not the members of her family. They tended to see her as anal and, most recently, controlling. As far as Rayna was concerned, what doesn’t kill a person makes them stronger. She and Kelly Clarkson had that in common.

“Nye, I need a new skirt or a pair of pants. I’m thinking the black slacks or even the A-line skirt you previously let me borrow will do,” Rayna stated as she crossed over to her sister’s office.

She’d let herself in. Each of the members of her family had a spare key to the other’s place of business. Most didn’t use them. Rayna did because she didn’t have time to wait for her sisters to let her in. Upon entering, she could see that no one was in the office. Flipping her wrist, she looked at her watch. It was a little after ten. That was odd. Her sister wasn’t in the office.

“That’s weird,” Rayna stated to the empty space.

Rayna walked over to the hidden closet in her sister’s office. She found nothing but disappointment there. None of the usual items were hanging in the closet. Instead, she found cute summer dressed along with a few sweaters. The normative suits were gone as well as the garment bag that usually held them.

“Perfect! Now, I have to go home to get something to wear to my meetings and court today.”

Returning everything back to how she found them, Rayna returned to her office. After leaving Karen instructions for the documents left on her desk, Rayna returned home. The trip there was easier than taking the chance that one of her other sisters would have something she’d be willing to wear at their office.

Twenty minutes later Rayna stood in her condo, looking in the mirror that was positioned next to her bedroom door. It had been a gift from her Great Aunt Elaine. When she’d gifted it to her, Rayna had the artwork changed in the cherry wood to reflect her sisters’ saying. It is a mantra the sisters all lived by and had etched into something each of them owned. The family mantra or statement said, “In the end, family means everything, and your sisters hold you up, no matter what may come.” Her two older sisters had come up with the saying when they were younger. Sabine and Wynter had uttered it so many times to the younger siblings that they all now lived by it. It has become their little “Norton code”. 

Rayna had the loopy design within the mirror replaced with the saying in a calligraphy style. She had been impressed by the intricate detail work and craftsmanship completed by the carpenter she’d requisitioned for the piece. Every time she looked at the piece, she found she was just as equally impressed as the first time.

Clucking her tongue, she grew more agitated by the moment. The agitation was both with herself and the inanimate object that caused her to be in this predicament. Choosing something to wear was never a simple task. It was no small feat to get her out of the house every morning. Now, she stood in front of her mirror wearing only her satin with lace bra and panty set. Her magenta toned undergarments would match perfectly with the soft and flirty dress that was a pale pink with magenta flowers hanging on her closet door. The base of the dress flared out catching the slightest gust of wind. She liked the concept behind it but felt the need to go with something a bit more fitting for a more businesslike affair. Her first meeting was with a potential client versus the rest were with current clients. 

Remaining in front of her mirror, she looked at the reflection of the bed. The more conservative black A-line skirt and magenta silk shirt was truly speaking to her. It was really frustrating knowing she was still indecisive when it came to deciding what to wear. Anything she wore this morning would have to take her into that evening. The drop of the neckline in front made it a bit more casual. The scoop neck hinted at just enough of her cleavage to make the shirt risqué for the office. It was one of the reasons she liked it.

[image: ]This was the part of her character she disliked the most. She was such a clothes whore that she had a second bedroom created just for the closet space. Her bedroom closet was overrun with all of her clothing and shoes. Even though she considered herself quite organized, she still became slightly overwhelmed by it all. 

What she had was a sickness for which she didn’t want a cure. She loved herself enough to know that wasn’t something she would change. It was just a little annoyance that needled at her from time to time. The little annoyance was something she knew she had all extra time for during her morning routine. She knew a final decision would eventually come then she could walk out of the house. Rayna tended to give herself at least an extra hour. Most of the time, her choices were narrowed down to three outfits that she would prefer to wear. On a very rare occasion, she might have a fourth. Knowing the time it would take, she made sure everything else was done. Shower, shave, hair, nails, make-up and even her accessories were chosen beforehand. It always came back to deciding what fit she’d put on her body. 

For that night, a part of her longed to actually go to the comfy drawer and pull something out to toss on later, but she’d already promised Lynnia or L. she would come.

L would be the middle sister of the younger three Nortons. Nyema is the older of the three. The promise to be “there” for her loomed over Rayna’s head. Reluctantly, she moved toward her bed to look at her other choice. As far as the evening went, she was going to have to grin and bear it. Her sister should know that she was dearly loved if Rayna was willing to spend a rare, free evening schmoozing and being an able body, walking billboard for her little sister’s new restaurant. L. Norton’s Cuisine was quickly becoming a hot spot. 

Opening her own restaurant was always something that Lynnia had forever dreamed of doing. She’d enlisted Rayna’s help with finding the property and drawing up the paperwork to make it a reality. Rayna was proud of her little sister. She also knew no matter how she was feeling she was going to have to get over herself and go. Her hope was her little sister, nor any of her other siblings, would use this as an opportunity to set her up. That would make fo a very crappy evening.

Oh well. Rayna had an entire day to get through. That would be something she’d have to deal with later. Pressing issues first then possible family ambushes later. She just needed to make a firm decision on what to wear so she could have this day then night over and done.
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Chris
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CHRISTOPHER LEIGH STOOD in the gallery, actually the living area, of his condo trying to make a decision that would hopefully start his evening off right. He’d been trying to focus on what stood before him, but his thoughts kept floating back to the woman who had captured every aspect of his attention. A woman who didn’t notice that he was alive. Rayna Norton had fascinated him from the moment she walked into her sister’s new restaurant space. He’d been speaking with Lynnia for quite some time. He believed he knew or met all the Norton sisters.

Chris had been wrong. Dead wrong. No way had that alluring beauty crossed his path prior to that day. He would’ve already had every detail of her being memorialized on one of his canvases had that been the case. Unfortunately, for him, it hadn’t.

The very busy lawyer sister, Rayna, hadn’t made it to any of his prior meetings with Lynnia. He’d met and gushed over the beauty of each of the sisters including the mother. Not once did anyone mention another.

Mr. Norton had to have had a time polishing and cleaning his weapons given the radiance of each of the Norton women. The family was blessed with a beautiful gene that would make most cover models jealous. All the sisters were quite lovely creatures, but Rayna was stop-traffic beautiful. She was run into a pole gorgeous. 

As she’d walked in that morning with a briefcase in one hand and a cell phone in the other, he’d been sure he’d stopped breathing for a good minute. Lynnia had to clear her throat to get his attention to return to what they’d been discussing prior to her sister’s arrival.

“Judging by the seriousness of her tone, she’s going to be at least another twenty minutes. Minimum. Sooo, you can finish what you were saying before she came in,” he’d heard Lynnia’s words, but they had no meaning. She moved slightly, trying to meet his gaze or gain his attention, he hadn’t known. “Chris?”

Her increased volume had snapped him out of his momentary stupor.

“Hmm? Yeah?” Lynnia’s chuckle had him recalibrating. Sighting of a woman shouldn’t affect him to the point of losing business. That wasn’t an option. “Oh, right. I was just saying that the Tuscany and Me would probably go best in the window so that ... um ... you can ...,” Chris had tried his best to get back on track but a slight breeze wafted her citrus and vanilla scent his way. The harder he tried, the worse it was because he was unable to formulate a thought after seeing and smelling her. “I’m sorry ... who is the woman that just walked in?”

One thing that will take him out of his head is a woman who can affect his senses in multiple ways. This woman had two right out the gate. She was visually appealing and had him scenting the air like a damn dog. Lynnia shifted slightly to look at him as if he’d lost his mind. He, quite possibly, had. Gratefully, she’d kept speaking despite his insane reaction.

“Oh, that’s Ray R ... my sister, Rayna. I told you I had another one you hadn’t met yet. Well, that’s her,” she’d sucked her teeth and rolled her eyes. “Always working. I tell you the truth. No one works as hard as she does and one of my sisters is a doctor. If I hadn’t told you already, she’s the lawyer.”

“Really?  Interesting. Wouldn’t have been able to figure that one out. She looks like the no nonsense type though.”

Chris looked over her five-foot seven-inch frame, dressed in a deep plum purple business jacket and matching skirt with a pale gray shirt. Her long, toasted brown skinned, toned legs glowed in the sun as light from star shined down on her through the doorway. The honey tones seemed to call out to him. An instant later, he realized that someone was actually calling his name.

“Chris? Chriiisss!” a singsong voice floated on the air to my ears. “See something you like there?” Lynnia had asked with a slight curve to her lips.

For a bonus, she added a snort giggle.

“My apologies, but kind of, sorry not sorry.” It was my turn to chuckle, and he swore he felt a blush creep up his cheeks. “That was completely ... inappropriate. I need to take a moment. I need some ...,” he’d started, but as he was closing his portfolio of smaller scans of his work, the object of his infatuation made her way over.

Chris stood stunned for a good five seconds as Lynnia made the introductions. Suddenly, he’d thrust his hand forward, placed said hand against hers then shook the outstretched, more petite hand with a little more gusto than he normally would a woman’s. Chris liked the way her hand curved into his much larger, callused one. Her curly, dark brown hair fell into her eyes as she looked down at something on the counter. He realized then that she was looking at his work. If the curve of her full lips was telling, then she quite enjoyed what she saw. 

“L, I love these. Your taste of Italy is going to win over so many people especially with these pieces as the backdrop. L, your soul food Fridays won’t hurt the neighborhood, either. I love the...,” she’d looked down at her phone, for a moment then distractedly continued. “...fact that your ... food isn’t going to be just about one ... just focused on one culture. I’m so sorry I’m so distracted. It’s just this case is close to closing and I’m kind of excited to reunite this family.”

Chris was lost. She’d flipflopped several times in a matter of a minute. Of course, her sister kept up with everything she was saying.

“Oh, right, the mother who lost her two children to their father’s mother because the family thought it best ...,” Lynnia began, but Rayna was holding up a finger, silently telling her to give her a minute.

“Rayna Norton speaking. No, I will not. I didn’t sign off on it. It ...”

Rayna spoke into her phone as she moved away from the table.

Her voice trailed off as she walked to another area of the building. Despite the distance, her voice carried back to them. Her words didn’t. Regardless, whatever happened, she wasn’t too thrilled about it.

“So, that is the youngest of my older sister’s, Rayna. She owns her own practice and is building quite a distinguished group of clients. Today’s client is one who she has been working with for quite some time and was in the closing stages of the case. I hope that phone call doesn’t change things. I ... probably should’ve kept some of that to myself. I have been chastised for being the chatterbox of the family sometimes,” Lynnia looked over at him then and studied his face. She must’ve noticed his look of distraction because the conversation suddenly shifted. “So, what would you like to know about the good counselor who happens to be my gorgeous older, not by much, sister?”

At a sudden loss for words, he botched the opening then just rambled.

“I ... what?” Chris said as he tried to gather his thoughts and turn them away from the dark brown eyes that had looked over his work. The owner of them said she loved what she saw. “Yeah. Um ... no. We have to get back to what pieces you want hung ... where ... in your restaurant. I need to see where and what pieces you need.”

“Uh huh, right. So that’s what you want to focus on?  It wouldn’t be a certain caramel skin beauty with oval shaped eyes, a pert nose and a body that most would kill for. A beauty who just so happens to be a lawyer. A lawyer who practically drooled over your work.” Lynnia tilted her head, causing her makeshift updo to slide with the action. She stared at him for a breath of a moment before continuing. “Hmm, work which is a crowd pleaser for any audience. You are one that is a fantastic artist and a master at his craft, by the way,” she’d continued, studying his reaction as if he were the subject posing for her canvas. “You‘re going to try to stand there and pretend that you don’t want to get at my sister. I saw how your green eyes lit up when she was looking at your work.”

Chris folded his arms over his chest as Lynnia fought a smile. He cleared his throat before speaking.

“I will admit that I enjoyed the fact that she liked my work. What artist wouldn’t want that?  I would be a complete and utter fool if I didn’t take pride in the fact ...,” Chris’ words were cut off by Lynnia.

If her words were stated to anyone else, they would have been hi-larious. Since they were stated to him, they were slightly amusing.

“Blah, blah, blah ... stall tactic. The next words I better hear are ‘Please L, will you make it happen’? If they aren’t, then we have nothing more to discuss. I can see when a man knows what he wants. I would not have taken you for one who didn’t rise to the challenge or one who backed down from a person who might not fawn at your very feet. If I’m wrong then ...,” she’d stated as she lifted her hands in mock surrender.

“Nice. I like the fact that you just threw down the gauntlet and basically told me to man up or else. Are all your sisters ...?” he’d begun to question.

“What? More than willing to keep a man on their toes or call them on their junk, maybe even speak to the truth of the matter?  Nope. I’m one of a kind. Although, my sisters all tend to be outspoken when they want to be. It makes our weekly lunches very interesting,” she stated around a laugh, and he found himself laughing along with her. “So, watch out. Now, what do you say?”

“I say that I am man enough to handle this without your assistance. I am more than capable of holding my own with one of the Norton women,” he’d responded and quickly added when she quirked an eyebrow at him. “All of the Norton women at one time, that is a horse of a different color.”

She’d laughed again. She was still laughing as he’d gathered his things and made his way to the door. When he’d reached it, he could hear Rayna’s voice as she returned.

“What’s so funny, Sis?” he’d heard her ask.

“Oh, nothing. It was something Chris said,” Lynnia replied.

“Chris? Chris who?  A new guy?  I thought you were dating Travis?”

Rayna fired off the questions. He could practically hear Lynnia’s eyeroll from where he was. He tried not to dwell on the fact that she hadn’t recalled there had been another person in the restaurant to heart. After all, they hadn’t had a moment to talk beyond the introductions.

As he’d opened the door, he heard L say, “Chris is the artist whose work you were looking at and loved.”

“Really?  Was he here?” Rayna had asked. 

He hadn’t realized he was that invisible. His six-foot two-inch frame usually got him noticed, but apparently not by the lawyer. Chris heard Lynnia’s response as he opened the door to the exit.

“You know, it is so sad when you don’t even notice a gorgeous, Greek god was standing in the room with you. I seriously think we need to make you an appointment with Nyema.”

“She treats children, Wonderful,” Rayna replies with all the snark a woman of her stature could muster.

That was the last of the conversation he would hear. Chris made up in his mind he would be sure to make an impression at that evening’s event. He was sure that all of Lynnia’s sisters would be at the opening of her restaurant, and he was not going to miss it. He just needed to decide the final canvas that would be the focal point of the space. It was set to be the piece that would be seen by every table in the area and the first piece guests saw after they passed the hostess area.

Chris was trying to decide between a piece he called Family Play, or another called A Palate to Remember. Both pieces spoke to different aspects of the passion behind Lynnia’s restaurant. Lynnia told him whichever one he chose would be the one that would remain a permanent fixture, showcased on the main wall. It was the one thing Lynnia had left up to him. 

Hours later, he still hadn’t decided. His team would be at his place soon to take the painting so that it was hanging for the opening. He had five more ... maybe not.

Knock. Knock.

He hadn’t realized so much time had passed. As a knock came against the door again, Chris walked over to the front door of his condo and opened it to the deliveryman. He silently cursed as he moved out of the way, so he could bring in his equipment. Chris looked around the man at the pieces again. He watched the delivery guys, there were two now, walk over to where he was looking.

“Which one?” the shorter of the two questioned. 

Chris looked again. On impulse, he pointed to the depiction of a family passing along plates of different foods. Some of the members looked as if they were in motion to be seated. A couple looked as if they were dashing to make it to where a particular plate was heading. The family was made up of gathered people of different ethnicities. As he thought about it, he found it to be the perfect thing for Lynnia’s restaurant. She didn’t want to be stereotyped or categorized. Her meals would change daily. Opening night was themed, A Seat in Tuscany, would be her Taste of Tuscany menu. The night’s cuisine would be based on tastes of Italy, and he looked forward to the changes to come. He stepped back as he watched the guys cart his work away. 

His focus turned back to another canvas that had caught his attention that morning: The canvas of Rayna Norton. She was truly a work of art. Chris knew he had his work cut out for him.  He could feel the excitement course through his veins that always came with a new challenge begin. His goal was to find a way to gain her awareness if it was the last thing that he did.
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Rayna

Rayna was standing in front of the mirror again, putting the final touches on her outfit. She was enjoying the way she felt in the flirty dress. The feel of the material against her skin was something she liked. The hint of risk she was taking by wearing something that a good wind would cause her to be exposed in was something else she enjoyed. Putting in her stud earrings that matched the magenta floral ring she was wearing, she heard her computer chime. Rayna walked over to the mouse and moved it. Waiting for the screen to respond, she drummed her fingers then logged in when prompted. 

As she figured, her sisters’ faces awaited her on the screen of their personal video chat room. If nothing else, she knew her sisters well enough to know that they were not going to allow her to simply attend this party. None of her other sisters were in committed relationships. For some reason all of them seemed to worry about her. She could hear Sabine saying, “All work and no play makes Ray a lonely, mega billionaire with no one to share her riches.” It was one of the things that she hated hearing. All her sisters, even the youngest, seemed to take it upon themselves to take advantage of every opportunity and use it to try to get her hitched to some man. 

Rayna wasn’t going to let that fly today. Plus, she felt more secure in her stance since only two of her sisters were in the chat and not all five of them. She was even happier to find that it was Lynnia and Nyema. The two younger siblings were easily driven off course since most of the time they were so busy with their own things they tended to not hassle her as much. It usually was her two older sisters that led the charge with making sure she didn’t completely lose herself in her work. Some days she was grateful they came and tore her from the office, but most of the time she just wanted a moment to breathe. She appreciated their concern, but she had goals she wanted to meet. 

“Hello Frick and Frack attack. What’s up?” she greeted her sisters.

She began laughing to herself because she was watching them both use the camera as a mirror. 

“Hey there, Sis. I’m so loving the dress!  Definitely one that I will be stopping by to borrow,” Nyema stated as she applied a soft brown gloss to her lips. 

She primped her curls. Nyema was the only one of the sisters that regularly wore her naturally curly hair.  

“Thanks Nye. Coming from you that is the highest form of compliment. You usually hate all my clothes,” Rayna responded as she sat down in front of the computer.

“I don’t hate them per se. I just know that I wouldn’t wear anything so businesslike and ...,” she paused and sat back as she tried to think of a word.

“Prudish ... conservative ... stagnant?  Choose any word to fill in the blank,” Lynnia added as she giggled and hummed to herself while applying her eye make-up.

“I resent that remark. I am none of the above. I wear clothing that is suited to be taken seriously in my line of work. Who is going to take a lawyer seriously if ...?” Rayna was cut off by Lynnia.

“Oookay, so evidently someone is sensitive about her wardrobe today. Duly noted, Counselor. On another, completely off-topic subject, someone was the object of someone’s fancy today,” Lynnia stated as she took one final look at her face. 

Rayna watched as Lynnia smiled to herself then looked directly into the camera. Why did Rayna feel as if she was the one being scrutinized in that moment?  Suddenly, both of her sisters were staring into the camera. They were quiet, as if waiting for her to respond. She decided to go ahead and give in to playing the game.

“Okay, so who?” she asked.

“Wow, I didn’t believe Lynnie until this very moment. You really didn’t notice the hot artist that has been gracing the space of L. Norton’s, did you?” Nyema stated, stopping mid-air with a bronze toned earring that had one single leaf dangling from the end. “I always thought everybody was just giving you the business for no reason, but maybe they were right. If you didn’t notice that beautiful packaging, then you might just be a lost cause.”

“I don’t see how my not noticing some painter guy means that I’m a lost cause. I was a bit distracted today. I had...,” Rayna started again.

Lynnia interrupted her once more.

“Um, no, Miss Ma’am, it wasn’t just today. You have had plenty of other occasions that could be used to build a case that you are completely oblivious to anything other than your caseload. If there was a way to marry work, then you would be the first person to sign up.” Lynnia sucked her teeth as she put on her necklace. “The fact that a six-foot two-inch, lean version of David with red hair and the most amazing green eyes stood not more than a foot away from you and you took no notice. It’s sad to say. Facts presented, and I rest my case.”

“I’m sorry. I hadn’t realized that I was on trial here. I feel like we are in closing arguments on what is ultimately my life. My observational skills are firmly intact, and I don’t appreciate ...,” Rayna halted her reply.

She felt herself beginning to get worked up. She was truly getting sick of being on the receiving end of this type of attack. Rayna felt the desire to move. She was about to get up to pace the floor to gather her thoughts when she heard Nyema’s voice.

“Look, Ray, we’re not trying to put you on the defensive here. You have to admit that if it were any one of us, you would be reaming us a new one. I was standing at the checkout counter last week and a beautiful specimen of man stood right across from me. I didn’t take notice. You didn’t let me hear the end of it until three days later. All’s fair, Sis, and you know it,” Nyema stood and looked at the back of her earth toned dress. 

It fit her slight curves perfectly. Rayna thought the pattern of fall colors fit her sister’s calming personality just as flawlessly.

“I’m sorry. You’re right. I just don’t have time to try to focus on my career and deal with a guy right now. Besides, I’m not the only single sister, here,” Rayna stated matter-of-factly.

“No, but you are the only one who has “bed warmers” and doesn’t date. At all,” Lynnia added for good measure. “Well, ladies, I’m going to sign off. I want to do a final run through. Rayna, I love you and I hope you aren’t offended. I, also, hope that you give Chris a chance. He is genuinely a good guy. It also helps that he is so wonderful to look at. He is going to love you in that dress, by the way. Smooches. L-boogie signing off.”  

Rayna’s window closed out a little after that. Nyema said that she had to make sure Nakia was ready for bed. Her sweetheart of a niece had school the next day and wasn’t going to be able to attend the opening. After telling her to give her niece her love, Rayna watched the screen close entirely. She knew there was some truth in her sisters’ words. The fact of the matter was she wasn’t willing to sacrifice her career for a chance at love. With that thought in mind, Rayna stood, quickly unzipped the dress and let it drop to the floor. She pulled on the skirt then picking up the shirt, she pulled it over her head and allowed it to slip over her frame. There was no need to give this Chris guy any more reason to think that he might have a chance with her. Her next thing was to pull a brush through the big curls in her hair. She pulled her usually mid-back length hair back into a ponytail at the nape of her neck. To complete the ensemble, she grabbed the jacket that matched the skirt and laid it across the bed.

Rayna jogged around her bed to her bathroom and quickly washed her face. She didn’t need the full-on evening face after all. The “no nonsense” look was what she usually liked anyway.

This look should ward off any advance from any male this evening.

She was trying to find ways to de-prettify herself but gave up after about five minutes. Her plan wasn’t to engage the bait and flirt the evening would bring if her sisters had their way.  

Rayna arrived exactly ten minutes before the official opening of the restaurant and fought the slight crowd that was standing outside, waiting to get in. Evidently, the city of Tempa was very interested in her sister’s opening and cuisine. At least that was what she’d gathered from the conversations she overheard on her way in. Carlita, the hostess, and one of her sister’s dearest friends, had the doorman open the door for her. The hostess went on to explain who Rayna was to the owner and advised the man to commit her face to memory. 

As she walked into the gold and red-lit main entranceway, she felt the palpable excitement about the night’s event from every member of her sister’s staff. She made her way around the opulent waiting area. Comfortable bank seating lined both sides of the entryway that led to the hostess stand, which had a relaxed, high back leather chair behind the black lacquer podium. The plaque on the front had the name of the restaurant in a gleaming gold on a black shining surface with the statement “Greeted by a Hostess daily” centered in a bold, yellow gold. 

Rayna looked up to see the night’s specials on a parchment style backdrop in a clearly defined, elegant font that she was sure would be reflected on the menus as well. Her sister was a
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