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            Chapter One

         

         For Captain Anthony Moretti, three things in life were sacred:

         (1) Family.

         (2) The NYPD.

         (3) The New York Yankees.

         And on this breezy, September Sunday morning, two out of these three things were making him crazy. Not in the good way.

         “What do you mean, you don’t want to talk about it?” his father barked, leaning across the table to help himself to one of Anthony’s pieces of bacon.

         Maria Moretti’s hand was deft and practiced—the mark of a mother of five—as she swiftly swatted the bacon out of her husband’s fingers. “The doctor said you were supposed to take it easy on the bacon!”

         “I am taking it easy. This is Anthony’s bacon,” Tony clarified, rubbing the back of his hand.

         “Is it?” Anthony muttered, glancing at the now empty plate. “I don’t seem to remember actually getting to eat any of it.”

         His youngest brother and fellow cop stabbed a piece of fruit with his fork and waved it in Anthony’s face. “Cantaloupe?”

         Anthony gave Luc a withering look. He could appreciate that his baby brother felt man enough to get a side of fruit with his Sunday brunch, but Anth would stick to potatoes and fatty pig products, thanks very much.

         “I think I’m going to hurl,” his other brother, Vincent, said to no one. “Shouldn’t have gotten the side of pancakes. Too old for this shit.”

         Anthony felt the beginnings of a headache.

         Item number one on his priority list (family) was also the number one cause of his frequent Please, God, take me away to a deserted tropical island prayers.

         But there was no tropical island. Just the same old shit.

         For every one of Anthony’s thirty-six years, Sundays had looked exactly the same. All Morettis filed obediently into their pew at St. Ignatius Loyola Church on the Upper East Side of Manhattan for ten o’clock Mass.

         Breakfast always followed, always at the same diner, although the name had changed a handful of times over the years.

         The sign out front currently read The Darby Diner, named after…nobody knew.

         But the Morettis had never cared what it was called. Or why it was called that. As long as the coffee was hot, the hash browns crispy, and the breakfast meats plentiful, they were happy.

         Granted, the greasy-spoon food of the Darby Diner was a far cry from the Morettis’ usual fare of home-cooked Italian meals, but Anthony was pretty sure they all secretly loved the weekly foray into pure Americana cuisine. Even his mother didn’t seem to mind (much) so long as her family was all together.

         “So what did you mean, you don’t want to talk about it?” Tony Moretti repeated, glancing down at Anthony’s plate and scowling to see the bacon supply completely depleted.

         Anthony scooped a mouthful of Swiss cheese omelet into his mouth before sitting back and reaching for his coffee. “It means that Ma doesn’t like cop talk at the table.”

         “Riiiiight,” Elena Moretti said from Anthony’s left side. “Because you guys always respect Mom’s no-cop-talk rule.”

         Anth took another sip of coffee and exchanged a look and a shrug with Luc across the table.

         Their sister made a good point.

         In a family where four out of five siblings were living in New York, and three out of those four were with the NYPD, cop talk was likely.

         And when the family patriarch was the recently retired police commissioner?

         Cop talk wasn’t just probable, it was inevitable.

         Still, it was worth a shot to throw up his mother’s token rule of “no cop talk.” Especially when he didn’t want to talk.

         About any of it.

         It had been a long time since he’d been the one in the hot seat, and he wasn’t at all sure that he cared for it.

         Scratch that. He was sure.

         He hated it.

         But his father could be like a dog with a bone when it came to his sons’ careers. And today, like it or not, it was Anthony under the microscope.

         He surrendered to the inevitable.

         “Dad, I told you. It’ll get handled.” He went for another cup of coffee, only to find it was empty. Diner fail.

         He scanned the dining room for the waitress, partially because he wanted more coffee, partially because he wanted a distraction. Partially because—

         “You’ve been saying it’ll get handled for weeks,” Tony said, refusing to let the matter drop.

         “Yeah, Captain. You’ve been saying that for weeks.” This from Anthony’s other brother Vincent. Two years younger than Anth, Vin was a homicide detective and the most irritable and irreverent member of the family. And the one least likely to kiss Anth’s ass.

         If Anthony was totally honest, he was pretty sure that most of his younger siblings respected him, not only because he was the highest-ranking family member, but simply because he was the oldest. He was the one they’d come to when they needed to hide that broken vase from Mom, or when they were scared to death to tell Dad about that D in chemistry, or in the case of his brothers, when it was time to learn their way around the female anatomy.

         But Vincent had authority issues and was always the first to jump at the chance to gently mock Anthony’s status as captain.

         A title that had been hard earned and still felt new. As though it could be ripped away at any time.

         Which was exactly the reason his father was on his ass right now. Anthony had passed his captain’s test three months ago, and his father had every intention of him climbing the ladder all the way to the top. The very top.

         It was a path Anth had never questioned. A path that, up until recently, had been remarkably smooth.

         And then…

         And then Smiley had happened.

         “Well surely you’ve got a couple leads to go on,” Tony said, leaning forward and fixing Anthony with a steady look.

         Anthony looked right back, hoping the bold gaze would counteract the hard truth. That Anth didn’t have a damn clue who or where Smiley was.

         For the past two months—the majority of Anthony’s tenure as captain of the Twentieth Precinct—the Upper West Side had been plagued by a smug and relentless burglar.

         Nickname? Smiley. Courtesy of the idiotic, yellow smiley-face sticker he left at each of his hits.

         The plus side, if there was one, was that Smiley hadn’t proven dangerous. If it had been a violent criminal on the loose, Anth’s ass would have been on the line weeks ago.

         But still. It had been eight weeks since Smiley’s first hit, and the man was getting bolder with each passing week, hitting three brownstones last week alone.

         And Anth wasn’t even close to catching him. Neither was anyone else in the department. Hence why number two on his life priorities (the NYPD) was making him crazy.

         “We’ll get him,” Anthony said curtly, referring to Smiley.

         “You’d better,” Tony said. “The press has gotten ahold of it. It’ll only get bigger from here.”

         “Yeah, thanks for the reminder,” Anthony muttered.

         His phone buzzed, and a quick glance showed it was a text message from his grandmother, letting him know that she’d self-diagnosed herself with tuberculosis, but that whiskey might help and could he bring some by when he was done with breakfast.

         Anth put the phone away without responding, picking up his coffee cup again. Still empty. “Damn it. Where the hell is what’s-her-name? Is it too much to ask to get some damn coffee around here?”

         “Now there’s a good plan,” his sister mused. “Blame poor Maggie because you can’t catch a pip-squeak cat burglar.”

         As if on cue, poor Maggie appeared at their table, coffeepot in hand.

         “I’m so sorry,” the waitress said, a little breathless. “You all must have been waiting ages for more coffee.”

         Anthony rolled his eyes, even as he snuck a glance at her. Her friendly smile was meant to hide the fact that she was frazzled, and for most of her customers, that apologetic, dimpled smile probably worked.

         It was a damn good look on any woman, but especially her.

         Maggie Walker had become their default waitress at the diner back when their old waitress, Helen, had retired a couple months ago. And while Anthony missed Helen and her too-strong floral perfume, he had to admit that Maggie was better to look at.

         She had a wholesome, girl-next-door look that appealed to him mightily. Brown hair that was always on the verge of slipping out of its ponytail. Wide, compelling green eyes that made you want to unload all your darkest secrets.

         Curvy. Hips that were exactly right; breasts that were even better.

         And then there was that smile. It managed to be both shy and friendly, which was handy because he was betting it was very hard for even the most impatient customers to get annoyed at her.

         But Anth didn’t buy the doing-my-best routine, and seeing as she was dealing with an entire table of observant cops, he was betting the rest of his family wouldn’t buy it either.

         Then Luc leaned forward and gave Maggie an easy grin. “Don’t even worry about it, Mags. Didn’t even notice I was running low!”

         Luc’s girlfriend, Ava, smoothly reached up one hand and swatted him on the back of the head, the gesture so graceful, so practiced, that she never once sloshed her coffee. Anthony nearly smiled.

         To say that Ava Sims was good for his little brother would be an understatement. The big brother in Anthony would be forever grateful that the gorgeous reporter had helped Luc vanquish his demons. But the big brother in Anth was also grateful that Ava helped keep his younger brother in line. Or at least tried to.

         He rolled his eyes as Luc shot a guilty smile at his girlfriend, even as he slid his mug toward the edge of the table so Maggie wouldn’t have to reach as far.

         Then Anth watched in utter dismay as Vincent did the same.

         Vincent. The guy who’d practically devoted his life to being perverse was trying to make life easier for their inept waitress.

         Un-fucking-believable.

         Anthony was so busy trying to figure out what about the frazzled waitress turned his brothers into a bunch of softies that he didn’t think to move his own mug to be more convenient, and Maggie had to lean all the way in to top off his cup.

         It was a feat that their old waitress could have handled readily, but for reasons that Anth didn’t understand, the rest of the Moretti family had embraced Maggie as Helen’s replacement.

         Anthony didn’t realize that his mug had overflowed until scalding coffee dripped onto his thigh.

         “Son of a—”

         He caught himself before he could finish the expletive, grabbing a large handful of napkins from the silver dispenser and trying to soak up the puddle of coffee on his jeans before it burned his skin.

         “Nice, Anth,” Elena said, tossing another bunch of napkins at him. Like this was his fault.

         “Oh my God,” Maggie said, her voice horrified. “I’m so sorry, Officer…”

         “It’s Captain,” he snapped, his eyes flicking up and meeting hers.

         Silence descended over the table until Vincent muttered douchebag around a coughing fit.

         But Anthony refused to feel chagrined. The woman had waited on the family every Sunday for weeks; one would think she could get his title right. To say nothing of mastering the art of pouring coffee.

         Her green eyes flicked downward before turning away with promises to bring back a rag.

         He watched her trim figure for only a second before glancing down at his lap. A rag wouldn’t do shit. He now had a huge brown stain on his jeans.

         And this wasn’t the first time.

         Last week, it had been ketchup on his shirt. Maggie had been clearing plates, and a chunk of ketchup-covered hash browns from Vin’s plate had found its way onto Anth.

         The week before that, it was a grease stain from a rogue piece of bacon that his father had somehow missed.

         And it was always the same oh-my-gosh-I’m-so-sorry routine, and his family would lament the unfortunate “accident” and tell Maggie not to worry about it, even though none of them had basically tripled their laundry efforts since Maggie had taken over their Sunday brunch routine.

         “I don’t know why you always have to do that,” Elena snapped at him.

         He gave his little sister a dark look. Elena was basically a female version of Luc. Dark brown hair, perfectly proportioned features, and bright blue eyes. His siblings’ good looks had worked very well for them with the opposite sex, but with their brother? Not so much.

         “I didn’t do anything,” he snapped.

         His mother—his own mother—gave him a scolding look. “You make Maggie nervous, dear. All that glowering.”

         “Wait, sorry, hold up,” Anth said, abandoning the futile effort of blotting coffee from his crotch. “It’s my fault that the incompetent woman can’t do even the most basic requirements of her job?”

         A startled gasp came from the head of the table, and too late—way too late—Anth realized that Maggie had reappeared with a clean white rag and what seemed to be a full cup of ice.

         “I thought…I wanted to make sure it didn’t burn your skin,” she told him brightly.

         To her credit, her voice didn’t wobble, and her eyes didn’t water, but damned if she didn’t look like she wanted to cry just a little.

         Shit.

         “I’m fine,” he muttered.

         “Thank you, sweetie,” Tony said kindly, taking the rag and ice from Maggie. “Maybe just the check when you get a chance.”

         “Of course. And really, I’m so sorry,” she said, not quite glancing at Anthony. “You’ll send me the dry-cleaning bill, right?”

         “He’ll do no such thing,” his mother said firmly, reaching across her husband to grab Maggie’s hand. “I can get any stain out of any fabric. I’ll take care of it.”

         “You hear that, Anth?” Luc said. “Mommy’s going to wash your pants for you!”

         Anth shot his brother the bird.

         “I just can’t believe Mags called you Officer,” Vincent said in a sham reverent tone. “I don’t know how she missed the nine hundred and forty-two reminders that you’re a captain now.”

         “Well she damn well should remember,” he muttered. “Is anyone else remembering that she spilled iced tea all over me at my coronation party?”

         “She spilled it on your shoes,” Elena said. “Which were black.”

         “Still,” Anth said, glancing around the room this time to make sure she wasn’t within earshot. “I don’t know why we have to act like she’s a new member of the family when she can’t seem to go a single Sunday without spilling somebody’s breakfast on me. It can’t be an accident every time.”

         “Maybe she wants to get your attention. Your humble, pleasant personality is so charming,” Ava said quietly into her coffee mug.

         Anth looked at Luc’s girlfriend. “Et tu, Brute?”

         Ava winked.

         And then his dad leaned back in the booth, folded his arms, and glared at his oldest son. “So tell me again what you’re doing to close in on this Smiley character.”

         “Oh my God, he’s like a dog with a bone!” Elena said, throwing her arms up in exasperation before turning her attention back to her cell phone. “Also, is Nonna texting anyone else? I’ve been getting mucus every five minutes.”

         “Yes,” everyone replied at once.

         “She just sent me a Wikipedia link on phlegm,” Vincent grumbled.

         To say that his grandmother had been upset to miss brunch because of a lingering head cold was an understatement. She’d been punishing them all with updates on her illness.

         Anthony glanced at his watch and mentally counted the minutes until he could relax with a beer and watch the Yankees game.

         Of the three sacred things in his life, the New York Yankees had always been a very distant third to family and the department.

         Now he was seriously rethinking his priorities.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         A little-known fact about life in New York City: the subway gods rarely had your back.

         In fact, it was a pretty sure bet that there were no subway gods, much as one might pray to them when running late or really wanting a seat, or just plain hoping for a BO-free subway experience.

         But when Maggie stepped onto the Q train after the mother of all horrific shifts at the Darby Diner, the subway gods, or maybe just The God, smiled down on her.

         There were only a handful of other people on her car, so she got not only a seat, but an entire row to herself. Having a spot to set her enormous handbag, and another to set the box of day-old lemon meringue pie that her manager had kindly bestowed on her, was a small luxury she wasn’t going to take for granted.

         Not after yet another day when she’d managed to spill all over Anthony Moretti. No, wait…

         “Captain Moretti,” she muttered out loud to herself. “It’s Captain Moretti.”

         Maggie fell silent, because the city didn’t need any more weirdos talking to themselves on public transportation, but it didn’t stop her from thinking about him.

         For the life of her, she couldn’t figure out how two people as warm and friendly as Tony and Maria Moretti had produced someone as uptight and conceited as the captain.

         Their oldest son was a rotten seed in a family full of charmers.

         Maggie adored the rest of the Morettis. She had ever since they’d been ridiculously kind to her on her first day, despite the fact that she’d dropped iced tea on the guest of honor. Yes. Him.

         She and Elena had clicked almost immediately. Probably because Elena always seemed slightly desperate for female company in the midst of all her brothers, and Maggie very desperate to make a friend.

         But the brothers were sweet too, Anthony excluded, of course.

         Maggie thought she could almost have a crush on Luc if it weren’t for the fact that he was dating the gorgeous, super-smart Ava. Still, a girl could look. And admire. It was impossible not to. Luc Moretti looked like a freaking movie star, with his perfectly styled dark hair, laughing blue eyes, and the way he filled out his uniform just right.

         And yet, despite the fact that the man was every woman’s fantasy, Luc was also refreshingly down to earth, even after his whole brush-with-media fame a few months back.

         Vincent wasn’t nearly as friendly as Luc. In fact, he wasn’t friendly at all. But there was a blunt honesty about the detective that Maggie found comforting.

         One always knew where they stood with Vincent Moretti. And luckily, he seemed to like her.

         There was another brother…Matt or Marc or something, whom she’d never met since he lived in California.

         But of the East Coast Morettis, Maggie could say without hesitation that they were lovely.

         They were the kind of family that she used to think only existed in after-school TV specials. Lord knew she hadn’t seen a whole lot of that growing up in her hometown of Torrence, New Jersey.

         She certainly hadn’t seen much in the way of family togetherness in her own home.

         Still, even with all their perfection, the Morettis had a blight. A big pockmark on an otherwise flawless visage:

         The oldest sibling had such a stick up the butt.

         What made Anthony Moretti’s personality disorder even more of a bummer was the fact that the man was really, truly gorgeous.

         At least to her.

         All of the Moretti men were good looking, from Tony with his sage, silver fox appeal down to Luc with all of that blue-eyed charm.

         But it was Anthony who appealed to Maggie the most. He was pure fantasy material.

         All of the Moretti men were tall, but Anthony was tall. Like, six-four, at least. And then there were the ridiculously broad shoulders that tapered into a narrow waist, giving his upper body that beguiling inverted triangle look that all but begged a woman to cuddle up close and be held.

         His dark hair was shorter than his brothers’, not quite a crew cut, but it was definitely a no-nonsense style that perfectly framed his harsh jawline, serious brown eyes, and olive skin.

         And if she were to really get into it, it would have to be said that Anthony’s features were too broad to be classically handsome, and yet too symmetrical to be completely rugged. The resulting in-between was almost unbearably him.

         Not that she’d been studying him.

         Well, okay, maybe just a little. And only out of the corner of her eye. And only when he wasn’t paying attention. Which was pretty much always since the man never paid attention to her.

         The only time he even seemed to know she existed was when she dropped a buttered biscuit on his sleeve or scalding hot coffee on his crotch…

         Maggie’s eyes went wide. Oh God.

         What if he thought she was doing it on purpose to get his attention? Women had done crazier things to get a man to look at them. And a man that looked like him had probably had all sorts of crazy admirers.

         Or worse…what if subconsciously, she really was doing it to get his attention?

         She discarded that last thought almost immediately. Maggie Walker had never been the type to want to get noticed. Blending into the background was easier. Safer. Plus, flying under the radar had the added benefit of turning her into a top-notch observer over the years. A handy skill for an aspiring author.

         Maggie winced as she realized she was almost to her subway stop and instead of spending the commute thinking about the upcoming scene she was writing tonight, she’d spent the whole time thinking about him.

         She’d read somewhere that J.K. Rowling had come up with the main premise of Harry Potter while sitting on a train. Most days she tried to duplicate this, and some days she was semi-successful.

         But Sundays were harder. Sundays were Moretti days.

         Maggie sighed at the wasted time daydreaming when she should have been plotting her story, and gathered her bags, waiting for the train to pull up to the Seventh Avenue station in Park Slope, Brooklyn, where she lived in a cozy (translation: tiny) studio.

         Maggie knew that for most women moving to “the city,” it was all about Manhattan, but although she loved Manhattan in all its high-rise glamour, she’d been drawn almost immediately to Brooklyn.

         Not only for the (slightly) more affordable rental rates, but also for the neighborhood feel that was harder to come by in Manhattan.

         Maggie mentally cataloged through the contents of her fridge and pantry and decided that between eggs, dried pasta, and a probably-still-good loaf of bread, she could get by without a stop at the store. Plus there was the pie. Surely having pie for dinner once a week (or twice, maybe twice) wasn’t the worst thing in the world. There were worse vices, right?

         One of these days, Maggie thought, she’d be one of those super together women who threw together a healthy dinner for one with all the food groups. But for now, she was pretty dang content with eating whatever the heck she felt like.

         Sometimes that was a nice salad with chicken breast and veggies, and other days it was, well…lemon meringue pie. Either way, it was the freedom that was wonderful.

         There was nobody to sneer that she’d overcooked the meat. Nobody to wrinkle their nose at the pasta sauce because they “didn’t feel like it.” Nobody to remind her “again” that they didn’t like spinach in any form.

         For a woman who’d spent her teens and early twenties hearing those comments from her father and brother, and her late twenties hearing them from her husband, the ability to have whatever the heck she wanted for dinner was the ultimate luxury.

         Sure, she was a thirty-two-year-old divorcée living in an itty-bitty studio and contemplating scrambled eggs and pie for dinner again, but it was her apartment. Her eggs. Her pie.

         Her choice.

         It wasn’t until she’d finally gotten the courage to divorce Eddie that she’d realized the sheer power in making a decision and acting on it. Any decision.

         Maggie rummaged around in her purse until her fingers found the Tiffany key chain her best friend had gotten her for Christmas a couple years earlier.

         It was easily the nicest thing she owned. And it made missing Gabby a little easier, although not much. Her best friend had moved to Denver, and though they still talked on the phone occasionally, it wasn’t the same as when they’d been twelve and Maggie could be at Gabby’s house in two minutes for the homemade chocolate chip cookies that she’d never get at home.

         Nor were their long phone chats the same as when they’d gotten married within six months of each other at twenty-four and had set up their respective newlywed homes just minutes away from the other.

         Still, much as she missed Gabby, leaving Torrence had been the best thing. For both of them.

         Sure, only one of their marriages was still intact, but at least both women had managed to escape their childhood town, with all its toxic gossip and small-town thinking.

         Maggie only wished her best friend hadn’t had to move quite so far. Gabby’s husband was a middle-school principal who’d gotten a job offer at a prestigious Denver prep school, and they’d moved two years earlier, along with their adorable twins.

         Now Gabby had her own interior design company, the twins had finally gotten the dog they’d always wanted, and though Maggie hadn’t been able to afford a visit out there, their Christmas cards showed the perfect suburban home that Gabby had always longed for.

         Maggie’s own retreat from their New Jersey hometown had been a lot less glorious.

         When she’d filed for divorce, she hadn’t expected the process to be pretty, but she definitely hadn’t counted on the fight to keep the house (she lost) or the fact that all of her “friends” would listen to Eddie’s lies that she’d been unfaithful.

         Still, silver lining? She’d gotten out.

         Her Park Slope studio might be tiny, but there was no Eddie.

         There was, however, Duchess.

         “Hello, baby,” Maggie said, shoving the front door open with her hip and immediately collapsing to the ground to greet her dog.

         It said a lot about Duchess’s loyalty to her owner that the poodle-mystery mix showed more interest in Maggie than she did the lemon meringue pie. Maggie happily accepted every last messy dog kiss on her chin before landing a kiss of her own on top of Duchess’s scratchy brown head.

         On paper, it was Maggie who’d rescued Duchess a few months earlier from the animal shelter. But she and Duchess knew the truth: they’d rescued each other.

         “Does Her Grace need to go out to the ladies’ room?” Maggie asked, giving the dog one last smooch before climbing to her feet and grabbing the dog leash off the hook by the door.

         Duchess did three fast three-sixty spins before planting her little butt on the ground and all but vibrating in excitement while she waited for Maggie to clip on the leash.

         “Okay, remember, ladies don’t poop in the middle of the sidewalk,” Maggie said as they stepped outside. Duchess wagged her tail rapidly to indicate she understood.

         A long walk around a nearby grassy patch later, it was clear that Duchess had not understood, because she held her “business” until they got back to the sidewalk. Maggie smiled an apology at the grumpy-looking elderly couple as she tried to open one of the stupid pink doggie bags she’d bought online because they were cheaper than the ones in the pet store.

         Three defective bags later, she found a bag without a hole in it and picked up Duchess’s mess.

         Maggie frowned at the dog. “Why do I bother walking you to the park when you insist on poo-ing on the pavement, hmm?”

         Duchess barked twice at a leaf.

         “Good talk, baby. Okay, let’s go get some pie.”

         Back at home, Maggie pulled a bag of carrots out of the fridge and munched on a handful while she changed out of her orange diner uniform into a pair of pj’s.

         It was just barely getting dark, but since she worked the breakfast shift again tomorrow, her four a.m. wake-up call came around fast. Her frequent early mornings were just one of the many things Eddie had found to complain about, although back then it had been Denny’s in Torrence.

         And her paltry waitress income had been supporting two people.

         Eddie hadn’t “liked” to work.

         Maggie bit a carrot with more force than necessary and gave the other half to Duchess, who nipped it out of her fingers and leaped onto the bed.

         “I better not find that under my pillow later,” Maggie said with a warning finger.

         Duchess wagged her tail. Maggie was so going to find the carrot under her pillow later.

         Then Maggie cut herself a big ole slice of pie and settled down with her secondhand laptop at the tiny table that doubled as desk, kitchen table, and ironing board when needed.

         Maggie opened her manuscript and settled her fingers on the keyboard. Then changed her mind and took a bite of pie instead.

         It was a tricky scene she was working on. The almost first kiss between the teen hero and heroine. Mood and tension were everything. She had to make the readers want it as much as the characters wanted it.

         Tricky indeed.

         But scenes like this were part of the reason Maggie wrote books for teens, or “YA” as it was known in the publishing world. Because nobody knew how to long like a teenager. Sure, adults felt longing too, but it was different, because on some level, adults knew that the reality was never as great as the buildup. Which in turn made the buildup less somehow.

         But fifteen-year-olds…man, their yearning was the real deal. They weren’t jaded by knowledge that sex was inevitably a letdown, or that Prince Charming didn’t exist, or that when people said I love you what they really meant was I need you to do something for me.

         The characters in teen fiction didn’t know any of that stuff. At least not in Maggie’s story. Her book-world was kinder, softer, sweeter. And so with one last fortifying bite of pie, Maggie put her fingers to the keyboard and started writing.

         It used to be harder. Early on when she’d first tried to turn the images in her head into words on a page, it had been harder to block out the rest of the world and lose herself inside the story.

         But she’d been writing nearly every day for eight months now, ever since she moved into her little Brooklyn apartment, and now that it was routine, it was easier to ignore her upstairs neighbor’s thumping bass.

         Easier to ignore the bottoms of her feet, which hurt from standing all day.

         Easier, even, to ignore the fact that Duchess was burying and then reburying the carrot amid Maggie’s white pillows.

         Maggie heard and saw none of that.

         There were only the characters. Only the story.

         Only the want.

         
            Colin shifted closer to Jenny, his hand lifting and then hesitating, as though afraid she’d move away. But she didn’t move away, and his fingers touched her cheek. Questioningly at first, and then surer, his palm cradling her face as he moved closer still. Jenny wanted both to close her eyes and feel, but also to keep them locked on his, to watch the way they darkened when her fingers touched his waist…

         

         It took Maggie several moments to come out of the zone and realize what she was hearing: the steady vibrations of her cell phone.

         She nibbled her lip and tried to block it out the way she blocked out everything else, but…

         Maggie reluctantly tore herself away from Jenny and Colin’s almost-kiss and dug her phone out of her purse.

         If she felt a small stab of dread at the name on the screen, she ignored it as she swiped her thumb to accept the phone call.

         Family was family, after all.

         “Hey, Dad.”

         “Buggie.”

         She winced. It was a terrible nickname. Left over from Maggie’s childhood fondness for bringing bugs into the house. Back when her dad had still been sober enough to marvel at her latest six-legged find. And when her mom had been, well, present enough to screech and demand that the “nasty creatures” get out of her house.

         “How’s it going?” Maggie asked her father, looking wistfully at the open document on her laptop and immediately feeling guilty. She turned her back on the computer.

         Her dad was silent for a few moments. “Not so great, Bugs.”

         No surprise there. Her dad only ever bothered to call when things were “not so great.”

         “What’s going on?”

         She asked the question because it was expected, not because it was necessary. She already knew exactly what was going on. He needed something.

         “I’m ready to get better, Maggie.”

         She closed her eyes. Didn’t have to ask what he meant by “better.” The words should have filled her with joy. And they had, the first, second, and fifth time that she’d heard them.

         “How’s AA going?” she asked, opening the fridge and staring blindly into it.

         Her dad made a derisive sound. “They don’t know shit, Bugs. A bunch of self-righteous assholes yammering on about God and steps. I need real help, Buggie. I found a place…”

         Maggie closed the fridge door without taking anything out. Even another slice of pie didn’t appeal. Her appetite was gone.

         Her dad was still rambling on. “…it’s up in Vermont. Gets great reviews. Doc said he can probably get me a referral, but…”

         Maggie already knew what the but was. It would be expensive. The fancy rehab centers always were.

         There were, of course, cheaper paths toward sobriety. Cheaper options that her father had tried (at her insistence) and failed at.

         She turned, leaning back against her tiny kitchen counter, and looked up at the ceiling.

         “Is there any sort of financial aid?” Maggie asked.

         “Sure, sure, of course I’m going to try, but Bugs…this place is the best. I’ll send you the info; they’ve got some great success rates.”

         Maggie opened her mouth to argue that all the other places had been “the best.” They all had great success rates. It was just her father who continued to count among their few failures.

         But she couldn’t bring herself to say it. Everything she’d read said that an addict taking initiative was a big step. That she should be supportive and enthusiastic of his desire to get help.

         The thing that the books hadn’t told her was what to do when the enthusiasm led to treatment that led to temporary improvement that led to crushing relapses.

         Again, and again, and again.

         “That’s great, Dad,” she said, meaning it. Nobody wanted Charlie Walker to get clean more than his only daughter.

         It was just…

         “So whadya say, Bugs? You think you could spare some money for your old dad? Just enough to put a deposit down.”

         Maggie swallowed, thinking of the tiny, slowly growing fund she’d been saving up for school, or for a break between jobs so she could work on her book…

         That would just have to wait. Everything else would have to wait.

         She’d been waiting over a decade. What were a few more months if it meant seeing her father finally get clean?

         “Sure, Dad,” Maggie said, forcing a brightness into her voice. “I’ve got a little bit.”

         Her dad’s relief was palpable. “Thanks, Bugs. I’d ask Cory, but he’s been having trouble finding work. He keeps getting screwed over…”

         Maggie tucked the phone under her chin and picked at a cuticle. She couldn’t muster even a sympathetic grunt for her brother’s “plight.” The guy was twenty-seven but hadn’t held a single job for longer than a few months. He couldn’t afford his own cell phone bill, much less rehab for their father.

         “I’ll come out next weekend,” Maggie said. “We can talk details.”

         There was a too-long beat of silence. “I’d like to get started as soon as possible. I don’t want to waste another second on the bottle. Maybe you could just send a check…”

         Maggie swallowed. It’s for a good cause, she reminded herself. It’s for a great cause.

         “Sure, Dad. I’ll mail a check.”

         “Bugs. I owe you one.”

         Actually, you owe me thousands of ones.

         “Maybe I can drive you out there,” she said, hating her voice for sounding so needy. “Help get you settled?”

         “No need. Cory already said he’d give me a lift. Look, Bugs, I gotta run, but I appreciate it. Thanks for taking care of your old man. Love ya.”

         “Of course,” she said softly. “I love you too.”

         But he was already gone.

         Maggie let the phone drop to her side before walking numbly to the bed and sitting down.

         Duchess propped two paws on her shoulder and licked her ear.

         “It’ll work this time, right, baby?” she said, absently rubbing a hand over her dog’s little body. “He’s going to get sober? Be a real dad? Maybe even pay me back someday?”

         Duchess dropped to her belly on the bed and rested her snout on Maggie’s thigh, her big brown eyes mournful and sympathetic.

         Maggie pressed her lips together and hoped like hell her dog was wrong.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         At thirty-six years old, after thirteen years in the NYPD, Anthony had seen some pretty gnarly shit. The kind of stuff that kept a man up at night. Haunted his dreams. Things that could destroy a soul if you let them.

         Anth had heard stories of seasoned officers throwing up on the scene of a crime. Hardened sergeants retiring after a particularly rough case. Cops on every side of the NYPD food chain just losing it after seeing some of the city’s worst horrors.

         So in the grand scheme of things, Anthony’s current case was nothing. A PG crime through and through.

         It’s not that the crimes were insignificant. More serious than jaywalking, certainly; home invasion was a serious offense. But Smiley wasn’t dangerous. And in a city that could turn vicious on a dime, that was something.

         Oddly enough, it was Smiley’s relative harmlessness that made his elusiveness all the more annoying. That, and the fact that the guy left a literal calling card with every place he robbed. It was cocky, obnoxious, and stupid.

         And yet, Anth hadn’t caught him yet. He had all his best people working on it, but nobody knew when Smiley would strike next; nobody knew how he targeted his victims.

         The cards he left were standard-issue card stock, the simple, yellow smiley-face stickers you could buy at any drugstore.

         No fingerprints. No hair at the scene.

         He was both consistent, and yet not at all.

         Best as they could tell, he struck within minutes of his well-to-do victims leaving their house. Which meant he watched them leave; knew whether or not they had an alarm system (he never struck if they did, which told Anth he wasn’t experienced enough in home invasion to disarm one).

         Smiley’s loot varied. Laptops and other small electronics were common. Jewelry, although he didn’t discriminate between costume jewelry and precious gemstones, so he either didn’t know the difference or didn’t care.

         Wine and booze were also high on his wish list, but again, there was no method to which bottles he took. Sometimes it was a thousand-dollar bottle of champagne, other times it was an eight-dollar Merlot.

         But one thing was always constant: He helped himself to something from the pantry or fridge, whether it was a glass of Chardonnay from the fridge, a slice of cake from the counter, a portion of leftover takeout. And next to the used wineglass or carton, he left the note.

         Thank you written plainly across the front. Inside was always the same play on an old idiom:

         Su casa es mi casa.

         Your house is my house.

         They were dealing with an asshole with an entitlement complex, clearly. Someone who thought that other people’s belongings were his for the taking.

         The case just plain pissed Anth off on every level.

         But…

         They’d had a break. Sort of.

         An elderly neighbor of one of the more recent break-ins had come forward claiming to have seen a man “loitering” on the street the evening of the break-in.

         Thank God for nosy neighbors.

         Granted, they had no way of connecting the man to the crime, but it was telling that he’d stayed on the street for nearly an hour, walking back and forth. No dog, no destination…

         “More coffee?”

         Startled at the interruption, Anth glanced up into a pair of pretty green eyes.

         Maggie.

         “Please,” he said gruffly. On instinct he moved all papers to the far side of the table from the slim hand holding the coffee, but he promptly regretted it when he heard her exhale in embarrassed dismay.

         Still, he refused to feel guilty. The woman did seem to have a remarkable knack for spilling on him. All of the documents he was working with were copies, but still…

         “Meeting someone?” she asked. “I can bring another mug.”

         He knew why she asked. The Morettis came as a family every Sunday, and he and one or more of his brothers had been known to stop for a late-night dinner or early-morning breakfast. Hell, he and Luc had come at least a couple times a week before his little brother had met Ava and started spending most of his time at her place downtown.

         But rarely did Anth come alone. Not because he didn’t like the solitude; he relished time alone to think.

         But in recent months he hadn’t come here.

         Because of her.

         Back before Helen had retired, he’d come here all the time to catch up on things, to think, or just to read the damn newspaper in peace.

         But whereas Helen’s presence had been as soothing as his own mother’s—perhaps even more so, since Helen never pried—Maggie’s presence was distinctly…

         Well, not soothing.

         In fact, truth be told, he’d been half-hoping that she wouldn’t be working when he’d stopped in today. She was too damn distracting.

         “No, it’s just me,” he said, his voice more curt than he intended.

         She nodded and gave a smile. Forced, if he was reading it correctly. “Okay, no problem! Just coffee? Or I can bring you a menu if you’re hungry.”

         “Don’t need a menu.”

         Her smile disappeared altogether.

         Damn it. You ass.

         “I just mean, I’ve got the thing memorized. Been coming here for years,” he said, his voice even more gravelly than before.

         “Is that supposed to be an apology?”

         The question was as tart as it was direct, and definitely not expected.

         Well, well, well, he thought, leaning back in the booth. The pretty kitten had claws.

         He studied Maggie curiously, and although she blushed, he gave her credit for not looking away. Nor did she apologize for the little burst of sass.

         “Do you think I owe you an apology?” he asked, keeping his tone mild.

         She pressed her lips together and took a step back. “Never mind. I was out of line.”

         He reached out and grabbed her wrist before she could move away, startling both himself and her with the unexpected contact. He dropped her arm immediately, but not before he registered that the pale skin was impossibly smooth against his rougher fingertips.

         “You think I’m an ass,” he said.

         She laughed delightedly at his statement, and that response too was unexpected.

         Anthony frowned. He didn’t like surprises.

         “Do you actually think you’re not an ass?” she asked. She had a low, melodic voice.

         His frown deepened. “It’s hardly my fault that you’re always spilling all over me, and that you’ve ingratiated yourself to my family.”

         She crossed her arms, the effort surprisingly graceful considering one hand still held a coffeepot. “Ingratiated myself?”

         He waved a hand awkwardly. “You know. Smiling, flitting around them, making them think you’re so wonderful just by being nearly competent at your job.”

         Her mouth opened, but instead of responding, she merely touched the tip of her tongue to her upper lip for a split second before narrowing her eyes.

         “My answer to your previous question is yes, Captain. I absolutely think you’re an ass.”

         Anthony didn’t even flinch. It was nothing he hadn’t heard before. From his brothers. His sister. Ex-girlfriends. Even his mother, although Maria Moretti had never used the word “ass” in Anth’s hearing.

         And God knew he’d heard plenty of it from Vannah over the course of their doomed relationship. He took a sip of coffee to avoid the memories. To avoid the guilt over a woman he’d neglected too often. Until it was too late.

         “That was probably uncalled for,” Maggie muttered when he didn’t respond. “I apologize.”

         He nodded, knowing full well that an apology on his part wouldn’t exactly be out of line, but sorry had never been an easy word for him. Not for an oldest sibling who’d grown up with the heavy expectation that he be right at all times.

         She gave him a bright smile he didn’t deserve, as though she hadn’t just called a customer an ass to his face. “Well, I’ll let you get back to work. I’ll check back in a few. Or just flag me down if you need me.”

         If you need me.

         The words caused an inconveniently sexy mental image. Anthony couldn’t help his gaze from drifting over her figure, the ugly orange uniform doing nothing to detract from enticing curves.

         It was probably long past time Anthony accepted the real reason he was so irritated by the mere existence of Maggie Walker.

         Awareness.

         A highly inconvenient sexual awareness.

         Maggie didn’t roll her eyes at his complete lack of verbal response, but he got the sense she wanted to. Instead she walked away without ever losing that falsely bright smile.

         “Just say the word. Captain.”

         He forced himself not to watch her walk away.

         Anthony knew nobody would ever describe him as charming, but he’d never hurt for female companionship. Much to his sister’s proclaimed confusion, women seemed to enjoy his brusqueness.

         Most of them didn’t even seem to mind that he started every date with a very blunt proclamation that he had no intention of entering a long-term relationship. Ever.

         Hell, most of them seemed to get off on the fact that the only relationship he did have was with the NYPD.

         How many times had he seen the worshipping gleam in a woman’s eye before she all but licked her lips and informed him that she loved a man in uniform…and out of one.

         Truth be told, Anth wouldn’t mind, just once, being seen as a man instead of a cop. Wouldn’t mind skipping the frisking puns, the handcuff jokes, the only-half-joking suggestions of role-playing.

         His eyes flitted around the diner until he saw Maggie slip into a booth across from an elderly couple and laugh heartily at whatever story they were telling.

         He jerked his gaze back to his papers. No need to worry about that one having a case of hero worship. The woman had managed to pack a shit-ton of disdain into the single utterance of the word “captain.”

         Anth ran a hand over his face and picked up the case file on Smiley’s most recent hit. He practically had the Smiley case files memorized, but he still pored over them on a daily basis, desperate for that one detail they were missing…the one connection that would lead them to motive, or some sort of pattern that would help them catch the damn guy.

         So he read them all. Start to finish.

         His coffee cup emptied, and he vaguely registered the smell of…oranges?…as Maggie drifted by to refill his mug. Vaguely remembered saying thank you. Or maybe not.

         When he finally glanced at his watch—an expensive gift from his family after passing his captain’s exam—he was surprised to see that over an hour and a half had passed.

         He was beyond hungry.

         Anth set his pen aside, rubbing his eyes briefly before looking around for a waitress. He half-hoped that Maggie’s shift had ended, but no, there she was. She’d pulled her hair back into a messy bun thing that was annoyingly cute, and seemed to sense that he was finally ready to eat because she lifted her eyebrows and headed his way.

         “Captain?” she said. Her smile and tone were deferential, but there was a slight gleam in her eye.

         He probably should tell her to just call him Anthony. She called the rest of the Moretti family by their first names. And Helen had always called him Anth. Or Antonio. Or Baby.

         Somehow he thought baby coming out of Maggie’s mouth would be quite a different thing altogether.

         He put a hand over his cup when she went to refill it, grateful she stopped before dumping scalding liquid all over the back of his hand.

         “I’ve had plenty of caffeine,” he said gruffly. “Can I get a sandwich? Turkey or ham is fine. Whatever’s back there.”

         “White? Wheat?”

         His gaze had drifted down to a copy of one of Smiley’s mocking thank-you notes.

         “Captain?” Her tone was gentler this time.

         “Hmm?” He glanced up.

         “White or wheat for that sandwich? And do you want fries?”

         “Whatever is fine,” he muttered. Like he’d taste any of it anyway.

         Narrow, unpainted fingertips touched his sleeve. “Hey, you okay?”

         He let out a little laugh.

         Was he okay?

         Hell no, he wasn’t okay.

         He hadn’t slept in weeks, and he was likely on the verge of losing the confidence of his superiors, and even worse, the men and women who worked for him.

         Adding to the sting was the fact that he had nobody to talk to about it.

         Vincent was too wrapped up in his own homicide caseload to care about mild home invasions, and Luc, who’d been his roommate for the past six years, was all but moved into his girlfriend’s place.

         Even Nonna, his meddlesome grandmother with whom he shared the Upper West Side home, was gone more often than not, either with his parents on Staten Island, or with her latest “beau.”

         He felt…alone.

         “Yeah, I’m fine,” he said in response to Maggie’s question.

         She gave him a little smile shadowed with sadness. “Sure. I know all about that kind of fine.”

         They exchanged a look that felt too personal for two strangers in a crowded diner, and Anth was surprised by the sudden urge to ask her if she was okay.

         “I’ll get your sandwich order in,” she said, stepping away and ruining the moment.

         Anthony began gathering up his various folders. Organization didn’t come naturally to him, but his father had warned him that it was a necessary skill if he hoped to move up the NYPD food chain.

         So he’d done his best to develop a system. The files went into piles by category. Then by date. Then he put big rubber bands around each of them and lined them up neatly in his briefcase. Then—

         “Motherf—”

         Anthony caught himself before the full gust of profanity could burst out of his mouth, but the swearing continued in his head as he picked up half a piece of turkey that had just been dumped unceremoniously in his lap, the mayo leaving little oily splatters all over his uniform pants.

         “How the hell am I supposed to believe you’re not doing this on purpose?” he asked, glancing up angrily at Maggie.

         But to his surprise, the pretty waitress didn’t look appalled, embarrassed, or apologetic. Nor smug. Her expression was completely wrong for a woman who’d just dumped a customer’s order all over them for what had to be the twelfth time in three months.

         She looked horrified. And scared.

         “Hey,” he asked, forgetting all about the sandwich as his fingers touched her arm. An arm that shook as it reached out for one of his papers.

         “You okay?” he asked. Stupid question. She obviously wasn’t okay.

         Her fingers closed on a piece of paper. Evidence he really shouldn’t have had out on the table in the first place, much less let a civilian touch.

         But Anthony hadn’t gotten to where he was by following the rules exactly; he’d gotten where he was by following his instinct. And instinct told him that whatever Maggie Walker was thinking and feeling at this moment was important.

         Vital, even.

         So he let her pick up the paper.

         “Maggie?” he asked as gently as he could, the name feeling strange on his tongue. For as often as he thought it, he couldn’t remember ever saying it aloud directly to her.

         “How do you have this?” she asked, her voice small.

         He glanced at the paper held between her fingers. It was the police sketch of Smiley. Or what they thought might be him. Hoped.

         When Anthony looked at it, he saw an average, nondescript, thirty-something white dude. A guy that could have been one of a million people walking Manhattan sidewalks every day.

         But Maggie saw something different.

         “You recognize him?” Anthony asked, his voice losing all gentleness in its urgency.

         Her green eyes never strayed from the piece of paper.

         “You could say that.” She blew out a long, slow breath, as though steadying herself. “Seeing as I was married to him.”
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