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Chapter 1

"Busted!" Garrett Mulligan said in a strong voice.  

He liked the view from where he stood.  Long legs encased in black hose with a seam running straight down the back.  Left leg slightly bent as she shifted off balance and tried to jimmy open the ground-floor window.  As a man he could stand here all night, especially as she bent forward and the hem of her tiny skirt rose, revealing the fact that she was wearing hose and not stockings.  As a police officer he couldn't just let her break into his neighbor's brownstone. 

It was early January, crisp and cool, as the snow from the last storm had already melted.

Instead of jumping she giggled.  This party girl had had a little too much to drink tonight.  Nothing he couldn't handle.  Even with his busted foot and his suspension from the force he was still one of New York’s finest.

"NYPD, miss, hands where I can see them," he said.

She giggled again.

"Breaking and entering is a serious matter," he said calmly, stepping forward and putting his hand on the small of her back to make her realize he wasn't going away.  Her waist was tiny as his hand almost spanned her entire back.  "Miss?"

"I'm not breaking the law.  I live here," she said amongst her giggles.

“Hayley?”

"Yes, Officer Hottie.”

"Step out into the light," he said.

He took two steps back and she did the same.  She tipped her head to the side and smiled at him as she stopped in the circle of light provided by a street lamp. 

She rolled her eyes and did a little pirouette.  "Satisfied?"

"Not even close," he said, stepping closer to her and taking her hand, but he recognized her smile and now that she'd stopped giggling she sounded just like his neighbor.  "I should be putting you in handcuffs and taking you down to the station."

She batted her eyelashes at him.  "Is that really what you want to do?"

"It's what I should do," he said, but the images in his head were hot and naughty.  Not at all what a cop on probation should be thinking of.  

"Because I'm a bad girl?" she asked in a husky voice.

This playful, sexy version of his neighbor intrigued him.  It was the balm he needed after spending the night with his family and once again declining to leave the NYPD.

Not even close to being really wicked, he thought.  It was the smile that convinced him it was Hayley.  Even behind her big glasses that smile had been a knockout and it still was.

"Why are you breaking into your own place?" he asked, crossing his arms over his chest.  

"I lost my keys," she said, gesturing to her clutch handbag, which lay open on the ground with its contents spilling out.

He looked closer and saw that her bag was on a subway grate.  Her keys were gone forever.  "And why didn't you just call a friend?"

She started giggling again.  Clearly she'd been out partying, but even so, bending over to retrieve her clutch shouldn't have been a problem.

"My skirt," she said, gesturing to it. 

Her hand fluttered to the hem of the skirt, briefly touched it, and then balled into a fist.  He suspected she'd wanted to tug at the bottom of it.  It was short.  He took his time looking at her long legs and when he finally brought his gaze to her face, noticed her lips were parted as she stared at him.

"Ah, I see the problem…"

"Besides, who was I going to call at midnight?" she asked.  She tucked her hair behind her ear and glanced up at the night sky.  

"Me," he said.

"You?  You're all into me right now, but yesterday you didn't even offer to hold one of my grocery bags when I was juggling them and my keys."

He hadn't even noticed her yesterday but he'd had been pre-occupied with the news that he'd be spending at least six more weeks in the ankle cast and on leave. "I'm noticing now."

"What's it say about you, Hottie, that you only notice me when I'm breaking the law?" she asked, that teasing note back in her voice.

"My name's Garrett––not Hottie," he said, ignoring her very accurate observation.  

"I notice you ignored my question," she said with a little pout. "No matter.  Now that you're here, would you help me out?"

"How?" he asked.

"Could you pick up my iPhone?  I Googled how to break into an apartment.  I think I might be able to make this work."

He shook his head.  Bending down, he scooped up her purse and her phone.  "No, I'm not going to help you break in.  Besides you'd trigger the alarm and I don't think you want that."

"You're right.  So what are we going to do? I can't hang out here all night."  

She stood there in the moonlight in her “bad girl” clothes but her sweet girl-next-door attitude. And he was a cop even if he was on leave.  He’d taken an oath to protect and serve.

He wanted to protect her and serve her.

Damn.  He should walk away.  She wasn’t his problem.

But he knew he wouldn’t.  He’d never been able to resist a damsel in distress.

"You can sleep at my place and call a locksmith in the morning."

"Can't you break into my place for me?" she asked in that quizzical way of hers.

"Not with this bum foot," he said.  "What is with you and breaking the law?"

"I'm changing," she said.  

"Okay, change tomorrow.  Let's go."  Lord knew he’d become a master of pushing change off.  He had mastered it with hours on the upper-body weight machines.

"I don't know if I should stay at your place," she said as he held his hand out to her.

"Why not?  Don't you trust me to keep my hands to myself?" he asked.

She gave him a smoldering look from under her lashes.  Her pixie haircut made her features seem almost ethereal.  She was temptation incarnate and there was something in her eyes that said she knew it.  

"No, I don’t trust myself."

***

Honesty was something she'd never compromised on and it had gotten her into hot water before.  But tonight it seemed she could handle anything. She glanced up at the stars littering the sky.

“I feel so…free,” she said.

“You wouldn’t feel that way behind bars,” Garrett said.

She pouted at him.  He was cute and sort of flirty, but then he’d remember himself and get all cop again.

“You already said you weren’t taking me to jail,” she reminded him.

“That’s correct.  Come on, bad girl.  Let's get you off the street," he said, reaching for her elbow. 

He was a leader, she thought.  Even with his foot in a cast he took charge.  He was steadier with an injured limb than she was in her heels.  But most of that was down to confidence and she finally understood what Cici had been trying to say when she'd told her to own the outfit.  

Garrett owned the street and everything around him.  He moved like he knew his place in the world--even injured.

“You seem pretty steady given your injury…what happened by the way?”

“I was shot,” he said.

“Were you scared?” she asked, and then realized that was probably a stupid question.  “Of course you were, right?”

“No.  I wasn’t scared,” he said, bringing her attention back to those electric-gray eyes of his.  “I was pissed.  They’d ambushed me and Hector.  He was down and I was after the perp on foot when I got shot too.”

“Femur?”

“Yeah, how’d you know that?  No offense, but you don’t seem on your A-Game right now.”

She giggled again.  “True.  My dad’s a surgeon.  I just always knew the bones in the body.  I must say I like the bones in your body.”

“That’s whatever trendy drink you had tonight talking,” he reminded her gently.

“Maybe.  But you are hot.”

“Come on,” he said.

His hand was warm against her skin as he lightly clasped her arm.  He drew her closer and she was steady in the killer heels as she let him guide her next door to his brownstone.

Which reminded her of something she'd been puzzling over since he'd moved in.  He was a cop and this was an upscale neighborhood.  Granted a plain-clothes detective, but they didn't exactly make the big bucks needed to buy one of the brownstones on Manhattan's Upper West Side.  

"Are you on the take?" she asked as he unlocked his door and stepped over the threshold.  

"What?" he asked, glancing back at her like she'd just grown a second head.  

She realized she'd spoken without thinking.  Something she often did because she didn’t have the filter that other people seemed to have that kept them from saying things so bluntly.  "Sorry.  It’s just…never mind."

The foyer of his brownstone mirrored hers, with the stairs on the right instead of the left.  His house smelled clean and welcoming like cinnamon and apples.  And she had the paralyzing thought that she might have been flirting with a man in a relationship.  But she'd never seen a woman leaving his place.

"Do you live alone?" she asked.  He led the way into the living room and hit the light switch, revealing a blatantly masculine space with a huge brown leather sofa and a swivel recliner that was positioned in front of the flat-screen television.  There were magazines on the heavy oak coffee table and she strained to see what they were.  Surprised to see the Smithsonian magazine when she'd been expecting to see something like Men's Health. 

"Yes, but back to your previous question…why did you ask if I was a dirty cop?"  He leaned back against the doorjamb, crossing his arms over his chest.

She almost sighed out loud as the motion pulled the fabric of his black t-shirt taut against his chest.  He certainly wasn't one of those donut-eating cops or if he was he worked out enough to compensate for it. 

"These places are expensive," she said.  "I'm renting from my dad on very generous terms."

"If you must know, I'm a trust-fund baby," he said. 

She'd known her share of those and Garrett Mulligan didn’t seem spoiled at all.  "You don't strike me as one."

He rubbed his chin.  "Much to my parents’ chagrin.  I've always trod a different path.  My older brother is the perfect son."

"I’m an only child, so no chance of perfection in our family,” she said, sounding bitter to herself.  “So you're the rebel?"

"In a way.  I'm not a lawbreaker like you," he said with a half-smile that made her melt inside.

"I guess you're just playing at being a bad boy."

That startled a laugh out of him and she realized there was a certain element of fun in letting go. She normally would have just let it go and retreated into herself, but tonight…well tonight she was the new Hayley.  

"Careful! You might stir up more than you can handle," he said, taking three steps toward her.

She let her handbag fall to the floor and moved toward him with three hip-shaking steps.  "I think I can handle you."

"Handle me?"

"Yes," she said, feeling brazen and bold.  The world was her oyster tonight and she wasn't afraid to grab it with both hands.  Actually…she raised her hands and put both of them on his chest, flexing her fingers to feel the firm muscles of his chest under her touch.

He was warm too, his body heat sinking into her fingertips.  He felt like good dough that had been proofed and was ready to be kneaded.   She shook her head.  That was the old Hayley thinking something silly.  The new Hayley…what would a bad girl do?

She glanced up at him because even in the ridiculous heels he was still much taller than she was.  She saw he was watching her with that steady, even gaze he'd had on the street, but also a little bit of amusement.

He thought she was frivolous.

For a moment the shy girl inside of her withered a little and wanted to retreat, but she wasn't hiding any more.  She leaned up and let her breasts brush against his chest as she wrapped one hand around his shoulder for balance before she canted her body forward.

"Is something funny, officer?" she asked in a deep husky voice, making sure her words were spoken right into his ear.

She felt him shudder and his hands came to waist and he drew her off her feet more firmly into the cradle of his body, but then everything shifted and she felt them starting to fall.

He cursed and held her tight as he ensured she landed on him with her half on top of his chest and half on the floor.  Hayley started laughing as she realized that maybe jumping from mousy to sexy was too much for her to accomplish in one night.

She glanced down at Garrett to find he was scowling.

"Are you hurt?"

"Just my pride," he said with a wry grin.

"Pride goeth before the fall?" she quipped.

"Definitely," he said.  He grabbed her waist and pulled her more fully on top of him.  She felt his jean-clad legs part and her silk-encased ones slid between them.

There was something almost erotic about the feel of the denim against her thighs and she shivered a little inside.  She put her hands on his chest, but his hand on her waist moved up her back and he pushed his fingers into her newly cut hair, his hand shaping her head and drawing her down.

"What are you doing?" she asked on a breathless sort of sigh.

"Regaining the ground I lost," he said, moments before his lips met hers.  

Hayley closed her eyes and then the timbre of the kiss changed as he angled his head and parted her lips with his.  The warmth of his breath as it entered her mouth sent shivers of awareness down her spine.  The smooth glide of his tongue over hers short-circuited her thoughts.

She stopped breathing.

Every nerve in her body was at attention.  As his mouth moved over hers she felt the caresses of his thighs over hers.  The movement of his hands over the back of her head as he massaged the muscles in her neck and she turned to putty.

She melted against him and over him.  The kiss transformed her the same way the clothing had.  He was awakening something inside of her that she'd thought only existed in epic romance books and movies, but not in real life.  Something she'd always longed for, but thought she'd never find.  Something dangerous because though she was ready to change inside she hadn't yet.

She pulled back and looked down at him.  His eyes were half-closed and a subtle flush had spread under his beard-stubbled cheeks.  His lips were moist and swollen from kissing her.  She lifted one hand and rubbed her finger over the stubble on his jaw, enjoying the slight abrasion against her skin.

He opened his eyes and she saw how beautiful they were up close.  She would have said they were gray before, but at this angle she could see they were flecked with green and blue.  She moved her hand from his jaw and traced the line of one eyebrow and then found a tiny scar at his hairline.  She rubbed her finger over it.

"Ah, bad girl, you are killing me," he said, his voice was deep and sort of husky now.  The words brushed over her senses like a blast of heat from a fireplace on a cold night.  And this was a cold January night.

And his words were like a splash of water.  He thought she was a bad girl.  Bad girls didn't worry about where a man might have gotten a scar.  Or think about how beautiful their eyes were…did they?

She didn't know.

"Officer Hottie, you know how to kiss," she said at last because it was the truth.  She’d never been kissed like that before.  

"I try," he said wryly.  

He did more than that.  But she knew she had to get up now.  She had to get away from him and reassess what being a bad girl meant and how she was going to act.  She used his chest as leverage to push herself up and her hips pressed down on his for a moment and she felt his erection.

He groaned and brought his hands to her hips, holding her in place as he rocked against her.  She felt something deep inside of her clench and she rubbed herself against him.

"You're killing me," he said, using one hand on the back of her neck to draw her mouth back down to his.

The kiss this time was carnal and hot and she didn't have time to catalogue any of it.  She just knew that he felt good underneath her and she was determined to not let him go.  Not just yet.  

Her breath caught in her throat.  This was the kind of kiss she’d waited a lifetime for.  She was practical, she reminded herself but the other part of her…the lost little girl deep inside knew it was kismet.  That they were together for one reason and one reason alone.

It was destined.

Maybe after years of birthdays that she wanted to forget she was finally in a place where she could have one to remember.  That felt right to her. 

Seemed to her that Garrett Mulligan was her birthday present to herself and for once being herself had sort of worked out in her favor.  Well being her new self, she thought, and then stopped thinking as his hands moved over her butt and his hips lifted and he rolled them both to their sides.


Chapter 2

Garrett wasn't a player despite the fact that he was single and dated around.  Usually he liked to get to know a woman better before he jumped into a carnal kiss, but there was something about Hayley that made him forget his rules.

Hell, he couldn't even think beyond the taste of her lush, full mouth and the way her trim waist felt under his hands.  He shifted his hips one more time and felt a feathering of sensation down his spine.  Unless he was willing to do a lot more than kiss this bad girl, he better put some distance between them.

He rolled onto his back and away from her.  Forcing himself to sit up.

"You must work out like a fiend to be able to sit up like that," she said.

She touched his abdomen and he chuckled.  "Sit-ups and upper-body weight training are all I can do with my injured leg and foot."

“I thought you were shot in the knee,” she said.

“I twisted my ankle in the pursuit after I was shot,” he said.  Images of that moment when Hector had gone down filtered through his mind, but he shoved them aside as he looked around his living room, grounding himself back in this moment.

"Whatever work out you’re doing is definitely working for you," she said.  She still lay on her back on the floor next to him, her head tilted toward him and that dreamy smile on her face.  

"Thanks, I try," he said sardonically.

"You're welcome.  I believe in giving credit where it's due," she said.  “So many people just try to tear you down.”

She was serious.  Something that didn't surprise him, really, because that was the image he'd had of his neighbor before tonight.  But it was a bit jarring to see her sprawled out on his living-room floor looking like a centerfold from a racy magazine and to see her being so earnest. 

He was giving himself major credit for rolling to his side and standing up instead of staying where he was and making love to her.

"Come on, bad girl, let's get you something comfortable to sleep in.  It's getting late."

She looked over at him and giggled, then started laughing.

"What?"

"Sorry, I was just thinking I didn't turn into Old Hayley at midnight."

He shook his head as he offered her his hand.  "Up you go."

She took it and he lifted her easily to her feet.  She balanced herself with one small hand on his chest, looking up at him with that earnest expression of hers. He felt like she was searching for something, some depth inside of him. 

He'd always felt kind of hollow inside when he wasn't at work, tracking down a criminal.  She sighed and looked away.

Still hollow.

He didn’t acknowledge the disappointment he felt, but it didn't stop him from feeling it.  He led the way up the stairs to his bedroom.  She followed behind him, stopping to look at the pictures on the wall in the hallway.  

"Prints?" she asked.

"No.  My investment portfolio from when I was thirteen," he admitted. 

"Van Gogh?"

He shrugged.  "I wanted some Lichtenstein, but my dad wouldn't approve the purchase.  My mom loves Van Gogh."

"She does?  Are you close to her?" Hayley asked.

He had been when he'd been younger. She'd been the one to act as a barrier between him and his father when they'd been arguing.  And he'd always liked the way she'd empathized with Van Gogh.  It might have been a romanticized version of the artist brought on, no doubt, by her love of the Don Maclean song “Vincent”, but in her voice Garrett had always heard a longing for something else.

"As close as you can be to your parents," he said at last.

"I'm not," she said at last.

"Not what?"

"Close to my parents.  We are like oil and water--don't mix," she said.

"My dad and I are like that," he said, reaching inside his bedroom to flip the light switch on.  "Want to see my etchings?"

She groaned.  "That's a horrible pick-up line.  If you really wanted to entice me then you should have offered your handcuffs.”

He laughed and shook off the melancholy.  "Come on, bad girl."

He opened the second drawer of his dresser, taking out a neatly folded black t-shirt and a pair of gym shorts, which he handed to her.  "You can change in there."

She took the clothes from him as she walked across the room toward his bathroom.  

He sat down on his bed and bent to rub at his calf muscle.  Hayley was a pleasant distraction, but her presence didn't change the fact that he wasn't healing the way he should have if he was going to have any chance at getting back on the force.  He was going to have to make a huge decision soon and it was one he'd hoped never to have to make.

The door opened and he shifted his gaze over to Hayley.  She stood there in his t-shirt and nothing else.  “Not quite the glam outfit I was wearing before, but how do I look?  Still wicked?”

“Tired,” he said.

“Tired?  What about now?” she asked, making her lips pouty.

“Bad to the bone,” he said.  Feeling more tempted than he had in a long time.  But his life was complicated enough right now without adding someone like Hayley to the mix.  "You can take my bed for the night.”

"No, I couldn't put you out any more than I already have," she said.  "The couch will be fine."

He wasn't going to argue with her.  He'd made the offer and she declined.  He led the way out of his bedroom, very aware that she was following behind him as the scent of her perfume lingered in the air around them.

She dropped her clothes and purse on the recliner.  He turned away as the hem of his shirt rose up the back of her thighs and went to the closet for a blanket.  His mother was always coming by with little things for the house.  So he was well stocked with everything.

He handed her the blanket.

"Thank you," she said.  "For everything.  You've been way nicer than you had to be, Officer Hottie."

"I live to serve and to protect," he said.

She reached for his hand and squeezed it.  "Well, I can see why you are a part of New York's finest."

Except the direction of his thoughts showed him he wasn't.  If he didn’t get out of the living room right now he knew there was a very real chance that he'd be pulling her back into his arms and not letting her go until he was buried hilt-deep in her sexy little "bad" body.

"Good night, Hayley."

"Night, Garrett."

He turned abruptly on his heel and went upstairs for another sleepless night.  But at least this time he was kept awake with the pleasant distraction of Hayley's body instead of his own fears about his future.

***

Hayley woke up early and with a start, falling off the couch onto the floor.  She glanced around the room with the early-morning sunlight trickling in through the windows as she sat up.  Last night…

Well, let's leave it at the fact that it hadn't ended at all the way she'd expected it to.  She stood up and glanced at the skirt and top she'd worn out and knew there was no way she wanted to put them back on right now. 

But then she had the niggling thought that a true bad girl would definitely wear them again.  She just couldn't make herself don them right now.  She grabbed her iPhone and dialed the locksmith, who assured her he'd be at her place in less than an hour, something she thought was a bit optimistic since he was coming from Queens.

Feeling a bit like a snoop, she wandered through Garrett's house until she found herself in the kitchen.  She opened his fridge, finding stereotypical bachelor fare.  A six pack of Coors, a couple of take-out containers, an open box of Arm & Hammer baking soda, which was living up to its reputation by keeping the fridge from smelling.  He had two eggs and some milk and she opened his cabinets until she found the ingredients for a very basic muffin and a dark-chocolate bar. 

"Busted again,” Garrett rumbled from the doorway.

She glanced over her shoulder at him and groaned.  He was shirtless and damn if those muscles she'd felt last night didn't look good this morning.  He had a pair of jeans that rode low on his hips, revealing washboard abs and his hipbones.  Really, she thought, who other than Ryan Gosling had a body like that in real life?

"For what?" she asked, trying to sound nonchalant and keep herself from jumping his bones.

"Stealing my food…that's a crime punishable by death in some parts of the world."

"Ah, Detective, I think you're rusty.  I haven't taken anything.  Just assembled your meager food stuffs into something delicious," she said.

"What are you making?” he asked, coming closer.  “Not an omelet."

"Can’t sneak anything past you,” she said.  “Dark-chocolate-chunk muffins.  Do you have a muffin tin?  Otherwise it's going to be bars."

"You found my stash of chocolate?"

"Maybe you should have handcuffed me,” she said with a wink.   “It wasn’t that hard to find," she admitted as he walked over to her, stopping when barely an inch of space remained between them.

He leaned forward and swiped his thumb over her bottom lip.  "I think you stole some of my chocolate."

"I had…to taste…it," she said, her voice a mere whisper as he brought his thumb to his mouth and licked the spot of chocolate from it.

He was killing her.  There were no other words to describe her slow descent from rational, normal woman to one so fevered that she was contemplating pushing him to the ground and falling on top of him and making breakfast out of his sexy body.

"Me too," he said.  "Still feeling naughty this morning?"

"You have no idea," she said, but in the cold light of day she wasn't feeling ballsy.

She took a step back, but ran into the counter and as he advanced toward her she lifted up the spoon with the batter on it and he smiled at her, reaching forward and taking a swipe of the batter.

"I'm biting my tongue to keep from saying something sexist about barefoot women who can cook like a house on fire," he said, stooping down and brushing his hand against her leg as he opened the cabinet behind her.

She was in a fever thinking about the ease with which he touched her.  It was as if he saw what he wanted and went for it.  Why didn't she do the same?

She’d felt so empowered last night and she realized she wasn't going to let it end.

When he stood up she put her hand square in the middle of his chest and let her fingers spread open so that she could feel more of his hard, muscled chest under her touch.

She brushed her hand back and forth, the light dusting of hair on his skin tickling her palm.  She noticed his eyes were half-closed and his mouth parted on a soft exhalation of breath.  She leaned up and licked the corner of his mouth, where the tiniest smidge of batter remained.  

It tasted good, but he was delicious.  His lips parted as she flicked her tongue into his mouth, but before he could deepen the kiss she stepped back and winked at him.

"I think I need a little more sugar in the batter…not sweet enough."

"Something is definitely not sweet this morning," he said.  "Tease."

“Tease?”

“Yup.  I wanted to see if the bad girl was here to stay or if my mousy neighbor was back."

She stood up a little straighter and arched one eyebrow at him.  "I'm not someone who pretends to change."

"Glad to hear it," he said, leaning in and taking the kiss she'd deprived him of just moments earlier.

It was carnal and hot and she clung to his naked shoulders as he gripped her waist and lifted her off her feet and turned so he leaned back against the counter.  She wrapped her legs around his waist and plunged her tongue deep into his mouth until she no longer could taste anything other than Garrett.

He groaned and rubbed his hips against hers and she forced herself to lower her legs and step away.  “Still think I might be mousy?”

“Hell no,” he said.  Before he walked out of the kitchen she forced herself to remember that she was playing a game with him.

It didn't matter that it felt real and scared her.  This was just a game.

***

Garrett took a quick shower and came back into the kitchen to find five muffins sitting in the middle of his counter with a note.  She’d obviously taken one for her trouble.

Thanks for rescuing me last night, Officer Hottie.  See ya around.

His t-shirt was neatly folded next to it and he lifted it up and brought it to his face, assailed by the vanilla scent of Hayley's perfume.  He groaned as he realized what he was doing.  He was screwed up right now. Bored by his forced leave and the fact that his foot and leg wouldn't allow him to get back into shape.  

He couldn't pull a Shia LaBeouf in Disturbia and solve a mystery looking out his back window, but as he took two muffins and the carton of milk with him to his back patio, he realized that he was very interested in what was going on next door.

Ah, hell, he thought.  

He took a bite of the muffin and moaned at the delicious taste of it.  She could cook; he'd give her that.  And she'd certainly got his temperature rising outside of the kitchen as well.

His phone rang. He ignored it as the caller ID revealed that it was his brother, but Pete was persistent and Garrett didn't fancy an in-person visit from his sibling.

"What's up?"

"Hello to you too," Pete said.  "Just a heads up that the head of security announced his retirement from the company today.  Dad's already put your name forward to fill the slot."

Garrett cursed under his breath.  “I politely declined his offer of employment last night.”

Pete laughed.  "The old man wants you back in the fold.  He and Mom were really scared when Hector died.  That could have been you, bro.”

“But it wasn’t.  I can’t just change who I am because Hector died.  It would make his death stand for nothing,” Garrett said, finally admitting out loud the thought that had been going through his mind for weeks now.  He couldn’t let Hector die in vain.

"I know that you can’t change,” Pete said.  “Figured since I helped sabotage you last night at dinner I owed you a heads up on this."

"You did owe me.  Why didn't you warn me last night?" Garrett asked.

"You're my little bro and I don't want to see you hurt," Pete said.  

"Aww, didn't know you cared that much," Garrett said trying to keep it light because he didn't want to sound like a wuss and tell his brother that he loved him.  But he and Pete had always been close.

"It’s Mom's fault," Pete said.

"How do you figure?"

"She always told me to look out for you, just a habit now.  And I can't protect you when you are out on the streets of New York, but in the company…"

"Forget it.  Even if I wanted to trade my badge for a private-sector job, I wouldn't work for you or Dad," Garrett said.  "No offense."

"None taken.  How's the leg today?"

"Same as yesterday,” Garrett said.  “I’m meeting with the captain tomorrow to find out when I can go back to work, why?"

"Feel up to an outing?" Pete asked.  

There was something in his tone that immediately let Garrett know that his brother was up to something.  "Maybe.  What'd you have in mind?"

"Crystal has a friend…"

"No thanks, I don't need to be set up," Garrett said.

"All you do is sit in the house and work out," Pete said.

He thought of Hayley and realized that maybe it wasn't the worst time for them to have met.  "That's not true.  The guys and I are playing poker tonight.”

“Sitting around drinking with your buddies isn’t the same as a date,” Pete said.

Sometimes he took his role as the older brother a little too seriously.

“I met someone."

"Last night?"

"Yes."

"A prostitute?" Pete asked.  "You left the restaurant after eleven."

"Not a hooker," Garrett said.  Hayley might be playing at being a bad girl, but they both knew she really wasn't one.  "My neighbor."

"Really?"

"She got locked out of her place and I helped her out."

"Sounds exciting," Pete said.

It was, Garrett thought, and he took another bite of the muffin and washed it down with a swallow from the gallon of milk before standing up.  "She is.  I've gotta go."

"Okay, if you change your mind, Crystal and I are going to candy-making class on next Friday at 7 at The Candied Apple.”

"Don't hold your breath.  That's not my scene."

"Mine either, but Crystal loves them so…"

"So you'll go.  You’re whipped," Garrett said.  

"I am," Pete said. "I hope someday you find a woman who does the same to you."

Pete hung up and Garrett pocketed his phone.  He knew he'd never let anyone have that much influence over his life.  He did his own thing and that was as far as it went.

He stepped out onto his porch just in time to see Hayley walking up the street.  She wore a pair of skintight jeans and a sleeveless top that hugged the curves of her breasts and her nipped-in waist.  

He watched the sway of her hips and realized he wanted to see more of the bad girl he'd rescued last night, but he knew little about her.  Being a detective he knew just how to go about finding out more about her.  But getting involved with his neighbor wasn't a great idea.  

When things ended he’d see her every day and that could get awkward.  Maybe it was just the fact that he hadn’t been out in a while that was responsible for his attraction toward her.  He called his brother back and told him he’d meet Crystal’s friend at the candy-making class.


Chapter 3

Entering her brownstone with the assistance of the locksmith was humbling.  He just gave her a sympathetic look, but didn’t make any other comments.  She’d texted her co-owners, who were also her best friends to say she’d be late getting to the shop.  Normally she got in at five.

Cici texted back to take the day off.  Given all that had happened the day before she was tempted to just do it.  Just take the day off.  What would her dad say?  He hadn’t missed a day of work in a really long time.

Hayley entered her home and closed the door after paying the locksmith and stood there with her back against the heavy solid front door.  Her house smelled of lavender and always reminded her of the week she and her parents had spent in Provence.  She glanced at the console table and the picture of her mom.  

She knew it was her imagination, but she saw censure in the expression.  Edie had died three days after Hayley’s eighteenth birthday and every birthday Hayley felt again like that eighteen-year-old.  A girl-woman who wasn’t sure who she wanted to be and who had never really fit the image of the woman her mother had wanted as a daughter.

She saw the envelope on the console table along with the fresh flowers and a gaily-wrapped present.  It was big and she had no idea what he’d gotten her.  She didn’t see him all that often, maybe for dinner three times a year and at the board meetings for Dunham Dinners, their family company.

Her father, or one of his employees, had been here sometime between when she’d left to go out with her friends and this morning.  

She’d never considered calling her workaholic father for assistance last night.  In fact, she was pretty sure when she’d talked to him yesterday morning that he’d been on the West Coast.

“What’d you get me this year, Dad?” she asked the empty house.  When she was little she’d always gotten spoiled on her birthday and she had realized after her mom’s death that her mom had been responsible for that.  She had always thought it was her father who’d spoiled her.

She ignored the letter, which was one of many that her mother had written to her before her death.  Edie had died of cancer, which had left her some time to plan for the events she wouldn’t get to experience.  And somehow she’d thought, they all had, that these letters would be a good idea.  

But this morning, Hayley wasn’t up to reading whatever her mom had to say about turning thirty.  She wasn’t sure when she’d be ready, but not today.  Today she was still stepping out of the shadow that had been cast by her mom’s death all those years ago.

Instead she lifted the birthday present from
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