

[image: Cover]



 

 

Break the Rules

The Flanagan Sisters #1

Claire Boston


[image: Bantilly Publishing Logo - bulldog puppy with its front paws on the ground and bottom in the air.]




Table of Contents

Title Page

About Break the Rules

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Epilogue

Chapter 1

Reader Group

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Also By Claire Boston

Blaze a Trail 

Place to Belong

Copyright


​​​About Break the Rules

 

Bridget Flanagan knows how to assess risks, but are the consequences of exposing her heart too dangerous?

 

Bridget has a passion for safety and in the world of oil refineries that makes her great at her job. So when her big promotion goes to someone else, she heads out on the town to forget her troubles. Jack Gibbs seems like the perfect man to distract her.

 

At least until Monday morning when she discovers Jack is her new boss. There's no way she's going to keep seeing him, no matter the connection between them. She's been burned before.

 

Jack can't understand why Bridget's so against their relationship. They positively sizzled during their one night together. He knows he has to be careful now she reports to him, but she tempts him in every way.

 

Can Jack convince Bridget to give him a chance, or is the risk too high?


 

 

DEDICATION

To my sister, Jane


​​​​Chapter 1

Bridget Flanagan’s head thumped in time to the booming dance music. She shouldn’t have let her best friend Tanya convince her to go clubbing.

She sighed. Who was she kidding? Tanya could convince her to do almost anything, and the promise of a girls’ night to dance, drink, and forget her troubles sounded like just what she’d needed.

But her head had begun to throb almost immediately and Tanya had found a new friend. It was a shame Sally and Trish hadn’t been able to come out tonight. At least then she’d have someone to talk with. Bridget scanned the dance floor, spotting Tanya dancing with the guy she’d picked up. So much for the girls’ night.

She shouldn’t be surprised. Tanya did tend to forget everything when a cute guy walked by. Knowing better than to try to drag her out of the club, Bridget headed for the bar and ordered a glass of water. When it arrived, she moved away, taking a sip and willing her headache away. Tanya looked like she was going to dance all night.

“Is that your friend dancing with my brother?” The male voice was loud but sexy and his breath tickled her ear.

Bridget jumped and turned so she was face to face with a man who did not slow her pulse rate at all. He was slightly taller than she was, with thick brown hair and dark eyes that smiled. Yum.

He pointed toward Tanya and leaned closer to be heard over the music. “Is your friend the blonde in the red dress?”

Bridget nodded. “That’s Tanya.”

“I don’t suppose she’ll turn into a pumpkin by midnight?” He had a hopeful look on his face.

Bridget grimaced. “Not a chance. I wish she would.” She put the glass up to her forehead and sighed at the coolness. “What about your brother?”

“His motto is ‘all night long’.” He frowned. “Perhaps we can convince them to go somewhere quieter at least, somewhere with some seating.”

She was intrigued. Why had he come out if he didn’t want to dance? “You don’t feel like partying?”

“I moved back to Houston from Australia two days ago. My body hasn’t quite adjusted yet.”

The mention of his body had Bridget checking it out again. It looked perfectly fine to her. His blue jeans fit in all the right places and the button-down black shirt clung to his well-defined chest. She cleared her throat. “There’s a bar around the corner. The music is quieter but they can still dance if they want.”

“Shall we give it a go?”

“Sure.” Bridget put her glass on the bar and followed him to where Tanya and his brother were dancing. She couldn’t hear what he said but they nodded in response. As he turned back to her, Tanya gave her a very unsubtle thumbs up. Bridget ignored her. All she wanted to do was find some quiet and get rid of her headache.

Outside the club, her ears adjusted to the blissful reduction in noise and she took a deep breath.

“Bridge, this is Hal,” Tanya chirped.

Hal was slightly taller than his brother, maybe six foot two, with the same thick brown hair and dark eyes.

Bridget forced a smile. “Nice to meet you.”

Tanya raised her eyebrows, waiting expectantly. “Who’s this?” she nodded to Hal’s brother.

Bridget shrugged apologetically. “We didn’t swap names. I’m Bridget.”

“Jack.” He smiled at her and she forgot her pounding head for a moment. It was some smile, lighting up his eyes and sending a lovely warmth through her body.

“Great. Now let’s find something to drink,” Tanya said, and keeping her hand tightly in Hal’s, she led the way to the bar. Hal didn’t seem to mind.

Bridget walked alongside Jack, not sure what to say. Now she was out of the noise she realized she’d effectively been picked up. Was this some kind of scam the brothers had going? Find two girls and take them somewhere quieter?

She snuck a look at Jack. No, he really did look as tired as she felt.

They walked past a drugstore. “Wait a second, I’ve got to grab something.” Bridget dashed inside, found the painkillers and bought a packet. When she went back outside, Jack was the only one waiting for her.

“Where’s Tanya?”

“They went on ahead. I thought I’d wait.”

Bridget tamped down her annoyance. They’d only just met these guys, and while they seemed nice, they could be anyone. Tanya should be more careful. “Thanks.”

Inside the bar, they found a table away from the music. It was quieter than the nightclub and they could talk without shouting. Bridget ordered a glass of water and a coffee, and took two pills. Hopefully they would kick in quickly.

Tanya put her drink on the table and grabbed Hal’s hand. “I love this song.” She pulled him away to the small dance floor.

Bridget slid on to a chair next to Jack who was nursing his cup of coffee. She had to say something, otherwise this was going to get awkward fast.

“So you’ve just moved back from Australia?” she asked. “How long were you there?”

“Three years. I was ready to come home and the perfect job opportunity came up.”

Bridget did not want to talk about work. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to keep the frustration out of her voice if she spoke about her job. “What did you do for fun?”

“I did a lot of surfing, a bit of diving, and was roped in to play cricket and Aussie rules football.”

“Is their football much different from ours?”

He laughed, a warm, rich sound. “Yeah, completely different. It took a bit of getting used to.”

Bridget couldn’t help smiling back at him. He had one of those laughs that made her want to laugh as well, made her want to make him laugh so she could hear it again.

“Have you ever been to Australia?” he asked.

“No. I was born in El Salvador, but since I moved here I haven’t done a lot of traveling. I’ve been focused on work.” Which had turned out to be a waste of time.

“When did you move here?”

A stray curl floated in front of her face and she brushed it back impatiently. Her hair did its own thing when she left it out. “I was five.”

“It must have been hard, moving somewhere you didn’t speak the language.”

“My father was Irish so he used to speak English to us at home.” She remembered it was like a secret language because her mother couldn’t speak English. She’d always thought it was her special thing with her father. “I was lucky because I was starting school and it didn’t take long for me to pick it up.”

“Do you still speak Spanish?”

“Sí. My family still speaks a lot of Spanish at home.”

“I only know high school Spanish and I’m not going to embarrass myself by attempting it now. Do you have any siblings?”

“Two sisters – one older, one younger. What about you? Is it just you and Hal?”

Jack glanced over at the dance floor where Tanya and Hal were still dancing. “Yeah.”

“You must be close to go out clubbing together.”

He shrugged. “I’m staying with him until I find my own place. He lives closest to where I’ll be working from Monday. He said we had to celebrate my return to Houston.”

She smiled. “I see he’s pleased about your homecoming.”

Hal was bumping and grinding behind Tanya.

Jack laughed again. “What about you and Tanya? Having a girls’ night?”

“Supposedly.” Bridget sighed. “Tanya said I needed to dance my worries away.” At his raised eyebrow she added, “I got passed over for a promotion yesterday.”

“That’s rough. What happened?”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it. I’ll get all bitter and you’ll think I’m a scary shrew.”

“That’s not likely to happen.” His gaze sent warm tingles through her body. “How’s your head?”

She blinked. “It’s dulled to an ache.”

“It’s a start.”

It was. If she made no sudden movements she could mostly ignore it. She was enjoying talking to Jack. It wasn’t the usual slightly sleazy pickup she was used to. She felt she could actually get to know him. When was the last time she’d been able to do that? She frowned as she tried to remember. There’d been no one since Lionel. She was still recovering from those burns and had thrown herself into her work to prove herself. Then in the last six months she’d been temporarily reassigned to a managerial role which came with even more responsibility and a greater workload. When her boss had finally retired, she was sure she’d get the role permanently – he’d recommended her.

Someone obviously hadn’t agreed with him.

Bridget pushed the thought aside. She wasn’t going to let work mess up her evening. She wouldn’t think about it until Monday, when she met her new boss. In the meantime she was going to enjoy the night.

“So no work talk. What do you do for fun?” Jack asked.

It was a good question. She’d been so busy at work she hadn’t had time for fun. Sometimes Tanya would convince her to go out dancing, or they’d go for drinks with a couple of girls from work, but more often than not it ended with her friend finding a guy and Bridget hanging in a corner, waiting until Tanya had had enough. Bridget wasn’t willing to leave her by herself. Often Tanya drank too much and didn’t make the best choices. At least Bridget could keep her from doing anything too silly.

“I read when I get the time,” she said in answer to Jack’s question. “I go to the movies, have drinks with friends, you know the usual stuff.”

“What do you read?”

She hesitated. She was always getting ribbed by the guys at work for her choice of reading material. “Romance.” She loved the happy endings.

“Can’t say I’ve read much of that,” Jack admitted. “I’m more into action and suspense.”

“There are some great romantic suspense books out there. You should give it a try.”

“I might.”

“So what about you? Now you’re back in Texas, there’ll be no cricket or Australian football.”

“I heard about a cricket league around Houston, but I didn’t love the game that much. I’d like to check out local dive sites though. But the first thing I need to do is find somewhere to live. As much as I love my brother, he’s not the tidiest of roommates.”

She grinned, thinking of Tanya. “I’ve always wanted to learn to scuba dive. It must be amazing to stay underwater for so long.”

“It is. You should definitely try it.” His eyes lit up and his enthusiasm was palpable. “Once you’ve dived you’ll be hooked. I know I was.”

“Maybe I will.” She should have a bit of free time now she was going back to her old job. She deserved to do something for herself.

Tanya and Hal came back to the table and Tanya flopped on the chair next to her. She took a deep swig from her cider. “You two should dance. Get your bodies moving.” She raised her eyebrows up and down.

Bridget suppressed a groan. Tanya was in her “I’ve had enough to drink to think I’m being subtle but I’m not” mode. Next she’d start making sexual innuendo, because she’d decided the solution to Bridget’s worries was to get laid.

“You two are doing enough moving for the both of us,” Jack said.

“Tanya knows how to dance.” Hal grinned.

Tanya beamed at him. “You’ve got some moves yourself.” She took another sip of her drink and sighed. “You guys have the most glorious hair. I’d love to have you in the shop.”

They exchanged a confused glance.

“She’s a hairdresser,” Bridget explained.

“Well, you can run your fingers through my hair any time you want,” Hal told her.

“Oh, good. Turn around.” When he did, Tanya dug her fingers into his hair.

Bridget turned to Jack. “Tell me more about diving. Did you go to the Great Barrier Reef?”

“No, I was on the west coast, but the Ningaloo Reef is an amazing dive. In places you don’t even need scuba gear, you can walk straight off the beach with goggles and snorkel and see fish and coral with the most amazing colors.”

Bridget didn’t even know how to use a snorkel. The only swimming they had done as children was at the municipal pools, when their mother could afford to pay, which wasn’t often. These days she liked to swim to keep fit, but she didn’t get a chance very often.

“There were also a number of shipwrecks to dive,” Jack was saying. “The ocean takes over the man-made structures so quickly. The fish and eels move right in and make themselves at home. When you swim by they watch you as much as you watch them.”

Tanya giggled at whatever Hal whispered in her ear. “It’s getting late. We should probably head home.”

Bridget’s headache had disappeared and she was enjoying talking to Jack. Wasn’t that just typical?

“Bridge, Hal’s offered to show me his place. Are you all right getting home on your own?”

So that was the real reason. Not sure whether to be amused or annoyed she simply said, “Sure.”

* * *

The cab pulled up in front of Bridget’s house and nerves tickled her stomach. “This is me,” she said and paid the driver.

“I’ll walk you to your door,” Jack said, before asking the driver to wait.

After Tanya had left with Hal, he’d insisted on accompanying her home, saying he wanted to delay his return so he didn’t cramp Hal and Tanya’s style. Bridget could totally understand that and it gave her an opportunity to decide what she wanted to do about him.

“Nice place,” he said as he followed her up the path to the front door.

“Yeah.” The front light came on and she turned to face him, her hands clasped together. She was tempted to invite him in, but that was against her dating rules.

He took hold of her hands. “I had a nice time tonight.”

“Me too.” Her body tingled in response to his thumb lazily brushing the back of her hand.

He pulled her closer and she tilted her head, her lips parting slightly. Something in her chest fluttered. He was going to kiss her and she wanted him to. He bent his head and his lips met hers. The fluttering stopped as her senses took control. His lips were firm and he tasted like coffee. When his tongue flicked over hers she couldn’t suppress a quiet moan. It had been a long time since she’d been kissed like this, since her body had reacted like this. She had to stop this now before it went too far.

Bridget broke the kiss and took a step back, her breath unsteady. She swallowed. “I have two rules to dating,” she said. “And one is never to sleep with someone on the first date.”

“What’s your second rule?” His tone was light and he was smiling.

Her lips twitched in response. “I don’t date people I work with.” She wasn’t going to make that mistake again.

“Fair enough.” He shuffled his feet. “Want to be a rule-breaker tonight?”

The hopeful look on his face was sweet. She grinned at him. “Yes,” she admitted. She kissed him again needing one more taste before he left. He gathered her close, and ran his hand down her back to her butt. Her body heated and she leaned closer. Damn she wanted him. She broke the kiss. What the heck, she deserved some fun. Playing by the rules hadn’t got her anywhere. “Want to come in?”

“Hell yes.”

She laughed as she unlocked the door and Jack dashed back to tell the driver he wasn’t needed.

Anticipation stirring, she led him down the hall to her bedroom. It was way past time she did something spontaneous, and Jack was the perfect guy for it. She turned, drew him into her arms and claimed his lips.

It had been too long for Bridget to take things slowly. Her body was on fire and she wanted him naked. Her fingers worked busily on the buttons of his shirt, while his hands snuck under her top. She shoved the shirt off his shoulders and then lifted her arms so he could rid her of her own top. Her brown hands contrasted against his lighter skin as she ran them over his chest, enjoying his muscle tone. She needed more. She wanted to forget her responsibilities and just feel. And damn he felt good.

Quickly she unclasped her black cotton bra and threw it to the floor. His thumbs brushed her nipples and she threw her head back as glorious sensations flooded her and pooled between her legs. They had to get to the bed.

She moved backwards, her hands tugging on his jeans to draw him along with her as she undid his button and zipper, pushing his pants and underwear down. He was sexy as hell. She couldn’t stop running her hands over him, and the sound that came out of her mouth as she stroked his manhood sounded like a purr. She wanted him inside her now.

His eyes darkened as he pushed her on to the bed. She fell willingly back onto the mattress, and then fumbled with her own jeans until he grabbed the waistband and pulled them off.

She couldn’t get any hornier. Her mound pulsed with desire, and when he brushed his fingertips lightly over her belly and down between her legs she had to have him, now. Lifting herself onto one elbow, she reached into the drawer of her bedside table and handed him a condom. “Jack, now,” she panted.

He quickly sheathed himself and then his body covered hers. It wasn’t enough. His hardness pressed against her and she kissed him, needing to taste him.

Slowly he entered her, filling her, and her brain short-circuited. All she could do was move and feel, moaning his name.

Sensation built quickly like a tidal wave. She was on the edge, and then they both went over, calling out each other’s names.

* * *

Bridget lay on her back, her arms outstretched, and a huge grin on her face. That had been incredible.

“Wow,” Jack breathed.

Wow didn’t really begin to cover it. She just nodded, not able to form a coherent word.

He leaned over and kissed her long and deeply. “I’m glad you broke your rule.”

Bridget gazed up at him. “So am I.” It was past time that she had some fun, that she lived a little and tonight she’d lived a lot.

“Got any plans tomorrow?”

Shoot. She did. “I’ve got lunch at my mom’s.”

“That sounds nice.”

“Yeah, we get together every other week.”

He stretched and glanced at her. “Should I call a cab then?”

Bridget hesitated. As much as she would have liked him to stay, it could get awkward in the morning. She sighed. “Yeah, my sister is picking me up early.”

He reached to the floor, pulled his phone out of his jeans pocket, and ordered a cab. She couldn’t resist running her hand over his back and down to his luscious bottom.

He glanced over his shoulder and grinned. “Can I see you again?”

“I’d like that.” She rattled off her mobile number and he saved it in his phone.

“What about dinner tomorrow?”

Her chest squeezed. He was as keen as she was. “I won’t get back until late. How about later in the week?”

“Sure. I’ll call.”

She was a little disappointed that he didn’t offer an alternative, until she remembered he was starting a new job on Monday.

Jack got up and pulled on his pants and shirt. It was a shame to see him cover up that gorgeous body.

Outside a horn tooted. “That’ll be my ride,” he said.

Bridget stood up, threw on a T-shirt, and followed him to the door. She kissed him again, not really wanting him to leave.

“I’ll call,” he promised.

“You’d better get going, otherwise the cab might leave.” She stepped inside and put a hand on the door. “I’ll look forward to your call.”

She shut the door and grinned.

She’d have to thank Tanya for making her go out.


​​​​Chapter 2

Bridget’s cell phone rang, waking her. Groaning and reaching over to check the display, she saw the time and swore.

“Morning, Carly. Are you on your way?”

“I’m at the front door. Are you still asleep?”

Bridget suppressed another groan and sat up. “I was. Sorry, late night. I’ll be right there.” She hung up, threw on some clothes and walked to the front door to let her older sister in.

Carly stood on the doorstep, immaculately groomed as always. Her naturally curly brown hair was straightened to perfection and hung just short of her shoulders. She was wearing a knee-length gray skirt and a white blouse, and her feet were clad in a smart pair of four-inch gray pumps.

Bridget leaned in to hug her shorter sister. “We’re going to Casa Flanagan, right?”

Carly gave her a look. “Yes. I’ve come from a business brunch.”

Bridget frowned. “It’s Sunday, sis. You shouldn’t be working.” She turned and led her into the kitchen, where she switched on the coffee maker.

“It was a charity thing,” Carly said. “I’ll make the coffee. You go take a shower.”

Bridget smiled her thanks and headed for the bathroom. Tanya’s bedroom door was open and she was lying face down on the mattress, still dressed in the clothes she’d worn last night. Bridget closed the door. She was sure Tanya would give her all the details when she got home tonight.

Her thoughts drifted to Jack. She’d had such a great time with him. She was glad she’d broken her rule and invited him in. It had been … well, amazing was too soft a word to describe it. She’d never experienced such overwhelming passion before. She’d been consumed with lust, and the only words in her head had been the mantra – now, now, now.

Bridget turned on the shower, then stripped off and stepped under the spray. As much as she’d wanted him to stay, she was glad he hadn’t. It would have been totally awkward to have him still here when Carly arrived.

She hoped he’d call her today.

After a quick shower, she dressed and met her sister in the kitchen where she had a travel mug of coffee ready to go. “Thanks, Carly.” Bridget took a sip and sighed with pleasure. “You’re not having one?”

“No, I’ve had my coffee for the day. You ready? You know how Mama gets when we’re late.”

“Zita will let her know.” Bridget grabbed her phone and sent her younger sister a text saying they were running late.

The response arrived moments later. Late night, huh? Can’t wait to hear about it!

Bridget grinned and locked the front door behind her. Carly was already getting into the driver’s seat of her brand new silver BMW. Bridget closed her eyes as she sank into the rich leather interior and took another sip of coffee.

“You going to tell me about your night?” Carly asked.

She opened her eyes. “Tanya wanted to go dancing. Said it would take my mind off not getting the promotion.”

Carly glanced at her. “They didn’t give you the job?”

“Nope. They didn’t even bother to tell me. I ran into the HR manager as I was leaving on Friday afternoon and asked him when I would hear. He said the new safety manager was starting on Monday.” The familiar irritation bubbled up inside her. “They must have known for weeks and they didn’t tell me.”

“I can’t believe they could be so stupid,” Carly said, her tone indignant. “You work your ass off for them. You know that oil refinery inside out and all of the guys respect you. You were the natural choice.”

Carly was right. Bridget had been working as group leader of safety for two years and everyone had expected her to get the promotion. “I know. Doesn’t matter. I don’t know if it’s my age or my gender, but something isn’t working in my favor.”

“They can’t discriminate on either of those terms. You should go after them for equal opportunity.”

“There’s no point. I can’t prove anything. All it would do is make me less popular with senior management, and I’ve ticked them off too many times telling them truths they don’t want to hear.”

Carly opened her mouth to say something else.

“Just leave it,” said Bridget. “I want a whole day when I don’t have to think about work.”

With that in mind, she turned off her cell phone. She wasn’t on call this weekend, but the guys on shift often called anyway for her opinion. Today they could contact the designated person instead. Bridget needed the break.

* * *

The drive out to their mother’s property took just over an hour. Carmen lived on five acres that Carly had bought for her after making her first million. She was fairly self-sufficient – growing her own food and with a coop full of chickens. She always said farming reminded her of El Salvador.

Carly pulled into the long driveway and slowed as Zita’s two dogs came bounding out to greet them.

“She has got to train them to stop doing this,” Carly said, her knuckles white on the steering wheel as the dogs darted around the car.

“You know Zita,” Bridget replied.

Their youngest sister was all about animal rights. She was too kind-hearted to discipline her rescue dogs. Aside from rushing out to greet visitors, the two animals were actually well behaved.

Carly stopped the car close to the house and they got out. Carmen was already at the door.

“There you are! I thought you’d found something better to do.” She spoke in rapid Spanish.

Bridget resisted rolling her eyes. Her mother loved to joke about their busy lives. She said the same thing whenever they didn’t arrive on time. It didn’t matter if they’d sent a text to say they were running late.

She kissed her mother on both cheeks. “I’m sorry. I slept in.”

Carmen tutted at her as she greeted Carly. “Have you been out partying?”

“Tanya took me out.”

Carmen sniffed. “That girl never stops.”

Bridget walked through into the kitchen where spicy smells hit her. Zita was stirring something in a pan. “Hey, Z,” she said, pinching one of the pasteles from the table. She was starving.

“Hola.”

She broke her pastel in half, careful not to let the stuffing drop out, and gave some to Mario, one of the young foster children her mother was looking after. Bridget winked at him and he grinned back.

“Where did you go last night?” Her mother puttered around the kitchen getting them a drink, while simultaneously giving Bridget the stare. “Were there boys involved?”

“I hope they were men,” Zita said, and grinned at her mother’s shake of the head.

Bridget smothered a smile. “I met a nice man and gave him my number.”

Carmen glanced at her. “What does he do? Where is he from?”

“Mama!” Holy hell, she always wanted details. “His name is Jack, he’s from Houston but has been living in Australia, and I don’t know what he does. I didn’t want to talk about work because I didn’t get the promotion.”

Carmen slapped a glass of horchata on the table in front of her, spilling some of it. “Oh, baby, why are you working for such fools?” She stood with her hands on her hips.

As Bridget had hoped, she’d distracted her mother from more questions about Jack.

Zita lay a hand over Bridget’s. “I’m sorry.”

Bridget shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do about it. They obviously didn’t think I was ready for the position.”

“But you have been doing the job for six months!” Carmen gestured emphatically.

“That doesn’t seem to matter.”

“You should quit. They’ll be begging you to stay.”

“It doesn’t quite work like that, Mama.” Changing the subject, she asked, “What’s for lunch?”

* * *

After Bridget had eaten far more than she should have, she followed Zita outside to pick some fruit to take home.

Her little sister had inherited her looks from their Irish father. Her strawberry blonde hair was naturally straight and she often tied it back in a ponytail. She always wore the most colorful clothes she could find. Today it was a bright red skirt, matched with a white T-shirt and sequined flip flops. Zita didn’t remember much of El Salvador, being only three when they’d left, and Bridget sometimes thought she was making up for it by wearing traditional festival clothing.

As soon as they were clear of the house, Zita said, “Tell me about Jack.”

Bridget laughed. “There’s not a lot to tell.”

Zita pushed on. “Where did you meet?”

Bridget sighed. “Tanya dragged me out dancing last night and hooked up with Jack’s brother. Neither Jack nor I wanted to be out, so we convinced them to go to a quieter bar where they could keep dancing. We chatted for a couple of hours, then he took me home. I gave him my number.” She shrugged. “We’ll see if he calls.” She really hoped he would.

“Sounds like a gentlemen if he took you home and nothing else.”

Bridget wasn’t going to discuss it with her little sister. “He was nice.” She entered the large greenhouse to pick some mamey and jocote, her mother’s favorite fruits. “So what’s the story with the new girl?”

The farm was a foster home for refugee children, mostly from Central America. Their mother had insisted on helping when she heard how the situation had worsened over the past few years and unaccompanied children were fleeing to the United States. It worked well because she and Zita spoke Spanish and there were no men around, so it was generally the abused girls who were sent to them.

“I don’t know the full story yet,” Zita said. “She’s been raped.”

It was tragic that didn’t surprise Bridget. It was all too common for the girls to have been sexually assaulted either before they’d left their home or by the people smugglers who took them across the border. “Where is she from?”

“El Salvador. We only know what she told immigration, and that’s not a lot. I’m sure she’ll open up when she gets to know us.” Zita placed another fruit in the basket. “She’s part of the new trial.”

“That’s great.” It was a big deal. Zita and Carmen had been fighting for many years to stop children being imprisoned in detention centers. It could take months, if not years to process them, and the incarceration was hard on them. The trial was to test whether the children could indeed be fostered out in the community while their applications were being processed.

Children who were granted asylum and had no family in the United States inevitably stayed at Casa Flanagan and became part of their family. The house had eight bedrooms, plus there were multiple small self-contained units on the property, where the girls moved as they got older and more independent. Celebrations were always huge in the Flanagan household.

“What about Mario and Jacinta?” The brother and sister had been living with Carmen for two months now while the search for their mother continued.

“We’ve got a lead. Their mother might be in Wisconsin. We should know in the next week or so.”

“That’s great.”

The situation in Central America was uncertain for many people. Mario’s mother had fled the country for the United States in the hope of finding work, leaving her children with her own mother. As she’d earned enough money, she’d sent it back to help get her children out of the country, but because she wasn’t a legal citizen, she never included her address.

“It is great,” Zita said with a sigh. “But I’ll miss them. Mario is so cheeky.”

Bridget gave her sister a hug. Zita had the softest heart of all of them. She always got too attached. “You’ll stay in touch. You always do.” She picked up the basket full of their harvest. “Come on, let’s get this inside.”


​​​​Chapter 3

On Monday morning Bridget arrived at work early to catch the six o’clock shift. She always made an effort to meet with all the operation technicians before they started to discuss any safety issues they might not be aware of.

She walked into the supervisor’s office, placing her hard hat on the table. “Morning, Joe.”

Joe, the outgoing shift supervisor, looked up from his computer. “Howdy, Bridge. Why’d you have your phone off last night?”

“Out of range,” she lied. “Any problems?” She’d turned her phone on this morning and had listened to the messages. The only good one was from Jack, asking how her lunch had been. She hadn’t wanted to call him back so early, so she’d saved his number and would call him this afternoon.

“A permit problem, but Ken helped out.”

“Great.” She’d follow up with Ken, one of the safety officers.

Joe handed her a report. “The incidents for the shift.”

Bridget glanced through the short list. A twisted ankle and a level transmitter that was sticking, which meant a tank could potentially overflow. She sighed. So much of the plant was rundown and needed replacing. She had her own project to replace relief valves on the crude tower that were venting to atmosphere.

“I hear the new safety manager’s starting today,” Joe said.

“That’s the rumor.”

“What’s he like?”

She looked up. “No idea. I don’t even know his name.”

“It’s tough they didn’t give it to you. We all wanted you to get it.”

Bridget smiled. He was genuinely upset for her. It was nice to be appreciated. “It is what it is. Anything else I need to know?”

“Nah. That’s about it.”

“Great. Why don’t you go home?”

“Hallelujah to that.”

Bridget chatted with the incoming shift supervisor and made sure he knew about the sticking level transmitter.

“Bridge, that thing always sticks. It’s the nature of the stuff. It’s murder on equipment. It usually unsticks itself.”

“If the tank overflows we could be in serious trouble.” The likelihood might be low but the consequences were very high.

“All right. I’ll get one of the guys to raise a work order.”

“Thanks.” She’d have to remember to check it was done. Part of the problem was the guys on the plant were so used to its quirks, they didn’t recognize the potential incident. “Don’t forget to remind your guys not to cut through the units.”

Each section of the plant was a separate unit, surrounded by a concrete containment area. Roads divided the units and workers were meant to use those roads, but too many of them took shortcuts to save time. It was also bad practice, as everyone had to sign on to the exact unit they were working in so they knew exactly where everyone was if an emergency occurred.

“Sure thing.” He turned to his computer.

Bridget sighed. She’d been dismissed. Most of the guys thought she was overly safety conscious to the point of being pedantic but she couldn’t help it. She knew what it was like for someone not to make it home from work.

“Have a safe shift.” Replacing her hard hat, she strode across to the administration building where her office was located. She had another hour or so before her new boss arrived and she wanted to write some notes so he knew the current status of safety at the plant.

Stopping by the breakroom, she poured another coffee, greeted a few co-workers who were early starters like herself, and then retreated to her office and turned on her computer. She opened her email, scanned quickly to make sure there was nothing urgent, and then began to type a report for the new manager. Management might not think she was capable of doing the job, but she wanted to give her new boss a good first impression.

A knock on her door had Bridget glancing at the time. Already half past nine and she hadn’t left her computer. She turned around to find Anthony, the human resources manager, standing at the door.

“Bridget, I want to introduce you to our new safety manager, and your new boss. I thought the two of you could have a chat, and then you could call a department meeting and introduce him to the team.”

Bridget stood. “Sure, Anthony.”

He turned to gesture the person into the room. “This is Jackson Gibbs.”

Bridget’s stomach dropped and she gasped. She blinked quickly, hoping her eyes were playing tricks on her.

They weren’t. Jack was standing there, with the thick brown hair she’d dug her fingers into on Saturday night, and those brown eyes looked as stunned as she felt.

Holy hell.

The disappointment felt like a heavy brick in her stomach. The one guy she’d connected with since Lionel, and he was her new boss. In one carefree moment she’d broken both her dating rules. This was why she had the damned rules in the first place.

Pushing aside her shock and regret, Bridget stepped forward. She didn’t have time for self-pity now. She needed to act professionally, and the minute she got Jack alone, she had to swear him to secrecy. Saturday night never happened.

She smiled, her hand outstretched. “Nice to meet you.”

* * *

Jack took Bridget’s hand automatically, shaking it as he tried to process what he was seeing. The gorgeous, feisty woman who had captured his thoughts all of yesterday was now standing in front of him, and she was part of his new team.

“Likewise,” he replied.

Her hair was tied back in a messy bun and she was wearing a high-visibility yellow long-sleeved shirt with cargo pants and steel-toed boots. Not the sexiest attire, but she made it look good.

In the next breath he remembered part of the conversation they’d had on Saturday night. She’d been angry about not getting the job she’d applied for. His job.

Shit, this was messy.

Why hadn’t Anthony mentioned that one of his team had applied for the job? Surely he knew there could be disgruntled feelings Jack should be aware of.

“I’ll leave you to bring Jack up to date with the safety department,” Anthony said. “And I’ll see you at the manager’s meeting this afternoon, Jack.”

He acknowledged Anthony with a nod as he left and then turned back to Bridget. She brushed past him and closed her office door.

“You can’t tell anyone about Saturday night,” she said. Her eyes were fierce.

“No, of course not.” He wasn’t the type to kiss and tell.

“Good. It never happened. We need to pretend we don’t know each other.”

He frowned. “Why?”

“It won’t work. People talk.”

“It’s all right, Bridget. Colleagues get involved all the time.”

“Not me. I have my rules.”

That’s right. Her second rule was not to date co-workers. Jack hadn’t given it much thought, hadn’t imagined it would be a problem. He smiled, trying to make it as relaxed and casual as he could. “You broke one rule on the weekend.”

“And look where it got me.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Jack. I won’t deny I enjoyed Saturday night, but it can’t go any further. I won’t break
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