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      Damon has a secret…

      Every Friday night, the F5F partner who is the quiet powerhouse leaves on the dot of five without explanation. Where does Damon go? What does he do? His partners want to know, but Damon can’t bring himself to share the truth about his mom’s battle with cancer. She’s the anchor in his life and he doesn’t know how he’ll go on without her. In the middle of the night, when he’s most alone, he wants to control all the variables for someone, to prove he’s not completely powerless. He doesn’t expect to find such a willing, or seductive, volunteer.

      

      Haley loves solving mysteries…

      Especially ones like the gorgeous guy who visits her favorite patient every Friday night. He must be Natasha’s son, but is he also the model on the billboard for that fitness club downtown? Where did he learn therapeutic massage? Even though she’s a nurse, Haley’s interest in him and his skill isn’t just professional. She wants to feel those hands on her own skin, for as long as possible. One night, she takes a chance and asks for a lesson from him, only to discover that she has a hunger for the sensation only Damon can satisfy.
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            Flatiron Five Fitness

          

        

      

    

    
      Straight out of college, five friends with a dream joined forces to build success. Ten years later, their exclusive fitness club, Flatiron Five Fitness, is the hottest destination in Manhattan. People flock to F5F to get fit, to get lucky, and even, to fall in love. The founding partners have been immune to F5F’s romantic spell—at least, so far...

      
        
        Flatiron Five Fitness

        1. Just One Fake Date

        Tyler and Shannyn

      

        

      
        2. Just One More Time

        Kyle and Lauren

      

        

      
        3. Just One Night Together

        Damon and Haley

      

        

      
        4. Just One Hometown Hero

        Cassie and Reid

      

        

      
        5. Two Weddings & a Baby

        A Novella

      

        

      
        6. Just One Second Chance

        Theo and Lyssa

      

        

      
        7. Just Home for the Holidays

        Hunter and Chloe

      

        

      
        8. Just One Silver Fox

        Jacquie and Pierce

      

        

      
        9. Just the Wrong Twin

        Sonia and Nate

      

        

      
        10. When Annika Met Thom

        Coming April 2022
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      Don’t miss the spin-off series, Flatiron Five Tattoo. Each month, on the full moon, Chynna gives away a special tattoo that brings true love to the recipient. These are their stories.

      
        
        1. Just One Snowbound Night

        (Olivia and Spencer)

      

        

      
        2. Just One Vacation Night

        (Reyna and Kade)

      

        

      
        3. Just One Unforgettable Night

        (Lexi and Gabe)

      

        

      
        4. Just One Christmas Night

        (Chynna and Trevor)
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      The Flatiron Five Fitness series is also available in boxed sets, each including three or four books.

      Visit the F5F Boxed Sets page on my website for more information and links.
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      The adventure continues at Flatiron Five Fitness!

      Damon was a bit of mystery, even to me, until I wrote his book. Where did he go every Friday night? Who was Natasha? I knew it would take a special woman to draw out his secrets. I also suspected that Damon had a lot to share. I was glad when Haley walked onto the page. Not only did I admire her determination to get to the bottom of any mystery, but the attraction between her and Damon was electric. These two are equally convinced that they don’t need love and romance in their lives, but the connection between them can’t be denied: it’s no spoiler to tell you that this friends-with-benefits relationships develops into far more. Will they take a chance on love and a future together?

      Next in the series is Cassie’s book, Just One Hometown Hero. This is a reunion story: Cassie goes back to the town she couldn’t wait to leave for a christening. She has no intention of staying away from Manhattan any longer than necessary, but when she crosses paths with Reid Jackson, who has always been crazy for her, Reid seizes the opportunity for a chance with Cassie. I like how Reid challenges every one of Cassie’s expectations, and how these two take a fling-to-forever by unexpectedly falling in love. There’s a sample from their book at the end of this one.

      There’s also a spin-off series of shorter stories set in the Flatiron Five Fitness world that begins in this book. Although we met Chynna briefly in Just One Fake Date, in Damon and Haley’s book, Chynna sets up a tattoo shop at F5F. It’s rumored that the tattoo she gives away each month on the full moon helps the recipient find true love. Cassie gets the first tattoo, which doesn’t yield results until she goes home to Montrose River. This series  was originally called Secret Heart Ink, but has new covers and titles in 2020, and is now called Flatiron Five Tattoo. Each book tells the story of one of the three friends from Honey Hill, Maine, who get the full moon tattoos from Chynna, and the fourth book is Chynna’s own story. The first is called Just One Snowbound Night, and there’s information at the end of this book about it.

      The Flatiron Five Fitness series takes place in real time—this book begins in May 2017. You can find a timeline for the series on my website, along with a list of characters. They’re all under the Flatiron Five Fitness tab.

      You can keep up to date with my contemporary romances by subscribing to my Heroes & Happy Endings newsletter.

      Until next time, I hope you have plenty of good books to read.

      All my best,

      Deborah

      http://DeborahCooke.com
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        December 29—New York City

      

      

      She looked so frail.

      Damon always had to stop and catch his breath at first sight of his mom. Once it had been because of her beauty and the smile that could make everything come right. Now, it was because nothing would ever come right again. He’d never get used to the change in her. He just didn’t want her to ever see horror in his expression.

      Every week since April, he’d left F5F at five sharp. The story was that he had a date with Natasha. That much was true.

      But Natasha wasn’t a romantic interest. She was his mom.

      And she needed him more than ever.

      Since her diagnosis, Damon had gone home every Friday night, to the house in Queens where he’d grown up. He’d helped his mom, small tasks at first, then more complicated ones. He couldn’t remember when he’d started cooking in batches for her, stocking the freezer with the foods she loved. It seemed he’d always done it, because she didn’t like to cook for herself, but since the previous winter, he’d done it more. Then he’d moved home in July, giving up his studio apartment downtown, so that she wouldn’t be alone at night while she went through her first round of chemotherapy. He’d commuted to and from the club.

      By August, he’d had to hire someone to be with her each day. That had been over his mom’s objections, after she’d fallen and broken her wrist while he was at work. The doctor agreed that she shouldn’t be alone at all after that, and Damon had been relieved. Friday nights had become their time together, the companion’s night off. It had nearly killed him to go to Harte’s Harbor for Ty’s wedding in September but his mom had insisted and the companion had stayed that weekend. Damon’s mom made it through the chemo and the radiation without the leukemia going into remission. The oncologist had recommended another more aggressive round of treatment.

      Then in November, just after Thanksgiving, she’d fallen again. That time, she’d broken her hip and had been checked into the hospital.

      Damon watched her sleep and reviewed his earlier meeting with the oncologist. The bottom line was that the cancer wasn’t responding to the treatment. It had spread into her nervous system and, even though the oncologist wasn’t giving up, Damon understood the prospects. There were alternative choices, and he had donated more blood for stem cell transplant, but he had to face the truth.

      The treatment wasn’t working.

      His mom wasn’t ever going home again and he couldn’t bear to tell her.

      He knew she’d prefer to be in a familiar setting, but it was much simpler for her to get the care she needed while she remained in the hospital. The team was pulling for her, but Damon feared it wouldn’t be enough.

      There were no good choices, except coming to see her as often as possible. He liked to come at night, when the hospital was comparatively quiet. He’d arranged for her to have a private room and the best care, but nothing was going to stop the changes in her body.

      Damon knew how the story would end. He didn’t want it to end, but he wasn’t sure how long he could bear for it to continue, either. He’d spent time alone at the house on this night, making dinner for himself, packing some for his mom in case she wanted to eat, choosing some photographs to bring with him. They might prompt her memory of better times.

      When he arrived at the hospital, having trudged through a cold December night, his mom was sleeping. Her back was to the door, her shoulder thin even beneath the blanket. She’d always been slender, a dancer, but now she was little more than bones. Her breathing was more shallow, as if even sleep was less restorative than once it had been. She was on a heart monitor and he watched the display of her pulse for a moment.

      Her heart was still working too hard. He’d talked to the doctor about that and the risks of the surgery to repair her hip. They’d talked about her suitability for any surgery, given the cancer in her marrow and her prognosis.

      There were no good answers and Damon hated that.

      His mom had always been filled with such fierce determination, a woman who seemingly could accomplish anything by force of will. Damon had always thought that came from her ballet training, maybe her upbringing in Soviet Russia. Now, she was diminished, as if that fighting spirit had abandoned her. He wondered why she’d given up.

      He wished he knew how to make her care enough to fight.

      He stood watching her for long moments, aching for his pending loss. His father had died when he was young, and Damon had no siblings. Everything he’d done had been for his mom, to make her proud of him, to not let her down. There was so much he’d never told her.

      He wasn’t sure how he was going to continue without her.

      Damon didn’t even want to think about that.

      He had his friends and partners at F5F, of course, but they knew very little about his private life. He’d always been solitary. He’d always kept his secrets. He’d always felt like the outsider on the team, that they’d wake up one day and realize he didn’t have enough in common with them. He’d thought that privacy was a good thing, or at least a matter of survival, until he realized he was soon going to be completely alone.

      It was true what they said: love did make you weak, because there was something you could lose.

      Damon put his messenger bag down on the chair and shed his jacket. He bent over his mom and kissed her cheek. Her eyelids fluttered, looking as thin as paper, and for a second, his worst fear came true as she looked at him without recognition.

      Then she smiled and his heart started to beat again. “Damon,” she whispered, her voice faint.

      “Hi,” he replied, easing his weight down onto the side of the bed. “How are all those aches and pains today?”

      “Everything hurts, but complaining won’t change it.”

      “Hungry? I brought you some...”

      “No, thank you.” She smiled and turned away from him, letting him untie the back of her gown. “I know you can help with the pain, though. You can do anything.”

      “That’s what you always said,” he reminded her. “We can do anything.”

      Her smile turned sad. “Not quite anything.”

      Damon saw that she understood more of her situation than he’d realized. His throat was tight with the truth of it, but he couldn’t talk to her about it. He wasn’t good with confidences and intimacy. Instead, he forced a smile. “Let’s get started then and work out some of those kinks.”

      It was dark outside the hospital windows and the sounds were muted by the heavy glass. He could see the skyline of Manhattan but the city could have been a thousand miles away—or just a backdrop painted on a curtain. Even the business of the hospital was background noise, very few footsteps or voices, and no alarms. He felt as if they were in a little private space of their own.

      He turned his mom to her stomach with care, ensuring that no tubes or wires were pinched and that there was no weight on any joints. They said her wrist was healing slowly, the bone knitting together due to her rest, but the cancer wasn’t helping.

      He’d learned everything he could about massage, just to give her some relief from her old dancing injuries. He remembered his dad giving his mom massages. Damon had never imagined she’d need so much more. He moved slowly, listening to her breathing, making sure that nothing hurt.

      Once on her stomach with the pillow set properly, she sighed. “This is the best part of my week,” she whispered and Damon smiled as he poured massage oil into his palm.

      “Mine, too, Mom.” He smoothed the lotion over her back, ignoring the way the bones protruded. “Mine, too.”

      He felt satisfaction as the tension eased from her body beneath his touch.

      At least he wasn’t completely powerless, although it was closer than he liked.
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      Haley had heard about him, of course. The mysterious man who showed up every Friday night to give Mrs. Natasha Perez a massage. The hunky and mysterious son, if she listened to the other nurses. There was a lot of speculation about him and whatever he did—and what kind of relationships he had.

      Haley didn’t care much about his social life. What intrigued her was the difference in his mother’s charts. As a nurse interested in alternative therapies, Haley always wanted to know more about easing discomfort, no matter how it was done. There was no denying that Natasha slept better and more deeply every Friday night.

      He came on other days and times, too, and the story was that he phoned her daily, but Friday night, after the wards quieted down, he showed up like clockwork.

      Was it his presence, as Mrs. Perez’s only son, or his massages that made the difference? Haley had swapped shifts, just to see for herself.

      On this Friday night, just past midnight, she stood in the doorway of his mother’s room and watched. She was on her break from the cardiac ward and had twenty minutes. The door was partly closed, which both kept Haley out of view and limited what she could see. From this vantage point, she could see only the edge of the heart monitor but could hear its output. Even without reading the display, she heard Mrs. Perez’s pulse slow to a nice steady resting rate.

      She couldn’t see the son well from this angle, plus he had his back to the door. He was bigger than Haley had expected, buff like someone who worked out a lot. His hair was dark, almost black, and he looked tanned. His jacket was flung over a chair and he was wearing a T-shirt and jeans. She could see the muscles in his back and arms flexing as he gave his mom a massage. His broad shoulders strained the T-shirt and she could see the end of a tattoo on his upper arm, below the hem of the sleeve. His hands moved rhythmically over his mom’s limbs as he talked softly to her.

      Haley wasn’t sure whether it was a worse choice to stand in the doorway and eavesdrop, or to declare herself and ruin the mood he’d created. She listened to the heart monitor and stayed put.

      Just watching his hands was mesmerizing.

      His jeans fit just a little too well for her own heart rate to be dropping, though.

      How long had it been since she’d wrapped her legs around a man? Too long, judging by her body’s response to the sight of one deliciously fit male. She always bailed quickly on relationships, not wanting to get in too deep, not wanting to be tied down, not wanting to sacrifice her ambitions. For the past year or so, it had seemed like too much trouble to bother with men. She watched Mrs. Perez’s son, though, and realized she’d been ignoring her basic needs.

      She swallowed, stared, and considered fixing that.

      “There’s something I should tell you, Mom,” he said. He had a nice deep voice, both soothing and sexy. “Something I told you a long time ago that just isn’t true.”

      “You never lied to me.”

      “Well, I did once. I’ve been feeling guilty about it ever since.”

      His mom sighed. “You could always have told me.”

      “I know. But there never seemed to be time. These nights when I’m here with you, it feels as if we have nothing but time.”

      That wasn’t strictly true. Haley bit her lip. She’d read Natasha’s charts. Time was not on the older woman’s side. She hoped the son knew the reality ahead of them.

      Maybe that was why he was confessing.

      “You’re still not telling me,” Mrs. Perez said, humor in her tone. Haley smiled at the sound. Too often, she heard the pain in the voices of patients like this one.

      The son didn’t respond for a moment. He lifted the sheet and began to work on his mother’s legs. He caressed from the ankle upward, his hands in a V, circling slowly across the flesh. His mom sighed.

      Haley bit her lip. The sight of those large tanned hands on the older woman’s slender and pale leg, the tenderness in his touch, the comfort he was giving, was enough to make her tears rise. Kindness was a little too rare in the world, in Haley’s view.

      “It’s hard to know where to start,” he murmured finally.

      “At the beginning,” his mother suggested, and he chuckled.

      “You wanted grandchildren,” he said. “I think that was the beginning.”

      “A child is the beginning,” she whispered. “We think it’s the culmination of love, the result, but the conception is really the beginning.”

      The son didn’t answer. That his ring finger was bare told Haley that he might be single. Or divorced and single again. Either way, the direction of the conversation and his silence suggested that he was alone and that he didn’t have kids.

      She knew she should leave.

      She knew she had no right to listen.

      But she told herself that she was observing his technique and learning.

      He was good. The monitors showed the therapeutic effect of his touch. Mrs. Perez was almost asleep and at ease. Her pulse had slowed even more, and her charts showed that she asked for fewer painkillers on Saturdays. It was amazing.

      “You kept asking me about women, about marriage, about babies,” the son continued, a tinge of exasperation in his tone. He eased the sheet aside and worked on her thighs, his movements slow and reverent. “And then one day, you asked if I was gay.” He leaned a little more into the massage as he worked higher. “And I said yes.”

      “I remember,” his mom said mildly.

      “But I was lying,” he admitted, bending to drop a kiss on her shoulder. It was a tender gesture, one that made Haley’s tear threaten to break free. The love between mother and son was almost palpable. The heart monitor beeped steadily as his hands bracketed the back of his mother’s waist. “Breathe now, Mom. Breathe in when my hands are here, then out when I move them. In and out. In and out. Slowly. Push out the pain with each breath.”

      Mrs. Perez did as she was told, and Haley found herself breathing the same rhythm. It would have been meditative, if she hadn’t been so fascinated by the patient’s son.

      “I was lying because I didn’t want you to be disappointed anymore,” he continued in that velvety voice. “I didn’t want you to be waiting for something I wasn’t sure was ever going to happen.” He was silent for a long moment. “I wasn’t sure the right woman really was out there, and so I lied.”

      “I know,” his mother said softly.

      “You knew?” His hands froze for a moment, then he resumed his massage.

      His mother laughed softly. “I knew, Damon. I always knew.”

      Damon. His name was Damon.

      His mom’s voice turned sleepy. “You always make it feel better,” she murmured as he worked down her arms to her fingertips. “What would I do without you?”

      “You don’t have to do without me, Mom.”

      “But you’ll have to do without me.”

      He was startled, Haley saw. Not surprised, so he knew the truth, but he thought his mom didn’t. Haley could have told him that patients always understand their situation more clearly than their doctors and family realized. “Don’t think about it, Mom. Just relax.”

      “But I do think about it. I think about you.”

      “Mom!” Damon shoved a hand through his hair, and Haley caught a glimpse of his profile as he glanced at the monitors. Natasha’s pulse was increasing again, her agitation undoing all that he’d accomplished.

      “I don’t want you to be alone.”

      “So, stay,” he said, his tone reasonable.

      “It’s not a joke, Damon.” She grasped his fingers with urgency and he paused to look up. “You’ll find her,” his mom said with quiet conviction. “You’ll find her, Damon, if you let yourself look for her, and then you won’t be alone after I’m gone.”

      “You’re not going anywhere anytime soon, Mom,” Damon began, and Haley knew he was wrong. She didn’t want him to be misled. In her experience, people did better if they had time to prepare themselves for the truth. She’d checked his mom’s charts. Her leukemia wasn’t responding to treatment. If anything, it was getting worse and spreading faster.

      Haley must have made some slight sound, the merest protest, but Damon heard her. He spun and his gaze locked with hers. He was even better looking than she’d expected, and he was annoyed. She saw anger flash in his dark eyes and his unblinking stare made her fully aware of her transgression without him saying a word.

      She flushed, hating that she’d been caught, but not regretting what she’d learned. She took a step back when he frowned, then pivoted in the hall and leaned back against the wall of the corridor, her heart leaping. She closed her eyes and saw him again, and her heart raced.

      Damon.

      Not gay.

      Very intense.

      What would he look like when he smiled?

      She’d guess that he’d be transformed, from a dark angel into an irresistible hunk. She closed her eyes, trying to catch her breath before she went back to her shift.

      And those hands. What would it be like to feel them on her own skin? She’d be like butter in no time at all, warm and soft, and then...

      No. She would not fantasize about Mrs. Perez’s son.

      At least not when he was only fifteen feet away.

      Haley had to pull herself together and get back to the cardiac ward.

      She stood with her eyes closed for just a moment longer. The corridor was quiet, just the low murmur of voices carrying from the nurses’ station at the far end of the hall. She could hear patients snoring and sleeping, more than one murmuring, the heating pipes creaking and the sound of traffic far below. An ambulance rolled into the ER and Haley heard the familiar sounds of activity but at a distance. There had been a siren, so the patient was alive. They’d stopped the siren once the ambulance was on hospital grounds so he or she was stable. As ever, she said a little prayer for that stranger’s well-being.

      It was an old habit, one her mom had taught her, and Haley didn’t even think about it anymore. She just did it. Her mom always said there couldn’t be too many prayers for anybody. Haley imagined them like little pairs of gold wings, flying from her lips to the ears of the divine.

      She heard Damon murmuring to his mom and assumed the massage had been resumed. The beeping of the monitor slowed again and Haley smiled.

      He really had a gift.

      Was there any way she could learn to do the same? She’d studied and taken courses but it seemed to Haley that there was an emotional component to the success of Damon’s massage, or even a mystical one. It was more than just technique. What had he meant when he told her to push it out? Had he taken on his mom’s pain to give her relief? It was an intriguing idea, but she didn’t imagine he’d be in a hurry to share more of his secrets with her.

      There was something familiar about him, something Haley hadn’t noticed until he looked directly at her. Did she know him? She was pretty sure she didn’t, but the sense was hard to shake. She couldn’t put her finger on the reason and stood thinking about it, listening to the heart monitor. Conversation in the room stopped. She guessed that Mrs. Perez had fallen asleep.

      Where could she have seen Damon before?

      How could she have seen him and not remembered?

      Haley didn’t even hear his footsteps. She wasn’t aware that he’d left his mother’s side, until his fingertip landed on her shoulder. The unexpected touch made her jump and her heart skipped again when she found Damon right beside her, that dark gaze locked upon her. She shivered right down to her toes.

      Then she simmered, just a little.

      “Do you always listen to other people’s conversations?” he asked, his voice low so that he wouldn’t disturb his mom’s sleep.

      Haley was sure she flushed from head to toe. “I was watching, actually.”

      He lifted a brow and she knew that didn’t sound much better. At close proximity, Haley felt the full weight of his attention. He was taller than her and broader than her, seemingly all muscle...

      And that was when she knew where she’d seen him before. He was the guy in the billboard for that downtown fitness club, Flatiron Five Fitness.

      Get hard at F5F.

      So, she knew what he looked like almost naked.

      Haley’s mouth went dry. Of course, all of greater New York area knew what he looked like almost naked, because those ads were everywhere, but still, she felt like she was talking to a superstar.

      A very hot superstar, whose attention was completely fixed upon her.

      She stammered a bit, aware he was still waiting for her reply. “I was curious about your mom’s heart rate. It drops a lot on Friday nights and she sleeps much better. She even takes fewer painkillers. I heard from the other nurses that you gave your mom a massage each Friday, so I wanted to see.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m interested in alternative therapies for both routine care and palliative care. I particularly want to know about making a difference even when there can’t be a cure. The benefits of therapies like massage aren’t as well documented as would be ideal, but are more anecdotal. It wasn’t clear to me whether it was your presence or your massage at root, so I wanted to see.” Haley knew she was chattering, but she couldn’t stop. She nodded toward his mom’s room. “This looks like a perfect example of an improvement from massage.”

      Damon’s expression became guarded then, and she realized he understood his mom’s situation. “So, you want to study her...” His opinion of that was clear.

      “No. I want to learn.”

      It was only when he glanced back toward his mom that his features softened. The sight of his love nearly broke Haley’s heart.

      “I want to help.” She put her hand on his arm, compassion making her bold. She had an idea and she blurted it out before she could think better of it. “You probably have a job and a family and can’t be here all the time,” she said, her words spilling forth in a rush. “If you could teach me what you do for your mom, I could give her a massage on other nights.”

      He looked back at her with surprise. “You can do that?”

      Haley thought about schedules and shifts. She’d do it on her own time just to learn more. “I can make it happen.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You would do that?”

      “Yes,” Haley said, feeling in this moment that she’d do pretty much anything to keep this man talking to her.

      He straightened a little, his gaze brightening. “You were going to say something, when I told her not to go.”

      Haley looked at the floor. It wasn’t her place to tell him, if he didn’t know.

      He cleared his throat and his next words were husky. “Am I right to expect that you wouldn’t have to help out for long?”

      Haley had that lump in her throat again. “I’m not your mom’s doctor.”

      “But you know.”

      She nodded.

      He sighed. “I talked to the oncologist today,” he admitted quietly, defeat in his tone.

      Haley lifted her head and met his gaze. “I’m sorry.”

      “Me, too.”

      Their gazes clung for a long moment, one in which Haley was afraid to take a breath and risk breaking the spell.

      Then he shrugged. “But that doesn’t change anything. We’d better get started if you’re going to be able to help.”

      “Good idea.” Haley didn’t start until the evening the next day, so maybe they could meet in the morning...

      But Damon had other ideas. His tone filled with purpose. “When does your shift end?”

      “At two.”

      He nodded and Haley felt like he’d taken command of the situation, leaving her behind. “I’ll still be here. Your place or mine?”

      “Excuse me?”

      He smiled just a little, the corner of his mouth lifting in a way that made him look unpredictable—and very sexy. “How were you planning to learn massage?”

      “Well, I’ve studied books and there are mannequins in the classroom...”

      “No,” he said flatly. “Hands-on is the best way. You have to feel it. I massage you, then you massage me.”

      If she’d been blushing before, now Haley’s skin was on fire. Her voice rose. “I’m not certain that would be professional.”

      “But it would be effective.” His smile broadened, his eyes gleaming. He was amused by her, which didn’t stop Haley’s blush—in fact, that only made it worse. “I didn’t think nurses were afraid to touch people.”

      He was teasing her, just like her brother Brad did, but it was a thousand times different—since he wasn’t her brother. Worse, she thought he was very attractive and he seemed to know it. Haley was redder than a beet, feeling like she’d been caught in more ways than one, and found herself almost completely inarticulate.

      “No, no, of course not.” She closed her mouth, hating the sound of her own nervousness, and flicked a glance at him.

      “Oh, then you’re all about theory instead of practice.”

      He was so sure he understood her—and he was right—that Haley wanted to surprise him. “Maybe I have been,” she conceded. “Maybe it’s time to change.”

      He folded his arms across his chest and leaned against the wall beside her, his eyes so dark and his gaze so knowing that Haley couldn’t look away. “Your place or mine?” he asked again.

      “My place,” she said with a confidence she didn’t feel. “We’ll go to my place, but only for massage lessons.”

      “You’re on.” He offered his hand to shake on it, and Haley felt her hand swallowed by his strong, warm grip. His touch sent a thousand shivers over her skin and awakened a yearning that she hadn’t indulged in a very long time.

      She pulled her hand from his and took a step back, trying to regain her composure. “I have to get back to work. I’ll see you at two.”

      He inclined his head. “Meet you in the lobby.” Humor still glinted in his eyes and Haley wondered what she’d gotten herself into.

      Damon was going to teach her about massage. That was it.

      At her apartment.

      The prospect put a little quiver in her belly that Haley doubted would disappear anytime soon.
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      Damon had been sure the prim little nurse would turn and run when he made his offer.

      He was intrigued that she hadn’t.

      Maybe he hadn’t read her that well after all.

      She was cute, in an uptight kind of way. That in itself invited an intervention. She had her hair pulled back tightly and her uniform was crisp. The way she blushed made him want to shake her up a bit. He wanted to unfasten her ponytail and push his fingers through her hair. It was dark blonde and long, with enough of a wave in it that her ponytail bounced when she walked. She was so perfectly groomed that he wanted to see her disheveled. He wanted to know how far that blush went—it looked like maybe it went down to her nipples.

      Maybe further than that.

      He was curious to know what else made her blush—besides him.

      And what made her gasp.

      He was very much looking forward to feeling her bare skin beneath his hands. She was tiny like his mom, but more curvy, with a resolve in her eyes that he found familiar. He’d bet she could move mountains when she wanted to. She’d be fierce, like his mom; she’d be stubborn and have opinions that were hard to shake.

      All the same, there was a reserve about her that made him think she stood back and watched a lot. He’d caught her listening and she’d been so agitated that he knew she hadn’t expected to be discovered. She hadn’t expected to be noticed—though how anyone could overlook those curves and that steady blue gaze was beyond him.

      Damon wondered if she knew her own capabilities, whatever they might be. People who stood back often thought they had fewer gifts. Helping those people find their strengths was one of the most gratifying aspects of coaching for Damon.

      But surely a nurse knew her own competence?

      She didn’t wear a ring, but that might not mean anything.

      The idea of giving her a massage had been an impulse, a wicked idea that he’d expected her to refuse. He’d suggested it just to see her reaction. That she hadn’t declined made Damon very interested in what would happen later.

      Would she stand him up?

      Would she change her mind?

      Or would she let him teach her? The idea heated Damon’s blood. He’d been focused on his mom for the past six months, ignoring everything except her needs. This cute nurse had reminded him of a very basic drive that had been unsatisfied for too long.

      What if it was more than a massage lesson? It would have to be her choice, but Damon wouldn’t be the one to say no.

      She’d disappeared down the hall before he realized he had over an hour to waste in the hospital before the end of her shift.

      He didn’t even know her name, or what department she worked in. He’d assumed it was oncology, but then she’d gotten on the elevator.

      Damon slung his jacket over his shoulder, peeked in on his mom one last time, then headed for the nurses’ station. He could put the time to good purpose and see what he could find out about Nurse Neat.

      It was only fair, given how much she’d already learned about him.
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      “That was Haley,” the nurse said in response to Damon’s question. “Haley Slater.  She’s been on staff here for years, if you’re worried about her coming by.”

      “No, I was just curious. She seemed quite interested in my mom and I wondered why.”

      The nurse nodded, unsurprised. “Haley’s usually in oncology, and she’s really interested in complementary therapies and palliative care. I’ll bet she heard about the effect your massages have on your mom’s condition.”

      “You talk about that?” Damon asked, a bit surprised.

      The nurse cast him a sparkling smile. “That and other things.” She glanced over him with appreciation and her smile broadened. “But the effect is incredible. If anyone in this place were interested, I’d expect it to be Haley.”

      “Why isn’t she in oncology now?”

      “Oh, she switched off with Anna in the cardiac ward for three months.”

      Damon waited and the nurse, predictably, filled the silence.

      “Anna had to start her mat leave early. She’s having a rough second trimester and they ended up a bit short-staffed.” She grimaced. “Lots of heart attacks after Christmas.”

      “That’s Haley,” said a second nurse who was counting pills into plastic cups at the other side of the nurses’ station. She was referring to a computer screen, presumably double-checking patients and dosages. “Always stepping up to fill the void. I think she’d work double shifts every day if they’d let her.”

      That was interesting. Didn’t Haley have any family commitments?

      Was she single?

      Damon knew it didn’t really matter. He was only going to teach her about massage, but he wanted to know. “Workaholic?” he asked lightly. “I know a few of those.”

      The first nurse smiled. “They’re good to know. Haley’s the one to call if you get stuck with a holiday shift.”

      “She filled in for me this past Thanksgiving,” offered the second nurse.

      “Christmas Eve for me,” agreed the first. “Or if you’re sick, she’s right there.”

      “Good old reliable Haley.” The second sighed and straightened, then smiled at Damon. “I guess that’s the hazard of not having a life.”

      “She has a life,” the first nurse said, a little bit defensive on Haley’s behalf. “But her family is all in Illinois or Ohio or somewhere.”

      Not married then, and without a significant other. The detail gave Damon unexpected satisfaction. He told himself because it was less complicated that way.

      “I thought she didn’t have any family at all,” the second nurse said. “She never takes vacation. If she’s off, it’s because she’s taking a course somewhere.”

      “Not true,” said the first with a shake of her head. “She always takes January 27th off.”

      “Really? Why?” The second nurse asked the question that Damon wanted answered.

      “Some family birthday. I guess they’re pretty close.”

      The second nurse frowned. “She can’t get to the Midwest in a day. Even Haley isn’t that organized.”

      The first one shrugged. “Maybe they come here. I don’t know. It’s an annual thing, though. She always takes that day off. It’s the only day of the year that she won’t work. It’s right in her file.”

      “Maybe they come to visit,” Damon suggested. “It’d be nice to take a couple of days to show family around.”

      “Queens in January doesn’t sound like a dream vacation.”

      “No, it doesn’t, actually,” he had to agree.

      “To each their own.” The nurse smiled at him, then a bell sounded. She straightened. “Mrs. Young, right on time.” She turned to the second nurse. “Have you got her meds measured out?”

      “Right here. I’m heading that way in a couple of minutes.”

      “I’ll take them now and get her settled.”

      “Sounds good. Mr. Matheson will be up next,” the second nurse said. A bell rang before she finished speaking and the two nurses exchanged a smile. “Is your mom okay?” she asked Damon as she gathered up meds.

      “She went to sleep,” Damon said. “I’ll check on her one more time then head out.”

      “We’ll call if there’s any change,” the first nurse said with a smile. “Have a good night, Mr. Perez.”

      “Thank you.”

      Haley Slater. Single. Workaholic. Interested in alternative care. It was only a superficial glimpse into the character of the nurse he’d met but it was more than enough to spark Damon’s curiosity.

      And leave him hungry to know more.
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      Haley halfway expected Damon to change his mind and leave, to think better of his impulsive offer and go home rather than hang around a hospital at night waiting for her. She wasn’t the kind of woman who attracted gorgeous men, or at least attracted them for very long. She thought of Garrett for the first time in years as she finished her shift, but pushed him out of her thoughts. He had his life and she had hers—without Garrett.

      She had her work and that was plenty.

      Still, when she was done for the night, Haley hurried to change into her street clothes, running to the elevator as if two minutes could make all the difference in the world.

      “Hot date?” Daphne teased from the nurses’ station.

      “I wish!” Haley said and laughed because it was expected. She ducked through the closing elevator doors before Daphne could ask anything more. Haley clutched her backpack as the elevator descended, glad she was riding alone. Would Damon be there? She felt a mix of anticipation and uncertainty that had become rare in her life.

      It felt kind of good. Tingly. Vital.

      She definitely should take chances more often.

      The doors opened and her heart sank that the lobby was empty. The streetlights shone through the automatic doors opposite her to illuminate the vacant space. The volunteers’ desk was unmanned. The gift shop was closed. There was no one sitting on any of the chairs arranged in clusters in the lobby and the coffee shop was dark.

      She left the elevator and looked around, almost overwhelmed with disappointment. So, Damon had done the practical thing, maybe even the predictable thing. Haley had a whole week to decide whether she should go back to his mom’s room and talk to him again.

      Then she heard a rattle. It was exactly the sound a vending machine made when someone gave it a shake. She took a few steps forward and peeked into the nook where the machines stood in a long row. Damon had put on his jacket since she’d seen him last. He was glaring at one of the machines and gave it another shake as she watched.

      Haley smiled. “That one eats your money if you don’t know the trick,” she said and went to his side.

      “It’s outrageous enough that they want two bucks for a bottle of water,” he replied. “They could make sure you actually get the water.”

      Haley hit the machine with her fist on the left side, hard, at a spot just below her waist. The machine wobbled, thunked, then the bottle of water was dislodged. It dropped into the delivery chute and rolled into the bin at the bottom.

      Damon cast Haley a smile that turned her inside out. She flushed and dropped her gaze, thinking that a smile like that should be classed as a lethal weapon and come with warning labels. “Thanks.”

      She blinked as she tried to slow her pulse. “It’s easy when you know how.”

      “That’s true of pretty much anything, isn’t it?” He didn’t seem to expect an answer but bent and retrieved the bottle. Haley treated herself to a quick look at his butt, then felt like she shouldn’t have. A peek just made her want to touch. Maybe fondle. Caress.

      It had definitely been too long.

      She remembered the F5F billboard and stole another peek. Had the image been touched up? She was thinking not.

      Damon opened the bottle and drank, his gaze fixing upon her. “I thought you’d change your mind.”

      “I was sure you had.”

      He glanced over the quiet hospital lobby. “Look, I was teasing about going to your place or mine. Is there a classroom or something we could use here? That way, you don’t have to worry about letting a stranger into your home.”

      Haley wasn’t worried about that. Not only did she have far too much defense training, but she doubted a man with such healing power in his hands could have any inclination to violence. She believed that Damon would never hurt her, or any other woman.

      Her mom always said that the way a man treated his mom revealed the truth of his character.

      “I’d just have to worry about being naked with a man where my coworkers could find me,” Haley replied.

      Damon looked surprised.

      She lifted the keys from her bag and spun them on her finger. “I think I know enough about you to feel safe.”

      If he was skeptical, he hid it well. He lifted her coat out of her grip and held it for her, a gesture that both pleased and surprised her. “Let me guess. You’ve got a black belt.”

      “And more,” she agreed because it was true. She met his gaze, letting him see that she wasn’t afraid of him.

      “You seem to be the kind of person who takes care of herself,” he said mildly.

      Haley shrugged. “No one else is going to do it.” She eyed him again. “I don’t mean that to sound bitter. It’s just true and I don’t mind.”

      “It sounds practical,” he said, almost smiling. “But then, I understand that Haley Slater is a very practical nurse.”

      Haley froze. “I didn’t tell you my name.”

      “I had some time. I asked the nurses at the station about you.” He fastened his coat. “You’re not the only one who likes to know what they’re getting into.”

      It was a little strange to find that she had anything in common with him. Haley wondered how much the other nurses had told him. She ducked her head to fasten the zipper of her coat, which she thought would hide her thoughts.

      She was wrong.

      “They don’t know much about you,” Damon continued. “Or they’re not inclined to share it. All I learned was that you’re completely reliable and that you offer to take other people’s holiday shifts.” He shrugged. “I expect I’ll be doing the same at work next year. Also, they weren’t surprised you came to see my mom, since you’re usually in oncology and are interested in complementary care, like massage.”

      She sounded almost boring by this summary.

      Haley supposed that she was boring.

      She had a vehement urge to show Damon that she could be interesting.

      “Should we go?” he asked and she realized she hadn’t moved.

      “Do you have a car? It’s only about four blocks.”

      He shook his head. “Sounds like we need a cab.” They headed for the door and he gave her a look that reminded her of her older brother. “You don’t walk that distance alone at this hour, do you?”

      “No, but I do in the daytime. It’s just across the park. That’s why I took that apartment in the first place, so I could walk to work.” Once again, Haley felt like she was rattling on, so she deliberately shut up.

      The fact was that she was a bit nervous to be taking Damon back to her place. She wasn’t afraid of him, but she didn’t routinely take men home. It had been a while. She told herself to lighten up.

      It was just a massage lesson.

      She’d had more than one chance to back out or have it elsewhere. She wanted to prove Damon’s expectations of her wrong, didn’t she?

      As taking chances went, this was a pretty low risk.

      There were three cabs lined up outside the door and Haley saw that the driver in the first one was Joe. He was reading a newspaper, but folded it away when he saw her, then gave her a wave and started the engine.

      There were four cabbies who regularly waited for fares at the hospital and Joe was one of them. He was older, a teacher who had started driving a cab after his retirement. When Haley asked why, he said it was better than driving school buses. She knew that wasn’t the full story, but respected his privacy.

      “New friend?” Joe asked when they got in and Haley saw him surveying Damon in the rearview mirror.

      “Yes,” Haley said simply, seeing no reason to lie and less to elaborate. She jingled her keys. “You know the way, Joe.”

      “You need anything, Haley?” the older man asked.

      “No. Everything’s just fine.” She smiled. “Thanks for asking.”

      Haley could see that Joe’s curiosity wasn’t satisfied but he didn’t ask any more questions. It only took a few minutes to get to her building—it actually was further to drive, as they had to go around the park instead of across it—and he stopped in front of her building. Damon paid the fare before she could, then got out and opened her door for her. Joe nodded approval of that, then he was gone, heading back to the taxi line at the hospital.

      Haley was keenly aware of Damon’s presence behind her as she unlocked the security door. The elevator felt very small with him in that space with her and she couldn’t think of one casual comment to make. On her floor, she was sure all of her neighbors were taking a look out their peepholes. She could just guess what conclusions they’d be making. It was easy to remember college, when people had talked about her and Garrett. Of course, she had routinely snuck him into her room, although it had hardly been a secret. Everyone in her dorm had known. Haley felt herself begin to blush that she had ever been notorious and walked a little faster.

      It was a relief to step inside her apartment and lock the door behind them. Haley flicked on a light and moved to draw the shade over the one big window. She hung up her coat and Damon did the same, and she felt him surveying her home.

      What did it look like to him?

      Practical? Austere? It was pretty plain and functional, but Haley had never seen a lot of reason to accumulate stuff. What if the next course she took was only offered on the other side of the country? She liked the freedom of being able to just go. In this particular moment, though, she wished she had at
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