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            You were my inspiration and, someday,
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            Chapter One

         
         Gia Mancuso pulled onto the deserted shoulder of the highway and climbed out of the car quickly, leaving it running and the
            headlights shining in the darkness, praying the newborn baby wouldn’t fully wake up. It was nearly one a.m. and she was almost
            home, but Bella had been fussy the entire ride across California from San Diego to Hidden Falls, and Gia had no clue what
            to do to console her. Swinging her arm around in a circle, she tried to work out the kink she’d gotten from driving with her
            arm twisted in the back seat while holding the pacifier in Bella’s perfect little mouth. It was the only thing that kept her
            from wailing, and Gia had moved her hand only for a few seconds to work the cramp out of her palm before she heard the distinct
            plop. Who’d have thought that a baby a few days old could spit a pacifier so far?
         

         
         Climbing into the back seat, Gia searched for the silicone item that was the only thing keeping her clinging tenuously to
            her sanity. Not finding it on the seat or the floorboard, she turned on the dome light, cursing her luck. It wasn’t like her
            car was a passenger van; there were very few hiding places in the Lexus sedan. Bella squinted her eyes and, without even opening
            them, let out a screech that sounded like a bad driver locking up a set of worn-out brakes.
         

         
         Squeezing her eyes shut against the sound and giving up on her search, Gia pulled a bottle of water from the case she’d bought
            for the trip to her parents’ house and tugged the can of formula from the diaper bag on the floorboard. She’d been trying
            to make it the rest of the way before feeding Bella, but desperate times called for desperate measures. She poured the plastic
            scoop of powder into the bottle, spilling a good portion on her wrinkled camisole, before filling the bottle with lukewarm
            water. She shook it vigorously as Bella screamed with impatience.
         

         
         “I’m trying,” she muttered to the baby.

         
         Once Gia had made sure all the powder was mixed, she popped the bottle into the baby’s mouth, instantly quieting her as she
            sucked at it greedily.
         

         
         Gia pulled the door shut and unsnapped the harness over Bella’s chest so she could burp her halfway through the feeding. She
            closed her eyes for just a moment, willing herself to relax, and let her head drop on the headrest of the back seat with a
            sigh of relief at the first silence in nearly five hours. They weren’t far from home, only a few more miles, but after driving
            all day and stopping several times to feed, burp, change and console the wailing child, Gia was exhausted. Soon she’d be back
            home, even if she would now be a twenty-six-year-old woman temporarily living with her parents.
         

         
         Your parents and your niece, she amended. Daughter, she mentally corrected herself.
         

         
         As of right now, no one but her mother and sister knew Bella wasn’t hers, and until she could decide what to do, she needed
            to keep it that way. No one needed to know that her sister, in trouble again, had abandoned her daughter the day after giving
            birth, leaving Gia to pick up the aftermath Lorena left behind, just like she always did.
         

         
         Except this time, that “aftermath” was a child.

         
         Gia might be able to manage multimillion-dollar marketing campaigns, but she could barely manage to keep houseplants alive.
            She didn’t know the first thing about babies. She couldn’t handle this on her own. At a loss, she’d called her mother, who
            insisted she keep quiet, request some family leave and return home until they could come up with some sort of plan as to what
            was best for little Bella.
         

         
         She had a sneaking suspicion from her mother’s constantly lowered voice that she hadn’t even told Gia’s father that she was
            coming home or that she’d be bringing his first grandchild with her. Her mother never failed to minimize the trouble her sister
            got into, and now, with her father finishing his third round of chemotherapy, she doubted her mother had told him the truth,
            leaving Gia to be the one to break the news and bear the brunt of her father’s disappointment. It wasn’t fair but, as the
            baby of the family, Lorena had always been her mother’s favorite and the child who seemed to do no wrong in their mother’s
            eyes. When she did, their mother covered for her. That was the way it had always been. Gia had no reason to believe it would
            change now.
         

         
         The quiet purr of her car engine and the haunting hoot of an owl in the woods on the side of the highway lulled her. Most
            people would be afraid—on a long stretch of deserted highway, darkness surrounding her with a cacophony of night sounds—but
            this was home, where she’d grown up, where she’d once been broken and had left the pieces behind. Gia could feel her body
            relaxing into the leather seat and braced her arm against the bottom of Bella’s car seat, trying desperately not to give in
            to the urge to sleep.
         

         
         The soft crunch of gravel jerked her upright as headlights bathed the interior of her car in white light, blinding her. Reports
            of women being carjacked, kidnapped or murdered filled her mind, and she hurried to snap the buckle of Bella’s seat again.
            Dropping the bottle, she lunged forward, attempting to climb over the console into the driver’s seat to get the hell away
            from whatever killer might be approaching her car.
         

         
         It took only a few seconds to realize how big a mistake she’d made.

         
         Gia had always been well endowed, but she’d never expected her curves to get her stuck partway between her front and back
            seats. She wiggled, trying to twist sideways to make it easier to pull herself forward. Gripping the edge of the steering
            wheel, Gia used it for leverage, tucking one knee under her as she tried to force herself through. It was no use. She was
            hopelessly stuck, now unable to move forward or back. She was a miserable excuse for a guardian and prayed her stupidity wasn’t
            about to end with her and Bella on tomorrow’s news, murdered on the side of the highway, mere minutes from their destination.
         

         
         She craned her neck to see the flash of red and blue lights washing through the back window of the car as a thin white beam
            of light flashed through the window, into her eyes. She held up a hand, trying to make out any of the features of who she
            prayed was really a cop, even if it meant someone would witness her embarrassing predicament. The back door opened and Gia
            heard a deep rumble of laughter.
         

         
         “What brings you back to town, Gia?”

         
         Gia closed her eyes, wishing she could crawl under her car. How was it possible that after nearly ten years of avoiding him,
            she was now caught in this position by the one man she never wanted to see again, the same one who’d broken her stupidly naive
            heart at nineteen?
         

         
         “Andrew McQuaid,” she muttered to herself. He shone the light on her rear end, and irritation welled. “You think instead of
            ogling my ass you might actually help me?”
         

         
         She felt the hands that had carried her to her first heights of ecstasy reach for either side of her hips. The same hands
            she’d sworn would never touch her again after she found out about the bastard’s cheating ways.
         

         
         “Hey,” she squealed, trying to squirm away from his touch, willing herself to ignore the way her heart leapt into her throat.
            “What the hell are you doing?”
         

         
         “Exactly what you asked me to do. I’m helping you.”

         
         “Not like that!” She swung a hand at him, slapping her own butt in the process, but at least he let go of her.

         
         “How exactly do you propose I help, then?”

         
         “I don’t know. You’re the cop.”

         
         Andrew laughed, still leaning into her car, bent over awkwardly behind her. “Honey, I really don’t see any other way.”

         
         She glared at him over her shoulder. “Don’t call me that.”

         
         “Fine.” Andrew moved into the car, practically sitting in the back seat, and slid one hand through an opening by her waist,
            in front of her bent knee. The other slid around her calf and managed to pull it out from under her. “There. I’m going to
            tip your right hip down, but you’re going to have to manage to twist your shoulders to fit . . . um . . .” He searched for
            a polite term he could use for her boobs. “. . . the girls through,” he finished with a chuckle.
         

         
         Gia felt the rush of heat flood her face. “Let’s just get this over with.”

         
         Andrew’s hands closed on her hips again, practically cupping her right butt cheek in his palm. “Bend your right knee and I’m
            going to pull on three. One . . . two . . . three.”
         

         
         Gia managed to twist her body as Andrew pulled her backward, and she slid through the space as if she’d never been stuck at
            all. Andrew dropped into the seat, carrying her with him. Gia landed in his lap with one of his muscular forearms under her
            breasts, the other hand cupping her inner thigh, sending a blast of heat between her legs. It was the worst reaction she could
            have ever imagined having.
         

         
         Until she realized that hard ridge beneath her rear wasn’t his gun.

         
          

         Andrew pretended he hadn’t thought about Gia Mancuso since she’d thrown his engagement ring back at him that cold January
            morning. She never would tell him why and had gone back to college early from her Christmas break, leaving him with a broken
            heart, broken dreams and no answers to his questions. It was the last time she’d spoken to him.
         

         
         Her visits home since then had been quick, never long enough for him to get more than a glimpse of her with her parents or
            helping at their restaurant before she was gone again. He’d heard she eventually took a high-power marketing job in some beach
            town in Southern California. Almost ten years later and he still had no clue what he’d done to cause the breakup, but he didn’t
            doubt for a second it had been his fault.
         

         
         He’d always been the black sheep of the McQuaid clan and embraced his rebel-without-a-cause stigma, whether a nineteen-year-old
            kid or now, as a seven-year veteran of the sheriff’s department. In fact, he willingly flaunted his bad-boy reputation, especially
            since he had two goody-two-shoes older brothers who didn’t quite understand the perks that came with it.
         

         
         But with Gia, he’d been different.

         
         They’d been explosive together, in every bit of their relationship, but especially in the bedroom. The truth was, he’d thought
            about her often. There had never been another woman who could turn him on faster, or piss him off just as quickly. It didn’t
            seem that much had changed. He was sporting a rock-solid erection already.
         

         
         He’d be damned if he’d thought it possible for this woman to be even sexier than she’d been at nineteen, but somehow she managed
            it.
         

         
         “Think you could let me up?” The annoyance in her voice rang loud and clear. She reached for the back of the driver’s seat,
            trying to pull herself off his lap, but his arm around her ribs held her fast.
         

         
         Andrew let go as if she were covered in hot coals, and she maneuvered her way out of the car to stand on the shoulder of the
            road. He willed his hormones to calm down. Shit, they were responding like he was a nineteen-year-old kid again. It hadn’t
            been that long since he’d been with a woman.
         

         
         But it feels like forever since I’ve been with Gia.

         
         Planting her hands at her hips, she shot him an impatient, expectant look. One that warned him it was time to move along.
            The baby in the car seat beside him hiccupped. Before he realized what was happening, two dark eyes opened and blinked twice,
            just before the baby vomited over the side of the car seat onto him.
         

         
         “Ugh!” He slid out quickly, not knowing what to do. He’d been thrown up on plenty of times in the line of duty, but this was
            different. He wanted to look authoritative, in control, not covered in baby puke.
         

         
         “Shit!” Gia shoved him out of the way and slid the baby from the car seat. The baby whimpered quietly before letting out a
            wail of protest, and Gia lifted the child to her shoulder, patting its back. “Oh, Bella. I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”
         

         
         Andrew stared at her, dumbfounded. “Wait.”

         
         The child let out a loud belch and hiccupped, settling almost immediately. Gia moved around to the other side of the car,
            sliding the infant back into the car seat and buckling the safety harness. “Hand me a burp rag out of the bag to clean up
            this mess on my seat.” She held out a hand.
         

         
         “Um?” He wasn’t sure what she expected from him. He was still standing with vomit on his crotch, staring at her, trying to
            wrap his head around the fact that she had a kid.
         

         
         “The bag. On the floor. Hand me a cloth from inside.”

         
         He lifted the bag onto the seat and started digging through it. “Which one? You have about twenty in here.” He pulled out
            three different cloth items.
         

         
         Reaching across the seat, she slid the bag toward her with a sigh and a very annoyed eye roll. “That is a onesie, that is
            a blanket and that is a bib.” She reached inside and pulled out a towel smaller than the one he used to wipe his face at the
            gym, holding it up for him. “This is a burp rag.”
         

         
         “How would I know? I don’t have kids.” Andrew took a step backward, shutting the car door. He watched her intently as she
            stood up and made her way around the back of the car to where he stood at the driver’s door. “And since when do you?”
         

         
         Gia looked away, busying herself with climbing into the back seat and wiping up the mess. “Obviously, recently. Bella’s three
            days old tomorrow. Well—” she corrected herself, realizing the time “—today.”
         

         
         Andrew let his gaze slide over her, taking in every curve as she tucked the rag back into the bag on the back seat and stood,
            facing him. She arched a brow and planted a hand on her hip, as if daring him to say a word. A slow grin spread over his lips.
            He’d never been afraid of her temper, even though she intimidated most other men. She’d been a challenge but one he’d always
            been up for taking on.
         

         
         Unlike her sister, Lorena.

         
         Andrew didn’t want to think about that drunken mistake. Guilt gripped him. That had been almost a year ago now, and he’d been
            in a bad place that night. Thankfully, afterward Lorena had up and left Hidden Falls. No one had seen her since.
         

         
         He didn’t realize how long he’d been staring at Gia until she crossed her arms over her chest. “You have something you want
            to say?”
         

         
         Andrew shrugged, his stance mimicking her defensive one. “You look good, Gia. I would have never guessed you’d just had a
            baby.”
         

         
         “Thanks, I guess.” Something flickered in her hazel eyes, something he didn’t think he’d ever seen in them before—deception.
            She looked away quickly, glancing back at the baby in the car seat. “I should get going. I’m sure Mom is waiting up for us.”
         

         
         She reached for the handle of the door but he held it shut, his hand along the window frame. She was hiding something and
            he wanted to find out what it was. “How’s your dad?”
         

         
         Giovanni Mancuso had been a staple in Hidden Falls since he’d arrived nearly thirty years ago and opened Rossetti’s. It had
            become the premier restaurant in town, but after his cancer diagnosis nearly a year ago, things had begun to fall apart for
            him and his wife, Isabella. Rossetti’s was closed almost as many nights as it was open now that Gia’s sister wasn’t here to
            help them run it and Isabella was too busy caring for Giovanni to be there all night or find someone else who could run the
            place for her.
         

         
         “The same.” A flash of pain flickered in her eyes, different from what he’d seen there moments ago.

         
         “And your sister?”

         
         Gia narrowed her eyes at him. “What makes you ask?”

         
         Why had he asked about Lorena? After what had happened that night, Lorena wasn’t a subject he wanted to discuss with anyone, especially
            Gia. Although it was highly likely that Gia would find out about what happened that weekend, he wasn’t enough of an idiot
            to bring it up, and there weren’t really any other reasons for him to ask about Lorena, unless she had an outstanding warrant,
            which was entirely possible. The woman was trouble.
         

         
         “She sort of took off and left your mom to run the restaurant alone. With your dad sick, I just wondered if she was coming
            back anytime soon to help . . .”
         

         
         “Which is the reason I’m here now.” Gia reached for his wrist, sliding his hand from the car door. “So, if you don’t mind,
            I’ve been driving all day and I’d like to get home sometime tonight.”
         

         
         He wasn’t put off by her easy dismissal. She’d avoided him for almost ten years. He didn’t expect anything different now.
            He might have hoped for something more, but he didn’t expect it. Andrew reached down and opened the door for her. “Just had to stop and do my
            job, make sure everything was okay.”
         

         
         “Well, we’re fine. Thank you.” She slid into the driver’s seat as the baby slumbered in the back.

         
         “How long are you planning on staying? Maybe we could have dinner before you leave again.” It was a long shot, but why not
            give it a try?
         

         
         She turned toward him slowly, piercing him with a look that could have cut steel. “Absolutely. I’ll pencil that in for two
            days after hell freezes over.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Gia ran a hand over her eyes and reached for the pot of coffee, tipping it forward.

         
         “Hey, piccola, you might actually want to grab a mug before you pour that and get it all over my sink.”
         

         
         “What?” Gia looked down and saw that she didn’t even have a coffee cup on the counter. “Oh, my . . . Sorry, Mama. It was really
            late by the time we got in last night. Then I had to unload the car and get Bella to sleep again. I think it was after two
            before I climbed into bed. Then she woke to eat again at four.”
         

         
         Three hours of sleep last night just wasn’t enough.

         
         Her mother wandered over and patted a plump hand against Gia’s cheek. “Piccola, it’s going to be a long time before you sleep through the night again.”
         

         
         Gia gave her mother a tight smile at the term of endearment, the Italian word for little one, but couldn’t help the pang of bitterness that squeezed at her heart. Of course, it was just assumed that she would care for
            Bella without question or concern for her own future. It had always been expected that Gia would simply watch out for her
            younger sister, regardless of whether it was warranted or reciprocated. As a result, she was here figuring out what to do
            next with her sister’s newborn baby while her sister had run off with some guy.
         

         
         Her mother passed her a mug. “Thanks, Mama. Are you heading into Rossetti’s for the breakfast crowd?”

         
         Her mother shuffled away without answering, reaching for the cream she kept in the refrigerator. None of that fake nondairy
            stuff for her parents. It was all-natural, a throwback to the way they’d grown up in the old country, even though they’d immigrated
            to the States nearly fifty years ago. Both of her parents still believed in traditional methods, which was part of why Rossetti’s,
            their family’s Italian restaurant, had done so well.
         

         
         It was also part of the reason Gia was in this predicament now. Family loyalty was just another of her parents’ old-school
            values they’d ingrained into their daughters. Well, into Gia, at least.
         

         
         “Not this morning.” She slid the cream onto the counter beside Gia.

         
         “But don’t you need to go in and prep for lunch and dinner services?” It had been a few years since she’d helped her parents
            in the restaurant, but most of her teen years were spent and fondest memories were made in the kitchen. She still knew exactly
            what needed to be done.
         

         
         So many times she’d wanted to come home, but she’d found herself using her job in San Diego as an excuse to keep her too busy
            to return except for holidays. In truth, it was just too hard to be in Hidden Falls. Being here made it hard to keep up the
            pretense. It was too easy for people to peer through the facade she barely kept in place—fantastic job, success, and a family
            that was the picture of perfection. It was nothing more than fancy wrapping paper on trash. It couldn’t mask the stink of
            mistakes, regrets and lies.
         

         
         They didn’t see the struggle she had to be taken seriously in her job because she was a woman. They didn’t see how she spent
            most weekends binge-watching entire seasons of television shows on Netflix because she refused to go barhopping with women
            just wanting a one-night stand. And she certainly didn’t want anyone to see how much it hurt to face both Andrew, after what
            he’d done, and her sister. Her homesickness was a small price to pay to keep her hurt hidden.
         

         
         “Sit down, mia dolce,” her mother’s voice broke into her thoughts. “We need to talk before your father wakes. You need to know what’s really going on.”
         

         
         Dread slithered into the pit of her stomach, writhing and coiling. Gia pressed a hand against her belly, willing the attack
            of nausea back. She couldn’t handle anything more, but with her father’s cancer not responding to the last round of chemotherapy,
            she couldn’t help but worry about him, and her mother.
         

         
         Reaching for her hand, her mother curled her fingers around Gia’s. The same way she had when Gia had been a little girl. But
            it didn’t bring her comfort now; it only made her more afraid.
         

         
         “Mama? What’s going on?”

         
         “I know I told you to come home because of Bella, piccola, but there’s more that we need to discuss and make plans for.”
         

         
         “Daddy.” Gia’s voice warbled slightly, and she cleared her throat.

         
         “In a manner of speaking. You know how sick your father is, and I’ve been trying to take care of him, but it’s nearly impossible
            for me to do that and run the restaurant. Your sister was helping but, well . . .” Her mother sighed and gave a small shrug.
            “Your sister has to live her own life, I suppose.”
         

         
         Gia wanted to roll her eyes. Her sister’s version of “living her own life” meant leaving the rest of the family in limbo while
            she had a good time. This wasn’t like “finding herself” after high school. She’d walked away from her child. Not because she
            couldn’t be a good parent but because she didn’t want to be bothered to try.
         

         
         Gia knew her mother was working up to a point, and she’d rather have all the bad news at once, not this beating around the
            bush. “What’s going on, Mama?”
         

         
         “A lot of bills have been piling up. Medical expenses, mostly, things he told me the insurance company would handle, but they
            didn’t.” Angry tears filled her mother’s hazel eyes, so like Gia’s own, far too expressive of her inner thoughts. Gia easily
            read the shame, and concern. “There’s a company, Fortune Industries, that wants to put up a big-box store where the restaurant
            is. They’re trying to buy up the entire area. If we sell, it would give us the money to pay all the bills plus have some left
            over. We could give your sister the money to open her own restaurant like we promised years ago.”
         

         
         Gia felt her eyes widen at her mother’s words. Were her parents nuts? Her sister had just walked away from her child and the family restaurant without giving anyone a reason or a second thought. Now her mother wanted to give her money too? She
            opened her mouth to question her mother’s sanity but thought better of it.
         

         
         Her mother covered her face with her hands, sobs wracking her body. “But your father refuses to sell.”

         
         Because he knows Lorena.

         
         Gia rolled her lips inward, trying to fight the bitterness choking her, and slid from the chair to squat down in front of
            her mother, reaching for her hands. Her mother leaned forward, embracing Gia in a tight hug, her entire body trembling as
            she cried and Gia rubbed her back.
         

         
         “Oh, Mama.”

         
         “I was hoping to convince your father, but—”

         
         “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

         
         Her mother hiccupped, wiping at the tears on her cheeks. “You know your father. He’s a proud man and didn’t want me to burden
            you with this, especially when Lorena was helping at Rossetti’s. But now that she’s gone, and with Bella . . .” Her words
            trailed away, as if the answer was obvious.
         

         
         It wasn’t. Instead, everything had just become more cloudy, more convoluted. More confusing.

         
         Rossetti’s was her father’s pride and joy. He loved it as much as he did his children. He’d saved up every nickel and dime
            to open it, first as a tiny hole-in-the-wall serving typical Italian food, and eventually turning Rossetti’s into the Italian dining establishment. Not just for people in Hidden Falls but for the entire area. People traveled for hours to enjoy
            her father’s authentic Italian cuisine, waited weeks—months, sometimes—for a reservation. They’d been talking about opening
            a second location, something that Lorena had been pushing them to do, and had even begun talking to the bank about it until
            her father’s diagnosis came in. Her parents realized they wouldn’t have the time or financial resources, and then Lorena bailed,
            leaving her parents to figure out how to recoup what they could of their initial investment.
         

         
         “What does Daddy say?”

         
         “Dolce mia, you know your father. He just wants to go back to cooking. But the treatments aren’t working, and his oncologist suggests
            your father take it easy and try an experimental drug. But the insurance won’t cover the cost, and we don’t have the money
            unless we sell. But he refuses to give up the restaurant. Said he’d rather—” Her mother’s voice cracked, choking up, making
            her unable to speak.
         

         
         Die. He’d rather die than give up the restaurant.

         
         Gia didn’t need to hear her mother say the words. She loved her father dearly, loved his passion and knew Rossetti’s was his
            dream, but she wouldn’t let him risk his life for it.
         

         
         “It’s okay. We’ll figure this out.” Gia knew she was simply saying words, nothing more than platitudes. She had no idea how
            she could make this work or whether anything short of selling the restaurant could help them. Not that selling would make
            her father well, or bring Lorena back for Bella.
         

         
         When it rains, it pours.

         
         “You have to help me tell him and convince him to sell. Maybe now that Bella’s here, when he finds out he has a granddaughter
            to live for, we can change his mind.”
         

         
         “You haven’t told him?” Her mother shook her head, looking down at her hands sheepishly. “Mama, you tell everyone everything.”
         

         
         Her mother pinched her lips together but didn’t deny it. Gia knew it was just the way her family was. They shared. Histories,
            stories, rumors. It was just how her mother—and all Italian families, for that matter—were. They were a tight culture within
            a small town. Everyone knew everyone’s business. But they were also loyal to a fault, which was exactly what her sister took
            advantage of so often.
         

         
         “We have to tell him, this morning,” Gia insisted.

         
         “I know. But we can’t tell him about what Lorena did. He was devastated when she left town. I can’t imagine what it will do
            to him to know . . .”
         

         
         “What? The truth? That she abandoned her baby?” Her tone was soft but adamant.

         
         “Gianna Maricella Mancuso!” her mother scolded. “You don’t know what she’s going through. You have no right to judge.”

         
         Gia tipped her head and closed her eyes, feeling defeated. Why did she always have to be the voice of reason, the one to point
            out the obvious that her mother wanted to ignore, especially where her sister was concerned? And seeing as how she was the
            one caring for her sister’s baby, she had every right to judge.
         

         
         “Mama, I don’t like it either, but that’s what Lorena did. It’s a fact. Lies aren’t going to help Daddy accept anything.”

         
         “And the brutal truth could make him even sicker.” Her mother’s eyes held a stubborn determination Gia knew well. She was
            convinced that her way was best, and there was no changing her mind. “It’s more important to convince him to sell the restaurant.
            We can tell him the rest of it later, after. He can only handle one disappointment at a time.”
         

         
         “How is the restaurant more important that Bella?”

         
         Her mother scowled at her. “It’s not, but I want him to be happy about her. We should tell him that she’s your child.”

         
         “Mine? Mama—”

         
         Her mother held up her hand, refusing to hear any argument, and rose, taking a deep breath and squaring her shoulders. “Piccola, your father knows you are strong and smart and independent. He knows that you don’t need a man in your life. You’ve already
            proved that. He’ll be happy for you, and about Bella.”
         

         
         “He knows Lorena is a screwup. It would come as less of a shock just to admit Bella is hers.”

         
         Her mother shot her a glare that withered any further argument. “Do not talk that way about your sister. She’s a farfallina, a little butterfly flitting from flower to flower. Someday she will find a place to land. Until then, she needs to know
            her family loves and supports her.”
         

         
         And in the meantime, while she “flitted,” Gia was forced to put her life on hold. Biting back the things she wanted to say,
            Gia clenched her teeth.
         

         
         “Then what does that make me?” she finally muttered into her coffee cup as she sat down at the table again.

         
         Her mother’s hands landed on her shoulders as she pressed a kiss to the top of Gia’s head. “You are forte.”
         

         
         Strong? That was her mother’s idea of a compliment?
         

         
         “You are the rock that your father and I rely on.” She poured another cup of coffee and carried it out of the room, leaving
            Gia to her worries.
         

         
         Her parents were in debt, enough that her mother wanted to sell the restaurant they’d owned for nearly thirty years. Her father’s
            cancer wasn’t responding and needed an experimental treatment. And her sister had not only abandoned her parents, but her
            child, and no one knew where to find her or if she was ever planning on returning.
         

         
         Gia dropped her forehead into her palm, closing her eyes and wishing she had the energy to drive eight hours back to San Diego.
            This was turning out to be a fan-freaking-tastic morning.
         

         
          

         Something wasn’t right at Rossetti’s. As he drove past, heading home after his shift, Andrew noticed the lights were on and
            there was a solitary Lexus in the parking lot. It was only six thirty in the morning. Why was Gia here already?
         

         
         Andrew had immediately recognized the car from the fiasco on the side of the highway last night—mostly because there weren’t
            many luxury sedans in Hidden Falls—and pulled off, sliding his Challenger neatly in beside Gia’s car. He was beat, and unsure
            why he’d stopped, especially after how Gia had given him the cold shoulder last night, but it was as if his body was operating
            independently from his brain.
         

         
         Andrew tugged at the front door but found it locked. It wasn’t unusual. Most people in Hidden Falls just accepted that Rossetti’s
            being open before dinner was a hit-or-miss thing now thanks to Giovanni’s cancer.
         

         
         Getting no response to his knock, Andrew pressed his ear to the door. He could hear the faint sound of music coming from somewhere
            inside the restaurant. Obviously someone was here. Andrew walked around the building to the back entrance, found the door
            slightly ajar and slipped into the building. From back here, he realized that what he’d first thought was music sounded more
            like a wounded cat wailing in time to the country music on the radio. Andrew nearly choked on the laughter that wanted to
            burst from his gut.
         

         
         Gia was good at a lot of things—organization, math, photography—but being a good singer had never come close to making her
            list of attributes. However, she loved music and didn’t care that she couldn’t manage to carry a tune with a trough-sized
            bucket. Following the sound, he paused as he reached the doorway of the back office, watching her sway her hips in front of
            the filing cabinet, dipping low, her hand stroking the cabinet in time with the music.
         

         
         His body grew hard in an instant, every muscle tensing. She might not be able to sing, but the woman knew how to dance. Andrew
            quickly adjusted himself and began mentally reciting traffic codes in order to calm his now throbbing body.
         

         
         Gia had always been beautiful, but having a baby agreed with her. She’d filled out in every place that mattered. She was extremely
            well endowed, looking like a Victoria’s Secret model now with her petite frame and voluptuous curves. Women probably hated
            her but he doubted she cared. Other than her sister, she’d had never had many relationships with other women growing up. And
            what she and Lorena had could hardly be called a friendship.
         

         
         Lorena had always been competitive with Gia, although he’d never quite understood why. While they might look similar, they
            were as different as night and day and, in his mind, there was no comparison. Lorena would never measure up to her sister.
            Lorena thought only of herself; Gia thought of everyone but. He lifted his hand and rapped his knuckles on the open door.
         

         
         Gia jumped as she turned and saw him standing there, holding a hand against her heart. “What the hell?”

         
         Slapping the file she held onto the top of the desk, Gia shot him a look that would have made Medusa cringe as she slid into
            the chair. “Do you find some sort of pleasure in taking years off my life and nearly giving me a heart attack? Shit!”
         

         
         The corner of his mouth lifted. “Sorry. I would have announced that I was here, but I figured you wouldn’t hear me over that . . .
            I guess we could call it singing,” he teased.
         

         
         “Ha.” She cocked her head to one side. “What are you even doing here, Andrew? We’re closed.”

         
         He crossed his arms, leaning against the door frame. “Which is why it was odd to see the lights on and a car in the parking
            lot. I just wanted to make sure nothing was wrong.”
         

         
         “Ah, so you’re trying to convince me that you’re a Good Samaritan?” She rolled her eyes at him and looked down at the computer
            screen, opening the file next to her. “Since when?”
         

         
         He shrugged. “Always?”

         
         She blew air through her lips in disgust. “Sure. You keep telling yourself that.”

         
         “I’m a cop, Gia. It’s literally my job to be a Good Samaritan.”
         

         
         Disappointment rolled through him, making him ache for what should have been. Things hadn’t always been this antagonistic
            between them. There’d been a time when they’d been inseparable, when they couldn’t keep their hands off one another. He’d
            graduated high school two years before she had, but he’d had his eye on Gia Mancuso for years before he finally got up the
            nerve to ask her out. She’d been a “good girl.” A straight-A student, president of her class, heading for big things and reaching
            for even bigger dreams, despite the lies that were spread about her.
         

         
         He, on the other hand, had been nothing more than the class clown and local playboy. The McQuaids’ troublemaking brother,
            who cared more about having a good time than he did going anywhere or becoming anything more than what he was. He had no hopes
            of leaving town, in spite of the fact that his older brother Grant had, eventually finding his place in a professional football
            career. But Andrew hadn’t gotten that lucky and wasn’t nearly that disciplined, which was why he’d been shocked when she’d
            agreed to his invitation to pizza and a movie. Even more surprised to find out she’d been into him for a while but had doubted
            his interest in a girl like her. He’d been interested, all right. He hadn’t been able to get enough of her.
         

         
         She’d changed him, making him want more, want to be more. He finally saw a future for himself and it included Gia at his side. And then, without warning, she’d broken off their
            engagement.
         

         
         He pushed himself off the door frame and into the office, slumping into the chair across from the desk. “One of these days,
            you’ll have to tell me what I did to piss you off.”
         

         
         “I don’t recall inviting you in.” Gia arched a perfect brow and looked down her nose at him. “And please, tell me you aren’t
            serious.”
         

         
         “One day we were like those chick flicks you used to drag me to on the weekends. The next thing I know, you’re throwing your
            engagement ring in my face and refusing to speak to me.”
         

         
         “You are serious?” Gia leaned back in the chair, crossing her arms under her ample chest. “You cheated on me.”
         

         
         “What?” The question tumbled from his mouth. The accusation was so ludicrous that he couldn’t help laughing out loud, which
            only earned him another of her death glares.
         

         
         “I mean, I knew you were a player, but I guess I stupidly thought you loved me the way you claimed to.”

         
         “If you really believe that I cheated on you, then you didn’t know me at all.”

         
         Gia had been the one and only woman who had ever curbed his playboy ways. When they were together, he’d never wanted another
            woman. Gia’s beauty intimidated some people into underestimating her, but she was tough as nails and liked it when she surprised
            people. She’d sure surprised him. Being with her made him want to be the man she believed he was, the one he pretended to
            be for her. She was more than enough for any one man to handle, and he really thought he’d found “the One.” He knew he’d never find anyone better suited to him, no matter how long he looked. After she walked away, he’d had no interest
            in trying for forever again.
         

         
         “I thought I did, which is why it came as such a surprise when I heard about it. From several people, I might add.” She shrugged
            and waved her hand at him. “Don’t worry about it, Andrew. You ripped those rose-colored glasses off and taught me a lesson.
            Maybe I should thank you.”
         

         
         He’d have never hurt Gia that way, and it pissed him off more that people had lied and told her he had. He was even more furious
            that she’d actually believed it.
         

         
         He clenched his jaw, the words barely coming out. “That so?”

         
         “Let’s just say bad boys just aren’t my type anymore. They aren’t worth the trouble, or the heartache, because people don’t
            change.”
         

         
         Andrew could hear the hard, pessimistic note to her voice that hadn’t been there ten years before. “You have.”

         
         “Only because I had to in order to survive.”

         
         Andrew rose, moving closer to the desk. She didn’t rise. As a matter of fact, she didn’t give any indication that he made
            her uncomfortable in the slightest. Anyone else might have believed her act, but he’d always been able to read those eyes
            of hers like they were a diary, exposing the very depths of her soul to him.
         

         
         “I’m not so sure it’s survival, Gia. Seems more like hiding to me.” He braced his hands on the desk and leaned over her, forcing
            her to either scoot backward or remain with his face mere inches from hers. “And the girl I knew and loved never ran scared.
            It’d be a shame if you started to now.”
         

         
         Her eyes flashed with the fire he’d known was inside her, the gold flecks in them lighting up, but she refused to meet his
            gaze. “I’m not scared.”
         

         
         Andrew leaned in even closer, his lips a fraction of an inch from hers. “No?”

         
         She held her tense position, even when his mouth brushed against hers, sending electric jolts of pleasure rocketing through
            his body. He wasn’t sure why he was torturing himself, other than to prove to her that she still felt something for him, that
            he wasn’t the only one wanted what they’d once had.
         

         
         “No.”

         
         Sliding her hand around the back of his neck, she leaned up, opening her mouth and kissing him full on the lips. The explosion
            of need rocketed through him as she massaged his scalp with her fingers, drawing him closer. He might have been toying with
            her, but he wasn’t stupid, and there was no way he was going to waste this opportunity. Andrew swept his tongue against hers,
            dancing in a rhythm he remembered from so long ago. His entire body felt charged, humming with desire too long buried. A groan
            began in his chest, trying to escape, but she leaned back and took a deep breath.
         

         
         “Nope. See?” She smiled up at him innocently, as if she hadn’t just shaken his entire being to the core. “Nothing at all.”

         
         Damn, she sure knows how to crush a man’s ego.

         
         “Then I guess I’ll head home, since you don’t need me.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Gia was up early the next morning, feeding Bella, when she heard the newspaper hit the front door. It surprised her that anyone
            still read the newspaper, let alone paid to have it delivered, considering how much easier it was to get current news and
            updates online. But Hidden Falls was a small town. A lot of things seemed to linger here simply out of tradition rather than
            necessity.
         

         
         She lifted Bella into her arms and carried her to the front door to retrieve the paper for her father while she burped the
            baby. It had been a rough couple of days. Bella was colicky, crying almost nonstop since they’d left San Diego, but she attributed
            it to the fact that they’d barely been still for five minutes since her birth. The poor baby had been jostled nonstop over
            the past four days.
         

         
         Lorena still wasn’t returning any calls or text messages. Gia’s father had been unusually quiet since her mother had informed
            him that Gia had become a mother, carefully leaving out any details, while Gia had remained quiet, uncomfortable with all
            of the lies that just seemed to keep breeding.
         

         
         As much as she wanted to tell her father the truth, she had to trust her mother’s assessment of his condition and didn’t go
            against her wishes. She might not agree about which was more important, but her mother was right about one thing. Bella was
            safe and stable, while her parents’ finances and her father’s health situation were falling apart.
         

         
         After going over her parents’ current finances, both at the restaurant and with their accountant by phone, Gia knew her mother’s
            dire prognosis wasn’t far off. If they didn’t sell and kept going the way they were now, there was a good chance they’d be
            forced to shut down anyway, which would leave them with no possible way to pay for her father’s treatment. As it was, they
            were going to be hard-pressed to even pay the past-due medical bills he had accumulated, let alone pay any new ones that might
            accrue.
         

         
         No matter which way she turned, Gia was caught in this web her family had woven around her. Their mistakes and troubles were
            now hers. Even if she considered leaving the way her sister had, a deep-seated sense of loyalty refused to let her turn her
            back on them the way Lorena had. She would grit her teeth and figure a way out of this mess for them. One step at a time.
         

         
         Walking back into the kitchen, she dropped the paper on the table and sat down, reaching for Bella’s bottle to finish feeding
            her. The baby looked up at her with her intense deep blue eyes with an innocence that made Gia’s heart ache.
         

         
         During a routine doctor’s visit in college, she’d discovered it would be difficult for her to conceive due to polycystic ovary
            syndrome. It had only made her desire for a houseful of children grow stronger. Lorena, on the other hand, seemed to see this
            child as a nuisance. As often as Gia prayed that her sister would come to her senses, that she would come back for her daughter,
            she couldn’t help the twinge of pain and jealousy that pinched her heart at the thought of returning Bella to Lorena. She
            just couldn’t comprehend her sister’s attitude about abandoning her child.
         

         
         Lorena didn’t want to be a mother. She didn’t even want to help their parents. How would she ever manage to deal with dirty
            diapers and early morning feedings? From the first moments after Lorena had showed up on Gia’s doorstep, it had been Gia to
            dry Bella’s tears, to hold and comfort her. It was Gia’s finger the little girl gripped as she ate, her neck that Bella nuzzled
            into as she fell asleep. It might have only been a few days, but Bella had touched Gia’s heart and bonded with her, regardless
            of the fact that she hadn’t been the one to give birth.
         

         
         During the day, Gia hoped her sister would come to her senses, but in these early morning hours when no one else was around,
            she prayed Lorena would stay away. And then the guilt ate at her for her harsh judgment. The reality was that Bella was not
            her child, even if she might want her to be.
         

         
         But life wasn’t about her right now. Gia couldn’t make decisions about her own future any more than she could make them about
            the restaurant. Her priority was family now, and being there for others. And until some more permanent arrangements were made,
            she was here only to make sure everyone else got what they needed, yet again, even when it meant letting go of what she wanted,
            whatever that might look like. Gia wasn’t even sure anymore.
         

         
         Images of Andrew came to mind, haunting her even as she tried to brush them away. She did not want Andrew, and that kiss she’d stupidly given him yesterday should have proved that, regardless of whatever fantasies her
            sleep-addled brain might conjure.
         

         
         But if she let them come, the memories were comforting, even if they were those of a naive girl. She’d once thought he was
            a bad boy with a heart of gold. She was convinced he was just misunderstood. Until her sister had come to her right after
            New Year’s, after Gia had shown her the engagement ring he’d given her, and told her he and Lorena had made out. She hadn’t
            wanted to believe Lorena, but when several other girls confirmed seeing them together, she’d realized her white knight existed
            only in her imagination. There were no fairy tales, no happily-ever-afters, in real life, especially hers.
         

         
         She’d questioned her feelings, her decisions and her dreams. Brokenhearted, confused, angry and feeling more than justified,
            Gia had told him he could shove his ring and his lies where the sun didn’t shine. Just before she walked away—ran away was a more appropriate description—and hid from both Andrew and her insecurities. Trying to bandage her wounded pride
            with school, and later work, and healing her heart with a string of first dates that never turned serious and shallow relationships.
            Not because there was ever anything wrong with them. There was something wrong with her, something that wouldn’t trust again,
            something that had never quite healed. Returning to Hidden Falls had opened the floodgates of her memories, reopened the wound
            she hadn’t realized had been festering for so many years. Yet something about her return felt right. Almost as if she were
            coming full circle to close the door on the pain of her past once and for all.
         

         
         She looked down at her niece, finally sound asleep in her arms with the bottle still in her mouth. Ten years ago, she’d been
            imagining that she and Andrew would be raising a family together. She’d never have suspected she would hate him and be raising
            her sister’s child alone.
         

         
          

         “Guess who’s back in town?”

         
         Andrew’s brother Ben stood at his shoulder while Andrew poured the hops into the barley malt mixture that had come to a boil.
            His home brewing hobby had turned into a stress reliever that all his brothers benefited from, but it was something he’d have
            preferred doing without this conversation.
         

         
         “Do I care?”

         
         “I’m thinking the answer to that question is yes.”

         
         Ben seemed far too excited at the prospect of revealing the news for Andrew to let him have the satisfaction. “Gia.”

         
         “How’d you know?” Ben looked disappointed and Andrew congratulated himself on the fact.

         
         He and Ben were close, especially since they spent most days working with one another on various emergency calls around the
            town—Ben with the fire department and Andrew as a sheriff’s deputy—but it also led to plenty of spirited competition between
            them. That and the fact that there was barely a year’s age difference between them.
         

         
         Setting the timer for thirty minutes, Andrew turned to face his brother. “Because, like you, I can read that rag we call a
            town newspaper and saw it in there this morning.”
         

         
         “Well?”

         
         “Well, what?” He walked to the sink to wash his brewing equipment, setting it aside to dry.

         
         “Well, what are you going to do about it?” Ben sat down in the chair Andrew had vacated, crossing his arms over the back of
            it. “I mean, it’s Gia.”
         

         
         “And?”

         
         “Look, I know you like having this reputation of being an asshole cop and all, but we both know you had it bad for her. Real
            bad.”
         

         
         “I was a kid and stupid.”

         
         “You were twenty-one and proposed,” Ben corrected him.

         
         Andrew rolled his eyes. “Going through with it would have been a huge mistake.”

         
         Ben stood up, clearly irritated with Andrew’s lack of enthusiasm. “You want everyone to think you’re this player who couldn’t
            care less, that you don’t do relationships. But you did with Gia. I know it and, damn it, so do you.”
         

         
         Andrew dried his hands on a towel, ignoring his brother. He didn’t want to talk about his past with Gia. It was just that—the
            past. Rehashing it wouldn’t change anything. She’d been pretty clear yesterday with that kiss that she’d been over him a long
            time. He would probably never know why she thought he cheated on her, nor did it likely matter at this point, but the fact
            that she’d so readily believed it was probably a blessing in disguise. It had saved them both the heartache of realizing how
            little they really trusted one another.
         

         
         “Just because you and Emma are engaged now doesn’t mean you need to start matchmaking.”

         
         “Fine,” Ben said, throwing his hands into the air and letting them slap his thighs. “Pretend you don’t care. Pretend none
            of it happened.”
         

         
         Andrew spun on him. “What the hell do you want me to do? She doesn’t want to see me. She’s made that much clear.”

         
         Ben’s eyes widened for a moment, his brow lifting high on his forehead in surprise, and Andrew realized he’d said far too
            much. His brother had picked up on it like a bloodhound following a scent. Ben shot Andrew a smug grin.
         

         
         “And how would you know that?”

         
         “She’s made sure not to see me whenever she visited in the past.”

         
         Ben narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “There is more to it than that.”

         
         Andrew sighed. Ben wouldn’t let this go until he found out.

         
         “Okay, I saw her the other night. She was almost to her parents’ place. On the side of the highway. I thought she had car
            trouble.” His palms itched with the memory of holding her curves as he tried to help her get unstuck, letting his fingers
            move over her . . . He dragged his mind back to the present. “Did you know she has a kid now?”
         

         
         “Gia? Are you sure? She got married?”

         
         Andrew couldn’t help but think about the way she’d kissed him, driving home her point. He doubted she would have done that
            if she were married, especially in the middle of her accusation. If he knew one thing about Gia, it was how much she despised
            liars.
         

         
         “I don’t think so, but I saw the baby myself, in the back seat of the car. Cute little thing too, when she wasn’t screaming
            or throwing up on me.”
         

         
         “Yeah, um, gonna need those details,” Ben promised, then shook his head. “Gia was pretty straight-laced, contrary to the rumors.”

         
         “People change.” Andrew shrugged. It was the same thing he and Gia had discussed
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