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      Bella

      

      “Can you believe this?”

      I squint to see through the windshield of our rig. Thick wet snowflakes obscure our vision as they hit and slide down the glass in a sheet of slush.

      Mother Nature in the Colorado Rockies sometimes surprises us with erratic weather. In this case; a snowstorm in early May.

      No, I cannot believe this shit.

      Even yesterday, I was out and about in shirtsleeves, but sometime overnight this cold front settled in, and I had to wear a jacket going into work this morning. It wasn’t snowing then, but it sure as shit is now.

      “Days like this I wish I was back in New Mexico, where at least the weather is predictable,” I share with Ryan Patterson, my partner.

      An EMT, he drives the ambulance, while I usually man the back of the rig. For years, I worked as an EMT in Farmington and finally went back to get my paramedic certification. When I moved to Durango, almost a year ago, I was lucky enough to get hired on as a paramedic through Mercy Hospital right off the bat, and have been teamed up with Ryan from day one.

      He’s a good guy, a little older, maybe mid-forties, with a couple of kids and a sweet wife. I’m happy to be matched up with a married man. It sets clear boundaries from the get-go, something I needed after maneuvering the blurred lines of a workplace romance. No chance of that with a good-hearted, family-oriented man like Ryan. He treats me like a sister. Not quite like my brother, Damian, who is protective to the point of overbearing, and doesn’t trust me to look after myself, let alone others. Ryan actually respects me. He has no problem letting me take the lead on calls, and has faith in my abilities, as I do in his. Most men I know would feel called to take over, by mere gender distinction.

      We make a good team.

      Ryan pulls up behind a police cruiser at Joel’s Bar on West 8th where we were dispatched. A single police officer is trying to disperse a small group of onlookers, crowding a man lying on the sidewalk. I quickly grab my trauma bag from the back and rush over to the prone man.

      “What happened?” I ask the fresh-faced cop I’ve only seen around once or twice. Belker, or something.

      “Slip and fall. Unresponsive,” is the curt answer. I throw a quick glance at the young officer to see what his deal is, but he just looks nervous, keeping his eye on the crowd.

      A low moan draws my attention back to the man on the ground. I’d guess he would be north of fifty, dressed in well-worn clothes not suited to our current weather, but I’m pretty sure he’s beyond caring. The alcohol fumes rising up from him make me gag. I don’t get any real response when I ask a few basic questions, so I quickly examine him on the spot as Ryan pulls up the stretcher.

      “What’ve we got?” he asks, leaning in before he visibly recoils. “Other than inebriation,” he adds quickly.

      “Judging by the deformity of his left forearm, I’d venture to guess: fractured. Other than that, doesn’t respond to simple questions so he may have hit his head. Let’s stabilize him and take him in.”

      It takes us less than five minutes to get him secured on the stretcher and loaded up. In the meantime, another patrol car has shown up and I give a quick wave at the officers before climbing in the back of the ambulance.

      I radio ahead, so the ER knows what to expect, and cringe when I hear the voice coming back at me. Dr. Scott Lipczyk, or LimpDick, as Ryan likes to call him.

      “Get a saline IV going,” he orders in that annoying drawl of his. “It’ll save us time here. It’s busy.” Even just his voice makes my hair stand on end. The guy is a sleazeball.

      “10-4,” I quickly respond, effectively ending the call before I turn back to my patient.

      He barely moves as I remove the strap pinning his arms to the board, so I can place the IV. Leaning over the gurney, I pull everything I need from the small storage shelves, when I feel a burn on my upper thigh. I rear back to find my patient grinning wildly, a switchblade in his good hand.

      What the hell?

      “Don’t touch me,” is about the only distinguishable thing coming from the man’s mouth, as he struggles to free his legs from the stretcher. I immediately start pounding on the little window separating Ryan in the front of the ambulance, from us. I see him check his rearview mirror and nod. Right away I feel him put on the brakes. This isn’t the first time he’s had to give me a hand with an unruly patient.

      I turn back to the man, who still struggles to get loose, with one arm strapped to his chest in a sling, and the other hand apparently unwilling to let go of the knife. He seems more terrified than angry. “Calm down,” I coo, my voice steady and my hands up as I try to stay out of reach, with my back pressed against the side door. Not an easy feat in the confines of the ambulance. It takes just a minute for Ryan to round the rig and the door opens behind me.

      By the time the two of us manage to get the knife away from him, and strap him back to the bed, the man is weeping.

      “Jesus, Bella, he got you good.”

      I look down to see blood on my uniform pants, and suddenly I don’t feel so good.

      “Sit the fuck down.” Ryan pushes me on the bench and starts rummaging through the shelves, coming back with a handful of dressing pads. “Keep pressure. We’re a couple of blocks from Mercy. We’ll get this guy and you looked after. Hold tight.”

      Before I have a chance to respond, I’m left alone with our patient, who is safely secured once again and looking at me with tortured eyes.

      “It’s okay. It’ll be all right,” I reassure him as calmly as I can, with my hands pressing down on the stack of pads covering the cut in my leg.

      I’m still cooing at the distraught man when we pull into the ambulance bay at Mercy just minutes later.

      “Let’s go, Gomez,” Ryan says, as he opens the door. “Can you stand?” He waves over a nurse with a wheelchair, and I realize he must’ve given the hospital a heads up.

      Obediently, I sit down in the chair, but grab hold of Ryan’s hand when he starts moving toward the back of the rig.

      “Wait. Don’t make a big fuss about this, please,” I whisper, hoping the nurse can’t hear me.

      “What big fuss?”

      “I mean do we need to notify the cops? Can’t we just…”

      Ryan bends down, his hands on the wheelchair’s arm rests and his big bulk hovering over me. “You know better,” he says in a soft voice, but one that packs power. “I get why you’d ask, but I’m not willing to break rules and you shouldn’t be either. Besides, they’re already on their way.” With that he straightens, turns, and walks to the back of the ambulance.

      Damn. If the cops know, it means it won’t be long before my brother—who is Special Agent in Charge at the La Plata County FBI field office here in town—gets wind of it. And he won’t hesitate to barge in and try to force me to take a nice cushy inside job, instead of the one I’m doing. The one he thinks is too dangerous for me. Not for women in general, he’s not that much of a misogynist, unless it comes to one of his sisters. Especially the baby sister, which would be yours truly.

      Damian—dammit—his wedding is in ten days, and I’m supposed to be a bridesmaid for Kerry, his awesome wife-to-be. I frantically try to remember whether the thigh-high slit in the bridesmaid’s dress is on the left or the right side. It’s not gonna look pretty if the exposed leg is carved up. Shit.

      Adding insult to injury, the attending ER doc, waiting for me in the cubicle I get wheeled into, is none other than Dr. LimpDick.

      Fuck my life.

      “If it isn’t the beautiful Bella,” he simpers, making me cringe. “Looks like I’ll finally get you out of your pants.”

      My mouth falls open at the highly inappropriate comment, and even the nurse, who luckily stayed, takes in a sharp breath.

      “Just kidding,” he quickly adds, realizing his mistake.

      For months I’ve been evading his ever increasing come-ons. It’s gotten to the point where I go out of my way to avoid him, since he clearly doesn’t grasp the meaning of the word no. This man believes he is so irresistible, I’ll eventually have to give in. What he doesn’t know is that there isn’t a fat chance in hell that will ever happen. Even if he weren’t a blatant slick operator, I still wouldn’t ever consider going out with him.

      Not going that route again. I may make occasional mistakes, but never the same one twice. Not fucking likely.

      I am tempted to ask for another doctor, but I noticed how busy it was when I was wheeled in. Every single cubicle looked to be occupied, and the brief glimpse I got of the waiting room wasn’t much better. Besides, that kind of outright rejection would probably make occasionally working together even more difficult. I throw the nurse a look, silently imploring her to stick close, and from the slight nod of the older woman, I know she got my message.

      Which is why I don’t object when Scott helps me from the chair onto the bed and proceeds to cut off my already useless uniform pants.

      The cut is bigger than I thought, close to five inches by the looks of it, but luckily not that deep. It is still bleeding, though. Thankfully quiet, he rinses the wound thoroughly before he starts placing careful stitches, only occasionally stroking his fingertips over my skin. The nurse, Brenda, sticks close by, until Scott is almost done and asks her to check on a patient for him while he finishes up.

      I brace when she disappears through the curtains, an apologetic smile in my direction. I don’t have to wait long for his hand to land just above my knee, as he leans into me.

      “So when are we going to stop torturing ourselves, and you go out with me?”

      “Look, Scott,” I say, a little too loud, as I scoot further up the bed to escape his touch. “I hoped I’d made it clear to you I’m not interested. I don’t date people I work with. Not ever.” When he opens his mouth to protest, as he’d done before, I feel the need to go a step further. Something I’d avoided doing before, for the sake of our working relationship. “And even if I did; I’m sorry, but the answer would still be no.”

      The look on his face changes on a dime. From his smarmy smile, I’m now looking at flared nostrils and an angry scowl. The fingers of his hand dig into my skin so hard, I let out a yelp.

      Suddenly the curtain is pulled open, and my initial relief at the interruption instantly evaporates when I see who’s on the other side.

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      Jasper

      

      “Go, go, go, go!”

      I swing the battering ram into the run-down bungalow’s front door when I hear the order through my headset. We have surrounded what is supposed to be the hideout for one of the key players in a drug trafficking pipeline from Mexico to the East Coast. Close to two years of intensive investigation by a large number of agents across eight states, and with the involvement of Mexican authorities, coming down to carefully timed raids in a drive to eradicate one of the larger smuggling rings by the root. It’s a given these guys won’t go down easy.

      The door cracks but holds, so I swing again; this time the doorpost splinters and the lock springs free. A well-aimed kick finishes the job and I drop the enforcer, about to make entry when a volley of rounds is fired from inside the house. With the shouting and chaos of a small army of law enforcement officers forcing their way inside, I can’t quite get a bead on the direction of the fire. I step over the mangled door, a couple of guys behind me, with orders to clear the front two rooms of the house, but I don’t get further than a couple of steps inside before a second volley knocks me off my feet.

      “Officer down!” I hear yelling as I try to suck in air. Sliding down the wall in the hallway while the rest of the team surges forward, I realize they’re talking about me.

      There’s a fucking elephant sitting on my chest and my lungs are burning.

      Another volley of fire, this time from two different directions.

      “Kitchen! Suspect down!”

      The sudden quiet is disorienting after the high-octane pandemonium of seconds before, but I can hear the sound of footsteps coming this way.

      “Let’s get this fucking thing off,” Dylan says, kneeling down in front of me as he pulls at the Velcro on my vest. He may be the youngest on our team, but Dylan Barnes is cool and collected under pressure. Someone I’m glad to have at my back. “He nailed you full in the chest.”

      Breathing becomes a little easier, although no less painful as I suck air into my lungs. Fuck, that’s gonna leave a mark.

      “Well, shit. Looks like he clipped your shoulder.”

      It’s not the first time I’ve been shot, so I’m not surprised that it takes a minute for the pain to register as the adrenaline wears off.

      “Load him up, take him to Mercy.” I glance up to find Damian looking down at us.

      “It’s just a graze,” I protest, trying to get to my feet, when I’m grabbed under my arms and hauled up.

      “Bleeding nicely for just a graze, Jas. You’re getting checked out.”

      Damian’s expression clearly indicates he won’t take no for an answer, and since he’s my boss—and my shoulder is starting to really fucking hurt—I don’t argue this time.

      “Barnes, get him seen to and get back here.”

      “Yes, sir,” Dylan says to Damian’s retreating back.

      “Didn’t get shot in the leg.” I brush off the younger man when he tries to offer support.

      “Ballbusters—the lot of you,” he mutters, and he’s not wrong. As the last to be recruited, he’s still finding his place in the team, and it’s our job not to make it too easy on him.

      I don’t argue when he opens the passenger door to one of our Explorers for me. I don’t even make too big a fuss about him clipping my seat belt on. Truth is, my shoulder is killing me and I swear I cracked a few ribs, despite the bulletproof vest.

      
        
        -

      

      

      The ER is packed, but bullet wounds tend to draw immediate attention so I’m taken straight back. It doesn’t take long for a doctor to come in and assess my wound.

      “Bullet went straight through. I’m just gonna clean out any debris, put in a couple of stitches, and you’re good to go.”

      The entire procedure takes no more than half an hour, before I’m left to wait for a few painkillers and a clean shirt to go home in. The one I was wearing is lying in pieces on the floor.

      I lie back on the bed, closing my eyes briefly against the glare of the overhead lights, and listen to the constant hum of the emergency room. In the cubicle beside mine, I hear a man’s voice, then the rustle of a curtain being drawn aside, and the sharp click of a woman’s footsteps passing by. My ears try to focus on the low rumble of the same voice talking to someone else on the other side of the partition.

      Then a woman’s voice sounds; a lot clearer and I can hear every word. Recognition has me sit up straight in my bed, and I raise an eyebrow listening to her speak. There’s an edge to her voice that raises the hackles on my neck, and when she lets out a sharp cry, I’m up and off the bed in a flash.

      Ripping back the separating curtain, the sight of a hulking guy in scrubs pinning the painfully familiar woman to the hospital bed, has me seeing red. In two steps I have him by the scruff of his neck and pull him away from her; my boss’s little sister, and the reason for a few too many sleepless nights.

      Bella Gomez: curvy, lush-haired fireball, and general pain in my ass. A woman I met last year and have worked hard to avoid ever since. Other than the fact she is Damian’s sister, she is the epitome of the kind of woman I’d prefer not to get myself burned on—a high-maintenance princess with sharp claws. She hadn’t liked me any better than I did her. In fact, she made it clear I was no more than dirt under her designer heels the first time I introduced myself. Any attraction I may have felt to the luscious brunette, I quickly suppressed.

      “What do you think you’re—”

      The guy had pulled himself up to his full height, which was still short of mine by a few inches, and puffed up his chest. One firm shove against his sternum has him suck up his pompous attitude.

      “Get lost,” I growl, glaring at him from under my frown.

      “I’ll call security,” he sputters.

      “Good. I’m sure they’ll be thrilled to hear how you tried to force yourself on a patient.”

      “Jasper…” Bella’s voice sounds from behind me, but I block her out. I’m too busy staring the asshole down.

      The slimeball takes one last look at the bed, and me, before he almost runs out of here.

      “Well, shit.” This from the bed.

      I swing around and take my first good look at her. Her legs are bare. A large bandage is covering her left thigh, which my eyes zoom in on.

      “What the hell, Bella?”

      “It’s nothing,” she says, trying to cover up with the sheet tucked under her, while shooting daggers at me. “Besides, you’re a good one to talk. You look like you were run over by a tank and shot for good measure.” She takes a thorough inventory of my bare torso, where even just the impact of the bullets on my Kevlar vest are showing up in vivid color.

      “We’re not talking about me.”

      “You may not be, but I am. Jesus, Jasper—were you in a gunfight or something?”

      Or something is right. I dig through my pocket to fish out my phone.

      “What are you doing?” she swats at me as I’m scrolling through to find Damian’s number. “Don’t you be calling my brother, Jasper Greene!”

      I grab her hand as it flies by again and hold on tight as I lean in.

      “Then you’d better start talking,” I threaten her without any compunction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Bella

      

      “Estás hermosa!”

      A quick glance in the mirror shows my impatient mother sticking her head in the bathroom.

      “Ma—give Kerry a break, will ya? We’ll be out in a minute.”

      “Okay, I’ll be right out here,” Mom answers, leaving the damn door open a crack. I firmly pull it shut and return my focus on the bride.

      I don’t envy Kerry, coming into our family. We are an overwhelming bunch, my mother leading the pack. Damian had done a pretty good job holding Mom and my sisters off during the planning stages—a good thing, since my brother and his bride are going for a simple wedding, and that concept is not within my family’s grasp—but the Gomez women swooped in two days ago to ‘help’ with preparations. Poor Kerry was about to call the whole thing off ten minutes ago, when my mother and oldest sister decided she needed a little ‘fixing’ and started fussing with her hair and makeup. She already looked perfect in her simple soft chiffon wedding dress and loosely gathered hair.

      The moment she tried on that dress, it looked made for her: a fitted bodice with deep V-front, the back edged with lace that continued as wide straps sitting low on her shoulders, and the long skirt—a simple flare of chiffon. Both her best friend, Kim, and I told her she could stop looking.

      When Mom got her first look at the dress this morning, she wanted to know where the sparkles were; that was the first time Kerry was almost in tears. This time, she actually burst out crying when my older sister, Gabriella, started pinning down the loose curls Kerry had wanted framing her face. She was dousing the poor girl in hairspray when she bolted and locked herself in the bathroom.

      For the past ten minutes, I’ve been trying to restore her minimal makeup and relaxed hairdo, while simultaneously attempting to get her to stop crying, but the tears just keep coming.

      “Ignore Ma,” I say to her back, placing my hand on her shoulder. Her head is hanging low and her shoulders are shaking. I’m not sure I’m ever going to get her back together in time for the wedding. “Want me to get Kim?”

      Kerry’s maid of honor is trying to get her son to go down for a nap in the spare bedroom down the hall, while we finish getting ready. I’m already wearing my dove gray dress, similar in cut to Kerry’s wedding dress, except instead of lace and chiffon, the bodice has fabric crisscrossing over the chest and gathered at the shoulders. Oh yeah, and there’s the side slit in the skirt going to mid-thigh, luckily just hiding my newly acquired scar. That is, as long as I’m careful sitting down.

      “No, leave her, I’ll be fine,” Kerry assures me.

      “You sure? It’s no problem.”

      “Positive.” She turns around and I’m surprised to see her grin through her tears. “I’m a mess.”

      “I know, I’m so sorry.” I grab a tissue and blot the tears under her eyes. “My family—”

      “It’s not your family. Well,” she says, after a moment’s hesitation. “It’s not all your family. I was going to tell Damian tonight, but I’m afraid if I don’t tell someone, I’ll go nuts.”

      “What’s wrong?” I’m instantly alerted. God I hope she’s not sick—that would kill my brother.

      “Not wrong, per se. I’m pretty sure it’s a good thing. At least I hope it is.” She nervously wrings her hands, a watery smile playing around her lips, and it dawns on me.

      “Ohmigod! Really?”

      “Shhhh,” she admonishes me, her finger pressed to her lips. “Please, I don’t want your mother announcing it to all the guests before I have a chance to inform the father. And don’t you start crying—you’ll ruin your makeup.”

      “He will be over the moon. I’m so happy for you,” I sniffle, dabbing at my own eyes before folding her in a tight hug.

      Twenty minutes later, I’m walking down the stairs in front of a blushing bride, both of us smiling around our happy secret, when I catch a pair of blue eyes in the group watching our descent.

      Jasper.

      I knew he would be here, since he’s part of the wedding party, but I haven’t seen him since he pulled Dr. LimpDick off me in the hospital ten days ago. He was absent at the rehearsal dinner last night, finishing up a case.

      I’d convinced him I would handle Scott Lipczyk myself, and in return, he’d made me promise to tell my brother about the knife incident myself, or he would—right before a nurse came looking for him. I did tell my brother, albeit a slightly modified version of events—which already had him up in my face about career choices—but I hadn’t really done anything to deal with Scott, other than avoid him. Dealing with his inappropriate advances would create exactly the kind of situation I’d been trying to avoid. Been there and wore the scarlet letter back in Farmington. Not something I’d care to repeat here.

      With everyone’s focus on Kerry behind me, I can feel his eyes glued to me as I self-consciously take the final steps, holding my skirt firmly in place. His gaze travels down the length of me, and I feel fully exposed when his eyes find my hand covering the scar peeking out. The moment my feet hit the hallway tiles, I turn my back and rush into the kitchen, needing a quick drink of water—and an escape.

      Moot, as I discover seconds later, when he is waiting by the back door. I’d forgotten he’s supposed to lead me down the garden path to where my brother is waiting by the edge of the Animas River to marry his bride.

      
        
        -

      

      

      The ceremony was lovely, and I swear I saw my brother surreptitiously brush away a tear. Something I will file away for future use, should I need some extra leverage.

      Of course I was back on Jasper’s arm, following the newly married couple back to the house, and just like the walk up the aisle, he was silent. A tad unsettling, since what little I know of him, he never seems at a loss for words. The silence felt ominous.

      I’m reminded of that when I spot him coming out of the house, holding a beer bottle by the neck between two fingers, casually making his way over. I look for an escape but am weighed down by Kim’s little boy, who I offered to watch while his parents dance under the strings of lights covering the roof of the rented canopy tent. Exhausted from the long day, Asher fell asleep on my lap in seconds, his warm cheek pressed against my cleavage. There’s no way I can slink away with a sleeping toddler plastered to my boobs.

      “Your scar is showing,” he says, pulling out a chair and sitting down, his back to the dance floor.

      “Shit.” I try to reach around Asher to tug my dress into place, but part of my skirt is wedged underneath his little butt.

      “Lift him up.”

      Fearing my family will make a scene if they see my injury, I do as he orders, but throw in a scathing look for good measure. A blush quickly replaces it, when I feel the surprisingly rough pads of his fingers brush the skin where my thick thighs are pressed together. My body responds immediately, and I’m suddenly grateful for the little boy on my lap, effectively hiding the evidence.

      Damn that man. I mentally scold myself for responding to him the way I do. It’s like it’s genetically ingrained for me to be attracted to this type of guy. Handsome, charming, charismatic, and easily distracted by the next piece of fluff darting in front of his eyes. It’s not healthy.

      “Last thing I expected was to find you sitting here looking like some kind of modern-day Madonna with a child on your lap. I’d figured you’d be partying it up on the dance floor by now.” His raspy voice draws me from my musings, and I’m not quite sure whether to be insulted or flattered right now.

      “And I’m surprised you sat down to join me, I keep looking around to see where you might have left your flavor of the day.”

      Clearly I went with insulted, echoing back what I choose to take as a negative characterization. His eyes go big in his head as he looks around him, appearing confused.

      “Flavor of the day?”

      “Your date? The tall blonde I saw you schmoozing with at dinner?”

      Last thing I expected was the deep belly laugh escaping from his wide smile.
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      Jasper

      

      That’s funny, and not just because only someone of Bella’s short stature would consider Kendra tall, but Neil would probably skin me alive if I just looked like I was coming on to his wife, Kendra.

      Neil James is a fellow IT specialist, except for an independent agency our office has worked with on several occasions in the past. Fellow techie nerds, we’ve become friends over the years, so when he was held up on a case in Boulder and asked me to escort Kendra to the wedding, I didn’t think twice. He and his wife have become family to me: something I haven’t had much of in my life.

      What’s really amusing is the fact I wasn’t the only one being evasive while keeping tabs on Bella. She clearly has been doing her own surveillance of my whereabouts today.

      I’m about to tease her with that knowledge, when a widely smiling Kimeo and her somewhat less expressive husband, Mal, walk up to the table. I’m struck at the similarities between the two women. From behind they could be twins; both sporting long silky brown hair, both rather short in stature, and both looking like absolute knockouts in those formfitting dresses, clinging to their respective lush curves. Mal is a lucky man, and from the way he handles Kim, he knows it too.

      “Look at you,” Kim comments, smiling at Bella. “I’m gonna call you the baby-whisperer. All day we couldn’t get him to settle down, but five minutes on your lap and he’s out like a light.”

      “Story of my life,” Bella jokes, drawing a laugh from Kim, but a long hard stare from me.

      “Here, let me take him.” Mal bends down to scoop his son up in his arms. “We should be heading home. We have a bit of a drive.”

      “You’re not staying at the hotel?” With people coming from out of town, I know Damian blocked off a bunch of rooms and cottages at the Apple Orchard Inn in Hermosa, only two minutes away, so folks don’t have to drive home.

      “As you have witnessed today, Asher is not a great sleeper anywhere other than in his own bed,” Kim points out. “Trust me, the hour and a half drive will be well worth the good night’s rest.”

      “Unless we can leave him with you.” Mal grins at Bella.

      “Normally, I’d be all over that,” I’m surprised to hear her say. “I love babies, but unfortunately I have an early shift tomorrow, so I have to be up and out the door by six thirty.”

      “Ouch. I’m guessing you won’t make it too late either, then?”

      “Too late for that,” I contribute, looking at my watch. “It’s almost midnight now.”

      “Then I’d better grab that dance with my pops before he collapses,” Bella says, getting up. “I haven’t had a chance yet. Too many women standing in line.”

      I’d noticed her father almost nonstop on the dance floor with just about every woman in attendance. The man knows how to dance, unlike yours truly, who was blessed with two left feet. I can hold a rhythm, that’s not the issue, but don’t ask me to make any complicated moves. It’s not pretty.

      I watch her head off in search of her father as I say goodbye to Mal and his family. I sit back to finish my beer, and as I’m taking the last tug, Bella is spinning around in her dad’s arms, and an idea forms.

      When the first strains of Eric Clapton’s “Wonderful Tonight” stream from the large speakers beside the DJ I just bribed with a few bills, I walk up behind Bella, who is securely in her dad’s arms. Mr. Gomez senior is as sharp as his son, since he’s already wearing a grin when I approach and easily removes his hold on his daughter, spinning her to face me in the process.

      “My legs are tired, mi hija. You need young legs to hold you up.”

      With that he walks off, leaving Bella momentarily flustered enough for me to step into his spot, curving my arms around her. I ignore the fact her arms are still hanging limply by her side when I start my signature rhythmic swaying moves.

      “Why?” Her softly uttered question is meant rhetorically, given that she is staring off toward the river as she reluctantly moves with me. Her hands come up to rest on my lapels, and aside from the fact you could drive a herd of buffalo between our bodies, she feels good in my arms. I feel inclined to answer her.

      “Because I want to make up for whatever I have done to make you dislike me so much. Nothing more, nothing less.” Those last words come out by rote, but as I’m saying them I know they’re a lie.

      Funny, isn’t it? You have a firm picture of someone in your head, based on…nothing really. An impression based on an experience or comparison that has little to do with the person you’re judging, but everything to do with you.

      The truth is, if I hadn’t assumed Bella was all cover—no content—I would probably have pursued her. The first crack in that mental image I had of her came when I saw her in that hospital bed, not a stitch of makeup, her hair pulled back in a utilitarian ponytail, and those damn sensible white cotton panties. The second came moments later when she begged me not to tell her brother some lunatic had carved her with a knife, because he would hound her until she gave up her job, and she loved her job. The third appeared when she pleaded with the cop, who came to take her statement, not to charge the drunk with assault, explaining her suspicion the man was suffering from hallucinations as a combined result of alcohol and PTSD. Of course a report had to be made, but she was so convincing, the officer listed reckless endangerment, as opposed to straight-up assault.

      The whole hospital incident surprised me enough that she’d been on my mind these past days. And then earlier, when I watched her coming down those stairs, looking like fucking Venus de Milo, all curves and glowing skin, I’d already made up my mind.

      But what really cemented it was watching her from a distance as she settled little Asher on her lap, and sang softly to the boy with her cheek to the top of his head, her eyes trained on the river, much like they are now. If longing had a look, this would be it.

      Of course Bella wouldn’t be Bella if she didn’t come right back swinging.

      “Puleeze. You haven’t given me the impression I’ve been on your speed dial list, Jasper Greene. And besides, where is your date?” she asks, lashing out and doing it with a dramatic roll of her eyes I suddenly find cute instead of incredibly annoying.

      “Touché. However, I have recently come to see the error of my ways when it comes to you, and my date is actually my friend Neil’s wife, Kendra, whom I am escorting as a favor to her husband, who is held up on the other side of the state.”

      It’s almost comical to see realization settle into embarrassment on her face. She doesn’t say anything, but she does slide her hands up to rest loosely on my shoulders. I’ll take that as a win.

      Still, when the song ends, she is off like a shot, mumbling something about needing to get home. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was running from me. I head off after her—to make sure she’s okay to drive home, or so I tell myself—when her father grabs my arm.

      “She’s a handful, that one. As fiery as she is beautiful. Growing up the youngest in a family of strong-willed people is not always easy. Everybody always knows everything better, does everything better. There isn’t much you can claim as your own and whatever mistakes you ever make become your lifelong burden to carry.” I don’t tell him I wouldn’t know, growing up in foster care, but I’ll take his word for it and nod politely, not quite sure where he’s going with this. “My baby, she picks a career that counters every expectation. My wife, she cried when Damian started working for the FBI, but she was laughing when Bella announced she wanted to be an EMT. She was mortified when she found out our girl was serious, but the damage was done. Ever since, our Bella has worked hard to prove she is good at what she does, but she never talks about it. Not with me, and not with anyone in our family. She’s stubborn, my girl, but she deserves the best.”

      I’m not quite sure what message I just received, as I watch the older man walk away and get swallowed up by his family, but there was a warning in there somewhere.

      Looking around, I can’t find Bella anywhere, so I head inside where I bump into the bride splashing cold water on her face at the kitchen sink.

      “Are you okay?”

      She swivels around and grabs a towel to pat her face dry. “Fine, just a little hot from dancing. Where are you off to?”

      “I’m looking for your sister-in-law, actually,” I confess, and watch Kerry’s eyes reach her hairline.

      “Really? Well, she just darted out the front door to head home.”

      I’m already on the move before she stops talking, but I can hear her soft chuckle follow me. Outside, I find Bella digging through a ridiculously large purse she has perched on the hood of an equally ridiculously small car, cursing up a storm under her breath. I startle her when I walk up behind her, stick my hand in her purse, and come out with her keys firmly clasped in my hand.

      “Jesus, you scared me.”

      “Sorry, I forgot to ask how your leg was.” I realize how lame an excuse that is the moment it’s out of my mouth.

      “It’s fine,” she responds with a smirk, “given that I was just dancing with you.”

      “Right.”

      “How’s your shoulder?” she counters. I inadvertently grab my left shoulder where, aside from the occasional pinch, my injury is healing just fine.

      “Just about good as new.” Determined to end the inane conversation that only seems to get more awkward, I change topic. “You sure you’re okay to drive home?”

      “I’m fine. I can take care of myself, but to put your mind at ease, I had two glasses of wine with dinner and only ice tea after.” Her tone is still mildly annoyed, but her eyes look at me studiously, making me feel like a bug under the microscope.

      “Well, good,” I mutter, suddenly unsure what the fuck I’m doing here.

      “Good,” she echoes, unlocking her car door, which I hold open as she climbs behind the wheel.

      Reluctantly I close the door for her, but when she starts the car, I follow my impulse to knock on the window. When she rolls it down, I bend over, stick my head inside, tag a hand in her thick hair, and kiss her surprised lips.

      The taste of her is as sinful as her curves, and it takes an outside light, coming on over the garage doors, to alert me to the fact I’m standing in front of my boss’s house, kissing the air from his baby sister’s lips.

      Abruptly I pull back, hitting my head on the fucking doorframe, and stupidly tap the roof of the car.

      “Drive safe.”

      Turning around on my heel, I make my way back to the house, willing myself not to turn around and pull her from the car so I can kiss her properly.

      I don’t hear the car drive away until I have the front door open.
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      Bella

      

      “So?” Kerry leans her elbows on the counter and props her head on her hands.

      “So what?” I glance at her, my arms up to my elbows in flour, as I knead the dough for my pesto bread.

      Today will be another invasion of my family, only a week after we were here last for the wedding. This time it’s to send my brother and his wife off on their three-week Mediterranean honeymoon. They’re starting off in Alicante, Spain, where they’ll rent a car, travel up the coast, along the French Riviera, through Monaco, and into Italy. The plan is to end in Naples on the other side.

      Personally, I could think of other things to do on my honeymoon than drive fifteen hundred miles or however the hell long that is, and soak up the culture. I’d probably find a spot on a beautiful beach, somewhere along the Riviera, where they serve drinks with umbrellas and park my ass in the sand for the duration. Confined in a car with my brother for three weeks is not my idea of a good time, but Kerry is over the moon at the prospect.

      So we’re having a party, and it is something worth celebrating I guess, because I can’t remember a single time when Damian has gone away on a holiday. The send-off today was Ma’s idea, not surprising, but she has no idea the reason my brother agreed so readily, is because he has his own agenda for this get-together.

      I smile at the prospect. My mom is going to go ballistic, which is why this is actually a brilliant plan. Damian is no fool. He’ll drop the bomb and hightail it out of town for three weeks tomorrow, giving my family—really just Ma and my sisters—a chance to calm down. Smart move.

      Anyway, that’s why I’m over at my brother’s place on a Saturday morning, making my pesto bread, trying to ignore my sister-in-law.

      “Well?” she prompts, and I briefly close my eyes. “I saw him go outside after you.”

      “He just wanted to make sure I was good to drive.” I use the same excuse he gave me, but apparently Kerry’s not buying it either.

      “Right. And I guess you never cozied up with him on the dance floor either?”

      “He was just being polite,” I suggest, shaping the dough into two balls.

      Kerry’s derisive snort is loud, and I have to admit, the excuse sounds lame even to my own ears.

      “Polite would’ve been dancing with your mother, but he only danced once, and that was with you.”

      “Look,” I enforce, smacking a ball into one of the loaf pans. “You know I’ve never seen eye to eye with that man. He may be pretty to look at, but even if he were interested—which I’m sure he’s not—there’s not a chance in hell I’ll let myself go down that rabbit hole again. I’m done with players, no matter how smooth his moves.” Not to mention how soft his lips, but I’m leaving that bit of information out. I’ve been trying too hard to pretend that kiss never happened, I’m not about to share it with Kerry.

      I fill the second pan and press down on the dough, when Kerry’s hand reaches out and grabs my wrist.

      “He’s not like that. Jasper is a good man,” she offers softly.

      I don’t even have a chance to respond when the front door slams open and the Gomez clan marches in, the house instantly filled with their loud voices. Kerry gives me a little knowing smile, and my arm a light squeeze, before turning to greet the family. I quickly throw a damp towel over the loaves for their final rise, wipe my hands, and steel myself before joining them.

      -

      “Have you tried Papa’s dessert wine?”

      My sister, Chrissy, holds up a bottle for me. Christina is the second oldest in the family, after Gabriella. After her comes Damian, then Francesca, and finally me. Of all the women in the family, Chrissy is the most laid-back. That’s not saying much, not in my family.

      “I’ll try some.” I hold out my glass over the table, littered with the remnants of our dinner.

      Also customary in my family is the sheer quantity of food for any gathering. Inevitably there are enough leftovers for everyone to enjoy another full meal the next night.

      “Kerry? Would you like some?” Chrissy goes to pour some in Kerry’s still pristine wine glass, but it is quickly covered with my brother’s big hand.

      “None for Kerry,” he says, and a collective gasp of indignation can be heard.

      Not from me; I’m smiling as I sit back in my chair and wait for the announcement I’ve been anticipating all night.

      “Damian!” my mother exclaims, followed immediately by protests from the rest of the family.

      I wink at Kerry, who wears a mild look of panic, but whose eyes are suspiciously shiny. A quick glance around the table finds my father quietly observing everyone, as he usually does, a gentle smile lifting his craggy face as his eyes land on his daughter-in-law. Very observant, my papa.

      “Quiet!” Damian’s booming voice instantly silences the acrimonious titter around the table, and all attention focuses on him when he gets up out of his chair. “I have an announcement to make.” He lowers his eyes to Kerry, and the look of sheer adoration they share makes my heart ache. “We’re going to have—”

      “A baby?”

      I’m sure they can hear my sister Gabby’s screech back in Durango, and chuckle when Damian rolls his eyes to the sky in exasperation. In the chaos that ensues, my father’s warm eyes find mine. This time the gentle smile is for me, and I hold on to his calm, a lone tear rolling down my cheek.

      Later, when the family is getting ready to leave, Papa pulls me aside.

      “Proud of you, mi preciosa. I don’t know if I tell you enough. If it were up to your mother and sisters, they’d have you swept back home to Farmington, but you’ve thrived on your own. You’ve stuck your neck out, forged ahead to follow your dreams, instead staying safely in the family fold, and that fills me with pride.” He holds me by my upper arms and gives me a little shake. “Don’t let fear hold you back now.”

      I still have those words bouncing around my head when, ten minutes after the clan finally drives off, and I’m in the kitchen helping Kerry clean up, Damian suddenly barks out my name from the living room.

      “What the fuck is this?” he asks, when I walk into the living room, Kerry on my tail. He’s pointing at one of the pictures my family took at the wedding.

      “What are you talking about?” Kerry leans over the back of the couch to get a good look. “That’s Asher on her lap.”

      “Look at her goddamn leg,” he growls, his angry eyes never leaving mine.

      “I didn’t know you got hurt. When did that happen?”

      “That’s what I’d like to fucking know.”

      “It’s nothing,” I start, perching on an armrest, intending
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