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Praise for TRUE ROMANCE


“What better way is there to prove romance really exists than to read these books?”


—Carly Phillips, New York Times bestselling author 


“Memoir meets romance! In the twenty years I’ve been penning romances, this is one of the most novel and exciting ideas I’ve encountered in the genre. Take a Vow. It rocks!”


—Tara Janzen, New York Times bestselling 
author of Loose and Easy 


“An irresistible combination of romantic fantasy and reality that begins where our beloved romance novels end: TRUE VOWS. What a scrumptious slice of life!”


—Suzanne Forster, New York Times bestselling author 


“The marriage of real-life stories with classic, fictional romance—an amazing concept.”


—Peggy Webb, award-winning author
of sixty romance novels 
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One 
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Where did you come from?

You traversed the whole world 

Just to land on my plate.

“IT’S NOT REALLY A BLIND DATE IF YOU’VE already chatted with the guy online, right?” Nina Barry squeezed into the crowded Brooklyn nightclub behind her friend Erin. “Since You’ve Been Gone” blared over the hum of the crowd of college students and twentysomethings who packed the dance floor and filled the booths and tables.

“It’s not a date at all.” Erin grasped Nina’s wrist and dragged her toward the back of the club and to the booth where the DJ oversaw this happy chaos. “You’re just saying hi and seeing if anything clicks.”

“Right.” Nina swept her long bangs out of her eyes and tried to see into the dark interior of the DJ’s booth. Being five-ten made it easier to see over the crowd, but the smoked-glass front of the booth screened the man inside from view. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” she said. “He’s working and I shouldn’t interrupt.” 

“What are you so nervous about?” Erin turned to face her. Short and curvy, with a fall of mahogany hair, Nina looked like a  titian Madonna. “You liked his Facebook profile, right? And the e-mail messages he sent?”

“I did.” Nina sighed. “It’s just never easy starting up the whole relationship thing.” She’d been out a few times since she’d broken up with her last serious boyfriend two months before, but every new encounter left her feeling hollow inside. She was only twenty–three—too young to settle down, as her mother, who had married for the first time at eighteen, liked to remind her. But lately Nina found herself thinking about her future, longing for something more.

They reached the booth as “Dancing With Tears in My Eyes” began to play. Erin was right. There was no reason to be nervous.

Randy was a nice guy. Someone she could have fun with. She knocked firmly on the door to the booth.

The door swung open and Nina caught her breath. The fuzzy snapshots on his Facebook page really hadn’t done this man justice. Hair she’d thought was black was really the deep brown of dark sienna. Hazel eyes looked into hers from beneath perfectly groomed brows; and when he smiled at her, a little shyly, she noticed the dimple in his chin. “Hello ladies,” he said. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m Nina,” she said. “And this is my friend, Erin.”

“Pleased to meet you. I’m . . .”

A blast of music drowned out the word, though Nina thought she caught the “y” on the end. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your work.” She looked past him into the booth where two turntables, a CD player, and stacks of CDs scattered like oversize coins littered the counter. “Maybe when you take a break, we could have a drink.”

Did she imagine that half-second hesitation? Had he already decided they didn’t “click”? But then the smile returned full force. “Sure. I’m just filling in for a friend for a bit. He should be right back. Why don’t you find a table and I’ll join you in a minute?”

“So? What do you think?” Erin waited until they were a few feet from the booth before she leaned in and asked the question. 

“He’s very good-looking,” Nina said. Maybe it was shallow to zero in on that first thing, but what could she say? Randy was much better looking than she’d expected. He really needed to update his Facebook profile.

“Maybe a little too good-looking,” Erin said.

“What do you mean?”

“I never saw a guy with such great skin. And his clothes and hair were perfect. I hope he’s not gay.”

Nina had been so focused on Randy’s face she hadn’t noticed his clothes. She had a vague recollection of slim, dark jeans and a black T-shirt. “He is definitely not gay,” she said. No gay man would ever make her pulse race the way Randy had. “He asked me out, remember?”

“Well, yeah. There is that.”

They snagged a table near the dance floor as another couple was leaving, and ordered drinks from a passing waitress. Nina kept looking toward the booth, but the smoked glass made Randy invisible to her. She forced herself to look at the dance floor instead, at the writhing, swaying couples in slim jeans, short skirts, cocktail dresses, shimmery tops, plain T-shirts. If she let her vision blur, they formed a kaleidoscope of color and motion. She’d like to photograph them, perhaps a long exposure to blur the faces and bodies more, or a painting, almost impressionistic in its approach. . . .

“Earth to Nina. You need to pay for your drink.” Erin’s voice brought her back to the present. She paid the waitress, then jumped as someone touched her arm.

“I didn’t mean to startle you.” A young man with longish dark hair and thick dark brows held out his hand. “I’m Randy. Danny told me you were here. I’m so glad you could make it.”

“Randy?” She stared at him, taking in the disheveled hair and doughy face that did, indeed, match the pictures on his Facebook profile.

“If you’re Randy, then who is the guy in the DJ booth?” Erin asked.

“That’s Danny. He works here, too. Sorry I wasn’t here to meet you. I stepped out back for a smoke.”

Nina nodded, fighting a sinking feeling.

“Let me grab a couple of chairs.” Randy snagged two empties from nearby tables and fit them in alongside Nina and Erin. “Danny’s going to join us in a minute.” He turned to Nina. “Is this your first time at the Castle?”

“Yes.” She looked again toward the crowded dance floor. “I’d like to bring my camera sometime, to photograph it.”

“I thought you were a painter,” Randy said.

“I paint, yes. And I take photographs, too.”

“I’m envious of people with that kind of talent.” Danny dropped into the chair beside her. He carried a clear drink with a slice of lime floating in it. “I appreciate art and movies and music, and I’ve done some writing, but no painting.”

“Danny’s the big businessman,” Randy said. “He has his own online music store and a website.”

“Then how can you say you don’t have real talent?” Nina asked.

He shrugged, an elegant lift of the shoulders. “All my paintings would look like abstract art.”

“Some people like abstract art,” she said.

“Nina’s from Russia,” Randy said. Was he showing off his knowledge of her or merely making conversation? Nina could never be sure with men.

“I was born in Moscow,” she said. “But I’ve lived in the United States since I was ten.”

“I’m from Florida,” Danny said. “But if you visited Hialeah, where I grew up, you’d think you were in Cuba—the language, the music, the food—it’s like being in Havana.”

“You’re Cuban?” Nina asked. He didn’t look Cuban, with his pale skin and light eyes.

“Half Cuban, half Swedish.” He grinned. “I can make ropa vieja and Swedish meatballs.”

“I could make you borscht, but you probably wouldn’t eat it. Most Americans are suspicious of Russian food.”

“You have to admit, Nina, that Russia isn’t known for its cuisine,” Randy said.

She bristled. Americans were so ignorant of Russia, yet they had no problem making pronouncements like that. “Russia has wonderful food,” she said. “I bet you’ve never even eaten a Russian meal.”

“No . . . but I’ve never heard anything good about it, either.” He grinned. “They make good vodka, though.”

Nina glared at him. No, there was definitely no chemistry between her and Randy. He was an oaf.

“I’ve never had Russian food,” Danny said. “But I’d like to try it some time. Maybe we could go to a Russian restaurant here in New York and you could show me what was good.”

Was he proposing a date? “I’d like that. Though the food here wouldn’t taste as good as it does in Russia. Some of the ingredients are impossible to find in the States.”

“Then maybe we’ll go to Russia someday.”

The easy way he said “we” sent a thrill through her. His attitude was all polite friendliness, but she could see something more developing. Or maybe that was wishful thinking. The capacity for  fantasy that stood her so well in art sometimes led to disappointments in real life.

“I’d love to travel all over the world and sample the specialties of every country,” Danny continued. “I’m an adventurous eater.”

The description intrigued her. She had always seen life as an adventure to be explored through travel and art and music—and food.

“No borscht for me,” Randy said. “I’m more of a burger and steaks guy. Maybe a little chicken or sausage now and then.”

“I’m a vegetarian,” Erin said. It wasn’t true, but she enjoyed saying anything she thought would spark a debate.

“You look too healthy to be a vegetarian,” Randy said.

“Healthy as in healthy, or healthy as in fat?” Erin challenged him.

“Definitely not fat.” His gaze flickered to her chest. “I like a woman who looks like a woman.”

“Meat has nothing to do with it.”

As the two launched into a spirited debate, Danny leaned toward Nina. “I’ve never had much trouble telling women from men,” he observed. He sipped his drink, studying her over the rim of the glass. She felt warmed by that gaze, her cheeks hot.

To cover her embarrassment at his scrutiny, she searched for some way to keep the conversation going. “What is this song that’s playing?” she asked.

“‘Little Girl with Blue Eyes,’ by Pulp.” He leaned closer. “Like you. You have amazing blue eyes.”

She looked away from his scrutiny, though she was secretly pleased he’d noticed. She wasn’t vain, but she thought her eyes were her best feature, and she played them up with dark liner and lots of mascara.

“I like the song,” she said. The silence between them stretched,  he seemed content to study her as he sipped his drink. Nina continued, “I like the music you were playing earlier, too.”

“All British bands from the ’80s and ’90s and some newer stuff,” he said. “Some pretty obscure stuff. I enjoy introducing people to it.”

“How do you know all these songs?” she asked. “I mean, I like music, but I mostly know the bands I hear on the radio or the ones my friends turn me on to.”

“I’ve just always been really interested in music. And movies and food and architecture and fashion.” He laughed again, a low chuckle that made her feel quivery inside. “I’m trying to put the lie to that saying about ‘jack of all trades and master of none.’”

“Randy said you run a website.”

“Yeah. An online music magazine. I review CDs and bands, try to give some exposure to lesser-known talent. I can send you a link if you like.”

“Thanks. I’d like to see it.”

“Tell me about your art.”

“Oh, well, what do you want to know?”

“What is it that made you want to be an artist?”

“My father is an artist and so is my grandmother. Her father was an artist, too.” She remembered visiting her grandmother in her flat in Moscow, canvases lining the hallway, the smell of oil paint and solvents perfuming the air. It had been one of her favorite places in all the world, where she would sit for hours in her grandmother’s studio, making miniature sculptures from scraps of clay, or designing elaborate wardrobes of Barbie clothes. 

“So art is in your blood.”

“Art is in my heart.” She blushed, not having meant to say the words out loud, but his expression remained serious. Understanding. 

“Danny, hate to interrupt, buddy, but if we’re both down here,  who’s minding the music?” Randy asked.

“I put on a mix CD of my favorites,” Danny said.

“You have good taste,” Nina said.

“Of course.” His mock seriousness made her laugh. Amazing how comfortable she felt with him when they’d known each other less than an hour. She couldn’t stop looking at him, not just because he was good-looking, but because something drew her to continue to study his face. He had such interesting eyes—blue and green and gold depending on the angle of the light. One of them had a black dot in it. She imagined drawing his face, carefully placing the dot in his eye. It was the kind of small detail that made a portrait stand out.

“That CD isn’t going to last forever,” Randy said, with a pointed look at his friend.

“I’d better get back to work.” Danny rose, with obvious reluctance.

“It was nice meeting you,” Nina said.

“It was great meeting you, too. If you give me your e-mail, I’ll send you that link to my website.”

“Sure.” Ignoring the way her heart leapt at this avenue for them to keep in touch, she dug in her purse until she found a pen and a gum wrapper. She scribbled her e-mail address onto the wrapper, then added her phone number too and handed it over.

“Thanks.” He shoved it in his pocket without looking at it. She hoped he wouldn’t toss it out later, thinking it was trash.

Then his eyes met hers again, and she felt once more a surge of warmth. “I hope we see each other again, Nina,” he said.

“I hope so, too.”

“I need a cigarette,” Randy announced as soon as Danny had left them. “You want to come keep me company while I smoke?” he asked Nina.

She shook her head. “I really don’t like smoke,” she said.

“Ouch.” He put a hand to his heart, as if wounded, but his smile didn’t waiver. “I guess that’s the way it goes sometimes. You can hit it off with someone online, but you never really know until you meet in person.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean . . .”

He waved away her protest as he stood. “It’s okay. I’ll still leave you on my friends list. Thanks for stopping by.”

She watched until he was swallowed up by the crowd. She ought to feel disappointed that things hadn’t worked out with him, but really, all she felt was relief.

“Talk about a postmodern kiss off,” Erin said. “Instead of ‘we can still be friends,’ it’s ‘I won’t unfriend you on Facebook.’”

Nina laughed. “He really wasn’t my type.”

“How would you know? You spent all your time talking to Mr. Metrosexual.”

“Come on, Erin. Do you have something against a man with good grooming?”

“No. I’m just jealous. I wish a man would look at me the way he was looking at you.”

“You’re imagining things. He wasn’t looking at me any particular way.” But her heart beat faster at the thought.

“Uh-huh. And you weren’t looking at him any particular way, either. You’re a lousy liar, you know that?”

Nina gathered up her purse and stood. “I’m ready to go now.” 

“You don’t want to stick around and see if Danny takes another break? You might even talk him into dancing with you.”

She might. Or he’d dance with someone else and she’d have to watch. Or Randy might decide to give her a second chance. Better to leave now, while the evening was still perfect. “My mother always told me it was best to leave a man wanting more, especially when you first meet,” she said.

“Your mother also said you should be eating a macrobiotic diet and that regular colonic cleansing would be good for your complexion.”

Natasha Barry might have been born in Russia, but she was from Boulder now, a crunchy-granola girl into alternative health, alternative food—just about alternative anything.

“In this case, I think she’s right.” Nina wanted to go home now and replay the evening in her head, to think about everything Danny had said, and about his beautiful face. Maybe she’d draw that face, with those intriguing eyes and that beautiful, beautiful smile.

“She had a great smile, and the most amazing blue eyes.”

“Who are you talking about?” John de Zayas looked up from his laptop computer at his younger cousin.

“This woman I met at the club last night.” Danny leaned over John’s shoulder to study the computer screen. “Haven’t you been listening?”

“You’re supposed to be helping me set up this inventory database, not mooning about some woman you met at the club.”

“I’m not mooning. I was just telling you about this interesting woman. She’s an artist, born in Russia, but she’s been in the U.S. for years.” Nina had such a fascinating background. Danny regretted he hadn’t been able to spend more time talking with her; the little while they’d spent together had flown by too quickly. When he’d returned to the table during his next break he’d been disappointed to find her gone.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t you already involved with a woman? As in living with her?”

Danny frowned. Just because he was living with someone—his longtime girlfriend, Renee—didn’t mean he couldn’t have female  friends. In fact, he preferred women friends, always had. Women had an emotional empathy he appreciated. “I never said I was interested in Nina romantically,” he said. “I just think she’s an interesting woman.” He leaned over and clicked a few keys on the laptop. Time to change the subject, before John started lecturing him on the right way to conduct his personal life. “Looks like the business is doing pretty good.” John ran a men’s clothing company, Hombre, that sold upscale clothing and accessories.

“It would be doing even better if I had someone I could trust to help me with marketing.” He gave Danny a significant look.

“And you think I’m that person?”

“You’ll need a job when you graduate next month. I need someone to help me.”

“My degree will be in independent studies, with an emphasis on film,” Danny pointed out. “Not exactly a marketing background.” 

“I don’t care what your diploma says. I’ve seen what you can do. How many businesses have you started successfully?”

Danny grinned. “Maybe half a dozen, if you count the band I had when I was twelve.” He enjoyed exploring new ideas for making a living, combining his loves of music and art and culture into first a band, then later into several websites and his services as a DJ. Some ventures he abandoned when they bored him after a few months, while others continued for years, part time. He’d once characterized himself as a serial entrepreneur.

“You have an eye for fashion and business smarts,” John said. “You’d be perfect for the position. Together we could make Hombre into a national concern.”

It all sounded great. Danny believed John when he said they could do it. But he’d spent his whole life with his cousin telling him what to do. John was ten years older and had been Danny’s chief babysitter when Danny was little.

But Danny wasn’t little anymore, and he didn’t need a babysitter, even one he was as close to as John. “I don’t know what I want to do after graduation,” he said. “I was hoping to take some time off this summer to travel.”

“I need your help now. If you’ll start right after graduation, I’ll give you two weeks vacation this summer. You’ll be making enough money you can go wherever you want.”

The offer was tempting, but still Danny hesitated. “I always thought I’d do something more creative and exciting.”

“You don’t think growing a business like this is interesting? As for creative—be as creative as you like, as long as you find us the customers we need to grow. Of course, if you don’t think you’re up to the job . . .”

Danny recognized the challenge. John was a master of knowing what buttons to push to make his cousin pay attention. “If I do decide to come work for you, get ready,” he said. “I’ll have every store in the country begging for your merchandise.”

“Say the word and I’ll print the business cards.” John’s expression sobered. “Seriously, I want us to work together.”

“I know.” Danny rested a hand on his cousin’s shoulder. “And I promise I’ll think about it.” It was a great plan, the two of them in business together. He’d go right from graduation to a good job with one of the people he loved most in the world. He’d be set for life.

But the idea didn’t thrill him. Part of the fun of life was not knowing what was around the next bend. He liked being spontaneous, always ready for the next adventure. Uncertainty was something to be relished, not feared.

“You get a good job, settle down, maybe you’ll think about marrying Renee. Starting a family.”

John’s words brought him out of his dream of adventure with  a jolt. “Who said anything about marrying Renee?”

John frowned at him. “You’ve been dating the woman for five years. You don’t think she’s expecting marriage?”

“Renee isn’t like that.” She never brought up the subject of marriage. Though when they’d shopped for a new apartment recently, he’d overheard her on the phone with a girlfriend, saying one place they’d considered had a spare bedroom they could use as a nursery. The memory made him light-headed. “You know I care about Renee,” he said. “But I’m not sure she’s the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with.”

“What are you waiting for—a sign from above?”

More like a sign from within. “I just think when the time is right for me to settle down, I’ll know.” He liked Renee. He respected her and they had a comfortable relationship. But he didn’t feel any sense of urgency about making their bond permanent.

“Fine. I don’t care if you marry her or not, but say you’ll come work for me after graduation.”

“I told you, I’ll think about it.”

“Remember, I’m throwing in two weeks vacation after you’ve only been here a couple of months. You won’t get a better offer from anyone else.”

How did John know that? The world was full of options, and Danny liked to be open to all of them. Maybe that was the real reason he hadn’t asked Renee to marry him; he wanted to be open to the option of someone even better coming along. Love— real love—was too important to risk making the wrong decision. And real love shouldn’t be ordinary. Maybe he’d spent too many years listening to love songs, but when you found your soul mate, she ought to rock your world a little.

From: DDeZayas@newyorknet.com 

To: NinaBarry@citytel.com 

Subject: Rocking the Kasbah 

Nina, 

It was great meeting you the other night. Here is the link to the website. Let me know what you think. I’m DJing at the Castle Saturday night if you want to drop by. I have a bunch of cool new tunes to share and I want to hear more about your art.

Danny 

Nina read the e-mail message again as she put on a pair of dangling silver-bead earrings. The earrings went well with the silver threads in her shimmery blue top and the silver buckles on her stiletto heels. Skinny black jeans and a silver charm bracelet completed the outfit. The tiny apartment didn’t have a full-length mirror, but she guessed she looked pretty good. Maybe good enough to impress a guy like Danny.

She switched off the computer and was almost to the door when her cell phone rang. “Hello?”

“Nina, what’s wrong?” Her mother’s worried voice sounded far away over the phone line, as if she spoke from another dimension. Knowing Natasha, this wasn’t far from the truth.

“Nothing’s wrong, Mom.”

“I had a premonition that disturbed me, and you sounded upset when you answered the phone just now.”

“I’m just in a hurry. I’m getting ready to go out.”

“On a date?” Natasha’s voice sharpened with interest.

“I’m meeting friends at a club.” Not a lie. Surely she and Danny were friends, and there would be other people there she might know.

“You’re uneasy about this meeting, I can tell. I’m getting a very strong premonition you shouldn’t go.”

Nina rolled her eyes. Natasha had premonitions the way other people had indigestion—after every meal and six times on Sunday. She made so many predictions about things, some of her forecasts were bound to come true. “It’ll be fine, Mom,” she said.

“How is your art? Have you sold any more paintings?”

“I got a commission to do some illustrations for a website.” She didn’t bother mentioning the website was for a friend, who could only afford to pay minimum wage. But she hoped the work would lead to more.

“Your illustrations are charming, I’m sure, but your real talent is painting,” Natasha said. “That is what you should be doing. If you were here in Boulder I could introduce you to a gallery owner I know. He would love to exhibit your work.”

“I like it here in New York. This is a wonderful place to be an artist.” Not that she didn’t miss Colorado, but she’d needed to get away from her family for awhile, to prove she could make it on her own.

“Your soul is here in the mountains,” Natasha said. “I know you’ll come back here where you belong sooner or later.”

“For now, I’m happy here,” Nina said.

Natasha sighed dramatically. “Everything happens for a reason,” she said. “There are no coincidences in life, so I can only surmise you are in New York now to learn a lesson, or perhaps to meet someone who will be a significant influence in your life.”

A shiver raced up Nina’s spine at these words. Though she discounted most of her mother’s pronouncements, this last statement made her think of Danny. Of course, she hardly knew the man, but she couldn’t remember being so strongly attracted to  anyone before. If he returned her feelings . . . well, a man she loved who loved her would certainly qualify as a significant influence.

By the time Nina got off the phone with her mother, she’d missed the train that would take her closest to the club and had to wait another twenty minutes on the platform. Fortunately, the March night air was mild, with only a slight breeze. Maybe they were in for an early spring and an end to the damp cold that had made trudging through New York streets a trial.

Finally she reached the Castle and surveyed the crowd around the door in dismay. How would she ever get Danny’s attention in that crush? She wasn’t sure if she’d have the nerve to knock on the door of the DJ booth again.

She hadn’t come all this way to get cold feet, she reminded herself. She made her way toward the back of the club, but before she reached the booth, Danny himself intercepted her. “Hey,” he said, catching hold of her arm. “I’m glad you could make it.”

His hand on her arm was warm and gentle, and his smile was so full of welcome she felt weak at the knees. So much for her mom saying she shouldn’t be here tonight. She couldn’t think of any place in the world she’d rather be.

“I’ve got a table over here with a bunch of people for you to meet.” He led her to a group around two tables pushed together and began rattling off names: Randy was there with a magenta-haired woman named Deirdre, a couple named Patty and Mark, and a very tall young man whose name Nina didn’t catch. Danny found a chair for Nina and squeezed it in next to his, then excused himself to return to the DJ booth.

“This next song goes out to a lovely young woman, Nina,” he said, and she had to fight the urge to blush like a schoolgirl. The song she’d heard last week, “Little Girl With Blue Eyes,” began to play.

“How do you know Danny?” Patty, who sat across from her, asked.

“We met last week, here at the club,” Nina answered.

“You’re the artist, from Russia,” the tall man said.

Who was this man who was studying her so intently? “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” she said.

“I’m John de Zayas. Danny’s cousin.”

She could see the resemblance now, in the dark hair and dimpled chin, though John’s eyes were brown and very solemn. Why did he look so serious?

“You’re from Russia?” Patty asked. “I’ll bet you were relieved to escape to the United States.”

“We didn’t escape from anything,” Nina said. “We moved here because my mother married a British scientist who lived in Colorado.”

“Still, from what I’ve seen on television, Russia’s a pretty grim place.” Patty made a face.

“Russia is a very beautiful country,” Nina said. “And Moscow is a sophisticated city with amazing architecture and gorgeous parks and a rich history.” She managed a tight smile. “We’re not all a bunch of grim communists freezing to death in Siberia.”

“Who says you’re a communist in Siberia?” Danny slid into the chair next to her once more. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

Nina flushed. “You’re laughing at me,” she accused.

“Not at all. I think it’s charming that you’re so passionate.”

She flashed an apologetic look at Patty and Mark. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get so upset. Though I’ve lived in the United States a long time, I still feel the need to defend my home country.”

“I can’t say I’ve ever felt that way about Cuba,” Danny said. “But that’s probably because I’ve never been there. But I’d enjoy  seeing Russia. I’d like to travel all over the world. I want to see Iceland and Ireland and Italy—everywhere.”

“I love to travel,” Nina said. “I want to visit all the world’s great cities and paint them . . . and photograph them, too.”

“You get a different view of the world through a camera lens,” Danny said. “You see the objects in a scene as they relate to each other and as a whole. And you focus in on details you might not otherwise notice.”

“Exactly!” Nina leaned toward him, thrilled that he understood this. “That is what art does. It makes you notice.” The way she noticed the lushness of the dark lashes that framed his eyes, and the off-center arch of his eyebrows. Or the long fingers of his hands as he reached for his drink. . . .

“Sorry I’m late. The trains were running behind.” A petite woman with a cloud of honey-colored hair stood by the table, her cheeks flushed, her words pouring out in a rush. “I was late getting off work and had to run home and change and I kept getting further and further behind. I thought about calling, but of course there’s no signal on the subway and. . . .”

Danny put his hand on the woman’s arm, silencing her. “It’s all right,” he said. “You’re here now.”

He turned to Nina, but his gaze didn’t quite meet hers. She felt a chill that had nothing to do with the club’s overenthusiastic air conditioning. Something about the way he rested his hand on this newcomer’s arm, or the way the blonde looked at him . . . his words came to her like her mother’s over the phone line, echoing and far away. “Nina, I’d like you to meet Renee. My girlfriend.”





Two 
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I’m a daydreamer.

I may seem aloof, but I’m 

Paying attention.

“AND YOU HAD NO IDEA he had a girlfriend?” Erin curled up on one end of the daybed that also served as the sofa in Nina’s tiny apartment and helped herself to more popcorn from the bowl on the TV tray/side table. It was Sunday afternoon, and the friends had gotten together to review last night’s disastrous “date” at the Castle.

“He never said he did . . . but he never said he didn’t, either.” She studied the illustration of Little Red Riding Hood she was working on for her friend’s website. He wanted a series of scenes from popular fairy tales to advertise his catering services. Red was taking a picnic lunch to her grandmother—the link for her friend’s picnic catering offerings. Nina added more cross-hatching to the picnic basket.

“Still, if he was giving you the vibe that he was interested . . .

“I don’t think he was trying to mislead me,” Nina said. “I think I just misinterpreted.” She began sketching in the wolf—tall and  thin, with a pencil moustache. “He’s a nice guy who was trying to be friendly and I read all his signals wrong.”

“I don’t know about that.” Erin set aside the popcorn bowl. “I saw the way he looked at you that first night, and I thought he wanted to be more than friends. Maybe he wouldn’t have told you about the girlfriend if she hadn’t shown up at the club.”

“No. I’m sure he’d invited her to be there last night. And he didn’t look the least bit guilty when he introduced us.” Though he hadn’t looked her in the eye. But maybe that was only because he’d sensed the direction her feelings for him were headed and he wanted to let her down gently. She sketched in the wolf’s eyes and added a black dot in one iris and brows arched slightly off center.

With a strangled noise, she ripped the drawing from the sketch pad and crumpled it into a ball. “What?” Erin asked. “Why are you tearing up your drawing?”

“It wasn’t coming out right.”

“So what are you going to do now?”

“I don’t know.” She turned to face her friend. “He e-mailed me last night to tell me the man who owns the café where he works is interested in exhibiting art from local artists and suggested I stop by. It would be a great opportunity, but it would mean I’d have to see Danny again.”

“I wasn’t talking about Danny.” Erin looked amused. “I meant, what are you going to do about the drawing you just tore up?”

“Oh. I’ll do another one.” She glanced at the crumpled paper.

“As for what to do about Danny—getting a place to exhibit your work would be good. Maybe you’d sell some things.”

She nodded. “I think he really wants to be friends.”

“You have lots of guy friends. Is this one so different?”

Yes. Which was crazy, since they’d never had a real date, and certainly had never kissed or done anything more than talk. But  she felt as if she could have talked to him for hours, about anything. Surely she could get past this silly romantic infatuation for a chance at those conversations. . . . “I’d be crazy to pass up the opportunity to show my work.”

“Maybe Danny has an unattached brother he can introduce you to,” Erin said.

“I did meet his cousin—John. He was at the club last night.”

“Is he as good-looking as Danny?”

“Not really. And he’s quite a bit older. He was so serious— almost as if he didn’t approve of me.”

“You must be imagining things. How could he disapprove when he doesn’t even know you?”

John had spent the evening watching her. Every time she looked his way she caught his studious gaze. He hadn’t said anything, but she’d felt an undercurrent of disapproval. “Maybe it’s because I’m Russian. I don’t think there’s any love lost between Cuban expats and Moscow.”

“That’s stupid,” Erin said. “You all live here now.”

Nina shrugged. “Loyalties to our heritage run deep in some of us,” she said. Why else would she feel so compelled to defend a country she hadn’t seen in years?

“So, are you going to go to the café where Danny works?”

“I think so.” She turned back to the sketch pad and picked up her pen once more. “My mother says everything happens for a reason. Maybe I met Danny just so he could introduce me to the café owner, who’ll show my work at his business, and I’ll be discovered by a wealthy collector.”

“And maybe the collector will be young and handsome and will appreciate more than your art.”

Nina laughed. “That part doesn’t matter so much. I’m in no hurry to settle down.” Though her mother claimed to have had  two happy marriages and got along well with both her ex-husbands, Nina wanted to believe in the promise of the fairy tales she illustrated. She was willing to wait for her happily ever after.

“That’s the last of the boxes.” On the last Saturday in March, two weeks after meeting Nina, Danny set the carton down by the door and surveyed the apartment. Every flat surface was covered with cardboard boxes, each carefully labeled in Renee’s neat handwriting. “How did two people ever acquire so much stuff?”

“Most of it’s your stuff.” Renee looked up from unpacking a carton of dishes. “I just have my clothes and kitchen stuff and a few books.”

Danny studied the labels on the cartons again. Danny’s Books. Danny’s CDs. Danny’s Art. Danny’s DVDs. Three-fourths of the cartons bore his name. He looked back at Renee. She’d pulled her hair back into a short ponytail and wore one of his old soccer jerseys over a pair of cut-off jeans. “Why don’t you have more stuff?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I guess you have enough for both of us.”

He moved beside her and opened a box marked Danny’s Spices. The carton was filled with bottles and jars of the seasonings he used to make Cuban and Indian and his favorite Thai food. “I’m serious,” he said. “Don’t you have hobbies or interests or something you like to do just for you? Music or books and movies of your own?”

She shook her head. “I like the music you listen to and the movies you watch. And I’m too busy with school and work to have hobbies.”

Her answer sent a cold chill through him. He’d known Renee a good part of his life. They went to high school together and started dating their senior year. When he’d moved to New York  to attend college she’d followed, and it had seemed only logical that they should move in together. But how was it possible he’d known her all this time and never realized she had no interests of her own? She was like a chameleon, adapting to whatever environment he wanted.

He’d even chosen this neighborhood for them to move to, because it was an easy commute to the café where he worked now, and to John’s office where he’d be working soon. Renee worked at a steakhouse across town, but she’d never brought this up while they were looking at apartments. She was perfectly happy to live wherever he wanted to live. To do whatever he wanted to do.

“I meant to get shelf paper at the store yesterday and I forgot,” she said, frowning into the cabinet. “I guess I’ll just put everything away for now, then take it back out later to line the shelves.”

“I’ll run get it.” He set aside the box of spices. He needed to get out of the apartment for a bit, to process this new revelation about their relationship.

She gave him a grateful smile. “That would be great. Get blue— the spongy kind that cushions everything. About six rolls should do.”

He’d already grabbed his wallet and was headed out the door. He hurried down three flights of stairs, eager to be away from the suddenly stifling air in the apartment.

When he reached the sidewalk, he slowed his pace and breathed deeply of the warm spring air. The oppressive heat and humidity of summer hadn’t yet arrived, and a soft breeze ruffled the leaves of the trees planted in octagonal-shaped sections of dirt beside the walk, and in pocket parks between the apartment buildings and shop fronts of this part of Brooklyn. As he walked, he felt some of the tension ease from his shoulders. He’d been  silly to panic the way he had just now. Renee was still Renee—the woman he’d known and loved for years. She had her own interests and talents, even if she chose not to indulge them right now. She wasn’t some clinging vine who made him responsible for her happiness. He could never be happy with a woman like that.

He’d make it a point to encourage her independence as much as he could. What had she been interested in before they met? And what did it say about him that he couldn’t remember?
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