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      Nothing about the ivy-covered building gave away the madness inside.

      The place was quaint with red brick and it took up most of one block of what passed for Cuoricino’s business district. Like most restaurants in the sleepy town, Carelli’s had been established decades before when Santino and Angelique Carelli turned their back on the family business—the dirty, illegal kind that had left Santino’s father old before he’d reached the age— and got serious about babies and safety and being legit. Unlike other eateries in town, Carelli’s was always packed, especially on early summer nights like this one, and had become a hub for good food, better conversation, and the place that most people ended up at no matter where their night began. There was something about the building and the people that lingered within it. Maybe it was the air that perfumed around it. Maybe it was the family that ran the place. Whatever it was, the restaurant was a spot of rest and welcome: a place to find comfort and warmth.

      I had, six months ago, on a frigid Christmas Eve night, freezing in my broken-down car with my infant son snoring in the back seat. It was that building and the comfort it promised that made me stop, but it was the people, the family I’d made in this place that had kept me here. The same loud, obnoxious people currently screaming at each other over a one-year-old’s birthday cake.

      “Let him have it, for shit’s sake,” Dante said. “It’s his birthday!”

      “He’ll get it everywhere,” Antonia Carelli answered her brother. “That’s blue damn icing. You want blue icing all over that beautiful outfit Maggie bought him and Ma’s tablecloth?”

      Toni had good intentions. Of the crowd surrounding my son, Mateo, she was the only one who had been with me when I picked out the bow tie and suspenders to match his toddler-sized slacks and checkered shirt. The outfit hadn’t been cheap, but I wasn’t worried about the cost. I’d chosen dark colors for a reason.

      “Toni…it’s fine,” I said.

      “Bullshit it is!” She waved a hand, ignoring me.

      I suspected her attitude over her brother wanting Mateo to smash his fingers into the cake had more to do with the beautiful man talking on the cell outside of the restaurant than with any outfit I’d picked out for my mijo. She had history with Luca DeRosa, I guessed, but wouldn’t talk about it. No one would.

      “What’s the problem?” Dante asked, staring down at his sister with a glare I’d never seen either of their parents give her. “It’s what babies do on their first birthday. Maggie, tell her before she pops a damn vein.”

      They did this a lot—putting me in the middle, expecting me to take sides when their family drama hid behind all the mierda that surfaced with their bickering.

      But I wouldn’t play. I hadn’t in the six months I’d been part of this loco family. I wasn’t going to start on my kid’s first birthday.

      Dante and Toni’s arguing slid toward the competitive, fun-natured side. It didn’t bother me. Dante and his older brother Dario, though, had deeper, meaner issues. And when Toni and Smoke, the oldest of the Carelli siblings argued, it got personal and messy. And I made myself scarce.

      “Toni, stop being ridiculous,” Dario said, looking away from his cell long enough to back his younger brother up.

      But Toni wouldn’t give up her fight and stepped to my side, brushing the hair off Mateo’s forehead, nodding toward the large cake her mother had her pastry chef make. It was fancy, a little decadent for a one-year-old, but the blue frilly roses and scrolls of white and blue icing did look delicious.

      “Ignore them. I’ll cut it up and you won’t have to worry about the outfit. He looks so bello,” Toni said, picking up her phone to snap what had to be the fiftieth picture of Mateo.

      “Madonna, Antonia, are you still bothering Maggie over the outfit?” Mrs. Carelli said, coming into the dining room followed by her husband, their arms weighted down with more gift bags and wrapped boxes to join the dozens already on the table at the back of the room.

      “Ma, it’s going to make a mess and…”

      “Toni,” I heard, and I had to repress a shiver at the deep shift of Smoke’s tone. Six months of hearing that deep voice—most of the time right next to my ear saying filthy, delicious things— and I still hadn’t gotten used to it.

      Smoke was the only Carelli to keep up the family business that his father had abandoned. He carried himself with a control that wasn’t easy to pull off—he did easier than breathing.

      Moving from the back of the room, Smoke stood behind his sister, his posture relaxed, but his expression steely as he watched her turn her head toward him. Toni glanced at me once, her attention moving to the cake, then back to me like a challenge.

      I wasn’t picking sides.

      “Mijo,” I said to my son, bending down to his level. My heart clenched when he gave me a toothy grin, his dimples deep. I held my breath waiting for him to say something, wishing there would be a “mama” or “no,” even the slightest mutter of a noise that sounded like a word, but Mateo only smiled, reaching for me, giving a side glance at the cake resting on top of the table.

      A year old now and he wasn’t speaking. Walking everywhere since he was nine months old, but he kept whatever he thought to himself.

      “Maggie, he looks so cute. Don’t…” Toni started, but went quiet when Smoke moved to stand at my side.

      “Jesus, Toni, let it go,” he told her.

      Antonia opened her mouth, readying to level something really nasty at her big brother, so I deflected, loosening Mateo’s tie and suspenders, wiggling him out of his shirt altogether before I pushed the cake closer to him.

      “Feliz cumpleaños, Mateo!” I lit the candle on his cake and began to sing.

      The others joined in, their voices getting louder as they crowded around my son. Toni helped me blow out the candle and everyone clapped, their voices mixing with laughter when Mateo reached for the cake, smashing his small fingers into the icing, squeezing a fistful into his palm before he stared at it, eyes wide, fascinated. Then, he leaned forward, nose planted first into the beautiful row of blue flowers.

      “That’s it! That’s how you do it,” Dante said, laughing.

      After a few minutes, even Antonia cracked a smile, returning to her picture taking, seeming to forget her attitude as the baby dug into his cake.

      An hour later, Mateo was snoring on Mr. Carelli’s chest, tuckered out completely from his cake and the ridiculous amount of presents he tore through.

      “He’s a good boy,” Mrs. Carelli said, patting the baby’s back as we collected the plates and glasses and returned them to the kitchen. The restaurant was quiet now, with Toni and Dante secluded at the other end of the bar together and Dario outside talking to Luca on the patio. Mrs. Carelli followed my gaze and her smile dropped. “Luca works with Dimitri. We’ve known him a long time.”

      “He was there the first night I met you all,” I said, remembering the Christmas Eve when Smoke found me in my idling car on the sidewalk outside of the restaurant. He’d bullied me into coming inside and the entire family hadn’t let us leave.

      Then, things got a little complicated.

      “He was,” Mrs. C. said, using the faucet nozzle to clear away cake from a platter before she placed it in the dishwasher. When I reached for it, meaning to take over, she gave my hand a soft tap. “He’s made mistakes. Did things he wasn’t supposed to, and Dimitri had a hard time forgiving him.”

      “Did…Toni?”

      The older woman schooled her expression, but I still caught the slip. There was something that reminded me of worry, maybe a little upset, that she hid as soon as it came across her face.

      “That’s not my story to tell, bella…”

      “What’s not?” Smoke said, walking into the kitchen.

      “Nothing.” Mrs. C. turned off the water and grabbed a dishtowel before she looked up at her son. “I’ll see about your father,” she told him, and I didn’t miss the smile tugging at her mouth before she hurried from the kitchen.

      “Does she know she’s not subtle?” I asked Smoke, picking up another dirty plate.

      He leaned against the counter, arms folded as I cleaned, but Smoke kept his attention on me, like always. Sometimes it was nice. Sometimes that attention was like a drug I couldn’t get enough of. But not when his family was around. Not when there were too many eyes shifting in our direction.

      “I think she knows what she wants and doesn’t care what anyone thinks about it.”

      “And what does she want?” My shoulders tensed when Smoke licked his lips, moving his hand to rest against my hip on the counter.

      “Probably things that are impossible.”

      Impossible.

      Smoke and I had perfected impossible.

      Mrs. Carelli seemed to have expectations about us. No matter how many times Smoke told her there was nothing happening.

      “You know she cornered me the other night after my shift,” I told him, reaching for a wine glass to rinse.

      “That right?”

      “Asked if I thought about the managerial program and if I’d consider taking some business courses. She wants to put me on day shifts and set me up to take over for Matthew when he starts his new job next month.”

      Smoke rubbed his neck, keeping his attention on my profile as I rinsed dishes and set them in the dishwasher. After several moments he stood, coming to my side to help.

      “She wants you to stick around. She’s trying to give you a future in this town, at this restaurant.”

      I shot a glance at him, holding a plate in my wet hands. “That’s not…” He had the fattest bottom lip. The roundest, dark eyes. “My future isn’t…” Smoke leaned forward, inhaling before he slipped his tongue out to wet his lips and something deep inside me clenched. “I…can’t…”

      “You can’t what, bella?”

      “Pfffttt…” I said, pretending like the look he gave me didn’t affect me.

      But I wasn’t that good of an actor.

      Another step closer and he’d take my mouth. There was still bourbon on his breath. I could almost taste it. Ay Dios, this was bad. Us together. This close. Right here. Anyone could see. If they saw us…

      “I need to go…” I said, drying my hands, stepping away from the sink, but Smoke stopped me, holding my waist with his large fingers, not deterred when I tried to hold him back by pushing on his massive chest. “You want your family to see you pawing me?”

      “Stay with me tonight…” he said, ignoring my mock irritation. Smoke knew I was full of it. The smirk he wore told me that. “You wanna stay. Tell me I’m lying.”

      “That’s not a good idea…”

      “Maybe not, but it’ll be fun.” His grip got tighter and the clenching amplified into an ache. “My folks will take the kid. They’ve already mentioned as much to me.”

      “Dimitri?” I heard and stepped away from Smoke when Mrs. Carelli called him by his given name as she came into the kitchen.

      “Yeah, Ma?” he said, looking over his shoulder at his mother.

      “Luca said you wanted to speak to him. Should I tell him to wait?” The smirk was back on her face and my cheeks flushed at the look she gave me.

      “I’ll be right there,” he told her, grinning back at her as she left.

      He didn’t move. Smoke didn’t have to. Nothing fazed him. I tried to keep any fear I felt to myself; I tried to never let anyone intimidate me, but Smoke was in another league.

      Slipping past him, I managed five full steps before he caught me, looping an arm around my waist.

      “Midnight. I’ll be waiting for you.” He brushed the hair from my shoulder, pressing a long, hot kiss right where my neck and shoulder met. “Don’t make me wait too long.”
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        * * *

      

      The scent curling in my nose did something to my insides.

      Something that made me stupid and reckless.

      Something I knew that would lead nowhere good.

      Smoke snaked a heavy arm around my waist, moving me closer to him. His sweet scent, his thick, muscular chest, and flat stomach pressed right against my naked body.

      No, I told myself. I wasn’t here…not again.

      “Smoke…” I ignored the way he moved his fingers down my back, cupping my ass like it was normal and something he did without thinking.

      “Bella…hush…”

      He was nearly asleep and languid; how he always got after he took me, especially when it was late. That hand lowered and he gave me a half pat, squeezing my ass like some sort of silent motion to quiet me.

      Here, in this bed, with the smell of us perfuming the sheets, Smoke wasn’t the gangster this town knew him to be. He was soft, gentle, and he touched me like he wanted me. Like he couldn’t get enough. Like there was more between us than the stretch of our naked skin and the heat of our bodies moving together.

      Eyes closed tight, I let myself have a second. I wanted to keep the moment, the stillness between us. I wanted to pretend that this was real. Me and Smoke, touching, him holding me, because it felt nice. Nicer to pretend like he wanted only me.

      Then Smoke brushed his face against my shoulder, his lips wet, sigh lazy and kissed me there. Soft. Intimate.

      He’d never done that before and I felt cherished almost…loved.

      Mierda.

      No. This couldn’t be happening.

      My head always got a little fuzzy when I was around him. I couldn’t help it.

      The light from the bathroom slipped out through the darkness and moved over his features, hitting the sharp, fine angle of his cheekbones and the full, thick curve of his mouth.

      He was beautiful.

      Strong, even laying against his pillow, turned toward me and his fierce, masculine features relaxed as he seemed to move between exhaustion and sleep.

      There was something about him I could never keep away from. No matter how hard I tried.

      And it wasn’t just him.

      It was them.

      Smoke, his parents, his brothers and sister. They’d all taken me and my boy in when they didn’t have to. Brought us in from the snowy Christmas night like it was their pleasure to know us. They’d given us a family. A home. They’d given me a job and a place to belong.

      And Smoke? Even though when this all started six months ago, we agreed there could never be anything real between us, somehow I always ended up back here. In his bed, pressed against him, being owned and loving every second that I was.

      But then I’d leave and go back to the apartment I shared with my son and my friend Vivian, the older woman Smoke had rescued from her abusive husband, and pretend like I hadn’t been in his bed again.

      “There’s more there than either of you will admit,” Vi had told me the last time she’d caught me sneaking in from a night with Smoke. If she could see me now. God, she’d laugh at me.

      I rubbed my face, thankful she was out of town for a few days, but even if she wasn’t, I wouldn’t confess a thing to her. Or myself.

      Smoke Carelli was a dangerous man. That much I’d figured out for myself. I knew about his family and the family business they were in. It was his life and the danger in his line of work kept him from wanting more from me.

      There were little pieces that were mine. Pieces of him that no one else got. And even if I did want all of them—which I didn’t, of course I didn’t, it was only the little pieces Smoke would ever give me.

      That was the problem.

      I wasn’t a little pieces kind of woman.

      And I’d never let my son want less than he deserved either. His father never cared enough to want anything to do with Mateo. No matter how good Smoke was to us, I couldn’t let him do the same to my son. Problem was, he was an addiction. Every time I swore I’d stay away, he’d kiss me or touch me and I’d come right back.

      Every single time.

      He barely moved when I wiggled from his heavy arm and slipped away from the warmth of his large body. I wouldn’t stay all night like I normally did. Smoke probably wouldn’t notice anyway.

      The floorboards creaked when I shimmied my jeans over my thighs and I jerked, half-turning and pulling away from Smoke’s grip on my arm as he reached for me.

      “Where are you going?”

      He was so long and tall he didn’t have to do more than stretch an arm toward me to keep me still. All that beautiful olive skin was on display—those corded muscles twisting as he brushed his fingers over my shoulders.

      “I—” My mouth wouldn’t work. Not when Smoke stifled a yawn and played it off with his fingers scrubbing through his thick, black hair. There was a tempting scruff of stubble along his chin. Despite knowing I needed to tell him my plans to move to the city, there was an overwhelming sensation to rub that scruff over my bare breasts.

      “Bella?” he said, moving his head as though he started to worry about why I was gawking at him while standing half-dressed in my jeans and unhooked bra. His attention went straight to my nipples when my black bra slipped off one shoulder, then Smoke leaned up, resting on an elbow as he pulled me toward him with a hand curled around my waist. “Get back in bed.” His voice was deep, raspy from sleep. That sound alone could make a teasing throb pulse between my thighs. Smoke knew it, seeming to use it to his advantage when I hesitated. “Maggie,” he whispered, saying my name like it was a filthy word only he got to use. This time his voice going deeper, his mouth right against my naked breast as he pushed my bra to the floor. “You don’t wanna leave me. Not yet.”

      “I…hmm…I should go.” I curled against him, moving my fingers into his hair as he pulled my nipple between his lips. “Mierda…” There were warning shouts firing in my head. But Smoke Carelli was kissing me, again… touching me, again… and it felt good. It felt so damn good.

      “You taste so sweet, bellissima…”

      “We…shouldn’t do this…” I tried, but didn’t push him away, not when the suction on my breast tightened or when Smoke came to his knees to run his hands down the back of my thighs and to pull my jeans off completely.

      “No,” he said, a laugh muddling the agreement. “You’re right.” He kissed me then, tugging my head up with his fingers moving at the back of my hair. “I shouldn’t be doing any of this, should I?” His kiss was deep, all teeth and tongue, leaving me breathless and punch drunk. “Or this?” Then Smoke moved me, tangling my legs around his hips, turning us. I went flat against the mattress and he settled my leg against his chest.

      “What…are you…”

      “Since you won’t let me sleep and you think you’re going to run out on me in the middle of the night,” he started, pushing on my free leg, stroking a finger along the inside of my thigh, “then I’m going to have to find something else to occupy my time.”

      When he wanted something—anything—the man wasn’t above fighting dirty. Right then, Smoke was the dirtiest. He moved his hand up, that wide thumb brushing against my pussy, his smile freezing as he slipped his finger inside me.

      “Still wet?” The rasp in his voice sounded a little desperate now.

      I swallowed, still torn about telling him my plan. I could only nod, my attention frozen on his face.

      His gaze slipped lower as he watched his fingers moving inside me. “This, this is a good way to occupy my time.”

      “It…is…” My breath grew ragged, uneven and that weak fight inside my head tittered closer to the side that told me to forget any fight, any lingering notion that this thing between was leading nowhere, and to just enjoy myself.

      But doing that, forgetting what would happen tomorrow, next week, or next year would do me no favors. It wouldn’t get me any further than where I’d been when I found myself stranded in this tiny town. “Smoke…we can’t…we have to stop this.”

      He paused, his gaze moving to my face for half a second before he laughed. Smoke leaned over me, still touching me, watching my face closely even as he smiled.

      “I’m serious…” I tried, but my words came out in a breathless, needy whimper when he pushed two fingers inside me.

      “You don’t sound serious.”

      “I…” Am, I told myself. That’s what I meant to say. I. Am. But Smoke slipped his fingers away from me, then slid his body over me and just like that, I forgot what I was supposed to be serious about.

      Tomorrow, I told myself, holding onto those soft, lush sheets as Smoke moved his mouth on me, his tongue inside me, my legs over his shoulders.

      Tomorrow I’ll be stronger. Tomorrow I’ll tell him we have to stop this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Smoke

          

        

      

    

    
      I loved to watch the woman walk.

      Maggie had a swing to her hips, a little swagger I haven’t ever seen from anybody else. Every night since she took the last shift in my folks’ restaurant, it was that swing and those luscious hips that kept me at my office window, looking out onto the parking lot waiting for her to leave just to catch a look at her walk.

      Tonight, she didn’t disappoint.

      The Jamaican kid she was training took too long resetting the trays for the morning crew, so Maggie was later to leave than normal. But I still waited, sipping on an espresso as I stood watching the cars pulling out of the lot. The walk I spotted first, that twisting little sway, the small curve between her back and her thick, perfect ass.

      Shit, was it sweet to watch.

      She waved the new kid off, not bothering to do more than move two fingers in his direction as she headed to her car a little slower like the night had taken some of the swagger from her movements.

      Maybe she was just tired. That would be my fault.

      Twice this week I’d convinced her to come to me. Twice she didn’t hesitate and fuck me if I couldn’t get enough of her.

      Seems like I never could.

      From that first night I spotted her out on the snowy street, something told me Maggie Ramirez would get to me. Like she was now. I was different with her. She did something I couldn’t explain and wasn’t sure I liked.

      Couldn’t say I hated it much either.

      Fuck me, what the hell was wrong with me?

      She paused, holding her door open, turning when my mother called after her. Maggie pushed a wide, forced smile over her mouth. It had been half a year since that snowy Christmas night. I’d had her a hundred different times, knew every inch of that beautiful body, been around her enough to tell when she was tired, when she was pissed off, when she was weary. I could make out when she was pretending, trying to fake nice. It had become part of her job at the restaurant. Requirements she set for herself for asshole customers— faking a sweet response to idiotic demands or a grin to rude comments  and right then, she was giving my ma a sweet, but fake ass smile.

      The half-drunk mug got abandoned as I put it on the window ledge, moving closer to watch. My mother walked toward Maggie, holding a brown shopping bag in her hand. Had to be something for the kid. Ma was always buying the boy something.

      We all were, no matter how many times Maggie asked us not to. Couldn’t help it. The boy, just like his mama, had wormed himself into our lives. There wasn’t much any of us wouldn’t do for him.

      Maggie had to know that by now.

      Which was why the forced smile and head shake she gave my mother bothered me.

      Seemed to bother my ma as well.

      It was the first time I’d ever seen Maggie refuse anything from the woman.

      First time, in fact, I’d seen anyone do that.

      But she did.

      Leaving my mother frowning and a little hurt, if the look on her face was anything to go by.

      But Angelique Carelli was a proud woman. She wouldn’t beg. She’d plan, and with one stiff nod, she urged Maggie into her car and watched the woman drive away.

      We both stared until she made a left two blocks away, then I caught my mother’s gaze. I shot back the nod she gave me, catching her meaning the second she sent it to me.

      What the hell was that?

      I didn’t know, but I had my guesses.

      The vibration of my cell against my desk pulled my attention from my mother and I moved from the window to grab it. The work I was in—the gray area kind of business as my old man called it—didn’t keep normal business hours. And there was never bullshit disputes that ended with me letting workers go or docking people’s pay. I should be so lucky.

      This kind of work required more…finesse and a fuck-ton more irritation.

      “Fucking Mickey Finney,” I said to no one, reading the message the dock manager sent, followed in rapid succession by four more.

      There was no firing anyone when the competition decided to use my shipment like his own personal fucking store.

      And that was all Finney was--competition.

      He wanted to be more. He thought he could be more than a nuisance by taking what he wanted from me.

      I’d have to teach him a lesson.

      “Dino,” I called to the cracked-opened door, throwing my cell down as I slumped into my chair.

      “Boss?” my man said, peeling into my office to fill most of the doorframe.

      Dino had worked for me since right after I won my Golden Gloves bout and set up my business. My father wanted to go legit, and Dino’s old man had been Pop’s best associate for twenty years. Dino knew the business, same as me. He knew what needed to be done without me explaining much.

      “Finney,” I said, shooting the man a look. “Marco says he lifted a shipment from the East docks.”

      “I’ll handle it personally.”

      “There’s nothing to handle.” I leaned forward, spotting another message from Marco. This one, a lot of nonsense about worrying over shipments that hadn’t arrived. “Send some boys to watch the morning deliveries. I want you to head out to White Planes in case Finney gets any ideas about fattening his fucking pockets again.”

      “I’ll take Will. He’s been asking for a bigger job. This could be it.”

      I nodded but hesitated before dismissing him. “That cousin of yours is young. You can take him but bring Stew and Davey too. Keep it low-key. I wanna see what Finney’s play is.”

      “No problem, boss.” Dino pulled out his cell, probably shooting off texts to the rest of the crew, but paused, his features going hard and his thumb stilling as he moved his gaze across the screen.

      “Problem?”

      There was always a fucking problem.

      Always some damn drama.

      This was why I’d moved my office out of my parents’ building. They weren’t far from me, but still far enough that my business and their safety were at a comfortable distance.

      “The bakery owner…”

      “Still missing?”

      Dino nodded, shrugging like he had no real explanations for me.

      The woman was a headache I didn’t need. She’d spent the first two months she showed up in town working my nerves, refusing to pay the protection fees, ignoring requests from me and my boys for a sit down to let her know how things were done in Cuoricino. Short of busting in there myself with my whole crew, which wouldn’t make any of us look good, I’d been close to running out of ideas.

      Then, four months back, the woman disappeared. The bakery was still up and running. It was doing well from the looks of it, but the chick running the place, like her boss, wouldn’t play ball.

      “I have two guys on the place every day getting fat and slurping down so much espresso they’ve gotten the shakes. But it’s no good. No news, nothing.” Dino scratched his nose, something I noticed he did when he was gearing up to tell me shit I didn’t want to hear.

      “Say what you want,” I told him, crossing my arms, knowing this shit would probably get on my nerves just like the redhead. Everything about her did.

      “I think maybe we should just…drop it.”

      “No.” I wouldn’t let him finish, waving a hand when he opened his mouth again. “It’s been four months, and no one’s seen her. But Dario did some digging.” At Dino’s look, I shook my head, a little disappointed that the man still didn’t think my brother had straightened himself out. “What? You think he hasn’t shaken off Riker’s?”

      “Not my job to tell you what I think, boss.”

      “That look on your face says enough.” Dino didn’t answer, shifted his expression, but sat when I nodded to the chair in front of my desk, turning down the espresso when I waved to the machine.

      “Five years on the inside does something to you,” I explained, my fingers digging into my forehead. “But it’s not all bad with Dario.”

      “How do you mean?” Dino leaned forward, elbows to his knees.

      “He’s got an instinct now he didn’t have before. A sense when shit is sideways and the redhead? Shit with her is fucking horizontal.”

      He nodded, sitting back, his face bunching up as he watched me. “He hear something?”

      “He put two and two together.” I slipped a glance to the door, nodding, and Dino reached behind him, pushing it closed before he turned his attention back at me.

      “And?”

      “Liam Shane.”

      The man dropped his guard and the second that asshole’s name left my mouth, I spotted the fury he stirred up in Dino. My man was loyal. He would be. Shane had nearly taken out my cousin Johnny. He’d made himself the biggest enemy our family had. That meant he was Dino’s enemy too.

      “She’s connected?” Dino asked, his mouth tight.

      “She might be. Shane’s got a missing wife no one can find. This redhead is the same age. Same height and weight. She’s got the same scar on her neck where Shane cut her when she fought her way out of their bed. But Dario can’t be sure. He didn’t get that close of a look.”

      “He saw the scar?”

      Dino watched the smile stretch over my mouth but didn’t react. Of course Dario watched. The redhead was hot. “That bastard did five years on the inside and she’s everything on his list.”

      “He likes redheads?”

      “Fuck, man. He likes female. Enough said. She had him interested and now he wants to know if that’s her.”

      “If it is…”

      I nodded, stretching back to rub a hand over my mouth. “If it is, she might have just as much reason to find out where Shane is as Dario. They’d have a common enemy.”

      Liam Shane had been the one to supply the drugs to our youngest brother, Dante. The same drugs he sold out of Dario’s bar. Dante took Shane’s money, and our family landed an enemy. But it was Dario who took that bid for our kid brother. It was Dario who landed in Riker’s.

      After Shane kidnapped Johnny’s woman, just to prove he could, he cut his own neck with our family. The redhead might know where Shane did his hiding. If she did, that information would be valuable.

      We needed her found.

      “Kat Harrell is back on the East Coast,” Dino said, his voice even, but I heard the hint of something anxious in his tone. He’d been a little soft on Kat a few years back, even though the woman had never been interested in anything but the laptops she used to hack into whatever security system needed breaking and whoever paid her the most for doing the job.

      “Find her,” I told him, pushing back from my desk. “If the redhead has been travelling or using anything other than cash, Kat can find her.” I downed the rest of the espresso, my glance moving to the window and the bakery down the block. “Tell Wilson at the precinct to get me a tap on their line.” It was time the cops in this little town started returning some favors for the money I poured into their budget. They looked the other way when I needed them to and I made sure they had enough guns, enough cars, and enough vests to keep this town peaceful and quiet.

      “And…Dario?” I shook my head, not much liking the disbelief I heard in Dino’s voice when he asked about my brother. When I glared at him, he held up his hand. “He might spook the woman if he finds her.”

      Everybody had thoughts about people doing time. Even Dino. But my kid brother wasn’t some career criminal. He’d done his five years. Learned a few things in the process. Still, Dino didn’t look convinced.

      “Or, hell, maybe she’ll spook him.”

      “Nah,” I told the man, grabbing my cell when it sounded again. “Dante and Luca took him to the city months back. He got his back straightened out.” Dino frowned, like he had no idea what I meant. I cocked an eyebrow when the man only stared back at me blankly. “Jesus, man. They got him laid. A lot. He can handle himself.” Dino nodded, moving back to the door when my cell sounded, and I waved him off. “He’s a Carelli. Give my kid brother a little credit.”

      “Got it,” Dino said, shutting the door behind him before he disappeared into the hallway.

      Twenty crates. Marco’s message read.

      That was an easy half a mil gone because that Finney punk didn’t want to earn his own money.

      And they beat the fuck out of Bobby and his kid brother.

      Shit. Bobby was barely twenty-two. He’d brought his brother along because it was supposed to be an easy night watching the docks.

      Watch your back and keep shit locked down, I typed back, my fingers slipping across the screen from how firmly I held my cell.

      “This is why,” I told myself, throwing my cell onto the desk, slumping back into my chair. My life wouldn’t get easier. This wouldn’t change.

      There was no eager son waiting in the wings to take over for me. There never would be and I knew why.

      This business. This life, there was no place in it for a family or connections that could be used against me.

      My father could protect my mother and siblings better than I could. He’d been doing it longer.

      I could protect myself. I could give myself up if I needed to.

      But anyone else would only get in the way. On my own, I had nothing to lose. On my own, there were no liabilities.

      The thought had me slipping, dropping my guard. Sometimes, I couldn’t help myself.

      The folder was in an app marked Calculator. Anyone with half a brain would know about it, but probably wouldn’t guess what I had stored in mine. I thumbed through the folder, hunched in my chair, elbows on my knees as I stared down at dozens and dozens of pictures I’d sneaked of Maggie when she slept next to me. Dozens more of the kid laughing, playing with his mama. More of Maggie grinning up at me or making faces that made her look like a kid.

      “Fuck.”

      It was no good. No point in getting myself lost in this bullshit. Not when it would go nowhere. Not when I’d told her there could never be anything between us. She knew this. She’d known it from that first night we were together. I’d offered her the only thing I could.

      “I can’t promise to be your man, but I can have your back and look out for you. You need that. You need a friend and I got you. You understand me?”

      She had.

      We both had.

      Still… we kept coming back.

      But sex blurred everything.

      Maybe she was tired of those blurred lines.

      Maybe that’s what she’d meant last night.

      “We can’t…we have to stop this.”

      I hadn’t listened.

      I never did when the truth was stuffed behind the bullshit I pretended was real.

      Maggie had refused my mother’s gift tonight.

      She tried to refuse me last night.

      Maybe she was trying to tell me something deep down I knew I wasn’t ready to hear.

      Problem was, I wasn’t sure I’d ever be ready to hear that from her.
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      Brunch hadn’t always been a tradition.

      Families get busy. Schedules don’t mesh, but since Dante came back from Pistoia, where our folks had sent him when Dario willingly took the sentence for his drug charge, and since the man himself had gotten out of Riker’s, my ma had made something of a big deal about a sit down for brunch whenever we could manage it.

      But it was always a damn madhouse.

      “Maria!” my mother screamed to her sister. “How many times do I have to say it? Get the orange juice. I swear…you don’t listen…”

      My ma and her sister, Maria, still bickered like they were ten and twelve and not sixty-two and sixty. I’d learned it was best to stay out of their way, which is what I did as I moved through the back entrance of my folks’ large apartment.

      “I told you already! It’s on the table!” The older woman cursed under her breath, saying something about my mother she choked on when she caught me watching her as I stopped in the hallway and nodded to her, shooting my aunt a grin. “Dimitri? You’re late. You brought the jam?”

      “It’s here.” I moved into the kitchen, a massive industrial-looking room with concrete counter tops and a metal top island that was covered with trays of food—bacon, eggs, fette biscottate and croissants. So much of it my stomach growled just as the scent hit my sinuses. “How late am I?”

      “Santino has already said prayers…and you know how your father loves to go on with those… and Dante is telling Maggie about you and that loose little girl you took to Junior prom, so I’d say two mimosas in.”

      “Maggie’s here?”

      Maria’s grin was slow to move over her face, but when it did, I got the feeling there’d be a shit-ton of questions flying out of her mouth I had no intention of answering. She took the jam out of my hands, hugging the brown paper bag to her chest. “Is that a problem?” Her small head bobbed as she inched a look over my shoulder, toward the dining room, before she glanced up at me. “I thought you two were…ya know…” The woman made a sharp whistling sound with her teeth while waggling her eyebrows and I decided that was all the nosey ass questioning I could take from my aunt.

      “Dimitri,” she tried when I turned away from her, heading into the dining room.

      “Son,” my father said, slapping my shoulder when I reached down to kiss the top of his head. “You’re late.”

      “Had to get the jam.”

      My father waved me off, motioning to the coffee pot in front of him as I sat at the only empty seat left at the table. Predictably, it was next to Maggie who seemed to be half-listening to Dante, mostly watching as my kid brother feed Mateo small bites of buttery croissants.

      “Morning,” I told her, leaning close enough to catch a hint of her perfume, not so close that it would linger on my suit when I walked away from the table.

      “Hola, Smoke,” she said, that sweet, low murmur of a greeting doing more to work me up than the peak of her cleavage I caught when Mateo reached toward her and pulled down the front of her shirt.

      “What was that girl’s name,” my youngest brother blurted, leaning across the table. He snapped his fingers like whatever name he was trying to come up with was on the tip of his tongue and irritating me was gonna help him along with it. “You know the one with the big…”

      “Dante,” our mother said, calling across the table, over the noise of her sister and brother-in-law and Dario who screamed into his cell like he was a trader on Wall Street. “Don’t bother your brother with such things.” To me, Ma pointed at a dish of some casserole brimming with eggs and cheese. “Eat before it’s cold, Dimitri.”

      “It’s always like this, si?” Maggie adjusted the kid, her smile easy, amused as she shifted him onto her lap. Anytime she came around my family, she seemed to get caught in the middle of some chaos, and every time she did, Maggie’s eyes got wide and wild, like she’d never seen anything like us before.

      “Like what?” I shot a frown at Dario when his voice got too loud, clearing my throat to get his attention. He glanced around the table, waving at our father in apology.

      “Loud.”

      “Bella,” I started, shooting her a smile. “You’ve been around us six months now. You’re not used to this bullshit yet?”

      “It’s not…bullshit…” Even cursing, the woman was beautiful, and hearing it, seeing how her cheeks flushed, how she glanced toward my mother, like she thought saying something crude in front of her would be disrespectful, did nothing to harden the soft spots the woman had made of my heart.

      Fuck. I sounded like some moony punk writing Hallmark cards.

      Downing my coffee, I tried to ignore the way she smelled and that sweet, lingering smile she gave me. It was stupid, thinking I could forget anything about her, but things were starting to get to me. She was getting to me.

      “Maggie,” Dante said, his voice a little high, like he’d had more than the two mimosas Maria thought, “you should make plans to come with us to the lake house for the Fourth next month.”

      “Oh, that’s a wonderful idea,” Ma said, clapping her hands. Despite how she’d reacted last night when Maggie had refused her bag, the woman seemed to light up at my kid brother’s suggestion. “He’d love it there and God knows you could do with a break.”

      “Oh…I don’t know.” Next to me, Maggie shifted in her seat, moving the kid to stand when he wiggled. He balanced on her lap, grinning around the table like he knew he had everyone’s attention.

      “You can’t say no,” Dante told her, polishing off the last of his mimosa. “It’ll be fun and I’m sure Smoke will take you to Bradford’s cliff. You’ll like that most of all.”

      The asshole’s stupid smirk didn’t lower when I glared at him. I wiped my mouth, gaze on my little brother until he finally had the good sense to stop grinning at me.

      “What’s…Bradford’s cliff?” Maggie said, holding onto the kid’s hands as he balanced on her lap.

      “It’s where Smoke always took his…”

      “It’s where Dante will end up if he doesn’t keep his mouth shut,” I interrupted my kid brother.

      “Still,” Ma said, waving to get us quiet. “Maggie, you should come. You and the baby. We always try to get out of town for the Fourth, and last year, well, there was too much going on.” My mother shook her head, refusing to look at Dario or Dante. Last year was the first we’d spent together since those two assholes came home. The lake house would have been a bad idea. Too many cliffs. Too much water. Way too many places to hide a body if they pissed each other off.

      “I…well, thank you for the invitation, Mrs. Carelli…” At my ma’s frown, Maggie gave her a smile, then stood, likely figuring the offer of handing the kid over would make up for still refusing to call Ma, “Mrs. Carelli” and not “mama.”

      “Let’s see you,” Ma said, reaching for Mateo when Maggie held him out to her. “Oh…you’re getting more and more handsome every time I see you.”

      “You saw him two days ago,” Pop said, smiling.

      My folks had taken to the kid as if he was their grandson and the thought should have bothered me. But as Maggie helped Maria clear away the dishes, ignoring whatever bullshit Dante said to her, and my folks played with the baby, taking turns talking to him like idiots, I couldn’t find it in me to be pissed. Fact was, he was the closest thing they had to a grandson. The thought twisted something in my chest.

      “Hey,” she said to me, that pretty smile widening as she leaned over me to grab my empty plate. “I need a favor, but you gotta promise not to laugh at me.”

      “Bella, would I laugh at you?”

      “Yes, he would,” Dante cut in, howling when I flipped him the bird.

      “Name it,” I told Maggie, taking the plates in her hands from her before I made her sit next to me.

      “My Outback—”

      “That tank!” Dante said, laughing when Maggie shook her head.

      No matter what my kid brother said, Maggie was proud of her car. She’d learned her lesson since I’d convinced her to ditch the shit bucket she’d landed here in. It had given out on her a couple months back. The tires on the Subaru were new, the back windshield and paint job I had replaced, without her knowing, before she picked it up. She made the note every month with no one’s help, something I knew she was proud of.

      “What about it?” I asked.

      “It needs an oil change.”

      “I’ll have Dino bring it into the shop and…”

      “No, I don’t want to do that,” she said, the smile lowering. “Toni said you used to work at your cousin’s garage when you were in high school.”

      “He mopped the floor. They wouldn’t let him near an engine.” Dante’s laugh died on his lips when me and Maggie both looked at him and I nodded toward the other side of the table, dismissing him with one jerk of my head.

      “I can change the oil for you if you don’t trust a shop…”

      “It’s not that.” Maggie shrugged, scratching the underside of her chin, and I folded my arms, trying to keep myself from touching her face when her cheeks brightened. “I can remember, when I was a kid, all my aunties and Grandma knowing how to take care of their vehicles. They were proud, actually, that they didn’t have to get any of their boyfriends or brothers to do it for them.” She fiddled with one of the wrinkled napkins on the table, not looking at me. Maggie hadn’t given much away about herself. There wasn’t much I knew about the childhood she had, except that it had been rough and lonely.

      “So you want to learn, like them,” I said, filling in the blanks when she didn’t elaborate. She shot her gaze to me, her smile slow to come, but then the woman I knew seemed to jump to the surface, and she nodded, brushing the hair from her shoulder.

      “Yeah. Can you teach me? When you get a chance?”

      Nodding once, I winked at Maggie, already rearranging my schedule in my head. “I’ll come by this afternoon and bring you to O’Bryant’s. They’ve got all the filters you need for the Outback.”

      “Good,” she said, standing again, grabbing the empty plates. “Thanks, Smoke. I appreciate it.”

      “Anything for you, bella,” I told her, not missing how her grin slid up higher and higher as she walked away from me.

      “You should let me teach her,” Dante said, slumping in the chair next to me.

      “And you, little brother,” I said through a sigh, “should learn to keep your mouth shut.”

      To my left, I caught sight of Dino’s large shape and stood, nodding at my man when he met me at the back of the dining room. His face was shadowed, eyes sunken, so I moved quicker, that twisting in my chest churning now for a reason that had nothing to do with Maggie or her kid.

      “Boss,” he said, moving his head down, facing away from the front of the room where my family sat.

      “Tell me.” I grabbed the man by the shoulder, turning him toward the balcony at the front of the den, my gaze still on the table and on Maggie as she looked from my parents, still playing with her boy, to me.

      Dino scrubbed his stubbled chin, letting out a sigh. “Nobody knows where Kat is.”

      I stepped back, dropping my hand off his shoulder. “What do you mean nobody knows?”

      “I’m saying. I called Alphie and Mickey. All the guys from Pfizer who worked with her before she went independent.” He rubbed a knuckle into his eye, then shrugged. “I’m telling you, she’s a ghost. There’s zero chatter. Last anyone heard is that she worked some gig for a tech company in the city, but that was only a two-week job and then…nothing.”

      “You contacted the…”

      “All the dummy numbers and the email addresses with the draft folders. All empty.”

      Kat Harrel had been my go-to tech whiz anytime I needed anything handled that went beyond muscle and street smarts. The woman could bypass any program, any security protocol. She was a genius, and she was tough. I liked her. She knew that. She also knew I had her back. Kat would never take off without at least dropping hints that she had to leave.

      “I don’t like this,” I told Dino, moving to the window, my face away from the dining room, my gaze unfocused as the lunch crowd started to make their way into the restaurant.

      “Didn’t think you would, boss.” He folded his arms, the muscles around his mouth twitching. “Don’t much like this shit either.”

      One glance at Dino and I got that this bothered the man more than he’d ever admit. He was tough. He did his job but that didn’t mean he was a robot.

      “I know you don’t.”

      “Dimitri,” I heard, frowning when my mother called me. I turned, dropping the expression from my face. She moved toward me, Mateo squirming in her arms. “That Paris girl is gonna be late again. Maggie is going to get the lunch shift started and I’ve got to clean up. Take the baby, yeah?”

      I didn’t hesitate. Didn’t blink. Mateo came to me. Ma left, patting Dino on the shoulder once in greeting before she moved back toward the table and I held the kid to my side, letting him mess with the crucifix on my chain, something that always seemed to make him happy.

      “Call Benny,” I told Dino, picking up the conversation like we hadn’t been interrupted. “He’s got a few guys in the city that know what they’re doing. If Benny can’t find Kat, then no one can. I’ll put some calls in with Wilson. He owes me more than a few favors and that tap on the bakery is not gonna lead anywhere.” Mateo yawned, rubbing his face against my shoulder before he leaned his head down and I took the hint, settling the kid against my chest with my hand on his back. When he was tired, he like to be held, wanted a little comfort, and I could respect that. Sometimes a man needs a little reassurance. Didn’t bother me, so I patted the kid’s back, still trying to think of where Kat could have gotten off to before I noticed Dino’s cocked eyebrow and how the man glanced at my hand on Mateo’s back and then the slow, soft snores coming from his nose.

      “What?”

      Dino didn’t answer me. Instead, my man looked away, glancing to the kid, then over my head, toward the dining room where Dario and Dante stood, their attention on me. Dante grinned like an idiot and I doubted that look was just about the mimosas he’d downed at brunch. Dario, though, held his cell in his hand, his thumb hovering over the screen, but his gaze was locked on me as Mateo stirred and I rocked the kid up my shoulder to be more comfortable.

      “What?” I mouthed, not appreciating the stares those assholes gave me.

      It wasn’t until I caught my father’s narrowed eyes and my mother’s smug, satisfied smile that I realized what an idiot I was and how this shit probably looked to all of them.

      “Oh, look how cute,” I heard, my attention shooting to the three women moving through the dining room. Two of them I knew—Mrs. Lulling, the librarian and her sister-in-law Mrs. Williams, the other one, a good twenty years younger than them, I’d never seen before.

      “Ladies,” I greeted, stilling my hand on Mateo’s back.

      “Mr. Carelli,” Mrs. Williams said, resting a hand on her chest. “How are you today…and the baby?”

      “We’re good,” I started, eyes squinting when the woman I didn’t know moved to my side and smiled at the kid.

      “Your son is so beautiful,” she said, jerking her gaze back to the older, laughing women behind her. “What?”

      “Nothing, my dear,” Mrs. Lulling said. “Let’s leave Mr. Carelli to his business and get a table.”

      My son.

      I stretched my neck, not looking at Dino when I spoke, trying to ignore the sensation that crested in my gut. “Call Benny. Find Kat.”

      “I’ll get on it,” he said, hesitating before he turned. “I…wanna check the West dock. There was nothing off in White Plains like I told you when I called last night, but I sent Will this morning to the West dock and still haven’t heard from him. I’m…kinda getting worried.”

      “Go,” I told him, not bothering to watch him as he left. He had a job to do and so did I.

      My son, I thought, rubbing the kid’s back again, moving away from my family’s stares as that sensation in my gut moved up my chest, wondering why I didn’t hate the way that sounded.

      Wondering why the idea of being Mateo’s father didn’t scare me like I knew it should.
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      Smoke didn’t look like the gangster he was, walking around O’Bryant’s General Store in a pair of faded Levi’s 510s and plain-toe black Timberlands. In fact, he looked more like the men pouring concrete by the new park entrance next to my building than the smooth “businessman” everyone in town thought him to be as we neared the checkout.

      But he looked as relaxed in those jeans and tight Yankees tee as he did in the designer suits that filled his closets. Truth was that the man looked good in anything he wore, and I suspected he knew it.

      “This one’s open.” He nodded toward the checkout, smiling at the older cashier waving off a teenage boy, his arms full of two canvas bags.

      “Mr. Carelli!” she called, her round cheeks dimpling as she stared at Smoke. The woman’s graying, curled hair fell around her face, small tendrils obscuring her eyes, and she brushed it back before she wiped down the scanner at her side. “Good afternoon. How are you on this gorgeous summer day?”

      “Good, Ms. Ada. We’re good,” he said, glancing at me, helping me place the items for my oil change onto the belt. “How’s your sister?” Smoke’s smile was warm, and like always when he spoke, particularly to older folk, his attention was focused directly on their eyes. “She get her daughter’s situation taken care of?”

      Ms. Ada’s smile lowered a fraction, her gaze moving to the side, but she kept the same welcoming expression on her face. “She did, thanks to you. I can’t tell you how grateful…” The woman went quiet when Smoke cleared his throat, giving me a glance that didn’t make it to my face before he dipped his hand to his pocket, motioning to the stuff we’d put onto the belt for her to ring up. “Right,” she said, hurrying with our items. “Let’s get this taken care of.”

      It wasn’t the first time someone gushed to him in my presence. It wouldn’t be the last, but like every other time I’d heard a great heap of gratitude for something he’d handled, some secret business that the Carelli’s had “taken care of,” Smoke dismissed the praise. It was his way.

      “Car trouble?” Ms. Ada asked, putting the blue oil filter into a canvas bag, her smile bouncing between the two of us.

      “Maggie here wants to learn how to change her own oil.” Smoke’s expression was amused, a little expectant, as though he could predict what would come next and my reaction as if he’d written it in a script.

      I started to get the feeling the man knew me a little too well.

      “Oh, why on earth would you want to do that, honey?” Ada grabbed the wrench, wrapped in cellophane that I insisted purchasing myself instead of borrowing the one Smoke said he had at his garage, and waved it in my direction. “You’ve got yourself a strong, capable man right here who clearly can take care of you.” The wink she gave me was obvious. “Mr. Carelli always seems to smile a bit more anytime you’re around, the whole town talks about it. It’s sweet. You make a fine couple. You should let him fix your car, sugar. Every girl needs a man to look after such things for her.”

      Another wink coupled with a wide grin that reminded me of all the waggling eyes and exaggerated looks I got from Smoke’s siblings and parents anytime he and I stood too close to each other. They weren’t stupid. And we could be a little obvious. But nothing was out in the open. We never pawed at each other. We weren’t all moony and sweet-eyed in public.

      But we had spent the past six months going at each other like two teenagers with a fresh round of pubescent hormones and parents who told them they were forbidden to do a damn thing with one another.

      Still, us being at the same store, at the same time, buying car things together, and him being the sort of man who liked to fix things whenever they needed fixing, absolutely didn’t mean I needed to be taken care of, no matter what this sweet old lady thought.

      From the corner of my eye, I spotted Smoke covering his mouth. Then, he took to shaking his head before I inhaled, pushing the cans of oil down the belt. “Well,” I said, folding my arms, “I am all the capable man I need right now, Ms. Ada.” Smoke glanced at me, his grin a little annoying, then insufferable when I slapped his hand as he tried paying for the purchases. “And that,” I said, pointing to the total on the register, “I can take care of too.”

      “Yes ma’am,” he said, tucking his wallet back in his pocket, not bothering to hide his laughter.

      Ms. Ada’s smile fell completely, and a fresh wave of guilt filled my chest. I was being a rude bitch, something the old woman didn’t deserve. There was no call for my attitude, not when the woman was just speaking what was likely on the mind of most of the women in town—a big lot of them who probably thought Smoke hung the moon, no matter if it fit in with my way of thinking.

      Spotting the little jar on the corner of her till, the one with the picture of the too thin kids with no summer meals and the sweet faces, I paused, digging in my purse for a twenty.

      “Uh, you have a good afternoon…” I told the woman, stuffing the cash into the nearly empty jar before I grabbed Smoke and my bag and hustled us both out of the store.

      “Stubborn…ridiculous…” he was saying, laughing as we moved down the sidewalk.

      “Oh, shut up!”

      “She was being sweet.” He paused at the intersection, taking the bag from me despite me trying to hold onto it. “And,” he continued when I frowned at him, “she’s harmless.”

      “This whole town is harmless,” I admitted, following at his side as we moved through the intersection and down the sidewalk that led to his building. “And they seem to make a lot of assumptions…” I let the statement hang, not wanting to bring up a conversation I was sure Smoke didn’t want to have. We’d never discussed a relationship between us because of the impossibility of it all. It was established from the beginning, and no matter how many times I ended up in his bed, that wasn’t going to change.

      Smoke nodded to Mr. Confer, a tall man in his forties with a kind face and a salt and pepper beard I’d seen coaching the pee wee football team in the park every Saturday morning, but kept his attention on the street and the cars and small crowd that congregated near the bakery and coffee shop. “It makes sense. You’re around. The kid, he’s around a lot…”

      “We…don’t have to be.”

      Smoke slowed his steps but didn’t stop, moving just behind me like he thought about turning around but changed his mind. “No,” he said, catching up and shooting a look at me I couldn’t read. “You don’t.” Then, he stretched his neck, a habit I’d noticed he had anytime he was irritated or tired. “But, I’m used to the kid yanking on my chain and I’m used to you yanking on my—”

      I jabbed him in the ribs before he could finish, laughing until my throat ached as we moved down the sidewalk. “You’re annoying.”

      “A little,” he admitted, “but I serve a purpose.” When Smoke looked at me the way he did just then, my head went a little fuzzy and I forgot about those rules we’d established when this all started. For a second, I let myself forget about all the impossibilities.

      “Si,” I said, staring at his mouth, then quickly glancing at his eyes, blinking when he curled an arm around my waist and pulled me close. “But…” I put a few steps between us, reminding myself that wasn’t what I needed from him today. “On today’s agenda is an oil change lesson.”

      “Fine, bella…” He grabbed me again, moving his mouth to my ear, making his voice deep, teasing. “Then let’s get dirty…”
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      “Did I get it all?” I didn’t trust his grin. Or that smirk. Or the way Smoke kept nodding. It was too quick. Like he was full of shit and wanted me to believe he wasn’t. “Where’s the damn mirror?”

      “You can’t be worried about what you look like in the middle of an oil change, bella.”

      “I’m not, Mr. Carelli.” He laughed—he’d been doing an annoying lot of that shit— clearly amused by me exaggerating his last name. “I’m worried that I still have oil all over my face because someone didn’t tell me about how much oil would still be in the pan when I released the drain plug.” The thick scent of the oil coiled into the back of my throat, not helping to ease the soreness I felt there.

      “I did warn you.”

      “Liar…”

      “In fact,” he slid the pan out of the way, stretching an arm toward me to wipe the crumbled paper towel across my forehead, “I think I said, ‘head’s up,’ just before you pulled the plug out.”

      That smile was lethal, and it was the only thing saving him from a full throttling as we hunched under my Outback. “Yelling ‘head’s up’ isn’t exactly giving me all the instruction I need to do this right.”

      Smoke whistled, holding up his hands like he was ready to give up. “I went over the instructions before we got your Subaru off the ground. Step by step.”

      “Pfftt. You’re full of shit. ‘Jack up the car.’” I held up one filthy, oil-drenched finger before lifting a second. “Slide a container to catch oil underneath and locate the drain plug.” And a third. “Unscrew. Watch for the oil as it comes out. At no time did you say, ‘watch out for the damn geyser that will spew from the pan and oh, by the way, it’s gonna soak your head and face and hands, Maggie’—it’s not funny!”

      The asshole rolled onto his back, laughing so loud his face had gone red and he wiped at his eyes. “Shit, bella, it is funny.”

      He turned on his side, still grinning like an idiot when I replaced the brush gasket, the laughter subsiding only slightly as I refastened the bolt with the wrench.

      “I…honestly didn’t think you were serious about all this,” he admitted, looking up at me from the ground as I turned, frowning down at him.

      “Why wouldn’t I be serious about this?”

      “A story my folks told me…about when they met.” Smoke softened his features, his expression easy, traces of his laughter still in the lightness of his eyes and the small grin on his face.

      “How did they meet?”

      He hesitated, just watching me, like he wasn’t sure he wanted to bring up something so personal. It wasn’t exactly common knowledge, and though the Carelli’s were friendly, kind people, they were private. But Smoke only hesitated a second longer before he scooted closer, ignoring the small protest I made before he took the wrench from me and finished fastening the bolt as though he needed something to do to distract himself.

      “Pop worked at this garage back on Staten Island. He’d been there since high school, trying like hell not to be like his—” he stopped, not looking at me before he corrected himself— “trying to make his way different from his family’s.” Mr. Carelli hadn’t been part of his father and brother’s business, the illegal business, and I’d heard rumors it had been a struggle for Smoke’s parents because of it. They’d worked hard for every dime they had.

      “So, he worked long hours and did all the jobs nobody wanted. Dealt with the housewives who didn’t want their men knowing they’d busted up their cars or the families that couldn’t afford to pay up front. He got a reputation for doing good work and for being a good man.”

      “I’m not surprised,” I told him, smiling at the slow shake of Smoke’s head.

      “So that kind of reputation, that kind of man, being the good-looking sort like most Carelli men are…” Smoke turned to me, shooting me a wink that pulled a laugh from me, before he continued, “you can imagine there were a lot of women coming by trying to get his attention.”

      “Or cheap labor.”

      “Yeah, that too.”  Smoke nodded to the oil pan, then slid out from underneath the car, leaning down to help me up. He handed over a few more paper towels and we both continued to clean away the oil residue before he lowered the hydraulic and brought my Subaru back to the ground. Then, he lifted the hood and pointed to the bright blue oil filter marked with the word “Engine” along the center.

      I reached for it, unfastening the cylinder filter like he’d instructed me before we started and grabbed a can of fresh motor oil to lubricate the new filter, rubbing the oil around the opening as Smoke watched me, nodding when I replaced it.

      “So, you’re dad…”

      “So, Pop kept getting this one girl coming in, cute little thing he said, big mouth, pretty face, bossy as hell. Every week for over a month. One week it was the tires. One was flat. He fixed the flat tire. Next week, another one was balled. He replaced that one.”

      “She had excuses?” I asked, grabbing the yellow oil cap and removing it.

      Smoke leaned against the car, nodding, handing over a well-used funnel to slip it inside. “She was relentless but full of attitude, telling him every week his work was ‘okay’ and that she thought his prices could be better and when the tires were all new and perfect, she started having problems with her transmission, then something funky with the engine.”

      I poured the motor oil into the funnel, grinning at the smirk on Smoke’s face, already guessing who the woman had been. From the sound of her, Mrs. Carelli hadn’t changed much. “He didn’t figure it out?”

      “Took him a while and even then, she had to help him with it. Wasn’t until she had her car towed to his shop and comes in yelling at him about what an awful mechanic he was because he’d supposedly fixed her car and it left her stranded on the side of the road. He gets under the hood and discovers the distributor cap had popped off.”

      I blinked up at Smoke, not getting why he shook his head. “That was a problem?”

      “Yeah, bella. Distributor caps don’t just pop off by themselves. They’re clipped on. Pretty much impossible to pop off on their own.”

      “She did it?” Smoke nodded, a slow, sweet smile stretching his lips as I tapped the empty oil can against the funnel. “And he finally got it?”

      He shook his head, arms crossed. “Not at first. Not until he was done fussing at her, asking her if she was trying to ruin his good name by sabotaging his work. Thought maybe she had a brother or uncle working for another garage and was trying to help them out and by the time he got done accusing her of all the bullshit that should have sent her packing, that pretty twenty-year-old woman puts her hand on her hips, calls him a dumb mook and asks him how stupid he has to be to not know she wants him to take her out.”

      “And then…”

      “And then,” Smoke said, laughing with me. “They dated four months. Got married on a Sunday, and she never had to worry about flat tires or funky car problems again.”

      After waiting a good ten minutes, as Smoke had instructed, I pulled the oil gauge out of the bin and checked the level, nodding when I spotted the correct amount.

      “And you thought I was trying to pull the same shit your mom did? Because…”

      “Not really. I mean…maybe…”

      I shut the hood, stepping around the car, while Smoke squeezed degreaser in my hand and we washed up at the small sink next to the door. “The difference between your parents and us…is…”

      “Well,” he said, drying his hands, then he brought the towel over and patted dry my fingers and knuckles. “Not sure I wanna know if they were doing what we do, but I’m guessing they weren’t.”

      “Because…”

      Smoke grabbed my waist, pushing me onto the hood of my car. “Maybe they were better Catholics than we are, bella.”

      “Uh huh…maybe,” I said, leaning back on one hand, my foot rubbing against the back of his thigh. “Or maybe, I’m just using you for your body…”

      His laughter echoed through the garage, then lowered into a soft growl when I pulled him close, scooting closer to get my legs around his waist. Smoke’s grin twisted up the right side of his mouth as he took hold of my leg, pushing me close. “Gotta admit…I’m good with that.”
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      On Friday morning, Maggie’s roommate, Vi, stood with Mateo on one hip and two O’Bryant’s bags dangling from her elbow, barely making it down the sidewalk. I wasn’t one to judge shit. It wasn’t my place. But the woman was struggling and, in the heat, with the kid in the mood he seemed in, that struggle looked to be wearing her thin.

      “Hey,” I said, stopping Vi as she tried pushing the crosswalk button with her elbow. “I got it…hold on.”

      “Smoke…” I knew relief when I spotted it and it was clear on the woman’s face. From the way she lowered her shoulders and how she didn’t resist Mateo crawling into my arms when I reached for him, I got that she might need a break. “My hands are full at the moment.”

      “Maggie’s working?” I’d gotten busy with business, dealing with new clients two towns over and hadn’t caught up with her since I helped with the Outback at the beginning of the week. Other than Ma mentioning Maggie being late three days ago for her lunch shift, no one had mentioned her to me.

      “Sick,” Vi said, pulling back her long hair into some knot she managed without an elastic band. “She’s been running a fever all day and chasing that one around. I took him out with me to give her a break.”

      The kid reached for my chain, laughing when I bounced him in my hands, but I kept my attention on Vi, wondering why my chest had gone all tight. “She been to a doctor?”

      The woman tilted her head, giving it a shake. “You serious? Your folks pay well, but she can’t afford the co-pays or the medicines. I got Mr. Aldridge to give me samples of his overstock vitamins because Maggie won’t let me call my doctor, but she’s got this rash I’m worried about. It’s all up her neck and under her arms. I don’t think it’s chicken pox…I mean, surely she’s had her vaccinations and…hey! Where are you going?”

      By the time I’d made it to Maggie’s building, Mateo was fussing, probably crying because of how hard I pounded on his mother’s door. It was probably smarter to wait on Vi for the key. Probably smarter, but not rational, to get Maggie to make me one of my own, but, right now, that wouldn’t let me into her apartment any sooner.

      “Quit banging on my door, pendejo!” I heard on the other side, just before the door flew open and Maggie’s frown and glare greeted me. “Smoke?” She looked between me and her kid, who reached for her, but I held him back when I caught a good look at her red-spotted face.

      “Fuck’s sake, bella…”

      “What?”

      She moved toward the baby, clearly ready to take him out of my arms, but I shook my head, hating the look she gave me. “Has he been vaccinated?”

      “What? Of course he has. He’s up on his shots.”

      She tried slapping my hand away when I felt her forehead, but relaxed against me, her eyes going round when I cursed. “What? I’m…fine.”

      “The hell you are,” I told her, nodding into her apartment. “Sit the hell down before you pass out.”

      The elevator chimed behind me and Vi approached. Maggie looked over my shoulder, her face getting paler as the kid squirmed in my arms.

      “It looks worse,” the older woman said. “Sweetie, you gotta see a doctor.”

      “You feeling bad? Sore throat?” I asked Vi.

      “I’m healthy as a horse,” she said, taking the baby when he reached for her.

      I nodded once, pointing Maggie inside. When she didn’t move, I gave her shoulder a shove, turning back to hold Vi off. “Stay out here. I’ll get a bag together and call my boy Dino. We’ll set you up at my place.”

      “Why on earth would we…” Vi argued, taking a step forward.

      “You and the kid aren’t running fevers. Maggie is, and if I remember anything from my little brothers getting sick, and those little bastards were always sick, I’d know a strep rash anywhere.” Maggie groaned from the living room, but I ignored her. “She may not like it, but she needs medicine and rest and you and Mateo don’t need to be around her when she has strep. A one-year-old with that shit is murder on your nerves.”

      “That’s…true,” Vi said, patting the baby.

      I dug in my pocket, pulling out my phone and shot Dino a text. “If you don’t want to stay at my place, my folks have a few empty bedrooms, or we can get you a room at the B&B…”

      “What about Maggie…”

      I glanced up at Vi, swallowing, not hesitating when I answered. “I’ll take care of her. Don’t worry.” The older woman opened her mouth, likely ready to argue with me, but when I only stared back at her, keeping my expression even, she gave me a nod, looking me up and down like she figured I could manage. Maybe I could. Maybe I couldn’t. One thing was sure, there wasn’t anybody else I’d let take care of Maggie. That was my job.
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      “Sit up.”

      “You’re so bossy…”

      “And you’re a whiny invalid.”

      “I’m not an invalid.”

      “If you say so.”

      She barely lifted her head. Maggie used my chest and the back of her arm to push herself up and got two long sips of the chicken broth Ma sent over down her raw throat before she scrunched her nose and rested back against me.

      “It’s murder on my throat …”

      “Dramatic,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. I didn’t like how pale she was or how long the fever had stuck with her. But Dr. Richards had been by twice in the past three days, shooting Maggie up with a course of penicillin, warning us that it might take a while to work.

      Until then, I was stuck with the world’s worst, but most beautiful strep patient. “You’re lucky my ma isn’t over here spoon-feeding you. She threatened.”

      “It’s worse,” Maggie said, relaxing against my shoulder. “I got you.” She closed her eyes when I brushed the hair from her forehead, then opened them, blinking up at me. “You…don’t have to do this, you know. I can manage.”

      Eyebrows shooting up, I tried damn hard not to laugh at her. “An hour ago you couldn’t keep your head off your pillow for more than a half hour.”

      “It’s the medicine.” The quick shrug and jerk of her chin did nothing to convince me.

      She wore no makeup. Her skin was clean and pale, but clear, and I couldn’t take my damn eyes off her. Like some sprung kid who snuck into his girl’s bedroom in the middle of the night, just having Maggie kicked back against my chest was fucking indulgent.

      And I wasn’t the only one doing a little indulging. We’d been in this little bubble with no one around for days, snuggled up like there was something more than just…whatever the hell there was between us, locked up in this apartment. I saw it in her eyes, that sweet glance that told me what she wanted. The same damn shit that filled me up anytime I spotted her across a room, like seeing something I wanted, knowing I shouldn’t want it, but having that deep down hope that it could still be mine despite knowing it wasn’t likely.

      Maggie pressed her lips together, moving her face against my fingers when I brushed the hair from her cheek, and I blinked, remembering her excuse and the conversation we were supposed to be having. “The ah…antibiotics don’t make you fuzzy-headed.”

      “No,” she said, sounding a little breathless, “that’s you.”

      Fingers resting between her hair, I stared down at her, not sure what to think. Not sure if I should be thinking anything at all. “I make you fuzzy-headed?”

      “Did I say that out loud?” She tilted her chin down, closing her eyelids like they’d gotten too heavy to keep open, and some of the air came back into my lungs.

      “Bella, you’re high.”

      “Not high enough.” Maggie took a breath, her bottom lip opening so wide that I could make out the tip of her tongue behind her teeth. Even high on pain meds, she was a temptation. She let me pull her closer, adjusting her head against the arm of the sofa as I watched her, fanning out her thick hair against the lumpy pillow under her head. “Why are you so good to us?”

      “Ulterior motives,” I admitted, guessing she probably wouldn’t remember any of this conversation.

      “Which are?”

      “The kid. He’s gonna be president. I might need a pardon one day.”

      “Smoke…” Maggie grinned, fluttering her eyes open, the pupils back to normal as she watched me—clear, alert. The fuzziness was gone. She heard me. She’d caught me. For the life of me, I couldn’t find a reason to worry that she had.

      Maggie Ramirez was strong. Smart. She was kind. She was honest.

      She was beautiful.

      What kind of idiot wouldn’t want her? What kind of fool wouldn’t do everything in his power to protect her?

      I took a thick curl from her shoulder and wrapped it around my finger, not thinking of anything really, but the distraction it gave me and how good it felt to have her in my lap, watching me, liking that this felt normal. Comfortable. At least, what passed for both in my world.

      “I told you…I have your back.”

      A small sigh left her mouth when she adjusted, turning on her side, facing me before she spoke. “You made sure Milly Jacob’s kids had new robes for their choir competition.”

      “Yeah. So?”

      “And Luke Schmidt said you paid for a new roof on his dad’s garage because he lost his job last winter.” Her stare was neutral, her point silent, and I met it with more of the same for a full minute, getting nothing back from her.

      Finally, I shrugged, moving my chin at her. “You got a point?”

      A twitch shook across her lips before Maggie nodded, pulling on my hand so she could run her nails against my palm. “You have a lot of people’s back, but you aren’t spoon-feeding them soup and making sure their kid is taken care of.” She rested my hand against her chest, curling her fingers with mine and the air went still again in my lungs with the look she gave me. “You aren’t low-key getting paint jobs on the secondhand cars they buy or talking your folks into paying them too much for a waitress job.” She reached up, brushing away the hair that had fallen into my eyes as I watched her. “And, far as I know, you aren’t giving them mind-blowing orgasms.” When I only watched her, not saying a word, Maggie squinted, narrowing her eyes. “Are you?”

      I pulled the right side of my mouth up, grinning at her. “Mr. Schmidt is a little too flat chested for me, bella.”

      I liked her laugh and that pretty smile. There had been a lot of beautiful women in my circle over the years, but there’d never been a smile that sweet or a laugh that genuine. Even sick as a dog, Maggie was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. She let that smile linger, let it hang on her lips for a few seconds as she watched me fussing with my hair again before she dropped her hand, holding onto my fingers again, keeping them close to her chest.

      “I can never repay you.” Her voice was quiet, but clear.

      “I’d never ask you to.”

      “Smoke…”

      She’d never asked me for a damn thing. But then, Maggie wasn’t the sort who would. That’s why I knew she was a decent person. What she gave me came from the heart and it came with zero expectation. What I gave her came from a place I didn’t understand, not completely, but I was starting to see parts of it.

      Taking her hand in both of mine, I kissed her knuckles, hoping she saw me clearly and honestly. Hoping she knew what I said, I meant. “I’d be a liar if I said you don’t matter.” I couldn’t quite hold her eyes, not when they went glassy and wet. Maybe that’s why she looked away, moving her lashes like a fan, like blinking quickly would get rid of the wetness behind them. But I wasn’t done. She had to know that. “You matter to me,” I said, holding her attention. “You and the kid. You matter more than I thought you would.”

      “You… matter to me too,” she said, blinking again before she rubbed them with her fingers.

      “Don’t hate hearing that.” Maggie nodded again, turning further on her side, her smile sweet, but tired as she looked up at me. The meds were strong, and finally starting to kick in. I moved down to kiss her forehead, brushing the hair off her shoulder. “Sleep, bella.”

      She listened, her eyes slipping closed and staying that way as I watched her, letting the room stay silent and that quiet fill my head with a thousand thoughts about this woman and her kid and the kind of joy that might be mine if I let myself have them. Worse yet was the million worries of what losing them would do to me.
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      Angelique Carelli was a calculating woman. Twice she’d asked about my taking Mateo to the lake with the family on the Fourth since I returned to work after my bout of strep. She was a good woman. Kind. Sweet, but there was only so much patience left in her and I suspected she was still a little irritated that I’d, politely, turned down the clothes she’d picked out for Mateo.

      “Take it, it’s for the baby,” she’d said a week ago, holding out the brown bag to me. She almost dropped it when I kept my hands curled around my car’s door handle instead of reaching to take it.

      “You’re too good to us, Mrs. C., but I can’t take that. I’ve already bought Mateo his summer clothes. I’m sorry you went to all the trouble.”

      “It’s for your baby.” She’d stepped forward, motioning with the bag like my words meant nothing. “I insist.”

      “No ma’am. I can’t.”

      No one ever told the woman no. That much I’d gathered from all the tall tales my co-workers told me at the restaurant.

      Not her husband.

      Not her kids.

      Not a single employee or patron.

      Mrs. Carelli was simply a woman who got what she wanted when she wanted it.

      Me, a nobody waitress, the mother of the cutest baby who’d stolen everyone’s heart in the months we’d lived there, had been the one to break the unspoken Don’t-Tell-Mama-C.-No rule.

      I’d thought being sick and her sending soups and breads and her own personal doctor would have satisfied her, and likely done a lot to satisfy any insult I might have caused at turning down the clothes, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

      “Ma holds a grudge,” Smoke had told me before he left my apartment two nights ago as Mateo slept on his chest. “Don’t think she’s forgotten you telling her no.”

      That, I reasoned, was cause enough to play nice and go in early for my shift today.

      Despite how generous the Carellis had been to us, and God knew Smoke had been extra generous lately, I couldn’t always lean on others. Despite my being sick, things were getting better. My finances were firmer now, and I could relax a bit more since this small town and these generous people had made us part of their family. I had to learn to be self-reliant. There was no great plan to rejecting Mrs. C.’s gift. And I’d been as polite as possible. But, if I was going to stand on my own two feet one day, I’d have to start small—by refusing the countless gifts Smoke’s family gave to me and my son. Toys, clothes, purses, cash, jewelry, it was all very sweet, very generous, but it was too much.

      Still, I wasn’t stupid, and I knew how crazy Mrs. C. was over my kid and I’d shamelessly used Mateo to smooth over any lingering hurt Mrs. C. might still feel, hoping spending time with him before Vi picked him up would put her in a good mood. She’d let me pass without an interrogation about why I’d refused her gifts, but I still spent most of my shift avoiding the kitchen when I could, sending my trainee Curtis in to grab the entrees while I made the drinks, just to keep our boss’s attention on him and not me.

      It had worked, and the day had been a good one—nice tips, friendly customers. Everything seemed great, in fact. The summer was turning out to be good for us all and my mood was up.

      Until that conference crowd ordered appetizers.

      “Hey, sweetheart, I’ve got a hankering for an order of thighs. Long juicy ones.”

      The guy was already drunk. I could make that out from the reek of beer coming off his breath as he leered at me. Curtis stood next to me and I hated that I felt more secure with him there, even though he was rail thin and awkward. He was tall and had a death glare that had the drunk asshole and his friends, quieting down.

      “Welcome to Carelli’s, gentlemen. This afternoon’s specials are…”

      “Focaccia bread and fresh mozzarella, please,” one man, likely the most sober of all the suit-wearing corporate types taking up the entire back of the restaurant, said. “And the strongest coffee you have. Start with this bastard.”

      “You’re no fun, Baker,” the drunk asshole said, throwing down his menu to glare at Baker.

      “We’re still on the clock, Phillips, and Reynolds will be here in fifteen minutes.” Baker straightened his tie and shot a look toward the door.

      Curtis returned with two coffee pots, handing me one, and we both began to fill the mugs, starting with the one in front of Phillips as Baker passed two creamers toward the man. I pulled my pad out again, scribbling down the order as Baker continued.

      “You better get as many coffees down your throat as you can. Reynolds sees you’re drunk, and he’ll send you back to Jersey. REN Cyper in Jersey is shipping, not tech. No fun in that shit.” The men around the table laughed, even Phillips who picked up the coffee and motioned for Curtis to pour him another one. When the guy called Baker glanced at me, his attention moving to the half-written order and my pen frozen over the pad, the smile on his full mouth shifted, then lowered. “Miss…”

      “I’ll…” I blinked, shoving a warm, friendly smile on my face, hoping like hell these men bought the act. “I’ll get that order placed for you.”

      REN Cyper. In the city? The tech department? And had that man said someone called Reynolds was coming in? It couldn’t be that Reynolds. There was no way.

      It had been almost two years since John Reynolds had made that offer to me. I hadn’t even known about the baby then. Back then I was just Alejandro’s wife, stupidly believing that her husband had the flu, yet again, and that he was partying to network, that Reynolds needed him to explain the tech to garner more clients. Not that Alejandro was an addict. Not that he was going through withdrawals because he’d been without a fix for more than two days.

      “I can help him,” Reynolds had admitted, laying Alejandro, who wasn’t nearly drunk enough to stave off his sickness, on the sofa. Reynolds taunted him. He leered at me. “But it’ll cost you.” He licked his lips, his gaze running over my body. “Come on, beautiful. You’ll love it.”

      When the asshole pulled out a baggie and waved it in front of my husband, holding it just out of his reach, and Alejandro grabbed for it, it was then I realized what a mess he’d made of our lives.

      “Get out,” I told the man, stepping away from him when he moved closer.

      “Maggie…please,” Alejandro said, his voice thin, weak, like a fever had taken over him. I’d half-convinced myself that’s what happened. What he said next was too horrible to believe it could come from anyone in their right mind. “Please, just…give him…do whatever he wants…I need it.” He watched that small baggie as he spoke, staring at it like it was beautiful, like he wanted it more than he’d ever wanted me. “I have to have it.”

      “You okay?” Curtis said, stepping to my side when I jogged toward the breakroom instead of stopping to enter the table’s order into the computer. The man was tall, his young face without a line over his brown skin, but as he watched me, small lines appeared around his mouth and at the corners of his eyes. “You don’t look so good. You feeling sick again?”

      “I…no…I’m…” What was I? Upset over some asshole who’d wanted to screw me in exchange for giving my husband some blow in what felt like a different life? The same asshole who had clearly worked his way up the corporate ladder and had his underlings worried about having a few beers at a conference. God, if they only knew…

      “Maggie, if you need me to put that order in…”

      “I don’t need…” But I couldn’t finish the thought.

      From where we stood near the back of the restaurant, I spotted Reynolds coming through the door. He walked inside with his cell at his ear and a stupid smirk on his narrow lips. He was pale with dull brown eyes and muddy dark hair that he wore too much product in, giving it an over-textured, piercing look. He was thinner than he had been the last time I saw him. His face gaunter, but he wore a more expensive suit and a Rolex peaked out from beneath the cuff of his designer sleeve.

      “Yeah,” I finally told Curtis, stepping farther into the breakroom and away from the door where he’d stopped me. “I’m still not a hundred percent… Can you put that order in for me? I’ll let Mrs. C. know I need to get home.”

      “Yeah, sure. No problem.” Curtis squeezed my shoulder and moved back toward the main dining hall, stepping toward the bank of computers near the front desk to input the orders.

      The main dining room was emptying out and I spotted several locals who waved at me as they left. I peered around the door, my attention shifting from the other patrons to the table where Reynolds had sat down.

      He seemed to eat up the attention from his co-workers. He paused in the right places when he told a joke, waiting for the perfect moment for full effect to get as many laughs as he could muster, then moved one side of his mouth up in some stupid show of a humble grin as they all relished him with praise.

      It turned my stomach to see this man holding center court. He’d been lower than Alejandro. He’d wanted something he couldn’t have and was willing to bet that my husband’s addiction would give him everything.

      Head back against the door, I stared up at the ceiling. I counted the knots in the woodgrain of the beams overhead, absently thinking what I should do and how I could make Mrs. C. understand why I needed to leave. I couldn’t lie to her; I’d hurt her feelings enough for one week. I also couldn’t tell her what I feared most—that Reynolds was still in contact with Alejandro and he would tell him where I was.

      The woman would tell Smoke.

      That would be bad. Very bad.

      “Maggie?” I heard my name and jerked my head up as I spun, coming face to face with Antonia. The beautiful woman smiled at me, something she always did no matter her mood.

      Next to Vi, she was the closest thing I had to a friend in this tiny town, and even though she lived in the city most of the time and we’d only spent a few special occasions together, I grabbed Antonia, pulling her into the breakroom like she was a lifeline and I was drowning.

      “I’m in trouble,” I blurted, not caring what she thought of the admission.

      “Okay…” Antonia looked around the room, keeping her voice low, guarded. “My mook brother knock you up?”

      “I…we aren’t…I mean…” There was really no point in denying anything, but I couldn’t tell Toni everything about me and Smoke. Things were private. No one really knew the truth.

      In fact, Vi was the only person who knew where I went after work sometimes. She and I knew each other’s secrets and we kept them ever since we worked together at that dinky little diner in Connecticut for no money and the worst manager on the planet. We were loyal and quiet about what we knew. Of anyone I knew in the world, Smoke Carelli had secrets no one would ever uncover. There was no way he’d spill them, especially not to his little sister.

      So how the hell did Toni know about us?

      “Listen,” she started, trying and failing to keep from laughing, “I spent half my life perfecting the art of sneaking around to hook up with pretty boys. I was a master at it.” She widened her smile and winked at me. “Still am, but you, my friend, are, at best, a novice.” She sat on one of the tables next to the vending machine, crossing her long, toned legs at the ankle before she continued.

      “My brother, he does what he wants, but this is a small town. I know on Wednesdays and Fridays, nights you don’t work the late shift, that my bossy ass brother stays in his office extra late and your car somehow stays in the lot until morning. One and one is two and on Thursdays and Saturdays, my brother is in a good mood and that bastard is never in a good mood.”

      I shook my head, forcing an eyeroll, trying to brush off the accusation. “We…Smoke and me…I …” But there was no excuse I could come up with that would make a lot of sense. Antonia was smart. Clearly, smarter than me. I flopped down in a chair opposite her and scrubbed my face.

      “Listen, if you are late or something…”

      “What are you doing in here?” Paris, the skinny blonde day waitress asked, coming into the breakroom with her arms crossed. The girl was a nuisance, had an obvious obsession with Smoke and always called me Mary instead of Maggie. She ignored Antonia’s glare and focused her attention on me. “Mrs. C. is looking for you.”

      I widened my eyes, at a loss for words, worried what she’d heard of our conversation, my head flooding with insults and excuses I could level at her, but the only thing I managed to get out was “Shit’s sake…”

      “Well?” Paris asked, moving farther into the room.

      “Why don’t you mind your own fucking business?” Antonia said, stepping between me and Paris.

      “Mrs. C….”

      “Don’t you worry about my mother or Maggie.” She turned the blonde’s shoulders and pushed her toward the door. “Now get out of here before I tell my mother what a little nosey bitch you are and get your ass fired.”

      “You can’t…”

      “I can. Have and would again.” Antonia pushed the girl out the door and watched her as she walked down the hall, her head shaking as she turned back toward me. “Now,” Antonia said, grabbing my hand. “As I was saying, if you’re late or something…”

      “No,” I said, silently reminding myself why I was hiding in the damn breakroom in the first place. “That’s not…I’ve had one unexpected pregnancy. I know how to prevent them.”

      “Are you still sick?” Toni stepped back, covering her mouth. “Do you still have strep? Ma said you were out of it for a couple days. Are you contagious?”

      “No. Dios, woman…” I stood, straightening my uniform before I grabbed Antonia’s hand and pulled her toward the door, slipping out of the breakroom and peeking from the hallway into the dining room. She stood next to me, looking over my head as I pointed toward the table of REN Cyper suits. “The tall guy in the blue suit?”

      “The one with the fake Rolex?”

      “It’s fake?”

      “The gold is faded on the sides. Only gold-plated or fourteen carats does that, and Rolex doesn’t make either. Stainless steel, eighteen carat or platinum.”

      “You can see that?”

      “Honey, please. I’m a Carelli and I live in New York. I can spot a knockoff from fifty feet away. This asshole is either an idiot and got swindled or he’s broke and wants everyone to think he’s not.”

      “He probably snorted or smoked all his money.”

      Reynolds turned when Curtis approached, refilling everyone’s mugs and his attention moved behind the waiter and toward us.

      I couldn’t tell if he saw me, but I wasn’t taking any chances. Antonia and I both jerked out of the hallway and back into the breakroom.

      She shut the door, leaning against it, folding her arms across her chest. “So, Mr. Wannabe?”

      “Worked with my ex…Mateo’s father.”

      Antonia dropped her arms and stepped away from the door to stand in front of me. “You’ve never mentioned him before. We all thought he…well, we have theories.”

      “I bet you do.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know, but that guy out there worked with him. He knew that Alejandro, my ex-husband, was an addict. I’m…just worried if he sees me here…”

      “You think he’ll tell your ex?”

      I don’t know what happened to me or why I let myself get so worked up right then. Maybe it was the fear of someone from my past slipping into the present that broke apart something inside me. Maybe it was the worry that I was getting too comfortable here. I knew all this comfort me and my son lived in was temporary and seeing that asshole just reminded me of that fact.

      For whatever reason, I stood in front of Antonia scared and shaking, unable to keep the tears from welling up behind my lashes. They brimmed over and spilled down my cheeks before I realized what was happening.

      Antonia pulled me close, curling her arms around my shoulders. “It’s okay,” she said, shushing me when one of my cries got too loud. “It’s going to be okay. I promise you.”

      “You…you can’t promise that,” I told her, because it was true.

      “I can and you wanna know why?”

      I shook my head, irritated that I was crying like a kid and grateful to my friend.

      She grabbed a paper towel from the rack and patted my face dry. “Because, we have you. Not just my stupid big brother who’s a bully and an asshole but mainly really does care. But all of us. This family. This whole town. You and that little man of yours, you’re ours now and we take care of ours.”

      I wanted to cry even harder.

      Making people feel safe was a Carelli trait I discovered was written into their DNA.

      I loved and feared that most about all of them.

      “Listen, you take off.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to argue, but the woman waved her hand, ignoring any excuse I had before I could make them.

      “Don’t worry about anything…my ma or that bitchy little server… or anything. I’ll handle everything and I’ll distract the wannabe. You dip out to the back alley and head to see my brother.”

      “I…can’t tell him about this. He’ll be over here threatening that asshole inside of two seconds.”

      “Then distract him or do…” she waved her hand again, flaring her nostrils like whatever scenario she thought of involving me and her brother was the most disgusting visual she could ever imagine, “whatever it is you somehow think is in anyway pleasing with him…and by the time you’re finished, the wannabe will be gone and you can go home.”

      She used the driest side of the paper towel to clean up my face, smoothing it under my eyes and over my mouth before she nodded.

      I held her hand, stopping her before she could walk away. “Thank you. Really.”

      “Don’t mention it,” she said, squeezing my fingers. “Just remember that we only want to help you.”

      “Thanks again,” I told her, moving to the back entrance of the room and down toward the loading dock as Antonia left from the front.

      The alleyway along the back of the building was dim and narrow but clear. I hurried around the dumpsters and several boxes and crates, not looking back as I headed forward toward the largest building on the block. Antonia would offer the distraction I needed to keep Reynolds and my past behind me, long enough for me to make it to Smoke.

      There, I’d find the distraction I’d need for one more night, and this time, I wouldn’t pretend his bed was the last place I should be.
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      “That’s not what I want to hear.”

      Dario’s voice was strained. That much I could make out from the low moaning grunt I caught on the other end of the phone. “What do you want me to do? I looked. The woman’s a ghost.”

      “No one’s a ghost. Not unless they’re in the ground and Benny told you last week the redhead was spotted in L.A.” When my kid brother didn’t respond, when I got nothing more from him but grunts and sighs, I leaned back in my chair, grip tight on the phone, silently reminding myself that I couldn’t scream at him. Screaming wouldn’t do shit to get what I needed from him.

      But man was it tempting.

      “You wanna yell.”

      At least he hadn’t lost his instinct.

      “I’m not gonna yell.” Stretching my neck, I held the phone away from my ear, dipping my head down before I spoke into the cell again. “Not yet anyway.”

      “Dimitri, I’m trying.”

      “Little brother, you’re here. In our hometown. You haven’t left New York. You aren’t trying hard enough.”

      “I know you don’t want to hear it.”

      “Probably not,” I told him, waiting for the excuse I knew would be heading my way.

      “But you gotta give me some time to adjust…”

      “Fuck, Dario…you wanted more responsibility. You begged me. Besides, shit…” I stood, pushing back the chair. “It’s been six months.”

      “I was in for five years!” There was yelling now, but it still wasn’t me doing it and when I cleared my throat and waited for the man to check his temper, my brother blew out a breath, taking a minute to mutter something low, something that sounded a lot like the cursing our old man did when Ma pissed him off and he knew better than to tell her just how mad she’d made him, before he spoke again. “I’m not on my game yet. It’s gonna take me more than a few months to get my head on right. I just can’t tell you—”

      Three sharp knocks sounded on my door, the knob turned and whatever my kid brother couldn’t tell me got silenced when Maggie stepped over the threshold.  The second I saw her, my mind went stupid.

      Lust and need rattled inside my chest as she shut the door then disappeared up when I noticed how her hands trembled. Maggie’s beautiful brown skin had gone pale and her eyes were glinted with worry.

      I interrupted my brother mid-excuse. “I gotta go,” I told him and ended the call, throwing the cell on my desk, clearing it in two strides to get to her. “What is it? Mateo? What happened?”

      She buried her face against my chest without a single word. She’d only done that when she was sick and half-high on meds. This was not her, and that had me worried. Other than a tutorial on how to handle her own oil change, Maggie had never come to me for anything other than the physical.

      But just then, she curled her arms around my waist, her nails making light indentations against the fabric of my shirt. Her entire body shook, and she held onto me like she needed whatever it was she thought she’d find in my arms.

      “Bella…” I tried, touching one hand to the back of her head, unsure how to read her. She wasn’t a vulnerable woman.

      “Can you just please…hold me? That’s…all I want right now.”

      This was…new.

      Foreign to me.

      Normally, that wasn’t something I did.

      Not ever.

      I could console.

      I’d done that plenty of times with family and friends. With my ma when she lost friends, with the wives and daughters of men I knew.

      But never with women I fucked. Never with women who I thought might want more from me. Though, Maggie wasn’t just some woman I fucked. Not anymore and I was starting to realize the truth of that.

      “Your son is so beautiful.”

      The woman’s voice moved around in my head as Maggie clung to me. Then, I answered the compliment with the same words that came to me anytime I heard someone talk about what a looker the kid was.

      He’s got nothing on his mama.

      My…

      Hell. She wasn’t my anything. He wasn’t either, but having her here, holding her, giving her what she needed, exactly when she needed it, that shit didn’t scare me the same as being the kid’s father didn’t scare me.

      What the hell was happening?

      Maggie started to lift her head. My hand still hung at my side and I guessed she thought I was giving her a silent no. She started to push away, moving her palm down my back, and her face off my chest, but I wrapped my free hand around her back and threaded my fingers into her hair with my other hand.

      “Be still,” I told her, standing there with her, feeling something shifting inside me. Something I didn’t know how to define.

      It felt light and heavy.

      Sweet and burning and everything I felt settled inside me like it had always been there.

      “Did…someone hurt you…or the kid?” I couldn’t help asking. Some primal part of me only knew how to protect. That’s what my fists were for.

      “No,” she said, rubbing her face against my chest, turning her head until only her forehead rested against my shirt. I felt her cheek, thinking she might be relapsing, but Maggie pulled on my wrist, grinning up at me. “It’s not that either. I’m not sick anymore. It…it’s just been a very bad day.” She glanced around the office, her gaze on my desk and the papers scattered across it. “Damn, sweetie, did I interrupt…”

      My fingers over her mouth silenced her and Maggie brought those black eyes up right to mine, giving me a look that could reawaken even the deadest, coldest heart.

      Fuck me, she was beautiful. And sweet. And I was in so much trouble.

      “You’re never an interruption.”

      She nodded, the worry moving from her eyes, shifting into something that seemed more familiar when I took her face in both of my hands.

      “You are always welcome wherever I am, with whatever you want from me.”

      “Smoke.” She looked away, already starting to argue. “I know how busy you are.”

      “I’m never too busy for you, bellissima.”

      That unrecognizable weight in my chest got heavier when Maggie reached a hand up to grab my wrist, smoothing her small fingers up over my knuckles. Her touch was like silk, her skin the softest I’d ever felt.

      Fuck, I wanted her. More than ever, right then, I wanted her. And not for a quick fuck. I wanted her deep. I wanted her in a way that lasted and settled so that I didn’t know whose pleasure was whose and I didn’t want it to stop.

      Shit. Where did that come from? What the hell was this woman doing to me?

      I couldn’t help it. Christ, I couldn’t.

      I wanted more than to get her off. More than her in my bed for one night. I wanted it to last. I wanted her skin all flushed and pink from how hard I loved her and I wanted her panting and sweaty against me all night and in the morning when I woke up, when I took her again and again.

      “Maggie,” I said, the name coming out like a growl, something I didn’t mean but was glad she seemed to like.

      “Smoke…” She brushed against me, wrapping her arms around my neck. “Kiss me.”

      My nose rubbing along hers, I inhaled, squeezing my eyes closed when the sweet scent of her hair hit me. “I thought you only wanted me to hold you.”

      “I did, but now, I want you to hold me…everywhere.”

      The sound that left my throat was something I hadn’t heard before. A desperate groan so deep, fucking old and ancient and it had an effect on the beautiful woman standing in front of me. So did my mouth dipping over hers and the grip I made against the back of her neck as I pulled her close enough to take her lips.

      “I can do that,” I told her, claiming her mouth, tasting every inch. My breath coming in panting bursts when Maggie curled around me, giving back every lunge I made with her hands and mouth over me.

      She didn’t seem surprised when I picked her up and twisted her around to carry her to my desk. Laying her back, I tugged off her shirt, pulled down her skirt, and kissed her neck, smoothing my hands over those sweet, perfect breasts.

      “Smoke, ah… hurry…”

      She went still, resting on her hands when I pushed back, head shaking as I unbuttoned my shirt, loving how she watched me and the soft noises she made with each inch of skin I revealed. When the shirt was on the floor, I grabbed Maggie’s hands, pulling her to me, moving her palms down my chest to my stomach.

      “Don’t take your hands off me.” I grabbed her face again, taking those lips because I wanted them. “Tonight, I want you everywhere too.”

      We moved down and Maggie obliged—her nails scraping over my shoulders, her small feet rubbing over the back of my thighs. She touched me as I hovered over her, loving the open, half-dazed with lust look on her pretty face.

      Then, her eyes rolled up and the small noises she made became sweet whines that had my dick hard.

      I slipped my hand underneath the front of her black panties. “Ah… baby. Fuck.”

      She was slick and so damn hot, soaking my skin just with the brush of my fingertips against the slick folds.

      “You’re going to milk me dry tonight, aren’t you?”

      “Yes…” she started, her nails digging deeper into my arms when I fingered her. “Ah…”

      “Good. That’s what I want to hear.”

      She watched me, that dazed, eager look sharpening.

      I took my hand from her, wanting her too badly, seeing she wanted me too, and stuck my finger in my mouth, tasting how sweet she was. Then, I leaned down, resting on one hand, smiling as she unzipped me, wincing and twisting my head against the sensation of her cupping me between her fingers. I bunched her panties in one hand and ripped them from that beautiful body.

      “Smoke…now,” she said, the grip on my cock almost aching.

      She rubbed the head, teasing me as I climbed on top of the desk with her. Looking down at Maggie, I took her leg in one hand, breathing hard, and jerked her toward me so she slipped right onto my cock.

      Every time I had her, it was the same—new and tantalizing. I didn’t think I’d ever get enough of the taste or the feel of her perfect body.

      Maggie squeezed against me as I drove inside her, moving her legs apart, her hands on my ass, gripping, pushing me further in.

      I took her mouth, blinded by the need to spill everything I was into her. I didn’t know what this was. Knew I should be scared by this, but wanted all of it—this woman, the scorching heat of her body, her tightness, her sweetness wrapped around me always. I’d think about what this new feeling was later. When I wasn’t so caught up by what just being inside of her was doing to my rational thoughts.

      “Bella…” I panted, my fingers in her hair, holding her head still as I kissed her. I slowed, trying to be as deep inside her as I could be.

      She fit me everywhere and clenched around me so securely when I leaned back, still moving inside. I kept my rhythm slow, methodical, taking in the beautiful, soft features of her face and the thick pout of her luscious mouth.

      “Smoke…this…ah, this is good…”

      And it was.

      It was better than I’d ever had it and like usual with Maggie, I wasn’t thinking of how to be done with this and on to what was next in my night.

      I wanted to be here, with her and never let this end.

      Moving my hips faster, increasing my speed when she clenched harder, Maggie’s breath got labored and she scratched at my back, arching toward me.

      She came around me, taking my cock between her warm walls. I was helpless to do anything but give in, holding onto her face, my moans moving into her mouth between lips and tongues and teeth as I kissed her.

      We collapsed together, turning so Maggie lay on my chest, boneless. I held her there, keeping her close, loving how she felt against me. Loving how it had come to seem so natural to me; this woman here, against me. Like she belonged to me. Like she was made to be boneless in my arms, sated and sleepy from how I’d taken her body.

      “I’m sorry about your bad day,” I told her, kissing her forehead, but there was no response.

      She’d already drifted off, her even breaths moving the hair against my bare chest.

      The grin on my face came easy and that sensation I’d felt earlier only intensified as I pulled her closer. I still didn’t know what it was, but let it root and stretch until I thought I might like what it could be.

      Then, my cell buzzed, and I stretched an arm over my head, gripping the damn thing before it woke Maggie, spotting Rickey’s name and number pop up on my screen.

      “Rick?” I said, keeping my voice low. I didn’t want Maggie awake yet, but he only called when Dino couldn’t and the man had been gone too long.

      “Boss, we got a problem with Dino…”

      My stomach tightened and I tried to inhale, keeping my breaths even and my pulse from getting too fast. “Tell me.”

      “We don’t know who hit the West docks, but they got Dino. Those fuckers tried to take him out.”

      Eyes squeezed shut, I wanted to jerk away from the desk and throw the phone through the window. I wanted to scream and beat on something to make it bloody. But Maggie had never seen that side of me.

      If I had my way, she never would.

      “How…” I cleared my throat when my voice cracked and held the phone away, needing a second to calm myself before I brought it back to my ear. “How bad?”

      “We’re following the ambulance. He went to check on Will. Looks like they got the kid and Dino tried cleaning up the docks. He took two to the chest as far as I could tell when we got there. Passed out but was still breathing by the time the paramedics showed.”

      Maggie stirred and lifted her head. The smile on her face lowering when she watched me. There were tears burning the back of my throat and I guessed my eyes had already gotten red.

      She went to move off of me, but I held her to my chest, finally realizing what that sensation inside had been, hating that I recognized fear for what it was.

      I shook my head and she moved back down, snuggling closer, her fingers smoothing over the crucifix in the center of my chest.

      “I’ll meet you in half an hour.”

      “Yeah, boss.”

      Maggie looked up at me, touching my forehead, rubbing her thumb between my eyebrows.

      “And Rickey?” I said, taking Maggie’s hand from my face to kiss the center of her palm. “Watch your back.”

      He hung up and she opened her mouth, readying a million questions for me she knew I wouldn’t answer.

      When I shook my head, Maggie smiled, like she expected an excuse from me and was already fine with whatever it would be.

      I hoped she’d be just as fine with what came next.

      “Maggie, you and me, we’re gonna need to have a conversation…”

      This is what came of my gray business. This is what happens when you have something to lose.

      “Yeah?” she said, sitting up.

      She wasn’t mine. Neither was Mateo, but soon, I’d make sure they both were.
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      “No, asshole…give that to me!”

      “I can manage. I’m not a fucking idiot…”

      “Yeah? Then why the hell are you trying to put a metal pin in that shit when the instructions say a wooden dowel?” Dante waved the paper at his brother, top lip curled up and nose flaring. “You big chooch, see?”

      “Give me that!” The paper ripped, the corner falling to the floor as Dario grabbed it, then held it in front of his face, his big eyes moving as he focused on the instructions.

      The mess the two Carelli brothers had made of my living room was ridiculous. There were slats of wood spread out across the floor, some only half-secured to a metal frame. Others still piled in a haphazard stack against the sofa. It killed me to ask these knuckleheads for help, but since Smoke was keeping a low profile—worried about everyone’s safety since Dino had been shot—there had been no one, other than his brothers to help with things I, begrudgingly, had to admit were beyond my physical control. Like lugging in the massive box Mateo’s new toddler bed had come in into our apartment.

      Despite my vow to only outfit my kid’s life with things I’d purchased myself, Vi had ordered the bed a week ago when my boy had figured out he could shimmy from his crib by kicking his leg over the railing and slipping down the side. It had nearly given the poor woman a heart attack to find him mid-slide two weekends ago when she went in to check on him during his nap.

      “He’s a wild child,” she’d proclaimed when I came home after my shift. “We have to prepare.”

      But preparing for whatever Mateo had in store for us meant more than buying a new bed. It meant we’d have to figure out how to put it together. We were capable. But when that box came and we couldn’t even manage to push it from the hallway into our apartment, Vi reasoned we had to admit our limitations.

      “We can do a lot of things for ourselves, sugar, but picking that up? No way. We need some muscle.”

      But the muscle I wanted, if I was honest, was attached to the one man who wasn’t around. Not since Dino had been shot two weeks ago and Smoke took him from the Cuoricino hospital, which he claimed wasn’t fit to help his man, to the hospital in Edgemont, an hour away. But Smoke hadn’t gone silent.

      In fact, I felt more protected now than I had in the last seven months.

      “I hate this,” Smoke had promised, his voice low over the phone. “I’m sending some of my boys to help you with the bed.”

      “No, you’re not. We can manage.”

      There’d been three of his boys roaming the halls of our apartments and two outside Carelli’s since the night Dino was shot. Unmarked SUVs were camped out near the restaurant and at his parent’s building. Two were parked in front and at the back of mine and two more sat in the park on the edge of town.

      The protection, Smoke reasoned, was necessary, though he wouldn’t say why. Still, that didn’t mean I wanted his men inside my home.

      “You stay with Dino,” I’d told him, on the verge of asking him what he’d wanted to talk to me about. That conversation had never happened after we had sex on his desk and there hadn’t been time since, but everything about Smoke had changed from how often he called to the tone of his voice.

      I had no idea why.

      “I can help with the bed when I get back,” he said through a yawn. His cadence was raspy, like he hadn’t had anything to drink in a while.

      A quick laugh moved from my throat, nearly waking Mateo as he slept next to me on the bed. “Vi’s nerves can’t handle the wait. I’ll get your brothers to help.”

      “You’re a brave woman, bella…” Another yawn and Smoke cleared his throat. “And beautiful.”

      “Now I know you’re sleep deprived.”

      “Just honest and…hell. I miss you.”

      “Fuck you, it is a dowel, asshole.”

      The loud, obnoxious bickering brought me out of my thoughts, and I dropped my shoulders, glaring at the two Carelli brothers as they fought over the mess in the center of my living room.

      “Who the hell paints a wooden dowel black? The shit is this?” Dante picked up the offending piece and glared at it.

      The two men ignored me when I shushed them, pointing to my back bedroom where Mateo lay sleeping.

      “Whatever jackass built this thing…I swear to Madonna…”

      “Hey!” I told Dante, snapping my fingers… “Keep your voice down.” Grabbing the instructions from Dario, I sat in the middle of the mess, jerking the piece from his hand before he could stop me. “If it’s such a drama, forget about the whole thing. I’ll figure this out myself.”

      Dario’s long, amazed whistle sent a wave of irritation up my spine and I jerked a glare at him, ignoring the grin that broke across his face as he and Dante leaned back against the sofa. They were silent, letting me scan the instructions, but I still spotted the glances they gave each other out of the corner of my eye.

      “If you’re gonna talk about me,” I told Dante, when he gestured at me, his shoulders shaking at something Dante mouthed back, “then be a man and say it out loud.”

      “Okay. Sorry,” he said, his tone amused. He pointed to the metal pin near my foot, jerking his hands back up in surrender when I glared at him. “Just trying to be helpful. Jesus…you still…you know? All moony and sad over our big brother? Jesus, he’ll be back on Saturday. Pathetic.”

      That earned him a slug to the shoulder from Dario and a frown from me. “Mind your business,” I warned him. Then, realizing what I might have inadvertently admitted, regrouped. “And I don’t moon over anybody.”

      “No? Okay…okay, I know you don’t.”

      They went on in silence, letting me work, separating the dowels—which were gray, not black, from the pins, and organizing the mess they’d made of the bed parts before I could figure out in what order to start. The chirps and clicks from Dario’s phone irritated me as the man busied himself on his cell, same as always, but not as much as the exaggerated yawning noises Dante made as he stretched out, ignoring his brother while he kicked his foot away from him.

      “Oh…” Dante finally said, distracting me as I squinted at the confusing instructions. The man nudged me with his elbow, and I swatted him away. But, that idiot was persistent. “I get you now…” He smiled as he nodded to the mantel above my electric fireplace. “That’s why you’re not mooning. Look at that, D,” he told Dario and the man followed the jerk of his brother’s chin to the bouquet of flowers in the vase next to the framed picture of Mateo and me from Easter. “You already got a replacement?”

      They’d come yesterday. Glass vase with a pink bow wrapped around the center and the thickest, largest red roses I’d ever seen. No card. No professions of missing me. Just beautiful red roses in an elegant vase.

      I guessed he was being subtle.

      When Smoke didn’t mention the flowers in his calls, I decided not to either. Despite how different he’d acted in the past two weeks, I still wasn’t sure what had changed for him. My being sick, maybe? Both of us admitting we mattered to each other? With Smoke, who knew, and because I wasn’t sure how the conversation he wanted to have would go, I decided to let him take the lead.

      “You are nosey bastards, aren’t you?” I said, feeling my face heat.

      “Shit…look at her cheeks,” Dario said, pulling his attention away from his phone to grin at me. “Maggie, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you blush before. It looks good on you.”

      “Chooch,” Dante told his brother, slapping his arm. “That’s our brother’s…woman…”

      “I’m not anyone’s property, pendejo,” I interrupted, dropping the instructions. I waved Dante off, moving from the floor to grab a bottle of water from the fridge.

      “She’s not wrong.” Dario’s voice was low, quiet, but I could make out every word and see how he moved, standing in front of his brother, how he dusted off his jeans and tucked his cell into his pocket.

      The counter was at my back as I drank, and all those thoughts I’d had the second I found the roses resting in front of my door converged. There was too much hope and stupid damn wonder wrapped up in what they could mean. But something like this? A romantic gesture? That wasn’t Smoke’s style. He was smooth. He was dominate. Dios, he was sexy as hell, but he wasn’t romantic. Not out in the open. Not when anyone could see.

      “He needs to make a move,” Dario told his brother, and from the reflection of the microwave, I spotted the man standing in front of the vase, his head tilted as he looked over the flowers.

      “Well that shit will never happen,” Dante said, shaking his head, and I turned, shooting him a frown.

      “Why?”

      Dante wasn’t as beautiful as Smoke. Neither of them was, but, at least Dario could still have any woman he wanted. There was a lot he kept to himself, but those eyes—dark and haunted, spoke volumes. And when he gave me that sad, reluctant smile, half-regret, half-pity, I realized he likely used the sad, vulnerable look to his advantage.

      When I focused on his face, irritated when Dante wouldn’t answer me, Dario exhaled, rubbing his neck before he spoke. “It’s not my place,” he finally said, shrugging like he would keep whatever he thought to himself.

      “Say what you’re thinking,” I told him, moving away from the counter.

      That sad grin dropped to nothing, beccoming an expression that reminded me of a man analyzing his next step. Dario had spent years playing a game of natural selection. Only the strongest survived prison. Each step, each thought had to be considered. Each move had to be rationalized. He hadn’t lost that nature. I doubted he ever would.

      “Senior year. Smoke dated this girl we called Miss Gimmee.”

      “Christ, that bitch,” Dante said, resting back on his elbow as he looked up at his brother.

      “This chick was…” Dario glanced at me, likely wondering how much he could say before I’d get offended. Working at Carelli’s, being around this family for as long as I had, I’d learned no one ever meant anything they said seriously. Not insults. Not crude compliments unless you’d done something truly offensive. I hadn’t. Nothing he told me was meant to offend me personally.

      “Speak your mind,” I told him, waving a hand for him to continue.

      “Alright then, Maggie. She was… stacked as fuck.” He turned moving toward the window, gesturing as he spoke, something all the Carelli’s did. Dario, I noticed, hadn’t gestured at all when he first came home. But the past few months, I suppose as he became more comfortable, more like his old self, as Toni called it, he was more animated when he spoke. “She had an incredible body. Huge…” He glanced at me and caught the head tilt I gave him, then held up his hands, interrupting his story before he sat on the window seat. “Let’s just say, Smoke was a little sprung and that was saying something, because Smoke was never sprung over anything except maybe boxing.”

      “And he didn’t need to be.” Dario hopped up from the floor, moving to the sofa, kicking off the boxes that Mateo’s bed had come in. “Women were coming at him left and right.”

      “Uh huh and our little brother here was getting Smoke’s leftovers.”

      “Is there a point?” I asked, ignoring the wide grin that split across Dante’s face and the laugh Dario released.

      “Point is,” he continued, “Miss Gimmee knew she had him. She asked for a lot of shit. Got most of it too. Smoke was a little…stupid over her.”

      “And everyone knew it.” Dante nodded to his brother, dropping his smile. Something passed between them and Dante moved his chin, as though encouraging his older brother to finish the story.

      “True enough. But you couldn’t tell him anything.” His gaze shot back to the roses. “He went all out for her. Flowers, dinners, trips, jewelry, shopping. Our family, we’re comfortable, and Pops, he spoiled us, but even that, Madonna, that was a bit much. But Smoke, he wouldn’t listen…not to Pops…not to any of us, of course because we were his kid brothers…” Dario shrugged, like the memory still pissed him off. “Not even when Miss Gimmee wanted to go to Boston to see her cousin play his first game with the Sox. Big family event, she told him. But, Smoke wasn’t invited because, well…she hadn’t told her folks she had a serious boyfriend.”

      “Even though the only rookies that season were Dominican and the only brunette in her entire family was the yippy little chihuahua that pissed the carpet every time someone rang the bell,” Dante supplied.

      Dario frowned, crossing his arms. “Even though Smoke said there had to be a mistake when Pops brought him to the place where she was supposed to be staying and her aunt answered the door saying Miss Gimmee was in Mexico with her boyfriend Ethan.”

      “Ethan?” I said, my stomach tightening as I watched the muscles around Dario’s mouth flex.

      “He was one of the guys she was playing, but Smoke didn’t know that. He didn’t know that until after he found them together the next weekend.”

      “Ay Dios…”

      “It was…bad,” Dante said, leaning forward. “He lost it. Miss Gimmee split. Didn’t stick around for the beatdown Smoke gave Ethan. And…it was a bloody one…”

      “But he stopped himself.” Dario stood, turning to look out of the window when a horn sounded from the street. “The Ethan kid didn’t press charges. He was pissed at Gimmee too. But he did end up with a broken nose.”

      “If Pops hadn’t cleared things up, Smoke might have done time, considering he was a boxer.” Dante left the sofa, coming to stand next to Dario by the window that overlooked the street below, but his attention was on me, his gaze focused. “After that, Smoke just…closed himself off, swore he’d never be like that over a woman again.”

      “He didn’t trust them?”

      “He didn’t trust himself with them,” Dario said, then stood straight, cursing under his breath I couldn’t hear as he seemed to spot something outside on the street. “I gotta go.”

      “D…” Dante started, squinting as he looked down to where his brother had been staring. “Yeah, go...” he finally said, and Dario moved through the apartment, without stopping to even glance at me.

      “Is everything okay?” When I came to the window, shooting a look down to the street, I could only make out a black sedan and a leggy redhead grabbing bags from the backseat.

      “Yeah,” Dante said. “Dario just spotted somebody he’s been looking for.”

      “Hope she isn’t a Gimmee.” Dante’s laugh eased some of the tension burning in my stomach, but it didn’t make me relax.

      “No, I don’t think she is.” He nodded toward the mess on the floor, kneeling down to the piles I’d organized. “I’ll help if you tell me what to do. I’m shit at directions, but you give me a job to do and I can follow it.”

      “For what it’s worth…I’m not sure he sent them,” I admitted, pointing to a long piece that fit into the frame.

      “Who?” I nodded at the mantel, to the roses, and Dante lifted his eyebrows, a silent acknowledgement. He fastened the end into the opening, pushing the two pieces together, but kept his attention on my face. “Yeah? What makes you say that?”

      “Just never seemed like something he’d do and…” I shook my head, shutting my eyes when the heat of another blush warmed my face. “Things are…good, but we aren’t…you know, serious.” A quick shrug and Dante nodded.

      He took another slat for the bed when I handed it to him, fitting it into the headboard before he moved it around, not saying anything, his focus on the work, and we stayed silent, moving quickly until most of the bed was assembled.

      “Maybe it was Mrs. C.”

      Dante glanced at me, unblinking, like the thought surprised him, then instantly didn’t. “Probably. Ma is angling to be Nonna pretty bad.”

      “I’m surprised she’s not nagging you and Dario to find wives.”

      “Us? No.” He took the L-shaped Hex Key tool, fastening the small screws to the footboard as I held up the end. “They’re a little old school about that sort of thing. I think they want Smoke to be the first for some reason, but honestly, at this point, they just want little Carellis running around wrecking shit.”

      Five minutes later Dante finished with the last screw on the footboard and we moved Mateo’s oak bed, with him bearing most of the massive weight, into the center of his room next to a small window.

      “There. The kid won’t have to escape out of that one.”

      Mateo was getting so big, so fast. Things were changing too quickly. All of it—the past six months, how fast my life had transformed gave me whiplash. Something in my chest tightened when I glanced at my son’s dresser and spotted the framed picture of Smoke holding a laughing Mateo.

      “Thanks…” I started, cursing the crack in my voice when I spoke. Dante shot a glance at me, and I caught the horrified, panicked expression on his face, the same one any man has when they spot a woman’s tears. “Don’t worry,” I tried, hurrying to wipe my face dry. “I’m being…all moony and girly.”

      He looked around, running his fingers through his thick, wavy hair like he needed something to do other than look like a helpless idiot before he spotted the picture that currently kept my attention. Then, Dante reached for it, moving it face down on the dresser.

      “Come on, Maggie. He’s not that great…” I nodded, ignoring him, feeling stupid and ridiculous.

      “Please ignore me…”

      “Look,” he said, laying a hand on my shoulder, his tone light, but sweet. “I know my big brother. We might not have been around each other for a while, but I’ve seen him with women before and no matter how slick you two thought you were being sneaking around, everyone sees something is there.” When I blinked up at him, Dante grinned, wiping my cheek dry with his thumb. “I wouldn’t put any bets on those flowers being from Ma.” He nudged me, a gentle jab of his elbow in my rib. “Maybe that prick forgot all about Gimmee and sent them to you because he misses you as much you miss him…even though it’s only been a couple weeks.” He shook his head. “The pair of you are a little ridiculous, to be honest.”

      I doubted that but wouldn’t correct Dante. He had lugged this heavy bed into the apartment and let me boss him around while he built it. Let him have his delusions. They reminded me of my own.

      “I could use a drink,” I told him, nodding toward the living room. Dante followed me, shutting off the bedroom light as we left, but we both stopped short at the sound of Mateo’s soft cry coming down the hall.

      I moved toward my bedroom, but Dante held up a hand, stopping me. “I’ll grab him. He likes me now.”

      That was a stretch, but I wouldn’t correct the man. My boy seemed to only like Smoke and Mr. C. The other Carelli men he tolerated, but he didn’t complain or cry for me when Dante emerged with him into the kitchen, and he seemed fine to let him hold him as I fixed Mateo’s juice and a whiskey for Dante.

      “For you, little man,” I said, handing Mateo his cup, then to Dante, “and your juice.”

      “God, I hope there’s something stronger in that.”

      “Only the good stuff.”

      Dante’s worried expression relaxed when he took a drink and he set Mateo onto the floor. My mijo made a beeline for the empty boxes, and we followed after him, smiling as he moved right inside one of the largest boxes, hitting the side.

      Mateo tore through the boxes, rolling onto his side, laughing and Dante lowered to his level, grabbing his cup when he dropped it. My mijo crab crawled from the mess of cardboard and packaging material to reach for his cup from Dante.

      “Think you’ll be able to survive til the weekend without my mook big brother?” Dante laughed when I rolled my eyes, but continued, “It’s Pop’s birthday this weekend.”

      “I know.” He took the drink when I pushed it toward him but didn’t pick it up until I nodded at him, a quick shift of my chin to insist he take a sip. “Paris has been bragging about planning the menu.”

      At the mention of the blonde waitress’s name, Dante’s expression twisted, his mouth turning down. That was the general reaction most of the Carelli’s had to the woman. “Forget about the ass-kisser,” he said. “She’s not invited. You are and so is the whole town. Bring the baby and come have a good time.”

      I held my drink in front of my mouth, moving my gaze to the baby, watching him laugh at the rustle of packing material and the pop of bubble wrap as he stepped on it. Could babies be lonesome? Mine certainly hadn’t acted like he missed Smoke, but then, how could I tell? If he could speak, say something, a name, anything… The thought made me feel worse.

      “I know you can’t stay away. You love my family too much.” He downed his drink, bringing the empty glass to the sink, his steps confident like he already guessed what my answer would be. “Besides, Toni will be in. She’ll kill you if you aren’t there.” Dante leaned down and picked Mateo up, snagging a small section of bubble wrap to show my son how to pop several rows at once. My boy squealed, reaching for the plastic, bouncing like he thought it was the most amazing sound he’d ever heard. My reaction was unexpected— a giggle that crept from deep in my belly. Dante noticed, whipping a look in my direction, his smug grin all confident and arrogant. “And, you know, I did build your son’s bed for you. I’m gonna need a promise.”

      The man was impossible. He was also a Carelli. That meant stubbornness went right along with all that impossibility. “Fine,” I finally said, taking a deep swig of my drink, realizing I’d probably need a lot more before I walked into that party. “I promise.”
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      Despite hearing everything that went on in her restaurant and her family, Mrs. C. didn’t seem to know how often Smoke and I spoke while he stayed with Dino in the hospital.

      If she had, maybe she would have pulled back on the dramatics when she reminded me of her husband’s birthday party.

      “It’s a little dinner,” she told me, sitting down on a bench at the back of the kitchen with a cooling rag wrapped around her neck. “It’s fine…no, no, I’m fine.” She waved away Denise when the manager offered her another glass of water. Mrs. C. refocused her attention on me, offering a weak smile that I wasn’t sure was genuine. “A small family meal to celebrate my husband’s birthday.” She released a heavy breath, one I was convinced by this point was definitely exaggerated before she dabbed at her sweaty forehead. “You know how he loves the bambino…and you. You both will come, of course…” She shut her eyes, pulling the rag free from her neck to cover her face. “Even you could not refuse an old, sick woman, now could you?”

      “No ma’am. Of course, I couldn’t.”

      There was no way I could turn down the woman after that performance.

      The truth was, I wouldn’t miss it for anything.

      As pathetic as I felt, Smoke had promised to make an appearance.

      “I can’t miss my pop’s party, bella, and the nurses here are taking good care of Dino,” he’d told me early Saturday morning when he called.

      “So, you’re coming back? Tonight?”

      “I have to settle a few things in the city and then I’ll be there. I promise.”

      When I dressed for the party, I made an extra effort with my hair and makeup and changed my outfit at least three times. It was ridiculous. Dante had been right. It had only been two weeks since I’d seen Smoke. Two weeks since that night on his desk and just the idea of seeing him again had me acting like a war bride antsy for her man to break formation and run at her after a two-year deployment. We really had nothing to complain about.

      Two hours of fussing over my hair and outfit and I found myself moving through the crowded dining area of the restaurant, my son being passed around the Carelli family. Mrs. C.’s “small family dinner” included the entire town, like most Carelli meals, but then Dante had warned me as much.

      “Ah, Maggie, he’s so beautiful,” Maria told me, her thin lips stretched so I could barely make out the red lipstick she used. “He gets bigger every time I see him!”

      “Yes,” I said, pulling off my jacket as Mateo got handed over to another aunt and laughed when the younger woman crossed her eyes at him.

      He was safe here, among these friendly people, but that didn’t keep me at ease. That didn’t happen until I spotted Toni across the room. The frown she wore changed when she spotted me, and her gaze shifted from Luca, who leaned on a chair behind her at the back of the room. As Smoke’s sister moved toward me, I spotted the way the handsome man watched her, the brown skin of his neck and face brightening when he moved his attention to her hips. Then Dario and Dante approached him, and Luca pulled his gaze from Toni and stood, shaking each of their hands.

      “Maggie,” she greeted me, kissing each of my cheeks before she tugged me away from the family and toward a quieter corner of the room. Over her shoulder, I spotted Mr. Carelli take Mateo and bounce him on his knee.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, moving my gaze toward the back of the room where Luca sat with her brothers.

      The three men kept to themselves, speaking behind their balled hands and bent heads, like there was business they had for each other and didn’t want anyone else to hear. If the months in this town, around Smoke’s family taught me anything, it was not to worry what happened between men in small crowds. If there was business between them, it was safer for me not to know.

      Toni looked over her shoulder, glancing toward where the men sat but didn’t turn around completely. “Never mind about that,” she said, grabbing a glass of wine from one of the servers as he passed. “Tell me what happened with you and Dimitri.”

      “Oh.” My stomach burned as the flash of that night in his office and the long, late conversations with him reran like some Hallmark movie in my head. “He…took care of me. Said he wanted to talk to me but then…Dino…”

      Toni nodded, her expression open, as she watched me. “He’s…different with you.”

      “How so?”

      Again, she looked over her shoulder as though she wanted to make sure no one heard her. Then the tall woman tugged me to the back of the bar where only a few servers milled around stacking empty plates and glasses. “Normally, that brother of mine is an asshole, I swear. Always barking orders at everyone, telling everyone what to do with their lives…where to live…who…who to love…” Antonia licked her lips, her breath hitching as she shot a glance across the room to where Luca sat. She gripped my wrist like she wanted to make sure I listened to her. “But for all his bossing and annoying bitching, he can keep you and that baby safe. It’s why I told you to go to him.”

      “Yes, I know what you told me,” I said, taking Toni’s glass to have a sip of her wine. “But do you think he could ever…”

      I tried to be strong. Brave. I tried to convince myself I didn’t need anyone but my son.

      But it was hard closing yourself off when all you wanted was to be protected. To be loved. I’d seen the way Luca and Toni watched each other. What she wanted from him and couldn’t have was written in every long, sad look she gave him. Of anyone, she’d understand what I wanted.

      “Do you think Smoke could ever…”

      “I don’t know,” she said, looking down. “My brother is…hard. Always has been. Since I was young, he’s been hard.”

      I took another long drink, trying to drown the disappointment I felt until Toni pulled on the glass, holding my wrist. “He makes me mad. He frustrates me, but what I see when he looks at you, what I see when you look back at him? Maggie…it feels different. It feels real.”

      Toni’s grip on my hand tightened and a soft, slow smile twitched over her bottom lip. There was something that reminded me that she didn’t have the hope I did when she looked at Luca. I knew that was tied up in the business he had with Smoke. I meant to ask. The question was on the tip of my tongue. I opened my mouth, began to speak, but then shut it as Paris walked behind us, frowning as she looked between the two of us.

      “Why are you here?” Toni asked the blonde before the woman ran off.

      I took Toni’s fingers, hoping she could see in my expression what Smoke meant to me. I hadn’t told anyone what I felt. Not even him. The fear was too real. Hope was a drug that tasted too sweet to me. I wasn’t sure I could trust him. Toni would know if I should risk it.

      Not seeing him, the ache in my chest had grown tighter with each passing day. There was just too much I wanted, and I was scared he wouldn’t give me everything he had of himself. If he was even capable of giving me what I needed from him.

      “Toni,” I said, knowing if anyone would understand, it would be her. “If he…isn’t all in… if he can’t…” The explanation stuck in my throat, weighed down by the realization of how much being burned by the person you loved could sting. “I don’t know if I’d…it would do me in.”

      From the look she gave me, from the way she held my hand, squeezing it back, I got that she’d understood my small explanation. She shot a look across the room, her gaze sharp, full of something that made my chest hurt when she snagged Luca’s attention and they held each other’s stare. I knew then she understood me probably better than anyone.

      “You have to decide, Maggie, if it’s worth the risk,” she said, nodding as she moved her gaze from that handsome man still talking to her brothers and back to me. “My brother is an idiot.” I tilted my head, my mouth hurting from the frown, but Toni held up a hand, silencing anything I might say. “He’s an idiot who really seems to love you and your son.”

      I hated the sadness in her expression, though I didn’t think it had anything to do with me and Smoke. Toni had been kept away from the man she loved by circumstance, by stupid promises she told me Luca made to her brother, though she’d never told me everything. She never told me why they still weren’t together.

      “Toni,” I said, knowing it wasn’t my place, knowing she likely wouldn’t tell me everything, but thinking she might need a friend, “what happened with you and Luca? What…did Smoke do to get between you?”

      There was a pause, a moment’s hesitation that Toni took as she watched me—like she wanted to say everything and nothing all at the same time. Then, I reached for her, touching her hand. “Tell me to mind my own business if…”

      “It’s not that.” She looked over the crowd, her features tensing. “Smoke, he’s made a lot of bad decisions but sometimes they were for the right reasons.”

      “Like keeping you and Luca apart?”

      “Yeah,” she said, squeezing my hand. “I don’t want you to think any less of him if I tell you what happened. It was…a long time ago and I wasn’t…easy back then.” When I shifted my eyebrow up, Toni grinned, laughing at my expression. “I was even worse then.”

      “Impossible.”

      She shrugged, pressing her lips together before she exhaled. “Luca was like a brother to Smoke. Trained him in college. He trained most of the boxers at the gym where they worked out. He’d even been close to going pro when he was younger, but he’d made some bad decisions, ended up doing time.” Toni picked at a napkin on the bar top, looking away, eyes unblinking, her lineless skin glowing under the soft light overhead. “But Smoke loved him. We…all did. Me especially.”

      She glanced at me, eyes glossy and wet, like what she wanted me to see, she wouldn’t hide, and I could see plainly everything that was there. She’d loved him, but it went deeper than what her family felt for Luca. He was her lover. He was her everything.

      “I was twenty. He was almost thirty. We were so stupid. And Luca, he was all about honor and respect. He’d messed up so much and Smoke had given him a second chance. But my brother…when he found out about us…” Toni closed her eyes, squeezing them tight, like the memory was too much, the irritation, the pain of it all ached between her temples. “He thought I was some stupid kid. He thought Luca had taken my virginity and Smoke lost it. Told Luca that he’d kill him if he ever came near me again. So, I convinced Luca to run away. He didn’t want to go anywhere. He wanted my parents’ blessing. He wanted to do everything the right way.

      “But I was so young and so in love with him. And Luca would have given me anything. But he was so messed up about never knowing who his father was. Some gangster from Sicily his mom should have never messed with. Her family put her out because she ran off with him. It was a big scandal. But, he wasn’t interested in her after she got pregnant. Refused to marry her and she was left on her own. Turned out by her family, then her man. It was hard enough being a single woman back then living on her own, but being a single Black woman with a baby? Here? You don’t know how hard it was for Luca…half-Italian, half-Black kid with some guy for a father no one knows and his mother’s people refusing to claim him because he was a bastard.”

      Toni pushed her eyebrows together, the frustration, the anger bunching up until a small line deepened along her forehead and she curled her arms in front of her chest, her fingers balled into a fist. “He’s beautiful. Those full lips. Those dark eyes. That luscious brown skin? But some people are so fucking small and cruel. And he didn’t want me to lose my family.”

      “They would never…”

      “No,” she said automatically, turning toward me, taking my hand. “They wouldn’t. And that wasn’t why Smoke didn’t want us together.”

      “Then why…”

      “Respect. Business.” She shook her head, her nostrils flaring as she inhaled, like the idea of both those things were still so ridiculous all these years later. “Defiance. It was because Smoke thought I was a kid. His kid sister and he didn’t want me pissing away my future settling down to be someone’s wife and mother. He wanted me to go to college and run a business. He wanted me to conquer the world, like I couldn’t do that shit and still be Luca’s wife, still have his…” The more she spoke, the louder Toni got and the thicker moisture collected on her eyelashes. Here, she paused, blinking until small dots of tears fell from her thick lashes and landed on her cheeks. She swiped at them, looking angry, irritated that she’d begun to cry. “But all he saw was me defying him and Luca taking me away after he told him to keep away from me. So he found us in Boston. And it was…”

      Toni looked away from me then, moving her head like she debated what to say next. Maybe the truth was too hard to speak out loud. Maybe she didn’t want me to know everything. Maybe there were things that just weren’t my business. Whatever made her pause, kept Toni from looking at me and the tears started up again so thick that I thought about telling her to forget that I asked for the truth. The small stack of paper napkins was at my elbow and I grabbed two, brushing her arm with my hand as an offer that she took.

      “You don’t have to…”

      “He’s not a bad man,” she said, wiping her face.

      “Toni…”

      “Luca’s mother was dying.” She turned, nodding at me, and I took the hint, grabbing another clean napkin to fix her smudged makeup before she continued. “He didn’t know about it because she hadn’t told him. Smoke found out from our aunt Maria. She and Luca’s mom were sorority sisters. Smoke told Luca.”

      I pulled my hand from her face and watched her, unable to do anything else until she finished speaking.

      “He knew that Luca would leave. He knew that his only focus then would be getting his mom well. And he was right. But Smoke didn’t tell me any of that. Not when he found us. He brought Luca out of the hotel room and gave him the news. He wouldn’t let him back in to see me. Luca was so upset about his mom, he just left.”

      Toni dropped her eyes, looking down at the wadded napkins she twisted between her fingers and I held her hand, holding it between my own. “And you thought he abandoned you?”

      “And Smoke let me keep thinking that,” she said, staring me directly in the eyes. Her face was dry now. “For years.”

      “Toni…Dios…”

      “When I found out, I was…enraged.” She shook her head, eyebrows going up like the memory was still a shock to her. “Luca tried to get back in touch with me. Tried seeing me, calling me, but I thought he abandoned me. He thought I’d changed my mind. Smoke was the only one who knew the truth and when I confronted him, he promised it was to protect us both.”

      “He lied to you.”

      “He did.” She nodded, rubbing her arms as her attention moved back across the room to where Dario and Luca sat together, and glanced in their direction. Luca DeRosa was still beautiful, even at almost forty. But there was something in his eyes I couldn’t place. Sadness? Loss? Maybe that was something I was reading into the look that seemed to always be on his face, but it seemed to match the one Toni wore.

      “Now it’s…complicated. But Maggie, my brother,” she grabbed my hand, bringing my attention back to her, “he wasn’t wrong about a lot of things. I did all the things he said I’d be good at. Went to school, excelled. Started a business, became rich and successful from it. I don’t know if that would have happened if I would have married him at twenty.”

      “But you’ll never know and what if Luca was the love of your life?”

      Toni tilted her head, opening her mouth as though she couldn’t believe I hadn’t connected the dots yet. “Oh, cara…but he is. Of course he is.” She looked back across the room, catching the look Luca gave her, not smiling, her expression as blank, as neutral as the one he gave her. “Why do you think I’m still so pissed at my chooch brother? I can be thankful for what he did, but still pissed at him for doing it.”

      “But can’t you and Luca…”

      “It’s not that simple.” She finally looked back at me, closing her eyes one last time before she grabbed another napkin. “It’s all a mess now.”

      Smoke had good intentions, but those good intentions seemed to always hurt the people who cared most about him.

      “Fuck this,” she finally said, releasing a long sigh before she stretched toward the bar and grabbed a bottle of tequila.

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to touch that bottle.”

      “Like I care.” Toni cracked the paper seal and spun the cap loose, pouring two quick shots between us. “We deserve this shit tonight.”

      “Enzo’s gonna kill you,” I heard, staring at the full shot glass as Toni held hers to her mouth. Dante approached and leaned behind his sister, cocking an eyebrow up as she threw back the drink. “That doesn’t go live for another month and they were planning this big…well, there she goes.” The youngest Carelli waved a hand, smiling as his big sister poured herself another shot and had it down her throat before he could finish speaking.

      “Drink,” she told me, motioning to my full glass with her empty one. “You need this too.”

      “Why does Maggie need a shot?” Dante asked, moving to stand between us. He glanced at my face, lowering his brows when I kept quiet. “Can’t be because your boy doesn’t have a solid bed. I made sure it was perfect.”

      “Yes,” I said, picking up my glass when I caught Toni’s hardening glare. “And I appreciate that.”

      “Don’t worry why she needs a shot,” his sister told him, taking an empty glass from the stack and filling it for Dante. “Just drink. We’re celebrating Pop tonight.”

      “From where I’m standing, it looks like you’re trying to get shitty to forget whatever has your panties in a knot.” He looked at me, then to his sister, head shaking. “And I know more about Maggie’s reasons for drinking than you think…moony, girly ass woman.”

      “Drink, baby brother,” she demanded, ignoring his answer before she knocked her glass with his. Then, the woman moved her chin, squinting at my glass like she wouldn’t rest until I had the tequila down my throat. I wasn’t going to take it.

      Mateo was still my responsibility, no matter how many Carelli aunties and cousins looked after him. Besides, I avoided shots at all costs. But when I thought of a good explanation to give Toni not to drink, readying the lame excuse of a sore stomach, Smoke made his entrance into the restaurant. He looked fit, his suit pressed and tailored like it had been sewn right over his beautiful, cut frame and I lost all hold on my good sense. But there was a cut along his chin and a small purple bruise near his cheek that had me staring, had me worried. I dropped my gaze, looking at his hands, spotting his hand, the bandaged knuckles and my stomach curled.

      Toni leaned next to me, her attention on my face, then at her brother before she whispered in my ear. “It’s…just business, cara,” she said, shooting back another shot with Dante before refilling their glasses again.

      “You have to decide, Maggie, if it’s worth the risk.”

      Could I?

      “Dios,” I said, not looking away when he walked to his father, kissing the man on the cheek. Then he picked Mateo up, holding my son in his arms.

      The baby squealed, his face lit up like he knew exactly who Smoke was.

      He patted Mateo’s back, kissing his forehead. His attention moved around the room, looking over the crowd. He nodded and returned smiles when he met welcomes and then his attention stopped right on my face when he found me.

      I took three small seconds to look back at him, practically feeling that searing gaze of his, how it dipped to his brother and sister downing shots next to me, then to the full glass in my hand before I curled my fingers around the shot and threw it back, polishing it off in one swallow.

      “Excellent,” Toni said, refilling my glass.

      Smoke continued to watch me, his mouth twitching, eyes steady, gaze moving up my body, and I slipped my attention to his face, hoping he saw everything I felt in the look I returned.

      There was a risk I was willing to take and I was sure I saw something similar in his features—something that looked a lot like intent. Despite my worry and whatever kept him away, I was ready for it. I even took a step forward, but then his attention shifted to Paris as she stood next to him. Smoke gave her a smile, too warm, too friendly for my liking. She whispered something in his ear, touching his chest while she did it. I looked away, not able to stomach seeing them standing so close together.

      He glanced back at me and I felt that stare in my peripheral. It was heated, intense, but I couldn’t return it.
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        * * *

      

      “Come on, Maggie,” Dante said when the plates had been cleared from the table and Mateo had given up eating in exchange for snoring right in the middle of Mr. C’s chest.

      “Come on what?” I asked when he stood, holding out his hand to me.

      Otis Redding sang from Mr. Carelli’s massive jukebox in the center of the dining room’s largest bay window as the youngest Carelli threw his sweetest, most alarming smile down to me. It would work on almost any woman with a pulse. The man, like both his brothers, was very handsome. He had an olive complexion and broad shoulders, having worked the past five years on his uncle’s vineyard in Pistoia. He walked with a swagger that wasn’t forced and when he winked at me, hurrying along my indecision to take him up on his offer, I had to admit to myself that Dante Carelli would likely have no problem seducing any woman in this room that wasn’t blood related to him.

      Reluctantly, I let Dante lead me away from the table, not missing how he nodded to his grinning mother as we moved to the makeshift dance floor or how Smoke leaned back against his chair, his arm outstretched, his posture relaxed. But his eyes were still sharp, attentive as Dante curled his large hand against my back and took my fingers as he led us into a slow, sweet one-two-step to that sultry ballad.

      The dance worked to distract me.

      It helped to stave my irritation at not having a single word exchange with Smoke.

      The crowd monopolized him.

      His father and mother held his ear all through dinner.

      Then his brothers.

      Then the line of men, though not the still-recovering Dino, that had been watching the town, his family and our building, one by one, stood at Smoke’s side subtly speaking in his direction as they glanced around the room, keeping their attention alert as he asked one question after another. Occasionally, Smoke would take a drink Paris offered him, then find me in the crowd, or across the table, his stare intense, open. Once, he even stood, excusing himself, and he made his way toward me, but Dario stopped him, nodding at Luca and the three of them moved to the patio for a half an hour conversation.

      Then, Mateo got sick, and I had a mess to contend with that took me away from the table, and when I returned, Paris had put herself next to Smoke at the table, despite the frown he wore.

      The mood was all wrong. Awkward.

      Maybe we’d spent too much time away from each other.

      Maybe the long, quiet conversations on the phone gave us too much distance, too much anonymity. Now we were here, staring at each other, letting the distractions of his family and the crowd keep us from each other.

      Or maybe, I’d worked up this ridiculous scenario between us in my head.

      “Now, see?” Dante started, pulling my thoughts back to the music and the sway of our bodies, his hands above my waist, his voice soft and lulling as he moved us to that raspy song. “It’s not so bad, is it? Letting loose a little.”

      “If you say so.” I couldn’t help myself. I couldn’t keep my attention away from the table, trying to find Smoke among the crowd, beyond the chatting dancers and townsfolk that congregated over the tables.

      But he wasn’t there, pretending to relax against his chair. He wasn’t next to Mrs. Phillips, the diminutive woman who owned the B&B five blocks from the park or near her cute boarder with the wire-rimmed glasses who sat across from me during dinner.

      He was three couples next to me dancing with his mother, smiling and laughing as she rested her head on his shoulder. And still, Smoke managed to glance my way, his gaze shifting, dropping when his little brother moved his hand down to rest on my lower back.

      “At least the tequila was good, right?” Dante asked, spinning me away from any vantage point I had of his brother, forcing my attention up at his handsome face. Otis sang on, the bridge moving to a climax and his smile broadened, becoming mildly flirty.

      I didn’t hate the attention, and despite Toni’s revelation, it wasn’t this Carelli’s attention I wanted, and I was sure Dante knew that.

      “No. The tequila was wonderful.” Stretching my neck to see around the room, I frowned. “At least Toni thought so.” When I couldn’t find her in the crowd, Dante nodded toward the patio, drawing my attention to the two figures outside under the dim lights.

      “I think she’s drunk on something else right now.”

      Luca held her by the waist, his long arm tugging her close as she rested her palms flat against his chest. They didn’t seem to speak or do much else but stare at each other and that ache that had pinched in my chest when I first noticed them tonight returned, burning sharper.

      “Will they ever…”

      “I hope so,” Dante said, interrupting my question. I was sure he wondered the same things I did. “Nothing is impossible.”

      “Dante, amore,” I heard, recognizing Mrs. Carelli’s soft tone as she approached.

      Smoke still held her, but his attention moved from his mother and shifted to me as Dante smiled at the woman, grinning wider when she reached for him.

      “We’ll switch. It’s been ages since I’ve had a dance with my bambino. Here…” She grabbed Smoke’s hand, then took mine from Dante’s hold and pressed his right into my left. “You dance with Maggie, Dimitri. So she’s not left without a partner. You don’t mind, do you? No? Good.”

      And just like that, Smoke held me, wrapping his large arm around my waist and his long fingers curling around my hand.

      Heat began to pool at the center of my back just as the music lowered. I paused, looking up, thinking that we wouldn’t have to suffer through an entire song. But Smoke never slowed. He never paused for a second as Otis’s voice faded and the slow, rough whine of a rhythm guitar started up with another faster ballad.

      Foy Vance’s Pain Never Hurt Me Like Love moved through the room like the wind. Each word blistering through me, resonating as that haunting voice seemed to mimic so much of what I felt.

      He didn’t speak.

      Smoke just held me, shifting our bodies in a sensual sway that pushed us closer together. I wanted to stop the world just then. Keep us frozen in that small moment with Smoke holding me, moving us closer, where it felt like nothing else mattered but how intensely he watched me and how good it felt when he moved his thumb to my cheek and let it skim over my jaw.

      “You’re fucking beautiful,” he said, not blinking, his movements slowing. “You always are.” Smoke took his hand from my face, and I spotted the tension flexing his jaw when I looked away, but he didn’t drop his hold on me or let me have even an inch of space. “You make shit fly right out of my mouth, bella.”

      That time I did look at him, wondering why he was blaming me for the things he let move freely from his mouth. “That isn’t my fault.”

      His smirk was easy, soft and when he nodded, he did it with a movement of his shoulder that told me he only had himself to blame. “No. It’s not.” Smoke pulled me close, his fingers gripping at my waist. “There’s just something about you that…”

      “Excuse me?”

      Smoke jerked his gaze to the man at our side but didn’t take his hands from me.

      The wire-rimmed glasses didn’t hide the guy’s handsome face or take away from the fullness of his mouth. He was a stranger in this town and clearly had no idea who he was interrupting.

      “There a problem?” Smoke asked, pulling me closer.

      “Not at all. Sorry,” the man said, glancing between us. “I…don’t mean to bust up anything, but that woman over there,” he pointed to the table, to where Toni sat nursing a mug of what looked like coffee, “she suggested I ask you to dance.” He smiled at me, shifting his attention back to Smoke when neither of us moved. “That is if you don’t mind.”

      “Who the hell are you?” The question came out rude and suspicious, but most of Smoke’s did when he was faced with people he didn’t know. That’s how our first interaction went.

      “Sorry,” wire-rimmed glasses said. “I’m August Grant.” He extended his hand, holding it out.

      Smoke waited several seconds, his gaze shooting down to the offered handshake, then back at August’s friendly smile before he shook it. When Smoke released his hand, August seemed to relax.

      “Excellent. So…do you mind?”

      “Yes!” We both said at the same time, and the man blinked, nodding once before he returned to his seat.

      Smoke waited until the man sat, his jaw clenching, his head turning as Paris approached, calling after him, and he grabbed my hand, pulling me off the dancefloor and up the stairs, away from the crowd, from the noise and activity of everyone that seemed to want something from him.

      I looked once over my shoulder, spotting Mateo asleep on Maria’s lap, catching a wink and a wave of approval from her as Smoke led me up the stairs and into the forgotten offices on the second floor.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, taking two steps at a time to keep up with him.

      He tightened his hold on my hand, but didn’t speak, not until we were down the hallway and through the last office door at the end.

      There was a single desk in the room and boxes of glasses and table linens lined along the wall. Smoke locked the door, pulling me against his chest, one arm around my waist before he hoisted me onto the desk.

      “Five minutes. Five fucking minutes, bella. That’s all I’ve wanted with you all damn night and there has been something in my way the whole time.” He grabbed my face, looking over my features, lips pressed together like he wanted to devour me and wasn’t sure how to start the meal. “I realized five minutes…five million wouldn’t be enough.”

      “When did you…”

      He didn’t wait, covering my mouth, stealing my breath as he kissed me.

      It was all mouth—his thick, fat bottom lip over mine, his tongue inside as he held my face still, as he directed me, commanded me with the slow movement of his mouth over mine, and I got dizzy just from the heat of his taste and the weight of his body as he leaned over me, pressing me back against the desk.

      “Smo…Smoke…” I managed, nibbling his lips, wanting more, pushing him against me, my leg against his calf when he moved his hips against mine. “Dios, I missed you…”

      “Move in with me.”

      I blinked, pushing against his chest when his words registered. “I’m…what?”

      Smoke shook his head, gaze shooting over my face like he’d forgotten the contours of my features and was trying to recommit them to memory. “I sound like an asshole, but I don’t care. You and the kid, you mean…everything to me. I want you with me, all the time. In my place, where I can protect you.”

      It wasn’t a grand declaration of love.

      But for Smoke, it was close to it.

      “But you said…”

      “I was stupid, bella. We both were.” He frowned, his mouth tensing, and a small line formed between his eyebrows. “They shot Dino and he knew how to take care of himself. They knew how important he was to me.” He moved his fingers to my neck, watching the trail of his nails against my skin when he touched my collarbone, and I held my breath waiting for what he’d say next. “But you…Mateo…”

      “We’re just…”

      “You’re everything…to me.”

      “Smoke, you can’t say things like that when you don’t…” I shook my head, pushing against his chest, but he wouldn’t budge.

      He watched me then, the tension in his features growing tighter, the clench in his jaw flexing. “I don’t say things I don’t mean, Maggie. I’m an honest man.”

      “I know that.”

      “And when I say you mean everything, I mean…that I love you.” Smoke settled against me, his hands on either side of my head. “You and the kid…you belong to me in a way no one else can. You own me like no one else ever will.”

      “Smoke…ah…” My throat burned and shook my voice, the tightness in my sinuses leaving me unable to do more than pull him in for a soft kiss.

      “Move in with me,” he said again, this time little more than a whisper.

      “Yeah,” I said, taking the kiss he offered. “Okay…”

      Smoke’s smile was slow, sweet, and his eyes were lit with something blazing. The lick of memory that I recalled every time he was inside me. It was desire, passion, and the promise that there would be more. Always more, that he’d never be finished with me. Smoke Carelli made a promise with one look—one I wasn’t sure he could keep but one that said a lot without a single word before he came closer, stunning me with a kiss that left me breathless.
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      It wasn’t the trip I’d planned.

      There’d been the picnics, like always. That much hadn’t changed.

      Mateo and Maggie had loved the lake house and Ma had insisted that her staff with no Fourth of July plans or family to do anything with, tag along for the day. It had been nice. Fun. Easy.

      No threats. No worries.

      No bullshit following us around.

      No Finney idiots that needed reminding who they shouldn’t steal from—my damn knuckles still ached over that shit.

      The fireworks the last night had been the best part, underneath a clear sky and my pop and Dario manning the grill like pros as I lifted the kid on my shoulders, laughing while he screamed with each blast and shot that streamed red and blue in the sky overhead.

      “Smoke, turn this way, I want a picture,” Maggie said, aiming her phone toward me, her beautiful smile lit up brighter than the fireworks shooting off above us. “So sweet.” She reached up, kissing me, then the kid as two of the night servers cracked open a six pack and the taller of the two offered a bottle to me.

      “I’m good, man. Thanks,” I told him.

      “I’ll take one.” My smile lowered when I heard Paris’s high-pitched cadence. She’d been hovering all weekend, prancing around in her thong bikini as Maggie and I brought Mateo onto the lake in the three-person canoe, and fixing her blanket near ours on the beach when the picnic kicked off.

      “You got an admirer,” Maggie commented when we stretched out for a nap sometime around two that afternoon and I got to my side, looking over my shoulder to spot Paris watching us.

      “She’s harmless,” I promised, not worried about a clingy waitress, but surprised by Maggie’s laugh. “What?”

      “Men,” she said, rubbing sunblock on Mateo’s nose as he slept. “Utterly clueless.”

      But it wasn’t Paris and the side-eye attention she gave me all weekend that had really disturbed shit. That came later as we packed up our gear and prepared to settle in for the night.

      “Maggie!” I heard, stuffing the kid’s snacks into his bag as she brushed out the blanket and then saw Curtis, the kid she’d trained all month, jogging toward her.

      “Hey. I thought you weren’t coming,” she said, greeting him.

      I didn’t pay much attention to them. Mateo was crawling over me, trying to dig into his bag, looking for the animal crackers I’d just hidden in the front pocket and like the mook I was, I fought with him, trying to distract him with carrot sticks I knew he’d never eat.

      “Yeah, I had to bring my girlfriend to her uncle’s before I made it up here. Oh, I wanted to check on you. We haven’t worked together since that day you got sick. Remember?”

      The kid threw a carrot straight at my head and I ducked, cracking a smile when he laughed at me. “Think you’re slick, don’t you?”

      “Um…really?” I heard Maggie say, only half-listening, but recognizing the nervous tone of hers for what it was. “Was that the last time?”

      “Yeah, I could tell you weren’t just feeling bad. I figured you rolled out because those assholes were bugging you. Weird thing was, one of them was all twenty questions about you after you left, then he started snooping around at the staff pictures by the register. You know the ones with Mrs. Carelli and the Christmas party?”

      “He…was?”

      I stood, bringing Mateo with me, standing at Maggie side. “What guy?” I asked the kid, ignoring how quickly the smile dropped from his lips.

      “Oh…I don’t know, Mr. Carelli. Some suit. He was kind of an asshole.” He looked at Maggie, then back at me like he realized he’d said too much. “I’m…sorry. I didn’t know I wasn’t…”

      Maggie shook her head, waving him off. “It’s fine, Curtis. Really. Thanks for letting me know.”

      Curtis wasted no time taking off and Maggie handled herself well, grabbing the kid from me and nodding me forward, away from my family and the crowd. We walked down to the pier, toward the boat house, letting Mateo play in one of the canoes suspended securely between two posts.

      My chest felt tight, and for a second, I reminded myself of the worry and fear that had kept me from wanting a normal life. “When did this happen?”

      Maggie looked out on the water, her arms folded across her chest, chin lifted. “The…the night Dino was shot. It’s why I went to see you. Antonia told me…” I made a noise, releasing something filthy under my breath, and Maggie glared at me.

      “Fucking Toni…”

      “She was trying to help me…”

      “Madonna…” I rubbed my face, the pulse in my neck ticking faster and faster the harder I looked at her. Maggie knelt down, reaching out to brush clean Mateo’s face as he pulled on one of the knots in the rope tying the canoe to the post. “Who was this guy?”

      She exhaled, dipping her head. “John Reynolds. He worked with Alejandro.” She glanced at me, her expression tight. “My ex-husband.” When she nodded toward the baby, I understood and some of my anger deflated. “I was worried he’d see me and tell him where I was. I got scared.”

      I could understand that fear, but not her lapse in logic. “Explain to me how I’m supposed to have your back if you don’t tell me when some fucker that knows your husband comes into the restaurant.” I took a step when she opened her mouth, looking ready to make an excuse, but I didn’t want to hear one. “For the life of me, I don’t get how the hell you think I’m supposed to take care of this situation if you keep it to yourself.”

      “You’re not,” she said, moving her chin up.

      So damn defiant.

      “I’m…what?”

      “It wasn’t your situation to handle. It was mine.”

      I moved closer, jerking my hand out of my pocket to run my fingers through my hair. “Your solution was to come to me because you were scared. I’m right about that?” She didn’t answer but didn’t look away from me either. “You came to me because my kid sister told you that was the best place for you. And you listened. So if that wasn’t my situation to handle, why the fuck did you bother coming to me at all?”

      “I…needed somewhere to…go.”

      “You couldn’t go home?”

      Again, Maggie opened her mouth, but remained silent.

      “So, you’re saying I was good enough to fuck but not good enough to protect you?”

      “No.” She swallowed, those big, black eyes shifting, her gaze moving over my face as she stood, her lips tight, frowning. “No…but you…I was going to tell you… after but…” I moved forward, forgetting my anger just for a second as Maggie blinked, moving her eyes to my mouth. “Afterward …there…wasn’t time.”

      “Bella…” I touched her cheek and Maggie relaxed, moving toward my fingers as I held her face between my palms. “You have to let me protect you.” I pushed my forehead to hers, inhaling her sweet scent. “This only works if you let me protect you.”

      “And what about you?” she said, tilting her head. When I squinted at her, confused, she lifted my hand, pointing at my knuckles still bruised from the beating I’d given Finney’s man. “Is this how you’re gonna protect us?”

      “Yes,” I said, not hesitating. When Maggie’s expression dropped, her mouth opening, I grabbed her face, holding it between my fingers. “I don’t know any other way and I’ve never done this before. You. Me…” I glanced at the kid, then back to her. “Us. Tell me you wouldn’t kill for him. What person on this planet wouldn’t kill to protect the people they love?”

      Maggie waited a long time before she answered. There was a look that passed in her eyes, too much I couldn’t get a read on before she nodded, seeming to understand me at least a little bit.

      “I’d do anything for him.”

      “And I’d do anything for you both, but you have to tell me when there’s a threat coming for us. Bella, I have to be prepared for it.”

      She nodded, pushing her eyebrows together.

      “Promise me.”

      “I promise, sweetie. I won’t keep anything else from you.”

      I hoped like hell she meant it.
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        * * *

      

      Two days passed before we got back into our groove, and I spent that time trying to get an angle on this Reynolds asshole. But there was no intel that linked him to Maggie, at least nothing concrete. There was, however, a flower delivery that came to her apartment when I was in Edgemont with Dino, something that irritated me to discover she hadn’t told me about until I texted her.

      

      Smoke: You got flowers and didn’t tell me?

      Maggie: I thought if they weren’t from you, they might be from your mom.

      Smoke: Hell. That would make sense.

      

      Fact was, I wouldn’t put it past the woman. In fact, since Pop’s party, she was doing her best to let everyone in town know she’d orchestrated my entire relationship with Maggie.

      She probably did send her the damn roses.

      I meant to ask her in person when she stopped by my office to get Mateo while I watched him for Maggie as she went to the dentist. But, my mother was late, she always was when there was food to prepare for the kid, and it seemed she had a lot of it, and the other visitor I had me forgetting about the damn flowers. Ma though, was single-minded.

      “He’ll be hungry. He needs fattening up. Let me see what I have in the kitchen. Ah, I know, buttered noodles.”

      “Ma. He just ate,” I’d told her, trying to stop her before she hung up the phone, but the line went dead and I chunked my cell on the desk, wincing when the kid stared up at me like I’d flung the thing across the room. “Sorry, man.” But he was already over the disruption and caught up in playing with my chain and I was too busy fanning through articles about this REN Cypher company that Reynolds and Maggie’s ex worked at to give too much attention to who came in behind me. But the scent was too sweet and thick for my liking.

      I jerked around, flaring my nostrils when Paris came through the door. “Can I help you?” I asked her when she stood next to my desk.

      Her expression was severe as she watched Mateo. Like she was disappointed I held him, but then she smiled, blinking away her frown before she brushed the hair from her forehead. “I wanted to know, um…Smoke, if I could speak to you.” Clearly, I needed to have a conversation with my boys about who they let in my office.

      “Speak,” I told her, my attention moving back to my laptop and another article about the potential of the company going public if their app live date went off without a hitch.

      “So that’s why I thought maybe you’d say yes.”

      “Wait, what?” I blinked, glancing at the woman when I realized I hadn’t heard anything she said. Paris was always underfoot lately, it seemed. She’d been with my folks’ restaurant since high school. Ma wasn’t crazy about her, but Paris’s grandfather and Pop had grown up together. Her working for them was always seen as a favor.

      She seemed to always get red around her face anytime something didn’t go her way or when she was upset. Something must have irritated her then because the woman’s face was damn near purple.

      But she recovered, blinking before she waved a hand. “I said, you seem like a worldly man. You’ve got a lot of…experience.”

      “Um…okay, yeah, I guess,” I said, positioning Mateo on my other knee, away from the woman.

      “And I don’t have a lot of…well. Smoke. I know you’re single. I know that you and Maggie aren’t engaged or anything like that.”

      I kept my features neutral, not willing to give anything away.

      She stepped forward, touching my arm, her fingernails scratching over my skin. “I haven’t had a lot of sex…”

      “Umm…that sucks for you…”

      “Smoke,” she said, giving me a look that told me she was lying her ass off. She knew exactly how to manipulate and seduce. “Would you fuck me?”

      I’ve had a lot of women throw themselves at me. It happens when you’re in the position I’m in. Money, power, it comes with both.

      But shit, I was standing in my office holding a one-year-old, and she propositioned me while I fielded articles on my almost-live-in girlfriend’s ex-husband’s company.

      The fuck was happening to my life?

      Paris moved her hand up my forearm and I jerked her touch off me. “No. Not gonna happen.”

      “Wha…what?”

      “Look, that shit might work on one of these local idiots, but it won’t on me.”

      “I don’t know what you’re…”

      “You wanna keep your job?” I interrupted, stunning her silent.

      She nodded, tugging her top lip under her teeth like she was scared to say anything stupid.

      Wise choice.

      “Then I suggest you get the hell out of this office and pretend like you don’t know who the fuck I am. Understand this very clearly: I am not interested and if you keep bothering me, you’ll get fucked right out of a job. You feel me?”

      “Yea…yes.”

      “Good. Now go before my ma comes back here and finds out what kind of servers she’s employed.”

      Paris left the office without a backward glance and I got up from my desk, moving to the window with Mateo in my arms as we watched the sidewalk outside get thick with afternoon foot traffic.

      This chick, I swear.

      Squirming in my arms, I adjusted the boy, shaking my head when I thought about the bullshit he’d be in for, as good looking as I knew he’d be.

      “Kid, learn the lesson now,” I told him. “Women are so fucking—”

      “I would not finish that sentence if I were you, Dimitri,” my mother said, walking into the office.

      She watched me pace with the kid in my arms. Ma had done that so many times the past few months, I knew she was likely thinking thoughts that didn’t belong in her head.

      That’s where all her nagging and harping she’d done on wanting me to make things official with Maggie had come from.

      My parents loved the kid.

      They loved Maggie.

      They tolerated me.

      Made sense they’d want me to step up and make them permanent fixtures in our lives.

      My cell vibrated and I frowned, pushing Mateo to my other hip as I fished out my phone and took Ricky’s call. Ma came back to the window, watching Mrs. Jefferies and her son stretching out a banner that read “Celebrate National Chocolate Chip Cookie Day, August 4.” But I noticed how she moved her head toward me, how she moved her eyebrow up like she waited to hear whatever would come out of my mouth.

      “Yeah, man?”

      “Boss?” Ricky was winded, like he’d just run a half marathon. “That mother fucker is going for the north dock. We got Ronaldo and Joey with their crew and Sal and Vin are coming too.”

      “Mother fucker,” I breathed, my glance landing on my ma, who set a small plate of apples and crackers along with the buttered noodles on the desk for the kid, when she cleared her throat, but I was too pissed to worry about my mouth. “Call Luca. It looks like beating the shit out them did no good. It’s time that asshole starts earning his way around here that doesn’t involve him mooning over my kid sister. He’s got a fucking crew. Get ‘em busy.”

      Ma jerked her eyes at me, whispering a quick, “Dimitri, watch your mouth around the baby!” resting her hands on her hips as she gave me a look I knew was a clear warning.

      My face warmed as I waved her off, my temper surging when I thought about Mickey inching in on another one of my shipments. “Who’s watching Dino?”

      “Lanzo,” Ricky said between breaths.

      “That fucker. I don’t like him. He blows shit left and right. He’s fucking…”

      Ma took two steps toward me, looking like she was ready to smack me across the head. I exhaled, followed her gaze from the kid to me and back again, then lifted my free hand, giving her a one-finger surrender.

      Her features relaxed as I walked to the closet where I kept my extra pistols and several vests. It was also where I housed shit I needed on the off chance that Ma or my pop would ever agree to go to the shooting range with me. They never had, but I always held out hope.

      “Rick, hang on,” I said, moving my cell to the desk to dig into the closet. There were a few boxes of copy paper in front of the small black lock boxes that held the nine and the smaller container that had what I was looking for. I grabbed it, turning to sit Mateo onto my desk before I ripped open the container and pulled out a pair of muffs and slipped them over the kid’s ears.

      He moved his head, testing the weight, then blinked up at me shooting back the smile I gave him before he reached up, wanting to be held. I shrugged, shooting a wink at my mother. “Happy?” Then I grabbed the phone. “Rick, you tell that mother fucker if he steps even a toe out of line…you know what? Fuck that…fuck that asshole…”
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        * * *

      

      There wasn’t much that shook me anymore.

      I’d seen grown men topple with a swift kick to the knee.

      I’d seen my father’s entire face shake when a judge sent my kid brother to jail for something everyone in that courtroom knew he didn’t do.

      I’d seen women offer me things I’d never give them and try to take from me things I’d never offer.

      But nothing shook me, deep down like this kid who wasn’t mine but had planted himself right in my fucking heart.

      “Get the fuck out of here.”

      The earmuffs were gone. So was my Ma, but the curse was necessary. Besides, from the look he gave me, saying “Mama” like he knew exactly who the woman was when I showed him Maggie’s picture on my cell, had me shook.

      “Who the hell told you, you could talk?” I held up my phone, swiping to the next picture, this one of Maggie on her own, laughing at something Toni said. She didn’t know I took that picture, but it was a good one. Fucking gorgeous as always.

      The kid pointed at the screen, his smile wide and he said clear as day, “Mama.”

      “Holy shit!”

      I jumped from the sofa, digging into the pantry to grab one of the old cells I kept charged for emergencies and moved back to the sofa, pulling up another picture of Maggie, this one with her holding Mateo.

      “Who is this?” I asked him, pointing to the screen.

      Once again, the kid stared at the screen and pointed, the smile on his gummy mouth was massive. Fuck me if the kid wasn’t the cutest damn thing I’d ever seen. I inched back, this time holding up my phone to catch the whole thing in case he said it again. Maggie would lose it if she didn’t get to see this shit for herself, so I made sure I fired off a text the second I hit end on the video.

      “Mama. Mama. Mama,” he said, laughing before he picked up the cell and brought it straight for his mouth.

      “Don’t get cocky now,” I said, laughing at the boy as I took the cell from him, using the emergency phone to send the video to my cell and send off the clip to Maggie.

      He wasn’t done, reaching for my phone after I’d sent her the video, and continued saying the word, each time seeming to surprise himself when he spotted Maggie’s picture and got the name right. When he looked up at me and I nodded, not correcting him, the kid laughed, looking pleased and surprised at the same time.

      “What can I say, man? Shit happens.”

      Twenty minutes later, the kid yawned, scrubbing his fat fist against his eyes, and I got the hint.

      “Alright. I got you.”

      He came to me when I grabbed him in a one-armed grip, moving us both to the sofa as I relaxed against the cushion.

      I hated putting him to sleep so early, but Maggie’s cleaning was running over and the kid was tired, likely thanks to my Ma stuffing him with butter noodles.

      He crashed on the sofa and not for the first time, I reminded myself that I had to get a hustle on bringing all of Maggie and Mateo’s shit to my place. They were only partially moved in here, having left most of their stuff at her old apartment, claiming she didn’t want to leave Vi without any furniture, even though I’d already offered to replace what Maggie took.

      My cell jerked to life with a text and I thumbed the message open, breathing a little easier when Rick’s update told me no one had been hurt cleaning out the north dock. Mickey would have to be dealt with and fast, before he got too full of himself and thought he was doing something other than being a pain in my ass.

      He made Dino bleed. He’d ignored the lesson I’d tried to teach him. This shit was personal now.

      I wasn’t a don. I didn’t have a syndicate, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t above handling shit when I needed to. I reminded myself there was more than business I needed to protect now.

      This was what I wanted to avoid.

      Entanglements.

      Complications.

      Shit that could get hurt because of me.

      Mateo snored, his low, soft breathing evening out as his body relaxed. He’d fallen asleep with his fingers locked around my crucifix, something that had become a habit for the kid.

      Something, I was surprised to admit, I started to like.

      It felt…good.

      Maggie, and this kid, they were everything to me.

      “Fuck,” I said to the empty room, wincing when my voice made the kid jerk in his sleep. I eased down onto the cushions, pressing a kiss to his head before I got up, going to the bar in my kitchen, needing a drink.

      The television in front of me played a repeat of an old Mayweather fight, but I wasn’t paying attention. Then, the door creaked, the metal hinges whining open. The worry over Maggie I’d felt since she told me about this Reynolds asshole vanished when I spotted her smile and those bright, wide eyes as she looked up at me.

      “He said my name?” That smile broad and fucking beautiful. “I…knew it was coming, but…oh, Smoke…” She stepped inside, touching my chest as she passed me, her voice dipping when she spotted Mateo asleep on the sofa. “My mijo…” She was on her knees, hand stretched toward him, fingers in his hair before I had the door shut.

      “Yeah. It was wild.”

      Maggie turned toward me, her smile not lowering.

      It did something to me I couldn’t ignore, seeing her like that. All that pride, how beautiful she looked when she watched her kid beaming the way she did.

      I tried like hell not to sound like a mooning asshole when I spoke. “He just pointed right at your picture and out it came. ‘Mama’ over and over like he’d been saying that shit forever.”

      She stood, straightening her skirt, her mouth curved as she laughed. She flipped all that thick hair from her shoulder and I caught the sweet scent of her perfume, and I touched her neck, reaching down to kiss her.

      “You want a drink?” I didn’t wait for her to answer and moved to my kitchen, being quiet as I pulled out a bottle of wine and poured two glasses.

      “Sure, this is worth celebrating.” She nodded a thanks, taking the glass as she leaned against my island.

      “This kid, I swear, bella, he’s good for a laugh.”

      I inhaled, taking in her scent again, a low grunting noise moving from my throat. “I missed you. I always miss you when you’re gone.”

      “I was at the dentist.”

      I shook my head, feeling pathetic but still kissed my girl anyway, just a small brush of our lips, then took a drink, watching her. Maggie’s pink tongue slipped past her open mouth, and she moved it along her bottom lip. It was a small tease, the hint of wetness left behind on that full bottom lip, filling my head with shit I wanted to do to her that would probably make her blush. Couldn’t help it. She had that effect on me.

      I moved forward, crowding her, forcing her back until she was against the wall. I had her caged with my hands around her, my mouth hovering over hers, just inches away, ready to take everything I wanted.

      When I reached for her, my gaze soaking up the twitch moving her lips and Maggie pushed on my chest.

      “What are you doing …” she started, eyes closing when I touched her face.

      “Look at me,” I told her, awed by how deep my voice sounded, by what she could do to me.

      She opened her eyes, swallowing, moving her fingers to my hand. “You…you want me right here?”

      Maggie went quiet when I nodded, closing her mouth as though that one gesture and whatever she saw in my face said enough to keep her silent.

      I moved her chin up, holding her still, readying to take her lips, to take everything she’d let me have. I kissed her, teeth grazing her lips like I nibbled at fine, decadent chocolate. “Get this straight, bella. I always want you. Every second of every day.”

      She made a small noise, half-gasp, half-moan when I kissed her again, then Maggie gripped my collar, like she needed to hang on to me or she’d float away completely.  “Smoke…you’re… you’re killing me.”

      I took her face in both hands now, my forehead to hers as I inhaled her sweet, rich scent. “I love you, bella and I promise…I’ll make it good for you. Always.”

      We moved together, mouth and tongue, teeth and touches, coming at each other in a flash. The noises she made were sweet. I picked her up, sliding her skirt up her thighs, gripping her, groaning when she untucked my shirt, when she pressed against me and I felt all that heat, all that wetness ready and waiting for me.

      And then…just like that, someone hammered their fists against my door. I jerked a glare at the intrusion, moving her away from me, pushing down her skirt, nodding her toward the kid without a single word.

      “Smoke…” she tried.

      I moved my head, ignoring the low curses she whispered when I pulled my nine from my ankle holster and gripped the door handle, looking out of the peep hole.

      “Relax,” I told her, as she grabbed a sleeping Mateo, and I pulled the door open, my gun gripped in my hand to let Ricky inside.

      My gut knotted when I spotted the blood on the front of his shirt and over the towel he used to clean his hand.

      “Boss,” he said, out of breath with his face bruised and bloody. “They got Vin and…” He went quiet when Maggie moved to my side, rocking her boy when the kid started to cry.

      “Go clean up,” I told Ricky, nodding him toward the back of my apartment as Maggie’s gaze landed on his shirt and the blood from whatever injury the man had underneath it dripping on my wood floors. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

      He moved down the hallway, out of sight, and I stuffed my gun in my waistband, grabbing the door when Maggie reached for it. “Bella…”

      “It’s…okay…” she said, still rocking the baby. She glanced at the floor, to the small puddle Rick made, her eyebrows up and complexion pale. “I’ll put him to bed.”

      “This isn’t…this is part of keeping everyone safe…” When she only nodded, not looking at my face, I stopped her, pulling her against my chest, my mouth against her ear. “This won’t touch you. I promise. I’ll keep you safe.”

      “I…hope you’re right,” she said, pulling away from me. There were tears wetting her eyes, making them shine against the overhead light. I hated that I’d put that fear in her beautiful eyes.

      “I promise…I’ll keep you safe. Even if it’s for the best…”

      “For the best?” She moved away, curling an arm around the kid, like she wanted to keep him as far away from me as possible. “Toni told me about you and your ‘it’s for the best’ scenarios. What you did to her and Luca…God…”

      “Toni…”

      “Don’t, please,” she said, stopping any excuse I might have for how I’d handled that situation. There was no reasoning. No explaining that would make sense to anyone but myself.

      “I was trying to protect my family,” I told her, ignoring her small protest when I reached for her face, holding her head still. “You and Mateo, just like Toni, you’re my family too.”

      “That’s not tonight’s discussion.” She glanced to the hall, then down at the blood on the floor. “Go see to your man.” Then Maggie left the room, walking into the back toward the bedroom, and everything got quiet. Everything got still and for once in my life, I hated the silence.
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      Only twice in my life had I ever gotten flowers.

      Once, the girls in Alejandro’s office had given me flowers the day of our engagement. It was their idea, not his, and something I hadn’t expected.

      The other time, Alejandro himself had managed a large bouquet of long stem, blood red roses for our first-year wedding anniversary. It was the last time I remember us ever being happy.

      But the bouquet in my arms was unexpected. It was large, likely the largest I’d ever seen and the flowers were ornate and expensive.

      “Well,” Vi said, coming into the kitchen, carrying a freshly bathed Mateo in her arms. She watched as I closed the door, nodding a thanks to the delivery guy and moved them to the table, head shaking, then she nodded me over to help her dress my son. “If this is Mrs. Carelli again, why is she sending them here?”

      “I’m not sure she knows we’re living together,” I said, my gaze shooting from the naked baby to the flowers on the kitchen table, then to the half-empty boxes that I’d only half-heartedly packed. “If that’s what you would call it.”

      “Well, yeah, kid. You do have to pack your things and actually move them the few blocks to your fella’s place if you intend on living with him.” Vi pulled out a diaper, tossing it to me.

      “Yeah. I suppose I do.” Mateo squirmed, donning just his diaper and squealed when I grabbed the small tube of lotion from his bag and began rubbing it over his chubby legs. “I’ve got my room almost done and all of my bathroom finished.” I waved my hand, shrugging like those two small feats were something to be proud of.

      “Sounds to me like you’re hesitating. Or maybe not real excited about leaving.” Vi helped me tug Mateo’s shirt over his head, fighting with my boy as he struggled against us.

      “I’m crazy about him,” I said, glancing again at the flowers, ignoring that small voice in my head that reminded me Smoke didn’t do romantic gestures like flowers thanks to Miss Gimmee. “It’s just…a little strained right now.”

      Vi watched me, that small, knowing smile she liked to wear shaking the corner of her mouth. When I tilted my head at her, she shrugged, throwing her arms up like I’d accused her of something. “What?” she asked.

      “I know you wanna say something. Spill it.”

      She waited, handing Mateo his sippy cup when the boy dropped it on the floor. “Okay, fine,” she said, stretching an arm along the back of the sofa. “I think you’re trying to wreck your own happiness.” She held up her finger when I opened my mouth, ready to argue. “And,” she continued, not letting me interrupt, “despite what a wonderful roommate and friend I am, there is really no reason for you to drag your feet about living with him. The man loves you. He loves your boy. What the hell are you waiting for?”

      “Vi…he’s…dangerous.”

      “He can protect you,” she went on, “from that asshole ex of yours and his nosey business partner. Not to mention the fact that Smoke Carelli is a gorgeous, sweet man who happens to think you are amazing and beautiful, so much so that he spent three days spoon-feeding you chicken broth, risking infecting himself with strep throat while he put up your best friend and son in his own apartment, so you could get some rest.”

      I looked away, feeling guilty and smug at how right she was. I picked up Mateo’s dirty towel, ignoring the flowers and Vi’s dead-on assessment of how much Smoke loved me as I moved into the laundry room beyond the small kitchen.

      “And,” Vi went on, “what kind of man takes time out of his busy schedule to get all dirty and gross teaching a woman how to change her oil and takes her and her boy to the lake with his family and changes that kid’s shitty diapers—diapers of a kid he did not make!” When I didn’t answer, too busy separating the dirty clothes, Vi continued. “A man head over heels in love with the baby’s mama, that’s who!”

      “Vivian, that’s enough!” I slammed the washing machine lid down and the sound rattled against the white tile surrounding me.

      “I’m just sayin’…”

      “Well, stop,” I told her, moving back into the living room. The flowers taunted me, teased me when I glanced at them and I didn’t miss Vi’s snicker. “He’s…dangerous.” I nodded at Mateo, looking out the window until the knot in my throat cleared. “It scares me…the world he lives in and how he protects the people he cares about…” Mateo reached for me and I picked him up, kissing his forehead. “It’s one thing for Smoke to watch the baby for a couple of hours but living with him, being part of his life…if anything were to happen to us because of Smoke’s business...”

      Vi’s expression shifted from doubt, to worry, then straight into pity. That one I hated the most, but it gave my friend a kinder, gentler cast to her features. She exhaled, moving from the sofa to stand in front of the elaborate bouquet.

      “Seems a shame,” she said, bending to inhale the fragrant flowers. “A man with that much good taste and his bank account and you’re thinking he’s too dangerous.” She pulled the small white card from the center of the flowers, opening it when I nodded my permission. “And then these flowers. Like the first ones. Someone is trying to impress you.”

      Vivian’s impressed, kind smile shifted as her gaze moved over the card. Then, she dropped her mouth open and gripped the chair in front of her, her fingers instantly beginning to shake.

      “What?” I said, adjusting Mateo as I stood next to Vi. “What is it?”

      But Vi didn’t answer. She was too shaken by whatever it was she read on that card. Instead of answering, she handed it over, reaching for Mateo, curling him to her chest like she needed his warmth, his scent to reassure her. Like she was petrified it would be the last chance she’d have to take in his sweet smell. When I read the card, I understood why.

      Mami,

      I’m coming for you.

      I’m coming for my boy.

      I won’t be long.

      —Alejandro
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      “What’s the problem?”

      My kid brother’s hair flew into his eyes as he leaned against my Audi, his arms curled tight, mouth pinched, jaw clenched like he hadn’t gotten laid in months. I knew better, still the asshole had dragged me out to the park to have a conversation about the same damn thing that he’d been bitching about for weeks. What else? The fucking redhead. I needed him to get a grip but knew that would be harder than him just sucking up his nerves and getting to business.

      He was still shaking off Rikers and I was starting to doubt he’d ever be completely rid of it. The man had the look of a captain—the suit was good, though now it was wrinkled, and the hair on point, despite being windblown. He’d cleaned up, gotten his shit together enough that he didn’t look like he’d spook easy if that redhead gave him shit about not complying with our rules. The woman had only been back for a few weeks and already she was back to disrupting the small peace in our town.

      But the confidence I used to see from him, the Dario whose swagger had women biting their lips when he shot winks at them?

      That shit was gone.

      “The problem is the woman isn’t budging and with you fucking around with your bullshit…” He waved a hand, his thumb shooting over his shoulder, toward the center of town where our folks’ restaurant was, where my business and…Maggie’s old apartment was, “…I’m fucking treading water.” My brother’s jaw tightened, and he sat on the hood of my car, hand on the back of his neck like he was about to lose his shit.

      “Who the fuck are you talking to?”

      He shot a look at me, eyebrows wrinkling together. “Dimitri…”

      “No, I wanna know, little brother.” I looked down at him, unbuttoning my jacket, pulling it off before I tossed it on my hood. “Because I’ve had a shitty fucking day and if you’re looking for a tussle, I gotta tell you, I’m down for it.”

      “Man…” He started to walk away, waving his hand behind him as he went, then turned around, pulling out of the grip I had on his arm. “Dimitri, back the fuck up.”

      I let him push me.

      Once.

      A little spark fired in his eyes, like a flash had been lit. Something wild and flickering.

      It was fucking beautiful.

      I missed seeing that shit from the man.

      “There you go,” I told him, getting in his face. His gaze shot to my hands as I rolled up my sleeves, to the black ink on my forearms. He’d been out months and still hadn’t asked when I’d gotten tatted. He’d missed a hell of a lot being on the inside. “Seems to me we’re due for a few rounds.”

      “I can’t take you.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      Back in the day, I’d been the New York Golden Gloves champion. Not like I’d let myself go soft. That wouldn’t stand being the man I was, doing the shifty shit I did.

      Dario wouldn’t last two rounds.

      Still, I’d never done a day at Rikers. I hadn’t spent the past five years looking over my shoulder, waiting for some asshole to ice me because of shit my little brother had pulled.

      “I’ll go easy on you, baby bro.” I moved my chin, giving him the mean smirk I knew he’d hate, bringing my fists up. “Unless you got something you wanna tell me. Maybe shit really did change on the inside.” I lowered my fists, when my brother’s jaw tensed so that his bottom lip curved at the side.

      Good. This shit was working.

      “Maybe…that place did you in and maybe there is no Dario Carelli left anymore.” He flared his nostrils, and I slipped a glance at his fists, spotting them closed and shaking. “Maybe all that’s left of you now is some mama’s boy pussy.”

      “Fuck you!” he shouted, taking a swing, his face red, breath shooting out in a heavy wheeze as he came right at me.

      It was fucking glorious, seeing all that fire shooting from the man, hearing the raging scream lifting from his mouth.

      He pivoted, inhaling, pissed when I blocked him, full of fire and venom when I tapped him on the chin. “You son of a…”

      “Watch what you say about…” I jabbed, he ducked, then I caught him on the side of the cheek, “our folks.”

      “Fuck you, asshole!” Dario took another sloppy swing, using too much of his upper body, not enough of his lower body.

      He was off balance and I took advantage, catching him with a body shot that brought my kid brother right to his knees.

      “Shit!” He curled over, holding his stomach, waving me off when I knelt in front of him. “Get off me.”

      “Stop bitching and let me see your face,” I said, moving him off the ground to lean against my car.

      He didn’t fight me, but kept his stomach covered, taking deep breaths, keeping his eyes squinted like the pain was getting worse.

      There was a cut on his lower lip and a purple bruise already forming below his eye.

      Not too bad for ten years out of the ring.

      “Here.” It took Dario a few long breaths before he opened his eyes and took the handkerchief I offered him. He rubbed his lip, not slapping my hand away when I turned his face toward me, giving him a once over. “You’ll do. Ice that lip when you get home.”

      “Asshole.”

      “Yeah, I am.”

      He watched me, not speaking, like he expected me to elaborate. He wanted a reason for the little exorcism I’d just forced him into. Dario wasn’t thick. He was a smart guy, but so much time away from us had clouded who he was. His head was muddled with how his life had been. He needed reminding that things on the outside weren’t the same.

      “Dimitri,” he started, but went quiet when I glared at him.

      I inhaled, scratching at the stubble on my chin as I looked toward town, wondering how long I’d have to wait to get my brother back, hoping that this shook some sense into all the fucking fog in his head. “I am an asshole because I have to be.” I glanced at him, eyes narrowed. “Pop is out. Johnny…he wants out too.”

      “What’s our cousin got to do with…”

      When I tilted my head, letting loose one humorless laugh, Dario dropped his mouth open, his eyes rounding.

      “No. Fuck that. You can’t take over for him. Ma would lose her shit.”

      “He has a family now. A wife, a child and no one that he trusts. Who else will do it?” I stood, tired of the look my kid brother gave me, sick when I thought about the complaining I knew he’d start in with.

      “The shit here, in this town, D, this is nothing like Johnny’s business. This is…” He waved a hand toward the small buildings and lights illuminated near the town square. “It’s a few hot shipments and slipping dock managers thick envelopes to get cheap shit for good store owners. But Johnny’s shit…that’s not…that’s…”

      “It’s not that big of a leap.”

      My cousin wasn’t a don.

      None of us were.

      But he had connections, obligations that had made him rich. If I took over for him, like he kept asking me to do, it would free up any worries about anyone working over my dock managers or shooting up my men. It would give me leverage I didn’t have here.

      “You’d be a different man in the city.” Dario stood, stuffing the handkerchief in his pocket. “We…probably wouldn’t recognize you anymore.”

      “Yeah,” I told him, pulling my attention away from the town and back to my brother’s bruised face. “Think I know what that’s like.”

      “There’s a difference. You aren’t going to prison.”

      I moved up the right side of my mouth and Dario seemed to understand what I didn’t say. There would be no guards, no warden, but taking on our cousin’s business would put me in a place I didn’t want to be. The spotlight.

      Dario let out a sigh, and the split in his bottom lip opened again but didn’t bleed. “You gotta stay here.”

      “I might not have a choice, man.”

      Maggie’s face from the night before crawled into my skull, reminding me of how right she’d been. I had to protect them and doing that might mean losing her in the process.

      “Your girl—” Dario said, like that was the simplest answer.

      “She’s getting scared.”

      My brother dropped his shoulders, moving to my side. “Then stop giving her a reason to be afraid, asshole.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair, scrubbing my face. I waved a hand, dismissing Johnny and Maggie and the shit I didn’t need anyone’s advice on. “What I need is for you to step up.”

      “I’m…trying.” Dario went back to my car, sitting on the hood again and I moved next to him. “This…all of this, is fucking with me. I spent day in and day out for five years being told what to do, where to go, when to eat and shit and work, when to sleep, when to fucking think. And now I’m here, and you say to me, ‘handle this,’ or ‘take care of this’ and I’ve got no idea how I’m supposed to do anything anymore and then you throw this redhead at me and damn, D, is she something else.”

      Laughter bubbled inside my chest. I couldn’t keep it locked down.

      Dario threw a glare at me, his face contorting into a scowl and I held up my hand, a weak apology he ignored.

      “I’m sorry, man…I just. Fuck, I never thought I’d see the day when Dario Carelli let a woman scare him.”

      That glare transformed to surprise, then moved right into disgust. “I’m not fucking scared.”

      “The hell you’re not, little brother.”

      “You haven’t seen her.”

      “Oh, I’ve seen her plenty.” I leaned back, stretching out my legs. “She’s hot. But, I’ve done hotter.”

      “Fuck you, you’ve done hotter. She’s…she’s…” My laughing shut the man up completely and he dipped his head, letting his shoulders slouch as he looked away, like he couldn’t take staring at me. “Fuck…I am a pussy.”

      “Nah, man, you’re not.” I gripped his neck, tugging him close. “You’re just out of practice. But I think once you remember the game, remember who you used to be…you’ll be back to yourself again. God help the women of this town and that redhead when you are.”

      I smiled, thinking about all the shit my kid brother did back in the day. All the times I had to pay off one pissed off brother or boyfriend or threaten some worked-up father for the shit his girl was happy to do with my brother.

      “Shit, May Phan…”

      “What a fucking tease…”

      I clapped his back, grinning like an idiot. “And Bethany Ballerini.”

      “Not a tease.” He smiled, nodding. “At all, thank God.”

      “Oh yeah…I remember.” I crossed my arms, laughing harder when Dario jerked a look at me, moving his eyebrows up, asking a question I answered with a slow shrug. “What can I say? You cut ties, she was nineteen, wanted to be consoled and Sofia had just dumped me.”

      “You asshole…” he said, but smiled as he cursed me.

      The air around us cooled and our smiles dimmed but didn’t vanish. It was good being with my brother, seeing sparks of his old self, parts that hadn’t been taken by prison and the shit that life had done to him.

      When he stared off across the park, watching as two crows landed next to each other on the top row of the monkey bars, I glanced at Dario, forgetting for a second that what I needed from him would put me farther away from the people I loved.

      Just then, he was eight again, asking me to show him how to land a punch and not get knocked out by the bag.

      “Tell me what you need,” he said, not looking at me at first. Then, he straightened his shoulders, cutting his eyes right to me and that eight-year-old was gone. “Whatever you need, I promise, I’ll do it.”

      I watched him, my chest a little tight, full of what I thought might be regret before I squashed the sentiment down. “The woman?”

      He nodded, schooling his expression like he didn’t want me to know what he really thought of her, but that much I’d gotten from him already. No matter what Rikers had done to my brother, I still knew him. I knew when he wanted someone, and that bastard wanted the redhead.

      “What about her?”

      “She’s not a threat, but she’s got secrets, that much I know.”

      He looked away from me, nodding. “She’s definitely connected to Shane. But she keeps everything close to her chest.”

      “That’s not good for us.”

      The crows squawked as they abandoned the bars for the light pole over our heads.

      “This town, our people here, they like things quiet. Simple. It’s a balance that we keep. It’s been that way forever. They ask us to keep that balance, to keep that peace.” I squinted, watching a black Lincoln with a busted taillight slow through the park, then speed beyond the town entrance. “Who is that?”

      “Never seen it before,” Dario said. “New York plates.”

      We both stood and I reached for my nine, squinted until the car sped up. I only relaxed when it pulled out of the square heading to the section leading toward the highway. “This woman, no matter how hot she is, comes here, automatically refuses to accept our rules, that disrupts the peace. It makes people nervous. And nervous people in small towns are never good.”

      “So, you want me to find out…”

      “Little brother,” I said, standing from my car, popping his shoulder to get him off it too. “I want you to remember who you are.” I grabbed my jacket, throwing it through my open window. “I don’t care if that means you scare the shit out of her or fuck her into submission.” A quick laugh left my mouth when he licked his lips, like just the thought had him ravenous. “Fuck’s sake, man. You do you. I seem to recall you being good at that shit. And if my memory isn’t too shot, I remember a lot of women being glad you were good at it too.” I crossed to the driver’s side, my attention back on the town square and the shape I spotted outside of Maggie’s building. Dario grinned, chin a little higher, looking a lot like my brother again. “Just help me out, yeah? God knows I’ve got enough headaches.”

      The parking lot outside my building was empty but secluded when I slipped into my spot five minutes later. But it wasn’t the secluded lot that held my attention when I left my car.

      Through the thick limbs of a red maple tree, I made out Maggie’s Outback. It was loaded up, the back open, filled with blankets and bags and the only empty spot taken up in the back by the kid’s new car seat. Half of the shit she was meant to bring to my apartment. Most she promised couldn’t be boxed and loaded in one vehicle. She’d need help, or so she said. And now…it was loaded in one night? And she’d managed it on her own?

      Nah. Bullshit.

      She was packing.

      She was leaving.

      This town.

      Her life here.

      Me.

      Everything clicked into place. Everything I had. Everything I could lose in an instant. I loved her. Them. I couldn’t lose her.

      She moved around the trunk, stuffing a suitcase into the side, wiggling her round ass into the air as she cursed in Spanish, a few words I recognized and should have made me laughed, but the fear was back. It was doubled.

      “Fuck that,” I said to the open air, worry and dread clawing inside my chest like an animal, getting hotter, deeper the closer I came to the car watching Maggie pack away her life, readying herself to leave this town and me in her rearview.

      No damn way was I going to let that shit happen.
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      My hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

      Those three lines repeated over and over, like a throbbing pulse; a heartbeat rising, telling me I was in danger.

      I’m coming for you. I’m coming for my boy. I won’t be long.

      He could be here now.

      He’d take away everything I’d built.

      Just because he could.

      But how? How the hell had he known?

      No. I wouldn’t start that again.

      Vi was waiting with Mateo inside. She was trying to get him asleep. She was more nervous than me, though she tried to pretend she wasn’t.

      “He’s not the first man I’ve heard make threats, honey.” She’d waved off my worry, shrugging like I couldn’t see how her foot bounced, how she kept chewing on her bottom lip. “I’ve seen worse than the likes of him.”

      But I wouldn’t waste time. Not when I knew he was coming. Not when Mateo and Vi’s lives could be in danger.

      The last bag was full of Mateo’s clothes; outfits that probably wouldn’t fit him in a month, but maybe I could sell them.

      I’d need the money. And if Smoke knew…God, what would he do? Kill Alejandro? Start some kind of battle that got a bunch of people dead? Have Smoke spend the rest of his life in jail because of my worthless ex? I couldn’t let that happen.

      No. It was better this way.

      But I had to be smart. We couldn’t go to my aunt’s in the city. Alejandro would look for us there.

      He knew everything about me.

      He knew where I’d think to hide.

      “Jesus, help me,” I said sniffling back the weak prayer when my eyes burned, and the worry felt too thick in my throat. Then, the shuffle of feet behind me had that worry doubling, morphing into fear. I turned, thinking he’d caught me, instantly relaxing when Smoke stopped next to me, his hand resting on the trunk.

      He kept quiet, moving his gaze from my face, already wet, likely blotchy and full of emotion. I tried to tamp down the bubble of worry running through me, then stood in front of the trunk brimming with boxes and bags of everything we owned. The duffle in my hand was half out, half stuffed in what space remained in the trunk.

      Smoke leaned in, taking it to readjust how I’d placed it. Then, he laid it flat, tucking it under a blanket at the back. He still didn’t speak, keeping whatever he thought to himself, and I wondered if he was worried, or maybe so pissed off that he was trying to get himself calm.

      I was leaving. From how all this had to look to him, I had no intention of telling him goodbye. Even though I’d promised to tell him when the threat was coming, I didn’t. Instead, I was running. Fleeing. Escaping.

      He gripped the top of the trunk, looking down at me, his mouth pulled into a frown. He motioned me back with a nod, closing the trunk after I stepped out of the way. It was several long seconds with him looking at the full back seat of my car before he said a word. In that time, I thought my pulse had gotten louder and louder with each beat of my heart.

      “You were just going to leave? No goodbye? No thanks? No fuck you, Carelli, see you later?” He didn’t look at me. Instead he moved his attention to my building, straight to the fourth floor, our floor like he hoped somehow, he could spot Mateo through all that stone and mortar.

      “It’s… a little more complicated than…” I exhaled, not sure what I should tell him. If I knew anything about this man, it was that he took on everyone’s problems. He was a rescuer even when no one wanted him to be.

      Smoke Carelli might be a gangster, but he also was a Lancelot, always showing up to save you even when you swore you didn’t need anyone slaying your dragons.

      And this was the biggest damn dragon I’ve ever faced.

      “Maggie?” he said, finally looking at me. He narrowed his eyes, tilting his head toward me until I let him catch my gaze. “What’s going on?”

      He was going to be pissed.

      He was going to rage and curse at me for trying to handle this all on my own.

      “If this is about Rick and the blood…”

      When I didn’t say anything, looking away, down the street, reminding myself the damage he’d do if he knew the truth, Smoke lifted my chin, his expression tight, but his eyes soft. “You promised me.”

      “I…” Damn it. I had. I’d given him my word.

      “Just tell me. We can fix this.”

      “I…don’t want anyone dying because of me.”

      Smoke lifted his eyebrows then, and he grabbed my elbow, like he wanted to keep me from taking off. “Who needs to die, bella?”

      “I don’t want you killing anyone because of me.”

      There was a lot I saw moving in his eyes then. There was a lot I guessed he wanted to say, but Smoke was a man with secrets and even if he loved me, there was some secrets he’d keep buried. Even from me. Likely to protect me. It was his way.

      “You tell me, and I’ll protect you the way I need to.”

      I shut my eyes, knowing what I said would likely be signing someone’s death certificate. Mateo was my child. He was my life. If I had to choose between him and anyone else in the world, it would always be him.

      Looking up at Smoke, I exhaled, knowing the second I spoke, he’d take care of us. Knowing we would be safe. That terrified me. But it made me feel relieved at the same time.

      “It’s Alejandro.” Those two words totally transformed Smoke.

      The tone of his voice hardened and the relaxed press of his fingers on my elbow tensed, dropping into a ball at his side when he stood straight, moving in front of me. “What about him?”

      I nodded, not sure what to think of how deep his voice got.

      “He sent me the flowers. There was another bouquet today.”

      Smoke grunted, his nostrils flaring just as he curled his top lip a fraction.

      I waved my hand, trying to calm him, even grabbed his arm to keep him from imagining the wrong thing. “This time, there was a note. He promised he was coming for us. When I read it, I immediately started packing everything. We…have to get out of here before he shows up.”

      Overhead the wind picked up, brushing my hair into my eyes. I reached for my face, but stopped, dropping my arm when Smoke took the long strands and swept them off my forehead. He’d never looked at me the way he was now, all angry and worried, a little lost, a lot enraged, but too caught up in his own thoughts to do more than just look at me.

      When he held my face between his large hands, I closed my eyes, taking one last moment to enjoy the way only Smoke touched me.

      “You’re a hardheaded woman…” His voice was dark, deep, and something in his tone twisted my insides, like warm, smooth tequila you felt all the way down.

      “I have to leave.” I inhaled, letting his earthy, masculine scent intoxicate me one last time. “For my son, Smoke, I have to go.”

      “I can…”

      “Don’t say it.” I took Smoke’s hand from my face and he didn’t fight me. He let me get as far as the driver’s side, not stopping me when I threw Mateo’s diaper bag in through the open window. “I can’t let you go to battle for us. I won’t be responsible for all that—”

      I was nearly to the entrance of my building, reaching my hand for the door, when Smoke grabbed my arm. He turned me and pressed me against its stone surface. “You don’t get to make that decision anymore. It’s not yours alone. You think you can come into my life, our lives and just walk away? You think you haven’t left a mark? You think there isn’t a person in my family who wouldn’t burn down the world to protect you and that baby?” He held my face still, his fingers tight, demanding. “No. This isn’t going down without me in the thick of it. Fuck that. I won’t let you do this shit without me.”

      “It’s not your choice,” I told him, not caring that my voice was loud, that it was inching toward ten o’clock and there were still people leaving their jobs just blocks away from my building.

      “Like hell it’s not!” he yelled, kissing me silent.

      Smoke made me drunk with that kiss, taking his time, his tongue and teeth intoxicating me before he took it all away. He moved my chin up, staring in my eyes like he wanted to make sure he had my full attention. “I’ve never loved anything more than you and Mateo. You’re mine, both of you. I’m yours. You have to know that by now. I’m willing to give up my entire life here. I’m willing to run after you, to tell my fucking cousin I can’t help him, can’t do anything for him.” He stretched his head back, not making any sense at all to me. But Smoke didn’t stop. He didn’t give me any space to breathe either.

      Instead, he leaned on his arm, pressing it against the wall at my head, his free hand in my hair. “I love you enough that I’m thinking stupid things, like telling the fucker who put a bullet in my most loyal man’s chest that he can have my business because all I care about is you and me and our…our boy. Everything is different with you, bella. I’m different with you. I’m not…” He shook his head and for a second I got lost in thought, in the moment, wondering what he wanted, who he could be with me. “You don’t expect me to be…” A long breath and he lowered his voice, the tone coming out in a rasp that had the air freezing in my lungs. “I’m only myself with you. Only you. There’s no criminal, no gangster. There’s only the man that loves you. There’s only…”

      “Dimitri…” I said, the word sounding comfortable, familiar. He nodded once, wiping the tears from my lashes as they fell onto my cheek. All I could do was to grab his shirt and dip my head, holding onto him as I cried.

      “I didn’t want any of this,” he said against the side of my face, his hands on the back of my head as he held me. “Not with you. Not with anyone, don’t you understand that?”

      I lifted my head, my chin and mouth shaking.

      “I just wanted to keep everyone safe, but fuck, I can’t do that and be who they need me to be, but I love you enough to walk away from it all. You and Mateo…to me, don’t you get it? You’re the only ones that matter anymore. I can’t let you climb into that car and drive away without a backward glance. I don’t work that way. I can’t.” Smoke pushed his eyebrows together, like he couldn’t believe anything coming out of his mouth. Like they were words someone else put there and he was helpless to keep from speaking them. “You got inside. You both did and I can’t…I won’t let you go.”

      His thumbs were warm, soft against my cheeks when he rubbed my face there. I could make out the slightest glint in his eyes, thought maybe, it could have been moisture. But this was Smoke Carelli. He wasn’t a man who cried. Not ever.

      “Alejandro…”

      A hard frown returned to Dimitri’s mouth and he flexed his jaw as he stretched his neck. “Is a dead fucking man if he thinks he can take what’s mine, that’s a promise.”

      “It…won’t be that simple.” The only reason I escaped him was because he’d been so strung out on whatever it was that he’d been taking. I’d always assumed he’d stayed that way for the past year. “If he’s gotten sober, then he’s a dangerous man.”

      Smoke smiled, the same smile he reserved for me when I tried to leave his bed in the middle of the night. It meant he’d end up getting his way.

      “I know you’re dangerous too…”

      “Baby, you don’t know the half of it.” He lowered his smile but didn’t let it drop from his mouth.

      I rested against the wall, taking his hand when he kissed my palm. “Maybe not, but if Alejandro is motivated and sober? Then we’re in trouble. He’s the most motivated man I’ve ever met when there’s something he wants.”

      “You’re saying he wants you?”

      He looked away when I shrugged, seeming indifferent about my non-answer until he grabbed me around my waist, kissing me one last time. “He’s too fucking late and I don’t give a shit what he wants. You and that baby,” he nodded toward the stairs, punctuating his point by pulling me close, “you are mine, same as I am yours. There’s no way I’m letting some drugged-out asshole take you away from me.” He stepped back, gripping my fingers in his hands. “Now come on.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked, as he moved us to the building entrance.

      Dimitri paused long enough to open the door and stretch out his arm for me to walk inside. “To get our boy and call-in reinforcements.” When I stopped, tugging on his hand, he grinned, holding up his palm to calm me. “Stop worrying. It’s not what you think.”

      “And what am I thinking?”

      He scratched the stubble on his chin and nodded me toward the lobby. “That I’m gonna lock you and the baby in a room with a bunch of no-neck guards sporting nines and wearing holsters.”

      When I shot my eyebrows up and tilted my head, giving him a silent confirmation, the man laughed, rolling his eyes.

      “Give me a little credit, yeah? I’ve got something scarier than that shit planned for your ex.”

      “What the hell could be scarier than armed guards?” I asked, waiting as he pushed the call button for the elevator.

      He grabbed me around the waist again, kissing me once before the doors opened. His laugh was calm, sweet and got lowered when I looked at him.

      “Me, baby, and whatever the hell I come up with to protect what’s mine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Smoke

          

        

      

    

    
      She was still nervous. Maggie clutched my hand as the elevator shot up the building, moving her fingers in a beat across the top on my hand. One two, one, two, until the skin on my knuckles itched.

      I covered her fingers, grinning down at her. The woman smiled back, the same lazy, sweet gesture I got any time I’d done anything that made her feel good.

      “You’re fine. Promise,” I told her, meaning it to put her at ease, calm her a little as the car stopped and the doors opened.

      “I am now, but we have to hurry. I’ve left them alone too long already,” she said, though it came out through a sigh. She hated admitting she liked my being there to have her back. I understood wanting to find your own way without anyone’s help, but this was different.

      This was no street tussle.

      She let me hold her hand. I felt the way her fingers trembled, how she couldn’t keep the shake out of her limbs, how her gaze kept jumping to the numbers above the elevator door. Maggie was terrified. Whatever this asshole had done to her—and I suspected it was plenty—one thing I knew was her fear was about more than any threat he posed to her.

      Fear was my bread and butter. I knew it when I saw it.

      And I knew when someone’s worry had nothing to do with them. When they were vulnerable. Maggie didn’t look at me when I squeezed her hand, didn’t pull her gaze from the numbers climbing higher and higher above the doors. It was obvious.

      This was about Mateo. Nothing else mattered.

      The second we stepped out of the elevator and came ten feet from her door, I knew something was off. Maggie seemed to sense it too.

      We stopped at the same time, spotting her door and the sliver of light coming from it underneath and at the side.

      “Do you ever…” I started.

      But she held on so tight to my hand, her head moving in a wordless shake that I didn’t have to finish asking her.

      “Shit.”

      She came with me slow, not arguing, not putting up a fight when I tugged her away from the door to the alcove at the back of the hallway. “Look at me,” I told her when I spotted her eyes going glassy and wet again.

      But her attention was on that open door and whatever shit she’d invented was behind it.

      “Bella, fucking look at me now.”

      “To hell with that…”

      I should have known better. There was nothing stronger, nothing scarier than a mother worried about her kid. She didn’t think. Didn’t hesitate. She charged forward, slipping away from me before I could stop her, seeming single-minded as she moved through the door.

      I could only get in soon enough to pull out my piece and flank her as she darted into the apartment.

      The place was dark when we entered. The lamp on the end table next to the sofa was overturned and blinking. Maggie’s low curse caught in her throat when she spotted Vivian on the floor knocked out.

      My chest burned. My stomach knotted up like I’d been jabbed hard with a body shot.

      The baby wasn’t in this room. My gaze roamed around everywhere—under the tables, near Vi on the floor, to the sofa and love seat, by the window, but the kid was missing.

      A thousand fucking images, each one worse than the next, ran through my head. I loosened my grip on my gun and I had to stop. Vi lay still, but her chest was moving, steady and even. Bending down to move the pillow partially covering her face, I glanced at her and spotted a knot on the side of her head. He’d punched her square on the cheek and she must have hit the coffee table, causing the bump her head. She was out cold but still breathing.

      Maggie dropped to her knees next to her friend and felt her neck, her shoulders lowering when she glanced at me. “She’s breathing.”

      Tears ran thick and heavy down her cheeks.

      I reached to wipe them dry but stopped when she shook her head. “Please… Just…don't touch me right now. I need my baby. I need to find him.”

      I stood, understanding her desperation, and offered her my hand before we went back to the search, upturning furniture, moving into the bathroom, then Vi’s room before we separated, and I made it into Maggie’s room, finding nothing before going into Mateo’s room.

      From the hallway, I heard Maggie’s low, soft voice and made out the constant refrain of Dios te salve, María, llena eres de gracia, el Señor es contigo, recognizing the Hail Mary and the desperate pleading in her voice. She begged the Virgin for help and though it had been years since I uttered the same prayer, I mimicked it, doing a little praying of my own.

      There was a small toddler bed, the same one Dante had described building for the kid when I asked if he’d checked in on them for me. Mateo’s blankets were still warm when I touched them. A nearly full sippy cup was in the center of the mattress. That asshole hadn’t even bothered to grab it for him. Sitting on the bed, I bent forward, my elbows on my legs as I tried to get my shit together before I went back in there to disappoint Maggie again.

      That kid didn’t deserve this shit.

      He had to be scared, being carted off by some asshole he didn’t know.

      Fuck, what if that bastard was high or drunk?

      Shit.

      What if he didn’t even bother with a car seat or…if he wrecked.

      Christ, my stomach was rotten.

      I felt sick, like I’d spew right in the middle of the sweet bed that smelled Maggie’s hair and the lotion she always rubbed on the baby’s face when the wind blew too hard outside.

      “Dimitri?” I heard, jerking my attention at the door, finding Maggie there, her face flushed, her eyes searching as she moved into the room. She glanced at my empty hands, then at my face. 

      I stood, turning away, wiping my wet eyes, feeling useless.

      “No,” she said, her voice loud, sharp.

      I reached for her, trying to bring her out of this room, trying to get her free from anything that reminded her of her baby and the fact that he wasn’t here, but she pushed me away, slapping my hand from her arms. “Don’t…I…”

      Then, Maggie unleashed, toppling the crib, upturning the toys and frames that rested along the dresser. This anger was hers and I guessed it was tied up in the worry and anxiety she’d kept to herself for over a year. She never let anyone see that. But it was always there, simmering below the surface. I could read people. See it and now that her worst fear had been realized, it came out like a geyser, raging and unstoppable.

      All I could do was let her go, let her rage, let her scream.

      “Selfish, arrogant, greedy pendejo!”

       When she hit her knees, doubling over, her scream turning into a sob that tore at my insides, I couldn’t keep still, couldn’t stop myself from touching her.

      “I’m…sorry,” I tried, fighting her when she jerked away from me, pulling her to my chest, only relaxing when she turned toward me and collapsed against me. “We’ll find him,” I promised, hoping she knew I meant it. God help that bastard when we found him. Maggie’s entire body shook, but she gripped my shirt like it was the only thing keeping her upright. I held her close, letting her fall against me as we both let fear and terror rise inside us for just a few seconds. “I promise you, we’ll get him back.”

      “How?” she said, looking up at me. “We have no idea where…”

      “He wants you. This isn’t the end of it. Guys like that, messed up like that? No way can he handle a kid on his own. He’ll come looking for you.”

      She closed her eyes, likely thinking the same twisted bullshit I had.

      “He wants you and when he comes after you, when he comes with demands, we’ll be ready for him.”

      “I’ll…I’ll go to him. I don’t want anything to happen here…” She shook her head, moving away from me, but I pulled her back. “Sweetie…”

      “I’m not talking about making a stand here. Not in this town.”

      “Then where?” Her face was swollen, her eyes red-rimmed, but Maggie was still the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

      “I got a place, don’t worry about that. We’ll own this game. I promise you.”  I tightened my hold on her, promising myself right then that I’d never let her go again. “This isn’t over, and we’ll get our boy back. Don’t doubt that shit.”
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      “He took my phone.” Vi had said the same thing four times in the past half hour. The woman hadn’t been able to look at anyone but gotten really damn jumpy anytime Maggie came near her. “I’m sorry,” she said, dropping her face into her hands. “If I’d only…”

      “What? What could you have done?” my father said, setting a mug of coffee in front of her. The steam fogged up the woman’s glasses when she curled her hands around the surface and my ma moved into the seat at her side. Pop nodded, glancing between Vi and my mother before he softened his voice. “Listen…a man holds a gun in your face and the smartest thing you can do is keep quiet.”

      “But the baby…”

      “We’ll find the baby,” Ma answered, grabbing her arm. “That much we can promise you.”

      Vivian’s face was swollen still, but now her eyes matched the knot on her temple from all the crying she’d done. The stubborn woman refused my parents’ offer to bring her to the hospital, swearing she didn’t care about anything but getting Mateo back.

      “I—” Vi went quiet when Maggie came into the dining room, her arms curled, her stare unfocused until she grabbed Vi’s attention. The older woman glanced at her, but then dropped her gaze, hiding behind the mug in her hands.

      Maggie, though, was having none of her friend avoiding her. She’d spent the past hour calling everyone she knew in the city to ask if they’d seen her ex and warned them that he had her son, and her death grip on her phone was still tight.

      Maggie moved to the table, taking the empty seat next to Vi. She pulled her friend’s chin up, forcing her to look her in the eye. “You look at me, chica. Right in the eyes.” Vivian listened, forgetting the coffee when Maggie’s voice came at her fierce, but kind. “I don’t blame you. No one blames you.”

      Vi’s features wilted, like she couldn’t take forgiveness when it was given, but when she started to crumple, retreating again, eyes shooting downward, my girl held her friend’s face in both hands.

      “No, Vi, you can’t do that.” Maggie’s voice shook a little, but her hands were steady, and her eyes looked like they could shoot fire. “Mateo and me, we have no use for weak people in our lives and I know you, Vi. You’re not weak. You’re a baller. You’re strong. I really need you to be that for me now because I can’t…if you aren’t…” Maggie nodded, letting some of the tears she’d been holding back slip from her eyes.

      “Don’t…oh, sweetie,” Vi said, holding Maggie’s hand, finally pulling her into her arms.

      I left them alone, spotting Dario and Dante when they came in through the door. My younger brother nodding behind him. Shifting my attention to the right, some of the tension racking up my chest eased when Dino came through the door.

      “Boss,” he said, offering me his hand.

      “D…man…” I ignored his shake and threw my arm around him, smacking his back before I mussed his hair. “You good? Let me get a look at you.”

      The man was broad, his large shoulders and long legs eating up a lot of space as he stood in front of me. He was still pale and moved a little slower when I led us to the back of the room. “I’m good enough for this.” Dino patted his jacket and the bulge made by his gun, cocking an eyebrow.

      That one look let me know my man thought he was back in the game. But I wasn’t sure. That game had changed.

      Everything had.

      “Mickey hasn’t…”

      “I’m not worried about that asshole, boss,” Dino said, shrugging. He adjusted his stance, moving his hands together in front of him like a soldier awaiting orders. “I’m just here for you to tell me what needs to be done about that baby.”

      “We’re figuring that out,” I told him, my gaze shifting to the left when Dario tilted his head, listening to something Dante whispered in his ear. My brothers both jerked their eyes at me when I cleared my throat, not hiding the stupid look they shared. “There something I should know?”

      Dario was the first to nut up and speak. “Dante says one of Mrs. Phillips’ renters saw a black Lincoln speeding away from her B&B around ten-twenty.”

      My stomach dropped and the back of my neck heated at the description of the vehicle. We’d made it out just minutes before I found Maggie on the street packing her car. Dario nodded once, his face telling me he remembered it too, but we’d been too caught up in our own shit to worry about some strange Lincoln slowing through the park.

      “What else?” I asked him, trying to keep calm. Without me asking, Dino moved to the bar. A minute later, there was a bourbon in my hand and my fingers didn’t shake as much.

      “Phillips said the renter only recognized it because that boarder, the one with her at Pop’s party…”

      “July…” Dante said, frowning…

      I shook my head. “August. His name was August.” I downed the bourbon, squeezing the glass. “He was the one wanting to dance with Maggie.”

      “You had me check him out,” Dario reminded me and I nodded. “That asshole hopped in the car. When they drove away…” Dario looked around the room and I watched him, catching how he looked to the table where Maggie sat with my folks and Vi before he finished, “the driver handed off a crying baby to August. Then they tore down the road.”

      “How the fuck did nobody see them?” Dante asked, his voice raising loud enough that the conversation behind us got quiet. When I flexed the muscles around my mouth, my little brother started in on the apologies. “Man, I’m sorry…I didn’t mean…”

      “We didn’t see them either and we were on the damn street,” I said, squeezing Dante’s shoulder.

      He liked Maggie and the kid. Dante and Dario both had stepped up when I was out in Edgemont, taking care of business. They took care of shit for me when she needed things done. So had my boys.

      I glanced at Dino and, like my brothers, he was gearing up for a slip of temper. I got that. Knew that feeling, but now wasn’t the time to punch walls and upturn tables. What would be the fucking point? Wouldn’t get the kid back any damn sooner.

      “Did the old woman say anything else?”

      “The renter got a partial on the plate,” Dario pulled out his phone, moving his thumb across the screen. “I’m sending you the info. I figure you could get somebody to run it.” When I stared at him, like I couldn’t believe he hadn’t done that himself, my brother shrugged, grinning at me like I was simple. “My sources at the precinct aren’t exactly talking to me anymore. Five years, man. Wouldn’t look good if they were doing favors for a convict.”

      From the corner of my eye, I spotted Dante’s wince but didn’t comment on it. Since both my brothers had been home, they seemed to ignore the fact that Dario had taken the bid for Dante’s fuck up. Not exactly how I’d have like shit to go down now that they were home, but we had other things to handle.

      “It’s fine,” I told him, pulling out my phone. “I don’t want the locals to know anything anyway. I just wish Kat would show up. I need her right now.”

      “What about her little brother?” Dino said, his eyebrows going up like the thought just popped into his head.

      “You know him?”

      “Drew is his name. He’s in Albany. I can make a call.”

      “Do it,” I told my man, tapping his shoulder, already thankful he was back.

      My brothers liberated the bourbon from the bar when Dino stepped away to place the call to Kat’s kid brother.

      I didn’t know the guy well, but he’d help Kat, who was the smartest woman I knew, on a couple of her jobs. She’d hidden cash for Joey Mancinni and Vinnie Russo’s businesses before they turned on each other and it should have cost her. But every time a warrant popped up under one of Kat’s identities, she made them disappear. Drew wasn’t as good as his big sister, but he could handle this, no problem.

      But before Dino could make it to the other side of the restaurant to place the call, Maggie’s voice shrieked across the room and I turned, darting for her when she held up her own cell.

      Vi’s number and picture flashed across the screen.

      “Stay calm,” I told her, waving my mother back. “Put it on speaker.” When she hesitated, her entire arm shaking, I sat her down, moving the phone to the table and slid the call button to accept.

      Maggie inhaled, resting her hands on her chest, her attention on me when she exhaled. “Alejandro?”

      “Hola, mi amor.”
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      I was a Pisces who didn’t like the water.

      Lakes and rivers, the ocean, streams—none of it ever held my interest. I thrived in the woods, among the trees, getting lost in thick vines and inclined trails.

      But water? Sand and spray? The wobbling current of waves?

      No, I hated it all.

      When Alejandro demanded that we meet him here, at this small fishing shack fifty miles away from Cuoricino, I knew this would all end in the place I hated the most: on the water.

      A Pisces who did not want to swim, sitting next to the man who refused to give up.

      “Fucking cameras.”

      Dimitri was still seething as we pulled into the parking lot that led to the pier. The veins in his neck throbbed and pulsed, hadn’t stopped doing either since we sat around Vi’s phone listening to Alejandro taunting us. Dimitri had clutched my hand, giving me the strength he knew I needed, as my ex laughed at us.

      “Maggie, mi amor, you think I’m stupid, don’t you?” There was a laugh in his tone that was forced, but the confidence, the cockiness, that hadn’t changed. Alejandro was beautiful and smart. But not smart enough to believe he could work, program, and shoot poison in his veins. “You think I haven’t been watching you?”

      “You couldn’t be,” I tried, hating the shake in my voice and how tired, how weak I sounded.

      Dimitri grabbed my face, kissing my cheek to calm me.

      I exhaled, long and slow, my pulse rate easing. “There’s no way…”

      “Tell that gringo cabrón to get his fucking hands off of you.”

      Dimitri went still, backing up slowly, his entire body changing as he heard the threat in my ex’s tone. When he looked down at the phone, something shifted in his expression and I thought I glimpsed what I’d only heard horror stories about in the time I’d been working for the Carelli’s.

      Smoke Carelli, the gangster had shown up.

      “This cabrón doesn’t take orders from anyone, you feel me, pendejo?”

      My heart thumped and I reached for the phone when Smoke grabbed it from the table. But he held me back, keeping me at arm’s length as he focused on that screen and the dip in Alejandro’s voice.

      “You’re fucking with the wrong man,” he said, his voice clear and alert.

      Dimitri’s laugh was sharp, biting and held no humor. It scared me, almost as much as what he said next. “Come say that to my face, if you’re such a man. I’m right fucking here. Got plenty of time and a lot of energy to burn. You meet me in the street, and we’ll see who the fuck the wrong man is.”

      “No…don’t,” I pleaded, grabbing his arm. “Mateo…”

      “Oh, mi alma,” Alejandro said, the laugh back in his voice. “Our baby is right here. He’s fine. And he’s waiting for you, just like me.”

      From the other end of the phone, I could make out the sound of feet against a wood floor, the creak of movement against it and then the bustle of fabric. The noise shifted then and I picked up the low, soft snores I recognized instantly. That was my mijo. It was the same low cooing sound Mateo made when he drifted off. I’d know that sound anywhere.

      “Mateo…” Dimitri didn’t fight me when I took the phone from him, holding it in both hands. “Alejandro…please don’t hurt him. I’m begging you. Please.”

      “Now, why would I hurt my own son? The boy you tried to keep from me?” He moved again, taking those sweet, soft noises from me, and my chest clenched. Then, Alejandro opened and closed a door and there was a squawk from overhead, clearly a bird of some kind and the harsh rush of a blistering wind. “He looks just like me. Same nose. Same mouth. Your eyes though. But I didn’t get to see any of that up close until tonight. I had to watch him through cameras. See my boy sleeping in that small bed somebody else built. See my son being held by that gringo fuck. My. Son.” He made a noise, something that sounded like a grunt, and Dimitri reached for the phone, but I shook my head, hoping the look I gave him was enough to keep him quiet. Alejandro exhaled, the breath loud against the speaker before he finished. “But it doesn’t matter. I have him. Soon, I’ll have you and…I think, you and that gringo will come. I want him to come with you. I want that cabrón to see me take you and my boy away. I want to watch his face when I take back what’s mine.”

      “Alejandro…please don’t…”

      “And come alone,” he said, the sound of the birds and wind behind him gone, his voice getting louder. “Just you and that gringo. If you don’t, I’ll know. I see everything.”

      “You’ll do nothing,” Dimitri said, his voice loud.

      “You wanna test me, mother fucker? You wanna see how much pull we…I have?” Alejandro’s voice matched Dimitri’s, his temper seeming to flare and then, there was the pound of something hard crashing.

      My stomach twisted, my knees buckling, when Mateo’s cries filled up the room.

      “I got enough on you to put you away for decades. Shipments, dock records…you think your girl Kat is the only hacker around?”

      Dimitri didn’t react, but I noticed Dino’s flinch as he moved behind his boss. That name meant something to both of them and my ex seemed to know it.

      “You think I find out my wife is with some fucking gangster with my son and I don’t find out every fucking thing I can? You come and you bring your…Carelli, Maggie…” Another pound and Mateo’s screams got louder.

      I crashed to the floor, fighting the urge to vomit. He wouldn’t hit the baby. I couldn’t believe that, but Alejandro’s temper was terrifying, always had been. If it scared me, God only knew what it did to Mateo.

      “Bring my wife,” he told Dimitri. “And come alone or your fucking business and your freedom is done.”

      “Cameras, all over my town,” Dimitri said again, still pissed that Alejandro somehow got past all the safeguards he and his family had outfitted in their offices and businesses. He sat next to me, his fingers curled around the steering wheel, his gaze staring out of the front windshield. “All this time, we’ve been so isolated, so protected and just like that,” Dimitri snapped his fingers, the sound reminding me of the click of a gun, “some asshole with an inside man comes in and fucks us.”

      “Alejandro designed security systems for fun in college. I’m not surprised he’d spy on me once he found out where I was.”

      Dimitri stared at me, his eyebrows hidden underneath his sweeping bangs. “For fucking fun?” When I shrugged, finding it unnecessary to elaborate, he shook his head. “Jesus…this guy…”

      “I told you, when he’s sober, no one is more focused.” I leaned back against the seat, my fingers still shaking when I rubbed them over my shoulders.

      “You almost sound like you…admire him—”

      “You can’t be serious!” I laughed, unable to do anything else, and Dimitri seemed to know his mistake automatically. “He once tried to convince me to give myself to Reynolds for drugs. Me. His wife. Alejandro was so strung out and desperate for a fix, he wanted me to fuck his boss so the asshole would give him a baggie of blow and you think I’m what? Proud of him for being sober enough to set up cameras and infiltrate our lives?”

      “Shit…” He grunted as he looked out the window again. “I’ll fucking kill him. I swear.” Dimitri smashed his fist against the radio twice, destroying the console casing and splitting the skin over the top of his hand.

      “Stop it!” I said, grabbing his wrist.

      He took it back, wiping the small bead of blood against his dark jeans and rubbed his face, like he didn’t know what to do with himself. This had to be hard for Dimitri. He was a man who thrived on discipline and control and nothing about this situation was in his control.

      The water was calm, but there were seagulls covering the dock and pier and all along the beach, leading up to the small shacks peppered along the shoreline. The last one at the end of a row of five was where Alejandro had instructed us to go.

      After several minutes of silence, Dimitri calmed. “Bella,” he finally said, saying the word slowly, both syllables enunciated clearly. When he looked at me, there was something cold, disconnected in his eyes I couldn’t recognize. “You may not like who I have to be in there.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Listen to me,” he said, his voice clearer now, louder. “I wasn’t lying when I told you everything changes when I’m with you. Who I am, what I want and I meant that.” Dimitri looked through the window, the muscles along his neck flexing, his jaw tightening. “But I can’t be that man and protect you. I have to be who I need to be to get Mateo back and keep you both safe.”

      “Dimitri…”

      “Just know everything I do is to make sure you both get out of here alive.”

      My stomach ached and my arms felt empty. It had been hours and hours since I held my son and I felt like part of my heart was missing. Resting my chin on my fist, I watched that shack, willing Alejandro to come outside, to do something, anything that gave me a sign that my son was safe. But I didn’t even have the power to control my own fear. How could I hope to control that lunatic?

      “Maggie…” Dimitri said, reaching a hand across the seat for me. I took it and let him squeeze my fingers. “I’ll kill him before I’ll ever let him hurt either one of you.”

      In that moment, I knew he meant it. He’d do anything for us.

      Because he loved us.

      And it might get him killed.

      “I should have left months ago.”

      “What are you talking about?” He turned, unbuckling his belt with his knee moving next to the console separating our seats.

      “I thought about leaving. I was going to make a clean break. Distance from you. From your family. I was going to ask Toni for a job in the city and move in with my aunt.”

      “Toni would have never…” I cocked an eyebrow at him, one look I knew would remind Dimitri that his sister was still pissed at him for how he’d handled her and Luca years back. “Hell. She would have helped you just to spite me.”

      “She would have. I’m sure of it.”

      “What stopped you?”

      I smiled, watching his face, loving the look in his eyes. “This,” I said, pointing between us.”

      Dimitri took my hand, kissing my wrist. “When we get our boy back, I promise you, I’ll spend the rest of my life making you happy.” Then he touched my face, all his anger and temper from moments before gone as he looked at me, brushing a finger over my forehead. I wanted to kiss him, just for a second. More than anything, I wanted his promise to come true.

      “You’re mine, no matter what anyone else ever tells you. We belong to each other.” My body felt electrified where he grazed his fingers against my skin—my neck, the shell of my ear, the curve of my arm, every inch was on fire from his attention. “We’re in each other’s heads… too deep. We can’t walk away now. It’s too late.”

      I moved back, looking up to catch Dimitri’s eye, wondering what he meant and where he was trying to go with this. “I don’t… what do you mean?” I moved the hair from his eyes, wanting to see them clearly. “What are you trying to say to me?”

      Dimitri’s mouth relaxed as he watched me. He touched his fingers over my forehead, smoothing them along my cheek, and kept silent, one side of his mouth shifting up. “When this is over, it will be…just us. No bullshit. No excuses. Just you, me, and the baby. The three of us.”

      I held my breath, unable to keep my heartbeat from rattling against my ribs. Smoke didn’t lower that smile when I grabbed his hand, pulling it from my face. “What does that mean exactly?”

      “No delays. All of us, under the same roof. Together. We’ll be a family, bella.”

      “I…”

      My cell chimed with a text and I straightened, moving away from Dimitri. He grabbed it before I had a chance and from the expression on his face, what he saw there deflated the mounting happiness that had distracted him just seconds before.

      “What?” I said, ripping the phone from his hand.

      “He wants us to come, right now.”

      Alejandro did, in fact. The picture was dark, but I could make out Mateo’s bright eyes, my eyes, and the dimples in his perfectly round cheeks.

      I opened the text message accompanying the image and the muscles along my jaw tensed. “Let’s go,” I told Dimitri, forgetting everything but the desire to get my baby away from that bastard.

      As we left the car, the cell pushed in my back pocket, I reminded myself that staying off the water and with Smoke was the game plan. No matter what Alejandro wanted, I wouldn’t do what his message demanded.

      Alone time with the gringo is over.

      Now come home to your husband.
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      The shack was small, with worn apple green lap siding around the surface. Some of the pieces had rotted or were completely missing in certain areas while the small, eight-foot-deep front porch was shy the left side-railing.

      Dimitri walked in front of me, his gun in the waistband of his jeans and another one strapped to his ankle. If Alejandro had been watching before we left, he’d know where Dimitri had kept his protection. But a sweep of his office had come up empty, unlike the restaurant and my apartment. We were banking on my ex not being ballsy enough to infiltrate all of Dimitri’s security measures.

      “Keep behind me,” he warned, reaching his hand back for me as we came to the porch.

      “He’s not gonna like you touching me,” I tried, earning a slow look over his shoulder for my effort.

      “Easy, mami,” I heard as we came to the porch, spotting the open front door shielded only by an old screen door. “Nice and slow.” Alejandro’s voice was lower now than it had been on the phone, calmer somehow. But it didn’t fill me with anything resembling ease. “Open the door, gringo. Let my wife in first.”

      “That’s not gonna happen,” he said, stepping forward, then Dimitri paused, tensing when the sound of a gun clicking seemed to echo.

      “I have no problem shooting you where you stand. But I’d rather not upset my son or my wife.” Alejandro moved, coming to the door. His body was shaded by the darkness in the small cottage, but I could make out the thin silhouette of his body and the glint from his gun as he held it up.

      When neither of us moved and Dimitri kept everything but the glare he threw at Alejandro still, the man seemed to give in, just a little bit.

      “I’m not going to hurt her. That’s a promise.”

      “You took our son,” he said. “You invaded our lives with your cameras. Your word means dick to me.”

      “Our. Son,” Alejandro corrected through gritted teeth. “Besides, you can’t stalk someone who belongs to you,” he said, his voice low, each word releasing with a sharp bite. “She’s my wife—”

      “Not anymore. She divorced your ass and as long as I’m here, she’s standing behind me.” He inhaled, moving his head to the side, squinting like he tried to get the make of Alejandro, see how far he could push him. “Back up and we’ll come inside.”

      “Fine, gringo,” he answered, moving back into the dark cottage. “Watch yourself.”

      Dimitri nodded, shifting his gaze to me, not meeting my face directly. He squeezed my hand before he reached for the screen door and opened it.

      I moved behind him, my fingers against his back, my heart thudding in my ears. I took slow, even breaths before we moved across the threshold. Then, my gaze was everywhere, at everything, looking at the small table to the right, at the monitors that lit up one corner of the front room and the images on them—Vi in our apartment with Mr. Kempt and one of his daughters, then Mr. and Mrs. C. with Dante and Toni at the bar in the restaurant, drinking small cups of espresso, their expressions worried.

      Dimitri glanced toward them, and he flexed his jaw and pressed his lips together like it took effort not to charge at Alejandro and beat him senseless for invading his family’s life the way he had.

      “Slow,” my ex said when we came to the center of the room. He walked forward, coming into the light from the darkness that surrounded us.

      My breath caught in my chest at how gaunt, how unhealthy he looked. My ex-husband had been so beautiful when we met. All the girls in our Freshman Econ class fought over who got to sit next to him that first week. He hadn’t been interested in any of them. He’d moved each class, avoiding them, sitting in the back, then the front, then, by the third week, in the middle, for each lecture, right next to me. It took Alejandro a solid month to ask me out and me, two more weeks to realize that was what he was doing.

      He’d been so smart and stunning, really. His light brown skin clear. His black eyes round, deep set and haunting. His full, lush lips pink, delectable. I couldn’t resist him. I’d been helpless.

      But the man who stood in front of us was not the boy I’d fallen in love with ten years ago. This man was rail thin and ghostly. His skin was pockmarked and scarred. There were blemishes and sores on the sides of his face and along his forehead. He’d grown so thin that the high set cheekbones that had always made him look like he should be walking runways, now made him appear sick. His collarbone protruded and his once thick, curly hair had become thin and matted.

      “I thought you said he was motivated,” Dimitri said, staring at Alejandro with his face twisted in disgust. I could see the pity beneath all the rage that cornered in his eyes.

      “I…don’t know…” Despite Dimitri’s warning, I moved forward, taken over by dread and fear. This is what had become of the man I’d once loved so fiercely. Mi corazón, I’d called him. But he wasn’t my heart anymore. He’d been replaced. “Where?” I said, not hiding the anger in my voice. When he only stared at me, that anger intensified. “Where is my son?”

      He didn’t speak. His gaze locked on me, moving over my face as his hands shook, his mouth wide, opening and closing like there was so much he wanted to say and couldn’t. He licked his lips, swallowing so thickly I could hear his throat working before he took a breath, like he geared up to speak but couldn’t decide what to say first.

      “She asked you a question!” Dimitri’s loud voice jerked Alejandro’s attention away from me.

      “My… my son is fine. Sleeping.” The glare he gave Dimitri was fierce, but there wasn’t enough of him to back up the challenge in his eyes.

      This didn’t make sense to me. None of it. His behavior, his anger. The tech I understood. That had Alejandro’s name all over it. But how thin and sick he looked, how caught he seemed by watching me, how jealous he was, didn’t make any sense to me.

      He’d been confident on the phone, teasing us. Now he jerked when Dimitri called him out. Now he looked as though he could barely hold up his gun.

      “What is this mierda?” I asked, walking closer. Dimitri touched my arm but didn’t pull me back. I was betting on that response and the one I got from my ex-husband.

      Alejandro had always been possessive, aside from that time he offered me up to Reynolds, so I knew he’d hate seeing Dimitri touch me. And when he did, the thin man in front of me moved his top lip up, a wide bend curling it. He narrowed his eyes and the irises seemed to darken as he moved his gaze to the spot where Dimitri held my arm, then to his face like he dared the bigger man to challenge him. But Alejandro wasn’t stupid. He was weaker, smaller than Dimitri. I think he knew that and resented the idea that I did too.

      “There’s no mierda.” Alejandro scrubbed his fingers over his face with his free hand and gestured with his gun as he spoke with the other. “I wanted you here…I…I got you here.” But he didn’t look at me when he said that. In fact, he didn’t look at either of us. He moved back, his limbs shaking like the onslaught of a fit was beginning and he tried to play it off. “I want the gringo gone so you…you can…”

      “She’s not staying here,” Dimitri said, pulling me back. Alejandro opened his mouth, his anger seeming to ease some of the shaking as he glared at Dimitri again, but he wasn’t scared or impressed by my ex’s attitude. Dimitri was in front of me, tilting his head, and he crossed his arms, looking relaxed, but still guarded. “Maggie’s right. This is shit. The whole situation. You show up after a year ready to get your family back now? Why?”

      “I don’t owe you…shit. I’m not explaining anything to you.” His laugh was humorless, bitter but to my ears it just sounded sad.

      “But you owe me.”

      “Exactly,” Dimitri said, ignoring Alejandro when he waved the gun at him. “Your fucking arms are so skinny it’s amazing you can lift that thing.” Teflon calm, he continued. “You get us here, stalk her, spy on me and mine, hack my data and here you are looking like a crackhead. There’s no way you pulled all this shit on your own.” He glanced at me, shrugging. “No matter how smart or talented you say he is, this isn’t the guy. No way is this the guy you told me about.”

      “He’s…different,” I explained, not bothering to worry over Alejandro’s grunting protests or how he moved closer. “All I care about is getting my son back.”

      “You’ll get him, baby, don’t worry,” Dimitri said, dropping his hands to his sides. “Just as soon as this asshole tells me who the hell has been helping him and why.”

      “Nobody. I…I don’t need anybody...” He spoke with a bravado he couldn’t back up.

      Alejandro was stubborn. Always had been and he forced Dimitri’s hand, charging forward, the gun lifted.

      His reaction was instinctive. He blocked the hand and the gun, knocking it to the floor and clocking Alejandro in a move that was so quick I wasn’t sure I’d seen it right.

      “Fuck!” my ex screamed, stumbling back until he landed on the floor. “You mother fuck…”

      “I wouldn’t say that if I was you,” I warned him.

      Dimitri kicked the gun out of Alejandro’s reach, kneeling in front of him as the skinny man lay on the floor, covering his bloody nose with the hem of his shirt.

      “Bella…” he said, motioning toward the gun.

      I picked it up, hating the weight of it, uncomfortable with how it felt in my hand, but Dimitri nodded, telling me in one gesture I’d be okay. He grabbed it from me, pulling back the slide to check to see if there was a bullet in the chamber before he turned it around and offered it to me. “Point this at him. If he gets twitchy, fucking shoot that asshole.”

      I moved into Dimitri’s spot, standing with the gun between my hands, pointing it right at Alejandro’s chest. He looked so tiny and weak. I wouldn’t let any pity I felt for him make me lower that gun. This bastard beat up Vi and he took my baby. I didn’t care what he’d done to himself or what happened to him after this night.

      “Maggie,” he tried, his voice craggy and broken. “Please don’t let him…”

      “Shut up, hijo de las mil putas!” He jerked at the insult, lying flat on his back, one hand covering his face.

      “She said you were a bitch.”

      “Who said?” I asked, knowing he was trying to bait me, so I curled my grip on the gun.

      “That waitress…the blonde. Paris.”

      The laugh when it came shot from my throat without me realizing it. I clicked my tongue, my face heating just at the mention of her name. Toni had told me that Dimitri had turned her down. Then, Mrs. C. fired her for being so obvious around him and for being a nosey bully about me. But this? This was news. Unsurprising but still news to me.

      “Paris helped you?”

      “Reynolds…saw a picture of you at that restaurant. With the owners and a baby he said looked just like me. I’m not a stupid man. No matter what you think of me. I’ve been looking for you since you left me. When he asked the waitress about the girl in the picture, she called you the owner’s favorite bitch. Said you’d showed up a few months before with your baby begging for a job.” He made a face, squeezing his eyes shut. “Then she said you’d landed the job by fucking the owner’s son. I didn’t want to believe…but seeing you with that…fucking…”

      “Paris is a liar. And she’s been after Dimitri for years. She’d say anything to make me look bad.”

      Alejandro released a sigh that kicked up a coughing fit.

      “Wait,” I said, wondering why Paris would keep something like this to herself. She could have used this to her advantage. Told me some suit had asked questions. It was her M.O. to run off and lie and tell Dimitri I was messing around with some patron from the restaurant. “Paris never said anything to me. Why? And…what about August? How does he…”

      “She got paid off. And August…”

      But however August figured into the situation, I didn’t know. Dimitri chose that exact moment to come through the door, leaving the back room, his arms weighted down with a yawning Mateo.

      “Mijo!” I met Dimitri in the middle of the room, handing him the gun while I took my baby from him, kissing his face, inhaling him, holding him close. “Oh, thank God. Thank you! My sweet boy.”

      There had been tension squeezing my limbs, my joints and every square inch of my chest since the moment we walked into my apartment and found Vi on that floor and Mateo gone. Now it eased. Now there was warmth again and a feeling that I’d never been more relieved. It got warmer, that sensation wrapping around me when Smoke curled his arms on my shoulder and he kissed Mateo’s forehead.

      “Good,” he said. “It’s good…”

      “He isn’t yours!” Alejandro said, scrambling to his feet. “She isn’t either.”

      Dimitri stepped in front of us, circling around my ex, the gun hanging loosely in his hand. When he spoke, his voice was lower, calmer, but there was still a warning sharpening his tone. “They are mine in a way they’ll never be yours.” He scratched his chin with the muzzle of the gun. “You don’t get that?” When Alejandro only glared at him, his attention moving to me, to the monitors behind us, all around the room, Dimitri sighed, sounding tired and exhausted. “Just tell me who you got as back up, so I can take care of my business.”

      “They are my business!” There was a vein pulsing on the side of Alejandro’s neck when he yelled at Dimitri and his eyes had taken on a wet, red look. As he stood, he pulled at his collar, wiping the moisture from his lashes. “They are mine. Mine. They belong to me!”

      “The hell they do,” Dimitri said, his fingers curving around the gun. “You don’t abandon your family, asshole. You don’t exchange your woman for smack. You don’t treat the people you love like they don’t fucking matter!”

      Alejandro winced at Dimitri’s accusations, slipping his gaze to me, the expression on his face hurt, as though he didn’t want to believe I’d spilled his secrets.

      “Yeah, she told me. She tells me everything. She trusts me. I trust her. That’s what you do when you…”

      “Don’t say it!” Alejandro twisted his head, covering his face. “I don’t want to hear this bullshit.”

      “Enough of this,” Dimitri said, his voice raising over Alejandro’s whining. “Tell me now. Who the hell is helping you?” He lifted the gun and I curled Mateo closer to my chest, shielding his eyes away from Dimitri as he grabbed Alejandro’s collar and pointed the nine in his face.

      I turned away too, not wanting to see how my ex cowered from Dimitri, how he lifted his chin like his entire body wasn’t shaking.

      “Last time, bastard. Who the hell—” But then, his voice went quiet and I heard the soft thump, something that reminded me of the moments when Mateo was learning to walk and would hit his head against the floor and instantly cry for me. Then, I turned, horrified when Dimitri hit the floor, the gun falling from his hand.

      “I am, asshole,” Reynolds said, holding the butt of his gun in his hand. He turned, his smile stretching when I stared at him, then becoming a toothy, exaggerated expression when I backed away as he moved toward me. “Well, hello there, beautiful.”
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      Toni had been right about the first Rolex. It had to have been a fake. Looking at the one John Reynolds wore now as he lowered the gun and held the butt in his palm, I got the impression that things had improved for him.

      “Maggie,” he said, biting on his bottom lip. Like the last time he’d been this close to me, the man was obvious how he looked at me, letting his gaze wash over me like I was prime rib and he was ravenous.

      But like Alejandro, he’d let excess get the better of him. He didn’t seem as riddled by addiction as my ex-husband, but something had turned Reynolds into a thinner, older version of himself. Even his spiked, over-gelled hair was thin, and gray had begun to crowd around his temples. “That picture didn’t do you justice.”

      I didn’t care if he looked at me. Let him ogle all he wanted. My attention was on my son wiggling in my arms and Dimitri lying on the floor. When I ignored him, Reynolds frowned, shaking his head.

      “What is it with women and criminals?” he said, looking to Alejandro, as they both watched Dimitri. “This guy’s family funnels whores, drugs, and guns into the city, probably into that dumb little town of theirs and women get wet and willing just for a glance from fuckers like him.” Reynolds stepped next to Dimitri, the gun still in his hand, and I held my breath. But he didn’t aim it. In fact, he watched Alejandro. “Even your own wife. How the hell do you explain that?”

      “Money,” he said, his voice heavy with disgust. “Women love money. That’s all they want.”

      Let them talk, I thought. It didn’t matter to me. Mateo began to calm when I rubbed his back, nuzzling against my neck. I tried to calm my heartbeat, trying my best not to wonder how long Dimitri would be out or how badly he’d been hurt.

      “What do you want?” I asked, getting both of their attention at once, as though they’d almost forgotten I was standing in the same room.

      When they exchanged a look and Reynold’s smile returned to his face, I tightened my hold on Mateo.

      That smile was wide, menacing, and it had me wishing I could reach the knife Dimitri had strapped to my ankle. “The objective can’t just be getting me here.” Alejandro watched me, his eyes were red-rimmed and irritated but he stood straight, as though he was coming down off something, and he prepared for it.

      “Beautiful as you are, no, that’s not the only objective,” Reynolds said, moving away from Dimitri. When I glanced at the gun, he shrugged, holding it up, then slipped it into the waistband of his pants. “Touchy about guns? With that one around you all the time?” He looked back at Dimitri, grinning when he spotted the way he moved on the floor, how he held his head.

      I moved forward, wanting to help him, but Reynolds grabbed me, holding me away from Dimitri with a death grip on my bicep. “Check him before he gets up,” he told Alejandro. “You should have done that when they got here anyway.” When my ex just stared at him, Reynolds grunted, releasing a long sigh. “For guns, asshole. Jesus!”

      Alejandro moved, his frown hard at Reynolds, then at Smoke as he patted his back, coming away with two nines in his shoulder holster and the one at his waist. My ex-husband slid the guns across the floor and got to his feet, just as Dimitri sat up, making to reach for Alejandro, but missing him. His attention went straight to my face, then to Reynold’s fingers as they dug into my arm before he sat with his arms over his knees.

      “Get your fucking hands off her,” Dimitri said, his expression empty, his eyes like steel.

      Reynolds started to laugh, seeming to put too much faith in the gun he held. Men like him were all bravado. All possession. He thought holding that thing put him on equal footing with Dimitri. Maybe he thought it made him a man same as Dimitri.

      He was wrong.

      No one would fear Reynolds.

      Dimitri didn’t need a gun or a blade to intimidate a soul. It was there in his eyes, in the slip of anger that penetrated when he glared. It was in the promise of menace one frigid look spoke.

      He gave Reynolds that look now. All expression vacant on his face, but a warning, a vow to hurt him, shooting from the steel in his haunting eyes.

      Reynolds might not be a real man, but he didn’t seem like an idiot either.

      He dropped my arm and didn’t argue, didn’t stop me when I moved to Dimitri on the floor.

      “Are you okay?” I asked him, hating that he only nodded, only touched my face, only kissed Mateo’s temple, without taking his attention away from Reynolds or Alejandro.

      The two men stood near the monitors, their heads together, calculating, planning something I couldn’t hear. Something that made Dimitri’s voice dip low and the muscles around his face tense.

      “Remember what I said. It’s about to start.” I looked at him, wanting to tell him to be careful. Wanting him to know I trusted him, but the words wouldn’t come. Dimitri shook his head, seeming to know I’d gone speechless. “First chance you get,” he told me, still watching them, “you leave me behind and get the baby out of here.”

      “No. I…I can’t leave you—” I started, jerking back when Dimitri glared at me and his grip tightened around my wrist.

      “That’s not a fucking request.” He’d never looked at me like that before.

      Cold. Cunning, like he wouldn’t tolerate his demands not being obeyed. Like a boss expecting his orders to be followed.

      “You get yourselves out and I will end these two.”

      “How the hell are you going to do that with a concussion?” His eyes were wide, and he moved his head like the room was spinning, trying to find a spot on the wall to center him. “You’ll get sick or…”

      “Maggie,” he said, grip clamping down on my arm harder. “Fucking promise me.”

      Dimitri had the most beautiful eyes. Dark. Hypnotic. They could be terrifying. Scary. He was a dangerous man. My dangerous man and right then, I wanted him to myself. But Mateo whined, pulling away from me, wanting Dimitri, wanting his attention. It was the first time since I’d known him that he refused my boy.

      “Say it,” he said, touching my face. “Tell me now.”

      Biting the inside of my lip, I nodded, eyes narrowed because I couldn’t look at his face when I spoke. “I promise I’ll leave when I can.”

      “Good, bella. That’s good.”

      “Stand up,” Reynolds said, moving in front of us with the gun pointed down.

      “Be careful,” Alejandro told him, tapping his arm. “Don’t hit my son.” Then, he nodded toward me. “Maggie, move away from him. Come here.”

      “I will not.”

      Dimitri was calm as he stretched his arm out. The black ink on his skin barely visible as I gripped it, trying to keep Mateo from crying when he wiggled against my chest reaching for Dimitri.

      “What do you want with him anyway? I thought you wanted us here. Leave…leave him out of this.”

      “Carelli is the reason we’re all here,” Reynolds said, gesturing his gun to get me to move. When I didn’t, Reynolds stepped closer. “I don’t care who gets shot here. It would be…disappointing if I didn’t get the tradeoff…”

      “What fucking tradeoff?” Dimitri said, reaching to the side to keep the baby from jumping away from me.

      Reynolds smiled, glancing at Alejandro, who didn’t seem able to do anything but keep his head down. “It helps that my friend here is smart.” He moved to my ex’s side, lightly slapping his face. “He’s a genius programmer, but he’s a fucking junky, you know that, don’t you, beautiful?”

      Beside me Dimitri stiffened, his shoulders and arms stretching like he was ready to pounce on Reynolds and take his chances with the gun. I couldn’t let that happen. “You’re not telling me something I don’t already know,” I said, squeezing Dimitri’s arm, my fingers against his chest to calm him. “I remember that night in our apartment.”

      “I bet you do,” Reynolds said, grabbing Alejandro by the back of the neck. “Took me four hours to get this asshole to calm down. By the end of it, I felt sorry for him and gave him the shit because I’m a nice guy.”

      I held back the laugh that bubbled in my throat and Reynolds rubbed the gun against his thigh and continued, like he was telling some stupid frat party story, and not how he’d manipulated my junkie husband. “But, because I was so generous, Alejandro owed me and I fucking love when people owe me. Favors, man. They’re my favorite.”

      “And who the hell else owes you?” Dimitri asked, moving to his feet. I stood with him, adjusting Mateo as we moved behind him. “Is it Finney?”

      “Finney?” Reynolds laughed, his smile wide and exaggerated. “Shit, man, you gotta think globally.” He touched the barrel of the gun to his temple and rubbed, pretending to scratch the skin there. “You really need to broaden your perspective. I know if I was in a family that had pissed off the fucking Irish mob…well, I think I’d be more observant.”

      Dimitri snorted out a low laugh, not looking amused at all, muttering “Liam Shane” so low I knew only I could hear him. I’d heard that name at least a half a dozen times from Dimitri and Toni. Shane was the asshole Dante was running drugs for out of Dario’s bar. Shane had screwed everyone over and fled the country. He left Dante with a lot of product and the feds closing in on him, but it was Dario who took responsibility. Jesus, all of this because some mafia asshole wanted to pretend to be a baller and now Reynolds did too.

      “So, someone in Shane’s family paid you to take me out? Is that what’s happening here? You and your little office buddies come to my family’s restaurant to get a take on how and where we operate?”

      “Not anything so basic,” he said, the smile nearly gone. “But I needed an investor and he needed someone in your family gone. Didn’t really matter who. Just someone the Carellis gave enough of a shit about to start a war.” He looked at me, the grin returning. “It was easy enough to find your girl Kat. She freelances. She’s good. Or she was.”

      Dimitri stepped forward, pausing when Reynolds raised the gun.

      “Careful. Don’t want your brain splattered all over that baby’s face, do you?” He didn’t lower the gun until Dimitri moved back next to me. “Kat’s fine. Slipped right out from under my nose two weeks after we took her. Pissed me off, but I forced enough info out of her, and I got my happy little accident seeing beautiful Maggie’s picture, knowing I could tell my boy where his wife had run off to and get him to clean up long enough to set up surveillance.” He glanced at Alejandro, head tilted when my ex didn’t return his nod. Reynolds walked up to him and flung an arm over his shoulder. “So everyone gets a happy: my client gets one of you Carellis gone to get his retribution; I get my investment for doing it; my cousin August gets cash to fund his research for finding out everything he can on Maggie here; Alejandro gets his kid and all the smack he wants and me…well…like I said, I fucking love favors.” Reynolds licked his lips, his gaze shooting to my breasts, then dipping lower. “My favorite one so far has me fucking his wife for keeping him medicated the past year.” He shrugged, patting Alejandro’s face again when the thin man flinched away from him.

      “Like hell,” Dimitri said, jumping right at Reynolds. The movement was so quick, so surprising, and Reynolds had his attention on me, that he didn’t seem ready for Dimitri when he moved.

      I yelped, moving away from the men when Dimitri went at Reynolds. He took a quick first swing and Reynolds fell back but managed to stay on his feet. Dimitri’s balance was still off, but he kept his feet apart and his fists up just as Reynolds regrouped and dove right for Dimitri’s gut.

      “Maggie!” Dimitri called, catching my eye when he wrapped his arm around Reynold’s neck and his long legs around his waist, getting him into a chokehold. “You…promised!”

      Damn him.

      Mateo’s screams and cries were almost as loud as the noise Dimitri and Reynold’s made as they fought. I tried to hush my son, tried to calm him as best as I could, but Dimitri destroyed Reynolds, clocking his nose and chin, thrashing his face over and over again, and Mateo watched him, screeching and crying.

      “No,” I told him, running away from the slamming, punching bodies when they landed against the wall. Reynolds pushed Smoke against the table holding all those monitors.

      I was nearly out of the door, ready to dash to the car when Smoke picked Reynolds up by the collar, shaking him until the man’s head volleyed like his neck was broken and Smoke threw him against the table.

      The crash was deafening as Dimitri screamed, “Maggie, fucking go!”

      Mateo’s cries were louder than the smash of computers that collapsed on top of Reynolds. I tore through the door, covering my son’s head, taking the steps two at a time. Behind me Alejandro and Dimitri yelled, and I thought they’d started fighting too.

      “Leave her alone, you asshole,” Dimitri yelled. Then, louder, his voice coming out in a wheeze, “Maggie, go. Don’t stop!”

      There was another crash and then Alejandro calling my name made me run faster. My insides burned as I moved toward the parking lot.

      It was the shots that stopped me.

      One piercing the air, stopping me as I ran.

      The second one freezing everything inside me.

      I turned, Mateo’s loud sobs rattling in my ear as I pressed him close to me, my grip loosening only for a second as I spotted Alejandro running toward us as Smoke leaned against the doorframe in that small green cottage, one hand gripped on the frame and the other over his chest.

      And then, his knees buckled, and Dimitri fell to the floor.
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      Dimitri was still and lying on the floor. I could make out his feet and the curve of his leg as I fell to my knees, holding Mateo against my chest. “No…no.”

      Something splintered inside me.

      Little fractures that had been my heart frayed further apart as I watched him lying there, not moving, ignoring my silent prayers begging him to get up.

      Dimitri … please...

      Alejandro tried pulling me to my feet, but I slapped his hand away, the movement making Mateo scream. Then, he tried again, this time using the gun under my chin.

      “That gringo is dead. I put two bullets in him.” His voice was clearer now, and I recognized the tone, understanding what he’d been doing with Reynolds next to the monitors. Whatever he needed to keep him sharp also kept him lethal and Dimitri had paid for it.

      He slid the gun to my throat, his voice sharper as he yelled at me, spittle hitting my cheeks. “Now…don’t…if you…you wanna join him go. But you’re not taking my son. Get in this fucking boat.”

      Please get up.

      It was only Mateo’s clutching hands on my shirt and his loud cries of “mama!” that made me move. That was scarier to me than the muzzle at my throat.

      “Where…where are you…taking us?” I asked, finally getting to my feet.

      “Reynolds isn’t the only one that can make connections. Go. Move,” Alejandro said, waving the gun.

      I flinched every time he did, curving my body, pulling Mateo away from the end of that gun. He seemed to know we were in danger because his cries got worse, his sobbing doubling. I stopped walking, pulling my son against my chest, trying to sound calm as I whispered in his ear.

      “What’s the problem?” Alejandro said, darting toward us, the gun still in his hand. “Here, give him to me.”

      “Don’t touch him! He doesn’t know you!”

      “And whose fault is that?” He pulled at my hair, his behavior erratic, even for him, before he pushed me down the pier, leading me by the hold he had on my hair.

      Tears pricked in my eyes and leaked down my face as the pain from my scalp intensified. As I continued to pray for a miracle. Please get up, I begged Dimitri.

      Alejandro glanced at me, pausing to look at my face. “You’re stupid, crying over that gringo. Men like that, they get bored fast. You’re better off with me…we’ll be a family. Us and our son…finally.”

      “We have a family…with Dimitri and his parents and Vi and our town.” I elbowed him in the ribs, making him drop his hold on my hair.

      He was a damn junky. There was no way I’d let him jerk me around like that. There was no way I’d let this pendejo think I’d go away with him without putting up a fight.

      “That’s Mateo’s family. Dimitri is his father. He’s the only father he knows, and Mateo loves him. They love each other!”

      “Shut up! Shut your mouth!”

      But I wouldn’t.

      I had to fight.

      The boat was ten feet behind me. That boat would lead us nowhere. If we got on that boat, we’d die. All of us. If we got on that boat, we’d never see our family again.

      “You don’t want us, Alejandro. You…you…killed Dimitri.” A sob stuck in my throat and I wiped my face, ignoring how his nostrils flared, how he pushed me farther down the pier. “You can leave and have whatever those people offer you for kill…killing him. All the drugs you want and…”

      “No, Maggie…I won’t leave without my boy. He’s my son. Mine.”

      The boat was anchored next to two kayaks, one of which floated halfway in the water. Alejandro grabbed my arm, jerking me toward the boat, making like he’d help me onto it, but I pretended to slip, spotting the paddle barely dangling to the hanging kayak sticking out of the seat.

      “Hurry!” he yelled, his voice croaking as he moved to unhitch the tie, not paying attention to me as I got to my knees.

      Mateo clung to my shirt, his fists in a death grip on the fabric and his hot, wet face dampening my neck. I stretched an arm toward the paddle and slipped it out of the kayak.

      “Maggie! Now!” When I didn’t move fast enough for him, Alejandro pulled on my neck, yanking me back.

      I turned with the paddle tight in my fist. One, two jabs of the wood into his gut. Then another across his jaw and my ex fell back, the gun slipping out of his hand and behind him on the pier.

      He wailed, cursing me as he rocked on his side, fingers reaching for his back pocket. I moved, adjusting Mateo to my other hip, taking a chance that I’d hurt Alejandro enough to keep him immobile.

      I was four steps away from him, staring at the figure running up the pier when something caught my ankle, pulling it. I fell, turning so that I landed with Mateo screaming and shaking on my chest.

      “Stupid puta!” Alejandro screamed, his cheek bloody, lip split. When he tried pulling Mateo from me, I fought him, locking my arms tight, the baby’s face against my collarbone, his terrified, sobbing screams echoing on my skin. “Give me my son! Now!” Then something cool, hard and sharp slid on my skin.

      I went still as my ex-husband pushed a large switch blade at my throat.

      His eyes were wide, frantic as he stared at me. Blood dripped down his chin and over my face, his cheeks shaking as he moved closer. “He is mine and I’m taking him.”

      “Ne…never…”

      Gritting his teeth, Alejandro moved his hand, pivoting his wrist so the tip of the blade cut me. The sharp sting tearing against my skin. I kicked out, catching him in his nuts, then landed another jab in his gut.

      He screamed, rearing back, raising the knife overhead.

      A livid, loud voice screamed, “Don’t do it, mother fucker.”

      Alejandro jerked his gaze up, his expression shocked, disbelieving.

      My ex-husband was a stubborn man.

      He didn’t listen.

      It cost him.

      He lunged forward, and the blade came right for me, getting closer and closer. I turned away, covering the back of Mateo’s head with my hands, saying a quick prayer that might save me from this death or forgive me in the next life.

      But the pain didn’t come.

      A bullet did.

      The first caught him in the chest. Alejandro staggered, growling like an animal too amped on adrenaline to know it’d been tracked.

      The second went straight into his neck and the blood gushed from him like a geyser, spraying down his shirt and all over the pier.

      Mateo still cried, but the sound had lowered into a quiet sniffle.

      I sat up, kissing him, hugging him. “My love,” I told him, turning to find Dimitri standing ten feet from us. Then I scrambled up, hurrying when he went down to his knees. “Sweetie! No, please!”

      “It’s…fine,” he said, not fighting me when I pulled his head into my lap.

      “You…got shot. Oh… no.”

      “Grazed me…the first time,” he said, waving off my hands when I yanked his shirt open. Mateo crawled away from me, sitting between us, leaning down near Smoke’s head. “He’s…a good boy. Strong… tell him I…”

      “I won’t tell him anything.”

      There was so much blood. His shirt was covered in it, and it was pouring down his stomach.

      “You…you tell him when you get better.” I dug in his pocket, finding his phone, my fingers shaking as I tried to find someone to call.

      Dimitri’s hand over mine stopped me. “Bella, they’re already coming,” he said, pulling me toward him. “Dino…followed us.”

      “Dimitri …please don’t…”

      “Couldn’t if I wanted to.” He quirked an eyebrow when Mateo reached for his chain, grabbing the crucifix, but I took it from him.

      “It’s covered in blood,” I said, then gasped, wiping it clean on my shirt. “Look at this.”

      Dimitri’s eyelids drooped when I held up the crucifix. It was bent in half, the Christ figure in the center missing and in its place was a slug from Alejandro’s gun.

      Mateo leaned toward Dimitri, laying his head next to his. I felt my chest ache once again.

      “Pop, pop,” the baby said, and Dimitri’s eyes went wide, a smile breaking out over his face.

      “He didn’t…” He reached for Mateo, head shaking. “This one, Christ…” Twisting his head, he grabbed the crucifix. “Good luck, that’s what this kid is, Maggie…”

      “And what does that make me then?”

      “Baby,” he said, pulling my face toward his. “You’re…my everything.”

      In the distance, there was the squeal of tires, then a bustle of slamming car doors. Dino and Ricky called Dimitri’s name and I heard their approach, tried to turn toward the sound, but Dimitri pulled my face back to him, his hand on my cheek. “I’m a selfish asshole and a greedy bastard. But I want you and the kid. Always. All the time. I’ll figure it out. I promise you I will. We’ll find a way to be safe and free from all this shit.”

      “You said something about Liam Shane. Is he the one who wanted you dead?”

      He nodded.

      “Is he the only one?”

      He shook his head.

      “Then how can we be free?”

      “We’ll be free because I’ll burn down the world to protect you both. No one matters more to me. No one.”
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      Two weeks was too long to be in the hospital—since Maggie screamed at the doctors to get the one slug that had landed in my chest and not in the crucifix out of me.

      The nurses came in at all hours to wake me up and check my vitals or wake me up to give me pain meds that would knock me out.

      Made no damn sense.

      The admin complained about my boys camping out at the door, but this was Cuoricino. They didn’t put up much of a fight, especially not when my Ma walked in with boxes of lasagna for the night shift and Pasticciotti tarts for the morning shift.

      Still, the hell of it all was not getting enough time alone with Maggie or Mateo.

      “He misses you. I can tell,” she promised, when Antonia snuck her into my ICU room, the day after surgery. She wasn’t family, the head nurse said. She couldn’t come in with my siblings and folks when I was done with surgery.

      I’d been half out of my mind with meds, but still managed to catch what she said, grabbing her hand to bring it to my mouth.

      “Dimitri…” She turned her face away from me then, hiding her wet eyes from me, but came to me when I pulled on her fingers.

      “Bella…don’t. I’m…good. We’ll be good.”

      “Promise?”

      It was something I knew better to say.

      Did it anyway.

      “Promise, bellissima. Everything will be perfect.”

      She’d been kicked out a half an hour later when the bitchy head nurse caught her leaning over me. She pointed to the door with her face screwed up in a scowl and a loud “he can’t get overstimulated” warning barking from her mouth as Maggie left.

      Now I had her alone at my place, when my Ma and kid sister and half of the town wasn’t knocking on the door checking in or offering me well wishes. Nearly a month after my surgery and no one, not even Maggie seemed eager to let me get around on my own, no matter that I felt fine. I could walk and bathe myself. The doctor had given me the all-clear but try telling the women in my life that meant I was not some invalid.

      And that shit was starting to piss me off.

      Fuck, what I wouldn’t give to be overstimulated right now.

      But my cousin Johnny called to check on me. Again. Third time since this shit all went down, but it was the first time I wasn’t doped up on meds or he wasn’t rushed to get through the call.

      It was time to give him the news I’d been dreading to deliver.

      I had to listen to him school me on all the shit he would have done if he’d ended up in that cottage with two assholes threatening his woman.

      Then, I told him what I knew he didn’t want to hear.

      “I get what you’re saying.”

      He didn’t, but I wanted to give the man some room to breathe. “I know you’re disappointed. Believe me, I get it.”

      Johnny didn’t answer; instead, I picked up the low grunt behind the sigh he released and felt like shit.

      I delivered the news and he’d gotten quiet on me, but I caught the low mutter of, “For fuck’s sake.”

      But it didn’t piss me off. It was the first time since I got shot that someone was leveling with me.

      “It’s…inconvenient,” he finally said, releasing another sigh that he hurried to clear away. “Sammy’s pregnant.”

      I blinked, letting his words sink in before I grinned, knowing he couldn’t see me. “Shit, man, you move quick.”

      “Been catching up.”

      He would be. Johnny had spent years apart from his woman, Sammy. When she got taken by that prick Liam Shane, shit got real for them.

      Now they were married, barely seven months, and Johnny had already gotten down to the business of settling into the family life.

      Through the earpiece I could make out the sound of liquid being poured and ice clinking in a glass and it made my mouth water. “Don’t worry about it,” he said behind the noise of his throat working. “I’ll figure this shit out.”

      “You might not have to.” There was something I’d been working on right after Maggie and I started up our thing and shit got complicated.

      Maybe I told myself back then what I planned had nothing to do with her, but now I knew what horseshit that was. I was planning a future with her even when I didn’t believe I wanted one.

      “Why’s that? You gonna off everyone that wants me dead?”

      “No, man. I’m gonna get us all out in a way that gives us peace and not the Pearly Gates kind.” I adjusted on my bed, elbowing my pillow when my back throbbed, and slid down, restless and wanting to stretch my legs. “I think I got a plan, but I need to work out a few things first. When I know more, I’ll come and see you, but don’t stress over shit. Not with a kid on the way.”

      My cousin laughed, and I could practically see the smile on his face just from how loud, how happy that shit sounded. “Two, man. Try two.”

      “Fuck me, are you serious?”

      Another laugh and the ice clinked again. “Hell yes, I’m serious. We’re Carellis. Do we ever do anything half-assed?”

      “Never.”

      “That’s right.” Johnny’s laugh trailed off and the squeak of his chair moving rattled in the speaker before he spoke again. “Listen, man, I’m glad you’re okay. I’m glad you got your woman and the baby back.”

      “Yeah? Then why do I feel like there’s a ‘but’ heading my way?”

      “Nah, nothing like that. You’re a good man, Smoke and from what Dario tells me, your woman, she’s good for you.” The clatter of his glass resting on wood sounded, and Johnny cleared his throat, like he was done with the sentimental shit. “Dario and Dante, they had some shit they wanted handled for you. I was gonna step in, see what I could do, but by the time I got there, it was over.”

      My brothers had been in four times with Dino to see me while I was in the hospital. They’d kept me up on what had been happening since then, but I got the feeling I didn’t know everything. And no one had mentioned anything but how my men had gone through Maggie’s place, my folks’ apartment, their business and my office and car again to sweep it clear of any cameras, just in case Maggie’s ex or that Reynold’s asshole still had shit hidden.

      There was nothing.

      But no one had said a word about Johnny being in town. Reynold’s wouldn’t be fucking with anyone. Cops had taken him away when an anonymous tip fingered him at the cottage and a shit-ton of drugs in his car. He’d have to explain the dead body on the pier and the gun with the scratched-off serial numbers that matched the slugs in that body.

      He couldn’t.

      Can’t say I liked calling in favors, but the gray business I was in did have perks. That asshole would be going away for a long damn time.

      “What did I miss?” I asked my cousin, sitting up, stretching my back. The incision didn’t hurt anymore and the nap I’d taken had done some good to rest me up, though no way would I tell Maggie that. She got smug when she was proven right.

      “Mickey Finney and his sticky fucking fingers.”

      “You took care of it?”

      “Nah, like I said, man. Between your brothers and Luca DeRosa, that shit got handled. Luca had Finney’s warehouse cleared, his bank account wiped and had the man himself pissing in his pants by the time I got there. I know you told me you had bad blood with him for shit that went down between him and Antonia, but I gotta tell you…Luca stepped up.” The chair squeaked again, and my cousin exhaled, like he hated to tell me my business but was gonna do it anyway. “A little advice? It might be time to let the past go. He’s a good man.”

      Damn. Luca of all people.

      I’d have to be the bigger man and get over my shit.

      “Thanks, man. I appreciate you saying that and I…” The door to my room opened and whatever I was going to say to Johnny died on my tongue when Maggie walked through the door. “Ah, I gotta go. Thanks for everything and I’m sorry but…” She moved closer and I caught a whiff of her perfume. “Johnny, my lady’s here. Later.”

      I ignored the laugh coming from the other end of the phone and the grin I spotted on Maggie’s face.

      Everything fell away from me when she came inside, her body wrapped in a short, black jacket that hit her at the thigh. There was nothing else on her legs—no jeans, no skirt, no boots. Just black nylons and stiletto pumps that I got a good look at when she leaned against the bed.

      Holy shit, did she look good.

      Maggie always kept herself up. She always looked put together; she gave a shit about her skin, though she never wore much makeup. But she took extra time on her hair, wearing complicated curls and braids and clothes that were modest, but so damn tempting.

      Now, though, when I was flat on my back, healed up and rested, after weeks of her treating me like an invalid, now of all times, the woman sauntered in front of me looking like something out of the wildest damn centerfold my fucked-up imagination could picture.

      “Dimitri,” she said, the name coming out in a whisper, like she didn’t mean for me to hear it. She moved toward me, her smile soft and sweet, but her eyes were fierce.

      I only saw that from her when I had her on her back panting and wet, ready for me to take her.

      Shit. I’d missed her.

      My throat locked up from the thought of finally being alone with her for the first time in weeks and I thought she might be thinking the same thing.

      Maybe that’s why she was dressed the way she was. I’m guessing it was why she moved to the door and locked it. My ma was nosey, but even she wouldn’t come in my room without knocking. Still…it was a smart move.

      One eyebrow quirked up and that fire in Maggie’s eyes became an inferno.

      “Bella,” I started, bottom lip aching from how hard I chewed on it. “Fuck’s sake, what are you doing looking like that?”

      “This?” She shot for innocent and missed the mark, fingering the collar on her coat, letting her thumb slide down to the buttons holding it together. “It’s wet outside.” She nodded to the window, grinning when I didn’t bother to look out of the glass. The rain had kept me drowsy all day. It had put me in a funk which, I supposed was what had Maggie suggesting the nap in the first place. But now, especially now with this company, I was wide awake.

      “Just outside?” I couldn’t help asking.

      Maggie exhaled, and a low, whispering groan left her throat as she moved to my bed, sitting next to me. “It’s been weeks …since…” She didn’t finish, deciding instead to shrug, leave the explanation open likely because she knew I’d catch her meaning.

      It had been weeks since we’d been together and I’d spent a lot of that time in a hospital bed replaying memories of her body, her mouth, her taste of her laugh, her smell, her hair, her smile.

      She leaned closer, moving her face toward my open hand when I brushed her cheek. “And you saved me…you saved us.”

      “You weren’t exactly a damsel needing a rescue, baby.”

      “You know what I mean.” She came closer, brushing against me.

      I fingered her hair, wanting to get that red lipstick all over my mouth. Wanting her on top of me because I’d missed how good she tasted. “I’ll always do what I need to. I’ll always have your back, bella.”

      She looked down, her expression going serious. “But…if it hadn’t been for me, you wouldn’t have gotten shot.”

      “It goes both ways. Whoever comes for me, would come for you. They know you’re my weakness because anyone that sees us together can tell just by how I look at you, how much I love you.”

      A small noise stuck in her throat and Maggie’s big dark eyes glistened under the light above us. She was soft and sweet, beautiful and, Christ above, all mine. “Dimitri…mi amor…I love you too.”

      I’d missed her like a first love. Like a dream on repeat that always came back. It never ended. I wanted her even more now than I had that first time in my apartment on Christmas Eve.

      “The…kid…”

      She smiled, biting her lip. “Your mom took him. We’re all alone.”

      I took her mouth with a brush of lips and tongue and the pressure of my hands pulling her down with me. “Then climb on top of me, baby, and show me how much you love me.”

      She went slow, careful still, after a month of me being healed, one leg moving over my lap as I kissed her. The lipstick smeared against my lips, had me tasting more of her, tugging at the tie in her coat. She rested back, wiping the makeup from my mouth when I tugged apart that jacket to get a better look at what she was hiding from me.

      “Madonna santa…”

      “You like it?”

      There were garters holding up the dark nylons and she kept the pumps on. The thin dress wasn’t a dress at all, but a black silk nightie that whispered over her thighs when she moved. I touched her hips, finding her wearing the sheerest pair of crotchless panties I’d ever seen.

      I moaned, a low, guttural noise working in my throat at the thought. The thin straps dropped as she moved on top of me, and just the sight of the lace cupping her full, beautiful tits, free and braless, had me hard and ready.

      “Do I like it, she asks. Fuck yes, but bella, you’re killing me.” I pulled her by the waist, my grip bunching up that silk fabric. “This won’t last long.” I scrubbed my face, waving my hand at my hard dick. “It’s been too long, and I want you too much.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said, tossing the jacket to the floor, her mouth back to my lips, teasing me, her teeth nibbling. “I’ll do all the work.”

      “Do it, baby. Fuck it. I’ll die a happy man.”

      “I won’t kill you.” Maggie moved on my lap, lifting up to take hold of my dick. Her warm, sweet hands wrapped around me, making me lean back, giving her full access to my neck. “But I’ll make you feel like you’re in heaven.” She took advantage, kissing me there with her fingers stroking, making me harder, making me throb in her palm.

      “Bellissima…God above…do it.”

      She leaned back, pushing up my t-shirt, lips wet from her tongue as she looked at my cock, hard and bouncing in her hand. “So strong…so thick…”

      I was drunk on the look in her eyes and the feel of her fingers holding me, teasing me, her thumb sliding over the head. Her pussy was right there, just under that black silk. I brushed it aside and curved my fingers. Finding her wet and warm and fucking ready, I couldn’t wait another second.

      “Come here,” I said, grabbing her by the neck, my words a grunting moan. I kissed her, possessing her mouth, making Maggie cry and whine against it when I fingered her with my free hand.

      She was soft and smooth everywhere, tight and searing on the inside, and she clamped around my fingers, bouncing against them, riding them faster and faster, but it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t close to being enough.

      Maggie didn’t complain when I broke away from her. She watched, her breathing erratic, her lips swollen, eyes still raging and fucking sexy, then smoldering when I took her hand and licked her palm, moving it onto my cock to wet it.

      “Ay Dios…” she said, but the oath got cut off as I jerked her hips forward, angling my dick for her and she slipped on top of me.

      “Fuuuck…”

      She squeezed me all the way down and I fell back against the pillows, too fucking overwhelmed with sensation. She only hissed in reply, coming to her knees, working her hips up and down, setting a rhythm that had my heart and pulse throbbing faster and faster.

      “You’re so fucking sexy…look at you…I fucking love you.”

      The sensation she worked up inside me was almost too much. Maggie was in her element now, her beautiful skin flushed. Her hair slipping over her strong arms, around her perfect tits as I pulled down that nightie.

      I reached for them, teasing her nipples when she arched back, resting on my pillow to watch her as she clamped around me, her movements quickening.

      She looked like a goddess.

      She felt like a dream.

      “Dimitri…ah…” She cried when I licked my thumb and rubbed it against her clit, smiling as she moved faster. The tightness gripping my cock intensified and she got wetter, her pussy hotter, clenching firmer and I knew she was so fucking close.

      I lifted my knees, moving my hips to help her along, feeling my sack swirling when she squeezed me, her orgasm blooming, and she rode me hard, her fingernails digging into my shoulders.

      “Ah…shit!!”

      “Baby…stay with me…right there…”

      Maggie shuddered, resting her forehead against mine, her pussy milking me. I kept her moving, guiding her with my hands on her hips, her breath hot over my face, her words soft, exhausted, unrecognizable.

      “Tighter, baby. Come all over me. I’m so close.”

      Then she moaned, grabbing my face in one hand, watching me. Her expression relaxed, satisfied as she kept at me, her pussy like a vice now. My girl kissed me soft, then sweet, then took the breath right out of my lungs with her lips and tongue.

      “Shit…fuck…” My thoughts went blank and the only thing left of me was sensation. The smell of our bodies sweating. The feel of her wet, hot pussy taking everything left in me as I came. The noise of the bed creaking and our skin slapping together. The taste of her breath sweet like cinnamon, salty like sweat on my tongue the deeper she kissed me.

      She collapsed against me. I wrapped my arms around her, twisting us to the side, grabbing the barely-there blanket to cover her as I brought Maggie against my chest.

      “Amore mio,” I called her, cupping her face, my body on fire, ready to die if my heart never returned to normal beats.

      “Dimitri, are you okay?” she asked, looking me over, her fingers grazing against my chest. When she grazed the scars on my skin, still pink but fading, I stopped her.

      “I’ll do, bella.”

      Truth was, I could fucking fly. With this woman, for this woman, I’d do anything.
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      “Ma, stop…I couldn’t eat another bite.”

      “You wasted away in that damn hospital. Let your mother feed you.” The woman ignored me, filling my plate up again, slapping my hand away when I tried to cover it. “Dimitri…don’t upset me.” The glare she gave me twisted something in my gut.

      I gave up, letting my mother finish fattening me up.

      “Here, open.”

      “I can feed myself. I’m not an invalid.”

      “While Maggie is changing the baby, I’ll look after you.” Ma cut the manicotti in half, then glared across the table when my kid sister snorted a laugh as Ma held the fork in front of my mouth. “You watch yourself, young lady.”

      Antonia rolled her eyes, shooting me the bird when mama wasn’t looking, before I took the fork from her. “Ma, please. It’s been a month. I’m fine. Grazi, though.” I kissed her cheek, earning a hand wave from her, but I noticed the pink warming her skin as she brushed crumbs from the table.

      “Speaking of Maggie and the baby—”

      I glanced at my watch, nodding. If I’d put money on this shit, I’d have made a killing. Maggie and Mateo were living with me now and my mother saw that as some sort of sign. She’d spent most of the month since I left the hospital dropping hints about how nice it was for us all to be under one roof or what a sweet family we made.

      “She’ll ask you again within an hour,” Maggie had promised earlier tonight as we made our way to my parents’ restaurant.

      My folks wanted the town to celebrate my survival and it wasn’t in the people of Cuoricino to turn down a free Carelli meal.

      “You think an hour?” I’d asked Maggie, nodding to Mr. Kempt as he and Vi crossed the street from her apartment. I’d nudged Maggie, pointing out how the old man touched her friend’s back as he walked her toward my folks’ business and earned a wide grin from her. “I’ll give her half an hour at best. She really wants me to lock you down.”

      “She’s determined.”

      Truth was, so was I.

      “Now, Dimitri,” my mother continued, dropping her voice, “I don’t mean to tell you your business—”

      “Since when?” I laughed when she rolled her eyes.

      “But that was a scare with Maggie and that…man. Thank the Virgin it all worked out…”

      Ma would never mention my killing Alejandro. It was always “for the best” or “God’s plan.” She never liked thinking of any of her kids as bad people.

      Dante had been “misguided” when he ran drugs out of Dario’s bar.

      Antonia was “lost” when she tried running off with Luca at twenty.

      Dario was “honorable” when he had four more months tacked onto his sentence after some asshole tried offing his cellmate and my brother broke the guy’s jaw.

      “But you know, son,” she continued, inching closer to me, pulling apart a breadstick to stuff in my mouth, “Antonia told me that Maggie had doubts about you even before everything happened.” Ma closed her eyes, rubbing at the bridge of her nose. “I don’t want to put any pressure on you but if you love her…” She let the comment hang, not finishing her thought, then my mother lifted her hands, fingers stretched as if to say, “but it’s not my business.”

      I shrugged, giving her a nod like I caught her meaning. And I did. But I had my shit already locked down.

      That Ma glare of hers vanished the second Maggie returned with the kid and they both sat next to me at the table.

      “Did you eat?” she asked me, holding Mateo on her lap when he tried squirming away from her. “Stop, baby.”

      “Ma won’t stop stuffing my face.”

      “He’s so skinny now,” my mother told Maggie, waving a hand over me like I’d dropped fifty pounds and not five while being in the hospital. “We have to fatten him up.”

      “He’s stubborn,” Maggie told Ma, ignoring my hand on her thigh squeezing her. She twisted the right side of her mouth and cut her gaze to me but didn’t comment on the small warning my hand on her was supposed to be. “You don’t scare me, you know.”

      “No?” I asked her, taking the kid from her when he reached for me.

      “Pop, pop,” Mateo said, snuggling against me, giving Maggie a smug grin like I knew the baby was on my side.

      “You hear that?” I told him. “I take a couple of bullets for your mama and she still sides with my mother.”

      “Dimitri!” Ma fussed, smacking my arm.

      “What?” I looked between her and Maggie, the grin dropping off my face when I noticed that beautiful smile I loved so much was missing. “Bella…”

      “I’ll…get the baby some more juice. Watch him for me.”

      She was gone before I could stop her. I turned, the kid jumping on my lap as my old man’s stereo kicked on a hopping Little Richard tune, my gut dropping when I spotted the way Maggie swiped at her face.

      “You really are a clueless moron,” Toni said, taking Maggie’s spot.

      “What I don’t need is a lecture from my kid sister,” I told her, my eye on Maggie lost when the crowd circled closer together toward the dance floor.

      “Well, you’re gonna get it.”

      “Antonia, your brother was teasing,” Ma said, her voice sharp.

      “Yeah, I know he was, but shit, doesn’t he realize Maggie feels guilty about him getting shot?” She shook her head, her gaze moving to the baby and how his attention was on the chain around my neck. The crucifix was gone, but he still liked to mess with the necklace. Antonia pushed back the baby’s hair, and a slow-working smile moved onto her lips before she dropped her hand and glared at me again. “You want to be serious with her? Pay attention to a few things. You can’t assume that everything that happened is all water under the bridge or that she’s fine with how all that shit went down.”

      “What the hell do you know about it?”

      When Mateo shifted on my lap again, pulling away from me, Antonia took him, and stood, her expression hard as she looked down at me. “I know what it’s like to lose someone. I know what it’s like to think I lost them forever. I know what it is to understand that forever can happen at any moment. That’s not something you forget.”

      “I’m right fucking here. She knows that.”

      “Doesn’t mean, big brother, that she’s still not scared.” She flipped the hair off her shoulder, glancing at our mother, her mouth quirking. “Doesn’t mean she’s not like every other woman either, by the way.”

      “She’s not like anyone,” I said, meaning it.

      “Big damn gestures, Dimitri. That’s what every woman wants. Forget the flowers. Forget chocolates or balloons or whatever else the Hallmark channel tells us about romance.”

      “I have no fucking clue what you’re talking about.”

      “Well, obviously.” She tilted her head, her eyes narrowing like she needed to focus on my face before she continued. “Maggie loves you. You love her. Put that shit together, but remember she deserves something big. Something grand.” Her gaze trailed away from me, like she got a little lost in her own head, then her attention went back to my face. “Something that is as big as you say your love is for her.”

      Antonia took the baby, not bothering with even a glance over her shoulder. When ten more minutes passed and Maggie hadn’t returned, I guessed she wasn’t coming back.

      My sister, for all her bratty behavior the past few months, had been a friend to Maggie. My woman had told me as much.

      “I’ll be back, Ma.” She waved me off, folding my napkin when I tossed it on the table. I moved toward the back of the restaurant, looking for my bella.

      Half the town was here and it took me a good ten minutes to navigate through the crowd. Mrs. Phillips stopped me to tell me, again, how sorry she was that she hadn’t known August was the punk I knew him to be.

      Mr. Kempt pulled me to the side to ask what I thought Vi would say to taking her off for the weekend to the Cape.

      I wasn’t fucking touching that one.

      By the time I found Maggie, she was at the back of the restaurant, standing in front of the large bay window in the dining hall my folks reserved for larger parties. The light from the streetlamps outside was distilled by the thick fabric around the windows, but Maggie still looked like a fucking angel against that glass, her entire face profiled and flawless as I watched her.

      She’d been like this Christmas Eve, months back, the first night we met. She’d been scared then, upset too. And I’d stood in front of her saying shit that had no business coming out of my mouth. But hell, I’d wanted her and Christ did she need to cut loose a little.

      Now I loved her. She loved me and she needed to hear my apology for being an asshole.

      She was still scared.

      Felt guilty too.

      How the hell could I take that shit from her for good?

      “You’re beautiful,” I told her.

      Maggie only bent her head, shifting it in my direction without looking at me.

      I could live a million damn lives and find her just from the way she moved because she drew me to her. The slip of her fingers through her hair. The quirk of her eyebrow when she tried not to smile. The glorious fucking rock of her hips when she moved across a room.

      She was the flame.

      I was the suicidal moth aching to die for her.

      “You’re strong,” I continued. “And smart.”

      “Dimitri…” She shook her head, one gesture, one name that warned me, but I never was good at warnings.

      “You got no reason to feel guilty,” I told her, moving to lean against the window. It felt like someone had shot me again when I caught the tears swimming in her eyes. “Baby…” I reached for her and she tried to fight me, but I’m a selfish, stubborn man and brought her close. “Don’t you get it?” I pulled her face up, kissing her once. “I’d take a thousand bullets for you and Mateo. Body shot, head shot, wherever. I’d give up everything I have if it meant you were safe.”

      “Don’t say that…”

      “Why the hell not?” She pulled away from me and I held her back, my arms on her waist, her back to my front. “It’s what you do for the people you love.”

      “Let me go.”

      “Bella,” I said, wrapping my hands in her hair, pulling on her to catch her chin and turn her mouth toward me. “That is never going to fucking happen.”

      She took my kiss, hesitating for only a second before she caved, curling her body toward me, spinning in my arms to give me back the kiss I’d stolen from her.

      Maggie fit against me like a puzzle.

      We were two damn parts that shouldn’t fit, but we did.

      Made for each other and no one else.

      “There’s no one for me but you. There’s no one for you but me. You feel me on that?’

      She opened her mouth, light glistening on her bottom lip had me wanting to take her lips again, but Maggie’s soft sweet voice distracted me. “I feel you and I love you.”

      “I don’t apologize easy…” Her skin was soft, smooth when I moved my thumb over her cheek. “But I’ll never hurt you on purpose.” It took everything in me to man up and say the thing I needed to. “I can’t be sorry for what I did because it meant we’re here right now and you and my boy, all of us are safe and together.”

      She blinked, giving me the agreement I was looking for.

      “But I’m sorry you feel guilty about it and…I’m sorry I was an asshole joking about it.”

      Maggie laughed, kissing me back. “You’re an asshole about a lot of things …”

      “Not to you…not anymore,” I tried, liking how she smiled at me, wanting to do whatever I could to keep that smile on her face. I had ideas how to do it.

      “No,” she said, that smile stretching. “Not so much anymore.”

      Yeah, I had big damn ideas.
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      Something had happened to Dario since the night of my talk with him. I’d left him in the park, hoping my advice about remembering who he was had hit home. Then, we’d been distracted by what had gone down with the baby being taken.

      But as I watched the man walk around the restaurant, watched how he carried himself, how others responded to him, I picked up on the fact that my kid brother had changed.

      Scratch that.

      Dario hadn’t changed.

      Dario was back.

      There was a swagger in his step that I hadn’t seen in five damn years.

      There was a smug fucking grin on his face as the cute servers approached him, offering him drinks or food or, God help him if Ma saw, themselves, and the bastard waved them all away.

      He settled into one of the leather wingback chairs near the fireplace, his right wrist on the arm rest, the left holding a tumbler of whiskey. He took in everything around us—the crowd, our family, me, Maggie, the baby, Dante and Antonia drinking together at the bar, my boys and, especially, the clang of the bell over the door and the long-legged redhead that walked through it.

      “Ah, Ava,” Ma said, walking right toward the woman with her arms open.

      Around us, the crowd turned, their laughter dying as the woman entered the restaurant. Smiles froze on faces, eyebrows got lifted and moved in surprise.

      The woman had been in town for months, but she’d kept to herself and hadn’t made any attempts to be friendly with anyone but the staff she hired to help run her bakery.

      Except, of course, my men, who would only compliment her baked goods.

      “So, this is her?” Maggie asked me, bringing the sweet smell of lilacs with her as she leaned in to whisper in my ear.

      My grip stiffened on her thigh. I had to remind myself that I couldn’t take her right here in front of the whole fucking town in my folks’ restaurant. “I suppose it is.”

      “You said she was tall.”

      I glanced at the redhead, quirking my eyebrows at how Ma doted on her, how the woman and my mother hugged each other like they were old friends.

      How my father grinned at her, kissing her hand as he wrapped his arm around my mother.

      “And,” my woman continued, “you said she got under Dario’s skin.”

      “Yeah. So he said. Why?”

      Maggie nodded across the room, to where Dario had spent the past half hour schooling his expression behind a tumbler of whiskey. But there was no hiding what he thought of the redhead being here or our folks welcoming her.

      “Madonna…”

      My kid brother’s eyes went dark, steely and when Ma brought this Ava woman farther into the restaurant, introducing her to family, then to some of her friends, Dario stood, downing what remained of his drink, looking ready to pounce.

      “Dimitri, he’s going to cause a scene, look at him.” Maggie sat up straighter, her hand clenching my wrist. “It will embarrass your mama.”

      I shot a look toward my mother, then back to Dario, whose attention was on Ava. He marched toward her, his expression bunched up, his mouth drawn down. The composure he’d kept for the past weeks, that slick calm he’d always been able to maintain seemed to split apart at the seams. The closer he got toward the redhead and as Maggie’s grip squeezed harder, I realized she was right.

      That asshole was about to embarrass our whole family in front of the town.

      “Do something,” Maggie said, her voice a whisper.

      I slipped a glance to her, loving her even more as she widened her eyes, and that panicked, worried expression moved across her face. She wasn’t a Carelli, but she understood what Dario embarrassing us would mean to our family.

      “Okay, bella,” I said, kissing her temple before I stood. “Everyone,” I called, lifting my voice, my hands up to get the crowd’s attention.

      My mother stopped speaking, her eyes rounding when I nodded to her.

      “Everyone, please, give Dimitri your attention. He has something to say!” Dario stood behind her but stopped his approach toward the redhead when Ma spoke up. She nodded him back to his seat and waved Ava toward the table next to Mrs. Phillips.

      Crisis averted, but now I had the room, and something needed to be said. Something I probably had been thinking about for two straight weeks but couldn’t find the motivation for until tonight.

      Hundreds of eyes on me.

      Waiting. Watching. Expecting.

      Big damn gestures.

      All women wanted them, right? At least, that’s what my sister claimed.

      Hope mine didn’t make me look like an asshole.

      “So, ah, I just wanted to say thank you to everyone who came out tonight to wish me well and a…congratulate us on getting through…” I waved my hand, feeling stupid. But Maggie took hold of my fingers, kissing my knuckles and some of that embarrassment left me. “Getting through that…mess. It means a lot, all your support and help, so thank you.” I nodded, sending smiles of gratitude to the gazes I caught, then turned, taking Maggie’s hands in mine. My throat closed up a little when she stared up at me, tilting her head when I only watched and didn’t speak for several seconds.

      “I…don’t know what the hell I’m doing,” I told her, “standing here in front of all these people when all I really want to do is take you and our boy home and just…be.”

      Her smile was small, sweet and it killed me, how her eyes went wet. In the back of my mind, I thought about how many times I’d seen her that way and how I hoped I’d never be the cause of it.

      It wasn’t ever a great feeling.

      “Dimitri…”

      “I’ve never wanted that before, you know? To be with someone and shut out the world. To walk away from all the shit I thought was so important.”

      The moisture in her eyes got thicker, dotted in her lashes and her grip on my fingers was so tight I thought she might cut off the circulation, but I had to have my say.

      “Turns out, nothing in the world is except you and the kid. Not to me. For me, being with you is all the happy I’m ever gonna want.” I shook my head, thinking that didn’t sound right. “No, that’s not it. Being with you, seeing what else there is with you, seeing all the happy we can get together, baby, that’s all I’m ever gonna want.”

      Maggie’s face was wet now. Her eyes red-rimmed and swollen. She’d never looked more beautiful to me. She seemed to hold her breath, watching my face, like me, blocking out the still, silent room.

      I slipped my hand in my front pocket and pulled out the ring my mother had waited my whole life to hand over to me. “In front of all these people and my family. In front of God and total strangers, Maggie, my bella amore, I’m making an ass out of myself…” I knelt in front of her, ignoring the gasps and noise that moved around the room. “Because I love you…and our boy. I wanna spend the rest of my life with you and just…be. So…you…wanna marry me?”

      The ring was heavy in my hand. Ma had told me my whole life that Nonna Theresa had hidden it from the Germans when they escaped Italy during the war. It was a gold band with a large diamond and scrollwork around the sides. It had been given to her by her husband and to him by his mother and all the way back for four generations.

      Sometimes women handed down jewelry not because they wanted their daughters to look nice, but because it might mean the difference between life and death. Hunger and starvation. Nonna Theresa Antonia never had to sell this ring, but to me, it still came down to life and death as I waited on Maggie’s answer.

      “Bella,” I said, looking up at her, unable to breathe as she stared at the ring.

      She glanced at me, swiping at her eyes, then to Mateo when he laughed behind me as Antonia held him.

      “Dimitri…I…”

      “I promise, baby, I swear…I’ll love you, I’ll never stop, and I won’t ever let anything…”

      She shut me up with her lips on mine, her hands on my face, her soft, warm tongue teasing my mouth before she pulled away. “You don’t have to convince me. I’ve been yours a long time.”

      “Yeah?” I asked her, wiping at her wet face, ignoring my folks as they asked us for an answer no one could hear yet.

      “Si, of course,” she said, kissing me again.

      “Son?” Pop said, his voice breaking through the rising questions of the crowd. “What did she say?”

      I kissed her again, my heart feeling like it might explode before I stood us up, pulling Maggie to my side. “Yeah, Pop. She said yeah.”

      “It’s about time!” Ma said, and in an instant, we were crowded by our family and the people around us.

      Somewhere between the well wishes and toasts from everyone in our family, from Vi crying on Maggie’s shoulder and Antonia’s drunken apology for bitching at me, Maggie finally circled back to me. I was able to sneak her away from the crowd and into a quiet corner of the restaurant.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said, sitting on my lap as I finally slipped the ring onto her finger.

      There’d been too many people, too much activity before.

      “It was my grandmother’s. And a dozen others’ before hers. Been in my family forever.”

      “Now it’ll be in ours.” She snuggled closer to me, her breath against my neck as I wrapped my arms around her. “Maybe,” she started, a smile stretching against my skin, “maybe one day we can give it to one of our kids.”

      I didn’t hesitate, liking the idea instantly. “Mateo could give it to his wife one day.”

      “Or…if we have other children…”

      I looked down, crinkling my eyebrows. “You trying to tell me something?”

      She laughed, her head falling back against the chair. “Dimitri, no. Not yet.”

      “Yet. Hmm,” I moved her closer, nipping her neck. “That means practice. I like when we practice.”

      “It’s my favorite thing.”

      Then Maggie took my mouth, rubbing her tongue along my bottom lip, nibbling along the skin there. I gripped her ass, wanting her so much just then, grabbing her closer, moving from her lips, to her jaw, then stopping when the sound of someone’s voice coming too close killed the mood.

      “I don’t know what your problem is, Mr. Carelli,” the redhead was saying, walking into the vacant area of the restaurant, several feet from the alcove where Maggie and I hid.

      “That’s the problem. You not knowing enough about boundaries.” Dario’s voice was thick with anger. I recognized his temper flaring, but the warning was laced with the same tone I’d heard him use a half-dozen times when he was trying to convince a girl to come home with him.

      “No fucking way,” I whispered, shutting my mouth when Maggie covered it with her hand. I moved my eyebrows up, asking her a silent question, and she nodded toward my brother and Ava, telling me with one gesture that she wanted in on the gossip.

      “Boundaries?” Ava said, a laugh thick in her voice. “Seems to me you need a lesson on boundaries as well.”

      “I’m not the one disobeying the rules…” The woman laughed outright, but Dario continued, “Or, coming into places she’s not welcomed.”

      “For your information, your mother invited me, and no matter what you think of me, I never go where I’m not invited.” She started to walk away, her heels clicking on the hardwood.

      “Then you must get bored in this town.”

      “Don’t kid yourself.” The heels came closer, and when she spoke again, Ava’s voice held a tease. “Trust me when I tell you there are invitations. Lots of invitations that have nothing to do with sweet Italian women and their nice restaurants.”

      “Name one.”

      “Why would that interest you, Mr. Carelli? You interested in where I lay my head at night?”

      Maggie looked at me, sharing the same grin I gave her, but when Dario released a low, frustrated grunt, I saw the problem heading our way.

      This isn’t good, I mouthed.

      Sounds damn good to me, Maggie replied.

      “Ava,” Dario said, taking in a breath and doing something I couldn’t see that made the woman gasp. “Where you lay your head doesn’t matter to me, until you’re laying it on my lap with your mouth around my cock.”

      I shut my eyes, knowing what would happen next, not surprised when the sound of a slap fractured the quiet in the small alcove.

      “Fuck,” Dario said, as the sound of those heels got quieter, and then my brother walked off in the other direction.

      I helped Maggie stand and followed behind her, pulling her back when she started toward the dining room.

      “What do you think will happen?” she asked me, releasing a small yelp when I leaned her against the wall.

      “Dario’s troubles are his own. I’m not fighting his battles anymore.”

      “You want him to do his own time?” she said, smiling. I’d almost forgotten I’d told her that.

      “Yeah, I’d rather do mine...” I kissed Maggie, working my lips over hers, teasing like she liked, “with you.”

      “I don’t think I’d mind so much doing hard time with you, Dimitri.”

      “No?” I inched closer, lifting her leg up. “That’s a forever kind of sentence and I’m a dangerous man.”

      “I know,” she said, inhaling when I nuzzled her neck, taking her ear between my teeth. Maggie held my face, bringing my attention back to her. “But you’re my dangerous man.”
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      Ava fought me since day one.

      There was no reason to her stubbornness.

      There was no rhyme to her obstinance. I’d seen grown men doing life with less pig-headed ways. But what I knew about the woman—and what she tried to hide from every man that gave her even the smallest second glance—was that she was lonely.

      Strong people. Capable people who like to be in control, don’t like to maintain that control all the time. No one can keep that up. It starts to fuck with them. It fractures their resolve and if there isn’t some slipping of that control, then they never find freedom.

      They never feel release.

      She ignored me as I watched her, standing behind her in the small kitchen. The staff was gone. The stock for the next morning looked prepared. But she was still here, in her designer skirt and apron, pretending there was still things to do. Pretending my questions, my presence didn’t challenge her.

      When I moved, Ava stiffened her shoulders, and I spotted the curl of her fingers on the chair she sat in.

      “You think a strong woman is made weak when a man insists on dominance in the bedroom?”

      Her back was a rod now. Even in the low light, I could make out how she kept herself straight, how ridged her limbs were, how she lifted her chin like she refused to show any weakness at all.

      It was so fucking obvious. The woman hadn’t had anyone stretch her out in forever.

      Not that back, not those hips, not that wide, plump ass. Damn sure not that pussy.

      Just the idea of it, of her spread out on that metal table, her thick red hair everywhere, her pale, perfect skin glowing in the dark kitchen had me aching to touch her. But, I reminded myself this was a game, me teasing her like this. Me getting under her skin because I knew I could. The fire was there, just below the surface, but she wouldn’t let anyone see it.

      Ava moved her head, her gaze on me as I made slow steps behind her, keeping myself a few feet away, not close enough to be a threat, but near enough that I could take her if she asked.

      Fuck, I wish she would.

      “That’s not why I want to be in control,” I continued, hand in my pocket, taking a step. I could make out her profile from the light above the stove. She looked like something that should be hanging in a museum. Can’t remember if I’ve ever wanted a woman as long as I wanted her. It had gotten easier for me since I got out. The habit returned. At first, fucking was a necessity. Something I did to remind myself what I’d gone without for five damn years. Then, over the months, it was simpler, expected. Now, there was no need to even wait for women to offer themselves to me. It was there for the taking, always.

      I only needed to say yes.

      Except for her.

      Another step and those shoulders got stiffer. She moved her gaze up now, eyes wider, unblinking as I looked down at her. I’d stood so close to her an hour ago, had her pressed against the counter, felt the soft curves of her body against me, felt how she shook as I leaned into her.

      I wasn’t the only one waiting.

      “Ava,” I started, keeping gravel in my tone.

      She shifted her gaze, the movement slow until she looked right at me.

      “Stand up for me.” I didn’t expect her to listen. She never had before, but something in my tone seemed to affect her and Ava, stubborn, strong Ava, stood, not facing me, her attention on the light in front of her. I was hard already seeing how she submitted, knowing if I was any other man, if we were anywhere else, she’d laugh at me.

      “Come here to me.”

      Her movements were slow, but deliberate, and I didn’t bother to adjust myself as she moved. I was proud, bold, wanted her to see what just her listening, obeying me, did to my body. My breath was calm, fingers unflinching, but my heart was humming like a jackhammer as she stepped away from her chair, eyes wide, attention caught like she was a puppet, and I was pulling her strings.

      It was all I could do to keep from gripping her, holding her against me as she stood in front of me, a goddess among pathetic mortals ready to be worshipped. “Lean on the table.”

      The mask dipped, her high dimmed, and Ava’s gaze burned me as she glared, but I didn’t react, was too fucking drunk on how she looked moving as I commanded. The glare dropped from her expression when I reached for her, sliding the tips of my fingers against her back, my head tilting to the side, knowing she wanted me, betting she’d stop me, praying she wouldn’t.

      Ava seemed as caught up in this spell as I was, compelled by whatever magic had drawn us together.

      “I want to control the woman I fuck because I want to make her feel good. It gets my dick hard to see a beautiful woman lose control because of how I touch her.” I slipped a hand lower, moving it along the back of her thigh, rubbing her over her skirt, over her round, perfect ass. “When you arch like this, and I slip my fingers inside you, I can touch you in a place that will make you come harder than you ever have before.”

      Ava blinked at me, distrustful, but she didn’t pull away when I stepped behind her, moving my hips against her ass, holding my arms over hers as she leaned forward.

      A slow tremble of movement quivered over her when I brushed aside her hair and let my mouth whisper against her ear. “I tell you what to do so that you weep with pleasure.”

      Ava closed her eyes for a second, then pretended she didn’t, blinking away whatever it was— my words, my touch— that worked inside her.

      Her stomach was flat, clenched as I moved my hand around her waist, resting it just above her pussy. Heat warmed the tips of my fingers there through her skirt, but I didn’t touch her. Not yet.

      “I can make you wet, make you pant, remind you what it is to lose control and love the loss. But only if you let me. Only if you want it.”

      It would be good, us together. Hot and wet and it would go on forever. For a second, I indulged in the image of us together, seeing it all play out before I straightened, sliding my hand against her stomach, to her hip, ready to step away from her. Then Ava grabbed my wrist and that thunder of movement in my chest stopped altogether as she brought my hands back to her warm pussy.

      Ava glanced over her shoulder, holding my attention, those beautiful blue eyes hungry, anxious as she trapped me where I stood. No breath moved in and out of my lungs as I waited for her to speak. When she did, I understood that she was strong enough to destroy me. She was the most dangerous woman I’d ever known. She could end me with one word.

      “Please.”
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