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      Rosie Herrera turned into the parking lot at Trident Security and smiled at the long, lanky figure trying to make himself small in the face of the winter wind. James Harper stood outside the darkened office door, the amber security light adding a golden burnish to his auburn hair. She shook her head at the hatless figure hunched into a Patagonia parka. Temperatures had been brutal all week, but James was standing outside. Typical James.

      He’d left his in the Trident lot, taking a Ryde car to his appointment. Parking in their client’s Streeterville neighborhood was either abysmal or expensive, so a cab or shared ride made sense. What was completely baffling was why one of the owners of the company couldn’t let himself into the secured building to wait for her to return with his vehicle and its precious cargo.

      Rosie shook her head in dismay. “He forgot the alarm code…again.”

      For some reason, she found his inability to keep up with quarterly changes to the alarm system codes charming. Trident was a consulting firm specializing in security issues. Alarm systems were bread and butter in their business. And yet, he was standing there, freezing his tuchus off outside of the building he partially owned because he couldn’t keep up with five measly digits.

      The SUV’s thermal seats and blasting heat made her feel smug and superior. Glancing back at the redheaded twins strapped into their booster seats, she slowed to a crawl as she cruised past the entrance.

      “Look, boys, there’s a stray daddy roaming around our parking lot,” she called over her shoulder. “Shall we take him home with us?”

      “Yeah!” Jamie and Jeffrey chorused, right on cue.

      She wheeled James’s car into the first non-handicapped parking spot in the small lot. Putting the SUV in park, she gathered her purse and unclipped her seatbelt. When she heard the shussh of nylon parkas shifting behind her, she shot a quelling glance in the direction of the back seat. “Nuh-uh. Stay put.”

      The icy January wind sliced through the worsted wool of her coat. Once again, vanity had led her down the primrose path. But her down-filled puffy jacket looked silly on top of a pencil skirt, and the lining on her trusty trench coat was no match for a Windy City winter. Clutching the lapels together, she gulped icy air and nearly choked on the frigid lungful.

      As soon as she caught her breath again, she smiled. “Hey.”

      “God, Rosie, you are the best.” A whoosh of vapor trailed after him as his long strides ate the ice-crusted pavement between them. He came straight at her, his arms extended, and she braced herself. Not because his embrace wasn’t welcome, but because it would never be what she dreamed being held by James could be. Lord help her, she stepped right into the hug anyway.

      But before she could tip her face up and away, his lips touched down. Not on her cheek or her forehead, temple, or any of the other seemingly innocuous places a kiss could land. No, he kissed her mouth. Square on the mouth. Not at the corner or slightly off on the chin. This kiss wasn’t one of those head-turning mishaps she may or may not have attempted to orchestrate over the years. No, James Harper was kissing her freely and willingly.

      On. The. Mouth.

      An honest to goodness kiss, if a brief one.

      Her euphoria turned to mortification when she noticed the saucer-like circumference of his bright blue eyes as he straightened. The kiss might not have been an accident, but judging by the shock on his face, he hadn’t actually planned to. But he did.

      She was about to tell him he couldn’t take it back when James gave a great full-body shake. Like a dog shedding water. Or a man shaking off the vestiges of an unsettling dream. He blinked once, then took a hasty step back. Unfortunately, his heel caught a patch of ice. She stumbled back as he flailed for balance. He slapped a hand against the side of the car to catch himself, and she pressed her gloved fingertips to her lips. Not so much to catch her gasp, but to trap the tingling sensation he’d left behind.

      James regained his equilibrium before she did. The grin he flashed was heart-achingly familiar, though the happiness didn’t quite reach his eyes. Even in the golden glow of the streetlight, she could see him struggling to cover his discomfiture.

      For once in her life, Rosie didn’t feel compelled to make it any easier on him. She hadn’t asked him to kiss her. As a matter of fact, she’d been doing him a favor by picking up the twins before his mother, who watched his sons during the day, had to leave for one of her many club meetings. Rosie managed many facets of James Harper’s life, but who he kissed and when was entirely on him. She stared straight at him, unwilling to let him off the hook without some kind of explanation for the unusual greeting.

      But rather than doling out explanations, he offered her a ride. “Get in.” He nodded to the opposite side of the car. “It’s freezing out here.”

      Unwilling to let him see how happy she was to comply with his officious tone, she tipped her chin up and tried not to envision icicles hanging off her nose. “Actually, below zero. We left freezing behind a long time ago.”

      Her smartassed retort seemed to reanimate him. Rolling his eyes, he pressed a hand to her elbow, careful to keep her at arm’s length, and propelled her around the rear of the SUV. “Thank you for the weather report. You missed your calling.”

      “And here I thought scheduling your dental cleanings was the most fulfilling work a woman could do.”

      He snorted as he opened the passenger door. “As if you’d schedule anything less than a full-blown root canal.”

      Rosie smiled as she slid into the warm cabin of the car. She’d been clear early on with James and his partners, Colm and Mike. She’d be happy to handle their professional scheduling, and didn’t mind making personal appointments to fit their busy schedules, but she categorically refused to pick up anyone’s dry cleaning. Which was only right. She was an employee, not their mother. Or wife. Or even girlfriend. Though she fantasized about the latter more than was healthy.

      James closed the door with a firm thunk, and she turned to beam at the twins. Playing things cool was out of the question. She had only a few precious seconds before the man himself slid behind the wheel. In that moment, a stunningly surreal moment, she found she was physically unable to contain the thrill of being kissed by James Harper at last.

      “I’m back. Did you miss me?”

      “Yes,” Jeff answered in all sincerity.

      “Are you comin’ home wif us?” Jamie asked as his father threw himself into the driver’s seat and tossed his messenger bag onto the rear floorboard. “Is Rosie comin’ home wif us?”

      James spared the rearview mirror only the most cursory glance. “We’re giving Rosie a ride to her house.” He darted a look in her general direction but failed to make actual eye contact. “It’s too cold for her to stand at the bus stop.”

      Rosie frowned as she wriggled into the heated seat, willing the warmth to seep through the layers and penetrate down to her bones. She was raised a city girl, not a spoiled suburbanite like James. She stood at the bus stop almost every night, even on nights much colder than this one, and he never made a point of giving her a lift before. Maybe something really was changing between them.

      Pursing her lips, she tried to ignore the lingering tingle on them and stared straight ahead as the boys in the back seat regaled their father with the day’s exploits. Having been privy to the initial report, Rosie let her focus soften until the bright lights and gritty grime of the city streets melded into a blur.

      She’d sensed a shift in James in the months since the other Trident partners had paired off. Colm and his finance whiz girlfriend, Monica, were finally reaching a point where their relationship seemed more liked a partnership than two stubborn people trying to wrangle one of Doctor Dolittle’s pushmi-pullyus. And Mike—straight-laced, skittish Mike—had run headlong into love with a baker who specialized in producing erotic edibles for bachelor and bachelorette parties and the like. They were an unlikely duo on the surface, but within five minutes of seeing them together, it was easy to tell they were a forever thing.

      James was the odd man out. Not a position Mr. Center-of-the-Universe was used to holding.

      “And then he kickded her,” Jamie crowed, interrupting his minutes-younger brother’s recitation of a playgroup skirmish.

      She looked over in time to see James’s head pop up and his eyes narrow as he glared into the mirror. “You kicked her?” he demanded.

      Rosie turned back and saw Jeffie blanch at the sharp edge in his father’s voice. He shrank into his booster seat, then whispered a plaintive, “No,” almost inaudibly.

      Eager to set the record straight and protect the shyer, more sensitive Jeff from his cocksure brother and father, she tapped her memory banks for the facts as they’d been relayed in the original version. “No, Hunter kicked Elise,” she clarified. She swiveled in her seat until she could look Jeff square in the eye. “Jeff told Hunter to stop pushing her, didn’t you?”

      “Yes,” he lisped.

      James blinked, then blushed as he glanced somewhere in the direction of Rosie’s handbag. “Oh. Right. Good job, man.” He turned to look at the slowly unfurling boy.

      Conversation resumed, but this time Jamie took the controls. A typical firstborn, he often seemed more assured of his place in the world—if one could say so about a boy barely past his fourth birthday.

      Her job as moderator temporarily on hold, Rosie gave Jeff a reassuring wink, then settled back into her seat. A sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach anchored her there. She angled her head enough to appear as if she was gazing out the passenger window. But she was aware of James’s every movement. Oh, no. Heaven forbid she cease her constant vigilance. What if this was the moment he chose to finally open his eyes and realize she was everything right and good for him. And the boys. If, by some minor miracle the phenomenon was to occur, she couldn’t chance missing a second of it.

      The traffic gods were kind them, the dirty bastards. If pressed, Rosie would swear they’d been forced to stop at only one of the seventeen stoplights between the office and her apartment building. But Rosie didn’t swear on anything.

      He hooked a right onto the quiet residential street between Milwaukee and Western avenues. The properties ran the gamut from rundown to completely refurbished, but the majority fell somewhere between. The building where Rosie lived was a quiet, semi-gentrified three-story walk-up popular with the nursing staff from nearby Saints Mary and Elizabeth Medical Center. The narrow courtyard featured two bare-branched buckthorn trees, an assortment of ill-trimmed evergreens, and a concrete sidewalk stretched in spokes to five separate entrances.

      James pulled to a stop beside two snow-banked vehicles and shifted the car into park. Looking anywhere but directly at her, he nodded to the white-draped lumps at the curb. “I guess we know who takes public transportation around here.”

      The corner of her mouth twitched. She knew the owners of both vehicles. Only an act of God to get them out of their prized parking spots any time before a spring thaw. “Yeah. They both work at the Academy of the Sacred Heart. No bus pass needed.”

      “No vehicle needed. Why do they bother?”

      Irked that he showed an ardent interest in her neighbors’ commuting habits but couldn’t be bothered to acknowledge the kiss they shared minutes before, she gathered her purse and tote. “I often ask myself the same question.” She cringed at the waspish sting in her tone but refused to apologize for it. “Goodnight, James.”

      Reaching for the door handle, she turned and blew kisses to the twins. “Buenas noches, mis queridos. Se bueno.” She stepped out into the bracing cold.

      “Buennochas!” they called back, flinging exuberant kisses her way. She gave James a tight smile. Seconds before the door closed, she heard Jeffie ask, “Aren’cha gonna kiss Rosie good night?”

      Rosie didn’t wait around to hear James’s answer. Ducking her head, she lifted a hand in farewell, darted between the parked vehicles, and bounded as gracefully as she could onto the shoveled sidewalk. Two quick toots of the horn signaled the Harper men’s departure. Pulling her keys from her coat pocket, she fingered the master for the security door as she quickstepped to the courtyard’s innermost entrance.

      Of course James wasn’t going to kiss her good night. Silly Jeffie. She bit her lip as she slid the key into the lock. Of all the Trident kids, Jeff Harper was the one with the tightest grip on her heart. Perhaps because they were kindred spirits. Quiet, but not truly shy. Watchful. Maybe somewhat wary. But steadfast. Oh, so steadfast.

      Plunging into the overheated foyer, Rosie fell back against the door and waited until she heard the reassuring click of the old-fashioned latch. Sometimes, particularly in extreme weather, the old door warped and stuck, leaving the six units served by the single stairwell vulnerable to access by outsiders.

      She stood there, grasping her handbag to her stomach as she waited for the warm air to thaw her lungs. Yes, she and Jeffie were two of a kind. Perfectly nice people—the kind everyone likes to have around, but most invite as an afterthought. The type who hung back hoping to be noticed and appreciated for who they were. If only by one person.

      But James seemed determined to remain oblivious. If he were to notice her—notice her in the way she wanted to be noticed—he would have long ago. The kiss was a fluke. An anomaly. A freak accident.

      Pushing away from the door, she started the long trudge up the steps to her third-floor apartment.

      He hadn’t meant to kiss her. The expression on his face when he pulled away said so as plain as day. A few years ago, she might have ignored the look of stunned panic, but she was older and much wiser in the ways of James Harper now to fool herself.

      Tomorrow morning they would be right back to business as usual. They’d been here before. There’d been a handful of lingering hugs, one rambling, drunken “I love you, man” speech given at her graduation party, and too many accidental boob brushings over the years for her to expect anything more.

      Huffing, she stopped on the landing outside her apartment door and stared at the faded old lettering marking unit 2B. Swallowing hard, she forced herself to dismiss the notion of her apartment number as a sign. They were not meant to be.

      “Ten bucks says he pretends he never kissed me.”

      As always, she spoke the words aloud to seal the deal in her brain. And as reinforcement to the truth. She and James were not to be. The following morning, he’d come into the office and act as if nothing was out of the ordinary. And because she loved him beyond any scrap of reason or good sense, she’d let him.

      And the collection at Our Lady of Perpetual Suffering would be ten dollars richer the following Sunday.

      Satisfied with the bargain, Rosie let herself into her apartment. She locked the door behind her and dropped her purse, hat, gloves, and coat to the floor in a heap. Blinking rapidly, she toed off her rubber-treaded boots, then padded her way to the sofa. She’d give them precisely ten minutes this time, she decided as she situated herself in her favorite spot with her favorite throw pillow cradled in her lap. After all, there was an actual kiss involved this time. Exhaling loudly, she hiccupped on a sob, then let the tears she’d been swallowing for the last fifteen minutes roll.
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        * * *

      

      He fucked up. He’d fucked up big.

      James’s grip on the steering wheel tightened. He pointed the car northeast, heading away from the biggest mistake he’d made in years, and for the safety of his Edgewater home. Rocking impatiently in his seat, he tuned out the chatter and bickering coming from the back seat in favor of talking to himself.

      “Carp, carp, carp,” he whispered almost inaudibly, instinctively using the toddler-friendly version of the word he really wanted to use. His kids might be a handful at times, but there wasn’t a damn thing wrong with their hearing.

      “Daddy’s cussin’,” Jamie, who’d never quite mastered any type of whisper, said.

      “I’m not cussing,” James shot back.

      “You said ‘carp, carp, carp.’”

      “Carp is a fish, not a cuss word. I was thinking about fishing.” An utterly ridiculous statement, considering they were in the dead of winter. But time wasn’t a rigid construct for his kids.

      “Will you take us fishin’?” Jeff perked up in his booster.

      “Sure,” James answered as he hooked a sharp right turn. “We’ll wait for warmer weather, though, huh?”

      Unlike time, comfort was a concept his boys grasped fully. When he glanced into the mirror he saw them both nodding like bobblehead dolls. James didn’t bother confessing he’d never been fishing in his life. Sure, he’d gown up with a great big lake practically at his doorstep, but his father hadn’t been the type to toss a line in. His dad was more the kind to chase his secretary around the desk for sport.

      And now, in a slippery move, despite years of careful and methodical resistance, James had proved the apple had dropped right at the foot of the old tree.

      He’d kissed Rosie.

      And the truly pathetic thing was, he hadn’t even given her a good one. Giving the steering wheel a thump of frustration, he braked for the stop sign at the corner of his block. He’d thought about kissing her for years, and now? He’d betrayed everyone—Rosie, his partners, his kids, and himself—with the world’s lamest peck.

      Wheeling into the alley leading to his detached garage, James gritted his teeth in frustration. All the promises he’d made, both silent and spoken, were broken by a kiss no more passionate than one a guy would give his grandmother.

      And he’d imagined so many kinds of kisses. How could he resist? Rosie Herrera was the definition of forbidden fruit. Of course he wanted a taste of her.

      He heard the unmistakable click of a seatbelt catch as they waited for the garage door to rise. Without checking to see who the culprit was, he issued a blanket order. “Click it. We’re not home yet.”

      “Almost,” Jamie argued.

      “Click it, or no Race-o-rama tonight.” He twisted in his seat.

      Jamie’s eyes widened as he clearly envisioned his precious screen time slipping away. “No.”

      “Click it. Now.” James kept his foot pressed firmly on the brake until the boy pulled the seatbelt back across his parka-puffed chest and secured the latch. “Thank you.”

      He let the car roll into the tiny garage and stopped with a jerk mere inches from the wall. The second he turned the motor off, the boys freed themselves from their restraints and started pulling at the door handles, even though they knew their efforts were futile. James sent up a prayer of thanks for the genius who’d invented the child safety lock and climbed out from behind the wheel.

      He freed Jamie first, then reached for his computer bag. Always impatient to keep up with his brother, Jeff climbed over James’s back to escape, rather than waiting for someone to come to the passenger side to open the door.

      While James lowered the overhead garage door, Jeff joined Jamie in his attempt to tug open the locked side door. No one could ever accuse his kids of lack of effort or optimism. James rolled his neck and waited until the automatic door touched down.

      The kids hated the garage, but he loved the shadowy, secretive silence of the detached building. The same creep factor that wigged the boys out appealed to him. His father’s garage had been lit with florescent bulbs and sported a painted concrete floor. In James’s, the corners were shadowy, and the few yard implements he kept on hand were cobwebbed over for the winter. The seventies-style overhead light was yellowed with age and littered with the carcasses of bugs that didn’t know better. More than once, James had thought it a fitting fixture for his life.

      Sighing, he reached over the jostling kids to slide the key into the lock. The area from the garage to the house was fully fenced, and therefore most likely safe for the boys to run ahead, but James didn’t allow them to. Not yet. This was still the city, after all, and these two hellions were the most important people in the world to him. What kind of a father would he be if he let them run willy-nilly into a darkened yard into an even darker house?

      Without having to be told, each boy grabbed a hunk of James’s sleeve and they started down the narrow walkway. The motion detection light caught them three steps into the trek, but the boys held firm. Smiling as the three of them bumped and stumbled up the steps to the wooden deck, James thought back to the days when he used to wrangle his way into a two-bedroom walkup in Wrigleyville. He had to have been quite a sight: one baby strapped to his back, the other to his front, and an armload of plastic grocery bags cutting off circulation to his hands.

      Somehow, he’d managed for almost a year. He bought this place not long after he’d realized his situation would not be miraculously changing anytime soon. He tried not to dwell too much on the other terrifying revelation he’d had in his first year of parenthood. He’d stopped hoping for his situation to change the minute Jeffie, always the more articulate twin, said ‘Da.’

      When his foot hit the top step, he shook the boys off and sent them scurrying to the door. Once inside, he disarmed the alarm, turned the locks again, and then reset the system. He’d been feeling out of sorts since his ex, the boys’ mother, showed up at Colm’s son’s birthday party unannounced. He thought Megan was a pain in the ass, but mostly he worried about the boys. They’d asked a few questions since the Mommy sighting two weeks before, but quickly moved on. Their lack of curiosity made him feel at once vulnerable and invincible.

      “Okay, we made it.” He said the same thing every night. And every night, he felt the same stab of awestruck wonder as the reality settled in.

      “We made it! We made it!” the twins chorused as they raced through the kitchen and down the hall to the living room.

      Shucking his coat, he tossed the parka onto one of the hooks by the door. He retrieved the boys’ scattered outerwear and stowed everything in the cubby cube organizer Rosie had suggested for these things. The thought of Rosie brought his movements to a jerky halt. Straightening to his full height, he closed his eyes and allowed the flood of feeling to come. The heat of blood rushing to his ears and cheeks reminded him that, despite the frigid temperatures, her mouth had been warm…and soft…and welcoming.

      The last thought made his temperature spike but not due to a surprising wave of desire or anything romantic. He’d known the desire would be there. Had been tamping down the low-voltage undercurrent between them for years. He had no idea what made him give in now. What made tonight different?

      Running his hand through his hair, James searched his brain for the answer but couldn’t come up with a concrete reason. Only he’d wanted to kiss her for a long time, and after waiting there, cold and alone in the deepening evening, he didn’t want to wait anymore.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket, pulling him from his thoughts. Checking the notification, he found a text message from Mike asking how his client meeting had gone. Guilt sliced through him. Not only had the meeting kept him from collecting his kids on time completely slipped his mind, but he’d betrayed his partners and closest friends.

      He’d kissed Rosie.

      Rosie, the woman who was indispensable to their operation. He’d broken the one rule Mike and Colm had set down the day he joined Trident Security. The day all three of them noticed Rosie’s starry-eyed stare. Even in his new-father, sleep-deprived state, James could read her expression like a book. If he had the inclination, if he could work up the energy, the luscious Ms. Herrera could be his for the taking.

      Mike and Colm had made him swear on his infant sons’ heads he’d keep his paws off. For nearly four long years he had. Now, he had to figure out a way to be sure he never slipped up again.

      Tapping a quick message, he lined out the general specs for the potential new client and promised a more complete report in the morning.

      He turned in a slow circle, taking in the chaos in his kitchen. The previous owners had filled each room with beige rugs, furniture upholstered in snowy whites and tasteful creams, and covered every surface with exotic bric-a-brac they’d collected during their world travels. James moved in with his leather sectional, a massive flat screen television, a queen mattress set complete with collapsible frame, and two cribs. He’d filled things out here and there, and his mother had done her best to make sure he was outfitted with what she considered essentials—towels, sheets, oven mitts—but the overall décor was still overwhelmingly bachelor.

      Turning to the fridge, he smirked at the overlapping displays of artwork, then opened both doors to inspect their options for dinner. The main compartment was disturbingly bare. Cringing, he made a mental promise to his kids to hit the grocery store the following day. He opened the freezer compartment and eyeballed the neatly stacked and labeled containers filling the shelves.

      As if on cue, Jamie bellowed, “I’m hungry!” from the front room.

      He didn’t even have a chance to bellow back before the sound of sneakers pounding hardwood floors announced the arrival of the cavalry.

      “Can we have snacks?” Jeff peered hopefully at the cabinet where James kept the stash of packaged kid crap he won in the poker games he and the guys held every other week.

      Or, they used to have them every other week. Lately, Colm and Mike had been too caught up in their respective relationships for things to run according to the usual schedule.

      “One each.” James reached into the cabinet and snagged two foil packets of fake fruit shaped like racecars.

      The boys scampered off, and he returned to the open freezer door. Gnawing the inside of his cheek, he scanned the neatly lettered labels. They had shelves of options ready and waiting. He weighed and discarded Maria’s zingy chicken tortilla soup. He didn’t know if he had the gumption to deal with any extra zing the spicy broth might give the boys. Rosie’s older sister Luisa’s chicken and green chile enchiladas were tempting, but he wanted something more…comforting.

      His gaze landed on a square plastic container labeled in the most familiar handwriting of all.

      Pot roast. Rosie’s pot roast.

      Freeing the tub from the bottom of the stack, he popped the lid to make certain the contents were everything they promised to be. Inside he found a generous portion of beef, baby carrots, and chunks of roasted potato frozen in a sea of rich mushroom gravy.

      “Oh, Rosie.” He shoved the container into the microwave. He set the timer and fell back against the counter, rubbing his forehead with one hand. With the boys out of the room, he felt safe using the words he’d wanted to use earlier. “Crap, crap, crap, Rosie.”

      The moment they were out, he braced himself for a reprimand from the other room. When no singsong accusations came, he pulled his phone from his pocket again and scrolled until he reached her contact info.

      But what would he say? He was sorry? He hadn’t meant to kiss her? Anything he might say to take back what had happened would only hurt her. He’d sworn on everything precious to him he’d stay as far away from her as possible. Because if he got too close, he didn’t know what he might do. But one thing was for certain, whatever he did would hurt her. And he would rather cut off an arm than hurt Rosie.

      Thanks to Rosie, her mother, and her three sisters, the freezer compartments of all three Trident Security partners were fully stocked. She bought their kids educational activity books and colored pencils. She made sure he remembered to take them to the dentist, the doctor, and occasionally to get a haircut. Their business ran like a top because of Rosie. Their lives were livable because she was in them. Hell, everything good and orderly in his world circled back around to Rosie. Which was exactly why he had to make sure he didn’t screw everything up. He might want her, but he needed her a hell of a lot more.

      The doorbell rang at the exact moment the microwave chimed. James jerked open the microwave’s door before the timer beeped, then turned toward the front of the house. The thuds of small sneakers echoed down the long and narrow hall.

      “Wait for me,” he called to them, pausing in his stride only long enough to straighten one of the framed photos of the boys. Photos Rosie had framed for him. Man, he was screwed.

      As if to drive the point home, a high-pitched squeal rent the air. “Mommy!”

      The squeal was followed by the telltale ch-chunk of lock tumblers, three ear-splitting beeps from the alarm panel, and another round of gleeful greetings from the boys. By the time James stepped into the foyer, the alarm’s chirping escalated into a demand, and Megan Simmons stood inside the solid mahogany door, an array of suitcases, duffle bags, and totes in a jumble at her feet.

      “What are you doing here?” he demanded, practically falling over the heap of luggage in his haste to get to the alarm panel.

      “Mommy’s here!” Jeff cried, his face alight.

      James froze mid-stride, mesmerized by incandescent joy shining from both of his boys. Shaking his head in automatic denial, he tore his gaze away from the twins and zeroed in on the woman standing in the eye of the storm.

      “Are you stayin’ the night, Mommy?” Jamie practically wrested the enormous purse Megan carried from her hands. “You can stay in our room.”

      “Yeah!” Jeff thrust his fist into the air.

      James stared at his boys in amazement. The traitors. He wanted to tell them she couldn’t stay, wouldn’t stay, never had and never would. Hell, she’d walked out on them the day of her six-week postpartum checkup and barely glanced back.

      He wanted to tell them she wasn’t here for them or him. She was here because she needed two things—well, three, really: money, a new sucker to take her on, and a soft place to land until she got the first two lined out.

      And this was not the place.

      “Yes, I’d love to spend the night,” she cooed. Megan shot him a look of triumph, flicked her streaked blond hair over her shoulder, and then leaned down to kiss each boy carefully on the cheek. Her movements were not natural, nor were they particularly affectionate, but his boys were apparently too starved for female attentions to be discerning.

      Straightening, Megan smirked. “Hi, honey. I’m home.”

      He opened his mouth to tell her no in every language he could conjure but was cut off when the alarm began to wail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The bell above the bakery door hit so hard the clapper clanked rather than chimed its usual tinkling welcome. Panting and disheveled, Rosie stared at the bank of glass-fronted cases, her chest heaving. The clump of heavy boots told her the proprietor heard the bell’s alert. A moment later, Georgianna Walters popped out from around the corner, her smoky-shadowed eyes wide.

      “Rosie?”

      Rosie’s heart rate started to slow when she saw genuine concern overtake the annoyance etched between Georgie’s perfectly ached brows. The thin silver ring in her left brow winked in the overhead lights. Once again, Rosie marveled at the joy Georgie brought into a room. No surprise this unconventional woman had won the heart of the world’s most conventional man. For a short time, Georgie and Mike Simmons’s love affair had given Rosie a sliver of hope. If stuffy, uptight Mike could fall for a free-spirited woman like Georgie, then the object of Rosie’s own affections might wake the hell up and smell her coffee.

      But he hadn’t.

      He never would.

      Rosie needed to give up on this impossible love once and for all.

      She couldn’t quite give him up, because no matter how many times she’d been there for him, James had never been hers.

      Unable to muster even the most basic of greetings, she pointed. “Gimme one of those.”

      Georgie blinked once, then followed the tip of Rosie’s trembling finger to the case where the trays of pink-glazed cookies shaped like penises sat on display. Understanding broke like dawn over the other woman’s face. Without a word, she popped a sheet of waxed paper from the box on the counter, wrapped the scrap around the base of the cookie cock, and handed the victim over the counter.

      Rosie strained not to snatch the cookie from her hands. She wasn’t as successful at masking the relish with which she chomped down, breaking the shaft in half. She tipped her head back and cupped the hand holding the remainder of the cookie in her hand to her mouth, making sure she didn’t drop a morsel. She wanted to devour—consume—take from him the same way he’d gobbled up everything she’d given him over the years.

      “You okay?” Georgie asked, her voice gentle.

      Unsure she’d be able to give a civil answer to such an inane question, she shook her head.

      Heaving a heavy sigh, Georgie extracted another cookie from the tray and offered it to her. “Of course you’re not. Stupid question.”

      Rosie stared at the other woman’s blue-polished nails. She hadn’t used waxed paper this time, or even foodservice gloves. Georgie’s bare-fingered grip on the cookie violated any number of health codes. Rosie had enough family members working the restaurant business to know the drill. But, when she looked up, she saw the worry in the baker’s eyes and knew this wasn’t an attempt to tempt a customer into buying another cookie but the gesture of a friend.

      She chewed fast and swallowed before taking the cookie. “Thank you,” she managed to croak at last.

      Georgie acknowledged the thanks with a brisk nod, then moved to the cooler of cold drinks near the cash register. Without asking, she pulled two bottles of chilled water from a shelf.

      Rosie finally found the ability to blush. “I’m sorry. This is rude of me.”

      She hated when her voice came out all quiet and differential. It was her mother’s voice, but not flavored with a bit of the accent Maria could never lose. Every once in a while, it slipped out of Rosie’s mouth, unbidden.

      “No need to apologize.” Georgie thrust one of the bottles into Rosie’s hand. “Does this have something to do with the baby mama?”

      Rosie stared in surprise. Georgie was dead-on, but Rosie hadn’t seriously expected to find an ally when she burst into the Getta Piece bakery. She’d only wanted to find a pair of cajones to crush. After all, the baby mama in question was Mike’s sister and Georgie’s potential sister-in-law, Megan Simmons.

      Also known as Megan the Moocher. Megalomaniac Megan. Or, Rosie’s personal favorite, Megan the Malignancy.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have⁠—”

      “You know, you have bit of an accent when you get mad,” Georgie commented, cutting her apology off neatly.

      The heat in her cheeks kicked up a notch. Rosie shook her head, but the gesture was more reluctant acceptance than denial. “It’s not really mine. I borrow it.”

      Georgie gave a short laugh and uncapped the other water bottle. “Borrow it?”

      “From my mother.” She gave a wry twist of her lips. “I was born in Humboldt Park, grew up near North Avenue and Pulaski.” She paused. “Your father was not very popular there.”

      This time Georgie laughed for real. Her father, the former mayor of Chicago, had been beloved by the city’s Irish, Italian, and Polish enclaves but never quite connected with the Latino population of their fair city. More than one candidate from her old neighborhood had challenged his incumbency, but none succeeded. No, Gerald Carson, legendary operator of the Chicago machine, had been brought down by internal factions and his own hubris.

      “True, but Gerry is doing well there.” Georgie was referring to her brother’s campaign to be elected to the city’s highest office, of course. “I think the English-to-Spanish dictionary I bought him for Christmas really paid off.”

      Rosie couldn’t help but laugh when she pictured perfectly groomed Gerry Carson sweating and tugging at his thick chestnut hair as he laboriously translated his speeches from his diction-perfect English to the rapid-fire mutation of Spanglish of her childhood. “I guess it did.” Rosie studied Georgie for a long moment. “You are a good sister.”

      “He’s a good brother.”

      Georgie’s eyes shone with sympathy. “What did James do?”

      “What? How did you⁠—”

      “You’re here, chomping on shortbread peens and fuming over Megan, Queen of Mayhem. I’m no mathematician, but…”

      Until that moment, Rosie hadn’t given much thought to the fact that the bane of her existence was also Mike’s sister. She needed to watch what she said. Despite her color-by-numbers hair and funky style, Georgie wasn’t as freewheeling as she might like the world to believe. If what Mike said about her was true, Georgie cared deeply about the people around her, even if she did everything in her power to pretend she was tough as nails.

      Rosie exhaled through her nose and the tension seeped from her bones. She and Georgie were on the same side. Of course they were. Georgie and Mike had been tripping along calmly before Hurricane Megan blew into town and tried to shake her brother’s confidence in his relationship with Georgie. At a children’s birthday party, no less. Georgie and Mike had a good thing going, even if Mike was too cautious for his own good. Their relationship was getting deeper, more real. Even from her seat on the sidelines, Rosie could see the connection between them. And Megan had seen the opportunity to get into his head.

      Now she would get into James’s head. And the boys. What about the boys? Could they survive their mother’s intrusion in their young lives?

      “She moved in with him.”

      “James took her in, huh?”

      Georgie’s question jolted her from her thoughts and plopped her right back down in reality. Sighing, Rosie bit the tip off the second cookie and chewed methodically as she nodded. “He did.”

      “But what was he supposed to do, right?” Georgie turned to a rack of treats waiting to be shelved and plucked two more penises from the assortment. “She is the mother of his children.”

      The soft-spoken understanding in the other woman’s tone unleashed a hot rush of tears. The unwelcome moisture scalded her eyes, but Rosie blinked rapidly, refusing to let them fall. She’d shed too many tears over James Harper. “I hate when people skirt justice on a technicality.”

      Georgie laughed, then saluted her with the pink-frosted wanker. “Amen.”

      Rosie sucked in oxygen and tamped down on her churning emotions. She’d cried the day she first met him. Not because of anything he did or didn’t do, but, more disturbingly, for no reason at all. She wasn’t a crier. Never had been. Even when she was a girl. She got her backbone from her mother, a woman whose picture should have appeared next to the word ‘stoic’ in the dictionary.

      But she’d cried after meeting James. Not a silent trickle of a single tear, or a delicately ladylike breakdown, but a big, fat, ugly cry. Thankfully, Colm and Mike had taken James out to lunch to celebrate the partnership and the company’s rebranding as Trident Security. She’d been invited
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