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Chapter One

 Francesca

 


It’s so early the sun isn’t even awake yet. I
slam my alarm clock and toss my legs over the edge of my bed. A
moment later, I rise and pad to the bathroom to brush my hair and
teeth. I pull on some jeans and a tee and rush out the door.
Perhaps I should consider moving closer to the office. But… I love
my townhouse. I bought it a few years ago, mostly for the gorgeous
kitchen with waterfall countertops and stainless appliances. The
rooms are spacious, and my furnishings have modern lines but are
comfortable. My home is colorful and airy with hints of texture on
the couches with pillows and a blanket over the arm of the
chair.

York Beach, Maine is a quaint town with a
cute village, which includes a store that pulls taffy in the
window, souvenir shops, and even an amusement park. There are two
popular stretches of beach as well as numerous tourist sites, like
the Nubble Lighthouse and the Wiggly Bridge located in nearby
Kittery.

This is my home. I only left the area to
pursue my degree in landscape architecture. Now I run my own
successful business, Sunshine Landscape and Design, in a
neighboring town. I hop into my truck, send in my order to the
coffee shop near my office, and head toward work. Thankfully, I
don’t have an installation today, but my crew has one. I try to
supervise as many as I can, but today I need to focus on my plan
for the Cooper project. A mutual friend told my sister-in-law about
a bid to landscape a new hotel in Portsmouth. It would be a huge
contract for my company to earn. The summer season just ended. Fall
means cleanup and maintenance, and winter is planning for spring. I
spend most of my workdays during the fall and winter at home. This
project will give me plenty to do over during that time.

I pull up against the curb in front of the
Sweet Face Pastry Shoppe and wave to my bestie, Talia, who is the
owner, as I step inside. She’s my antithesis. Tal is average
height, blonde hair, and green eyes with flawless skin. She hates
everything outdoors. I’ve known her since grammar school when Jimmy
Delano slid his desk forward and caught her hair. I flattened him
with one shove. I received detention for a week, and Talia became
my bestie the very same day.

“Hi, Talia.”

“Hey. Your order isn’t ready yet. The
espresso machine is having a tantrum despite the early hour. Here,
take your muffin and a water, and I’ll get your coffee as soon as I
can.” She shoves an apple cinnamon strudel muffin and water in my
hand, then she scurries away.

I take a seat near the window and pick at my
favorite muffin. No offense to Talia and her yummy creation, but
the coffee is more important. I glance up when a tall, lean man
with dark hair and light eyes steps into the bakery with a young
girl, probably his daughter. If I had to guess, given her tall
frame and awkwardness, she looks about twelve. I recall that
feeling very well. As casually as I can, I watch them. Not true,
I’m watching him. He moves gracefully as they approach the
counter.

Jenny, one of the other baristas, steps up
and takes their order. Once she finishes ringing them out, Tal
shouts, “Joey, your coffee.”

Seriously, Tal! She has been making
fun of my nickname since we were kids. My family and close friends
call me Frankie. The first time I ordered a coffee from her, she
labeled it with a typically male nickname that can be for a
female.

I shake my head, take the cup, and give her
the side-eye. “Call me later.” I raise my cup as I walk out the
door. After settling into the driver’s seat, I pull into traffic
toward the office.

My work office is boring. I have a large,
sturdy, wood desk and a comfy chair. There are two armless client
chairs, which are from my dining set at home. I refuse to buy more
chairs when I have two extra at home. There’s a table along the
wall with photo books of previous jobs. On the other wall is a
small window and some plants. When I arrive, I plop down in my
chair and boot up my laptop.

Once it wakes, I open the Cooper file and set
out the requirements on my desk again. I refuse to fail due to a
technicality. The bidding sheet sets forth the specifications for
the landscape design, including the height of the shrubbery and
which colors would be allowed for flowers.

By the end of the lunch hour, I have reviewed
my plan numerous times. I have two more days to perfect it before
the presentation. When I finish my review, I shut everything down
and drive to today’s jobsite.

When I arrive, I’m surprised at the progress
the crew has made in one morning. “Hey, Eric. How’s it going
here?”

Eric is my foreman. If I’m not in charge of a
site, he is. I hired him after I was in business for a little over
a year. I couldn’t handle the work on my own any longer. Eric is a
few years older than me, but we are clear on boundaries and
responsibilities. He has a wife, Amy, and two young boys named
Dylan and Declan.

“Afternoon, Frankie. This job is moving
smoothly. The shrubbery along the pool is complete. I’m hoping to
get this portion done before it rains later this week.” He
indicates the tree line near the edge of the yard on the
schematic.

“Good plan. Mind if I take a look?”

“Not at all, you’re the boss.” Most of the
men in this industry aren’t a fan of a female boss. The irony isn’t
lost on me; landscaping is about making the outside of a home or
business beautiful, yet it’s a male-dominated field. I follow the
path around the house and wave to the rest of the crew. Jamie is a
young kid, fresh out of high school. He’s a great worker, punctual,
and overall pleasant guy. Manuel is his complete opposite in looks
and age. He’s an older man who is set in his ways. I have learned a
few old-school tricks from him, but thankfully he follows my plans
as I set them out.

The shrubbery along the pool fence line is
perfect, and the immature trees the client requested are being
placed right now. Content with their progress, I return to the
front of the house where Eric is consulting the plans again.

“Hey. Everything looks perfect back there.
I’m heading back to the office and then home. Call me if you need
anything,” I inform Eric.

“Thanks, Frankie. I’ll let you know.”

As I sit in my seat, my phone chimes with my
sister Lia’s dedicated notification.

Lia: Hey, sis. Can you come pick me up?

Guess I’m not going back to the office.

Me: Sure, but it’ll be a bit longer. I’m
near the office. Where are you?

Lia: I’m at work.

Me: I’ll be there in thirty. Can you order
me a burger and fries to go?

Lia: Sure can.

I hurry to meet Lia, at least it’s her family
nickname. Her full name is Amelia, and she’s the youngest of my
siblings. Along the way, I hear my phone chime with more
notifications from my siblings. I even gave my sister-in-law,
Willa, her own notification. Willa married my brother Luca about
six months ago. She’s perfect for him. They met after my brother
was shot negotiating with my ex-brother-in-law. Thankfully, my
oldest sister, Lina, and her two kids were able to get out of the
house safely. Willa was his nurse at the hospital. It took them a
few years to finally go on an actual date though. Now Luca is a
crisis negotiator with the state police. In fact, their fates
changed at Hops and Barley where Lia now works. I also have another
sister, Lily, who is a hedge fund manager. Her hours are almost as
crazy as mine, although today I got lucky.

I park at the curb and step inside the
brewery. Lia is near the bar with her friend from school, Scarlett.
They met at the beginning of the semester when Scarlett transferred
here from NYU. Her sister, Savannah, is friends with Willa. Lia
hugs Scarlett and moves toward me with my dinner.

“Hey, Lia. How was class and your shift?”

“Hi. Thanks for picking me up. Luca got
called to a hostage scene about an hour ago.” We head outside and
hop into my truck.

“No problem. I was going to need dinner
anyway.”

“To answer your question, class was fine, and
the shift was dead. What about you? How is the plan for the Cooper
project?”

I shake my head. Our family is super close,
and we share almost everything. “The plan is great. I incorporated
everything the bid requires. Now I need to land the job.”

“Of course you’ll land the job.”

“I appreciate your confidence in me, Lia, but
this is a big deal. This bid is for the Portsmouth hotel. The
overarching plan consists of ten hotels in the northeast.”

“Frankie, you’re a Cappelli. All of us are
strong, gorgeous, and badass. You’ve got this!”

Literal sisterhood for the win right there. I
pull in front of her apartment complex. Lia leans over and hugs me.
“I’ll see you on Sunday unless I pick up Scarlett’s shift.”

“Why does she need you to pick up her
shift?”

Lia shrugs. She doesn’t want to share, but I
know if I simply wait her out, she will. “I think she has a date
with a local cop.”

Interesting. Before Luca took his position
with the state police, he was YPD. “Do you know who it is?”

“Nope, she didn’t divulge his name because of
Luca. Love you.” She hurries inside without hearing my reply.

“Love you most.”

After a quick ride home, I curl up on my
patio and eat my burger. Thankfully, it’s still warm. I hope to get
some sleep tonight. The presentation is on Friday, and my nerves
are already on edge. When I’m nervous, sleep typically eludes
me.

 



Chapter Two

 Thomas

“Come on, Ellie. We need to go if you want a
muffin from Sweet Face before school,” I call upstairs for the
second time in the last fifteen minutes. Honestly, I don’t like to
rush her. She might be late for school, but my mornings with her
are in short supply. Her mother, Tess, and I have been divorced for
six years. Initially our shared custody arrangement was simpler. We
lived in the same city, and neither of us had moved on to a new
relationship.

I would like to say the end of our marriage
was completely her fault. That isn’t completely accurate. I was
unhappy in my lucrative job in Boston, but Tess was blissfully
happy spending my salary while caring for our daughter. She was
supportive when I changed jobs, even acknowledged her spending was
out of control, and she even offered to look for a job to help with
the pay cut. However, no help came. Instead, Tess became angry my
choice to change jobs forced her to curtail her spending and
refused to find a job. I was at my current position for about six
months before she asked for a divorce. We have a shared custody
agreement, which was going well until she married Michael.

“I’ll be right there.” Ellie’s response pulls
me out of my head.

I have nothing against Michael, at least from
the information I know. He’s good to my daughter, and Tess seems
perfectly content spending his old money left and right. The most
recent issue is Tess wants to move to western Connecticut and take
Ellie with her. We’re trying to come up with a plan on our own that
doesn’t uproot Ellie. We haven’t made any progress and are set for
mediation next week.

I haven’t been lucky in the dating department
post-divorce like Tess. Unlucky may not be accurate. At the
beginning, I was hesitant to put myself out there. Who would date a
single dad with a six-year-old and a difficult ex-wife? The dating
pool in this area is small. At least in Boston, the number of
potential dates would have been higher.

“Eleanor, now!” My voice louder and more
forceful this time.

“Geez, Dad. I’m right here.”

I follow her out to the car, and we head to
the bakery. After parking, we approach from the far side of the
shoppe. There’s a beautiful woman sitting alone at a table near the
window. Her dark hair is piled on top of her head in a topknot, her
skin is flawless, and she appears lost in thought. After noticing
her, I continue inside with Ellie. She places her order, and I add
a coffee and muffin for myself.

The barista takes our order and disappears
into the back. Another blonde barista returns and calls out, “Joey,
your coffee.”

The woman from near the window simply shakes
her head, grabs the cup from the barista, and then says, “Call me.”
Clearly they know each other personally, but I’ve never met a woman
named Joey before. I can only think of one name it could be short
for—Josephine. It’s old-fashioned and wouldn’t fit a woman like
her.

I mentally chastise myself. I know nothing
about this woman other than she frequents this coffee shop, knows
the barista, and is beautiful.

“Dad, let’s go. I’m going to be late,” Ellie
mumbles.

I follow her out of the bakery and back to
the car. She makes it to school with five minutes to spare.

“I’ll see you on Friday after school, Ellie.
I love you more.”

“Bye, Dad. See you then. I love you most.”
Most girls of her age won’t share their feelings, especially at
school drop-off. Luckily, Ellie understands how difficult sharing
time with Tess is for me. I never had to tell her, she simply knows
despite her age. I would never have chosen for my marriage to end,
but it did.

I park in my assigned spot and slip into my
office unnoticed. I have worked here for the last seven years. I
manage the commercial properties for the Hayward Group. Currently,
I’m handling two large accounts, including the Cooper Hotel and
Omni Park. The Cooper Hotel is a new build, and I coordinate all
the contractors from the electricians to the painters. Omni Park is
a large complex with indoor and outdoor space, including a ropes
course, water slides, and even a mini golf course.

My assistant, Melissa, set up presentations
for tomorrow and Friday for the Cooper project. Along with the
committee, I plan to select the winning bid by the end of next week
at the latest. My focus today is on Omni and scheduling a permit
review for each aspect in time for opening day in about a
month.

I spend my entire day on the phone being
shuttled from underling to supervisor and back again between
departments at city hall. This shouldn’t be this hard. After a
draining day of phone calls and skipping lunch, I head home just
after five. I didn’t even have time to check my texts until I sit
in the driver’s seat of my car to go home.

Remi: Hey, bud.

Remi: Dude, we’re going to the brewery
tonight. Join us.

Remi: I know Ellie went to back to
Tess’s.

Me: I’m drained. Not tonight, maybe on the
weekend.

Remi: I’ll hold you to that.

I shake my head at my best friend and turn
over the engine. I hate going home on Wednesdays. At the beginning
of the day, it’s me and Ellie, but she isn’t there when I get home.
Co-parenting royally sucks. As much as I despise Tess not putting
in the work for our marriage, I never show it in front of Ellie.
Until her petition to move Ellie to Connecticut, everything was
fine except for the need to share time with my daughter.

Grabbing a beer from the fridge, I flop down
on my couch and flick on Sportscenter. Preseason football is
the main storyline. Despite where I live, I root for the New York
Giants. Last year the team certainly had a decent season,
especially considering they have a new head coach. I finish my beer
and tackle a show on my DVR with a stop in the middle to chat with
Ellie on the phone about her day.

“Hi, Dad.”

“Hey. How was your math test?”

She sighs. Math isn’t her favorite subject.
“It wasn’t terrible. I think I did okay.”

“All right. I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks. I have to get going. Mom is sending
me upstairs to get my reading done.”

“Okay. Love you more, Ellie.”

“Love you most, Dad.” I glance at the clock
and wonder why Tess is sending Ellie upstairs so early. Generally,
I don’t question Tess when Ellie is with her and she doesn’t
question me. It seems odd my daughter is relegated to her bedroom.
Their house has six bedrooms, and only three people live there.

I make a note to keep it in mind to ask Ellie
on Friday. Otherwise spent, I turn in early myself. If I’m lucky, I
might be able to see Joey in the morning.

 


 



Chapter Three

 Francesca

At this rate, I may need to enlist Lily’s
help before my presentation. She has the skill set to cover the
bags under my eyes from not sleeping. Dressed in my usual workday
wear—jeans and a tee—I head out to my truck and drive toward my
coffee dealer.

“Hi, Tal. Please tell me your espresso
machine is working. I need a double today.”

The shoppe has a bunch more patrons today.
I’m later than usual. There’s more staff near seven thirty than
near seven.

“Worried about the presentation?”

I nod. My usual seat near the window is
taken, so I opt for one near the back corner. I’m staring blankly
at the pictures on the wall when I hear Tal call, “Tommy.”

Rising from my chair, I round the counter
toward the pickup area and reach for the cup that has “Tommy”
written on the side.

“Excuse me, I think that’s mine,” a deep
voice rumbles behind me. His voice sounds… Arousing is the only
word that springs to mind.

I turn and find myself face-to-face with my
eye candy from yesterday.

“I thought your name was Joey?” He was paying
attention to me yesterday. Interesting.

I laugh. “No, it’s not Joey or Tommy. It’s
Frankie. Pleasure to meet you, Tommy.” I extend my hand to him. His
hands are surprisingly rough for someone who wears a suit to work—a
tailored suit that fits very well, just like my hand in his. I
wonder what causes the callouses.

His brow wrinkles. “I’m confused. Do you have
a few minutes to talk with me and explain why you have three
commonly male first names?”

Tal calls, “Tommy,” again. Her head is
bobbing up and down enthusiastically. I wave her off behind my back
so Tommy doesn’t see me.

“Sure. Does one of the tables outside work?”
I suggest.

He finds the other cup labelled Tommy and
follows me to the door. “After you.” He opens the door for me.

I step outside in the early fall sunshine and
take a seat at one of the Sweet Face bistro tables. Once seated, I
recheck the label and note I indeed have his cup of coffee instead
of mine.

“This one is yours.” I pass it across the
table, and he exchanges it for mine. I note his order, a double
shot of espresso with cream, one sugar, and a shot of cinnamon.

“So, Frankie, why does your barista friend
label your coffee with commonly male names? Although I must admit,
I’m glad she chose Tommy today.”

I’m grateful myself. “Talia is the owner, the
barista, and my best friend. She has been picking on me about my
name since we met in third grade. I stood up to one of our
classmates who was tormenting her. When I told her my name was
Frankie, she complemented my warrior mentality for shoving Jimmy.
We’ve been best friends ever since.”

“Do you have a bunch of older brothers who
taught you to stand up for yourself?”

I smirk and wonder if he’s worried they might
be overprotective. “I have three sisters and one moderately
overprotective brother, and he’s enough. Tommy, is that what you
prefer to be called? What about you?”

His smile is breathtaking. “I have two
brothers and a sister.”

“Where do you fall in the birth order? I’m
the literal middle child.”

A hearty laugh slips past his lips. “I’m the
oldest. As far as my name, it’s what people call me because it’s
also my father’s name. As much as I would love to stay here and
talk with you, I have a meeting at nine thirty. Can I meet you here
tomorrow, say around seven?”

“I’ll be here. Have a good day.”

“It was a pleasure to meet you, Frankie. I’ll
see you tomorrow at seven. Bye.”

It isn’t until I turn to watch Tommy walk
away that I notice Tal casually and purposefully cleaning the
tables near the windows to spy on my impromptu coffee chat. Before
I acknowledge her, I need to process how my assessment yesterday
fell short. Tommy is tall, but the tailoring of his suit hides what
appear to be buff arms, given they stretched the jacket when he
leaned closer to me. His eyes are a gorgeous shade of blue, and the
cleft chin is disgustingly attractive too.

Once she’s sure he is gone, Talia joins me
outside. “Oh, girl! He’s hot!”

I shake my head. “Ya think?”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Yes, Tal. He’s hot, in case my sarcasm
wasn’t clear.” He has a large family too. Hopefully, they’re close
like we are. A boisterous family can be off-putting to someone who
isn’t close to theirs or has none or one sibling.

“Did you get his number?”

I chuckle. “No, but we’re meeting here
tomorrow for coffee.”

Concern mars her face. “Why here?”

“It’s what he suggested. If I had to guess,
he’s been out of the dating game for a while. Slow is fine with
me.”

“I love you, Frankie, but you need to get
laid—hard, fast, and very, very soon.”

Blunt as ever. I love her for it too. She
probably knows down to the day the last time I had sex. “Maybe so,
but I have to worry about tomorrow before anything else.” She isn’t
wrong. It’s been way too long since I’ve met a decent guy, forget
the sex part.

Tristan was the most recent date. He works at
another landscaping company. We met at the garden center where I
was pricing items for the project Eric installed yesterday. The
same night we met for drinks. When I shared the company was mine,
he was suddenly protective of his company’s name and his bosses. As
if I need to steal his clients to be successful. The one before
Tristan was a blind date set up by my older sister, Lina. I didn’t
even get through drinks with him. As soon as he learned Luca was my
brother, the date was over. I love my crazy, overprotective
brother, but I can handle myself. Hell, he taught me.

“Yet you agreed to meet him before your big
presentation.”

“I’ll be here anyway. Don’t crush my hot-guy
flush please, Tal.”

“Not trying to at all. He seems nice. He
comes in here a few times a week. Only on Wednesdays is his
daughter with him. He has seriously sexy single-dad vibes written
all over him.”

He does. “I gotta get to the office,
Tal. Thanks for choosing the right name today. See you in the
morning.”

“Bye, Tommy.” She winks at me and finishes
clearing the table. Talia hasn’t had it easy in the dating
department. Her ex-husband is currently serving time for
involuntary manslaughter stemming from a bar fight. Ever since
then, she hasn’t been with the same guy more than once. I don’t
blame her one bit.

I note Eric is already in the office this
morning as I park in the lot. “Hi, Eric.”

“Morning, Frankie. Finishing up my notes for
yesterday’s install. We were able to get the immature trees planted
so the timeline won’t be affected by this afternoon’s predicted
rainstorm.”

“Great. Thank you. Is your schedule still
clear for tomorrow after lunch?” I ask him.

“Yup. I’ll be here to answer the phones while
you land the lucrative contract with the Hayward Group.”

“I appreciate your confidence, but it’s a
huge step up for this company. I was happy to capture the
opportunity to present my bid.”

“You’ll land the contract, boss lady.”

I shake my head. “Don’t call me that.”

“Why not? It’s completely accurate, not
offensive, and politically correct. Amy would have my head if I
called you ‘boss babe.’”

I laugh and retreat to my office. I boot up
my laptop and field today’s inquiries. There’s a confirmation for
my presentation tomorrow at two from Melissa at the Hayward Group.
I forward the request for a fall cleanup estimate to Eric, who is
typing away in his office. Even though I know it inside, outside,
forward, and backward, I review the presentation repeatedly. Before
I know it, it’s past one and I haven’t eaten lunch yet.

I sigh and rummage through my desk drawers
for a cup of noodles or granola bar to tide me over until dinner. I
pull out my phone and check my texts from this morning. I was so
focused, I didn’t hear it chime.

Lina: Hey there. I need to talk when you
have a few minutes.

Me: Text or call?

Lina: Call. Then I know who to blame if this
gets out before I’m ready and there’s no record of what I said.

I dial Lina. “Hey, sis. Is everyone
okay?”

“Yes, Antonio and Emilia are fine. It’s
about me and a guy.”

Generally, Lina goes to Luca or Lily for
advice about dating. I’m intrigued why she chose me. “What’s
up?”

“There’s a guy who keeps coming into the
bank when I know he doesn’t need to. It isn’t stalkerish, but he
wants to talk with me. I would go out with him, but with the kids
and Luca, I don’t know.”

“He’s a cop with YPD?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re afraid Luca won’t approve, right?” I
question her.

“That’s disturbingly spot-on.”

“Aside from the fact Luca probably knows
this guy, what else?”

“He’s younger than me by a decent
amount.”

Even though she can’t see me, I roll my
eyes. “How much younger? Never mind, it doesn’t matter. If you’re
interested and his age doesn’t bother you, say yes. Accepting a
date with a guy won’t necessarily lead you down the aisle again.”
Lina has been divorced from Derrick for over six years now. If the
right guy came along, I could see her marrying again.

“What’s his name, Frankie?”

“How?”

“It’s in your helpful advice.” Lina
snickers.

Ugh! “I met him this morning. There
isn’t really much to tell, other than he’s genuine and I think he
has a daughter.”

“What do you mean ‘think’?”

I mentally slap myself for saying too much.
“I saw him yesterday with a young girl at Sweet Face. She’s cute
but tall and awkward. I quite literally remember being in her
shoes. Anyway, this morning I accidently grabbed his coffee instead
of mine and we started talking.”

“Good for you. Is he hot?”

Always to the point. “Yes, he’s hot.”
Disgustingly so.

“Thanks for listening, Frankie. Please don’t
share with our siblings yet. I have to decide if I’m willing to not
only put myself and my kids out there, but with someone who I know
Luca will be against from the start.”

“I won’t, but keep in mind, this is about
your happiness, not Luca’s. He’ll get over it… eventually.”

“Good luck tomorrow.”

I smile. “Thanks, Lina. See you on Sunday.”
I hang up and head home in the pouring rain. After drying off, I
prepare a meal and curl up with a book in my granite fireplace. A
few hours later, I clean up and stand in front of my closet to
select an outfit for tomorrow—both my morning coffee date and my
presentation. Is it a date? I’m not sure. Once complete, I
fall into my bed and hope Tommy shows up in the morning.

 


 



Chapter Four

 Thomas

 


I haven’t been able to think about much else
other than Frankie since I first saw her two days ago. It makes
absolutely no sense. Not only is she beautiful, but she’s real. She
wasn’t wearing any makeup either time I saw her. She doesn’t need
it. Her skin is flawless. Frankie is tall and thin with enough
curves to imprint with my fingers.

I grab my keys and hurry out the door to the
pastry shoppe. I haven’t been excited to spend time with anyone in
a long time, especially a beautiful woman. When I arrive, she’s in
her spot near the window again. She’s as stunning as I remember,
even in jeans and a thin sweater. Her long brown hair is down and
reaches almost to her waist. It’s the first time I’ve seen it down.
Her gorgeous hair only adds to her appeal. It also gives me ideas
that have no place in my head yet, like twisting it around the palm
of my hand and tugging.

The shoppe doesn’t really have a theme except
it’s cozy inside. The prints on the walls are seasonal. Summer
scenes from the area fill the frames. There’s one of the Marginal
Way, the Nubble Lighthouse, Wells Beach, and even the Hartley Mason
Preserve. I suppose Talia changes them with the seasons.

“Morning, Frankie.” I stop by the table
before ordering my coffee.

“Morning,” she replies. “You should order
some coffee, or you won’t be in compliance for our date.”

“Is this a date?” I hope she thinks it’s a
date.

“Maybe pre-date is more accurate.”

Her bestie approaches the table. “What can I
get for you, Tommy?”

“Can I have a large dark roast with cream,
two sugars, and an apple strudel muffin, please,” I request.

“Coming right up.”

I don’t miss the second glance she gives to
Frankie as she walks away.

“Do you always get that flavor muffin?”

“If it’s available, why?”

“It’s my favorite of her creations too,” she
shares. “How was your day yesterday?”

“Work was busy, but it made the day fly by
and closer to seeing you again.”

A faint blush creeps onto her skin. “I agree
our coffee chat yesterday was too short.”

“What would you say if I asked you on a real
date? One where we don’t have to rush off to work?”

“I would like that,” she answers.

Talia brings over my coffee and muffin and
leaves silently. I’m confident she overheard me ask Frankie on a
date and her response.

I have learned the hard way to ask before I
get too involved with someone after my divorce. “Please don’t take
offense to my next statement and question. I have a daughter, and I
share custody with my ex-wife. Do you have an issue with dating a
single dad?”

She doesn’t seem offended at my question, at
least not for herself. “Are the women around here truly awful?” Her
question is refreshing.

I tilt my head forward slightly. “I have come
across more than a few since my divorce who stop responding when
they learn I’m a father.”

“When do you normally share you’re a
dad?”

“Initially it was after a few dates. Now I’m
completely upfront about both my divorce and Ellie.”

She sets her hand over mine on the table.
“Your daughter won’t be an issue for me.”

Her skin is incredibly soft. Some of the
weight lifts off my chest. “Can I have your number? I’ll call you
tonight to schedule our date.”

She reaches her hand out after I fish my
phone out of my pocket. “I’m going to text myself from your phone,
so I have yours too. I don’t answer unknown numbers.” She texts
herself and returns my phone to me.

“Once again, this was entirely too short.
I’ll call you tonight.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” Her smile makes
me hopeful I won’t be starting over after two dates.

After I step out the door, she waves again
through the window and her bestie takes my seat. I shake my head
and continue to work. From ten until three, my day is jammed with
project proposals for the hotel landscaping. Everything is moving
along smoothly until reality slams into my workday immediately
after my ten-minute lunch break.

My assistant buzzes the intercom. “Mr.
Thornton, Principal Mulier is on line two for you. She indicates
it’s urgent.”

I steel myself for what’s going on before
lifting the receiver to my ear. “Good afternoon, Principal Mulier.
How can I help you?”

“Good afternoon. I apologize for the
interruption. Ellie is fine. However, there’s a Michael Spears here
to dismiss her for the day. He isn’t on the access list, and Ellie
insists she’s slated to spend the weekend with you.”

Tess has never pulled something like this
before. She adheres to our visitation schedule to the letter. Also,
Michael is there to pick Ellie up, which is odd. I’m torn what to
do. I have two more presentations this afternoon. Rescheduling them
would be unprofessional, especially given the short notice.

“Can I speak with my daughter, please?”

Principal Mulier replies, “Of course.”

I hear standard hold music while I wait and
wonder what’s going on. Tess did file a request to relocate Ellie,
but we haven’t been to mediation yet. I spoke with my attorney
briefly and indicated I’m completely against uprooting Ellie.

“Hi, Dad. Michael is here, but I know it’s
your weekend.” Ellie is typically steadfast and calm. Now she
sounds nervous, anxious even.

“Hi, Ellie. Did you see Michael?”

“No, Principal Mulier told me he was here to
pick me up.”

“What do you want, Ellie? There is no right
or wrong answer.” Lying to my daughter is not something I do often.
In this case, I make an exception. There’s a wrong answer, but I
can’t share it with her. I cherish my time with Ellie, and I don’t
want to give up what I’m scheduled to have. It’s a definite
drawback to co-parenting.

“I want to spend the weekend with you, not
traipsing to Connecticut to look for a new mansion. Plus, I have a
game tomorrow morning.” Her answer surprises me, though I’m
ecstatic it’s what she wants as well.

I make a mental note to ask my attorney if
Ellie’s opinion matters in where she lives. “Okay, can you put
Principal Mulier back on the phone?”

“Sure.”

“Mr. Thornton?”

“Yes. Thank you for handling this matter
delicately. Ellie doesn’t want to leave with Mr. Spears and this
weekend is my designated parenting time. Please inform him Ellie is
to remain in school and I’ll pick her up as usual after the day
ends.”

“I’ll let him know. Thank you for promptly
taking my call.”

The list of people Melissa can interrupt a
meeting for is brief. It includes Ellie, Mrs. Mulier, Coach
Spencer, Coach Cole, and Tess. “I always will. Thank you for
calling.”

I end the call and prepare myself for my next
meeting. Focusing will be difficult considering now I’m worried
Tess might try to pick Ellie up herself since I thwarted Michael’s
attempt.


Chapter Five

 Francesca

 


“Girl, spill the details of your coffee date
I didn’t hear,” Tal plops into Tommy’s not-even-cold chair.

“You heard everything of importance, except
he was upfront about his divorce and his daughter.”

Tal smiles. “Clearly, he isn’t aware you were
ogling him on Wednesday morning when he was here with his
daughter.”

“Ellie, her name is Ellie. No, he doesn’t
know, and I didn’t share. It doesn’t matter right now. I need to
hustle and hurry to the office, clear my inbox, and then get to my
presentation.”

“Okay, I won’t push. I’m genuinely excited
for you. He’s hot and seems like a nice guy. Good luck!” Tal pushes
back from the table as a group of customers file in.

“Thanks, Tal.” I rise from my chair and
hustle to my truck.

I would prefer to have an installation this
morning. The physical work soothes my nerves. Instead, after
completing my morning office tasks, I’m drawing circles on the
floor of my entire office suite with my feet until it’s time to get
ready.

After brushing out my hair, I pin it away
from my face but leave it down. I shimmy into the red sheath dress
and low slingbacks Lily recommended. I skip the stockings, even
though my sister feels they’re necessary. Once I’m dressed, I
review the summary again and leave for one of the biggest proposals
of my life. A flood of text messages started coming in since I left
Sweet Face.

Luca: Good luck, Frankie. You’ve got
this!

Lily: Go get this account, sis! Wear the
stockings! Love you.

Dad: I’m proud of you! Love you.

Lia: Good luck, Frankie.

Mom: In bocca al lupo. Love
you.

Willa: You’ve got this, Frankie.

Lina: Rock this presentation. Love you.

I thank them all, set my proposal in the well
of the passenger seat, and head to my presentation. This is the
largest job I’ve ever pursued. I opened my company four years ago.
I handle everything from securing jobs, ordering materials,
invoicing, and payroll. If I land this project, I’ll need to hire
an administrative assistant, preferably one with payroll and
invoicing experience. I simply won’t have enough hours in the
day.

I park in front of the modern office building
that houses the Hayward Group and calm myself as best I can. Upon
entering the building, I introduce myself to the receptionist.

“Miss Cappelli, Mr. Thornton is ready to see
you now. I’ll give you ten minutes to set up your proposal.” She
leaves me in the sleek conference room.

“Thank you.” I boot up my laptop and throw
the slides onto the screen. I also have renderings of my plan on
large canvases. I move toward the large window and take in the
water view.

“Miss Cappelli, it’s a pleasure to
meet….”

I know that voice—deep and sexy. I turn
toward him. “Tommy?”

He extends his hand to me. “Frankie is short
for Francesca.”

It’s a statement not a question. Now what?
The warmth from his hand around mine shoots up my arm. I worked so
hard on this presentation to let my attraction to him get in the
way. “Mr. Thornton, yes, it is. Is this going to be a problem?” I
mean not only for the presentation but for our pending date,
although I’m not confident I convey it to him.

“No, not for me. Will it be for you?”

I shake my head outwardly, but internally I’m
skeptical. “No.”

“Miss Cappelli, please begin when you’re
ready.” He takes a seat halfway down the side of the large
conference table.

I inhale and exhale a few times before
beginning the summary of my presentation. “I’ve taken the
parameters set forth by the request for proposals and incorporated
each aspect into this design. In addition, my flower and plant
selection will allow for color year-round. Specifically, these
plants illustrated here are evergreen, while these interspersed
between them are a dark maroon color which will provide contrast to
the light-yellow flowers from the azaleas.”

I continue outlining my plan and the required
maintenance that could be handled by my company or in house if the
owner so chooses. Tommy asks pointed questions about the placement,
timelines, and the budget. Mr. Thornton. Ugh!

Forty minutes later, I conclude my
presentation and ask if he has any more questions.

“No. Thank you, Miss Cappelli. There’s one
more presenter. A decision will be made by the end of next
week.”

“You’re welcome. Thank you.” My mind is
spinning while I gather my materials. I nailed this presentation,
but the fact we’re supposed to schedule our first date tonight
gives me pause. I want this job because I earned it, not because he
wants to date me. Although he wouldn’t be involved after the
contract is awarded. I suppose it’s a plus. I wouldn’t have luck if
it weren’t bad luck.

“Would you like some help?” His sexy voice
creeps into my inner thoughts. Seriously, does it have to be so
arousing?

“No, I can handle it. Thank you for the
offer.” I refuse to look into it. He’s simply being polite. It
means nothing. With my materials and laptop packed away, I move
toward the door. “I look forward to hearing from you, Mr.
Thornton.”

He acknowledges my words as I walk away.
Normally, I can tell if a client is interested in hiring my company
before I walk out the door. Not this time. As I round the corner to
the elevator, I see the next presenter waiting in the lobby. I’ve
bid against Liam Samuels before and lost but not on anything this
significant. The smug look on his face tells me he saw me too.
Exactly what I need to add to this miserable afternoon.

Was it though?
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