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CHAPTER ONE



There’s something wrong with a man that grins like that at a crime scene.”


Detective Vincent Moretti glanced up from where he’d been studying the gunshot wound of the vic and glared at the officer who’d been shadowing him for the past three months.


“I wasn’t grinning.”


Detective Tyler Dansen never paused in scribbling in the black notebook he carried everywhere. “You were definitely grinning.”


“Nope.”


Dansen glanced up. “Fine. Maybe not grinning. But I’m one hundred percent sure I saw you smile.”


“How about you be one hundred percent sure about who shot this guy instead?” Vincent said irritably.


Dansen returned his attention to his damn notebook, but he didn’t look particularly chagrined by Vin’s reprimand.


Oh, what Vin wouldn’t give to go back to those early days when all he’d had to do was look at Dansen, and the kid practically dropped into a deferential bow.


Three months of spending every workday in each other’s company had the newly minted detective acting nearly as impudent as Vincent’s actual partner.


Nearly being an important distinction, because Vincent didn’t think they made ’em sassier, more stubborn, or more annoying than Detective Jill Henley.


And he would know. They’d been partners for six long years, and their pairing up as partners was proof of God’s sense of humor.


Jill Henley was Vincent’s opposite in every way.


Jill was chipper, charming, and smiley.


Vincent was… none of those things.


Especially not the last one. Although, if he was being really honest with himself, Dansen may have been right about Vincent cracking a smile earlier.


It’s not that Vin was immune to death. There was absolutely nothing humorous about a man lying cold in his own blood and guts, dead from a gunshot wound to the stomach.


But after six years as a homicide DT for the NYPD, one learned to compartmentalize. To let the brain occasionally go somewhere else other than death even as you were staring straight at it.


It was the only way to survive. Otherwise it was nothing but puking and nightmares.


And speaking of puking…


Vincent stood and gave Detective Dansen a once-over. “If you’re gonna barf, do it outside,” he said, just to needle the younger man.


Dansen threw his arms up in exasperation. “That was one time. One time! And I hear it happens to everyone on their first day.”


“Didn’t happen to me.”


“That’s because you’re a machine,” Dansen muttered under his breath.


Vincent didn’t respond to this. It was nothing he hadn’t heard before. Robot. Machine. Automaton.


He just didn’t know what people expected him to do about it.


In the movies, there was always some reason for the semi-mechanical, unfeeling action hero.


Either a dead wife, an abusive past, or some other sort of jacked-up emotional history. But Vincent had always sort of figured he’d been born this way. Quiet. Reserved. Broody.


It’s not that he didn’t feel. Of course he did. He just didn’t feel out loud.


He wasn’t sure that he really knew how to, and wasn’t sure he wanted to learn.


But in Dansen’s defense on the puking thing, the kid’s first crime scene as a homicide DT had been a rough one. A sixteen-year-old girl sliced to pieces and then tossed in the Dumpster behind a one-dollar-a-slice pizza joint in Queens.


Vincent’s fists clenched at the memory.


It had taken them three days to find the guy who’d done that to her—a real sicko who’d claimed he’d done it because he was “bored.”


That was one son of a bitch he hoped prison was really rough for.


“Let’s move out,” Vin growled at Dansen.


He headed toward the door of the hotel room where the body was found, and Dansen fell into step beside him, flipping through his notebook. “Okay, so here’s what I’m thinking. The wife is the one who found the body and called it in, but—”


“She also shot him,” Vincent said, impatiently punching at the Down button for the elevator.


Dansen huffed in exasperation. “I was getting to that.”


“Get there faster,” Vincent said as they stepped into the elevator.


“So can I—”


“Bring her in for questioning?” Vincent finished for him as he pulled out his cell phone. “Do it. And don’t go easy on her. She’ll slip up within minutes, all tangled up in her own guilt.”


The younger man snapped his notebook shut. “It’s really annoying when you do that. Finishing other people’s sentences.”


“K,” Vincent said distractedly, already striding off the elevator.


The lobby was crawling with reporters, and Vincent glared at Dansen, who held up his hands in surrender. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t call them.”


Vincent gritted his teeth. He hated hotel cases. There was always some bellhop or housekeeper who couldn’t keep his or her damn mouth shut, and the result was a media circus that made the police work a thousand times more complicated than it needed to be.


Not that it really mattered in this particular case. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that the wife had pulled the trigger. Vin would bet his pension on it. He’d been doing this too long not to see the signs immediately. The too-fast way of speaking. The awkwardly forced eye contact in an unconscious effort to minimize nervous blinking. Fidgeting hands.


The vic’s wife had all of the above. This murder was practically the definition of open-and-shut case.


“You care if I leave you to finish this one up on your own?” he asked Dansen as they headed toward Vincent’s unmarked patrol car.


Dansen skidded to a halt. “Seriously? You even have to ask? I’ve been begging you for three months to let me take point, and—”


“All right, calm down,” Vincent said, jerking open the door of the driver’s seat. He hesitated before getting in, realizing that there were things to be said.


He rested an arm on the roof of the car and glanced at Dansen, who was…


Smirking.


“Wipe that shit smile off your face,” Vincent said without any real heat.


“You’re gonna miss me,” Dansen taunted.


Vin narrowed his eyes. “Don’t push it, kid.”


“Kid? I’m thirty-one.”


“Exactly.”


Dansen gave an incredulous laugh. “You’re thirty-three. Two years’ difference hardly makes you my senior.”


Not in years maybe. But in experience…


It wasn’t about who was youngest or oldest. It was about who was best.


And Vin was confident that was him.


Vincent was damn good at his job. It was why he’d been assigned a trainee during Jill’s leave of absence despite the fact that his lack of people skills was as legendary as his ability to sniff out even the most clever of murderers.


In truth, Vincent had been dreading his three months with the near-rookie, but it had been less painful than expected. Dansen was a good cop. A little green, but when Dansen was assigned his new partner tomorrow, Vin had no doubts that the guy would be able to handle whatever came his way.


And then Vincent’s life would finally get back to normal.


Not that these three months without Jill had been abnormal, precisely.


He still worked the same backbreaking schedule. Still saw death more days than not.


Still went to breakfast with his family after Mass every Sunday, and argued with his brothers and occasionally with his sister during said breakfast.


He still watched sports most evenings, still worked out most mornings.


So really, his life wasn’t different without Jill at all.


Except that it was. Wildly, horribly different.


He glanced at his watch. Two hours until her plane landed. Three hours, maybe four until he’d see her again.


Not that he was counting.


“So you’re good from here?” Vincent asked. “If you need anything, I’ll be…”


“Yeah, yeah, I’ll call ya. You never did tell me where you were going.”


“Probably because it’s none of your Goddamn business.”


Dansen put a hand to his chest. “I’ve come to love these heart-to-hearts of ours. The way we count on each other. Confide in each other—”


“My cue to leave,” Vincent grumbled.


He started to get in the car, when Dansen called his name again.


Vin shot him an impatient look and was surprised when the usually confident Dansen looked away briefly before meeting his eyes.


“Hey, I just wanted to say…” Dansen cleared his throat from across the hood of the car, and Vin tensed, knowing what was coming.


God, he hated shit like this.


“You can drop the detective,” Vincent said roughly. “Just call me Moretti. Or Vin. Whatever.”


Dansen’s smile flashed white across his dark face. “Do you know how many cops dream of the day when they’re given permission to call one of the members of the royal family by their first name?”


“Oh Jesus. Don’t start that again.”


For the most part, Dansen had done a remarkable job of not irritating Vincent to the extreme over the past three months. But Dansen’s ridiculous hero worship of Vincent’s last name grated on his nerves. Yet another reason he couldn’t wait for Jill to get back.


Jill, who’d never cared that Vincent’s father was the recently retired police commissioner. Or that his older brother was a captain. Or that his younger brother was the NYPD’s most famous officer.


Or that his grandfather had been a cop and his mother had been a police dispatcher…


Okay, so maybe Vincent could sort of understand where Dansen was coming from. The Morettis were kind of NYPD royalty.


And Vincent was proud to be a part of it. Proud to carry on the legacy.


He just got damn tired of the ass kissing.


“Seriously though, thanks,” Dansen said. “Couldn’t have asked for a better detective to show me the ropes. A nicer one, sure. A better-looking one, definitely. And you can be a real—”


“Asshole, I know,” Vincent said.


Dansen held up a finger. “Not what I was going to say. I think that’s the first time you’ve tried to finish my sentence and gotten it wrong.”


“I’m never wrong,” Vin said out of habit.


“Fine.” Dansen rolled his eyes. “You’re an asshole. Happy?”


Vin didn’t bother responding, just lifted his hand in a final farewell to Dansen before the younger man could say whatever it was he’d wanted to say, and lowered himself into the car.


Vincent slid on his aviator sunglasses as he fastened his seat belt.


Vin kept his face perfectly blank until he’d pulled away from the curb and merged into traffic.


Only then, only out of sight of prying eyes, did he let a smile overtake his face. A smile that quickly became a grin as he headed toward his longtime barber for a very overdue haircut.


He told himself that his decision to get his hair cut after weeks of putting it off had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that he’d be seeing Jill in a few short hours.


Vincent had never really given two thoughts to what Jill Henley thought of his looks.


But then, he and Jill had never spent three months apart. He’d never had a chance to realize just how much he’d… missed her.


Not that he’d be telling her that.















CHAPTER TWO



One never really realized how much New York City got under your skin until you left it for a while.


It was like one minute New York was your adopted home—a little bit intense, a lot scary.


And the next, you were holding your breath as your plane landed, your entire body on edge with the anticipation of being home again.


Jill Henley smiled as the plane touched down, her eyes closing just for a moment at the realization that she’d be sleeping in her own bed tonight. Going back to her job tomorrow. Eating at her favorite gyros place tomorrow.


But none of that—not the city, nor her pillow-top bed, nor the really freaking amazing gyros—were as important as who awaited her.


The Morettis.


Jill loved her mother desperately—it was the reason she’d spent the past three months in Florida taking care of her.


But the Moretti family had become every bit as much family to Jill as her own mom.


She couldn’t wait to see them again.


All of them.


Okay, so maybe there was one Moretti in particular whom she was especially excited to see.


Not that the excitement was mutual.


As she walked through JFK toward baggage claim, she couldn’t figure out for the life of her why she was even the tiniest bit disappointed about the fact that Vincent Moretti wouldn’t be the one picking her up from the airport.


She hadn’t even asked him. He might have said yes. Maybe. But it would have been done with a grunt and a grumble, and probably a lecture about how his workload was double because his partner had “up and ditched him.”


Besides, it made more sense for Elena to pick her up anyway.


Not only was Elena her best friend, but Elena was an attorney at a fancy-pants law firm, with access to a company car that was a hell of a lot nicer than Vin’s car and didn’t smell like old coffee.


Plus, Jill had news.


Big news.


The biggest.


The kind of news that female friends squealed over in the appropriate, gushing manner.


So why was she so nervous?


Jill bit her lip as she waited at baggage claim for the carousel to start dropping her flight’s bags.


She pulled out her cell and texted Elena. At baggage claim.


Cool. Stuck in traffic on airport drive. Can’t WAIT to see you. xoxo.


Jill smiled. She and Elena had texted frequently while Jill had been in Florida, but texts and phone calls weren’t the same as a good, in-person gab session.


They needed wine and cookies and ice cream. Oh, and pasta. God, she’d missed pasta. The from-a-jar spaghetti sauce she’d made for her mom once a week couldn’t compare with Maria Moretti’s made-from-her-own-tomatoes sauce.


Ten minutes later, Jill had heaved her two enormous suitcases off the carousel just as Elena called her phone.


“Ugh, I’m so sorry. Just now pulling up. Where you at? I’ll run in.”


“Run, huh?” Jill asked as she wheeled her bags toward the door. “Tell me, how high are your heels today, four inches or five?”


“Okay, so I’ll stride purposefully,” Elena said. “Just tell me what carousel thingy you’re at. I can have Cory circle around.”


“Who the heck is Cory?”


“New driver. He’s totally cute. Great butt.”


Jill rolled her eyes. “He can totally hear you, huh?”


“Totally. Okay, now where are you for real? I’m coming in, but if I break a nail—”


“Door eight,” Jill said, and she stepped outside. “While you were flirting with your driver, I already got my bags. Also, how freaking cold is it right now? It was not this cold last winter.”


“It totally was; you’ve just been spending too much time on the beach. Okay, we’re approaching. What are you wearing?”


Jill glanced down at her white long-sleeve tee and jeans with her puffy-coat vest.


“Minidress, obviously. It’s lacy, super short. Maybe a little see-through, I can’t be sure. My hair’s styled in big ringlets, sort of beauty queen style—”


“I see you, you little liar. Also, didn’t we agree that the Uggs were going buh-bye after last winter?”


A black car pulled up in front of Jill, the back window rolling down to reveal the stunning, if slightly haughty, features of Elena Moretti.


“Hello, darling,” her best friend said.


Then the back door was open and they were doing the squealing, hoppy thing that seemed entirely necessary after a three-month separation.


Well, mostly it was Jill doing the jumping and squealing, while the far more sophisticated Elena let Jill all but maul her with hugs.


“Down, girl,” Elena said with one last pet of Jill’s ponytail.


Jill pulled back so she could study her best friend, grinning in relief when she saw Elena looked exactly as she had when Jill left. Her best friend was stunning. Tall, hourglass figure, long chestnut hair, blue eyes… total hottie.


Add in the girl-power suits and killer heels, and you had a bona fide man-eater on your hands.


Speaking of men, a guy, whom Jill assumed must be Cory, gave them an indulgent smile as he easily hoisted Jill’s suitcases into the trunk, before coming around and holding the door for them expectantly.


“He does have a cute butt,” Jill whispered as she climbed into the backseat after Elena.


“Right? Oh, and if it comes up, you’re a potential client,” Elena said before turning her vibrating phone to silent and dropping it into her Chanel bag. “Hence why I’m using company resources.”


“Cool, got it. I can totally play this,” Jill said, clicking her seat belt into place. She cleared her throat. “You can’t handle the truth!”


The driver faltered slightly as he lowered himself into the driver’s seat, and Elena rolled her eyes. “What was that?”


“Jack Nicholson, from… actually, I have no idea what that’s from.”


“It’s from A Few Good Men, and that’s not what I’m asking. I’m wondering why the heck you’re shouting it out all crazy-like right now?”


“Well, Jack’s character says that while he’s on the witness stand. And you said I was supposed to be a client, so…”


Elena stared at her. “Babe, what is it you think I do all day?”


“Lawyer stuff?” Jill grinned widely.


“Right. And I’m sure all you do all day is drink coffee and eat doughnuts, right? Cop stuff?”


Jill gave a happy sigh. “God, I miss doughnuts. Florida doesn’t know how to do them right, and Mom decided that going without sugar was going to be her ‘thing’ during her sixties.”


Elena looked horrified. “No wine? That has sugar.”


“Yeah, I think she conveniently ignores that.”


“How is she?”


“Better now,” Jill said. “Getting her mobility back and all that.”


A broken collarbone and hip were a nasty combination for anyone, but it had been especially hard on Kerry Henley, who prided herself in being an active “young” sixty-year-old. One day she’d been running a 5K, and then next she’d missed a step carrying her laundry basket down the stairs and been almost completely laid up for months.


It had taken up all of Jill’s personal time plus a couple months of unpaid leave to care for her, but Jill hadn’t hesitated to make the temporary move to Florida.


Her boss had assured her that her job would be waiting for her when she got back, and three months of your life is the least you could do for a parent who’d given eighteen years to caring for you.


Jill’s in particular deserved her devotion; Jill’s dad had dropped dead of a heart attack at forty-one, leaving Kerry to raise a headstrong (read: bratty) daughter all by herself.


“I’m glad she’s better. I love your mom. I wish she’d come up to New York more often.”


“You wouldn’t say that if you had to listen to her complain about the pigeons and the subway and the weather.”


“Could be worse. Last Sunday, my mother actually started a sentence with, “You’re not getting any younger, Elena.”


“I can beat that. Mine suggested freezing my eggs.”


“You’re right. You win. And speaking of your nether regions, I’m so overdue for an update on this Tom guy you’ve been seeing. Did you guys decide to do long distance? Or are you going to wait until you find out if he’s any good at sexting before you cut him loose?”


Jill bit her lip, gathering courage for what she was about to say. For some reason, she’d always pictured this moment as feeling… different. She expected feeling giddy and breathless as she made The Big Announcement.


Instead she felt hesitant.


So Jill did what Jill Henley did whenever she felt anything less than sparkles and rainbows.


She faked it.


Jill pasted a smile on her face, took a deep breath, and shot her left hand out in front of Elena’s face.


“What, are you—” Elena broke off, her cool fingers wrapping around Jill’s wrist as her mouth dropped open. “No. Freaking. Way.”


“Way.”


Elena let out an uncharacteristic squeal. “You’re getting married?!”


The words hit Jill with a little slap.


She was getting married.


It felt… funny.


Probably because she wasn’t used to it yet.


Elena threw herself across the backseat, arms wrapped around Jill’s neck as she kissed the side of Jill’s head repeatedly.


“Congratulations, darling! When? Do I get to be maid of honor? I won’t wear green, but you know that. How did it happen? How did it happen? Oh yeah, and why did you not tell me?”


Jill managed to extricate herself from Elena’s grip, only to have her left hand held hostage as Elena studied the square-cut diamond with a scary level of scrutiny.


“He asked last night,” Jill said, gazing fondly at the ring. “I thought it was our farewell dinner, and, well, he had other ideas.”


“Hell yeah, he did,” Elena said, ceasing studying the diamond so that she could instead study Jill.


“I wanted to call you last night,” Jill said apologetically. “I so did. But I thought if I could hold off just a few hours, and tell you in person…”


“Forgiven. Of course. I mean, the news is so much better with the ring, you know?”


Let’s hope everyone feels that way. Jill sat in thought as Elena lifted her hand, studying the ring.


Because if she’d been nervous to tell Elena, it was nothing compared to her nerves over telling Vincent. Which made no sense. She and Vin weren’t romantically involved. Had never even come close.


And he might be the most surly grouch on the planet, but he cared about her. Cared about her happiness.


He would be happy for her.


Wouldn’t he?


“I’m thrilled, you know that, right?” Elena asked.


Jill smiled because she knew that tone. “But…”


Her friend bit her lip for a moment, looking uncharacteristically unsure of herself before taking a deep breath. “Okay, I’m just going to come right out and say it. This happened fast. You’ve known the guy three months. You’re all the way sure?”


Jill twisted the ring. “I’m sure. I’m totally sure. You’ll understand when you meet him, El. He’s just… he’s just… he’s perfect.”


“Perfect, huh? You just got engaged, so I’m going to allow for the hyperbole. But tell me why I should let this guy marry my best friend.”


Jill blew out a breath, wondering how to explain. “You know you meet another person and just get them? It was like that.”


“Explain.”


Explain.


How did one explain Tom Edward Porter and how when you met someone as perfectly right for you as Tom was for her, you couldn’t afford to waste thought on things like soul mates or passion.


You just had to go for it.


“Okay, it’s like this,” Jill said, twisting so she could better face Elena. “When you were little, did you ever make your brothers play wedding with you? You know, make one of them pretend to be the groom?”


“Um, of course.”


“Luc?” Jill asked curiously.


“Obviously. He’s the nicest of the bunch, and the youngest, which made him easiest to coerce.”


Jill nodded. Elena had four brothers, and with the exception of mostly easygoing Luc, she couldn’t imagine any of them patiently letting their sister dress them up as groom to her bride.


Luc Moretti—the bambino as he was lovingly known—might have managed to stand still just long enough to say his pretend vows.


Anthony, the oldest, was far too serious. Marco was more laid-back, although from what Jill had heard, he’d also been the most rowdy of the kids. Then there was Vincent, and the thought of him humoring anyone, least of all his sister… no. Just no.


Jill felt a tightening in her chest at the thought of the Morettis. God, she’d missed them.


Elena snapped her fingers in Jill’s face. “Your mind is wandering. Focus, Jilly.”


“Right, okay… so back when we were little girls and imagining our perfect future husband… we were totally picturing Tom.”


“So… you’re marrying an eight-year-old’s fantasy? That’s not creepy at all.”


Jill laughed, missing her friend’s no bullshit candor. “No, okay, it’s like… Tom is just nice. He’s the sort of guy you dream about on Valentine’s Day when you’re depressed about being single, so you buy bridal magazines, and then spend the evening looking at goofy white dresses, drinking too much merlot, and wondering when exactly he would arrive on a white horse.”


Or maybe that was just Jill’s Valentine’s Day, more often than not.


It didn’t matter. Tom Porter was like something out of a dream. The only box he didn’t tick off in the Prince Charming checklist was the white horse, but that was okay because his Audi convertible was even better.


In fact, he was so perfect, so charming, that the first time she saw him, it had taken Jill several seconds to register that he was real.


And then several more seconds to register that he was talking to her.


It’s not that Jill thought of herself as unappealing. She knew she was cute, because people told her so. Note, never beautiful, or even pretty. Never gorgeous. Certainly never sexy. But cute. Sometimes adorable. Because that’s just what every thirty-three-year-old woman wanted to hear.


And she got it; she was average height, flat as a board, with a too-pointy chin and jaw, eyes too big for her face, and blond hair that she wore in a pony more often than not in an attempt to disguise how flat it could be.


But Tom?


Tom made her feel beautiful. He made her feel like a woman rather than a girl who seemed to inspire pats on the head from those around her.


Tom had picked her up at a bar. Cliché, yes, but made less skeevy by the fact that neither of them had walked into that swanky hotel bar with the intention of going home with a member of the opposite sex. And they hadn’t.


Gone home with each other, that is. Not that first night at least.


It had been the end of Jill’s first week in Florida. Her mom had just started coming to grips with the immobile reality of her near future and understandably had turned ornery, even toward Jill.


Not that Jill could blame her.


The prospect of months of not being able to walk or use an arm would have made Jill a bit stabby too. Still, by the end of that first week, both mother and daughter had needed a break.


Jill had waited until her mom’s friend came over for a marathon viewing of some show Jill had never heard of, and Jill had gone straight for her favorite therapy of choice: wine.


She was halfway through her first glass of a rather bright and delicious sauvignon blanc at a swanky beachside resort when he’d walked in.


It had been impossible to miss him. The bar was practically deserted, being early on a Monday evening, but even if the bar had been packed with wall-to-wall people, she would have noticed him.


For starters, he was tall.


Like, six-foot-plus, definitely.


Broad shouldered in that football quarterback kind of way. His hair was dark blond and styled to look like a freaking Kennedy, all thick and rich-person like. Skin… perfect golden tan. Not the type of tan of a sun worshipper, or worse, a fake sun worshipper, just a guy who spent enough time outdoors to not look like a zombie.


Perfectly tailored suit? Check. White, friendly smile? Yup.


Politeness toward the bartender as he ordered his rye Manhattan? Be still her heart.


Later, he would tell Jill that she’d been staring, and she didn’t bother to deny it.


In that moment when he’d picked up his drink and slid off his bar stool at the other end of the bar, it had never, not once, occurred to Jill that he’d be coming toward her.


Not until the bartender fluttered a cocktail napkin down onto the bar beside her own, just seconds before a large male hand placed his drink on it, did she realize what was happening.


This gorgeous, untouchable man was coming over to talk to her.


Luckily, there was one thing Jill did very well, and that was talk to strangers. It came with the job, what with questioning suspects and witnesses and family members all day long. Because God knew her partner was no good at that part.


But anyway, the gorgeous man in the navy suit later told her it was her unabashed staring that had amused him enough to make his way to her.


It was her unabashed friendliness that had made him stick around.


Everything after that… well, it had happened fast. Only a week after, he’d stuck out his hand and introduced himself as Tom, Tom Porter, in a sort of James Bondian way that made her giggle. They had been eating dinner at that very same hotel restaurant.


Only a week after that, dinner with Tom had become the norm rather than the exception.


The week after that?


They occasionally threw lunch into the mix, either her coming to meet him at some fancy place while her mom was in physical therapy, or him bringing fabulous picnic-style lunches to her mother’s house, where he’d proceed to charm Jill’s mom almost as thoroughly as he charmed Jill.


Five weeks into Jill’s stay in Florida, Jill had stuck around for breakfast.


In his hotel room.


And then there’d been last night.


“Okay, okay, so he’s a dreamboat,” Elena said as the car crept slowly through rush hour traffic toward Manhattan. “How’d he pop the question? Champagne? Roses? Fancy restaurant with a water view?”


“Holy crap,” Jill said with a laugh. “Were you there?”


“I know all,” Elena said, extending her hands to the side as though she were some wise sage. “Did you see it coming at all?”


“Not even a little bit,” Jill admitted.


Not even with the expensive champagne, or the two dozen roses, or the fact that the restaurant staff seemed to be going out of their way to give Jill and Tom privacy at the terrace table overlooking the ocean.


She’d simply thought it had just been a really fantastic good-bye.


Instead it had been a bit more of a be mine forever and ever.


And Jill had said yes.


She’d said yes almost the second he’d gone down on his knee, not because she’d been that sure—she’d been pretty sure… sort of sure—she’d said yes because in that moment, Jill had wanted what Tom Porter was offering her.


A companion. A partner. Love.


And that’s what it came down to. Jill wanted to be loved. She wanted to love.


She loved her mother, obviously. And loved the memory of her father, God rest his soul.


And though she had no siblings of her own, the Morettis had filled that gap. And with the recent addition of Luc’s girlfriend, Ava, and Anthony’s new wife, Maggie, she had some amazing girlfriends to add to the mix.


And last, but never least, there was Vincent. Her partner. In some ways her best friend, although in a way that was different from her relationship with Elena.


But as much as Vincent sometimes seemed like two parts of the same whole, he’d always held a bit of himself back from her. From everyone.


He’d made no secret of the fact that he had no intentions of getting married, ever. Any fantasies Jill had had that her partner would one day wake up and see her were long gone.


Which left her a bit… lonely.


She wanted someone to come home to at the end of the long day who would just be there. Who’d pour her a glass of wine, maybe rub her feet and just listen.


Tom offered Jill what nobody else had offered her… ever.


Love. Commitment. A future.


And she knew that he loved her. Fast as their relationship had developed, she could feel it. And she loved him too. At least she was pretty sure.


“Aww, you like him,” Elena said teasingly, reaching out a finger and poking the dimple in Jill’s left cheek.


“I want to be happy, El. I want the happily-ever-after with someone who wants it with me.”


She met her friend’s eyes and saw from the flash of regret on Elena’s face that El understood what Jill wasn’t saying out loud.


I can’t wait for Vin forever.


“I’m assuming you haven’t told him?”


Jill shook her head and looked down at her ring, still trying to get used to the sparkle on her finger. “No. Like I said, not really a phone conversation.”


“He’s going to be thrilled,” Elena said with a small smile. “I mean, he won’t show it, of course, because he’s emotionally barren. But he cares about you, babe. He just wants you to be happy.”


“I am happy,” Jill said.


Elena nodded distractedly, and Jill’s eyes narrowed. She knew her friend well, and something was definitely on Elena’s mind.


“Spill it,” Jill said.


Elena blew out a long breath. “Okay, so it was supposed to be a surprise, but given that huge rock on your finger and the enormity of the bomb you’re about to drop, I just can’t let you go in unprepared.”


Jill frowned. “Go in where?”


“To Anthony and Maggie’s place. There’s kinda sorta a surprise party awaiting you.”


Jill clapped her hands excitedly. “I love surprise parties! Especially when they’re for me.”


“I know you do, I just didn’t know if you were planning to tell everyone all at once, or if you maybe first wanted to break the news to… individuals first.”


Jill rubbed her thumb on the underside of the platinum band as she contemplated. In truth, she hadn’t really thought about how she was going to break the news to her partner. Hadn’t really let her brain go there.


“He was unbearable while you were gone,” Elena said quietly. “Even more so than usual.”


Jill snorted. “Yeah. I’m sure the separation was pure agony. You know, I barely heard from him?” she said absently. “I was gone three months, and I’d say he returned about ten percent of my texts, maybe two percent of my phone calls.”


Elena sighed. “So what’s the plan? I can make an excuse, say you’re not feeling well—”


Jill’s head whipped around. “No! I’m dying to see everyone. And your mom’s cooking…” She rubbed her belly.


“Okay, so what about the rock? You want to take it off for now, wait until you figure out how to tell everyone? Because you know it’s going to take all of thirty seconds for Ava or Maggie to spot that bad boy, and then it’s going to be all over.”


Jill twisted the ring on her finger as she stared down at her cell phone. The cell that hadn’t once buzzed with a message of any kind from her partner. No welcome home, no hey… nothing.


She glanced up at Elena. “It’s worth celebrating, right?”


Elena’s mouth dropped open. “Um, I’m offended by the question. Of course it is.”


Jill reached across and squeezed her friend. “Then I can’t think of anyone I’d rather celebrate with more than your family.”


“Hell yeah!” Elena said, reaching into her purse and pulling out her phone. “I’m totally telling my liquor guy to have a shit-ton of champagne delivered to Anth’s place.”


“I love that you have a liquor guy,” Jill said with a smile. “I’ve missed this. I’ve missed you.”


Elena smiled without looking up from her phone. “I’ve missed you too. We all have.”


Jill’s happiness slipped slightly, and she turned to look out at the slowly passing city.


She was sure that most of the Morettis had missed her, but she wasn’t sure about all of them.


And she certainly wasn’t sure about the one that mattered. The one that had always mattered.















CHAPTER THREE



By the time Vincent found a parking spot even remotely close to his older brother’s apartment, he was a good thirty minutes late to Jill’s surprise party.


Elena had already sent him a scolding text that he’d missed the surprise part.


So had his mother.


He hadn’t heard from Jill, but then she wasn’t the type to bust his balls about stuff like that. She liked to reserve that for work-related topics.


Still, he regretted being late. But as it turned out, thinking of a welcome home gift for one’s partner is something that should not be left for the actual homecoming day.


After his haircut, Vin’s plan had been to go out and get… something to welcome Jill home.


But what was supposed to be a basic, simple errand had led to Vincent driving all over the Goddamn city, growing increasingly clueless on what was appropriate.


Flowers? No. Vin didn’t do flowers. To say nothing of what his brothers would have done if Vincent had shown up with fucking roses.


Wine? Fitting. Jill loved wine. But seeing as the wine was already likely to be flowing freely at Anth’s place, a little anticlimactic.


Jewelry? Fuck no.


Clothes. Even Vin knew that was a no-no. You get the wrong size, you’re a dead man.


But damn it, he’d wanted to get something. Needed to. Needed to show her…


He’d gotten her a doughnut.


A maple bar, which as far as he was concerned was a sorry excuse for a doughnut. If it wasn’t chocolate, he didn’t bother. But the first day he and Jill had been paired up, and she’d talked his fucking ear off, that was the first thing she’d told him.


Hi, I’m Jill! I think we’re going to be great partners, but before we can be best friends, we’re going to have to know each other’s favorite kind of doughnut. Mine’s a maple bar…


Vincent smiled at the memory as he knocked at the door.


There was no answer, and he was about to let himself in, when it opened.


A wall of sound hit him. Typical Moretti family gathering volume: loud.


“Vin! I’m so glad you’re here.”


Vincent flashed a smile at his new sister-in-law. Maggie Walker—no, Maggie Moretti—was just about the sweetest woman on the planet, and far too good for Anthony.


She was dressed in a knee-length navy dress, her brown hair spilling over her shoulders, a warm smile in place, as always.


“Hi, dear,” he said, kissing her cheek as he slipped in the front door.


Vincent turned to face her, reaching out a hand and resting it unapologetically against her slightly rounded belly. “How’s my nephew?”


She smiled and glanced down. “Don’t let Anth hear you say that. He’s convinced it’s a girl.”


“Only because he knows a junior version of him will be an absolute nightmare.”


Anthony Moretti appeared at his wife’s side. “I heard that, brother dearest. And, actually, I’m a junior. So if we have a son and name him Anthony, he’d be the third.”


Vin shook his head. “You sound like an asshole.”


Anth shrugged. “We’re Italian. I don’t make the rules.”


“Whatever. Everyone all here?”


“Seeing as the party started at six, yeah, everyone’s here, ” Anth said.


“See? Asshole,” Vincent grumbled, starting to brush past his brother and head toward the kitchen where all the noise was coming from.


Where Jill was.


Anth grabbed his arm, and Vincent glanced up in surprise before shaking free. “What the hell, man? I’m thirty minutes late. Not a big deal.”


Anth opened his mouth, but shut it again after glancing at Maggie.


Vin shot a glance over his shoulder at his sister-in-law, whose expression was troubled. “Am I missing something?”


Neither responded, and he shrugged. “Whatever.”


He continued toward the kitchen, his eyes automatically scanning the room for Jill, even as he registered that the hand holding the bag with the doughnut was slightly sweaty.


You idiot. Should have left it in the car.


His eyes locked on the group of women in the corner, but before he could find Jill, who was several inches shorter than the rest of them, his younger brother stepped in front of him, blocking his field of vision.


“Champagne?” Luc asked.


Vincent accepted the glass, mostly to get it out of his face, before frowning at the fussy flute. “Is there no red opened?”


Luc clinked his glass against Vin’s. “We’re celebrating, douche bag.”


Vin took a sip. It was actually pretty good. “What are we celebrating?”


There was the briefest of pauses before Luc responded, and Vin’s instincts went on high alert. Now both brothers were acting strangely.


Not good.


“That Jill’s home,” Luc said.


Vincent’s eyes narrowed. His brother’s voice was too cheerful, even for Luc.


Testing his brother, he stepped to the side. Luc sidestepped with him, blocking Vin’s view of the women.


Bingo. Vincent took another casual sip of the champagne. “So, you going to tell me what’s going on, or are you and Anthony going to flip for it?”


“We already did flip for it,” Luc grumbled. “I won, and yet I notice Big Brother’s conveniently loitering with his hot wife by the front door.”


“Great,” Vin said, clamping his brother on the shoulder. “You can tell me later then. In the meantime, you cool if I go greet the guest of honor?”


“Vin.”


“Jesus,” he muttered, turning to find that Anthony had decided to join them, and both brothers were giving him a grim look. “Who died?”


Anth grabbed a handful of Vincent’s leather jacket before dragging him backward away from the kitchen.


Vin shrugged free and glared. “I swear to God, will you two clowns just—”


“Jill’s getting married.”


It was Luc that blurted it out, and Vincent very slowly turned to stare at his younger brother. Luc’s blue eyes gazed back at him, and there was no trace of his usual humor.


Vin slowly shifted his gaze to Anthony, whose look was equally somber. “I’m sorry, man.”


Vincent shook his head. “What do you mean she’s getting married? Who the fuck is she marrying?”


“That guy she was seeing in Florida.”


“What guy?!” Vincent was practically shouting now. This didn’t make sense. None of this made sense. Jill couldn’t be getting fucking married. She’d have told him. She’d have…


“Well maybe if you’d made the time to talk to her, you might have known she was seeing someone,” Anthony snapped.


“Hell, maybe if you’d made the time to talk to her, she wouldn’t have been seeing anyone,” Luc muttered into his champagne flute.


Vin’s eyes narrowed on his brother. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


“You know exactly what it’s supposed to mean, you dumb, cowardly—”


Anth cleared his throat before socking Vincent in the shoulder.


It was as much warning as Vin had before a small, warm body collided against his.


Jill.


He’d been picturing this moment in his head for weeks now, and the joy, he’d expected.


The pain… not so much.


Jill was getting married.


Her arms were around his neck, and he very slowly wrapped one arm around her back before letting his face find the crook of her neck.


He told himself it was just a natural position, but there was nothing natural about the way he wanted to linger. Or the way his lips accidentally brushed her neck, or the way he wanted to kiss her there. To…


Jill was getting married.


She pulled back slightly before putting her hands on either side of his face and giving his head a little shake. “Would you believe that I’ve missed your ugly face?”


Her smile was all warmth and friendliness and familiarity, and he resisted the urge to rub his chest, which physically ached.


Tell her you’ve missed her too. Tell her that you…


Vin thrust the now completely crumpled bag at her. “Here.”


She blinked in surprise, looking completely puzzled as she hooked a finger into the opening of the white bag.


He felt the curious gaze of his family as everyone gathered around, but he ignored them. Only Jill mattered, and…


Damn it, man, a doughnut?!


She had a hard time pulling the bag apart, probably because he’d smushed the contents to death, and it was just…


Good God, it was like he was a fucking Neanderthal.


He was about to rip the bag out of her hand and make some lame excuse about having to be somewhere… anywhere, when Jill’s startled blue eyes snapped up at his.


She looked stunned. And… happy?


Please let her be happy.


“How’d you know?” she asked, tilting her head.


He blinked. “What?”


“How’d you know that a maple bar was all I could think about when I was in Florida? Would you believe they can’t make a decent one?”


“No such thing as a decent maple bar,” he said gruffly. “They’re disgusting.”


She ignored him as she pulled the completely flattened doughnut out of the bag and took an enormous bite, smiling happily as she chewed. “Perfect.”


“It’s not going to be perfect when you ruin the dinner I spent all day preparing,” Vin’s grandma grumbled as she generously topped off her champagne glass.


“You spent all day preparing, did you? Was that before or after yoga, or your ‘afternoon delight,’” Vin’s mother said, outraged.


“Whoa, whoa,” Luc said, moving between the two women before a fight could erupt. “Two things. No fighting about cooking. Remember? That’s why we hosted this shindig at Anth’s place. Second thing, afternoon delight. Thought we agreed that Nonna’s geriatric sex life was off-limits for family dinner conversation?”


“Oh, Luca,” Nonna said with a shake of her head. “You’re telling me you and Ava never—”


Luc’s girlfriend gently reached out and tipped Nonna’s champagne glass up to her lips. “Let’s not finish that sentence, hmm?”


Vincent barely heard any of this.


He was too busy watching the way Jill happily devoured her doughnut.


She was holding the sugary mess with her left hand.


Which was adorned with a brand-new diamond that was threatening to break the heart he didn’t know he had.















CHAPTER FOUR



Jill was getting married.


Vin had repeated the thought to himself at least a dozen times in the thirty minutes since his brothers had dropped the bomb.


Jill was getting married.


Nope.


Still didn’t feel like fact. It wasn’t… right.


“She looks happy.”


Vin flicked his eyes to the side, trying to figure out if his older brother was looking for a fight, but Anthony merely stood there with his usual unreadable expression. Plus, he was holding out a beer, so…


Vincent accepted the beer with a grunt.


“You don’t,” Anth said, shifting so he mimicked Vincent’s posture of back to the wall. It was a place Vin found himself a lot. Off to the side. Out of the way. Watching.


“I don’t what?” Vincent asked.


“Look happy,” his brother said.


Vincent didn’t respond as he took a sip of beer, not really bothered by the observation.


Anth was hardly one to talk about looking happy.


Anthony Moretti was the oldest of the Moretti siblings, older than Vincent by two years, and nearly as taciturn as Vincent himself.


Less so now though, Vincent had to admit. His brother had become a different man since meeting and falling for Maggie Walker. Vin couldn’t blame him; Maggie was good people.


Still, even with his beautiful new wife and baby on the way, Anth wasn’t exactly forthcoming with big toothy grins.


Of the five Moretti siblings, he and Anth were the most alike. Marc and Luc were more easily likable. Quick with a smile and a joke. Elena, as the only girl, was the family darling, and as quick with a smile as she was with a tantrum.


But Anth and Vincent were cut of the same cloth. Quiet, reserved, ambitious.


It was these similarities that prevented them from getting along.


That, and the fact that Anth had never been good about minding his own business. He was classic oldest sibling in all the worst ways. Bossy. Interfering. Condescending…


“Aren’t you two cute, over here looking all sulky and pissed,” came a too-cheerful voice from Vincent’s right.


Both he and Anth turned to glare at Luc. Yet another thing Vin and Anth had in common: they were both quite adept at getting irritated with their youngest brother.


“Shut it, bambino,” Vin said. Luc, being the baby of the family, took his fair share of shit but was remarkably good at never letting his older brothers get under his skin.


Case in point, Luc merely grinned wider before pivoting around so his back too was to the wall. “I see why you two losers like it over here in the corner. Great view of the womenfolk.”


Vincent let himself look in the direction Luc indicated. It was, indeed, an excellent view of the females in the room, and that right there only served to aggravate Vincent’s bad mood.


Jill was getting married.


So very absurd was the idea that Vincent had briefly held on to hope that she was just jacking with him.


But no. The ring was real. The nonstop chatter about the dress was real.


The engagement was real.


Currently her left hand was the center of a girly circle.


Vincent’s sister Elena clasped Jill’s wrist firmly as the rest of the women oohed and ahhed over the atrocious rock on her finger.


His sister’s enthusiasm, he could see. Jill and Elena had been best friends for years. Maggie and Ava too made sense. The four women had been thick as thieves ever since Luc and Anth had brought Ava and Maggie into the family.


But his mother was also making squealy girl-ish noises, fussing with Jill’s hair every second, talking about dress shopping and updos and other horrors.


Even Nonna—his feisty, zero-BS grandmother—was getting in on the nonsense, all but hopping around Jill, demanding to be a bridesmaid.


“Who’s the guy?” Luc asked quietly.


“Why you asking me?” Vincent asked testily.


“I wasn’t,” Luc snapped. “I was talking to Anth, who actually knows something about the three months she’s been gone.”


“Three months,” Vin interrupted. “Nobody else thinks it’s bullshit that some dude proposed after three months?”
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