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WE HELD THE COMMUNITY cookout for Quincy on a sunny Saturday afternoon in September. Juliet did most of the heavy lifting when it came to organizing it and getting the permits. A fact that calmed the guys’ reactions to “having a Cavanaugh involved.” 

“Ten bucks says she shows up wearing something NYPD,” Vinnie said as he grabbed one of the folding tables from the back of Eli’s truck.

“I’ll take that bet,” one of the guys from engine 54 said.

“I’ll counter with no NYPD, but definitely sporting blue,” Scott, one of the guys from Eli’s rescue unit, said. 

“It can’t include anything Mets related, because that’s too easy,” Eli chimed in, hopping down from the driver’s side. “Especially since it’s a game day.”

I just shook my head at their antics. Though I loved Juliet in blue, I kind of hope she showed everyone up and lost them their money.

“You’re all wrong,” Oliver said with a knowing smile.

I didn’t have time to question Oliver’s confidence and why he knew what Juliet would be wearing today. Another truck pulled up with the coolers of beverages and meat for the day and needed to be unloaded. I was hefting one of the many ice chests to the grill stations when Juliet rolled up in a black SUV. 

“Where do you want the baked goods?” she asked from behind a tower of Tupperware.

“The table to your left is good.” Rushing forward, I helped her move the containers. “I think you may have overestimated the turnout for today.”

One ticket bought people a plate of food and a dessert. 

“I brought extra to sell on the side. Trust me, you can’t just have one brownie or cookie. One always leads to six. I’m capitalizing on the addictiveness of sugar.”

“You made your brownies?” I asked, checking the Tupperware for the chocolatey goodness. Those things really were addictive. It was genius to sell more on the side. 

“They’re for the fundraiser for Quincy,” she reminded me, setting the last containers on the table. 

“I never said I wouldn’t pay for them.” I’d pay double what she was asking for. It was a win-win for Quincy and for me. 

“I haven’t unloaded them yet,” she said. “There’s more in the car.”

“What are we waiting for, then?” Turning to follow her to the SUV she arrived in, I paused taking her in. 

Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail and she wore grey workout leggings with an FDNY tee. But not just any generic FDNY t-shirt we sold to tourists. She wore one with my houses’ logo on it.

“Is that my shirt?” 

She glanced down at the tee, her fingers fiddling with the hem that hit her mid-thigh.

“Yeah. I realized I didn’t have any FDNY apparel, and you were working yesterday, so Oliver grabbed it for me. I hope that’s okay.” 

That explained his confidence that she wouldn’t be wearing anything blue or NYPD today. Normally, I’d be peeved he pilfered through my stuff, but I didn’t really care since it meant Juliet was voluntarily wearing something FDNY in public. Plus, none of the guys won the stupid bet. 

“Of course. I’m just surprised you wanted to wear something FDNY. You didn’t have to.”

“Today I’m representing the fire department. It seemed appropriate. Besides, I didn’t want to stick out amongst all the other FDNY tees.” 

“I hate to break it to you, but you stand out even with my shirt.” 

“Because I’m a Cavanaugh?”

“No, because you’re beautiful,” I said, starting towards the SUV parked at the curb. Anyone else would have gotten a ticket by now, but because the car was from One Police Plaza, it never would. 

“Beauty is subjective,” she said, catching up to me and grabbing the few containers of baked goods I hadn’t gotten to yet. 

“Maybe physical beauty is, but you’re undeniably gorgeous on the inside as well.” Her heart made her just as irresistible as her face and body.

“I could be really good at putting on a good front,” she countered.

“You organized this whole event for a guy you haven’t even met, made dozens of baked goods, and volunteered to help work it.”

“You’re making me sound like a saint, which I’m not.”

“Oh, I know. We’ve done things that definitely disqualify you from sainthood,” I said, lowering my voice as we neared the baked goods table. The guys were crowded around it, inspecting the products. 

“Are those the famous Cavanaugh brownies?” Geo asked, popping up between us and relieving Juliet of her Tupperware so he could shake her hand. “And the famous Juliet Cavanaugh herself. Noah won’t shut up about either of you.”

The guys turned towards us when they heard Geo say her name, sizing her up.

“No NYPD,” Scott said, slapping Vinnie on the back.

“No blue either,” Vinnie said.

“Time for all of you to pay up.” Oliver took the donation bucket from the table and held it out to them.

“What’s going on?” Juliet asked as the group begrudgingly slipped cash into the bucket.

“Bets were made on your attire. No one guessed you’d sport something FDNY,” Eli said.

“What did you bet?” she asked.

“I didn’t,” he said. His tone was gruff, but his admittance had Juliet smiling. 

“Can we at least get a baked good for our donation?” Vinnie asked.

“One each,” she said before I could flat out refuse. 

“Thanks,” he said, reaching for a container. “I’m Vinnie by the way. I work with Legacy.”

She raised her eyebrows at the nickname, but I introduced her to the others before she could ask about it. With each introduction, I realized just how intimidating meeting them all at once had to be. But she shook each of their hands with a smile that didn’t falter. 

“Enough of the niceties,” Eli said, tossing an apron at me. “We’ve got a cookout to put on.”

“You gonna be okay on your own?” I asked Juliet, slipping the apron over my head. I knew she’d participated in community events before, but that was with her family and the NYPD. The guys could seem brutal to someone not used to their taunting banter.

“This isn’t my first rodeo. I’ll be fine.” 

“Don’t worry, Legacy, we’ll look after your girl,” Vinnie said, taking a bite of a cookie.

“Why don’t you take care of the station you’re supposed to be running and I’ll take care of myself?” Juliet fired back, her lips twitching up into a smirk. Okay, she could handle the guys.
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“ORDER UP,” I SAID, setting a platter of fresh patties and dogs on Juliet’s table.

“Keep them coming, there’s a hungry group heading our way,” she said, nodding towards the wave of newcomers approaching, including her whole family. “I got my brothers to spread the word to their units.”

“Please tell me that shirt isn’t yours,” Theo said, grabbing a paper plate.

“It’s not,” Juliet said, glancing at me out of the corner of her eyes.

“It’s mine,” I said.

“Not sure that’s any better.” He loaded his plate with two burgers before moving down the line. Patrick filed in behind him.

“That’s from Reds,” Juliet warned him when he grabbed a hot dog and burger.

“I’m already eating meat prepared by nozzle jockeys.” He nodded toward me. 

“Thanks for coming out. We appreciate it,” I said. Of all Juliet’s brothers, I was on the best terms with Patrick. Still not great terms, seeing as I’d only been officially introduced to them a few weekends ago.

“Of course.” He nodded, taking his plate, and moving on. 

“Looks like a good turnout,” her dad said, taking Patrick’s place. “I hope you raise enough.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Drew helped Maddie with her plate, making sure she didn’t fill it all with baked goods and chips, while Lucy fixed a plate for both her and Drew. When they headed for the table the rest of her family sat at, I leaned closer to Juliet.

“I think they’re warming up to me,” I said, half sarcastic, half hopeful. 

She leaned back against me.

“Just wait until they taste your cooking. They’ll love it, and you.”

I hoped it would be that easy to win them over. I’d cook at every one of her family barbecues if it’d get them to fully accept me and get me out of the probationary period. Juliet was it for me. I just needed to prove that to her family.

“Enough worrying about my family. We’ve got more people to serve and the meat won’t cook itself,” she said, pressing a kiss to my cheek.

Juliet’s brothers really came through with the cop crowd. They came in hordes with big appetites, buying multiple tickets so they could have seconds. Not to mention the extra baked goods they bought. Juliet’s baking was famous within the NYPD, and as soon as they heard she’d made everything on the dessert table, they cleared it out. We easily doubled our profits from them alone. 

“I’d call that a success,” Geo said, setting a trashcan beside the buffet table and helping Juliet clean it off. 

“We had a great turnout,” Juliet agreed. She wore rubber gloves as she stacked the used platters into a bin to rinse off. 

“You really came through with the planning,” Vinnie said. He took the tub of dishes from Juliet and lugged them to the wash buckets we’d set up.  

“It was a team effort,” she said.

I smiled at her from the grill I was scrubbing.

“Just accept the compliment.” It was rare Vinnie dished them out at all. 

“The guys are right,” our captain said from the grill beside mine. “You did a great job. Think we can snag you to help with our other fundraisers?” 

“No pressure,” I said. She already made commitments to volunteer with the police department. I didn’t want her to pile too much on her plate because she felt obligated to.

“But also, major pressure, because you’re trying to fit in with us,” Vinnie, who’d just returned to grab another tub of dirty dishes, said. “Just like a probie.”

“You’re not giving her that nickname,” Geo said, lifting the tub of dishes and pushing it into Vinnie’s arms.

“You’re right, I have to make sure she’s sticking around long enough to earn one.”

“You can send me the fundraising calendar, but if there’s conflicts with the NYPD, you’re out of luck.”

“I’ll take it,” our captain said with a smile.

Finished with cleaning the grill, I moved to help Juliet collect the folding tables and chairs. Stacking four rectangular tables on top of each other, we each took a side and headed towards Eli’s truck. After lowering his tailgate, I hefted my side onto it before moving to help Juliet with hers.

“Have I mentioned I love you wearing my clothes?” I whispered in her ear, making her grip falter. Moving my arm around her, I steadied the tables before they slid out.

“I prefer when they smell like you,” she said, conjuring up the memory of her in my kitchen wearing just my wrinkled tee as I made a post-sex breakfast.

“Can you two keep your foreplay private? I’ve got more tables to load,” Eli said from behind us. Sighing, I pushed the tables onto his truck and reluctantly stepped back from Juliet.

“Is he always
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