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Chapter One

 Willa

Just a few more hours of this workday until
I’m finished for this week. Rarely do I get an entire weekend off,
and I’m looking forward to this one.

“Hey, girl! Have any big plans for your
weekend off?” Stacey, one of the other nurses on my floor, asks.
She’s married with a toddler and a baby on the way. Her social life
consists of living vicariously through us single girls. It isn’t as
if I don’t want a man in my life, I do. The problem is no one worth
the effort passes my one and only rule—never date a cop.

“Tabi convinced me I need to check out
the new brewery, Barley and Hops. Other than our dinner there, I
plan to relax.”

Tabi has been my bestie since grammar school.
She has been with me through thick, thin, and everything in
between. Her parents folded me into their family as if they were my
parents too. Despite attending different colleges, we’re still the
best of friends. Not many people can say they still hang with their
childhood bestie well after college.

“Good luck with the relaxing part. I heard
the brewery has great food and decent beer. Go figure.”

“Thanks, Stace.”

My patient buzzes for assistance, effectively
getting me out of further conversation about why I don’t have a
date on my first full weekend off in six months. Then again, I
haven’t been on a date in more than ten months.

“You rang, Mr. Peterson.” Mr. Peterson has
been here for the last few days. His family is deciding whether to
move him to hospice or home-based care on the doctor’s
recommendations.

“Nurse Willa, I would like you to meet my
grandson, Jameson.”

I shift my gaze to the tall, lanky kid
alongside the bed. That’s the best way to describe him. He’s
clearly younger than me by a decent margin. Jameson nods politely
despite his clear embarrassment by his grandfather’s subtext to
this introduction.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Jameson.”

“You as well, Willa.”

“Do you need anything, Mr. Peterson?” I lift
his chart and recheck the information I added during my last visit
to his room. His condition is terminal, so there truly isn’t
anything for me to do other than make sure he’s comfortable.

“No, I’m good. I simply wanted to introduce
you two young people.”

Perfect. I paste on as genuine a smile as I
can muster. Simply another well-intentioned patient trying to set
me up with their family member. I appreciate my patients like me
and believe I’m wife material, but seriously, a girl wants to pick
her own man.

I set the chart back in its place. “Jameson,
can we chat outside for a moment?”

He nods and follows me out the door. Before I
have a chance, he starts speaking. “I appreciate what you’re trying
to do here, but I’m in a relationship and have been for the last
three years. Papa confuses me with my twin brother, Jason, who is
single. Truth be told, my brother isn’t interested in women. I’ll
tell him we’re meeting for coffee, and that’ll be the end of him
trying to set us up.”

“Thank you. I appreciate your assistance.”
Shaking my head, I walk away from the door and wrap up writing my
notes for the day.

Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I leave the
locker room and head for my car. The scent of the budding flowers
surrounding the parking lot grabs my attention. We’re rapidly
approaching my favorite season, when the village bustles with
locals, seasonal residents, and vacationers. I moved to this cute
seaside town four years ago from Boston. The city was too much for
me, especially after….

I bought my house and haven’t been back to
the city since. Unfortunately I’m slated to go for the first time
in a few months. It isn’t an invitation I can politely decline
either.

After deactivating my alarm system, I drop my
work stuff at the door and let my dog out of his crate.

“Hi, boy! Let’s go out back.”

Newman sits by the French doors, waiting for
me to open it. After letting him out, I head straight for the wine
rack. The moment the cork is free, my phone chimes with Tabi’s
dedicated notification. It’s as if she has good wine radar.

Tabi: Hey there! Are you home yet?

Me: Yeah, just finished pulling the cork.
Why?

Tabi: Care for some company for your movie
night?

Me: Besties are always welcome.

Tabi: Be there in twenty.

After a heavy gulp of my wine, I retrieve my
work bag and trudge to my bedroom. This house wasn’t first on my
list of choices. I thought it was too cheerful. It’s the exact
opposite of my modern condo in Boston right near the hospital where
I worked. Now it’s perfect. It’s the last house on a dead-end
street. The rear of my house abuts a wooded park. It’s peaceful.
The kitchen was remodeled right before I purchased it. The
cabinetry is white with a deep blue island with matching arabesque
subway tile backsplash. The countertops are white Carrara marble
with blue veins. The living room has a cozy fireplace and a comfy
sofa. The walls are bright yellow. My focus was getting out of
Boston rather than where I laid my head each night. Looking back, I
made the perfect choice.

After I strip out of my scrubs and throw on
some lounge clothes, I head back toward the main living area and
let Newman in. In the kitchen, I scoop out his food, top off my
glass, fill one for Tabi, and pull out the menus. Minutes later,
she walks through the front door. She’s here so often, Newman
doesn’t even acknowledge her presence.

“Time to get this party started!”

I roll my eyes and hug her tight. “Is
everything okay? I thought we were going out tomorrow.”

“We are going out tomorrow, but Shelby is
cooking for her date tonight. I would prefer to return after he
leaves or in the morning. You don’t mind the company, do you?”

Shelby is Tabi’s roommate, a friend of a
friend who needed a place to stay. Tabi had an extra room. I’m
confident she regrets offering the room up now.

“Tabi, you’re welcome here whenever you wish.
You know that. Chinese or pizza?”

“Pizza,” we say, then giggle in unison.
Settling on the couch, we choose Breakfast at Tiffany’s as
our entertainment for Friday-night cinema. Our love for the
classics dates back to when we first watched Casablanca when
we were ten.

Hours later, after much laughter, too much
pizza, and even more wine, Tabi heads home and I fall into my bed
until morning.


Chapter Two

 Luca

Spring starts the beginning of the crazy in
this area. I don’t miss the city anymore. I’ve been back home for
four years, and the move was worth it. Today’s shift has been going
smoothly. The only issue is the nervousness pinging in my chest.
Rarely does anything shake me. It’s one of the reasons I applied
for a new job.

I only have one official call when I acted as
a negotiator. The sole reason I received the opportunity is because
it was a holiday and there wasn’t an available negotiator for at
least a few hours, despite the situation escalating rapidly.

I recall the details vividly. Along with
Gugliotti and Smithson, I was entering a restaurant for a drink
after the high school football game. We never even got to a table,
let alone ordered drinks. The frantic text from my sister was
cryptic enough not to alarm her husband, Derrick. I would like to
say it was the first time Derrick terrified my sister, but it would
be a lie. Derrick isn’t a good man and has hit my sister, Lina,
before. We raced to our cars and met at my sister’s house.

When my fellow officers and I arrived, my
brother-in-law fired shots out the front window. We fell back
behind our cars, and Smithson called for backup. Officer Washington
arrived first, along with Captain Ramirez. Unfortunately for him,
Lt. Billings was out of state for the holiday. I gave the captain a
rundown of what I knew and Derrick was armed.

Immediately he called for the
crisis-negotiation team. After learning it would be a while before
a trained negotiator arrived, my commanding officer reluctantly
agreed to allow me to try to talk him out. While I had Derrick’s
attention, my sister barricaded herself and her kids into an office
in the rear of the house. She lowered my niece, Emilia, and my
nephew, Antonio, out the window to waiting officers. I learned
later Derrick had cameras in the house and watched Lina release the
kids. With his leverage rapidly disappearing, Derrick threw open
the front door and stepped onto the porch with a weapon in his
hand. I continued to talk to him, demanding he drop the weapon and
lay down on the ground. I explained his options while talking him
down, including ways he could decrease the severity of his charges
if he surrendered immediately. When it appeared Derrick would
surrender himself, he set his weapon on the porch and pushed it
away. As he lowered himself to the deck, he produced a second
weapon, firing two shots toward officers. As bad luck would have
it, the only person he hit was me. Washington pulled me away while
the others subdued him, which earned him some minor lacerations.
Thankfully, my niece and nephew were unharmed. My sister’s injuries
were enough to press charges, and she agreed to testify against
him, along with shooting me.

After surgery and physical therapy, I
wallowed in my injuries for a bit too long. Then I decided to learn
more about crisis negotiation. I learned there are fifteen in the
state. However, they work for the state police, not local
departments. I felt more education was necessary to be adequately
prepared for the position. I enrolled in a master’s degree program
in criminal justice with a minor in psychology. I’ll finish my
degree in a few months.

“Cappelli, come in,” Captain Ramirez calls
from his desk, his direction pulling me back to the present.

“Afternoon, Captain.” I sit on the edge of
the chair, my nervousness ticking up even more.

“What’s on your mind? You don’t make office
calls. In fact, the last one was your first shift back after your
injury.”

“I wanted to give you a heads-up. There’s an
opening with the crisis-negotiation team with the state police. I
applied about a week ago.”

“You have been thinking about this since your
injury over two years ago?”

“Yes. Once I finished being angry at Derrick,
I decided to put the same energy elsewhere.”

“Good for you, Cappelli. We’ll miss you here
when you get selected.” Captain Ramirez rises from his chair and
extends his hand to me.

I take it and exhale sharply. “I would
appreciate keeping this between us until I know for sure.”

“Of course. Have a nice evening.”

“You too.”

I hurry from his office to my desk and rush
out the front door. I need to work off some of this anxiety.
Rounding my car, a fellow officer calls me.

“What’s up, Smithson?”

“Where’s the fire?” He nears the hood of my
car.

“I need to hit the gym and run off some of
this excess energy.” I don’t intend to share its nervous energy and
anxiety about the job, at least not yet.

“Skip it and come to the new brewery with
Gugliotti, Davis, and me.”

I consider his offer. The reviews I’ve heard
have been fantastic. “What time?”

“We’re meeting at my place before heading
there at seven, but you live on the opposite side of town.”

“I’ll meet you there.”

“Okay. Later.” Smithson trots over to his
vehicle and peels out of the parking lot.

I consider attempting a short run, but
instead I make a quick snack and change. Right before seven, I pull
into the lot of the new brewery. The place is hopping. The chance
Smithson thought to call ahead is miniscule. As I survey the lot
for the guys, I see my lotus flower.

Willa is walking across the parking lot with
a blonde-haired woman wearing sky-high heels. I see her as the way
I learned to dig deeper after my injury and figure out what I
genuinely want out of life. A lotus emerges from muddy water to
bloom and retreats each night. I met her the moment I realized I’m
meant to be a negotiator, not a cop. Now I need to convince her
we are a good idea.

Willa is smart and funny. She has piercing
blue eyes and curves that make my mouth water. Tonight she’s
wearing fitted jeans, a navy sweater with a deep V-neck, and
high-heeled boots. She looks hot! She was my nurse after my injury.
My days recovering would have been much worse without her. I asked
her out the day I was discharged, and she declined, stating she
couldn’t date a patient. Fine, I understand, but I wasn’t her
patient when I asked again a few months later when I ran into her
at the hospital. Still, she declined.

There has to be a reason she refuses to at
least go for coffee with me. While I may not be as good looking as
Liam Hemsworth or Shemar Moore, I can hold my own. Honestly, Willa
has seen me at my absolute worst, and she never treated me any
differently. I was an awful patient.

A knock on my window makes me jump. I’m so
deep in thought about Willa, I forgot where I was. I can only
imagine how the world would fall away if given the opportunity to
kiss her.

“Yo, Cappelli. You comin’, man?” Gugliotti
shouts.

Nodding, I open the door and follow them
inside. As predicted, it’s packed. Thankfully I’m wrong and
Smithson did call ahead. We’re seated in a booth near the back
corner of the restaurant. Willa and her blonde friend are seated at
the opposite end. She’s directly in my line of sight. On one hand,
it’s a blessing; it’ll be less obvious if I gaze in her direction.
On the other hand, it’ll torture me until we leave, simply because
I don’t see a logical reason why she won’t give me a chance.

 



Chapter Three

 Willa

I knew this was a bad idea. I’m a homebody.
Not dressed to impress and checking out new breweries on Saturday
nights. I sigh inwardly. Tabi is my bestie, and I promised to come
with her tonight. In addition to preferring to be home, the one man
who makes me question my rule is directly across the room from
me.

The list of good things about him is long and
impressive. He’s built with broad shoulders and a lean waist. The
damage to his shoulder was significant. Yet he persevered through
the surgeries and rehab, coming out the other side stronger than
anyone would have predicted. I was concerned he wouldn’t be able to
return to work. I’m glad I was wrong, except for my pesky rule. At
the beginning of his hospital stay, he was angry and sullen. Most
patients are when faced with a potentially career-threatening
injury. He’s persistent. If I recall correctly, he first asked for
a date upon his discharge, and his last attempt was for a coffee
date. Hardly a date. His words. I still turned him down.

The list of qualities doesn’t cover the
softness in his expression when his family came to visit him,
especially his niece and nephew. He’ll be a fantastic father
someday. My attraction to him doesn’t matter. I can discount all
the good things about Luca Cappelli simply because he breaks my one
hard and fast rule. I can’t go through such pain again.

“Willa, earth to Willa.”

“Yeah, Tabi. Sorry. What?”

“What are you going to order? Everything on
this menu looks delish.”

“Honestly, I haven’t even read it yet.”

“I know. You’re spending too much time
longingly gazing at your hottie former patient.”

Rolling my eyes, I stare down at the words
and force myself to read what’s in front of me. She right. He’s
hot. So hot it’s unfair to other men.

“No comment, huh?”

“Nothing to say. I can’t date him.” Even
though he makes me second-guess my rule every time he asks me
out.

“More like won’t, Wil. I know why you have
your rule, and I don’t blame you, but it’s an unreasonable rule.
Nothing says the same fate will come to every cop you ever
know.”

Leave it to Tabi to take my security blanket
and rip it to shreds. “What are you saying?” Deep down I know she
wants me to forgo my rule at least once.

“If he asks again, say yes. I know you’re
attracted to him, and he’s clearly attracted to you since he’s
asked you out more than once. Most men would give up. Not him. He
likes you, and he’s persistent.”

“I hear you, Tabi. I may not listen, but I
hear you.” I steal a glance at Luca.

He’s laughing with his friends. When he
laughs, the dimple in his cheek is more pronounced. Ugh.
Most women fall for the smile or the gorgeous eyes. Both are a
welcome addition, but dimples are my downfall. I pull my gaze away
and settle on a burger and a flight of light ales for my meal.

Our server, a bubbly college-age blonde,
delivers our flights along with chips and salsa.

“Enjoy your flight.” She walks to the next
table and clears it before leaving the dining room.

After the first sip of the lightest ale, a
tall, blond guy approaches our table. He’s sitting with Cappelli,
although I don’t think I’ve ever met him before.

“Hi, I’m Davis.” He slides into the booth
next to Tabi.

She willingly slides over to make room for
him. He takes up most of the booth by himself.

“Hi, I’m Tabitha and this is—”

“You’re Willa, nurse extraordinaire. We’re
all grateful you put up with Cappelli for us. He’s a pain in the
ass.”

“No, I’m not.”

The sound of his deep voice sends shivers
down my spine. It affected me when I took care of him too.

“Maybe not to her, but you are to us.”

“Isn’t that what friends are for?” Cappelli
stares Davis down.

“Sure, and moving help.”

Cappelli laughs. “May I?” He gestures to the
space next to me.

He’s always been polite, even when I turned
him down. I nod and slide over so he can join me in the booth.

“You look beautiful tonight,” he whispers
near the shell of my ear. His voice is one thing, but his voice and
his proximity intensifies the awareness coursing through me. This
moment is the first time he has been close enough for me to notice
how good he smells, fresh and crisp.

“Thank you. You clean up well yourself.” Too
well. So well I was gawking at him from the moment I sat down. I
hold his gaze a bit too long. It’s as if he can read my thoughts.
Part of me wonders if I should tell him why. Make him understand
it’s about me, not him. Exactly what every guy wants to hear.

A small smile graces his face. “Thank you.
What did you choose for dinner?”

“A burger. You?”

“Same.”

“Wil, can you have the server bring my food
to Davis’s table, and I’ll send Cappelli’s here?” Tabi asks.

I attempt to stare down my bestie, but she
and Davis are already on the move, their little conspiracy set in
motion.

“Do you want me to leave?” He takes my hand
in his. The heat running up my arm is almost too much to
handle.

“Why do you ask?”

“You don’t seem to like me very much, and we
crashed your night out.” His words sincere and forthright.

“It isn’t that I don’t like you. I can’t date
you.”

“Fair enough. It’s not a date.”

“Deal, Cappelli, but friends don’t hold
hands.” I smile, attempting to tug my hand free.

“Why do you call me Cappelli?” He tightens
his grasp on my hand, refusing to let go.

As difficult as it is to admit this even to
myself, my hand in his feels… perfect. “Everyone calls you
Cappelli.”

“My coworkers do, but not my family and
friends.”

“Okay, Luca. Seriously though, friends don’t
hold hands.”

Our server interrupts our conversation by
delivering our food.

Reluctantly he releases my hand and takes a
huge bite of his burger. A few minutes later, he breaks the
silence. “Tell me about your day, Willa.”

“I have the entire weekend off, which is rare
for me. We relaxed last night with pizza and a movie.”

“We?”

“Tabi and me. I cleaned and washed laundry
today, and now I’m here. What about you?”

“I had a shift today, and then Smithson
invited me here.”

“What would you have done tonight if you
weren’t invited?” I wonder aloud.

“I planned to hit the gym and watch a
movie.”

Interesting. He didn’t have plans until after
work. I wonder how much prodding Smithson had to do to get him
here. No. He breaks your only rule. But…. “Not a fan
of going out or—”

“I simply prefer to be home. I’m not against
going out and spending time with my friends or family. If Smithson
had suggested a club or a bar, I would be home right now. I’m glad
I came though. I was able to see you.”

“Luca.” This man is pulling bricks from the
wall, my rule wall, the more I learn about him. What if his
profession is the only thing wrong with him? I mean that loosely.
There’s nothing wrong with being a cop, but I refuse to let myself
fall for one.

“I would apologize, but I’m not sorry. I like
you, Willa, probably more than I should given how much time I’ve
spent with you outside of the hospital. Your reasons for declining
my date invitations are what they are. I won’t push you. I thought
you should know. If we can only be friends, then I’ll deal with
it.”

“Luca, my—” My reason almost falls from my
lips.

“Cappelli, can you bring Willa home?” Davis
approaches the table with Tabi tucked against his side.

“Okay with you, Willa?” Luca looks over at
me.

Just by looking at her, I know Tabi will hook
up with Davis tonight. Good for her. I’m not able to
compartmentalize love and sex like she does. “Fine with me. Tabi,
call me in the morning.”

“Don’t worry. I will.”

Davis kisses her cheek and escorts her out
the door. Less than five minutes later, Smithson and Gugliotti
approach our table, indicating they’re leaving as well.

“Hi, Willa.”

“Smithson, nice to see you. Gugliotti, you as
well.”

Both nod before Smithson continues, “We’re
out. We settled your dinner tab; you can settle Tabitha’s. I think
you ordered the same thing anyway.”

“Sure. You on shift tomorrow?” Luca asks
them.

Both reply yes before they exchange a
detailed handshake and bro hug.

“You good with him all alone, Willa?”
Gugliotti attempts to ask seriously.

“I’m pretty sure I can take him down if
necessary.” My response earns me a raised eyebrow from Luca.

“Just making sure. Have a good night.”
Gugliotti and Smithson exit the front door with two young-looking
ladies following closely behind them.

“I’ll never hurt you,” Luca assures me.

“I know. If I thought for one second you
would, I wouldn’t have let you sit earlier. Either way, I can take
care of myself.”

“Good to know. Ready to go?”

 


 



Chapter Four

 Luca

Not in my wildest dreams did I see a scenario
where I would be giving Willa a ride home from Barley and Hops
tonight. Admitting I like her was a risk, but at least she didn’t
make me leave. I may have said I would be okay with being only
friends, but it isn’t exactly true.

“Sure,” Willa answers.

While I asked the question, I don’t know how
this will go when we get to her home.

“I’m over here.” I reach my hand out for
hers.

Surprisingly, she takes it—also not something
friends do, but I don’t mention it. If I mention it, I’m sure
she’ll pull her hand away, and I’ll miss the feel of her soft skin
immediately. Rounding the hood, I open the passenger door for
her.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” I settle into the driver’s
seat and start the car. I notice her shiver. I turn on the seat
warmer, even though it’s spring, and reach into the back seat for a
hoodie. As I move back to the front, her pouty lips are so close to
mine. “Here, this will help until the engine is warm.”

“Thanks.” She unbuckles, zips my hoodie on
over her sweater, and re-buckles her seat belt.

 


This act of chivalry took away the plunging
neckline of her sweater, but there’s something to be said for a
woman wearing your clothes, especially a sexy one—something
cavemanesque going back to high school when your girl wore your
letter jacket or jersey on game days.

“Where are we headed?”

After she rattles off her address, it dawns
on me she lives near me.

“How long have you lived there?”

“Four years, why?” she questions.

“I live at 264 Woodside. Are you from
Maine?”

“No. I lived in Massachusetts until I moved
here.”

“Why here?” York is my home. I wonder what
drew her here.

“I needed a change. It’s quiet and peaceful
here. What about you?”

“I’m from Maine, worked in Boston for six
years, and then moved back to be closer to my family.”

“Your entire family lives here?”

“Yeah. My sisters and I were born and raised
here.”

“Where do you fit in the birth order?”

I’m taking it as a good sign she’s asking
questions about me. At a minimum, she doesn’t dislike me. It takes
a lot to shake me. I’m calm under pressure, except with her. She
makes my heart rate tick up, and I have a desperate need to touch
her.

“I’m second. My sister Rosalina, Lina for
short, is two years older, and she has two kids, Emilia and
Antonio. It was her ex-husband who shot me. She works at the bank
on Main. After me is Francesca. We call her Frankie. She owns a
landscaping company in Ogunquit. Lily is a financial analyst for a
hedge fund. Finally, Amelia, Lia for short, is a student at the
University of Southern Maine.”

“Wait, you have four sisters?”

“Yup.”

When I pull into her driveway, a
familiar-looking young man is sitting on her stoop and a dog is
barking up a storm. She reaches for her door.

“I’ll get your door. Who is that?”

“Austin lives next door.”

I hop out, hurry around, and open her
door.

“Hey, Austin. Everything okay?” Willa asks
him.

“Hi, Miss Willa. Officer Cappelli. Nice to
see you outside of school.”

I nod, waiting for him to continue.

“I broke one of your windows playing ball
with my dad and brothers. Mom sent me here to wait for you.”

“Okay. Let me get Newman, and we can check it
out,” Willa tells him.

“Newman as in Seinfeld?” I ask, stepping onto
the porch as she opens the door. A large rottweiler sits at the
door waiting for Willa to enter. Faint tones of an alarm system
echo around us.

If she didn’t have an alarm system and
Newman, I would have insisted on checking out the house before
letting her move further inside. She enters the pin before
answering my question. “No, as in Paul Newman of Cool Hand
Luke.”

Stepping inside, I reach forward toward
Newman, my hand down in front of his nose, waiting for him to come
to me. He sniffs it and brushes across my hand before scampering
out the back door.

“What’s your dog’s name, Luca?” My name
falling from her lips sounds sultry and sends blood rushing south.
She stands beside me. It takes restraint not to tuck her
protectively against me.

“Bogart.”

A look of surprise crosses her gorgeous face.
“Austin, come in. Which window?”

Austin is a tall kid. He stands about eye
level with me, so I would guess he’s nearing six feet. “In the back
of the house.”

Willa checks the dining area, and everything
is fine. The window in the office in the rear corner of her house
is broken. A baseball is settled on the area rug near the desk. She
bends forward to pick it up. I turn my gaze away, simply because
controlling my reactions to her increases in difficulty the more I
learn about her.

“Thank you for coming over, Austin. I
appreciate you owning up to the damage,” Willa tells him.

“My dad said to let him know how much the new
window will cost. We’ll pay for it,” Austin contritely adds,
accepting the baseball from Willa.

“I will. Have a good night.” She walks Austin
to the front door while I let Newman back inside.

“Do you have any wood to cover the window?”
Latching the door, I lean down and pet Newman. This time he
obliges.

“I might in the shed or the garage. Let me
change my shoes. Feel free to take a seat.” She takes the stairs
two at a time.

Her home is colorful yet soothing. The couch
is comfortable but structured. Her décor is perfect. Pillows sit on
the couch and chair with a blanket draped over the arm. A
rope-handle tray rests on the leather ottoman. Newman curls up next
to me while we wait. The built-ins around the television feature
books on one side and classic movies on the other. I’m so wrapped
up in taking in her home, I didn’t hear her come downstairs.

“Why Bogart?” Willa appears beside me. She
says, “Down,” and points to the floor. Newman slides off my lap and
sets his paws on the hardwood.

I stand, ready to follow her to the shed.
With sneakers instead of heels, the top of her head is level with
my lips.

“It appears we both love classic movies.”

A small smile breaks on her face. “Come on.
I’m sure you need to get home to rest before your shift
tomorrow.”

“I’m off tomorrow. Plus, I’m not leaving you
here alone with a boarded-up window.”

“What about Bogart? You don’t have to stay.
If Tabi brought me home instead of hooking up with Davis, I would
be fixing this myself. I’m capable.”

Her fierce independence is sexy. “Didn’t say
you weren’t, but I’m here and I can help you get a new window and
install it tomorrow. Bogart is with Lina and her kids. They borrow
him from time to time.”

“There’s no point in arguing with you, is
there?”

“About this, no, not at all.” I might be
making headway with her.

She unlocks the shed door and shines a
flashlight inside. This is the neatest shed I’ve ever seen. Lawn
tools on hooks along the outer walls, a lawnmower and tractor
parked inside. She moves inside and starts shifting items away from
the left wall. “How big?”

I raise an eyebrow but say nothing about
where my mind went. “It’s a standard window, so three feet by four
feet, give or take.”

“All of these are too small. Let’s go check
the garage.” She relocks the door and starts back toward the house.
Newman is sitting dutifully on her cozy back porch. The patio
furniture is already set out around the propane firepit.

“Do you sit out here often?” I follow her
back to the house.

“Yeah, it’s one of my favorite spots.”

My deck is about the same size as hers, and I
sit out there frequently too. The garage is even more organized
than the shed. The back wall has a pegboard to hold tools.

“Wow. This is impressive.”

“Thanks.” She sorts through the stack of wood
under the bench and pulls out one to fit. “There’s a power drill on
the shelf to the right, and the screws we need are in the third
drawer of the chest in front of you.”

I have no words to describe how much more
turned on I am. She knows how to do this stuff for herself, exactly
which tools she needs, and where they’re stored. Another part of me
wonders why. I find everything exactly where she described and set
it on the bench.

“Let’s trade,” I suggest.

If she’s against being taken care of or
receiving help, she doesn’t indicate as much. I take the board, and
she carries the other supplies. Less than ten minutes later, her
window is boarded for the night.

“Want a drink?” she asks.

“Sure.” I follow her into the kitchen.
Ignoring the intoxicating sway of her hips—impossible.


Chapter Five

 Willa

Despite my concerns, I let Luca help me board
the window. It may have taken me longer, but I could’ve done it
myself.

“I have water, milk, soda, beer, and wine,” I
list, surveying my fridge.

“Water is fine. Why classic movies?”

“I watched Casablanca with Tabi when
we were ten. Ever since, we’ve watched a classic movie at the same
time every Friday night.”

“You watched a movie with your bestie in
another state every Friday since you were ten.” Surprise comes
through in his voice.

“Sort of. Yes, we watch a movie almost every
Friday. Tabi lived on the same street as me through high school,
but we went to different colleges. She’s a headhunter for Fortune
500 companies in Boston, but she telecommutes most of the
time.”

“What did you watch last night?”

“Breakfast at Tiffany’s. What’s your
all-time favorite classic?”

“Tough question. There are so many good ones.
You’re really forcing me to choose only one?” Luca leans against
the counter.

“Yes, I am.”

“Roman Holiday with Audrey Hepburn and
Gregory Peck.”

“I believe I have that one. Want to watch it
since you refuse to leave?” I hope he can hear the levity in my
voice. I’ll be fine on my own, but I appreciate his need to stay
all the same. My father had it. I suppose all cops have it to some
degree. It’s nice to know someone is worried about me.

“Willa, I don’t want to make you
uncomfortable, but I can’t just leave…. You’re messing with me,
aren’t you?”

I can’t contain my laughter. “Yes, you said
arguing would be futile, so why would I try again?”

“Thank you. Yes, I would like to watch with
you.”

I find the movie on a streaming service, even
though I have the DVD, and join Luca on the couch. He tucks himself
into the corner, careful to avoid touching me unnecessarily. Newman
curls up to my left in the opposite corner. Earlier when we were
boarding the window, his proximity to me almost had me considering
forgoing my rule. I can’t. I simply can’t. We can only be
friends, despite the fact I want him to hold my hand again. I
didn’t even think twice when he reached for me in the parking lot.
Like at the table, it was a perfect fit.

Every so often, I glance over at him. His
gaze remains transfixed on the screen. Usually Tabi talks through
our movie night. Thankfully, we’ve both seen most of them over the
last eighteen years. It’s been a while since I’ve seen this one
though.

“I see you.” Luca turns his mesmerizing
chocolate eyes in my direction. There goes another brick in my
wall. I like him too.

“I’m used to Tabi talking too much. It’s nice
you’re actually watching, even though I’m sure you’ve seen it a few
times.”

“I have, but never with you.”

Holy hell, he says the right things every
single time. The kicker is… he’s absolutely sincere. There is no
waver in his voice. No games. There wasn’t when he said he was glad
I was at the brewery or when he said he likes me. He’s making it
very difficult to keep my distance from him, and he isn’t even
trying. Luca is simply being himself.

His gaze returns to the screen. When the
credits start to roll, I take our empty water bottles to the
kitchen.

“I’ll get you a pillow and a bigger blanket.
Be right back.” I hustle up the stairs to my bedroom and exhale
sharply. Why does he have to be a cop? I grab the softest, biggest
blanket I have and a pillow off my bed and turn into the hall. I
steel myself against the increasing feelings I’m having for the
hottie about to spend the night on my couch.

As I land on the bottom step, all my work is
for nothing. Luca stands in my living room shirtless with his jeans
unzipped. I saw him shirtless when he was my patient. I wouldn’t
gawk then like I am right now. Like I shouldn’t be right now.

“Willa, what’s wrong? You’ve seen me
shirtless before.” Luca moves in front of me.

“I… you… how do you always get to the point
so quickly?”

“Four sisters. Stop evading my question.”

“Nothing’s wrong. You weren’t that cut before
your injury.” I reel my tongue back into my mouth as best I can.
Damn! He’s hotter now than he was then. Generally, I don’t
notice a patient’s physique. Before, he was fit; now he’s chiseled
and his abs, all eight of them, clearly defined. Luca even has the
divot at his hips that make women stupid, me included.

“You noticed me when I was your patient.” His
voice is steady.

“No, not like I am now. In a clinical… you’re
messing with me right now, aren’t you?”

A huge grin grows on his face. “You admit to
gawking at me now but not before?”

I can feel my skin getting hotter by the
second.

He leans closer, almost close enough to kiss
me. I keep reminding myself a kiss would be a very bad idea. Yet
one I increasingly want. “Blush is sexy on you.”

I hand him the linens and turn on my heel to
climb the stairs. After two steps, I step back down to the last
one. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. Sweet dreams, Willa.”

“Good night, Luca.” I turn back, but I can’t
make myself climb again. His hold on me is strong. The war in my
head wins over the increasing feelings in my heart. He’s a cop.
I can’t date a cop. With the reminder, I climb the stairs. In
my room, I strip off my clothes, fall into my bed, and hope sleep
will claim me.

The early light of sunrise seeps through my
blinds. I rifle through my drawer to find the most appropriate
workout gear I have and dress. Careful to miss the creaky step, I
move downstairs. Peeking at Luca—which I want to do so much more
than I should—I see he’s sound asleep with his arm over his head,
his chest uncovered, rising and falling in a steady rhythm. Newman
lifts his head and immediately puts it back down.

I slip downstairs and start my yoga practice
for today. Inserting my wireless earbuds, I truly zone out. Rarely
does Newman bother me, but today he’s licking my face while I hold
a plank. I shift up to downward facing dog before ending in a
seated butterfly. When I open my eyes, Luca is leaning against the
wall at the base of the stairs. Unfortunately for me, he put on his
shirt.

“Morning.”

“Morning. Couldn’t sleep?” he asks.

“I’m an early riser. I work out before every
shift. Sometimes after as well, depending on how the day goes.”

“How fast can you be ready to go look for a
window?” he asks.

I’m not sure how to take his question. “I can
be ready to leave in fifteen minutes or so, why?”

“I have four sisters, and each one takes a
different amount of time to get ready. I could be out the door with
Frankie in about twenty minutes flat from the time her feet hit the
floor, but Lily needs at least an hour to wake up. I’m trying to
gauge whether I should run home and get ready or wait for you.”

“Up to you.”

“I’ll go home and come back to pick you up. I
couldn’t find Newman’s food, but I let him out.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

Luca turns up the stairs. Yes, I watch. His
ass is as attractive as his sculpted chest. I shake the lust from
my brain, grab my water, and climb upstairs to shower for the day.
A day I’m apparently spending with Luca fixing my window. Part of
me is ecstatic; the rest is terrified he might be all he seems—all
I have been looking for, except for his career.
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