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  Preface


This book came into being when I was binge-watching The Rookie with my husband and automatically fell in love with the show: the humor, character developments, and the romances. Especially Chenford. I’m probably like the millions of viewers who absolutely fell in love with their dynamic. Their slow burn was so excruciating that I had to keep watching it. I, of course, finished the whole series and had to wait another year for it to come back on air. I did what I do best: I read books. I wanted to find something that filled that void, but it was extremely hard to find. Cop romances, surprisingly, aren’t as common as you may think. I went through so many Reddit forums and Facebook groups until I found only a handful of them. That’s when I decided to contribute to the cause. I’ve always loved to write ever since I could hold a pencil and always wanted to be published. I just never knew how to get to that point. That’s when I decided it was time. 
I wiped the dust off my laptop and began outlining Safe With You. It’s almost embarrassing to admit how many outlines and drafts this book has gone through. I’m not too scared to share that because if a writer picks up my book, I would like them to know that I definitely didn’t get this book the way it is on the first try. This book might not be perfect, but it’s mine. You don’t have to get it right the first time and that’s okay. I worked on this project for about two years.
I hope you enjoy this book as much as I enjoyed writing it. 
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Prologue

Alice


One Year Ago

My hand rests on the doorknob. I pause before going inside. Lance’s cobalt blue pickup truck sits in the driveway. Madison just dropped me off from hanging out at the Cozy Cup in Pine Hollows. It’s the only time I get to actually breathe. He doesn’t know about it, and that gives me comfort. It feels sad to admit that I feel that way around someone I’ve been with for four years. 
"Hey, where have you been?” Lance lifts himself off the couch, his expression serious. “I tried texting you but you didn’t answer, and you weren’t home when I got home and—”
“What?” I tilt my head at his flaring nostrils.
“What are you wearing?” He motions his finger up and down at my outfit. Oh boy.
“Um, a crop—”
“You really left the house like that?” Lance moves closer to me. “Who did you go see? Your car was still in the driveway when I got home.”
“I just went to hang out with Madison.” I shrug, placing my purse on the kitchen table. “She came to pick me up. I had a long day at work, so I just wanted to unwind.”
“You’re always with Madison,” he retorts. “And now you’re dressed like a whore.”
“Excuse me?”
“You heard me, Alice Marie.” Lance places his hand next to a porcelain plate. “I’m sick of you trying to show off to other guys.”
“When have I ever shown off to other guys?” I furrow my brows. “I’m not the one who was getting nudes from their coworker.”
The air conditioning hummed. Or maybe that was the ringing in my ears. 
Lance's hand rested next to a porcelain plate. Then it shot out. The crash came before I understood what happened. Porcelain exploded against the wall behind my head. White shards rained onto my shoulders. Something hot grazed my cheek—not the plate. Just the air it displaced. Four years.  Four years and he'd never— 
My back hit the wall. Or maybe I put it there. I slid down. Broken porcelain bit into my palms but I couldn't feel it. The silence after the crash pressed against my ears. I could hear my own pulse. Too fast. Too loud. 
The next thing I know, Lance is kneeling down in front of me.
“Alice, baby, I’m so sorry.” His voice softens. “You know sometimes my temper gets out of hand.” He tries to hold my hand, but I quickly jerk it away. His cologne—the same cologne I used to like—made my stomach turn.
“Get the fuck away from me.” I push him away from my face and walk out the front door.
Outside. I was outside. When did I get outside? The Minnesota heat wrapped around me like a wet towel. No breeze. My lungs couldn't pull in enough air. I leaned against my car—when did I walk to my car?—and my hands found my phone. They were shaking. Why were they shaking? Oh. Right. Every sound felt amplified. A door slamming down the block. A car starting. My own heartbeat. 
Before I know it, tears blur my vision as I scroll to Mom’s contact on my phone. I rub my eyes and push my glasses up my nose, trying to focus. It’s desperate, but it’s worth a shot.
“Hello?” She picks up on the second ring.
"Hi, Mom." My voice came out smaller than I meant it to. 
"Alice? What's wrong? It's late."
"I need—" I stopped. Started over. "Can I come stay with you tonight? Lance and I had a fight and I just need—" 
"Oh, sweetie." That careful, patient tone. The one that meant she'd already decided. "Whatever it is, you two can work it out. You know Lance loves you. And you know how you can be sometimes." How I can be. Like this was something I did to myself. 
 "He threw a plate at me. At my head." The words felt too big in my mouth. "It almost hit me."
Silence. Just for a beat. 
"I'm sure it was an accident, sweetie. Lance would never—" 
"It wasn't an accident, Mom. He looked right at me when he—" 
"Alice." Firm now. Final. "You're overreacting. You know you do this. You take things and blow them out of proportion. Just go home and apologize for whatever you did to upset him." Her words were calm. Practiced. The same script she'd used my whole life. I could almost see her at her kitchen table, dismissing me with a wave of her hand. 
“You know what, Mom?” I nod. Fix things, Alice. You’re being dramatic, Alice. “Nevermind.” 
I hung up before she could finish. Grandmother's house. The key was already on my ring. I'd turned off the electricity months ago to save money, but tonight I didn't care if it was hot. Didn't care if it was dark. Lance didn't know about that house. He'd never even met her—my grandmother had made sure of that after the first time I showed up at her door with excuses I didn't believe myself. I started the car. The engine turned over, steady and sure. I don't know where I'm going. 
No. 
I know exactly where I'm going. Away from here. Away from him. 
I just need to get the hell out of Creeksprings. 
And maybe this time, I won't come back. 






  
  Chapter 1
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Alice


Now

“Alice, you’re young, right?” Nora asks out of the blue, unlocking the front door of Pine Hollows Community Bank and walking towards my teller station. 
“I like to think so.” A laugh escapes me, adjusting my glasses as I settle into my chair. “Why?”
“Well, I need something for my daughter, and she’s around your age.” She unhooks the lock on the door behind the teller line, locking it back behind her. “She’s about to be the big two-one.”
“I’m actually twenty-five.” Leaning back into my office chair—set ridiculously high so customers can see me over the counter. “But I’ll take the compliment.”
“So what do you young people like?” Nora spins her chair, facing me.
“Well, Nora, I just bought my daughter-in-law a custom coffee cup at the Cozy Cup.” Linda, the branch manager, walks out of her office, leaning against her doorframe. “And they do free refills for any cup they sell over there.”
“Honestly, you can’t beat that.” I grasp my paperback, opening where I last placed my bookmark. “I don’t even have one of those cups, and I basically live there.”
A year free now, and the Cozy Cup has become my sanctuary. The one place I can just be Alice.
As soon as my eyes hit the first line, my phone vibrated against the counter. Location update complete. Device synced. The words swam. My hand was shaking. When did that start? 
I swiped the notification away, but it had already burrowed under my skin. Just a routine update. 
Had to be. 
I place my phone face down, staring at my book. 
The words don't come into focus. 

      [image: ]“Girl, I found some really cute designer clothes at the thrift store.” Madison pulls out her chair at my usual table in the corner, away from everyone else. She's my rock. We've been friends our whole lives, and she's never left. “I almost don’t want to sell them. I even found some red bottoms.”
“Red bottoms?” I blink, raising my eyebrows.
“You know, the heels with the red painted soles.” Madi nods enthusiastically. “They’re worth thousands of dollars.”
“Well, I’m not big on heels.” I wave my hands dismissively. These days, I prefer shoes I can run in. Old habits. 
Ms. Diane places our cups in front of us, steam curling up from the surface.
“Thank you, Ms. Diane.” I smile genuinely. She’s become one of my favorite people in Pine Hollows. And not only because she owns a coffee house and makes the best white chocolate mocha.
“No problem. You girls enjoy.”
“So how much longer do you have for your lunch break?” Madison sips her coffee.
I bring the mug to my lips, savoring the warmth and the familiar smell of white chocolate mocha. It’s become my comfort drink, something Lance never knew about because I only discovered it after moving here.
Tapping my phone, I check the time.
“I have about thirty minutes left.” I press the button on the side of my phone, locking the screen. “Not like I have to drive far.” Work is literally walking distance from the Cozy Cup, which is perfect.
She shakes her head. “So did you hear about the music festival coming up?”
“Yeah, I don’t know if I want to go.” I hesitate. “I know I always say we’ll go every year, but—”
“Alicat, you're a free woman now," Madison interrupts. “For a year now. You're allowed to have fun, you know.”
The nickname warms me despite myself.
I like Pine Hollows way better than the city with constant rush hour traffic. And better than Creeksprings, where Lance might be around any corner.
We finish our coffees, gathering our things to head out to our vehicles. The humid Minnesota air hits my face like a wall—immediately sweltering. 
“It’s always nice to have lunch with you, girl.” Madison hugs me, walking toward her car parked right behind mine. 
Madison's car disappears around the corner. A black SUV creeps past. Slow. Too slow. Lance drove a blue truck. This wasn't him. But that didn't mean he didn't know someone with an SUV.  I couldn't see through the tinted windows. My hand tightens on my keys until the edges bite into my palm. I make myself look at the license plate, try to memorize it, but there's nothing there. The SUV rolls past. Didn't speed up. Probably just paranoia.
I unlock my car, slide inside, and lock the doors immediately. But as I start the engine, I check my rearview mirror. Check it again. The street is empty. 
So why does it feel like someone is still watching? 






  
  Chapter 2
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Sawyer


“Ugh, gross, Mom.” The coins stick to my palm. 
“Hey, people at this place give you all sorts of nasty change.” Mom nods knowingly. “Just be glad it’s not bra money.”
She's probably right. She would know—she’s probably seen it all running the town’s most famous coffee shop. Well, the town’s only coffee shop. Surprisingly, I haven’t seen as much as the cops you see on TV. That’s the perk of working in a small town like Pine Hollows—nothing insane really ever happens here.
“Well, I appreciate it.” I grasp my free hot chocolate out of her hands. Yeah, I’m thirty-five and still drink hot chocolate instead of coffee. Sue me. If I drank as much coffee as I do hot chocolate, my heart would beat straight out of my chest.
“Love you, sweetie.”
“Love you too.”
Walking out the door of the Cozy Cup, I see Chris playing on his phone in the patrol car. He’s either beating his highest score on Candy Crush or texting a bunch of college girls.
“Did your mom give you enough?” Chris runs his hands through his sandy blonde hair as I get in the passenger seat.
“No, just some sticky change.” I show him the coins, placing them in a styrofoam cup we keep in the console.
Chris locks his phone, slides it into his uniform pocket. “You know, if you want the bank's coffee, you don't have to do a transaction.”
“Yeah, but it feels rude to just go in there, get coffee, and leave.” I shrug, buckling my seat belt. I get that way in any store, even if I don't find anything. Always feel like I look guilty, so I buy something—even if it’s just a candy bar or drink.
“People do it all the time, Sawyer.” Chris reaches for his seat belt, the buckle clicking into place. “People your age.”
“Very funny.”
The bell jingles as I open the entrance of Pine Hollows Community Bank. I haven’t been in here since I first opened my account—back when I was married. You could walk through the whole building in five minutes.
“Sawyer!” Nora greets with a smile, adjusting her position in her chair. “What a nice surprise.”
“Hey, Nora.” I nod, grabbing a styrofoam cup from the stack next to the coffee pot. I try to stay away from this bank, especially when Nora’s working. She was Lila's best friend. Sometimes looking at her still hurts. But the rumor mill went crazy after Lila passed away. In a town like this, people take something small and run with it. “How’s it going?”
“Oh, you know, I’ve been talking about retiring since I started working here.” She shrugs. “How’s studying for the sergeant’s exam going? You are still studying, right?”
“Yeah, I am.” I furrow my brows, wondering how she’d know that. I haven’t talked to her since that night.
“I always run into your mom at the coffee shop,” Nora explains. “She talks about your sergeant exam nonstop. She's so proud of you.”
“Yeah, she was excited when I told her.” I lift the cup to my lips, feeling the warmth of black coffee—nothing added. “You’ve met Chris, right?”
Nora turns her attention to him, looking him over like she isn't wearing a wedding ring. 
“No, I don’t think I have.” She holds out her hand, shaking Chris’s. “I’m Nora.”
“Chris. Chris Hanley. Nice to meet you, ma’am.” He flashes that easy smile of his. Always a flirt, even when he’s just trying to be polite.
“Anyway, I’d actually like to make a dep—”
“I told you for the hundredth time that I did NOT overdraft my account!” A shout from a middle-aged man interrupts my sentence.  I can't believe anyone would act like that in public. 
“Are you too stupid to understand that?” She flinches. Actually flinches, like she's been hit. That was all I needed to see. 
Chris and I exchange looks, immediately moving toward the teller station where the commotion is happening.
“Hey, sir, you’re causing a disturbance,” Chris says firmly. “Either keep your voice down, or we’ll have to ask you to leave.”
Her hands are shaking as she tries to process whatever transaction the man wants. She’s young, with straight chestnut brown hair and round clear-framed glasses. I bet she was just doing what she gets paid to do. 
“Well, tell her to learn how to do her job or go into a different career field!” The man shoots the teller a nasty look, and it almost looks like she’s about to cry. I can’t blame her. Who knows what kind of day she's been having before this man started yelling at her.
“Okay, that’s enough.” I nod toward the man, silently instructing Chris to escort him outside. Once he does, I turn to the young teller who still can’t make eye contact with me. “Hey, are you alright? What’s your name?”
“Um… Al-Alice,” she finally manages to get out.
“Hey, Alice. I’m Sawyer—Sawyer Edwards.” I point to the golden name tag attached to my uniform. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah… yeah, I’m fine. Thanks.” Alice gives me what I can tell is a practiced customer service smile.
“That guy was out of line.” I lean against her counter. “You handled it well.”
“I didn't do anything.” She adjusts her glasses—a nervous gesture. “You two did.”
“You didn't escalate. That's something.”
“I guess I'm just used to it.” Her smile falters for a second. Then it's back, bright and practiced. Used to it? That sits wrong with me, but Chris is waiting. 
“My gosh,” Nora pipes up from her station. “Sawyer’s our hero. Well, I guess technically Alice’s hero.”
“Do you always rescue strangers, Mr. Sawyer?” Alice asks, a genuine smile replacing the fake one as she leans back in her chair. 
The genuine smile hits different. My chest does something I'm not ready to name yet.
“I guess it kind of comes with the territory.” I shrug, taking a sip of my coffee. 
“Well, I guess thirteen years of being a cop will do that to you,” Nora adds with a grin.
“Thirteen years, huh?” Alice nods, glancing in my direction. I can tell she wants to look at me, really look at me, but doesn’t want to make it obvious or stare too long. 
“Yeah, I’m definitely not young anymore.” I sigh, pushing my black hair out of my face.
“So what, that makes you like thirty, or—”
“Thirty-five, actually.” I give her a slight smirk. “Can’t you tell?”
There’s something about the way she’s looking at me now—curious, maybe a little shy, but interested.
“Hey, Sawyer, we gotta get going,” Chris calls, sticking his head through the entrance door.
Right. Back to work.
But as I head toward the door, I glance back. Alice is already helping another customer, but she's smiling now. Really smiling.
I might need to make more deposits.
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Alice


We say our last goodbyes while walking to our cars. My phone buzzes in my back pocket. 
Missed call from Unknown Caller.
No voicemail. Probably a scam. If it was important, they would've left a message.
My thumb scrolls up on my phone screen as I sit inside my car.
Madi: I’m at your house with WINE! 🍷
Madi: P.S. You’re gonna regret giving me a key 😛
The text makes me laugh. I won’t regret it if I lock myself out of the house. Which has happened more times than I like to admit.
I pull into my driveway, seeing Madison’s car parked exactly where I expected it. I walk up the three steps to my front door. Inside, Madi is already perched on the kitchen counter with a glass of wine in hand. 
“This house hasn't changed much since we were in high school.” She looks around, sipping from her wine glass. “This is Grandma Alice's place for sure.”
"You know I'm a creature of habit." I set my purse down on the counter next to her, pushing my glasses up my nose. “And don't forget my bookcase in the living room.” I gesture toward the freshly built bookcase that stands tall next to the flat screen TV. 
“Oh yeah, you really are living the life.” Madi jumps off the counter, handing me a fresh glass of wine. “You really have it made, you know that.”
The sweetness of the drink hits my lips, and the burn of the alcohol slides down my throat.
“Yeah, sometimes I can’t believe I freed myself from him.” The words tumble out after just one sip of wine. God, I’m such a lightweight. “You don’t realize how much of a relief it is to wake up and realize he isn’t in my life anymore.”
The house feels safe in a way our house in Creeksprings never did. No one knew about this place. Not Lance. Just Madison, and she'd never tell. Here, surrounded by Grandma’s things and Madison’s laughter, I can almost forget why I needed to run away in the first place.
“Just be careful,” Madison says, quieter now. "You know how Lance is. He doesn't just... let things go."
Before I can ask what she means, my phone vibrates in my pocket. 
Unknown number: You always did like that house. 
The wine glass slips. I catch it before it hits the counter, but my hands are shaking. How does he— 
No. Wrong number. Has to be. 
Lance doesn't even know about Grandma's house. He's never been here, he barely even knew she existed. I'd made sure of that. After the first time I showed up at her door with a story about how he called me a stupid bitch, she made me promise never to bring him around. 
So how could anyone know I “always liked this house”? 
"Alice?" Madison notices my change in expression. "Everything okay?"
"Yeah, just a weird text." I set my phone face down on the counter, not wanting to look at it anymore. 
Madison leans closer. "What kind of weird?" 
“Just... nothing. Wrong number.” I force a smile. But even as I say it, I can't shake Madison's warning. 
I take another sip of wine, trying to push away the paranoid thoughts. The message was just a coincidence. It has to be. 
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Alice


The bell jingles as I open the door to the Cozy Cup. Madison waves me down at my usual table. The scent of freshly brewed coffee hits my nose every time—it’s like heaven. 
“You know I already had my coffee this morning,” I say, pulling out the chair that makes a screeching noise against the hardwood floors. 
"Too bad. We're having more." Madison grins, sliding a mug toward me. “I was bored at home.”
The bell above the front door catches my attention. I have to do a double take. His golden badge reflects the light as he approaches the front counter, greeting Ms. Diane like they've known each other for years. 
Sawyer. 
My stomach does something complicated.
“What are you staring at?” Madison looks in the same direction I am, making it completely obvious. “Or should I say who?”
“Goodness, Madi, could you be more obvious?” I whisper, hoping he doesn’t look this way.
He makes me nervous. When he stood up for me at the bank, I froze.
“Who is that?” she squeals, leaning toward me while trying to keep her voice down. “He’s one fine cop. I can’t believe I’ve never seen him before.”
“He’s a cust—”
“Hey,” Sawyer greets us, all easy smile and confidence. His black hair is freshly cut, tapered on the sides. “Alice, right?”
I force myself to meet his eyes instead of staring at how his uniform fits. “Yes, sir.”
“I’m Madison, by the way,” Madison practically beams at him, then shoots me a pointed look. “I’m her best friend.”
“Nice to meet you, Madison. I’m Sawyer.” He extends his hand, and she shakes it enthusiastically.
“So how do you know Alicat?” she asks.
“Alicat?” He chuckles, and something about the way he says it makes my stomach flutter. The way his voice wraps around the nickname—warm, teasing—makes me forget how to breathe for a second. “I like that.”
“He helped me with a difficult customer the other day,” I explain, my cheeks warming.
“You know, I’ve got to say,” Sawyer turns his full attention to me, those dark eyes holding mine with quiet confidence, “you handled that situation really well. I don’t know what I would’ve done if someone called me stupid.”
“Yeah, you kind of get used to it dealing with people’s accounts all day,” I shrug, trying to sound casual.
“Well, it was nice seeing you again,” Sawyer grins, adjusting his grip on his to-go cup. He hesitates, like he wants to say something else.  “Maybe I’ll stop by the bank later today.”
I nod, mouthing “okay” to him, and watch as he walks out the door to his patrol car. Even from behind, he’s impressive. 
“You didn’t tell me you were friends with Officer Hot Stuff,” Madison teases the moment the door closes.
“We’re not friends,” I lean back in my chair, finally able to relax. “He’s just a customer who was being nice. Besides, someone like that probably has a wife or girlfriend.”
“Never say never, Ali.” Madison grins wickedly. “Did you see the way he looked at you?”
I take a sip of my white mocha, trying to ignore the way my heart is still beating a little too fast. “You’re reading too much into it.”
“Am I?” Madison smirks. “Because he looked at you like you were the only person in this coffee shop.”
Don't get your hopes up. Men like Sawyer Edwards don't go for women like me—women with complicated pasts and trust issues. 
But despite my internal warnings, I find myself glancing toward the window, hoping to catch another glimpse of his patrol car. 
My phone sits on the table between us, face down. I haven't told Madison about the second text that came last night.
Maybe Sawyer isn't the only one watching me.
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