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BROKEN HEART


When Skye Callahan’s boyfriend tells her he’s been cheating with her best friend, one thing becomes clear. She’s nearly lost it all.
No family, no friends, and now, no boyfriend.
Fortunately, Skye’s got her bookshop, and she’s beginning to think that’s the only thing worth holding onto.
Unfortunately, something comes flying through the front door of her store, leaving her wondering how things could possibly get any worse.
As the head of operations at the Westwood Company, Cooper Westwood didn’t need to add another thing to his plate. But fate had other plans, and now he needs to fix Skye’s door.
He should have done his job and left.
He didn’t.
And when a situation arises, giving him the opportunity to help Skye, Cooper does just that. Unfortunately, after the most recent betrayal, Skye’s heart has been hardened, and she’s not interested in what Cooper has to offer.
But Cooper knows there’s something special about Skye, and he wants to give her everything she’s missing in her life.



Copyright 2024 by A.K. Evans

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Editing & Proofreading

Mackenzie Letson, Nice Girl Naughty Edits

www.nicegirlnaughtyedits.com

Cover Artist

cover artwork © Sarah Hansen, Okay Creations

www.okaycreations.com


TABLE OF CONTENTS


Prologue
1. Skye
2. Cooper
3. Skye
4. Cooper
5. Skye
6. SKYE
7. COOPER
8. SKYE
9. COOPER
10. SKYE
11. SKYE
12. COOPER
13. SKYE
14. SKYE
15. COOPER
16. COOPER
17. SKYE
18. SKYE
19. SKYE
20. COOPER
21. SKYE
22. SKYE
23. SKYE
24. SKYE
25. COOPER
Epilogue
THE WESTWOOD SERIES
Wild Heart
Also by A.K. Evans
About the Author



PROLOGUE
SKYE



I used to think there was nothing worse than being alone.

Considering I was a self-proclaimed introvert who was as shy as they came, that was saying something.

But even if I valued time on my own that was quiet, where I could get lost in a book, or preferred to avoid being in large social gatherings, I still believed that being alone would be dreadful.

Humans weren’t designed to lead completely solitary lives. We needed connection, even if we got that through only one or two relationships with other individuals.

Of course, there was no question as to what drove me to this conclusion. I was just eight years old when I lost my parents in a robbery gone wrong. From that point forward, my grandmother, my mom’s mom, raised me. My grandfather had died from an aneurysm when I was a baby. I never met my grandparents on my dad’s side, because his mom died before he had even gotten married to my mom, and his father left his mom when he was just a kid.

I learned at an early age just how precious those connections were and how quickly they could be lost. So, even though I experienced some nerves when meeting new people, it was safe to say I valued the relationships I did have.

While I had several acquaintances simply because of my work, when it came to deep friendships or relationships, I had two people in my life—my best friend, Maria, and my boyfriend, Simon.

I met Maria in high school, and when my grandmother died a couple of years after we graduated, Maria had been the one person I could depend on. She had gotten me through one of the worst times of my life, and I cherished our friendship.

Then again, she understood what it was like to feel alone. Where my family had died, Maria’s relationship with her family was non-existent. It had been rocky when we were in high school, and the minute she turned eighteen, she moved out. After some time apart, Maria had believed they could try to salvage their relationship, but it never seemed to work out.

And for years, it had been just the two of us relying on one another for the friendship and connection we needed.

If all I’d had in my life was her, I really couldn’t have complained. But I was fortunate enough to meet Simon two years ago. Suffice it to say, I thought I was rather lucky.

Having lost all of my family, Maria and Simon were only that much more important to me. I couldn’t have imagined my life without either one of them.

Sadly, over the last two months, I started to worry that I might need to do that with Simon. I didn’t know what it was, but something had been going on with him. He was acting different, strange. I’d made the effort to talk to him, to see if there was something going on at work or between us that he needed to get off his chest, but he insisted everything was fine.

It was not fine.

I could feel it in my bones. Call it a hunch or intuition, but I was certain there was something bothering him.

Although I hadn’t wanted to take relationship problems outside of our relationship, I’d grown so concerned about it, I talked to Maria. She was supportive, suggesting I do all the things I’d already done.

Then, this morning happened.

I’d just gotten myself ready for work and was about to leave my house when my phone rang. Simon had called to tell me he wanted to take me out for dinner tonight. I could hear a slight edge of excitement in his tone—something I hadn’t heard in weeks—and that’s when it all hit me.

I convinced myself the reason Simon had been so out of sorts for the past two months was because he was preparing to propose. It was likely he’d just been stressed about making sure everything was perfect, and now that he’d gotten it all figured out, he was finally at ease.

Satisfied I knew precisely what was going to happen, but never wanting to ruin all the hard work and effort he put into setting up a special occasion, I immediately agreed to a dinner date with him tonight.

And for the rest of my day, up until about five minutes ago, I’d been ecstatic. I was going to have Simon by my side forever. I wouldn’t ever need to worry about being alone, because we’d be spending the rest of our lives with one another.

I thought that was all I ever wanted—to never be alone, because there was nothing worse than that.

Now, I knew differently.

There was something far, far worse than being alone.

It was this.

It was what was staring me in the face at this very moment.

An email.

There was a lull in activity at work, so I’d decided to take a quick break. I checked my email and was surprised to find an unread one from Simon in my inbox.

Dear Skye,

I had intended to do this tonight over dinner, but I’ve changed my mind for your sake. I know you don’t like unpredictability or social situations that can turn awkward, so I figured this would be better.

I need to end things between us. It’s no longer working out for me, because I’ve fallen for someone else.

It’s Maria.

We’ve been seeing one another for three months now, and I’m desperately in love with her. She’s exciting and fun. She likes to go out and have a good time. She looks after me in ways you’ve been unwilling or unable to.

And so, I need to end things with you to explore this with her. I can’t continue to string you along or have nights I spend with you when I’d rather be with her.

She deserves to have my full focus, and I want to give that to her.

You’ll be better off this way, anyway. At least you’ll be able to find someone who feels for you what I feel for her.

Although we don’t expect it to happen overnight, Maria and I both hope you’ll be able to find a way to move past this eventually, so we can all be friends again. She’s devastated over what this might do to your friendship. I’ve been trying to reassure her about the kind of woman you are. I know that even if you can’t forgive me for this, you’ll eventually find a way to forgive her. She’s been in your life for so long; she’s all you have. And if you feel you can handle it, I’d still like to be here for you as a friend.

To save you the hassle or awkwardness of needing to come here to pick up your things, I’m boxing them up and sending them to your place. If you decide you want to stop by to grab them, just give me a call.

Wishing you all the best.

-Simon

I felt numb.

Sick.

Horrified.

I was completely blindsided by Simon’s email, by this awful news. He’d sent me an email to break up with me and claimed he was doing it for my sake.

He was nothing but a coward.

A coward, a liar, and a cheat.

My best friend.

My boyfriend had cheated on me with my best friend. The same best friend who’d seen me nearly every day for the last three months while it was going on and hadn’t once had the courage or decency to tell me the truth.

I wasn’t a woman who made rash decisions. I typically took my time to think about things, about how I’d react or respond in certain situations.

That was unnecessary in this instance.

Because I was done.

Done with him. Done with her. Done with it all.

I’d live my days doing what I had to do to survive and keep myself happy. It would suck to not have anyone to confide in or spend any of my days with, but at least it was safe. At least I couldn’t have my heart broken.
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FIVE MONTHS LATER

I was tired.

I’d never felt exhaustion like this in my life.

Change was never easy. Loss was even harder.

But some things were necessary.

On the bright side, I’d done it.

It was, by far, the most difficult thing I’d ever done, but I was beyond proud of myself for doing it.

I moved on, and I never put up a big fight.

But it wasn’t a walk in the park. I’d been struggling for months to get a full night of sleep. Unfortunately, I hadn’t been successful in that area of my life.

As sad, angry, and hurt as I had been, I picked up the pieces of my broken heart and walked away, never once looking back. Sure, I thought about all the things I could have done or should have said to both Simon and Maria in the situation—most of which came to me when I was awake in my bed at night—but the truth was, I thought taking action to confront them with any of it would have been a waste of my time.

Why should I have approached either one of them to tell them how I felt, to ask them why they did it, when it was clear they didn’t care about me at all? Simon had emailed me to break up with me, for crying out loud. He didn’t even have the guts to tell me the truth to my face.

If he believed I was only worth an email that likely took him a matter of minutes to write, he didn’t deserve another second of my time.

Yes, I was typically a timid person, but in a situation like this, it had nothing to do with being shy or introverted. I knew I deserved better than I’d gotten from him, so he’d get nothing else from me. Neither would Maria.

As far as I was concerned, Simon and Maria could have each other.

It hurt.

God, it hurt, but I knew I was better off without them.

And now I was here, focusing time, effort, and energy I forced myself to muster up on the only thing left that mattered to me.

The Next Chapter.

The Next Chapter was the used and indie bookstore my grandmother had opened forty-three years ago and ultimately passed down to me.

This store was the place I’d spent so many hours as a kid, getting lost in the pages of hundreds of books.

It had become like a second home to me. I was, for lack of a better word, a book addict. Maybe that was who I was always meant to be, or perhaps it was the result of falling in love with so many fictional worlds over the years. Reading gave me a place to escape to when dealing with the reality of my personal situation became too much to bear.

I’d needed to go to that place when I was a little girl who’d just lost her parents, a lonely teenager in high school, a young adult who lost the last of her family, and a woman who’d been betrayed by her boyfriend and best friend.

Between the pages of a book was the one place I could go for comfort. And there was nothing quite like having a physical book to hold in my hands when I needed that.

But since I couldn’t just curl up in a ball and read all the time, I thought I was rather fortunate to be able to work in the best place in the world. Every day I walked into my store, I inhaled the scent of books and smiled.

And while I smiled because it made me happy simply to be here, that wasn’t the only reason. I smiled when I thought about my grandmother and how she would have reacted to some of the changes I’d made. If she’d still been alive when I created what I believed was a better experience for my patrons, I was certain she would have thought I was crazy.

I’d invested in carts for my customers to wheel around behind them while they were shopping. They weren’t traditional shopping carts one would find at a grocery store—that would have been a logistical nightmare—but they were much better than a dinky basket that would hang off someone’s arm and never fit enough books.

That was the one thing I never understood about bookstores. I had yet to visit one that provided an easy way to carry books. Either you were expected to lug them around in your hands or a tiny basket slung over your arm.

Call me crazy, but I had yet to meet a reader that was ever satisfied with just one book. As a result, wheeled carts were part of the experience at The Next Chapter, and it had been a huge hit with nearly everyone who walked through the front door of the store.

My grandmother had built what I believed would be a legacy I could pass down to my own child one day. I’d have been lying if I said the thought hadn’t crossed my mind on more than one occasion. It saddened me now to think all the work she’d put in to build the place and the work I’d done to make changes to it would all be for naught.

Because after learning what I did five months ago and going through the painstaking process of attempting to heal my heart from a betrayal and loss of two people I’d held dear to me, I didn’t intend to put myself in a position to be hurt again.

My store was my life now. It was all I had left.

And maybe there was a part of me that was saddened by what I’d lost, but I was better off this way. Well, except for the lack of sleep.

That was a whole other mystery I couldn’t seem to solve.

I couldn’t figure out why I was suddenly unable to sleep.

Obviously, over the course of the two years I’d dated Simon, there were plenty of nights we spent together. But in any given week, we spent more nights apart than we did together, so no longer having him in my life shouldn’t have impacted me the way it had.

The only thing I came up with was that I finally realized I had just myself. I was alone without a best friend or a boyfriend.

But I could be happy with my store. I could find plenty of enjoyment in meeting new customers and helping everyone who walked in to find wonderful books to read and enjoy.

My days could be filled with my work, which had increased a bit for me since everything went down. Maria had been working at the store with me for years along with one other employee, Joan, but after I’d learned of her betrayal, I changed the locks on my door and gave Joan a new key.

With my days being jam-packed with work, I only needed to worry about my spare time, which often came in the evenings. And I already had a plan for that. My nights could be occupied by stories that had happy endings.

Of course, I had a few extra things I would continue to do for fun and for myself, at the same time there were things I’d have to give up as a means of self-preservation. It wasn’t what I’d hoped for, but it was what it was.

And I was going to accept it.

I knew it’d probably take a bit more time to really come to grips with the reality of losing my boyfriend and best friend, as well as accepting that all the dreams I’d had for my future were gone, too.

That was another thing I found myself thinking about when I couldn’t sleep at night. The future I had envisioned for so long was gone.

At this point, I was at a place where I was finally not consumed completely with thoughts of what Simon and Maria had done behind my back, and by some miracle, I was excited about where the next several months would lead in my business.

It was a week and a half into June, and things had started picking up as they typically did at this time of year. Joan and I were doing our best to manage the day-to-day tasks, and I was actively trying to find someone to fill Maria’s position. Even though Joan and I were managing okay—The Next Chapter was a small enough store that one person could handle the usual load—it was certainly a little easier to have that extra set of hands around, especially to cover us in case someone got sick or had an emergency.

Joan had been wonderful. She obviously knew Maria was no longer employed at the store, but she never pried for information I didn’t willingly provide. I had a feeling she figured it out anyway, considering Simon never stopped in anymore, either.

Fortunately, I could confidently say I was the best I’d been in months. And I was settling into this new vision I had for my life moving forward.

But I should have known the chaos wouldn’t simply end for me.

Because it was at that very moment I heard a loud crash at my front door. My eyes flew in that direction to see something zooming through the air. As the glass from the window that made up most of the door shattered and fell to the ground just inside the store, the unidentified object landed with a thud.

In the shop alone, since I was the one scheduled for the opening shift today, I felt my heart pounding. I moved toward the front door to see what exactly had happened, and by the time I’d realized there was what looked to be about a two-foot-long piece of two by four sitting on the floor, a pair of boots came to a stop on the other side of it.

My body tensed as my eyes traveled up from the boots and over the jean-clad thighs to the black T-shirt and finally the face of a man I’d never seen before in my life.

Even if I couldn’t miss just how striking his blue eyes or dark hair were, I was mostly focused on how utterly menacing the man looked.

And I was suddenly terrified that I was about to suffer the same fate as my parents had. Was I about to be the victim of a robbery gone wrong?

The man’s broad chest was heaving, and he looked like he could snap me in two with his bare hands if he so chose.

I took an uncertain step backward, my eyes remaining pinned on the man’s face. His eyes ran the length of me, and something washed over his expression. I didn’t know what it was, and I was too terrified to speak.

I was about to die. This man was going to kill me.

But why would he throw something through the window when the store was open, and he could have just walked through the door? And was he really here to steal books?

I felt like I was losing my mind.

Finally, the man moved, but he did it by bending down to pick up the piece of wood. I watched with my eyes transfixed on every part of him. I noted the way his jeans pulled taut across his thighs as he crouched down. I took in the sight of his toned forearms and large hands. And I couldn’t miss the way his shirt molded around his shoulders and biceps.

My gaze remained pinned on him as he stood and finally said, “I’m sorry about what just happened here.” He held up the wood. “This is mine, and I’ll get your door fixed immediately.”

His voice was unbelievable. It was buttery smooth and firm. Like every word was spoken with intention. Like he was the kind of guy who could take charge of any situation, because he had a voice that would coax anyone to bow to his whim.

If I was a woman who was much more outgoing and confident, I might have told him how sexy I thought his voice was.

But that wasn’t the kind of woman I was, so I kept that little nugget of information to myself. Instead, I asked, “What exactly happened?”

My voice was small, barely a touch over a whisper.

Just then, a gust of wind blew past the shop, sending a rush of air through the hole where my door used to be. The man threw his thumb over his shoulder, indicating the outdoors, and explained, “I had some things in the back of my work truck. The rain is supposed to hit within the next hour, but it’s been drizzling on and off, so I covered it with a tarp. I thought a couple of two by fours would easily hold the tarp down, but the wind is brutal, and unfortunately, a piece went flying through your door.”

My eyes widened. “It’s going to rain?”

The man nodded. “Yeah. Which is another reason I need to get this door fixed for you. I hate to say it, but I’m going to have to put up a temporary solution, so we can prevent the weather from winding up inside here. Then I’ll take care of replacing your door completely.”

“Are… are you capable of fixing it properly?” I asked.

“Yes.”

Such confidence came through in that single word.

“Do we need to deal with insurance or something? I don’t really know how to handle this, but I know I can’t fix that.”

He tipped his head to the side, assessed me for a moment, and asked, “What’s your name?”

“Skye.”

The man stepped forward and extended his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Skye. I’m Cooper. This wasn’t exactly on my list of things to do today, but I assure you I’m completely capable of fixing it. There’s no need for insurance. I’ll pay to fix it.”

I placed my hand in his, and suddenly, I had no concerns about his ability to fix my door. Cooper’s hands were rough and calloused, an indication he worked with them every day.

When he released my hand, he went on. “I’ll do my best to get something to cover this hole where the glass used to be for now. I may need a few days to get the permanent solution in here, though.”

“Okay. Um, I should probably clean up this glass before someone walks in here and gets hurt,” I noted.

Cooper shook his head. “Absolutely not. I’ll take care of it. This isn’t your mess, and I don’t need to add having to take you to the hospital to get some stitches to my already full schedule as well.”

Wow.

I couldn’t quite figure this man out. He was kind enough to take care of everything that was technically his responsibility, but he was also clearly annoyed in this situation.

I guess I could understand it. If I’d had my day planned out and something unexpected happened, I probably wouldn’t have liked it very much. The difference was that I would not be as forthcoming about my displeasure as Cooper was.

“Alright. Do you need anything to clean this up, then?” I asked, figuring I’d be nice and offer.

He shook his head. “Nope. I’m going to run out to my truck to grab a few things, and I’ll be right back in. Just pretend I’m not here, and I’ll be out of your hair as soon as possible.”

I thought it was laughable Cooper believed I could pretend he just didn’t exist for the next however long it took him to get the mess cleaned up and my store secured. But that was another thing I didn’t tell him.

Instead, I offered a nod in return and quickly turned around to get back to what I’d been doing before that piece of wood came crashing into my bookstore. But if I was honest, my belly was a bunch of trembling nerves the entire way there.
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“That’s about as good as it’s going to get.”

I muttered to myself as I took one final look at the work I’d done. Though I was the kind of guy who liked being productive and accomplishing tasks, I still prided myself on doing quality work. Cutting corners and doing a crappy job would only mean I’d have to fix the same problem down the road.

Unfortunately, while I had every confidence that what I’d done in this scenario was sufficient and would serve its purpose, it still sucked.

Not only was it a temporary solution, but it also meant that the entrance to this bookshop was no longer aesthetically pleasing. That’s probably what pissed me off the most. My decision to use a couple of two by fours to hold down that tarp in the back of my truck led to someone else’s property being damaged.

Sure, the time involved in needing to deal with fixing it was annoying, especially when I already had a mountain of other work that needed to be done, but it was knowing that this incident had the potential to impact someone’s business that bothered me more.

Frustrated by this whole inconvenience and recognizing there wasn’t anything else I could do at this point, I decided it was time to pack up and get out of here.

First, I needed to find Skye, explain the situation, and figure out how she wanted me to handle it.

So, I turned and walked away from the front door and went in search of her. She was busy helping a patron, so I stood back and waited.

I wasn’t what I’d consider a patient person. Sure, I had moments when I could kick back and relax, but when there was work to be done, I didn’t prefer to stand around doing nothing.

In this case, I had no choice other than to wait. Fortunately, it wasn’t as bad as it might have normally been for me to exercise patience, because at least I had something very nice to look at.

Skye was, simply put, a gorgeous woman.

Her hair was one of the first things I’d noticed about her. It looked unbelievably soft and healthy, mostly golden, but with hints of a strawberry blonde color in the bottom layers, a lock of which had been draped over the front of her shoulder from the base of her neck.

I had two sisters, so I’d seen plenty of hair styling tools over the years. If I had to guess, Skye had used a curling iron on her hair this morning. It fell in loose waves down to about the middle of her back, with some shorter pieces framing her face.

I didn’t know if there was a word to describe the way her face looked other than to say it was perfect. Her features just all seemed to fit together. Her eyes drew me in immediately—soft, upturned, and blue-gray in color. Her bottom lip was fuller than the top, but neither overpowered her face. And her cheeks looked like they’d be even more prominent if she laughed.

Skye wore some makeup, but it only enhanced her natural beauty. I didn’t doubt she would have been just as beautiful stepping right out of the shower.

Of course, on that thought, my eyes drifted down her body. She was on the shorter side, particularly compared to my six-foot frame. I had at least seven or eight inches on her. And where my line of work kept me in prime physical shape, Skye had curves in all the best places. Her waist was trim, but her hips and ass filled out her jeans beautifully. She was wearing a short-sleeved white sweater on top that accentuated her larger breasts.

A single sweep over her, and I knew I could have had a whole lot of fun getting lost in so many of the physical aspects of her body.

But there was something else there, too. If the roles had been reversed and someone had been responsible for the door to my business being shattered, there wasn’t a chance I would have been as understanding as she had been.

I sensed an uneasiness about her when I’d first entered the store, but it was quickly replaced by a quiet acceptance. She seemed like the kind of woman who liked to look on the bright side, like she would do anything to avoid conflict.

Softness.

That was the word that came to mind when I thought about her. From her physical features to her persona, there was something unbelievably sweet and tender about her.

She was the very opposite of me. But I also wondered if she was the kind of woman who could bring a man like me to his knees without even having to utter a single word. One look was all it would take.

“Excuse me.”

Those two words broke into my thoughts, forcing me to shake my head as though needing to rid it of the thoughts I was having about a woman I’d just met and barely had a conversation with.

Skye’s customer was leaving, attempting to get around me, so I stepped to the side to allow the woman to pass.

Once she walked away, I shifted my attention to Skye. She was looking at me with questions lingering in her gaze, but it was clear she didn’t intend to ask them.

So, I didn’t hesitate to speak. “First, I want to apologize again for what happened here today. I’m terribly sorry about the door.”

She offered a nod and said, “I appreciate that. Thank you. But don’t worry so much about it. Accidents happen.”

“As I’m sure you can see, there’s a very temporary solution in place for you right now,” I started. “It’s not pretty, but it will do the job until I can get the permanent fix here for you. I will let you know that making that happen is my top priority, but I may be at the mercy of suppliers. I’m hoping it won’t be more than a day or two before I can have this all fixed for you. Unfortunately, I just don’t know what the situation is with the replacement glass yet. I assume you want to keep your current door, right?”

A wave of uncertainty washed over her as her eyes shifted between the front door and me. When they finally settled on me and stayed there, she revealed, “I don’t have any emotional ties to the door or anything like that, but I would assume that keeping it and replacing the glass would be the easiest and most cost-effective solution, wouldn’t it?”

Nodding, I confirmed, “Easiest and cost-effective? Yes. Quickest? I don’t know the answer to that yet. If it’s not, and you’re open to having it changed out, I’m happy to make that happen, because I don’t think it’s fair that your store has to be in this state for something that isn’t your fault.”

“It’s not really your fault, either.”

She’d already noted that accidents happened and not to worry, and now she was insisting I wasn’t to blame. There was no longer any doubt about it. Skye was one of the most easygoing people I’d ever met.

“Technically, I guess you’re right. Mother nature intervened here, but the bottom line is that I’m responsible, and I want to get it taken care of for you,” I explained. “I’ve taken some measurements and pictures for both scenarios. If I can have the glass replaced in a reasonable amount of time, we’ll go that route. If it’s going to be too long, I’ll research some other options for you.”

“Okay. I don’t want you to have to worry about spending more money than is necessary. If I have to wait an extra day or two to have the glass replaced, it’s not a huge problem,” she said.

And there was more proof I hadn’t been wrong about her. Skye seemed as sweet as they came. That disposition was a huge turn-on. I wasn’t here for my own personal gain, though. And the reality was that my life was unbelievably chaotic at the moment. It would have been unfair for me to even consider getting involved with someone like that.

“Fair enough. I’ll decide how to proceed after I make a couple of calls this afternoon. Can I give you my number?”

Her brows pulled together. “Your number?”

“Yeah. I don’t think you’ll have any problems, but just in case something comes up between now and the time I get that door permanently fixed, I’d like for you to be able to get in touch with me,” I told her.

Understanding dawned on her features. “Right. That makes sense.” She pulled out a pen, tore a piece of paper off where the register receipt would print out from, and said, “You can jot it down here for me, and I’ll save it into my phone later.”

I scribbled my number down for her and slid the paper back in her direction. “That’s my cell. Day or night, if you have any issues, don’t hesitate to call me.”

Skye took the piece of paper, folded it in half, and tucked it into the back pocket of her jeans. “Thank you. Hopefully, I won’t have to call you.”

While I knew her sentiment had nothing to do with me specifically, and I certainly hadn’t wanted her to have any problems with the work I’d done, I’d have been lying if I said I would have been disappointed to answer a call from her. Pointing toward the door, I said, “I really don’t think it’ll give you any problems beyond the confusion it might cause for your customers.”

Nodding, Skye agreed, “Yeah, there is that. Maybe I’ll put a note outside the door to inform people that I’m going through a bit of construction and still open.”

“That’s probably not a bad idea.” When Skye didn’t respond and an awkward silence filled the air, I said, “I should get going now, so I can get back here to fix this quickly. I’m sorry, again, about what happened here today, Skye.”

She sent a small smile in my direction, which captivated me in a way I hadn’t anticipated, in addition to being an indication there were no hard feelings. “It’s okay, Cooper. You’re taking care of it, so I can’t really complain.”

With that, I gave her one last look before I turned and walked out of her shop and into the rain to my truck, hoping I’d return in a few days to see that smile in person again instead of having to recall it from my memory.

Then I was on my way back to Westwood’s, the place I worked in my family’s business. The Westwood Company was known for being a manufacturer of confectioner. Chocolate was the main staple of our business, but we offered so much more beyond that.

We opened the Westwood campus to the public and offered tours to people who came from all over the world. They could visit our museum, take a tour to learn how chocolate was made, and they could even build their own chocolate bars.

In addition, we had a resort-style hotel on the campus, which allowed for extended stays for families, couples, and individuals. And finally, we had a theme park for our guests to enjoy.

I was the operations and maintenance manager, so my job involved making sure everything stayed running as it should. If the equipment broke, I serviced it. If there was an issue with an exhibit in the museum, I handled it. When there was an electrical problem in the hotel, they called me. And although my youngest brother, Liam, was the one in charge of all the maintenance at the amusement park, it wasn’t uncommon for me to work with him on occasion there.

Of course, while I was capable of handling all the necessary projects and maintenance items across the entire Westwood campus, it was just far too much for a single person to manage.

So, I had a team of workers who reported to me, and each week, I’d dole out the tasks and responsibilities to every member of my team. It worked well now, but it hadn’t come easy. There had been a lot of years of effort poured into getting my team to run like a well-oiled machine.

I was proud of where we were now, even if it probably seemed to the outside world like I hated my job. It was just that there was always something to do and rarely an instance of downtime.

When I pulled up outside the hotel, I was grateful it had stopped raining. I exited the truck, made my way inside, and walked right up to the front desk.

My younger sister, Ivy, who was the oldest of the two girls in the family, was working. “Hey, Coop. Are you just now getting back here with the drywall?”

I sighed. “Yes, I am. Do you know if Marco came in and prepped that wall or not?”

She shook her head. “I didn’t see him, but I also had to step away from the front desk not long after you left this morning.”

I reached my hand into my pocket and pulled out my phone. “I’ll just give him a call then.”

“What took you so long?” she asked as I lifted my phone to my ear. As I did that, I turned to look back at the entrance to the hotel and saw Marco walking in.

Marco Kingston was my best friend and right-hand man. We’d been working together for as long as I could remember, and whenever I needed someone to take charge or cover me in any situation at work, I didn’t hesitate to rely on him.

He immediately spotted me, and I lowered my phone from my ear. When he was a few feet away, he asked, “What’s going on? I thought you were going to be back here at least an hour ago.”

I audibly sighed my frustration. “Let’s just say, this day has been one unexpected thing after another. I need to be over helping Liam on some things with the amusement park, and instead, I’ve been doing everything to fix things that should not have needed fixing today.”

My sister didn’t hesitate to chime in. “Don’t be mad at me. I wasn’t the one who put the hole in the wall in that guest room.”

Sending an unamused look her way, I insisted, “I know that. I’m not upset with you. I’m just saying the whole thing sent my day spiraling.”

Marco pressed for more information. “Why, man? What happened?”

Shaking my head, I shared, “I was driving through downtown Landing when there was a massive gust of wind. It was so strong that one of the two by fours I had on top of the tarp flew out of the bed of the truck and right through the glass window on the entrance to the bookstore on the corner there.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“I wish. What a disaster.”

Understanding washed over him as he surmised, “So, you had to stick around and fix it.”

“Yep. But it’s only temporarily fixed. Now, I need to get this drywall inside and this hole patched up, so I can order what I need to order for this woman’s store.”

“Woman?” Ivy asked, her voice sounding oddly curious and excited.

Visions of Skye flashed before my eyes. “Yes, a woman. She owns the store.”

“Hmm.”

That was Ivy’s response.

I figured it was best to ignore that and returned my attention to Marco. “Did you get that hole prepped while I was out?”

“You were gone forever. I could have prepped a wall in every room on the entire third floor if I had to,” he retorted.

I rolled my eyes. “Do you want to give me a hand bringing in this drywall?”

“Sure. And if you want, I’ll take care of the hole while you go deal with ordering whatever you need for the bookstore repair. Then you can meet up with Liam afterward.”

“I appreciate that, Marco. Let’s go.” I turned to look at my sister and said, “See you later.”

She forced a smile onto her face. “Have fun.”

At that, I walked out of the hotel with Marco and got the drywall out of the back of my truck. Once we got it to the room where Marco was going to do the repair, I left to make some calls.

Considering how the day had been going, I should have expected I wasn’t going to get the answer I’d hoped for when I called about the replacement glass for Skye’s door.

Eight weeks.

It looked like I was going to have to change out that entire door frame. But since that was going to require me to come up with a few options to give her to fix it, and I desperately needed to get over to the amusement park, I was going to have to wait until later tonight to search for some options.

Then I’d call Skye at her store first thing in the morning.

The only bright side to my day would be knowing I’d have the chance to hear that sweet voice in my ear again.
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I hadn’t expected I’d ever find an upside to my newfound inability to sleep well at night, but I was wrong. Apparently, there was a bright side to it, after all. And it was Cooper who had pushed me to realize it yesterday afternoon.

I’d been going about my workday like normal, stocking a few new books to the shelves following the last of three interviews I’d scheduled for the week, when Joan walked up and said, “There’s someone on the phone for you, Skye.”

“Oh. Any idea who it is?” I asked.

She shook her head. “He didn’t say. I can ask if you’d like.”

I shook my head. “No, that’s not necessary. Would you mind taking over for me here while I take that call?”

“Not at all.”

“Perfect. Thanks.”

I held the four books in my hands out to Joan, and once she had them, I crossed the store to pick up the phone. “Hello?”

“Hello, Skye. It’s Cooper.”

Something instantly squeezed in my belly. This was the second time I’d spoken to him on the phone. He’d called me the day after the whole incident happened earlier this week and told me that replacing the glass in my current door would result in his temporary solution lasting eight weeks. While I’d assured him I didn’t mind the wait—I was grateful he was being diligent about fixing it—Cooper insisted that was unacceptable and wanted to fix it sooner for me.

So, he gave me a few options to choose from that would only take a matter of days to get, and after I’d made my selection, he promised to call back to set up a time to do the repair. I presumed that was the purpose of this call, but since he still made me nervous, even over the phone, I said, “Cooper. Hi. Is everything okay?”

“Everything is fine. I just got all the stuff I need to fix your door, and I wanted to see if tomorrow would be okay to come in to get it taken care of for you,” he replied.

“Tomorrow works for me.”

There was a momentary pause before he said, “I know it’s a Saturday and typically busier in downtown Landing than during the week. I don’t know what that means for your store, but if you’d prefer, I’m more than happy to come before you open, so I can get a head start on the repair. I probably won’t have it completed by the time you open, but at least I won’t be there all day long.”

Right.

It was the weekend. I could imagine how thrilled Cooper was to have to spend that time working instead of doing whatever it is he would have normally done.

Despite desperately wanting to have my door fixed, I didn’t want Cooper to have to be inconvenienced. “I’m okay to wait until Monday, if you’d prefer not to interrupt your weekend with this.”

“I appreciate that, but I’d rather get this taken care of as soon as possible,” he informed me. “I just don’t want to create a problem for you or your customers, so I figured the earlier I start, the sooner I can be out of your hair.”

Truth be told, I hadn’t been in a big rush for him to finish fixing the door. Though I’d been slightly terrified when that glass had initially shattered and Cooper walked in, and ignoring the aesthetic issue it presented, I hadn’t had much excitement in my life in the last five months. At least I now had a story to share with some of my regular customers.

“Oh, okay. Well, I mean, early would be fine for me, but I don’t want you to think it’s necessary,” I replied.

Cooper didn’t hesitate to respond. “I’m up early, so it’s not a problem for me.”

“In that case, I’m happy to meet you here before normal business hours. I open at ten on Saturday mornings, so would eight o’clock be a good time for you?”

“That works for me. I’ll see you tomorrow morning at eight, then.”

“Perfect,” I replied quietly.

“Goodbye, Skye.”

I still hadn’t gotten used to the way it made me feel to hear that smooth voice saying my name, so it took me a moment to gather my bearings and respond. “Goodbye, Cooper.”

I disconnected the call, went in search of Joan, and filled her in on what was happening tomorrow. She wasn’t scheduled to come in until noon, so depending on how long the installation of the new door was going to take, it was possible she’d arrive after Cooper had already left.

And now, I was taking advantage of another restless night by getting my day started earlier than usual.

Evidently, I wasn’t going to have any time to prepare myself for seeing Cooper, because he was a punctual man. As I walked up to the front door of my store, Cooper must have spotted me and exited the truck that was parked along the side street.

He waved as he moved toward the bed of the truck, and I decided it would be rude to just walk inside. So, even though it was slightly unnerving, I walked in his direction and came to a stop at the back of his truck. Instantly, I was reminded of just how much of a presence Cooper was. I was standing on the curb, he was in the street, and I still had to tip my chin up to look at him.

“Good morning, Cooper.”

His eyes roamed over my face, something I couldn’t read moving through his features. “Good morning, Skye.”

Ignoring his unexplained assessment, feeling a flush hit my cheeks, I tipped my head slightly to the side, glanced toward his truck, and explained, “I thought I’d come to see if you needed my help with carrying anything.”

Cooper’s eyes roamed over me in a way that indicated he didn’t think I’d be able to offer him much help, which likely had a lot to do with the fact that both of my arms were already full, carrying my travel cup, my purse, my laptop, and a book. He shook his head and replied, “No, that’s okay. I’ve got it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yep. But it would be good to have that front door unlocked,” he noted.

I hesitated awkwardly for a moment, simply staring at him and wondering if a guy like him knew anything about loyalty. He seemed so honest and genuine. I didn’t think it was possible for him to be the kind of guy who’d cheat on his girlfriend, especially not with her best friend.

But whether he was a loyal guy or not didn’t matter.

Because I couldn’t bear to go down that road again and risk it.

Plus, if my assessment of him was accurate, Cooper was the kind of guy that likely already had a girlfriend. I mean, he was handsome, hardworking, confident, and honest. He didn’t need to walk into my store and claim that wood as his own, but he did. And he’d followed through with everything he said he was going to do to rectify the situation.

A man like that wasn’t easy to come by. I just hoped that the woman he chose to be with realized just how lucky she was to have such a decent man in her life.

“Skye? Is everything okay?”

His voice startled me, forcing my body to jump back slightly in response. I shook my head as though needing to physically remove the thoughts of Cooper from my mind. If I couldn’t get a grip, I was going to embarrass myself in front of this breathtaking man. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m sorry. I’ll get the door opened.”

As quickly as I could, I spun around on my heels and all but sprinted to the door to unlock it. Once inside, I held the door open, so Cooper could get in without having to set anything down outside. He exited the store again, clearly needing to get a few more things from his truck, so I stepped away from the door to set my things down and try to pull myself together.

By the time I’d done that and gone through a few of my normal opening activities, I returned to the front to find Cooper was already at work. When he saw me approach, he stopped what he was doing and said, “So, I’m going to just dive right in. I’ve got some things still in the truck, but I need to work on removing what’s here first. It’s probably going to be a bit loud initially, but I’m hoping to have the brunt of that kind of work done before you’re open.”

Nodding, I said, “That’s not a problem at all. I don’t know anything about what you’re doing, but if there’s something you need my help with, I am good at following instructions.”

For the first time since I met him, Cooper let out a laugh and smiled at me. There was no denying he was a good-looking guy. But that smile transformed him. Gosh, he was handsome. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Not wanting things to get awkward, I decided it was best to leave him to work in peace. I’d done all I could do, and frankly, even though I’d offered to help, I was hoping he didn’t need it, because I really didn’t consider myself to be very handy and would likely wind up embarrassing myself more than anything else.

Now that I’d seen him smile, I wasn’t sure it would be wise for me to be in such close proximity to him. So, I scurried off and got myself to work. Knowing that I planned to come in early this morning, Joan and I left almost immediately after we closed last night instead of handling our normal closing duties. I told her I’d take care of them this morning, and that’s precisely what I did.

For the next two hours, I focused on my work while Cooper worked on fixing my door. If it hadn’t been for the noise he was making, I wouldn’t have known he was there, because he never came over to talk or ask me any questions.

Sure enough, about ten minutes before my normal opening hours, things had quieted down in the shop. I glanced over and was impressed to see how much work Cooper had gotten done. It looked wonderful, even better than what had been there before.

I loved it.

But the good vibes I’d been feeling about the new entrance to my bookstore flew out that door approximately two and a half minutes after I opened.

Because a woman walked in and was watching Cooper work on the door as she continued to move in my direction.

Deciding it was best to make it easy on the both of us, I closed that distance and seethed, “What are you doing here?”

Maria spun around, her eyes landing on mine for the first time in more than five months. She sent an apologetic look my way, but there was something else lingering there that looked a lot like longing. “Skye, please let me say something,” she begged.

I might have been able to listen to whatever she intended to say next if my eyes hadn’t dropped down from her face to her rounded belly. “Are you pregnant?”

Maria’s hands went to her stomach, and she nodded. Tears filled her eyes.

“Get out,” I ordered, my voice louder than I had intended for it to be.

“We need to talk,” she said.

Shaking my head, I insisted, “There’s nothing to say now, Maria. What could you possibly believe we have to discuss with one another?”

“We should talk about this,” she suggested. “I realize you needed time, and I’ve been trying to give that to you, but we need to clear the air.”

“Are you insane?” I fired back, my tone indicating my annoyance and getting louder. “Do you honestly believe that? Do you think there is any way possible for us to move beyond what you did? What you both did?”

A look of defeat washed over her. “I know we hurt you. I get it. But you’re my best friend.”

I was convinced my head was going to explode. “Correction, Maria. I was your best friend. Until you went behind my back and betrayed me. There is no true best friend on the face of this planet who would do what you did. You slept with my boyfriend. Not only that, but you started a full-blown relationship with him. I had to find out from an email. Do you know how humiliating that is? All that time, I didn’t know any of it was happening. And now, five months after I learned the truth, you think it’s okay to walk in here, very clearly pregnant with a baby I can only assume is my ex’s, and you think I should just forget what you did?”

“I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I never meant to hurt you.”

“Well, it’s too late for that,” I told her.

I could see her emotions getting the best of her. “Please don’t say that. Simon and I really want you to be back in our lives. We miss you. And we want you to be in our baby’s life.”

Maybe the lack of sleep was causing me to imagine things. Maybe I was hallucinating. Nobody who did to me what Maria had done could actually believe what she was suggesting would ever be possible.

“That’s never going to happen.”

“So, what are you saying? We’re never going to speak to each other again? I couldn’t help it, Skye. I fell in love with him, but I’m willing to do whatever it takes to fix this between us.”

I shrugged my shoulders, shot her a look of indifference, and said, “Well, I’m not.”

“How do you think that’s going to work? What about the charity benefit for literacy coming up in two weeks? We’ve all been going to that for years. Are we supposed to just pretend we don’t know one another when we’re there?”

The charity benefit had been one of the things I’d decided I needed to let go of when everything happened. I wasn’t going to subject myself to being in the presence of two people who betrayed me the way Simon and Maria had.

Simon worked at the local public school as the librarian and Maria had been just as much of a book addict as I was, so we’d always attended the event together.

“This will be my first time since I started going to that benefit with my grandmother that I won’t be going, so you won’t have to worry about seeing me there,” I told her.

Disappointment washed over her. She parted her lips to respond to me, but before she could, a masculine voice broke into the conversation.

“Sweetheart, why didn’t you tell me you had a charity benefit you attended every year?”

My eyes widened as my head snapped to the side. Cooper was standing there, looking at me with something I couldn’t quite read in his expression.

Had he just called me sweetheart?

“What?” I rasped.

Cooper moved closer, wrapped his arm around my back to my opposite shoulder, and gave me a reassuring squeeze. He let go of my shoulder, sifted his hand into the mass of hair at the back of my head, and massaged my scalp.

My heart pounded harder at the intimate touch and the proximity to Cooper. Between his masculine scent and strong presence, I was a bundle of nerves. Cooper moved his hand through my hair with such ease, like he’d been doing it for months.

In any other situation, I might have loved the way that felt and succumbed to the gloriousness of it. I had a feeling Cooper was trying to get me to relax, but I was growing more and more tense with each passing second.

Not once taking his eyes off me, he said, “You should have told me about the benefit. What day is it?”

I swallowed hard. “June 30th.”

A smile broke out across his face. “That’s the day before my birthday celebration. We can do both that weekend.”

What was happening here?

I licked my lips, feeling so unsure of what to do or say. Finally, I decided it might be best to play along, doing it while making sure neither one of us made any commitments we weren’t going to follow through on.

“I… I just thought it would be too much, so I decided against going to the benefit,” I explained with a shrug.

Cooper’s hand that had been massaging my scalp finally stilled just above my neck. Or, well, every part of it except his thumb. His thumb stroked back and forth on the bare skin at the back of my neck, sending a shiver down my spine.

He shook his head. “But you’ve been doing it for years, sweetheart. We’re not missing it.”

“Cooper, I… we really don’t have to go,” I told him.

“I insist. We’ll have a great time. I promise.”

It seemed he refused to let me decline, and since I was trying to deal with how I felt with his hand in my hair, his thumb stroking the skin on my neck, and the scent of him this close while his big body was cocooning mine, I couldn’t seem to speak.

Maria, unfortunately, had no problem finding any words to say. “You’ve moved on.”

For the first time since Cooper had approached and joined in the conversation, I tore my attention away from him and looked at my former best friend. “Is that a problem?”

Her lips had parted in shock, and she slowly shook her head. “No. No, I just… I didn’t expect you would move on so soon.”

“That’s the problem with expectations. Sometimes, you learn you were wrong to believe anything,” I informed her, my voice cold.

“If you’ve moved on and you’re happy, why can’t we take the time to fix this?” she pressed.

My eyes narrowed slightly. “My happiness no longer has anything to do with you, Maria. What I’m doing in my life, and who I have in it, is no longer your business. Now, I’m going to ask you nicely one last time to leave and never come back.”

A tear escaped and rolled down her cheek as she stroked her hand tenderly over her rounded belly. “I’m sorry, Skye. I’m so sorry for what I did to you. But I’m happy to see you’ve moved on. And I’m relieved to know you’ve got somebody in your life.”

I didn’t respond.

Part of that was probably because I didn’t really have anything I wanted to say to Maria, but the bigger part of that was because I couldn’t stop focusing on how good it felt to have Cooper touching me.

Maria recognized I had no intention of continuing the conversation. So, she took two steps backward while keeping her eyes on me. Then she said, “Take care of yourself, Skye.”

“I’m doing that for her,” Cooper declared.

My belly flipped.

And a moment later, Maria walked out through my brand-new entrance while I struggled to hold back the tears threatening to fall.
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“Are you okay?”

Even though I knew that was a stupid question, I asked it anyway.

It was clear that Skye was anything but okay, considering all that I’d just heard and the way her chest was rising and falling with the slow, deep breaths she was taking to rein in her emotions. Not only that, but she was biting the side of her cheek while rapidly blinking back the tears.

So, it was obvious it was a stupid question.

But not asking her the question simply wasn’t an option. I couldn’t believe half of what I’d just heard.

Skye slowly shook her head and whispered, “No. No, I’m not. I just need a minute, and I’ll pull it together.”

I’d removed my hand from her hair, which had been as soft as I’d imagined the first day I saw her, and I slid that hand down to the middle of her back, where I was offering what I hoped were reassuring strokes.

Seeing her so distressed, recognizing how hard she was struggling, I felt something wash over me, but I couldn’t pinpoint precisely what it was. I’d never felt anything like it before.

Normally, I wasn’t the kind of guy who got myself involved in things that didn’t concern me. I preferred to do what I needed to do in any situation, and only when I was asked for my help or opinion did I provide it.

But when I realized what was happening with Skye and the woman named Maria, I couldn’t just stand there, doing nothing, and watch it unfold. My mind was spinning, trying to understand how Skye could be as sweet and pleasant as she was when this had happened to her mere months ago.

“I’m sorry about what happened, Skye,” I told her. “I can’t imagine how that must feel.”

“Thank you for saying that. It’s not exactly been easy,” she murmured.

Distress was present in every feature on her beautiful face, and she couldn’t even bring herself to look at me. I had a feeling she was embarrassed that this had happened while I was here to witness it.

“So, it was your boyfriend and your best friend?” I asked.

Nodding, she lifted her gaze to mine and corrected me. “They are now both formers of that, but yes.”

It was unbelievable. Marco was my best friend. There wasn’t a chance he’d ever cross a line like that with me. He’d never betray our friendship or my trust, so I was utterly baffled that Skye’s best friend could do this to her.

“And did I hear that correctly? You learned the truth via an email?”

“I did,” she answered, turning her head to the side, and looking down at the ground.

“I mean no disrespect to you when I say this, but he’s obviously not a good guy,” I remarked.

She rolled her eyes. “I know that now.”

“And I’d like to say that your best friend is even worse,” I added.

Skye winced, likely recalling seeing her former best friend walking into the store pregnant by the man she, Skye, used to date.

“Yeah,” she murmured.

With each passing moment, it became obvious just how uncomfortable Skye was with this conversation. While I thought it might be a good thing to discuss it after what had just happened, the truth was that she didn’t know me at all, and it was likely she simply wasn’t comfortable.

Just as I was about to ask her another question, she lifted her chin up and pinned her eyes on mine.

“What is it?”

After swallowing hard, she asked, “Why did you step in?”

My eyes roamed over her beautiful face, wondering how it was possible a man could have a woman like Skye, so sweet and so pretty, warming his bed at night and not do everything in his power to keep her right there.

Granted, I didn’t know everything there was to know about her, so perhaps there was something I was missing. But if what I’d seen was any indication of the kind of woman she was, I thought her ex was unbelievably foolish. Plus, even if there was something about her he was unhappy with, it didn’t justify the cheating.

“I apologize if me stepping in upset you in any way. That was not my intent. I just… I have two sisters, and if anyone ever did to them what your ex and your former best friend did to you, I could only hope someone would step in to make it known that it wasn’t my sister who lost anything in the end. I’d want my sisters to stand tall and proud of themselves, knowing they were better off without people in their lives who could betray them,” I explained.

Skye studied me, her eyes seeming to take in every inch of my face. She looked like she had at least a dozen thoughts running through her mind, but when she spoke, I wasn’t sure I got even one of them. “It was really nice of you to do that for me. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Following a brief pause, Skye muttered, “Now, I’ll just have to hope Maria doesn’t intend to come back here after I don’t show up at the benefit.”

Confused, I took a step toward her and asked, “What do you mean? Why wouldn’t you go?”

Shaking her head, a small but appreciative smile washed over her expression. “It was wonderful for you to do what you did while Maria was here by pretending that you and I were a couple to help me save face, but I don’t plan to go to the benefit.”

“But from what I heard during that discussion, you’ve been going to it every year for years,” I reasoned. “Why would you let them take that away from you?”

I couldn’t miss the hurt that moved through her features. I didn’t like the way it made me feel to see her so upset.

And that caused a whole slew of questions to pop into my head. Because although what I’d told Skye about my sisters and how I would have wanted someone to step in for them was the truth, the reality was that it had gone beyond that for me when it came to stepping in for her.

“I realize I probably shouldn’t allow them to have control over me in this situation, but I knew months ago that I wouldn’t be able to handle going there on my own and seeing them together,” she explained. “Now that she’s pregnant, it’s even worse.”

Nodding, I said, “I can appreciate why you wouldn’t want to put yourself in the position to be around them on your own, but that’s no longer a concern.”

Confusion marred her features. “What?”

“I told you I’d go with you,” I reminded her.

“Yeah, but you were just saying that while Maria was here,” she noted. “You don’t actually want to go to the event.”

I sent her what I hoped was a reassuring smile and said, “If you’re suggesting that I wouldn’t have gone on my own, you’d be correct. But I’m more than happy to take you to it. Why don’t you tell me a bit about it?”

Just then, we heard the front door open. While I hadn’t finished with the installation, everything was done to the point where customers could walk in and out safely.

“Good morning,” Skye greeted the two women who’d walked in together.

“Good morning,” they returned in unison.

As they took off to find whatever books they were there to find, I returned my attention to Skye and shot her an expectant look.

She held my gaze briefly in silence before she said, “I don’t mean to be presumptuous, but you don’t seem like the type to be interested in books and literacy.”

“I’m not an avid reader, if that’s what you mean,” I admitted. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t care about good causes or kids learning to read.”

For the first time since Maria left, Skye’s spirits seemed to have lifted a bit. “Okay. Well, as you guessed, the event is a fundraiser to help provide resources for childhood literacy. Not only do I believe that everyone should have access to books, but they should be able to learn how to read. This event helps to make that a reality for many people in Landing and other small towns in our state. It’s a pretty big deal, and it’s a formal event. It’s being held at The Westwood Hotel.”

The second the words were out of Skye’s mouth, I couldn’t stop my lips from twitching. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Um, no. Why would you say that?”

Unable to stop myself, I reached out for Skye’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “I’m not sure if I mentioned this the day that piece of wood went through your front door, but my name is Cooper Westwood.”

Skye’s eyes widened. “Westwood. As in, the Westwood family that owns The Westwood Company and subsequently, the Westwood Hotel?”

“That’s the one,” I stated proudly.

Skye continued to stare at me with a look of disbelief and seemed to be struggling to come up with anything to say.

I took advantage of her silence and said, “I think, more than anything else, this is a sign that you should not avoid going to the charity benefit, and that you should allow me to take you.”

“I… I just don’t know,” she said softly.

“If it wasn’t for what happened with your ex, would you be going?”

Skye didn’t hesitate. “Absolutely.”

“Then there’s nothing to be unsure about,” I reasoned. “Look, I get it. You’ve had something really crappy happen to you, and I can’t imagine how betrayed you must feel. But I don’t think you should give up doing something that made you happy, especially if you don’t need to do it alone.”

For a few moments, Skye didn’t respond. It was clear she was taking the time to consider whether she wanted to take me up on the offer. Surprisingly, even though it shouldn’t have mattered to me either way what she decided, there was a part of me that felt like I was waiting on pins and needles, desperately hoping she’d accept.

I had plenty of things to do to keep me busy right now. The last thing I should have been doing was continuing to push for something that didn’t necessarily make sense in my life.

Despite that, I still found myself making claims I shouldn’t have been when Skye finally spoke. “Are you sure you wouldn’t mind?”

“I promise. In fact, I’m really looking forward to it,” I told her.

She took a few more seconds to think and ultimately agreed. “Okay. In that case, I’d love to go. I was a bit disappointed about having to miss it.”

I grinned at her just as the front door opened again and another patron walked in. Turning my attention back to Skye, I said, “Perfect. How about I get back to fixing your door right now, and once I’m finished, we’ll work out the details for that night?”

“That works for me. Thank you, Cooper.”

I ignored how much I liked the sound of her soft, sweet voice saying my name, gave her a nod, and returned, “You’re welcome, sweetheart.”

Something washed over her expression, but before she had the chance to respond, I turned and walked back toward the door to finish the work I needed to get done. And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel so irritated about the interruption to my already hectic schedule.
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Over the last five months, there had been plenty of instances when I’d felt the need to have another employee around. Sometimes, the workload became too much on days that happened to be particularly busy. Joan and I often felt that pinch on the weekend.

Today, I didn’t mind that Joan wasn’t scheduled to arrive until the afternoon or that my new employee wasn’t set to start working until Monday. Because I needed the distraction that the busy workload provided me with today.

Nothing had gone like I’d anticipated. Not Maria deciding my avoidance of her numerous phone calls wasn’t enough of a reason to leave me alone and choosing to show up here, nor how Cooper had stepped in and pretended he and I were dating one another.

It wasn’t that I hadn’t appreciated what Cooper had done.

God, it meant the world to me that he’d taken that kind of action for me when he didn’t even know me.

But now I was in a very tough spot.

Because I’d agreed to go to the charity event with him, and I’d already sworn off men. I wasn’t quite sure how this was going to work.

If there was one thing I’d spent the very few moments of downtime this morning considering, it was how crucial it was that Cooper had a very clear understanding of where things stood in my life.

I had no choice but to share that with him. As it was, I couldn’t stop stealing glances at him while he was working on the entrance to my bookstore, nor could I forget how it made me feel to hear his voice calling me sweetheart.

There was no question I might do something very foolish if I didn’t find a way to spell my situation out to him. I just didn’t want to do it and make him think I was ungrateful for all that he’d done to help me.

He seemed like a decent man, though. I had to believe he’d understand exactly where I was coming from, and I’d have nothing to worry about.

Plus, it was like he’d said. I needed to remind myself that Cooper’s reason for stepping into the encounter I had with Maria was about a moral obligation he felt. He had been merely doing for me what he had hoped someone would have done for one of his sisters.

So, this fake date to the charity event was just that—fake. Cooper was doing something nice for me, and that was all.

Would I look like a fool if I went out of my way to tell him that I wasn’t interested in dating anyone? It would be mortifying to do that and have him fire back that he was just trying to be a nice guy and had no interest in me.

It was on that thought I decided I needed to refrain from saying anything. I just needed to wait. If, and only if, he made a move to turn this into something more than just a kind gesture, that’s when I’d be entirely honest with him.

I’d just handed a bag filled with books to my customer and wished her a nice day when my eyes, once again, sought out Cooper. My body tensed when I found him, because he had his gaze pinned on me as he moved in my direction with a walk that was as confident as his voice sounded.

If I wasn’t so set in my mind about not taking any more chances with my heart, I’d have instantly developed a crush on Cooper. There was so much about him to like, and I’d only had two in-person encounters with him. I could only imagine how anything else I’d learn if I gave myself the opportunity would make that crush turn into something much more.

Cooper came to a stop in front of me, a slight look of amusement on his face. “It’s all fixed,” he declared.

My eyes drifted to the entrance, where I saw no evidence that there’d been a huge hole in the door just that morning. Returning my attention to Cooper, I said, “It looks fantastic. I think it’s even better than it was before it was broken.”

“Well, that was the one thing that was a priority when I realized we weren’t going to be able to reuse your door,” he started, his chest seeming to puff up slightly with pride. “I didn’t want to do something so drastically different than what had already been there and change the look of a building that’s been here for years. So, while this was a more modern upgrade in many ways, it certainly kept that classic look, too.

“I agree. Thank you for doing such a wonderful job with it and for insisting on getting it fixed so quickly for me. I really appreciate it,” I told him.

An appreciative smile spread across his face. “You’re welcome. Obviously, it wasn’t an ideal situation the day it happened, and I know that temporary solution wasn’t pretty to look at, so I’m glad you seem to be happy with this.”

My eyes shifted several times between my new entrance and Cooper, feeling genuinely impressed by the work he’d done. Nodding, my mouth quirking, I confirmed, “I really am.’’

He smiled at me, and I instantly felt a flutter in my belly. “So, I know you’re busy this morning, and I want to get out of your hair, but I was hoping to talk to you about something.”

I ignored the nerves I instantly felt at the prospect of an extended conversation with him and replied, “Sure. What did you want to talk about?”

“I know that we’ve decided to go to the charity event together, and I definitely still want to do that, but I was thinking it might be a good idea for the two of us to get together at some point before then,” he revealed.

“Pardon?”

That single word was out of my mouth before I had much of an opportunity to think about what to say to him.

Cooper offered a nonchalant shrug in response, as though this was all very casual for him. Evidently, he didn’t feel the same nerves about any of this as I did. “I thought it might be a wise idea for us to go out for dinner one night and get to know each other better.”

Okay.

So, perhaps I wasn’t going to need to wait very long to tell Cooper where things stood in my life with stuff like this.

Shifting nervously back and forth on my feet, I fidgeted with my hands and said, “Um, well, I want you to know how grateful I am for what you did for me this morning, but I would be remiss if I didn’t tell you that I’m not looking to jump into another relationship right now. In fact, I’ve pretty much sworn off men.”

I didn’t think it was necessary to mention that I also wasn’t particularly interested in making any new friends, either.

He let out a chuckle, the sound of it holding me captive. “That’s okay, Skye. I can understand why you’d want to do something so drastic. But I’m not suggesting we get together and officially start dating one another. I just thought it would be smart to prepare ourselves.”

“Prepare ourselves?”

Nodding, he explained, “If we’re going to convince your ex and your former best friend that you’ve moved on and are better off without them—the latter of which I’m already certain is the case—I think our chances of success will be much greater if we know a few things about one another. It’ll make us both more comfortable on the night of the event, and our relationship will be more believable.”

I wanted to slap my hand against my forehead. Why did I automatically presume Cooper wanted something more out of me? He was simply doing what was necessary to follow through on making Maria and Simon believe I was over what both of them had done to me.

Granted, I still wasn’t quite sure why he’d want to do this if there was nothing in it for him.

But I couldn’t deny Cooper had an excellent idea. The only problem was that I still felt uneasy about it. “Oh,” I murmured. “I’m not sure if that’s completely necessary.”

“It’s not,” he assured me, taking a step forward and closing the distance between us. His voice dropped an octave or two when he added, “But I think you deserve a little bit of retribution, and I want to help you get it.”

Great.

Just great.

He was handsome, confident, hardworking, generous, and competitive.

Maybe I had my answer as to why he wanted to do this.

Unfortunately, this was a recipe for disaster.

So, it was only natural that I ignored the warning signs and replied, “What exactly did you have in mind?”

A victorious grin spread across his face, which should have had me backtracking.

It didn’t.

And barely five minutes later, Cooper had walked out the door with my cell phone number programmed into his. In exchange, I had his promise that he’d call me later tonight to work out the details of our pre-date date with me.

The worst part about all of it was that I didn’t know what I was most excited for—getting to know him better, being able to prove to Simon and Maria that I was better off without them, or knowing I was going to hear Cooper’s voice again in just a few hours.
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Sleepless nights had become the norm.

After what Simon and Maria had done to me, I didn’t seem to stand a chance.

Initially, I hadn’t even realized that the restlessness was the result of my mind not being able to let go of what they’d done.

I’d learned the truth about Simon’s infidelity and his and Maria’s betrayal back at the beginning of February. In northeastern Pennsylvania, that meant it was still bitterly cold outside. So, when I woke up shivering that first night after I’d received his email, I had assumed it was because of the chilly temperatures, even though the heat was on in my house.

I hadn’t been able to fall back asleep that night, and I’d believed it was merely because I was cold and couldn’t find a comfortable spot again.

But when it continued to happen night after night, even as we entered the spring months, I realized it had nothing to do with the weather.

It was me, lonely and reliving the previous two years of my life over and over in my head. It was me trying to figure out what I had missed and the things I could have done differently.

Months and months had passed, and I’d done nothing but unintentionally torment myself each and every night. It had gotten marginally better as time went on, and I started getting a bit more sleep on occasion, but those nights were few and far between.

Last night was different.

In fact, several nights over the last week had been different.

It wasn’t because I’d suddenly managed to get eight or more hours of uninterrupted sleep—I wasn’t sure that would ever happen again. Rather, it was because I wasn’t thinking about Simon, Maria, or any of the things I had overlooked in my relationships with either one of them.

Instead, my thoughts were completely and totally on one person and one thing—Cooper Westwood and our upcoming date.

Just as he’d promised before he left The Next Chapter the day he finished fixing the door, Cooper had called me that evening to work out the details of a date before the charity event.

I still recalled what it was like to get that call from him. His name had popped up on the display, since I’d saved his number in there after he’d given it to me the day the wood from his truck had flown through my window. Seeing his name there, I felt a shiver run down my spine.

I knew it wasn’t good to have those feelings, but there didn’t seem to be anything I could do to stop them.

“Hello?” I answered.

“Hey, Skye.”

“Hi, Cooper.”

I could hear the satisfaction in his tone when he returned, “You recognize my voice. I’m a bit flattered.”

Cooper had been nothing but kind to me, so doing anything to diminish his good mood didn’t feel good, but I didn’t want him to get the wrong impression. “Um, well, actually, I already had you in my phone from when you gave me your number,” I reminded him.

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot I did that. Wishful thinking on my part, I guess,” he said. “Is now a good time to talk?”

Wishful thinking?

Was that simply an off-handed comment, or had he really been hoping I hadn’t stopped thinking about him since I last saw him and had been unable to forget the sound of his voice? Or did it mean something else? Was it possible his thoughts were consumed by me, and he wanted reassurances he wasn’t alone?

Unfortunately, I wasn’t nearly as confident as Cooper. If I had been, I might have told him the truth—that it felt like he was all I’d been thinking about for days.

“Yes, I have some time to talk now,” I replied.

I didn’t know if Cooper was waiting for me to say something else, but there was a beat of silence before he spoke again. “Great. So, obviously, I wanted to talk to you about getting together sometime before the charity event. I thought about it today and came up with a few ideas, but I realized I didn’t know what your work schedule was like. Do you have any days off or a time that works best for you?”

As someone who hadn’t really been forthcoming with anyone in months, for some strange reason, I didn’t hesitate to open up to Cooper and give him more information than he’d asked for. “Maria used to work at the store with Joan and me, but after I learned the truth in February, she’s obviously no longer employed there. Since then, it’s just been the two of us trying to manage, and it hasn’t been easy. But I’m happy to report I’ve got a new girl starting on Monday, which will help ease the load and free up a couple of evenings a week for me. Since I want to make sure she knows everything that needs to be done throughout the day, I’ll be there until closing every day earlier in the week. I’ll have shorter shifts on Thursday and Friday, though, since Joan will be staying until close with Valerie. I’ll be doing the later shifts this weekend, because I’ll be off early for the benefit next weekend.”

“Okay, so it sounds like the best option is going to be to set something up for either Thursday or Friday next week,” he declared. “What time are you off? Would I be able to pick you up for dinner?”

He wanted to pick me up. Wouldn’t that be taking things a bit too far, considering this was all just a ploy?

“I’ll be leaving work at three-thirty both days, so I’ll be off early enough to go to dinner with you,” I shared. “And I don’t mean to offend you, especially given what you’re doing for me, but I think I’d prefer to meet you wherever you’d like us to go for dinner.”

If there had been any lingering doubt about whether Cooper felt some sort of attraction to me and wanted this to turn into something else, that uncertainty would have vanished when he spoke. “Yeah, I guess that makes sense, all things considered. If you’d feel more comfortable doing that, I’m okay with it. Could you make it to Savor by six-thirty on Thursday?”

Savor.

That didn’t seem like the place two people who weren’t dating or celebrating some special occasion in their lives would go. It certainly wasn’t a place two people who barely knew one another and only planned to get together for the sake of getting to know each other only to prove a point to one person’s ex and former best friend would go.

Then again, I had to take a moment to consider precisely who I was going to be going to dinner with. This was Cooper Westwood. His family was practically royalty in Landing. Going to Savor for dinner was probably just an average day for him.

It wasn’t about the cost of going to the restaurant. I had gone there on occasion before, but there was always a special reason for it.

Unfortunately, since I didn’t want to look like a fool for making assumptions about what Cooper’s intentions were, I decided to ignore the thoughts I had about the spot he chose for dinner and confirmed, “I should easily be able to meet you there at six-thirty.”

“That’s good. Since it’s already late, I won’t keep you. I’ll touch base again before Thursday, though,” he informed me.

With that, we’d said goodbye and disconnected our call.

And later that night, by the time I’d crawled into my bed, I found myself struggling to fall asleep, because I couldn’t stop thinking about the conversations Cooper and I had both in my store and over the phone. More specifically, I couldn’t get the sound of his voice or the way he’d so effortlessly been willing—and determined—to help me out in my situation.

Saturday’s interactions with Cooper were enough to keep me slightly distracted over the days that followed, but I wound up getting much more than a single day of encounters with him to keep my mind occupied.

Ever since he ended that call with me on Saturday evening, he didn’t hold himself back from making contact with me. He reached out via text messages throughout the week, which both helped and exacerbated my nerves.

The first text I received from him came on Sunday evening.

COOPER


How’s the door holding up? Any problems?




Initially, I had to force myself to ignore the flutter in my belly at the sight of his text. It took substantial effort not to think too much about the fact I was hearing from him after he’d already completed the job. Cooper struck me as the kind of guy who took pride in his work, so it was only natural for him to want to reach out to make sure I wasn’t experiencing any issues with it.

Before I sent off a response, I read it to myself three times, just to make sure I didn’t sound anything but casual.

It’s great. I haven’t had any complications with it.




COOPER


Excellent. So, it’s keeping out unwanted guests then, right?




I stared at that question, unsure what he was getting at, and when it didn’t click for me immediately, I had no choice but to seek an explanation.

Pardon?




COOPER


I was mostly just teasing you, referring to your ex and former best friend. I wanted to make sure you didn’t have to deal with anything like you had yesterday.




For some strange reason, I couldn’t seem to wrap my head around the fact that Cooper could have been thinking about me after he’d left my bookstore. Granted, he had just been there the day before, but I guess I thought he would have forgotten about me once he left. Or, at least, he wouldn’t have given me a second thought until he had to get himself ready for the date on Thursday.

Believing it was still wise to appear unaffected by it all, I thought it was best to match his energy.

The new entrance is keeping out all the trash!




COOPER


I’m glad to hear it.




Cooper didn’t push for additional conversation beyond that, and I really wasn’t quite sure what else to say. So, I put my phone away and expected I wouldn’t be hearing from him until he reached out the day before our date.

I was wrong.

Because on Monday evening, after I’d gotten home from work, I received another text from Cooper.

COOPER


How was work today?




It was such a simple question that shouldn’t have caused the reaction that it did. But why was he asking me about work? Asking about the door and whether I’d had problems with it made sense. If we were officially dating, a question about my work day would make sense. In this scenario, it made zero sense, especially because I’d revealed I wasn’t interested in a relationship. Cooper had nothing to gain by asking me about my day at work.

But since he was being nice, and I believed he had a clear understanding about where I stood, I didn’t stop myself from sending him a response.

It was okay. Steady, but not too busy.




COOPER


That’s good. Did everything go okay with your new employee?




He remembered.

Now, two days after I’d shared the information with him only once, Cooper… cared? He cared enough to ask about my new employee. Why was he doing this?

If nothing else, I was merely grateful I didn’t have to speak to answer him, because I was convinced my voice would reveal precisely how much it moved me that he cared enough to ask when there was nothing in it for him.

It did. She still has some things to learn, but she’s enthusiastic about it.




COOPER


People can be taught what to do. It’s the will to work or learn that you can’t teach.




Agreed.




When he didn’t respond, I took a moment to think about how he’d taken the time to reach out to me three separate times now. The least I could do was return the courtesy to him and ask a question.

So, even though I don’t know exactly what you do, would you say you had a good day at work, too?




COOPER


I’ll be happy to share more information about it on Thursday at dinner. For now, I’ll say that it wasn’t steady for me. It was hectic. It is often hectic and very busy.




I should have let it go there.

I didn’t.

Would I be right to assume you work at Westwood’s?




COOPER


Yep.




Every response Cooper gave came in with almost no delay. Clearly, he was attentive and liked to put his focus on whatever it was he was doing. For now, that meant talking to me. I couldn’t know for sure if that was how he was in every other area of his life, but if he was, I thought it was a wonderful trait to have, especially in a world where people could get distracted so easily.

And it was that thought which pushed me to send him one more text.

I’m looking forward to hearing more about it when I see you later this week.




COOPER


And I’m looking forward to just seeing you.




There it was again.

Cooper seemed to have no problem saying things to me that made me believe there was something else happening beneath the surface for him. He’d come right out and stated he was merely attempting to help me in my situation with Simon and Maria and make it so I didn’t need to lose one more thing by not being able to attend the charity benefit alone when they’d both undoubtedly be there. But his actions now, along with some of the things he said to me, made me believe there was something more there for him. I was much too scared to ask him what it was.

And for the next several days, that was all I could seem to think about whenever I had moments of downtime. If I wasn’t busy helping a customer, training my new employee, or handling some other work-related tasks, my thoughts seemed to be constantly focused on Cooper.

There was both good and bad in what I was experiencing.

Because on the one hand, the conversations we’d had on Saturday when he was in my store and during every moment after that had me growing just a bit more comfortable with him. I had a feeling that these interactions would help me feel more at ease when we were finally face-to-face again at the restaurant later in the week.

Of course, hearing from him had led to me thinking more and more about him and less and less about Simon, Maria, and how badly they’d hurt me.

On the other hand, the constant communication from Cooper wasn’t exactly ideal. Because even if I appreciated how he’d inadvertently taken away all of the focus that had been on people who didn’t need to be taking up space in my thoughts, I wound up thinking about him.

I thought about how handsome he was. I thought about his hardworking nature, the way he stepped into the conversation with Maria for me, and the fact that he listened to things I said.

Mostly, I found myself unable to think about much beyond how much anticipation and, dare I admit it, excitement I felt about seeing him again.

Now, the day had arrived.

I hadn’t gotten much sleep last night, but I didn’t feel the exhaustion I would have normally felt after a full day at work.

I’d come home this afternoon and attempted to calm my nerves a bit by doing things to prepare for dinner with him. I made myself a small snack in hopes it would not only tide me over, but also settle my stomach. Afterward, I picked out a dress to wear, since that was going to be unavoidable given where we were having dinner, and I took a nice long bath.

Then I took my time doing my hair and makeup before slipping into my dress and shoes. And before I knew it, I was heading out the door to meet Cooper at Savor.

If I’d had any success in alleviating any of the nerves while I was at home, they returned with a vengeance as soon as I was in my car. And the closer and closer I got to the restaurant, the worse they became. It was a wonder how I’d made it there without throwing up all over myself.

But by some miracle, I’d succeeded.

And the moment I pulled into the lot and parked, I didn’t have to wonder about how I’d find Cooper.

Evidently, he’d arrived before I did, spotted me when I pulled into the parking lot, and was already making his way in my direction, looking impossibly handsome.

Before I could even come to grips with the way he looked, he was at my door and opening it for me.

I swallowed hard as he reached his hand out to me. I placed my hand in his, stepped out, and stared up at him.

“Hello, Skye,” he said with a smile on his face.

I returned the smile, feeling my insides trembling uncontrollably. “Hi, Cooper.”

“Not that I didn’t think the same when I saw you before, but you look incredible tonight,” he shared.

I licked my lips, swallowed hard again, and rasped, “Thank you.”

The last thing I wanted to do was accept that compliment from him, but I wasn’t a mean person. There wasn’t a chance I’d be able to bring myself to tell him I didn’t want him to say something nice to me.

“Are you ready to eat?” he asked.

I gave him a nod. “Starved.”

Cooper chuckled, a sound that only made him more attractive, and jerked his head toward the restaurant. Then he placed his hand at the small of my back and urged, “Let’s go inside, then.”

A shiver ran down my spine at the intimate touch from Cooper, but I quickly fell into step beside him. And throughout the entire walk to the restaurant and ultimately our table, I wondered how I was going to manage to keep my guard up if he continued to treat me like he was.
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In the heat of the moment, I reacted.

It was impulsive and out of character, but there hadn’t been a time in my life I could recall when I’d been so nervous. I couldn’t explain why I was having such a strong reaction to being here at dinner with Cooper.

As it was, I knew that whatever happened this evening with him was likely to keep me awake when I was back in my bed later tonight. I had this sneaking suspicion that if he’d been comfortable enough to say the things he’d said to me over the last several days and that he didn’t think twice about telling me how nice I looked tonight, he wouldn’t hesitate to say more things that would throw me off balance. Being so terrified that would be the case, the moment our server walked away from our table with our orders in hand, I dove in.

“So, I’ve been curious all week about your job,” I told him. “What exactly are you doing at Westwood’s that keeps your days feeling so hectic?”

He lifted a curious brow. “You’ve been thinking about me all week?”

Crap.

In my haste to steer the conversation in one direction, I hadn’t really considered how my words might be misconstrued. Of course, Cooper hadn’t made anything up—I had thought about him all week long. But it had never been my intention to share that detail with him.

“Well, I mean, I was just shocked to hear you say that work was hectic,” I said, attempting to defend myself and downplay the truth. “It’s mind-blowing to me that working with chocolate every day could be anything but wonderful.”

Cooper’s lips twitched. “You might be right, if I was actually working with chocolate every day.”

Tipping my head to the side, curiosity moved through me. “You don’t?”

He shook his head. “No. Not at all. My specific job title is operations and maintenance manager, which means I’m spending my days making sure that everything throughout the entire Westwood’s campus is running properly.”

My eyes widened in surprise. “But… but there are so many different buildings there. And there’s the amusement park. Are you telling me that you’re responsible for all of that?”

Cooper’s eyes narrowed slightly as he considered how to answer that question. “Technically, with the exception of the amusement park, it is my responsibility to make sure everything is in order. But I have an entire team I manage, and they are the only reason I don’t lose my mind completely.”

That made sense. It seemed impossible for one person to be able to handle everything that would come with such a huge operation.

“So, are you just going around all day fixing things that break, or how does that work?” I asked him, surprised by how interested I was in learning more about what he did.

“It’s really a little bit of everything,” he returned. “Sometimes, there will be a piece of equipment that’s used in our chocolate factory that might need a repair. Other times, I’ve got a plumbing issue to handle in the museum. Or, as was the case on the day that piece of wood went through your front door, I had to deal with a drywall repair in the hotel.”

“Wow,” I marveled. “You don’t have any consistency in your job duties from one day to the next, do you?”

A look of amusement washed over his face. “Other than knowing I’m going to have a laundry list of things to deal with, every day is different for me.”

It was safe to say I was impressed.

My days were nearly always the same. Sure, the hours I worked fluctuated based on scheduling, but the tasks I carried out while I was at work remained unchanged from one day to the next.

I wasn’t sure I could have worked a job like Cooper did. Granted, I didn’t have any handy skills whatsoever, but even if I did, I wasn’t the kind of person who could thrive with so much uncertainty and surprises in my life.

“I don’t know how you do any of that,” I declared. “At least you don’t have to manage the amusement park, too. I can’t imagine that is a walk in the park.”

Cooper shook his head again and confirmed, “It isn’t. I actually used to have that in my lineup as well, but my brother is now handling it.”

My brows shot up. “Brother? I thought you had sisters.”

“I have those, too. I’m one of six kids,” he revealed.

It was a good thing our server returned at that moment with our dinner salads, because I needed a moment to wrap my head around the information Cooper had just given me.

Six kids.

His parents had six children.

Once our server walked away, I couldn’t even bring myself to pick up my fork. I continued to stare at Cooper, feeling nothing but disbelief.

“Is everything okay?” he asked, clearly noting the change in me.

I parted my lips and snapped them together several times before I finally managed to find my voice. “There are six children in your family?”

He nodded. “Yes. Four boys and two girls.”

Cooper had five siblings. I thought he was unbelievably lucky. Having lost my parents and my grandmother, I had no other family to turn to. Technically, I had an uncle—my dad’s half brother—but he lived on the other side of the country, and I hadn’t seen him since just after my parents had died when he came back for the funeral.

In my situation, it was easy to look at someone like Cooper and feel envious of what he had. Family. Gosh, he had a huge family. He probably never experienced a day of loneliness in his life.

I had always tried to look on the bright side after my grandmother’s passing, believing I was still fortunate to have Maria in my life, and eventually, Simon. Now, I had nobody. It was the worst feeling in the world.

And considering I believed Cooper was a genuinely decent man, I was glad he didn’t know what it was like to be me and feel that level of solitude.

“Do they all work at Westwood’s?” I asked, finally picking up my fork to start my salad.

“Yes. Well, sort of. Wyatt, the oldest of the bunch, is sitting just one notch below our dad, who is the CEO of the company. Wyatt will be the one to take over that position down the road. I’m the next oldest. Tate came after me. He and I are as different as can be when it comes to the work we do, even if we’re both workaholics. Tate is a numbers and people kind of guy, so he’s all about order and schedules, and is the head of marketing and product development. My sister, Ivy, came after Tate, and she runs the hotel. She was working at the hotel for a while, but has recently stepped fully into it, since she just graduated from college a little over a month ago. My brother, Liam, is younger than Ivy, but he decided not to go to college. Like me, he enjoys working with his hands, so he’s the one who has taken over the responsibility of the amusement park with his own team. And finally, there’s Jules. She’s not working at Westwood’s in the official capacity just yet. She graduated from high school at the beginning of this month and enrolled in an accelerated pastry and baking arts program. Jules has a very clear picture of what she wants for her future, so I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before she comes up with some idea for how to incorporate her passion into Westwood’s.”

I was out of breath, having just listened to all of that. But something about it was just amazing to me. Despite all the differences among his siblings, with the way Cooper spoke about them, it was clear just how much he loved them. And I couldn’t miss the overwhelming sense of pride that exuded from him when he talked about all of them. I couldn’t comprehend the size of his family, but I could understand what it was like to love the family I did have. “That’s incredible, Cooper. I can only assume you all must be really close then, too, right?”

He’d just pulled his fork from his mouth and was chewing, so he merely offered a nod of acknowledgement in return.

While there wasn’t any reason for me to be making the comparison, I couldn’t avoid noting just how vastly different my life was from Cooper’s life. We came from opposite walks of life, and when it came to our personalities, I didn’t think it was possible to be more different than we were. I mean, even if we both loved our families, he was still surrounded by his, and I had nobody left.

Complete opposites.

Until this very moment, I hadn’t ever considered it, but after listening to Cooper talk about his brothers and sisters, I felt an overwhelming sense of longing move through me. If I could have had just one wish outside of wanting my parents and grandmother to be alive and in my life again, it would have been to know what it was like to have siblings, to have a family that I could trust and depend on. I would have given just about anything to live a day in his life, not for the work he did, but for the people he had in it.
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COOPER

This was all about me.

We’d only gotten through our dinner salads, so the night was still young, but I was ready to be done talking about myself.

Not completely, because I realized she had a right to ask questions about me, but at least for a little while.

Ever since I’d convinced Skye on Saturday to have dinner with me so we could get to know each other better before the charity benefit, I’d spent nearly every second of my free time thinking about tonight.

I had so many questions I wanted to ask her, many of which I was sure I wouldn’t necessarily get to tonight if any of the thoughts I had about her were the truth.

Though it seemed Skye had been growing slightly more comfortable being around me, there was still a lot of caution and hesitation lingering. I didn’t think it would be wise to push for answers to all the thoughts in my mind.

For now, I was going to settle for any bit of information I could get about her, because I was sick of talking about myself, and I really wanted to know more about her.

Since we were talking about family and work, I believed it would be best to start there. “So, now that you know all about the work I do, can you tell me about what you do?”

“I have my bookstore,” she said in a voice that indicated she couldn’t understand why I was asking her about something I already knew the answer to.

“I know. But I guess I was curious how that came to be,” I explained.

She nodded slowly, a solemn look washing over her. Before she even spoke a single word, I wanted to wrap her in my arms and fix whatever it was that put that look on her face. “It was my grandmother’s store. She opened it forty-three years ago.”

The look that had been on Skye’s face before was beginning to make sense. “Is she…”

“She died a few years ago,” Skye confirmed.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I lamented.

She gave me another nod in return before she spoke. “Thanks. I miss her terribly, but I’m so grateful for everything she did for me.”

“I can only assume you’re a big reader. Do you have a favorite genre?”

In an instant, Skye’s face lit up. I’d only seen it barely a handful of times, but it took my breath away whenever that look washed over her face. “I’ve always liked all kinds of books and stories. My tastes have changed over the years, and I’ll read just about anything. My favorites are romance and fantasy, though. I can read for hours on end and not tire of it. That’s probably because when I was eight years old, they became my saving grace. I spent hours every day at The Next Chapter, and I did it getting lost in dozens of books every week.”

Although I could appreciate the love she had for something she clearly enjoyed, even if I was not a reader myself, I couldn’t help but feel some concern over something she did say. “At eight years old, you needed something to be your saving grace?” I questioned her.

If I thought her expression had grown solemn when I asked about the bookstore, it didn’t compare to the look of utter devastation that came over her at this question. Before she even said a single word, I had a bunch of different scenarios pop into my head as to what could have happened in her life. Had she been bullied at school when she was a kid? That seemed like the most plausible explanation. What else could there have been for a little girl at such a young age?

Skye’s voice was so soft and small when she shared, “My parents died when I was eight.”

My entire body tensed as I stared at her in disbelief. “Both of them?”

“Yes. They were the victims of a robbery attempt gone wrong,” she revealed.

“Oh my God. I’m so sorry. Was this at the bookstore?” I pressed, suddenly wondering if there was a reason to be concerned for her safety.

Skye shook her head. “No. No, they had their own business. It was the worst thing that had happened in my life, and the only silver lining was that my grandmother took me in and raised me. If I wasn’t in school, I was at the store, reading.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, what kind of business did they have?”

“It was a floral shop, which makes the whole thing even crazier, right? I mean, who robs a flower shop?”

I shook my head, feeling disbelief. “Are you an only child?” I asked.

“Yes.”

Damn.

This news had left me stunned.

I’d spent days wondering what kinds of things I’d learn about Skye when we finally had this dinner together, and not once in all the thoughts I’d had about it did I ever consider I’d hear such a tragic story.

I had my brothers and sisters. I had my parents and grandparents. I had my aunt, uncle, and all my cousins. The only thing I knew was a big, loud, close family.

Needing to know she had someone in her life, I tried to pry for more information without it seeming like I was horrified.

“Well, I bet you’ve met a ton of friends with all the reading you do,” I suggested.

When her face didn’t light up like I expected, I knew I wasn’t going to get the answer I was hoping for. “Not exactly. I do host a monthly book club meeting through the store, which has been a wonderful way to meet people with a similar interest, but I’m not close friends with any of them that we get together outside of those meetings. Maria was, for a very long time, my only friend. She was there for me when my grandmother died, and two years after that, I met Simon. The two of them were all I had… until I didn’t any longer.”

Simon.

That was the ex-boyfriend.

“How long were you two together, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“About two years,” she answered. “I was so stupid.”

Unable to stop myself, I reached across the table, covered her hand with mine, and gave her a reassuring squeeze. “You weren’t stupid. Why would you say that?”

Her eyes fell on my hand that was covering hers. It was clear she had some strong thoughts about it, but she never shared what they were. Instead, she lifted her gaze to my face and said, “For a few months prior to learning the truth about Simon’s infidelity, I had noticed something was off. I asked him about it, wondering if he was stressed about something he hadn’t shared with me. I thought it could have been related to work or something like that. He insisted nothing was wrong, and I foolishly believed him. Then, one day back at the beginning of February, he told me he wanted to take me out for dinner. There was something different in his voice, and I told myself that I finally understood what was going on. I actually believed he was planning to take me out that night to propose. As it turned out, he couldn’t even tell me the truth to my face that night. I got an email that afternoon, and he admitted everything to me about his affair with Maria.”

I gave her hand another squeeze, knowing it was probably doing very little to offer her any real comfort.

Skye amazed me.

Because she’d been nothing but sweet and humble. In the case of what had happened with that wood going through her front door, she could have been uptight, demanding, and angry. She wasn’t.

After experiencing so much hurt in her life, it would have been understandable—even expected—for her to have been a little hardened.

And that’s when it hit me.

Maybe everything she’d been through had impacted her tremendously. But instead of lashing out, she kept it bottled up inside.

From everything I’d just learned, she was on her own. The last two people who were close to her had betrayed her in the worst way imaginable. No wonder she was quick to tell me she wasn’t interested in getting involved in another relationship.

Skye had suffered more loss in her life than I thought was reasonable for any one person—the reason for the vast majority of it being truly horrific. The biggest loss I’d suffered in my life was when I moved out of my parents’ house and didn’t have my mom’s cooking every night. Even then, I still got to see my family nearly every day at work.

Our core life experiences were so vastly different. My childhood had been filled with fun, laughter, and lots of moments together with my family. Skye seemed to have lived a solitary life filled with heartache.

In drawing that conclusion and recognizing I didn’t want her to think she needed to be all alone in her life, I said, “I really, really hope you are willing to do that one thing I said on Saturday when I was in your store.”

“You mean going to the charity event?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Obviously, I want us to attend. I’m fully prepared and expecting that to happen. But when I mentioned wanting to take you to that, I also told you that my birthday celebration was the next day. I can think of nothing I’d love more than to have you join me for that.”

“Oh, um, well, I don’t know. I’m not sure that’s a wise idea. I told you I’m not looking to get into another relationship, Cooper,” she reminded me.

“I know,” I assured her. “I don’t have any expectations of you. I just think it would be fun.”

She stared at me, a look of disbelief and uncertainty in her expression. Following a long stretch of silence, she asked, “Why would you want to me to join you for something like that when there’s nothing in it for you?”

My fingers gripped her hand just a bit tighter. “That’s just it, Skye. I’m aware of where you stand, and I don’t intend to put any pressure on you, but I refuse to believe that we met simply by chance. I think there’s a reason wood from my truck flew through your front door that day. At the time, I felt more than mildly inconvenienced by it. Now, I realize there’s something else going on. And I think, considering what you’ve been through lately, that you might like to meet some good people. My family would love you.”

I watched Skye’s throat move as she swallowed hard. A moment later, she asked quietly, “Are you telling me you believe in fate?”

The corners of my mouth tipped up. “You just told me you enjoy reading romance and fantasy books the most, and you’re telling me you don’t believe in fate?”

Her lips parted slightly. “It’s kind of hard to do that when you’ve lived my life.”

My eyes roamed over her, studying every feature for quite some time. Something washed over me, something primal. I wanted nothing more than to give this woman everything she deserved to have. And that was going to start with making sure she didn’t feel so alone in the world. Whatever it was going to take, I’d find a way to give her my family, even if it meant I wouldn’t have her the way I wanted.

“Stick with me, sweetheart. I’ll change your mind.”

At that moment, before she had the opportunity to respond, our server returned with our entrees and picked up our salad plates.

Then, to ease some of the concerns I knew she was feeling, I asked Skye to tell me about her favorite books. Some of that tension was instantly gone, and I started learning what I needed to do to get her to trust me.
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“Hey, where are you going?”

With my phone clutched in my hand, I stopped moving and turned to face Marco. We’d had a problem with one of the conche machines in the chocolate factory. The conche machines played an important role in the chocolate making process, and even if we had more than one of them, having one down disrupted the production and flow.

Marco and I, along with two other guys on the team, came down to the factory to repair the machine. We’d been working on it for the last hour, having diagnosed the problem, and it was well on its way to being fully repaired within the next two hours or so.

I still had a mountain of work to do with Liam over at the amusement park—the expansion was adding another layer of work there—and I had wanted to stop by the hotel to talk to Ivy. Unfortunately, I couldn’t do either of those things yet.

Holding my phone up in front of me, I said, “I just got a call from Wyatt. He’s with my dad and Tate, so I can only assume there’s a meeting happening.”

Marco let out a laugh. “Your favorite.”

My lip curled in disgust as I shook my head. “Yeah, right.” Jerking my head toward the conche machine, I asked, “Do you have this under control?”

“Of course, I do.”

“Alright, good. Because after I see what they need from me, I’ve got a couple other things to take care of,” I told him. “When you’re finished up with this, give me a call, and I’ll let you know where I need the three of you to go. I’ve got another crew over at the museum right now, so depending on whether anything else pops up, I might have two of you head over there and the other meet up with me.”

“No problem. I’ll talk to you in about two hours, assuming we don’t run into any problems with this,” Marco returned. “Enjoy your meeting.”

I narrowed my eyes at my best friend before turning and stalking off. It was widely known by just about everyone I oversaw in the operations and maintenance department, as well as my family members, that there was nothing I hated more than attending meetings.

The way I saw it, nothing got accomplished in meetings. At least, not the kind of work that I needed to get done. And if I was sitting in on a meeting, the things I needed to do would be delayed in getting completed.

Since my family was aware of my aversion to meetings, they tried to call me in only when it was absolutely necessary, after they’d gone through several meetings and had reached the point where my input was now required.

Although I was well aware they wouldn’t be calling me if they hadn’t reached the point where it was necessary, I still couldn’t stop myself from feeling irritated.

I left the factory and made my way to the building that housed our offices. As I rode the elevator to the floor where I’d find my family waiting, I glanced down at my phone, tapped on the screen to open my text messages, and scrolled through the most recent text string.

If there was one thing that could bring a smile to my face while I was at work, it was a simple thought of Skye. Recalling the way she looked at me or something she said had this unexplainable power to improve my mood.

When I woke up this morning, my thoughts had immediately drifted to her and our date last night. So much about what I’d learned about her life had left me stunned, but the grace and humility she continued to live with had me intrigued. There was something undeniably special about Skye, and I was convinced I’d only scratched the surface of what made her the woman she was. I wanted to know more, and she had me captivated enough to want to do whatever it took to get it.

So, believing she was going to need constant reassurance that I wasn’t going anywhere, I sent her a text this morning.

Do you think it’ll be believable?




I wanted to ask her something that would invite additional conversation, because as hectic as things were in my life, I found myself wanting to make time for Skye.

As the elevator doors opened, I slid my phone back into my pocket and made my way to Wyatt’s office.

The moment I stepped inside, my eyes narrowed, and I attempted to discern what was happening.

Not only did I find Wyatt, my dad, Malcolm, and Tate there, but my younger sister, Jules, and my mom, Evelyn, were also there.

All of them were wearing looks of excitement and were caught up in a conversation. My mom spotted me first and smiled. “Hey, Coop. How’s it going?”

“Hi, Mom. It’s busy. I was working in the warehouse with Marco on the conche machine,” I explained.

“Did you guys figure out the problem?” my dad questioned me.

I nodded. “Yeah, Marco is there with Trey and Raul right now, fixing it. Within the next two hours, it should be up and running again.”

“That’s excellent.”

“Yeah, but I still have a laundry list of things I’ve got to get done, so I’m hoping you didn’t request for me to come here just to ask how my day is going. Since Liam and Ivy aren’t here, I can only assume you’ve concocted another project you need me to take on,” I surmised.

Wyatt moved in my direction, clapped a hand on my shoulder, and asked, “Are you ever going to lighten up and enjoy a break for a few minutes?”

My eyes cut harshly to his and narrowed further. “I’ve got things to do.”

“Alright, alright,” Tate interrupted. “Let’s cut to the chase here, so Cooper can get back to drowning himself in endless work.”

“Like you have any room to talk,” I said. “If anyone needs to make time to relax a little, it’s you. There’s nobody in this room that’s as uptight and lost in their work as you.”

“Precisely the reason I’m looking to have this discussion,” he noted. “The sooner we have this, the sooner we can both return to doing what we love.”

When nobody made a move to speak, I took a guess as to what was happening. My gaze settled on Jules. My baby sister, freshly out of high school, nervously bit her lip, an indication I hadn’t been wrong.

“What’s going on, Jules?”

“How do you know it’s about me?” she countered.

I shrugged. “Lucky guess.”

She inhaled deeply and sighed, a rush of air leaving her lungs as she moved out from behind Wyatt’s desk.

“Well, I talked to Mom about this first, and she suggested I go to Tate about it,” Jules began. “He and I have spent a lot of time over the last couple of weeks discussing it, and once we worked out all the details and came up with a plan, we went to Dad and Wyatt. They are both in agreement about it, so we decided it was time to bring you on board with it.”

At least I couldn’t say I didn’t know my family. I wasn’t the least bit surprised they had conducted several meetings about something before choosing to bring it up to me. “Well, I’m here now, so tell me what’s going on.”

Jules moved in my direction and came to a stop a few feet in front of me. “I’ve been thinking about what I’d like to do once I finish the accelerated pastry program, and I’ve come up with an idea.”

My brows shot up in surprise. Though Jules had always been very focused, I hadn’t realized she was thinking that far ahead. She still had close to a year of learning ahead of her. To say I was curious to know what she’d come up with would have been an understatement.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I want to have a bakery,” she declared.

“What?”

A smile breaking out on her face, she said, “I want to have my own bakery.”

It was safe to say I’d expected my sister intended to use the knowledge she gained in the pastry program to build a career. But I was still unsure how this impacted me. “That’s excellent. You know how much we all enjoy everything you make. I think you’ll be wildly successful.”

Something warm stole over her expression. “Thanks, Cooper. That means a lot to me. Unfortunately, I don’t know if I’ll be as successful as I’d like to be if I can’t convince you to help me.”

Slowly, everything was coming together. “Considering I don’t know the first thing about baking, I get the feeling I’ve got to build something.”

“Will you?” she asked, hope surging in her features and her voice.

I glanced around the room, noting the anticipation written on the faces of my parents and my two brothers. Whether they believed they all needed to be here or not remained unclear, but it was entirely unnecessary.

Returning my attention to Jules, I asked, “What are you looking to have me do?”

“I was hoping you’d be willing to build a bakery for me,” she revealed.

“Where?”

She shrugged. “Well, I don’t know if it’s possible, but I was hoping we could put it near the food court, perhaps right after people disembark from the chocolate-making tour ride.”

My mind immediately ran through all the possible options for accomplishing this task for Jules. It would be no small undertaking. “It’s going to be a lot of work, Jules,” I told her.

Nodding, she murmured, “I understand. I know you have a lot on your plate right now, especially with helping Liam in the oversight of the amusement park expansion. That’s why I thought it might help to ask you about it now. But I realize there’s only so much you can do.”

I could feel the crease form between my brows. “Why does it sound like you’re disappointed?”

Shaking her head, she pressed her lips together. Following a beat of silence, Jules answered, “I… I… it’s nothing. It’s just that I was really excited about this.”

“You should be,” I told her, my eyes darting around the room again. Noting the concerned looks on everyone’s faces, I asked, “Do you guys think I’d ever decline doing this?”

Relief swept through them, and the heaviness I hadn’t even noticed was in the air suddenly lifted.

“I knew you would,” my mom said softly, pride written all over her face.

“Of course, I will,” I confirmed, bringing my focus back to Jules. “I’d be honored to play a role in helping you realize your dreams. And I’ll do what I can to make it happen by the time you’re done with your program.”

Without a moment of hesitation, Jules lunged forward and threw her arms around me. “Thank you, Coop.”

“You’re welcome,” I replied, hugging her back. “But we’re family, Jules. Don’t ever doubt that I’ll always be here for you, no matter what you need.”

Her arms tightened around me briefly before she loosened her hold and stepped back. “I won’t.”

I offered a smile in return. “Good.” My eyes slid to the side where Tate was standing, and I said, “I can only assume you’ve worked up a whole plan for this?”

He nodded. “We have.”

“Get whatever you’ve got over to me, and I’ll review it,” I told him.

Tate’s expression matched my mom’s from just a few seconds earlier. “Will do.”

“You know, it blows my mind that any of you thought I wouldn’t do this for her,” I declared.

“We knew you had a lot on your plate, son,” my dad replied.

“That doesn’t matter. You’re all my family, and I’m never not going to help any of you whenever you need me,” I argued. “I might bitch about it, but I’m still going to do it.”

Through his laughter, Wyatt said, “We wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Alright, am I good to go here? I’ve got to get back to work.”

“We’re good,” Dad confirmed.

Before I could turn to walk away, I felt my phone vibrate against my leg. Pulling it out, I saw the name I’d been hoping to see all morning long and felt something move through me at the sight of it.

Skye had responded to my text, and she’d replied exactly how I’d expected.

SKYE


I’d love nothing more than to answer your question, but I have no idea what you are talking about.




Recognizing she had her phone on her and might have a few minutes to talk, I quickly tapped out a response.

Us. Do you think we’ll be believable at the charity event?




SKYE


Oh. I don’t know. What do you think?




I think we have a fighting chance, but it might not be a bad idea to be certain.




SKYE


How would we do that?




We could get together again one more time before the event. Just to be sure.




“Earth to Cooper.”

Wyatt’s voice broke through the thoughts I was having and forced me to lower my phone. Everyone was still in the office, staring at me like I’d grown three heads.

“I’m sorry. What did you say?” I asked.

“I… what’s going on?” he countered.

I shook my head. “Nothing.”

“You’ve never looked that happy while at work,” Tate interjected.

Jules gasped. “Oh, there’s a girl. Isn’t there?”

I didn’t respond.

Following an extended silence, my mom moved close, wrapped her hands around my arm, and squeezed. “Aw, Cooper. I’m so excited. Who is she?”

“What makes you two assume there’s a girl?” I questioned them.

My mom was beaming at me as Jules declared, “I might not have ever really been able to see you while you were here working over the years, since I was still in school, but I know you, Cooper. You would not be texting and smiling like that if Marco or anyone else were reaching out to you about something related to work. That look on your face says it all.”

Once again, I remained silent.

My dad took that opportunity to join in the conversation. “Is there someone?”

They weren’t going to let it go, so I figured it was best to just set the record straight. “There is a girl, but we’re not officially dating or anything like that. She got out of a bad relationship a few months ago and isn’t looking to get into another one.”

“So, you’re just friends?” Wyatt pressed.

If anyone should have been able to understand my predicament, it was Wyatt. He had a girlfriend now, but the start of things between them had been a bit rocky, considering she believed he was merely out to steal her family’s farm.

“We’re figuring that out,” I answered. “She’s the owner of the bookstore that I needed to repair the door on last week, and I happened to be there when a situation popped up. I’m going to be escorting her to the charity event for literacy that’s being hosted at the hotel next weekend.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful,” my mom said. “I think if you just take your time and show her the kind of guy you are, whatever is preventing her from wanting to pursue another relationship will no longer be a hindrance.”

I could feel the tension ease from my frame as I sent a small smile in her direction. “I appreciate that, Mom. But don’t get your hopes up. I’m just helping her out of a tough spot right now.”

“I’m not so sure I believe that’s all there is to it,” my dad stated. “That level of distraction mixed with the look on your face tells me there’s a whole lot more there for you, even if she’s not ready for it.”

Refuting that point would have been foolish. Not only would they not believe me, but the truth was that I didn’t want to lie about it, either. I wanted more with Skye than she wanted in return.

“Maybe. But for now, I just need to do what Mom said and take it slow. Whatever happens, happens.”

“If there’s anything we can do to help, just let us know,” Jules offered.

“I appreciate that. Thanks. Now, I really do have to get back to work, so Tate, don’t forget to get everything over to me. I’ll start reviewing it later tonight.”

“Will do. And good luck with the girl.”

With that, I turned around and walked out of Wyatt’s office.

And only after I’d made it back onto the elevator did I look at my phone to see Skye’s response.

SKYE


Do you really want to do that?




I grinned.

I’d love nothing more. I’ll call you later tonight to set something up.




Almost instantly, she replied.

SKYE


Okay.




With a smile still plastered on my face, I tucked my phone back into my pocket. And I wore it there for the next few minutes until I got back to work.
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“So, how did you pull this off? Slow day at work?”

Ever since Cooper had suggested he believed in fate, I had been considering that word, that idea.

Fate—the notion that there were events in our lives destined to happen that we had no control over.

I’d read dozens of books, particularly in the fantasy genre, where fate was one of the driving forces for the entire plot. I’d never questioned the phenomenon in all that time.

But now that Cooper had brought it up, I couldn’t avoid thinking about it.

Did fate play into my life?

If it had, I hated it. Because there was so much that I’d experienced in my life that felt impossibly cruel. Was all of it—losing my parents, losing my grandparents, and being betrayed by my boyfriend and best friend—something I was meant to experience? Did fate lead to such heartache? One after another after another.

And if it all was part of something bigger than me, what was the ultimate destiny? What was it leading me to? Should I have started to prepare myself for more heartache?

Cooper seemed to have positive feelings surrounding the idea of fate, which was likely the result of the life he’d lived to this point. While I didn’t think he never had a bad day, it didn’t take a genius to see that he and I had lived vastly different lives. But even if I was unsure how I felt about this predetermined future, I didn’t have the heart to crush Cooper’s spirit about it.

Maybe that was the reason I was here now. Maybe I was playing into this idea for him, because he believed this was all happening for a reason.

There was no other explanation I could come up with as to why I agreed to join him this afternoon.

It was late Tuesday morning, and now that I had another person working at the bookstore, I was able to enjoy longer periods of time off during the day. Joan and Val were taking the earlier shifts today—Joan was opening the store, and Val was set to come in right around lunchtime—so I scheduled myself for the evening shift. I didn’t need to be there until four o’clock today.

When I’d shared this information with Cooper after he’d called me the day after our dinner date, he’d surprised me by suggesting we get together for a midday date. Of course, I hated referring to anything we were doing as a date, though. In my mind, it implied there was something more happening between us than what was actually the case.

One of the only things I could think of doing to continue to make it clear that this was all just a means to deceive Simon and Maria was to drive separately and meet Cooper here. Here was one of the state parks just outside of Landing that had a small beach, a lake, hiking trails, walking and bike paths, and picnic areas. Cooper had decided to rent a canoe, so we could go out on the lake for a bit.

And now that he’d rowed us out away from the shore and into the middle of the lake, I’d asked my questions about what prompted him to plan this.

Not missing a beat, Cooper smiled at me and said, “It’s never a slow day at work.”

“I didn’t think so, since you said things were so hectic for you,” I returned. “That’s why I was curious about how you managed to take the day off today.”

“Well, believe it or not, I do have the option for paid time off,” he began. “But I’ll be honest and admit I rarely use it. That said, I don’t plan to not work at all today. I’m just going to go in later, because I believe it’s very important to have this time to get together once more before the charity event.”

Over the years I’d been working at the bookstore, both when my grandmother was alive and after she passed, I’d met a lot of people. And while I’d come into contact with some really wonderful individuals, I wasn’t sure I’d ever met someone quite like Cooper.

He was just different, and I meant that in the very best way possible. There was so much about who he was, the kind of man he’d shown me, that was admirable.

“I’m not sure if I’ve told you this yet, but I think it’s very sweet that you’re willing to go to these lengths for someone you barely know,” I said.

He continued to smile at me—ever since that first time he stepped into my store, I hadn’t seen him upset—and replied, “I’m hoping that’s going to change. I mean, I know more about you now than I did when I stepped into that conversation you were having with Maria. And my goal is to learn more about you before we leave here today.”

I tipped my head to the side and assessed him. He was such a good guy. “If I’m honest, I think we could have been convincing after our dinner out last Thursday evening. I’m surprised, or maybe mostly unsure, why you felt getting together today was so necessary. I don’t want you to think I’m upset about it, though. I just don’t understand the reasoning behind it, considering you aren’t the one who has anything to prove.”

Without giving it a second thought, Cooper revealed, “I didn’t want to take any chances. I’m the kind of guy that takes pride in the things I do. And while that’s often related to the work I do every day, it doesn’t mean I don’t follow that same line of thinking in my personal life. I want this to be believable.”

Though Cooper had freely shared those words, which provided a sufficient explanation, I couldn’t help feeling as though there was something he wasn’t sharing with me. If I had been a gambling woman, I’d have been willing to bet there was more lingering beneath the surface, more that he wasn’t prepared, ready, or willing to reveal.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t courageous enough to ask him if there was another reason that he was so determined to help me stick it to Simon and Maria. Instead, I asked, “But don’t you think we learned a lot about each other already?”

Cooper nodded. “Of course. But I don’t think that means we can’t learn more. It’s safe to say we both have a great deal of understanding about each other’s family situations. It would be beneficial to know more of the details.”

I raised a curious brow. “Details?”

For the first time since we got out on the water and started talking, Cooper hesitated. It was different than when he’d held himself back from revealing too much, though. This time, he stared at me for a long while. The clear battle he was waging with himself was plain as day in his expression. It was almost as though he wasn’t sure whether he should clarify his position or not. Eventually it became evident which part won that battle, because he said, “Yes. All the things that a man who’s in love with you should know.”

My breath caught in my throat, and my lips parted slightly in shock.

It’s a game, I reminded myself.

Cooper’s explanation should not have caused that reaction; yet, here I was, struggling to get air into my lungs. Why?

The only way I’d been able to get myself to open up to him as much as I had when he’d taken me out to dinner was to accept that this thing we had between us was just transactional. There was no chance for something beyond simply proving to Simon and Maria that I had moved on and was happy.

But now, I wasn’t so sure. Cooper kept saying and doing things that made me believe there was more.

Seemingly aware of the effect he’d had on me, Cooper proved once again just how great of a guy he was. He reached his hand out, touched me gently on my bare leg right above my knee, and promised, “Relax, sweetheart. I wasn’t suggesting we’re in love. But I do think it’s important for us to appear that way if we’re going to be convincing.”

My eyes dropped to Cooper’s hand as that single word resounded inside my head—sweetheart.

I went from needing to calm myself down over Cooper making mention of knowing things the man who’s in love with me would know to needing to not freak out at the feel of his rough, calloused hand on my skin while he called me sweetheart.

But I struggled to be successful in that venture. Because before I knew it, I had visions dancing in my mind of Cooper’s hand on other parts of my naked body while he whispered that word in my ear.

Forcing my eyes shut, I pressed my lips together and urged myself to find the willpower not to give in to foolish desires.

I needed to pull myself together.

After taking several slow, deep breaths, I peeled my eyes open again and focused my attention on Cooper’s handsome face and gorgeous blue eyes. Then I squeaked, “What things do you think we should know about each other?”

He seemed to have cottoned on to the fact I was on the verge of losing my mind and the reason for it, so he pulled his hand away before he answered. “The little things, like what your favorite color is, or what you like to do in your free time. What are the things that make you happy, Skye?”

“I read a lot,” I said, telling him something he already knew.

Cooper let out a laugh. “Yeah, okay. I know that. But there’s got to be something else you enjoy, isn’t there?”

I thought on it for a moment, tilting my chin up to one side and tapping the tip of my finger there, before I said, “Food.”

“Food?”

Nodding, I confirmed, “I love food. I find I’m pretty happy whenever I’m eating really good food.”

Cooper perked up, started rowing the boat again, and stated, “See? This is the kind of stuff that’s going to be good to know. What’s your favorite food?”

“Bread.”

His eyes narrowed, a crease forming between his brows. “Your favorite food is bread?”

Before I could stop it, laughter spilled out of me. “I know that probably sounds crazy, but I’m not referring to the basic sandwich bread you get when you go to the grocery store. I’m talking about freshly baked bread. So, I love something like a hearty, rustic bread with a bowl of soup, and I’ll never turn down homemade pizza dough or freshly baked garlic bread. And if there’s one thing I absolutely adore, it’s dessert-style breads, like banana bread or zucchini bread.”

“Oh, man, you’d love my sister,” Cooper declared. “Jules is all about the baking. I don’t know if you recall me mentioning that she’s enrolled in an accelerated pastry program.”

“I do.”

“Well, you can’t tell anyone just yet, but she asked me last Friday if I’d build her a bakery at Westwood’s,” he revealed.

My eyes rounded in surprise. Part of my shock was because I couldn’t imagine being able to just ask someone to build me something like a bakery, but there was the other part of Cooper telling me something it seemed I wasn’t supposed to know. Of course, it wasn’t like there was anyone I’d be able to tell, so he had nothing to worry about. But it still caught me off guard that he felt comfortable enough to share something like that with me.

Instead of focusing on that, I asked, “Are you going to build it for her?”

Shooting me a look of disbelief that indicated he thought that was a silly question, he returned, “Of course. She’s my sister. I’d do just about anything to help her.”

And then there was that.

Cooper had made it clear that we both got a good understanding of one another when we went out to dinner last week, and even if I knew he was a good guy that came from a nice family, I wasn’t sure I understood there was this level of dedication to one another. It was one thing I wished I’d had in my life.

I offered a small smile and said, “I hope she knows how lucky she is to have you in her life. Not only is it a blessing that you have the capability to do that for her, it’s also incredibly generous for you to be willing to take on that kind of project. I have to believe it’ll be no small undertaking.”

He gave me a curt nod in response and insisted, “She knows. But don’t misunderstand me. I’ll get something out of making sure Jules has a bakery on the Westwood campus.”

“Oh?”

Cooper grinned. “Freshly baked goods whenever I want them.”

Another unexpected laugh escaped. “Ugh, you might be luckier than she is.”

A mischievous look washed over him, an unmistakable glint in his eyes. “You could be lucky too, you know?”

My brows shot up, questioning him. “Pardon?”

Cooper stopped rowing the boat, fixed an intense stare on me, and said, “I know I mentioned it briefly at dinner, but I’d really like you to come and celebrate my birthday with me the day after the charity event. There’s going to be good food, and Jules can never let a celebration go by without baking something.”

“You drive a hard bargain,” I teased.

Something I couldn’t quite read changed in his expression, and his voice dipped an octave when he returned, “I’m not sure you understand how badly I want you there.”

God, his voice held so much promise.

What the hell had gotten into me? I shouldn’t have even been considering this, and here I was joking with Cooper about attending.

Joining Cooper for his birthday celebration where it was obvious his large family was going to be in attendance was the very opposite of what I was comfortable with. Somehow, I was allowing him to tempt me with the promise of delicious food and desserts.

Or, well, I was telling myself that food was the reason I was contemplating going. Deep down, I knew that had nothing to do with it.

This was about longing.

It was about wanting to believe that perhaps he was right about me being lucky. Maybe fate was playing a role in this. Perhaps I couldn’t look at everything that had happened before now as a reason to never open myself up to someone else again.

The truth was, even if I declined his invitation and Cooper walked away after the charity event—something I didn’t believe he’d ever do—I knew I’d never forget him. And wouldn’t that be worse?

Why would I purposely put myself in that position? Then again, if whatever this was that was happening between Cooper and me went sideways, I had no doubt I’d be wrecked.

I hated this feeling of being stuck, like no matter what I did, I could have been making a huge mistake.

Inhaling deeply, I reminded myself that Cooper hadn’t really put any pressure on me to do something I didn’t want to do. He also claimed he understood where I stood with things and why I wasn’t interested in getting into another relationship.

And other than the gentle and reassuring touch on my leg and the couple of times he’d called me sweetheart, Cooper hadn’t indicated he was looking for something more. But it was hard to think he was merely bored and was in the market for a new friend, especially when he was as busy as he claimed to be.

Although I had believed I knew what I wanted, it was safe to say my mind was a bit muddled now. I wasn’t quite sure I knew what I really wanted anymore.

It seemed Cooper did.

And since he’d been nothing but respectful, kind, and generous to me, I thought it was worth taking a chance for now.

I licked my lips and gave him a nod. “Okay. I’ll join you for your birthday celebration.”

“Really?” He sounded genuinely surprised as he sat up taller.

“Yes, but only under one condition,” I said, my voice shaky. I still worried I could wind up regretting this.

“What’s that?”

“I’m terribly uncomfortable in situations with large crowds, especially when I don’t know anyone,” I started, my eyes dropping to my lap for a moment. Following a beat of silence, I lifted my gaze, looked across the lake, and finally focused on him again, my belly fluttering. “I would feel a whole lot better if you wouldn’t mind picking me up, so I could arrive with you.”

I didn’t think Cooper had any idea as to what I was going to say, but it was apparent he was moved by what I had said. Something softened in his features, and he tipped his head slightly to one side as his eyes roamed over my face. “I’ll do that on one condition.”

I cocked a brow. “Which is?”

“You let me pick you up the night before to take you to the charity event.”

It had become obvious to me that my defenses were crumbling a bit and Cooper was a guy I believed I could trust, at least to the extent I didn’t think I had to worry about him physically harming me. So, I agreed, “That sounds like a deal to me.”

“Perfect. Now, we should probably get some of these intimate details worked out, don’t you think?” he asked.

“Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.”

“Want to do some rapid-fire questions to make that happen?”

He was so nonchalant about it, I thought it was wise for me to be the same, so I shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”

“Okay. Let’s start with the one I asked earlier. What’s your favorite color?”

“Purple. Yours?”

He grinned at me. “Blue.”

Until he said it, I didn’t think it would have mattered to me to know that bit of information. Now that I had it, I wanted more. So, I smiled brightly at him and said, “And since you already know what my favorite food is, I think it’s only fair I know yours.”

“Burgers. Beach or mountains?”

I sucked in air between my teeth and said, “Ooh, that’s tough. They’re really close, but I guess I’m going to go with mountains. You?”

“Mountains. Hands down.”

For some reason, that didn’t surprise me. I had expected he’d say that, and I liked that there was at least one thing we had in common so far. Loving how this little game was making me feel, I beamed at him before I asked the next question. “Sunrise or sunset?”

Cooper took no time to consider his answer. “Sunrise. I like to get up and get things accomplished, and daylight gives me the energy to do that. You?”

And we were back to being opposites. “If I need to be productive, then it’s sunrise. But there’s something I love about a nice sunset in the evenings, particularly if I’m not at work. If I had to choose one, it would be sunsets.”

I watched as a look washed over his face that reminded me a lot of the way I felt when Cooper told me his favorite color was blue. Maybe I wasn’t the only one thoroughly enjoying this.

Following a beat of silence, Cooper asked another question. For a long time afterward, we continued to go back and forth, learning bits of random information about one another. I was surprised at how much fun it was to learn so many unique details about a man I was merely going to pretend to be dating.

Was there more happening here for me than just this secret scheme to fool Simon and Maria? I wondered what he would have said if I asked him that question.

Of course, I didn’t ask, but the conversation did take a turn. I was surprised it was me who steered it in a new direction.

“Favorite childhood memory?” I asked.

I had expected Cooper would need to take a moment to consider his answer to that, since he’d likely have a slew of memories to sift through.

I was wrong, because he didn’t hesitate to share, “It’s a tie between the Christmas holidays and summer breaks.”

“Was there some specific incident that put those two in the top spot?” I pressed, my eyes widening in surprise.

Cooper shook his head with a laugh, reaching his hand out and resting it on my leg just above my knee.

My eyes dropped to it briefly, noting the feel of his rough, calloused palm on my skin. It felt better than I had imagined.

I lifted my gaze back to his face when he removed his hand after offering a gentle squeeze and answered, “No. I think it’s simply the memories I have in general of those times. I don’t remember exactly what happened each year. It’s not like I can recall any specific gift I got for Christmas or what year I received it. But I remember the traditions we had at Christmas and during our summer breaks. Everything from decorating the house—my mom goes over the top with nutcrackers every year—to the food we had or the excitement we’d feel on Christmas morning. In the summer, we’d have an entire week when my brothers and sisters and I would stay with our grandparents. My grandparents would plan a whole week of different activities at their house. I just remember having a lot of fun.”

That was the best answer he could have given me. Because even though I couldn’t give him the same response, I’d found another thing we had in common.

Our love for our families.

Cooper’s favorite memories weren’t about things he received or trophies he won. Both memories involved the time he spent with his family.

“And here I thought we were going to struggle to find anything we had in common,” I murmured.

He tipped his head to the side and eyed me curiously. I could hear a bit of the hesitation in his tone when he asked, “What makes you say that? What is your favorite childhood memory?”

I offered a reassuring smile, reaching out to rest my hand on Cooper’s arm. I didn’t want him to think I was going to break down into tears over this. “Obviously, I didn’t get nearly as much time with my parents as I would have liked, but the time I had with them was magical. Like you, I don’t remember every detail of all that we did together, but when I do think about them, I remember always feeling happy. The moments that stand out for me are these snippets of time together. We took a trip to the beach every summer, and I remember my parents taking turns to read with me every night.”

Cooper covered my hand with his, his fingers stroking over the skin there gently. “I can’t begin to imagine how it must feel not to have your family any longer, but I love that even with losing them at such a young age, you still have some lasting memories with them.”

Okay.

So, I hadn’t intended to cry.

But Cooper was being so sweet, it was difficult not to get emotional. Tears welled in my eyes, and just as one escaped, he reached out and brushed it away with the pad of his thumb. His touch was tender, and the look on his face was apologetic.

“I didn’t mean to upset you,” he said softly, his hand dropping to my leg once again.

Shaking my head slightly, I smiled at him and wiped at my eyes. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I brought up the question, and I’m happy I shared with you. I just...” I trailed off as I shrugged. “I just miss them and wonder what life would be like if I had family with me again. I'll be okay, though.”

A wave of determination seemed to flicker over Cooper’s face. I couldn’t describe it, but I could feel something strong emanating from him.

Unsure I was prepared to hear whatever it was, I chose not to acknowledge it, and fortunately, Cooper jerked his head to the shore and said, “I’m having a great time with you, but it’s getting late, and I know you have to get to work. Should we call it a day?”

Disappointment washed over me. I’d had such a great time, too, and I would have loved nothing more than to have another hour or two with him. “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.”

Cooper began maneuvering the boat in that direction and asked, “So, what do you think? Do we know enough now to be convincing?”

“I think so. Don’t you?”

He dipped his chin. “I feel much more prepared for it now than I did before this date.”

There was that word I’d been trying to avoid—date. Maybe I’d come into this with intentions to keep it strictly an agreement or arrangement between us, but now that I’d learned all I had about Cooper and had at least some admission from him that he wasn’t viewing this in the same way that I’d been trying to, perhaps it was okay to allow myself not to be so rigid about it.

Would it be so wrong to find a sliver of happiness?

Cooper and I made it back to the shore, got off the boat, and walked back to the parking lot together.

“This was a lot of fun, Cooper. I had a nice time.”

He brought his hand to the middle of my back, stroked his hand up and down, and replied, “I’m glad to hear that. I enjoyed myself and, if nothing else, I know we won’t be bored at the benefit.”

Despite the warmth of the sun, a shiver ran down my spine at his touch. I swallowed past the budding nerves and offered my agreement. “I think you might be right about that. I’m actually looking forward to going now.”

We made it to my car, where Cooper said, “I promise not to disappoint you.”

There was such resolve in his voice, I silently questioned whether he was indicating something more than just a good time at the benefit. Of course, I didn’t dare ask him that.

Instead, I smiled and said, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Cooper and I said goodbye to one another, and by the time I climbed into my car and drove home to get myself ready to go to work, I realized that I had been genuinely happy for the first time in months, and it was Cooper who had given that to me, making it impossible to wipe the smile off my face for the rest of the day.
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“What are you doing here? I thought you took today off.”

Wyatt barely got out those words when I asked, “How soon did you know?”

“Know what?”

I stood in the doorway to Wyatt’s office, shaking my head in disbelief with my eyes pinned on my older brother while he lounged in his office chair.

I’d always heard people talk about lifelong relationships and state that when you knew, you knew. I used to think it was a bunch of bull because I’d never experienced anything like that in my life.

And it was safe to say that I’d dated a fair number of women to believe that if just knowing in such a short time was a possibility, I should have felt something like that with somebody.

It never happened, so it was no surprise I had my doubts.

But I didn’t necessarily believe that the feeling wouldn’t eventually come. I certainly trusted there would come a time when an individual would realize that the person they’d fallen in love with was the one. Unfortunately, I had convinced myself that someone would need at least a few months to truly learn if they’d found the person with whom they were meant to spend their lives.

Now, I felt differently.

A couple of hours spent in a canoe on the lake this afternoon with Skye had me questioning everything I thought I knew to be the truth. I felt utterly spellbound by her. Our afternoon together had been one of the most enjoyable experiences of my life. That alone was one of the reasons I had questioned the accuracy of my former beliefs about relationships. I had been fortunate enough to experience things in my life that a lot of people—young and old—never had the opportunity to experience. Despite all of it, this afternoon with Skye was the very best of it.

So, as I drove back to Westwood’s, I came up with a list of things I needed to take care of immediately. It didn’t even bother me that I had plenty of work I had to get done. This was far more important.

Up first, I needed to talk to Wyatt.

Sadly, I’d spent too much time recalling just how good it felt to spend that time with her today and get to know her better that I was caught off guard when Wyatt’s voice broke into my thoughts.

“Coop, man, I don’t think I’ve ever seen that look on your face before. Is something wrong?”

I shook my head again. “No. No, it’s just that I was curious how long it took for you to know that Rhea was the one for you? I don’t know if I’m reading too much into this feeling, but I’ve never experienced this before.”

A look of worry washed over Wyatt’s face as his eyes slid away from me and toward the couch to my left. Confused, and for the first time since I’d made it to Wyatt’s office, I took my eyes off my older brother and glanced to the side to find my youngest brother sitting there. “Liam. Shit. I didn’t even see you there.”

He had his elbow resting on the arm of the couch, and his fingers were pressed against his temple. But the moment I’d spoken to him, he sent an unenthusiastic smile my way and waved his hand.

Liam was a lot like me. Not only did he prefer working with his hands, but his attitude these days matched mine. While I was often moody about the work I had to do, Liam’s mindset was shaped by more personal matters. “Fuck, man. I’m sorry. If I had realized you were here, I wouldn’t have said anything.”

His eyes narrowed on mine. “Why not? You don’t need to tiptoe around me, Cooper. Just because things didn’t work out for me the way I had hoped doesn’t mean I don’t want to see my brothers happy.”

I believed Liam felt that way. There was no question he wanted the best for everyone in our family, but it didn’t mean those words weren’t said with a hint of bitterness. It had been just over two years since he’d had his heart broken, and I was beginning to think he’d never heal from it.

“I know,” I assured him. “I just… I don’t want to throw this kind of stuff in your face.”

“It’s fine,” he insisted. “Is this about the bookstore girl?”

“How do you know about Skye?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Word gets around.”

That was code for he had no intention of revealing his source. It wasn’t like it mattered anyway. Before the day was over, all the important people in my life would know about Skye.

I returned my attention to Wyatt and gave him an expectant look.

Without me needing to ask my question again, Wyatt answered honestly. “I’d like to say I knew the first day I met Rhea that there was something about her I liked, but if I’m being honest, it probably took me being around her two or three times to know I wanted everything I could get from her. What’s happening with you and Skye?”

I sighed. “I took her out to dinner last week, and we got together again this afternoon. I don’t know what it is, but I’ve had this feeling ever since I met her that just won’t go away. If anything, the more I’m around her, the more I’m convinced she’s someone I need to have in my life.”

“That’s awesome, man. Congratulations.”

“Don’t congratulate me yet,” I warned him. “She’s not interested in getting into a relationship right now.”

“Yeah, you mentioned that last week,” he noted.

“What’s stopping her? Does she have a good reason not to want to be in a relationship?” Liam asked.

I knew this conversation was hitting so close to home for him. “Skye’s ex-boyfriend broke up with her several months ago, doing it via email, because he’d cheated on her with her best friend.”

Liam winced. “Ouch.”

“Yeah. And it gets worse. When I was there at the bookstore fixing her door, Skye’s former best friend showed up wanting to make amends, and she thought Skye wouldn’t have a problem with it. Worst of all, the ex-boyfriend and the best friend are expecting a baby now.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Wyatt said.

I shook my head. “Nope. Anyway, I heard their conversation, realized what was happening, and stepped in, pretending to be Skye’s boyfriend.”

“Nice.”

“Yeah. Well, we’ve been getting together to get to know each other better, because our goal is to convince them at the charity event that Skye’s in a much better relationship now and that she’s much better off without them in her life,” I explained.

Liam chimed in again. “But now you’re getting caught up in her, and she doesn’t feel the same. Is that what you’re telling us?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s not throwing herself at me, that’s for sure. But I think she’s warming up to the idea of me a bit more.”

“Okay. So, what does how I felt about Rhea have to do with you and Skye?” Wyatt asked.

“Nothing. It was just me wanting to see if I’m crazy for feeling the way I do about her, especially when I know her stance on the idea of a relationship right now,” I explained.

Wyatt laughed. “I’m not sure I’ve ever fully explained to you how much Rhea did not like me in the beginning. She barely spoke to me. So, I think you’re already way ahead of the game with Skye. Just be patient with her, but I don’t think you’re wrong for feeling the way you do.”

That was a relief. “Thanks. That’s good to know. I probably should get going, because I still need to talk to Tate about something, and I need to go see Ivy before I get some work done here today. I’ll talk to you both later.”

“If you need an extra hand with anything tonight, let me know,” Liam offered. “I don’t have any plans, but that’s nothing new.”

I sent a sympathetic look his way. “Yeah, okay. Let me go take care of a few things, and I’ll give you a call to let you know where I wind up. By the way, what are you doing here? Did everything go okay with the construction today?”

He let out a slight laugh. “You’re awfully concerned for someone who wasn’t here today.”

“I’m here now, though,” I pointed out. “And as I just said, I intend to get to work shortly.”

“Right. Well, everything is fine. You need to relax a little. I can handle what’s happening at the amusement park. I merely stopped up here to give Wyatt an update on the progress and show him a few pictures of what got done today.”

I gave him a nod of understanding. “Okay. I’ll check it out later.”

“Sounds good.”

I said goodbye to my brothers and walked out.

Though I needed to talk to Tate about something I had in mind, I thought it was more important to head over to the hotel to talk to Ivy. On the way there, I pulled out my phone and gave Jules a call.

“Hey, Coop. How’s it going?” she greeted me.

“Hi, Jules. You aren’t in class, are you?” I asked.

“If I was, I certainly wouldn’t have answered your call. So, tell me what I did to deserve the honor of getting a call from you on a random Tuesday afternoon.”

I smiled at the same time I rolled my eyes. Jules was such a good kid with a positive attitude. She always got good grades and did what was expected of her. I should have known better than to ask her such a stupid question. “Well, my birthday is coming up,” I started.

“Oh, do you have a special request for me?” she asked excitedly before I could say another word.

“Actually, I do,” I told her.

Jules squealed with delight. “I can’t believe it. Every time I’ve ever asked you what I can make for you, I’m always told to surprise you. This has made my day. What kind of cake do you want for your birthday?”

I could just imagine her bouncing up and down on her toes excitedly. “I kind of don’t want cake. I mean, you can certainly make that if you want, but I was curious if you’d be able to make a dessert style bread.”

“What?”

“I don’t care what kind, but I’d really appreciate it if you could make a banana bread or something like that,” I explained.

Jules didn’t respond. In fact, it felt as though the excited and upbeat mood she’d been in had vanished, because nothing came through the line. I pulled my phone from my ear, saw that our call was still connected, and called, “Jules?”

“Is this… are you… what are you not telling me?” she asked.

She was going to have to know the truth. “I invited the girl I mentioned last week to come and celebrate my birthday with us, and I’ve learned a bit about the things she likes.”

Not missing a beat, Jules didn’t hesitate to call me out. “You said you two were just friends.”

“We are, but I’d like for us to be more, and I think I could use your help in impressing her,” I explained.

I could hear the smile in my sister’s voice. “Oh, I’m so excited for you, Cooper. I’d love to help you out. Don’t you worry at all. I’m going to come up with something super special.”

The smile was back on my face. “Thanks, Jules. I really appreciate it.”

She let out a laugh. “Hey, you’ve agreed to build me a bakery. I figure I’m going to owe you close to a lifetime of baked goods.”

Laughter spilled out of me. “That works for me. Listen, I just got to the hotel, and I’ve got to talk to Ivy. I’ll see you later this week.”

“Absolutely.”

Jules and I disconnected just as I stepped inside the front door to the hotel.

I didn’t immediately spot my sister, so I moved in the direction of the front desk. “Hi, Cooper,” one of the front desk employees greeted me. “Looking for Ivy?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Is she around, or did she already leave for the day?”

“She’s here. I think she’s down in the grand ballroom.”

“Perfect. Thanks.”

I walked off and made my way down the hall toward the grand ballroom. When I stepped inside, I found my sister there, directing several employees as to what she needed to have done with the setup of the tables and chairs. I waited patiently, not wanting to interrupt.

The moment they got to work on doing as she requested, I stepped forward and called out to her. “Hey, Ivy.”

My sister spun around, immediately spotting me moving in her direction with a bit of surprise written on her face. “Hi, Cooper. What’s going on? I thought you were off today.”

I shook my head. “No. I took some time this afternoon to do something, but I have too much work to get done here to be able to take a full day off right now.” My eyes scanned the space, and I asked, “Is this for the charity event on Friday, or do you have something else happening before then?”

“This is preparation for Friday,” she said. “Most people aren’t booking large events in the middle of the week, and nobody is going to ask for this ballroom for a small event. They’ll usually grab one of the conference rooms or one of the smaller ballrooms in those instances.”

“That makes sense. Are you planning to be here on Friday during this event?” I asked, cutting to the chase.

She offered a slight nod. “Yeah. I mean, I don’t know if I’ll be here for the entire thing, since I’ll be in early to make sure everything is prepped and ready to go for the event. Why do you ask?”

“I was hoping you could do me a favor,” I revealed.

Her brows shot up. “Really? What do you need?”

“I’m going to be attending this event with someone, and I was hoping I could introduce her to you,” I explained.

Confusion washed over her. “I’m sorry. What?”

“I met a girl. I really like her. And I’m going to be escorting her to this event,” I said. “Skye’s particularly shy, but she’s incredibly sweet. Since I’ve invited her to celebrate my birthday on Saturday, too, I thought it might help her to have met at least one member of my family ahead of time.”

“I had no idea you were dating anyone,” Ivy replied.

“That part of it is a little complicated, as we’re not officially together or anything like that,” I shared. “But I’d like for that to change, and I’m hoping my family can help me out with that.”

A look I couldn’t ever recall seeing before formed on my sister’s face. But it was gone so quickly, I thought I’d imagined it. “Of course, I’ll help you. Tell me about this girl. Where did you meet her, and what else should I know about her?”

The corners of my mouth tipped up with a smile. This felt like one more small victory, even if it shouldn’t have. I knew the kind of family I had. We would always do whatever we could to help one another out, so it didn’t surprise me that Ivy was willing.

And while I didn’t necessarily want to go blabbing the details of Skye’s personal life to everyone around me, there were parts of it that I believed were important for them to know, especially when it came to helping in this situation.

So, I spent the next fifteen minutes giving Ivy the important details. To say she was horrified to learn what Skye had been through with her ex-boyfriend and former best friend would have been an understatement.

Though she hadn’t been averse to meeting Skye, after Ivy was given those details, she was even more willing to help. She was fully on board and promised to stick around to meet Skye, so she could make her feel welcome. Plus, if there was any chance that Simon and Maria were around, it would only strengthen the believability of our relationship.

With any luck, all that I was doing would help Skye to realize this was more than just a means to prove to those that had betrayed her that Skye had officially moved on. Hopefully, she’d understand that I liked her and wanted to do what I could to make sure she was surrounded by people who cared about her. If I succeeded in doing that, maybe I’d be able to prove to myself that my instincts about her being someone special were correct from the beginning.
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When I heard the doorbell ring, I gave myself one last look in the mirror and let out a deep sigh in a vain attempt to settle my nerves.

I had always been the kind of girl who worried more than was probably necessary in most situations. For the most part, I’d learned to live with it, often being able to recognize when it made sense and was justified and when I was merely overthinking things and needed to take a step back to look at the situation again from a different angle.

Usually, I found if I did that in an instance where nerves were mostly unwarranted, I could gain some perspective and calm my mind.

Sadly, that had been virtually impossible to accomplish today, no matter how hard I’d tried. Because even though I’d gone to work in the morning and had some distraction there, it wasn’t nearly enough to make me forget or even allow me to pretend that what I was facing tonight wasn’t fast approaching.

No matter how much I tried to ignore it or wish it wouldn’t be the case, I was going to be seeing Maria for the first time since she’d shown up at The Next Chapter two weeks ago. It would be the first time since before I learned the truth about his infidelity that I’d be seeing Simon.

That was months ago.

Months.

The logical part of my brain recognized I wasn’t the one who needed to be nervous about tonight. If anything, Simon was the one who should have been concerned. He had been the coward. He couldn’t face me months ago to tell me the truth; I didn’t understand how he would manage seeing me tonight.

Maybe I’d get lucky.

It was likely that after Maria left my bookstore that day, she went back and told Simon that not only had I moved on, but that I’d be at the charity event. Wasn’t it possible he thought he knew me well enough to assume I wouldn’t have moved on or even considered attending?

Sure, Maria had suggested they both wanted to keep me in their lives, but there was something about that which felt a bit unbelievable. Or, well, it felt that way when it came to what I thought I knew about Simon and what he’d proven to me.

Regardless of what they wound up doing tonight—I was still hoping they’d not show up at all—there was one small part of me that believed there was something I could latch on to that calmed my nerves just a touch.

Cooper.

The mere thought of knowing he was going to be there with me made that possible. I couldn’t explain it, but I believed he would do everything possible to help me through whatever came my way tonight.

In the end, I was going to owe him a debt of gratitude, and I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to properly thank him for it.

Satisfied with how I looked, I exited my bedroom, descended the stairs, and opened my front door.

I had been aware of the dress code for the evening, but for some reason, I hadn’t done anything to prepare myself for what stood before me.

Cooper was unbelievably handsome. That much had been evident from the first day I met him. The more I got to know him, the more attractive he became.

But from a physical looks’ standpoint, particularly his attire, Cooper was relaxed. His job called for casual—jeans and T-shirts. If I had to guess, he probably threw on a sweatshirt in the winter. And Cooper’s attitude said as much. He didn’t seem like he was the kind of guy who cared much about what people thought about how he dressed.

If I was honest, his usual attire was kind of sexy, especially given the way his clothes fit him. I’d considered how he’d look with a shirt off on two or three occasions.

But none of that even came close to preparing me for this. This was… I didn’t even know if I could put into words what I was feeling at the sight of him dressed in a suit. God, it was devastating how handsome he was.

That dark hair and the way his navy suit only enhanced the striking quality of his blue eyes. I didn’t know how it was possible for me to not start drooling right there in front of him.

“Jesus,” he said, his voice hushed.

My body tensed. “What’s wrong?”

Cooper’s eyes roamed over my body from top to toe and back again before he settled them on my face and asked, “Do you have any idea just how beautiful you are?”

I felt heat hit my cheeks. I hadn’t thought I was unattractive by any means, but Simon hadn’t ever been particularly forthcoming with the compliments in the time we’d been together, either. As much as I loved how nice it was to hear Cooper openly share those sentiments with me, I wasn’t used to it.

“That’s really sweet of you,” I said softly. “I was just thinking about how I hadn’t prepared myself to see you in a suit. This is certainly a different look for you, too.”

Cooper glanced down at his body briefly before he asked, “Is it a bad look?”

I shook my head. “Not at all. In fact, it’s really nice.”

He smiled at me, the brightness shining in his eyes, matching the warmth I felt in my heart. “Thanks. Are you all set to go?”

Nodding, I said, “I just need to grab my clutch.”

A moment later, with my clutch firmly in one hand, I had locked my door and was being escorted to Cooper’s truck with his palm resting lightly on the small of my back. That simple touch sent shivers up my spine, adding to the trembling nerves I’d already felt in my belly.

The next thing I knew, Cooper had opened my door and helped me into his truck, and we were on our way to Westwood’s with the crisp, clean, and masculine scent of him filling the air around me.

“Did you find my place okay?” I asked, wanting to distract myself from all the feelings of attraction.

“Yep.”

“That’s good. Thank you, again, for doing this for me. I don’t know if you realize just how important this function is to me. I’d been devastated when I had to make the decision earlier in the year not to attend,” I shared.

“You’ve already thanked me, sweetheart. And I plan to have a great time tonight, so this really isn’t this burden I think you believe it’s going to be for me,” he returned.

There was that word again.

Sweetheart.

Every time he said it with that seductive voice, I felt myself melt just a little bit.

I was lost in the way that word made me feel and struggling to pull myself together when Cooper asked, “How are you feeling about tonight?”

Problem solved.

No longer thinking about Cooper’s voice, his sweet words, or the way he looked and smelled, my mind was entirely focused on my nerves again. “I’m nervous.”

In an instant, Cooper reached his hand across the center console and covered my hand with his. He offered a reassuring squeeze, which had me trembling for a whole different reason.

“What are you worried about?”

I didn’t think I could ever tell him about how the simplest touch from him left me struggling to remain upright, so I gave him the other truth that was easier to share. “I haven’t seen Simon since before he told me about his infidelity in February. I guess I’m worried about how it’s going to go this evening.”

Cooper’s thumb stroked gently across my knuckles. “You don’t have anything to worry about, Skye. Not only is he the one who should be embarrassed by what he did, but I won’t allow him to do anything to hurt you or make you uncomfortable tonight. I hope you can trust me enough to believe that.”

I swallowed hard. It was one thing to admit to myself that Cooper being by my side tonight was the only reason it was going to be bearable, but it was another thing for him to come right out with a promise to protect me. “You know, in the two years that I dated Simon, I don’t think he ever made me feel reassured about his ability and willingness to keep me safe. I’m not suggesting it was always bad, but I realize things now that I overlooked then. And I guess I should have expected his betrayal, because he obviously didn’t feel it was his responsibility to guard my heart.”

I paused a moment to gather some courage and to make sure that what I said next came out precisely the way I wanted Cooper to hear it. Somehow, he seemed to know I wasn’t finished speaking, and he waited patiently for me to prepare myself.

Eventually, I said, “I don’t know if it was fate or luck or something else that put you in my life, but I’m grateful for it all the same. You didn’t even know me, and you stepped up for me. You didn’t hesitate to stand up and protect me, even when you didn’t know what you were protecting me from. And you deserve to know that the only reason I feel like I can be here, knowing I’ll come face-to-face with Simon and Maria, is because you are by my side. I couldn’t do this without you, Cooper. And I trust that I’ll be safe with you tonight.”

Silence filled the cabin. Cooper had been such a confident and outspoken guy, so I had assumed he would have had something to say in response. We’d just come to a stoplight, so I glanced over and saw that he was staring at me with something that looked a lot like admiration and appreciation in his expression. His thumb was still stroking my knuckles, and since he finally had my attention, he said, “I mean no disrespect to you when I say this, but your ex-boyfriend was nothing but a fool to let you get away.”

“Well, I wasn’t exactly the one who walked away,” I reminded him.

He offered a slight shake of his head. “Maybe not at first. But he made it possible for you to do it. That, in my opinion, makes him a fool.”

“Yeah,” I agreed quietly.

When the light changed, Cooper started driving again. For the remainder of our drive to Westwood’s, it was mostly silent, but comforting. The nerves I’d been feeling all day had dissipated after my conversation with Cooper. Knowing he understood what I was struggling with and hearing him promise to make sure things didn’t go awry for me gave me a sense of peace I wouldn’t have been able to achieve on my own.

Cooper was, slowly but surely, providing me with the opportunity to put my faith in someone again, to trust someone, and there was something about him that made me believe he wouldn’t do anything to screw it up.

We eventually arrived at Westwood’s. After he parked the truck, Cooper got out and rounded the hood to meet me on my side. And as we walked toward the entrance to the hotel, something washed over me. It felt different being here with him than it had ever felt with anyone else. Though I always loved coming to this event with my grandmother, it never felt like this, like I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

Cooper had taken me by the hand, his fingers linking with mine. And although there was a part of me that believed this was only going to complicate things for me on a personal level, there was the other part of me, the part that Cooper revived which longed for something more, that relished the feel of such an intimate gesture and having my hand firmly held within his.

As he led me toward the ballroom, I had at least a dozen thoughts about him, tonight, and where things would go after his birthday celebration tomorrow all running through my mind. That’s why I was caught off guard completely when he brought us to a halt and said, “Oh, this is perfect. I was hoping we’d catch you early.”

I hadn’t realized the fog I’d been in thinking about wonderful things related to Cooper until I heard him speak. I shook my head to remove those thoughts and focused my attention on where Cooper’s was—on a gorgeous woman.

“Ivy, this is the woman I was telling you about, Skye. Skye, this is my sister, Ivy,” Cooper said.

Shock washed over me, and I blinked my eyes in surprise. Why didn’t I know that he’d spoken to his sister about me? Had he told anyone else about me? What did he say?

Ivy extended a hand to me. “It’s so nice to finally meet you, Skye.”

Finally. How long had he been talking about me?

Using my free hand, I reached for Ivy’s and shook it. “It’s lovely to meet you, too. Are you the one responsible for setting everything up here tonight?”

With a smile on her face, she tipped her head from one side to the other. “Well, I didn’t do all the work myself. I have an incredible staff here, but I am the one responsible for making sure everyone does what they need to do.”

I shook my head slowly. “We just got here, so I haven’t seen inside yet, but every year I’ve come to this event, it’s always been beautifully decorated and tastefully done.”

Ivy’s smile grew. “Thanks. I’ve only recently taken over being the one solely responsible for things like this, since I just graduated from college, but I’ve been working here in this hotel for years and have participated in preparing for these types of events for as long as I can remember.”

“Ivy’s always been great in a role like this,” Cooper interjected. “She’s capable of juggling multiple things at once, and she seems to have no trouble doing it well and with ease.”

Ivy laughed and rolled her eyes. “I’m not some freak of nature, Cooper. I’m a woman, and we just excel at multi-tasking.” She turned her attention to me, smiled, and said, “I’m sure you know exactly what I mean, if what my brother told me is true, and you’re the owner of The Next Chapter.”

I returned the smile. Then, I didn’t know if it was the comfort I’d been feeling since I opened my door to Cooper or something else entirely, but I didn’t hesitate to share more than I thought I would in any other situation. “Yeah, I’ve had to handle more than one thing at a time there, especially now having a new hire. Lately, I’ve been pouring every ounce of my free time into work. ”

“That’s great. At least you were able to clear the time to make the event tonight. Cooper mentioned that this event is one that holds some significance in your life, so it’s wonderful you were able to make it this evening,” she returned.

I glanced up at Cooper, who took that opportunity to smile and wink at me. My knees got weak at the wink. “Yeah,” I murmured, my eyes still gazing into Cooper’s. “I’m very happy to be here with him.”

“Well, I’ve got to get back up front to take care of a few things, but I’ll come and say goodbye before I leave,” Ivy began. “And Cooper told me you’ll be joining all of us tomorrow, so we can catch up more then.”

I nodded at her. “That sounds wonderful.”

Ivy gave me one last look before turning her attention to Cooper. Then, with a look of approval on her face, she said, “Have a great time tonight.”

“We will. Thanks, Ivy.”

“Later,” she called out as she walked off and waved back at us.

Cooper tugged gently on my hand and urged me forward. And after we got inside the ballroom, which looked exceptional, Cooper led us toward the bar to grab some drinks.

And that’s when it happened. No sooner had Cooper given our drink order to the bartender, a voice I’d been dreading hearing called out my name.
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“Skye?”

My body had already tensed the first time I heard my name.

I had hoped I’d been hearing things that weren’t actually being said—perhaps my mind was playing tricks on me—but after hearing my name a second time, I realized it was time to face the music.

“Skye.”

Yep.

I had no choice now. That was three times in a row my name had been called, and the chance there was someone else standing nearby with the same name had to be close to zero.

Feeling uneasy, but knowing I just needed to get this over with, I turned around slowly and felt my stomach grow cold.

There they were. Two people I’d loved and trusted more than anything else in the world, and they never felt the same in return.

How could I have been so stupid to think they had actually cared about me?

Taking in the looks on their faces, it was obvious what I was witnessing. Maria was happy and hopeful; Simon looked rather smug.

That was the worst of it. Not only had they done what they’d done to me, but they had the audacity to stand in front of me after all this time, while expecting a baby together, and act like nothing bad had happened, like they hadn’t committed the ultimate betrayal.

Some small part of me wondered what they were thinking. Maria had made the attempt to approach me before today; she’d tried contacting me after it had all gone down. I’d gotten nothing from Simon ever since that email. That he hadn’t even tried to communicate even once with me, to prove that I had meant even just a little to him, had hurt. He’d picked up and moved on like I was merely a detour on the road he took to get to my best friend. It made me sick to think about it.

Instinctively, I shifted closer to Cooper and reached for his hand on my own. He didn’t hesitate to link his fingers with mine and support my weight as I leaned heavily into him. That one small gesture, not necessitating any words from him, provided me with a level of comfort and reassurance that I never imagined I’d be able to have.

When I made no move to speak—truthfully, I really didn’t have any desire to have an ounce of communication with either one of them‚ Maria took charge. It seemed she had no problem filling the silence. “We were hoping we’d see you here. I wasn’t sure if you were serious about coming when I saw you two weeks ago.”

I couldn’t quite believe what I was hearing. She really didn’t think she’d done anything wrong, her tone indicating she felt not an ounce of shame for her disloyalty to our friendship, something I had wrongfully believed had the power to stand the test of time.

It was apparent she felt no remorse. And I was too stunned by it to be able to speak. How had I not known that this was the kind of woman she was? Was it there the whole time, and she was just that good at hiding it? Or was it simply that she’d done what she’d done, was now expecting a baby with my ex, and just thought it would be easy to be friendly again? She couldn’t have believed I could or would do that—maybe she was hoping I’d be willing to pretend.

Fortunately for me, Cooper must have realized I wasn’t going to be able to respond to what Maria said, and he didn’t hesitate to do what he’d promised to do for me. He let go of my hand, wrapped his arm around my back, and allowed his hand to settle on my opposite shoulder, so he could offer a reassuring squeeze. Then he said, “Well, there wasn’t a chance I was going to let her miss this. There was no reason for her to have to give it up in the first place.”

Just like that.

Cooper not only understood I was having a hard time speaking, but he also found a way to make it known I had done nothing wrong to warrant how they had treated me.

If I hadn’t been so unsure about every decision I made being the wrong one, especially in a situation like this, I might have thrown my arms over Cooper’s shoulders and kissed him.

“That’s so sweet of you,” Maria said, her tone too saccharine to be anything but condescending. “I’m really glad Skye didn’t miss this, either.”

This wasn’t about her genuinely wanting me to be here because she knew how much it meant to me. This was about her wanting to rub her new life in my face. That was the only reason she was glad I was here.

Had she been this much of a bitch when I thought she was my friend?

Somehow, I ignored her comments and decided it was best to offer official introductions. “Cooper, this is Maria and Simon.” Waving my hand back toward him, I said, “This is Cooper.”

Keeping his arm firmly around me, Cooper extended his free hand toward Maria and said, “It’s nice to meet you.” She shook his hand, and when he shifted it to Simon, Cooper said, “Nice to meet you. Welcome to Westwood’s.”

Simon’s face twisted with confusion. “Welcome to Westwood’s? What’s that supposed to mean?”

I pressed my lips together in an effort not to burst out laughing. My eyes went to Cooper, who had since let go of Simon’s hand. He was looking completely unaffected by the pair when he offered a nod and explained, “Yes. Well, I feel it’s the right thing to do when anyone visits my family’s business.”

“This is your family’s business?” Maria asked, her eyes nearly falling out of her head with undeniable shock.

Cooper offered a smile and a nod. “Yes. I’m Cooper Westwood.”

When I looked back at Simon and Maria to see their reactions, I got stuck on Simon. Because his horrified and disbelieving eyes had fallen on me. And the expression he wore told me precisely what was going through his mind. It was hitting him that he’d done me a tremendous favor by cheating on me, because what I got in return was far better.

Granted, I realized Cooper and I weren’t actually together and that this was simply a little scheme we’d concocted in an effort to get this exact reaction from Simon, but Simon clearly didn’t know that. And it seemed we were doing an excellent job of being convincing, so far. From where I was standing, it was unclear whether Simon felt any regret about what he’d done, but I was positive he believed I had traded up.

Even better, Cooper’s fingers stroked along the skin on my bare shoulder, and Simon’s eyes shifted there.

Okay, so perhaps there was a bit of regret there, because he realized another man was doing something he’d never be able to do. He’d never touch me again.

“Cooper!” a voice called out from behind us.

We both glanced back in that direction and saw the bartender had placed our drinks on the bar. Cooper released his hold on me, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a tip for the bartender. After he handed mine to me, he reached for my hand. Then he turned his attention to Simon and Maria and said, “Well, it was great meeting the two of you. I’m going to take my girl to grab a seat for dinner, because you know how much she appreciates food. And then maybe we’ll see you two out on the dancefloor later. I hope the two of you enjoy your evening.” Cooper turned his attention to me and asked, “Ready, sweetheart?”

I nodded with a bright smile on my face.

Without giving them another glance, I allowed Cooper to lead me away toward a table near the front of the room. And as we made our way there, my thoughts were entirely consumed by Cooper. All I could think about was how wonderful he was, how he’d done what he’d done—basically dismissing Simon and Maria like he just had—and doing it so effortlessly and with such confidence.

I wondered whether he was just that good at pretending, or if it was possible that he might really care about me. The next question that popped into my head was which of those options I would have preferred to be the answer. Because even if I had initially believed Simon and Maria’s betrayal was a good reason not to open my heart to anyone else again, Cooper was showing me I might have gotten that wrong.

We made it to the table, where Cooper pulled out my chair, so I could sit. The moment he was seated beside me, he asked, “How are you doing?”

“I’m good,” I assured him.

He smiled. “Are you sure? I could tell when they first showed up that you weren’t doing so hot.”

Shaking my head, I explained, “I didn’t know what to expect seeing him for the first time. It was awkward, at best.”

“Yeah. I’d say so. He wasn’t very talkative, and she seemed to be overcompensating,” he pointed out.

I nodded. “It’s strange. I really didn’t want to see them at all, but now I’m thinking it’s a good thing that I did. I’m not the kind of person who feels the need to seek revenge or anything like that, but in this case, I have to admit, it felt good to be able to show them, especially him, that I’m happy and much better off without them.”

“Are you?”

I jerked back slightly, confused by his question. Did he think I wasn’t better off? “What?”

Cooper took a sip of his drink, placed it on the table, and reached his hand out to cover my forearm before he spoke with such tenderness in his voice. “Are you happy now?”

Now, it made sense. Cooper wanted to be certain I wasn’t just appearing happy for the sake of throwing it in Simon’s face. He was legitimately questioning the perceived happiness.

I glanced down at his hand on my arm, loved the way it, combined with his gentle voice, made me feel inside. Warmth moved through me as I returned my attention to his handsome and concerned face, and I smiled. “I’m the happiest I’ve been in a very long time, Cooper.”

He gave my arm a squeeze and smiled back at me. “Good. I intend to make sure you remain just as happy for the rest of the evening.”

I let out a laugh. “I’m looking forward to that. It appears I’ll be dancing later.”

“Without a doubt. You don’t honestly believe I’m going to have you here, looking as beautiful as you do, and not take the opportunity to show you off.”

God, he made me feel so good about myself. “You’re flattering me, Cooper.”

His hand left my arm and moved to the satin material of my dress covering my thigh. Then he leaned close and whispered in my ear while giving my thigh a squeeze. “I’m glad to hear it. Because that’s exactly what I intended to do.”

Between the deep rumble of his voice that I loved so much, the possessive grip of his hand on my thigh, and the rich scent of him filling my nose, a rush of desire moved through me. I had no choice but to react with a shiver as I squeezed my legs together tightly.

Cooper pulled his face back and looked at me with a glimmer of appreciation in his eyes. If he’d had my words about not wanting to get into another relationship in the back of his mind, it was evident he wasn’t bothered by them. If anything, he was being playful, and I believed he knew precisely what he was doing to me. Maybe he was just as determined to change my mind as I was about figuring out if he was the real deal.

Before either of us could accomplish those tasks, the head of the foundation, Bob Gibson, stepped up on the stage at the front of the room and spoke.

“Can I have your attention please?” he asked. The conversations died down, and the occasional clink of a glass hitting a utensil filled the air. When the room was silent, he continued, “I’ve just been told that we’re only a few minutes away from dinner being served, so before that happens, I wanted to take this opportunity to thank all of you for joining us this evening and for all of your donations. We are so grateful for all of your generosity, which helps us gain the very critical funding needed to provide resources and programs throughout Landing and the surrounding towns. This year, due to an unexpected, last-minute donation, we’re now going to be able to branch out to even more areas across the state. I’d like to take this opportunity to give that donor the chance to speak to you this evening.” Bob scanned the crowd, his eyes ultimately settling on our table. With a slight nod in our direction, his gaze focused on the man beside me as he said, “Everyone, I’d like to invite Cooper Westwood to the stage.”

Applause broke out in the room as my stunned expression fell on Cooper. He smiled at me, winked, and stood. Then he made his way to the front of the room as I belatedly joined in the applause.

Cooper took the microphone from Bob. “Thank you,” he said. The clapping died down, and he went on, “It’s an honor to be here with all of you tonight. Though the event has been held here for several years, this is my first time attending, and I’m having a wonderful time.” Cooper paused a moment, his eyes pinned on mine for several beats before he spoke again. “The Westwood Company has a longstanding history of generosity within this community. We have always wanted to give back to the people who make it possible for us to do what we do year after year. And so, this year, we’re honored to be able to donate to a cause that’s not just doing good work, it’s doing that work in our community and spreading the resources out from here. Reading is such a fundamental skill and something that everyone should be able to do, especially children. Not only is it important to teach children how to read, but it’s important to make sure they have access to books. We’d much rather see the youth of Landing and the surrounding towns get lost in one book after another instead of seeking out other, perhaps harmful, activities. So, The Westwood Company is happy to contribute one million dollars to that effort, and we look forward to seeing the change we can help enact.”

Cheers and applause sounded in the room, my eyes blinking rapidly in a vain attempt to stave off the tears. One million dollars. Bob had said this was a last-minute and unexpected donation. Was Cooper the one behind all of this?

As the room quieted down, Cooper said, “Thank you again. It looks like they’re coming out with dinner, so I’ll quit talking. Enjoy your night tonight.”

Cooper handed the microphone to Bob and made his way back to me as the sound of conversation filled the room once again. He lowered himself into his chair and allowed his eyes to connect with mine. Lifting one hand to my cheek, he gently swiped the tear away and said, “Sweetheart, don’t cry.”

“Your family never donated to this charity before?” I asked, my throat painfully tight.

He shook his head. “No.”

“Why this year?” I pressed.

Cooper tipped his head to the side, his hand still tenderly cupping the side of my face. “Because I listened when you told me about what reading meant to you as a kid, and I realized that not every kid has lived the life I’ve had. There’re not just socioeconomic factors at play, Skye. There’s heartbreak and loss and a myriad of other reasons that children might need access to more books or the resources to learn how to read. I thought it was important to contribute to something meaningful like this charity, so I talked to my parents and my brother, Tate. They agreed it was a worthy cause, and they knew how important it was to me.”

“You did a really nice thing, Cooper,” I rasped.

“So, smile about it,” he urged me. “Be happy we’re here together and that we’re going to have a wonderful time tonight.” He glanced over my head, grinned, and said, “In fact, I think your night is about to get even better.”

I hesitated to turn around. Instead, I asked, “Why?”

“Because your food is here.”

He’d really listened to me. And there was something about that, even if it seemed like a trivial thing in this case, that I liked a whole lot.

Our plates were set down in front of us, and we dove in. When I took the first bite, I did a little dance in my seat and moaned with delight. “Mmm. This is delicious.”

Cooper looked at me like he was waging a war inside his head, debating whether to ignore me or kiss me. If my little moan was tempting him, maybe I was going to have to do it a few more times before I finished my meal.

And having that thought surprised me. Because I wasn’t the kind of girl who was confident in my ability to flirt. But there was something about Cooper that made me want to break out of my shell a bit.

No matter what, I knew I’d have a wonderful time tonight. But if I could just manage to let loose a bit, I didn’t doubt Cooper was going to take advantage and kick things up a notch in his quest to fulfill his promise to show me a good time.
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This had been the best night of my life.

I should have expected nothing less, because I was quickly learning that with each opportunity I had to spend time with Skye, it was always better than the occasion before had been. Not one time that I’d been around her had I ever been disappointed, and tonight was no exception. In fact, it had all gone far better than I had anticipated.

Following dinner, I didn’t hesitate to get up and whisk Skye out onto the dancefloor. I wasn’t typically the kind of guy who was the first to get up and dance, but I’d occasionally been known to have a good time.

Tonight was different for me.

Because I had been thinking about it all night, wanting nothing more than to be able to hold Skye in my arms with her body pressed close.

And my desire to do exactly that had nothing to do with proving anything to her ex-boyfriend. From what I could tell, Skye hadn’t thought about him or Maria since she and I walked away from them at the start of our evening.

Initially, I had been worried that encountering them almost as soon as we arrived could have been problematic. I was concerned that Skye might have been truly upset by seeing them—especially since she’d shared her concerns on the drive here with me—and it bothered me to think our night could have been ruined.

In the end, I think it was for the best that we saw them when we did. Skye didn’t have to spend the rest of the night worrying and wondering how that encounter would go, and it gave her the chance to just enjoy herself and have a great time.

On the plus side, even though I’d spotted the pair two or three times throughout the evening, they never approached us again. Maybe that was their pride or ego that wouldn’t allow it, or perhaps they realized Skye had moved on and was happier without them. Whatever the reason, I was grateful.

I enjoyed having her all to myself. From the moment we walked away and left Simon and Maria standing at the bar, nothing but showing Skye a good time had been important to me. And I believed I had accomplished that if what I’d observed was any indication.

The two of us barely stopped talking to one another all throughout dinner. The only moments when I stopped were when she was speaking or if I was watching her eat.

She hadn’t been lying—she loved food like nobody I had ever met. Watching her eat made me feel things I didn’t know were possible to feel. What I thought was strange was that I hadn’t noticed how much she enjoyed food when I’d taken her out to dinner. But it hit me that the reason for that might have had something to do with her feeling more comfortable with me now than she had then.

That comfort came through in other ways throughout the evening, too. I noticed the way her body visibly shivered when I touched her at the small of her back and how she didn’t flinch, but instead grew slightly turned on when I placed my hand on her thigh.

Once I had her up and dancing in my arms, I took note of how she held herself. When I’d met her in her bookstore and had taken her out for dinner the first time, there had always been a touch of tension lingering in her frame.

Not tonight.

Tonight, Skye willingly held my hand, sought it out. She leaned into me more than once. And when we were dancing, her hands would grip my biceps or press firmly against my chest whenever she threw her head back with laughter.

There were quiet moments, too. At one point, Skye had come down from her laughter, the music rolled from one slow song into another, and she rested her cheek against my shoulder.

All evening long, I felt her softening more and more toward me. It gave me hope. I wanted to be optimistic about all of it, and I thought tonight would be the perfect opportunity to tell her what I wanted.

Things were finally winding down at the event, and many people had already left. Skye was still in my arms, dancing with me, and I was torn about what to do.

She must have realized something was up, because she asked, “Is everything okay?”

“It is,” I assured her. “I just, I’m a little bit disappointed that this night is nearly over.”

The corners of her mouth tipped up, revealing a gorgeous smile. “Yeah, me too. I’ve honestly had the best night tonight, Cooper. I know we came here with a plan, but I forgot about it roughly two seconds after we walked away from the bar. The nerves I’d been feeling all day long vanished, and I’ve been so caught up in just having a wonderful time with you. On the bright side, we get to see each other tomorrow.”

That was exactly what I didn’t know I needed to hear. Reassurance that she enjoyed herself tonight and was looking forward to the next time we’d see each other. Any doubt that had been lingering about what I’d do tonight went out the window. I was going to take a shot and hope she’d be receptive to the idea.

But since I didn’t want to risk things getting awkward while we were still here, I decided I’d wait until I took her home. This way, she wouldn’t feel any pressure, and she could react however felt most natural to her.

“You’re right. I do get to see you tomorrow,” I replied. “Now I don’t feel so bad anymore.”

For the next minute or two, we fell into a comfortable silence, our bodies still swaying to the music. When the song ended, Skye looked up at me expectantly, and I figured it was time.

“What do you say? Are you all partied out, or did you want to stay a little longer?” I asked her.

Truthfully, as much as I wanted to tell her what I planned to say when I took her home, if she wanted to stay here for a bit more time together, I wouldn’t have cared. There were far worse things I could have experienced in my life than to have a woman I was beyond attracted to and interested in wanting to spend more time with me.

“I think it’s probably a good idea to get going,” she said. “If I’m going to be able to function at work tomorrow morning and have the stamina to help you celebrate later in the day, I should try to get some sleep tonight.”

At the mention of sleep, all I could think about was being in a bed with Skye and feeling her naked body curled up against mine.

Maybe it was smart for us to head out. If not, I’d likely spend the rest of my time here thinking about all the things I’d want to do to her in that very bed.

Taking her by the hand, we walked off the dancefloor. We stopped by our table, so Skye could grab her purse, and before I knew it, we’d left the hotel and were on our way back to her place.

As I drove, Skye didn’t hesitate to fill the silence. “So, what exactly is on the agenda tomorrow? How do you typically celebrate your birthday?”

Laughter escaped before I had the chance to stop it. “That always changes from one year to the next. All I can say is that birthdays are a big deal in my family. In fact, everything that could possibly be celebrated gets celebrated. It’s rarely simple.

“Are you serious?” she asked.

My lips twitched. “Wait until you meet my family tomorrow. You’ll understand better what I’m talking about.”

“Okay. Well, how should I dress? I don’t need to wear another ball gown, do I?”

I laughed again. “No. We’re just going to be doing a cookout at my parents’ place so you can keep it casual. The only thing that you might want to bring along is a swimsuit.”

“A swimsuit?”

“It’s July 1st, and we’re having an outdoor party,” I explained. “Everyone is bound to jump in the pool at some point throughout the day. If you choose not to, it’s no big deal, but I wouldn’t want you to miss out on the fun.”

“Well, crap,” she muttered. “If I had realized I was going to need to put on a bathing suit, I might have had one or two less dinner rolls tonight.”

We’d pulled to a stop, so my eyes immediately cut to her to discern whether she was being serious. I could see a tinge of worry in her features.

“Are you serious?” I countered.

“Um, kind of,” she answered hesitantly.

I had to tamp down the frustration I could feel building inside of me. My mind was instantly filled with questions about what would make her feel any insecurity about her body.

“What would ever make you think you’re anything less than stunning, sweetheart?” I asked, hoping my voice didn’t give away my true feelings.

She swallowed hard just as the light changed. Once I started driving again, she insisted, “I’m not suggesting there’s anything necessarily wrong with me, but⁠—”

“Good. Because there isn’t anything wrong with you or your body,” I said, the words coming out a bit harsher than I had intended.

Following a beat of silence, Skye explained, “It’s just that I’m not exactly very tall, and I’m not particularly slender. That’s not to say that I think I’m overweight or anything, but I love food, and I have some curves.”

“Yeah, you do. And they’re fucking gorgeous.”

God, my palms itched to hold her hips or squeeze her ass. I could only hope I’d be able to bury my face in her tits one day soon. When it came to her physical form, Skye was everything I could have wanted in a woman.

Her voice was just a touch over a whisper when she said, “Thank you.”

I reached across the center console, sought out her hand, and after I found it, I gave her a reassuring squeeze. “Look, if you truly feel uncomfortable about it, you don’t have to. But everyone else there is going to end up in the pool, and I think you’ll be disappointed if you don’t at least come prepared. All of that said, you’d make my birthday if you donned a swimsuit for even just a little.”

“Alright. I’ll think about it,” she promised, a bit more confidence back in her voice.

A couple minutes later, we arrived at her place. After opening her door for her, I walked Skye to her front door. Once we were there, she turned toward me and said, “Thank you for such a wonderful night tonight, Cooper. I had a great time with you.”

I smiled at her. “You’re welcome. And it was the same for me with you.”

She twisted slightly and pushed her key into the lock. Just before she opened the door, I reached for her wrist and called, “Skye?”

“Yeah?”

My eyes roamed over her face, taking in every beautiful feature. I felt a tremendous amount of anxiety at the thought of what I was about to do, worried that I might ruin what had been an incredible night. But I knew I’d feel even worse if I walked away from her tonight and didn’t say what I wanted to say.

So, I finally bit the bullet and shared, “I understand where things are for you right now, and why you have made the decision that you’ve made. But I would love for you to take the time to imagine what life could be like for you, if you would consider giving us a chance to have something more between us.”

Her stunned eyes shifted back and forth, the surprise and questions in them plain as day. “Cooper, I… I⁠—”

“You don’t have to give me an answer now,” I said, cutting her off. If giving her some time to think about it got me the answer I wanted, I’d rather wait. “Take your time, think about it, and whenever you are ready to discuss it again, I’ll be happy to do that. I understand this is probably not something you want to rush into, considering what you’ve been through. I get it. But I also can’t ignore what I’ve been feeling from the moment I met you, something that’s only gotten stronger every time I’ve been around you.”

She offered a slight nod of acknowledgement in return. “Okay. I’ll take some time to think about it. Would you rather me not come tomorrow, so I don’t make things awkward?”

My eyes narrowed. “I don’t think it would feel right not to have you there. And I promise I won’t allow it to get awkward.”

“Alright, so I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

“You will. But sweetheart?”

“Yeah?”

I took both of her hands in mine, gave her fingertips a squeeze, and said, “I won’t let it get awkward, and I will never pressure you to do something that you don’t want to do or before you’re ready to do it. I can promise you that. But I can’t promise I won’t try everything in my power to convince you that you can’t live without me.”

She lifted a curious brow. “Is that so?”

Relief swept through me at the playful look in her eyes and the teasing tone in her voice. “Absolutely.”

Skye beamed at me. “Then I’ll look forward to seeing you try.”

I nodded, leaned forward, and pressed a soft kiss to her cheek. I let my lips linger for just a moment. Then I moved my mouth toward her ear and whispered, “Goodnight, Skye.”

Her voice was hushed when she returned, “Goodnight, Cooper.”

Once she was safely inside, I turned and walked back to my truck. And I didn’t wipe the smile off my face the entire way home.
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“I’ll see you both tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow, Skye,” Joan called back.

“Bye,” Valerie added.

After giving them a nod and one final look of approval, I pushed through the front door and stepped outside, meeting my enemy—the hot and sticky summer air.

As a curly-haired girl, I’d always had a love/hate relationship with summer. While I loved it because I preferred warmer weather and daily bits of sunshine it offered, my hair could have done without the frizz-inducing humidity that came with living in northeastern Pennsylvania.

I hoped I’d be able to keep it from getting too out of control, because I didn’t have a whole lot of time left to get myself home and ready before Cooper would be there to pick me up.

Admittedly, I was excited at the prospect of seeing him again, which was one of two reasons I believed I was succeeding in the healing process. And if it hadn’t been for the extraordinarily busy day I’d had at work, I knew Cooper would have been on my mind all day long.

But I was grateful for the fast pace of my work environment today, because as it was, I was still struggling with sleep. The only difference now was that I spent my nights thinking about Cooper instead of two people who didn’t deserve the privilege of taking up any space in my mind.

Last night had been the toughest of all, though.

Because while every thought about Cooper had been a good one, all of them combined had prevented me from getting any sleep.

No matter what I did, I couldn’t stop reminiscing about the wonderful evening we’d had at the charity benefit. Everything from the food and conversation to the dancing and laughter we shared had been perfect. I could have easily been preoccupied all night by simply recalling everything Cooper and I had experienced at Westwood’s last night.

But the one thing that had been stuck at the forefront of my mind as I tossed and turned in my bed was what happened when Cooper brought me home. He wanted us to explore something more meaningful than the simple arrangement we’d come up with for the charity event.

I spent my night considering it, which was the other reason I believed the healing process was going well.

Oddly enough, Cooper’s request mixed with that soft kiss on my cheek before I walked inside my house had me swooning for hours after he’d left. I was convinced I could still feel the exact spot his lips had touched.

Even if I loved everything about what had happened yesterday, I still didn’t know what to do. So, I was grateful Cooper didn’t press me to give him an answer on the spot.

The last thing I wanted to do was make a rash decision. I didn’t want to wind up in a position where I poured a lot of my time, energy, and heart into someone else, only to wind up with a broken heart again. But it was safe to say I thought it was worth reconsidering the rule I’d put in place for my life about never opening my heart to anyone again.

Besides, it wasn’t as though I didn’t already know that humans needed connection, so how I could have even thought it was a possibility I could go the rest of my life without ever experiencing another romantic connection was beyond me. But I wanted to take the time to be sure I was making a good decision.

For now, I was leaning toward wanting to try again, but I had some fear lingering. In all the thoughts I had when I should have been sleeping, I came up with a plan of action. I wouldn’t do it today, but I believed it would be beneficial for me to find a way to talk to Cooper about my worries.

Considering how he’d been with me about everything, I didn’t think he’d hesitate to sit down, listen to my fears, and do what he could to ease them.

But it was going to have to wait.

Because not only had I not come up with the precise words I wanted to say to him about it, but today was supposed to be all about celebrating his birthday, too.

I pulled up outside my house, ran inside, and dashed from one room to the next to get myself ready on time. I even packed what I’d need if I decided to be brave and put on a swimsuit when meeting Cooper’s family for the first time.

What would ever make you think you’re anything less than stunning, sweetheart?

As I packed my bikini and towel into a bag, Cooper’s words during our drive home yesterday popped into my head. From the start, Cooper had been nothing less than a perfect gentleman. But that conversation had taken a turn I hadn’t anticipated. Despite the underlying edge of disbelief in his tone, he made me feel so good about myself. And I learned that Cooper was not only the kind of man who was willing to protect me in a situation that involved my ex-boyfriend and former best friend, but he’d also protect me from my own intrusive thoughts.

I had just finished getting myself ready to go and had about thirty seconds to spare when my doorbell rang.

I couldn’t miss the way my belly flipped with the excitement I felt about seeing Cooper and getting to spend time with him again.

When I yanked open my door, it took superhuman effort not to launch myself into his arms. But I held myself back, beamed at him, and said, “Happy birthday.”

He smiled, and a hint of laughter was in his voice when he returned, “Thanks. Are you ready to have some fun today?”

“Yes, but is it okay if we take a minute or two longer here?” I asked.

Cooper gave me a nod. “Sure.” I stepped back to allow him to come inside. Then he asked, “Do you need help getting something ready?”

I shook my head. “No. I’m all set to go, but I have two things I wanted to show you.”

“Okay. What are they?”

Something made me hesitate for just a few seconds before I reached for Cooper’s hand, gave it a tug, and led him away from the front door and toward my kitchen. Once there, I stepped slightly to the side, so he could see what I’d wanted to show him.

His features warmed and softened, a small smile playing at his lips. “What’s this?”

“Just a little something I wanted to do for you,” I explained.

Cooper and I moved deeper into the kitchen and came to a stop beside the center island. I picked up the small, wrapped, rectangular box and held it out to him.

As he took it from me, he said, “You didn’t have to get me anything, Skye. This was unnecessary.”

I waved my hand in the air, dismissing his words. “Oh, it’s just something small I wanted to do, especially after everything you’ve done for me lately. Open it.”

Although his words indicated the gift was unnecessary, I couldn’t ignore the light in his eyes as he began to unwrap it. He was excited, and I loved seeing him like that. Cooper removed the paper completely, set it on the counter, and opened one end of the box. He slid out the wooden case, his eyes narrowing with curiosity about what was inside. And when he flipped open the lid, I watched his expression turn from questioning to surprised, and finally, to humored.

Holding the case in one hand, he used the other to pull out the pocketknife. Cooper inspected it, exposing the blade, and ultimately, laughed at the engraving.

“This is really nice, sweetheart,” he said, not hesitating to shift forward to wrap an arm around me to hug me. I hugged him back. “Thank you for this.”

“You’re welcome. I thought it would come in handy occasionally in your line of work,” I explained.

“Yeah, I always carry a knife, so you aren’t wrong about that. But I think what makes this even better is what you had engraved on it.”

I grinned. “I thought it was fitting.”

“If only I had known who was on the other side of that door,” he teased.

When I’d agreed to join Cooper in celebrating his birthday, I knew I had wanted to get him something as a token of my appreciation for how he’d helped me. But I didn’t want it to feel like a gift that was in any way connected to Simon or Maria. So, when I’d finally settled on the pocketknife for the reason I’d just shared with him, I chose to have it engraved with four words that would remind him of how we met—Next time, just knock.

I thought it was a fun way to incorporate our first encounter with one another, and I liked to think that even if things didn’t progress with us to the point he’d been hoping they would, Cooper would always have something to remember me.

“I’m glad you like it.”

Cooper took the knife, slid it into his pocket, and jerked his head back toward the island. “Is one of those for me?”

I pressed my lips together and nodded. “Yes. I assume your family is going to be having dinner at this party for you, so if you’d rather wait to have this, it’s okay.”

He shook his head. “No way. Cupcakes are always better when you have them before the entrée. What I really want to know right now is whether I can expect you to sing for me?”

Shaking my head, I shared, “I’m not that bold. I might be able to eat, cook, or read books like it’s nobody’s business, but I don’t sing when someone else can hear me.”

His lips twitched. “Why not?”

“I do not have a singing voice.”

“I don’t believe that. You have such a sweet speaking voice,” he reasoned, as though that would mean I could carry a tune.

I continued to shake my head. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I can’t sing on my own. But I do promise if everyone else sings to you later today, I will happily join in.”

“Do you promise?”

I picked up both cupcakes, handed one to him, and stated, “I promise.”

“Alright. So, what flavor are these cupcakes?” he asked.

I sighed. “As much as I wish I could say they are something particularly fancy, they’re standard chocolate cupcakes with chocolate buttercream frosting. They probably won’t hold a candle to what you’re used to, if your sister is on her way to being a professional baker, but I wanted to do something special.”

The look that washed over Cooper’s face told me he appreciated my effort, and his response was nothing less than I’d come to expect from him. “I have a feeling they’re going to be the best chocolate cupcakes I’ve ever tasted.”

I batted my eyelashes and sent a shy smile in his direction. “You’re flattering me again, Cooper.”

“I know. It’s intentional.”

Following a few beats of tension and lust-filled silence, Cooper and I peeled the wrappers from our cupcakes. Once more, I said, “Happy birthday.”

The next thing I knew, I was watching as he sunk his teeth into the cupcake just the same as me. But I was doing that while listening and forcing myself not to react as he moaned.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t hold myself back.

After swallowing my bite, I murmured, “And I thought I enjoyed food.”

“Sorry. This is delicious.”

“I’ve got a whole bunch of them made for you to take home with you later tonight. I was going to bring them to the celebration at your parents’ place today, but I figured they wouldn’t compare to whatever your family would already have for you,” I explained.

Cooper swallowed another bite, two-thirds of his cupcake already gone, and said, “They would have been very well received at the party, but I think I want to keep them for myself, if that’s okay.”

“It’s okay with me. I made them for you.”

“Perfect. Let’s keep them here, and I’ll get them when I bring you back here later tonight,” he suggested.

We finished up our cupcakes, with me needing to take a few extra bites and ultimately offering Cooper my last bite, before I gathered up my things so we could leave.

“What’s in the bag?” Cooper asked.

Holding it up between us, I answered, “You said I should come prepared to swim, so I brought a bikini, a towel, and a few additional items.”

If it was possible, the look on Cooper’s face indicated he was happier to learn about me packing a bikini than he was about the actual gift I’d gotten him. “This is turning out to be the best birthday of my life.”

I rolled my eyes, and a few minutes later, Cooper and I were on our way to his parents’ house.

No sooner had we gotten in the truck when a question popped into my head that I’d been thinking about during the infrequent moments of reprieve at work today. “You know, it wasn’t until today that I realized I don’t know how old you are,” I declared.

“Twenty-seven.”

My eyes widened in shock. “Really?”

“Yeah. Why is that surprising?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I hadn’t expected we were the same age.”

“You’re twenty-seven, too?”

“No. I’m twenty-six, but in four and a half months, I’ll be twenty-seven.”

“What day is your birthday?” he asked.

“November 17th.”

He nodded, and the silence stretched between us for a few moments. “How are you planning to celebrate?”

In an instant, my mood grew solemn. I hadn’t even thought about my birthday or how I intended to celebrate it. Up until they died, I had my parents and my grandmother. Then it was just her until she passed. Maria had been there for some joint celebrations with my grandmother, and the two of us had celebrated together ever since. For the last two years, Simon was part of the mix.

Now, I had nobody.

“I don’t… I don’t have anyone to celebrate with,” I confessed quietly.

Cooper took his eyes off the road to glance at me as he reached for my hand. “What would make you think that? You’ve got me, sweetheart.”

“Do you think you and I will still be friends four months from now?”

“It’s my hope we’ll be more than friends,” he shared. “But even if that’s not what happens, I’m not going anywhere, Skye.”

This man had the power to bring me to my knees. Whether I chose to let us take things to the next step in a romantic relationship or not, Cooper intended to be around. “I hope you’re right.”

He gave my hand a squeeze. “I am. And you better prepare yourself, because I’m a Westwood. While I might not handle planning parties, I’ve got several people in my family that do. And if there’s one thing the Westwood family knows how to do, it’s finding a reason to celebrate and planning a party. I get the feeling you’re going to have one of your best birthdays of your life this year, too.”

I could only hope that would be the case. God, I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be surrounded and celebrated by Cooper and his family. “I guess we’ll have to see what happens.”

Ten minutes later, Cooper and I arrived at a sprawling estate. He drove down the long, winding driveway to a breathtaking home. No, mansion. It was unbelievable, easily the largest home I’d ever seen.

At the sight of it, or more specifically, the number of cars lining the driveway, my belly trembled with nerves. What had I been thinking, agreeing to come to this?

Cooper pulled the truck to a stop, parked, and turned it off. “Ready?

I shook my head. “This looks like it’s going to be a lot of people.”

He glanced at the cars in the driveway. “This? This is nothing. It’s just the immediate family and a few friends. Hang tight. I’ll come around and get your door.”

Without waiting for me to respond, Cooper exited the truck and rounded the hood. I only felt marginally better when his hand grabbed hold of mine and didn’t let go as he led me down the path toward his party.
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If anyone had been watching me, they might have thought I had something stuck in my eye. My disbelief about what I was witnessing had me blinking rapidly.

Cooper and I were standing off to the side of where everyone was gathered in his parents’ backyard—though calling it a backyard seemed inaccurate given its sheer size—prepared to celebrate Cooper’s birthday.

Everybody was deep into conversations or cooking on the grill and in the brick oven. I didn’t know what time everyone had arrived, but it was plainly obvious they were all enjoying themselves.

Slowly, I twisted my neck and looked up at Cooper. “You expect me to believe this is your family and just a few friends? I thought you were one of six kids. How do you even know this many people?”

Cooper squeezed my hand in his, an attempt to comfort and reassure me, and said, “I am one of six kids. But my dad’s sister, my Aunt Mina, and her husband have another five kids of their own. Plus, my grandparents are here along with all the friends, which don’t include just mine. My mom’s two best friends, Pam and Cheryl, have been in our lives for as long as I can remember.”

I swallowed hard, returning my attention to the crowd.

Suddenly, I was seriously rethinking my decision to have Cooper pick me up and bring me to the party with him. I had foolishly thought it would be easier to arrive with him, instead of arriving and having to search for him in a sea of people I didn’t know.

But I was wrong.

Now, it would be just a matter of a few seconds before all eyes would be on us. Cooper was the guest of honor, which meant I was bound to get an extra dose of scrutiny for having arrived with him.

“This is terrifying,” I murmured under my breath.

“You have nothing to worry about, Skye. Everyone is nice, and they’re going to love you,” he assured me. Then he took a step forward and gave me a slight tug on the hand. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to everyone.”

I had no choice but to go with him. It was either that or stand here, alone, looking awkward and out of place. As we made our way through the perfectly manicured grounds toward the party, I tried to focus on anything but what was immediately in store for me.

I took in the space, unable to ignore the opulence. That’s when it hit me. Sure, I was aware of what The Westwood Company was, and I realized they had built a global brand, but it hadn’t hit me until this moment just how affluent they were.

Was Cooper being honest with me? Would his family like me? Or would they think I wasn’t good enough for him?

Granted, it wasn’t as though I was living in poverty—not that it should have mattered—but I still didn’t come close to this level of wealth, either.

There was one thing that caught my eye and held my attention.

The garden.

Not a vegetable garden, but a floral one.

There were flowers everywhere, the beautiful blooms and colors bringing the backyard to life in a way the existence of people never would. After everyone left and went home or indoors, the living beauty of the garden would remain. It was breathtaking, and I found myself wanting to inspect all of it.

But I had to refrain from that for the time being.

All that I’d done to distract myself from the nerves I felt about meeting all these people hadn’t helped. If anything, I’d grown more and more concerned about how this was all going to go down.

Before I could freak out any more than I already was, Cooper ground to a halt on the partially shaded patio—if it could be called that—and said, “Hey, Mom.”

A beautiful woman with dark hair looked up, took us in, and beamed at us. She turned slightly, looked back behind her, and called out, “Cooper’s here, Malcolm.”

That declaration seemed to force a hush to fall over everyone who happened to be under the covered portion of the patio. All eyes came in our direction, and several people moved our way, including Cooper’s mom and the man called Malcolm, who I could only assume was his dad.

Cooper’s mom and Malcolm were the first to make it to us, and she didn’t hesitate to wrap her arms around her son as she said, “Happy birthday, Coop.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

She loosened her hold, stepped back, and Malcolm stepped forward. “Happy birthday, son.”

Cooper hugged him and said, “Thanks, Dad.”

When their eyes fell on me, I had expected Cooper was going to introduce us, but his mom stepped forward with a huge smile on her face and hugged me. “You must be Skye.”

I hugged her back, completely baffled, and confirmed, “I am.”

She stepped back and said, “I’m Cooper’s mom, Evelyn. And this is my husband, Malcolm. We’re so happy you could join us today.”

So perhaps I had it wrong. Maybe I didn’t need to be worried about Cooper’s family looking down on me. At the very least, it seemed his parents were welcoming.

I smiled at her. “Thank you for having me.”

“Are you kidding? We’ve been dying to meet you,” Malcolm said as additional members of Cooper’s family came to a stop around us.

I’d only met two of his family members so far today, and my mind was already blown. How much had Cooper talked about me that they already knew my name and were “dying” to meet me?

Whether he recognized I was feeling slightly overwhelmed or not, Cooper wrapped his arm around my back, his hand landing on my opposite shoulder. Then he swung his free hand out in front of us and pointed at each individual as he said, “This is my brother, Wyatt, and his girlfriend, Rhea. Her family owns the Marks Dairy Farm that buttresses up against Westwood’s campus.”

I offered a wave, feeling a hint of solidarity with Rhea, if for no other reason than her being an outsider like me.

“And this is my brother, Tate, my grandmother, Wendy, my grandfather, Larry, and my sister, Ivy, whom you met last night,” Cooper went on.

“It’s lovely to meet all of you,” I said softly to a sea of warm faces.

“You two have perfect timing, because the last bit of the food was just finished up. Let’s all grab something to eat, and you can meet the rest of the family, Skye.”

I gave Evelyn a nod of agreement just before she turned and started moving in the opposite direction. Cooper and I remained where we were, because his grandparents shuffled forward to offer him birthday wishes. Only after they’d done that did Cooper urge me away from the spot we’d been in and toward the food.

But it wasn’t a direct shot there. On the way, I was introduced to Liam and Jules as well as Cooper’s best friend, Marco, and Ivy’s best friend, Ava. I’d already felt overwhelmed when Cooper’s Aunt Mina approached with her brood, leaving me to wonder how he kept everybody straight.

While I could certainly admit I’d been wrong so far to think the worst would happen once I was here, a new set of fears had popped up. I had been introduced to so many people, and I was utterly terrified I was going to forget somebody’s name.

My hope was that I’d be able to do one of the things I did well, which was to observe for a while, and hopefully, I’d be able to practice names in my head while everyone else was communicating with one another.

For the next few minutes, the entire crowd was occupied with small talk as everyone went about loading up their plates with food. I stayed by Cooper’s side, grateful he was communicating with me, but I couldn’t help feeling as though there were more than a handful of eyes on us.

Not wanting to appear paranoid, even if I was truly panicking inside, I did my best to pretend it was just Cooper and me by ourselves. It wasn’t as though it was impossible to get caught up in him anyway. Cooper had made that easy enough. And the truth was that I’d been looking forward to spending time with him today, so I thought it was wise to simply do that. If there was one thing Cooper had proven to me already, it was that he could recognize when things were uncomfortable for me, and he’d take charge in those situations.

Surprisingly, by the time we sat down to enjoy some food, I’d almost forgotten about everyone else, because Cooper had done something I hadn’t been expecting and distracted me.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his voice slightly hushed as he rested a hand on my thigh.

I nodded, my belly trembling at the intimate touch. “Yeah. I just wasn’t expecting so many people.

“I understand that, but that’s not what I’m talking about,” he said.

Confused, my brows pulled together. “What do you mean?”

He jerked his head toward my plate and noted, “You didn’t load up.”

“What?”

“We go overboard with food here, so there’s a large variety, and nobody goes home hungry,” he explained. “Is there a reason you put only two things on your plate? You don’t have any allergies, do you?”

I shook my head. “No. I just…” I trailed off. Until that moment, I didn’t realize exactly what was happening. But now I knew. I didn’t just want Cooper’s family to like me in the way that anybody wanted people to like them in general. I wanted them to like me in the way that meant they’d ultimately want me to be one of them. Sure, I was nervous as heck about being around so many of them, but from what Cooper had told me and what I’d seen so far, this was a family that cared deeply about people. I never wanted anything more than that. And I wasn’t sure I knew how to express that to Cooper without bursting into tears.

Cooper must have realized I was struggling with something and said, “Sweetheart, I need you to be yourself. That’s all you’ve got to do.”

“I’m trying,” I murmured, dropping my attention to my lap after squirming under the intense scrutiny of his concerned gaze.

I managed to take a settling breath before Cooper placed a crooked finger beneath my chin and tipped my head up. Once my eyes were on his again, he cocked a brow, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. Seeing his softened features and the playfulness in his expression instantly helped me to feel better. “Oh yeah? So, you’re telling me you didn’t want to try the surf ‘n’ turf packets we had on the grill, or one of my favorites, the honey-garlic grilled shrimp?”

My mouth watered, and Cooper must have realized the reaction I was having. He looked down at his plate, picked up a skewer of the grilled shrimp. Then he slid one off and held it up to my mouth. Between the way he was looking at me and the scent of the honey-garlic marinade, I couldn’t not take the shrimp.

But I didn’t use my fingers.

Cooper held on to the tail as I pulled out the meat using my teeth. There was an explosion of delicious flavor in my mouth, forcing me to drop my head back, close my eyes, and moan. I chewed, swallowed, and returned my attention to Cooper, whose gaze had darkened. He had a smile playing on his lips. “Good?”

I returned the smile, nodded, and declared, “I can see why it’s your favorite. That was so yummy.”

Cooper held the skewer out to me. “It’s yours.”

“No. That’s yours, and it’s your favorite. I can’t take it,” I said.

He tipped his head to the side in the direction of his plate and pointed out, “I have two others. Plus, I can just go back and grab more if I want. You take this one.”

I sent a look of appreciation his way as I took the skewer from him. “Thanks, Cooper.”

He gave me a wink, squeezed my thigh, and said, “You’re welcome, Skye.”

The two of us returned our attention to our food, and I started to feel more relaxed.

For a short while, I happily ate while I moved my gaze through the crowd, trying to recall everyone’s name. I was relatively sure I recalled the names of Cooper’s immediate family, which I thought was most important.

But eventually, the mental gymnastics were brought to a halt when someone said, “So, Skye, did I hear correctly that you’re also part of a family business?”

That question came from Rhea, who looked completely at ease, sitting beside Wyatt as they ate.

I offered a slight nod in return before I explained, “Well, I’m technically the sole owner now. My grandmother opened The Next Chapter forty-three years ago. It’s a used and indie bookstore that’s been a part of my life since I was a kid. My grandmother, who raised me from the time I was eight when my parents died, has since passed, but I’ve been honored to follow in her footsteps and continue running the store.”

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Rhea said.

“Thank you.”

“Your parents died when you were eight?” Jules asked. Her voice indicated she couldn’t begin to wrap her head around the possibility of that being true.

“Yes. Sadly, they were the victims of a robbery gone wrong,” I shared. When I noted the horrified looks around me, I apologized, “Sorry, that’s probably too heavy for the occasion.”

I felt Cooper’s hand settle on my thigh again. “I don’t think anyone is looking for an apology, sweetheart.”

“Of course, we’re not,” Malcolm insisted.

While there were still muted conversations happening in other groups around the backyard, an awkward silence fell over those that surrounded Cooper and me. I felt awful for bringing the spirit of the party down.

Fortunately, Evelyn was quick on her toes. “You know, I went into that bookstore looking for a job once.”

Relief swept through me, and I couldn’t have been more grateful for her in that moment. Because not only was Evelyn changing the subject, but apparently, she was sharing information that nobody else seemed to have heard before now.

There were gasps from all around, and it appeared that even her children weren’t aware of this information. I glanced at Cooper, and he shot me a look that indicated he had just heard this news for the first time in his life.

“You did?” I asked.

She nodded. “It was just around the holiday season so many years ago. In fact, it was the same day I met Malcolm. I had just lost my warehouse job the day before, so I was out looking for another one. I was walking through downtown Landing and stopped in at the bookstore. It was probably your grandmother I spoke to when I was there. Unfortunately, she said she wasn’t hiring.”

“Oh. Oh, I’m sorry,” I apologized.

Evelyn shook her head, a bright smile on her face. “Don’t be. If she had been hiring, I wouldn’t have continued walking down the street handing out resumes, and I never would have met Malcolm inside the coffeeshop a little farther down the block.”

“Are you talking about The Java House?”

“That’s the one. I love that it’s still there, along with your bookstore.”

“I’m grateful for the bookstore, too,” Marco declared.

My eyes shot to him, but before I could assess whether I’d seen him in the store before, Cooper didn’t hesitate to question his best friend. “When have you ever been interested in books, let alone been to Skye’s bookstore?”

Marco and Liam both laughed as Marco replied, “I’ve read a book or two in my life, Coop. But I haven’t been to Skye’s place.” He turned his attention to me momentarily and said, “No offense.”

“None taken.”

Marco slid his eyes to the side, smirked, and declared, “Let’s just say that ever since you destroyed the front door at The Next Chapter and met Skye, you’re like a completely different guy at work.”

“You can say that again,” Liam muttered under his breath.

Curious as to what they were talking about, I twisted my neck to look at Cooper. His eyes were narrowed on Marco and Liam in a way I hadn’t ever seen. He almost looked… menacing.

“Yeah, I think we’re going to have to wait until Tate or I call a meeting to be certain the change is here to stay,” Wyatt added.

A wave of confusion washed over me as I looked around, hoping somebody was going to offer some additional explanation.

Ivy cottoned on and announced, “I get the feeling Skye hasn’t met the real Cooper yet.”

My body tensed.

The real Cooper?

I wasn’t quite sure I knew what that meant, but I was certain I didn’t like the way it made me feel.

“Wh… what’s going on?” I stammered.

“Jeez, you guys are the worst sometimes,” Cooper declared.

“Everyone is just joking around,” Tate insisted. “I’m sure Skye has seen your moody side already.”

I raised a curious brow. Cooper? Moody?

Normally, in a situation like this, I’d have sat back and said nothing. But something came over me and I rushed to Cooper’s defense. “I’ve never seen anything like that,” I told them. “Cooper’s the sweetest, gentlest man I’ve ever met.”

If I thought I’d been shocked by them calling him moody, it was evident I’d done the very same in return by telling them the truth about who I knew Cooper to be, because several of their jaws dropped open, and those who kept their lips pressed together couldn’t stop their eyes from looking as though they might fall out of their heads.

My focus returned to Cooper. “Am I missing something?”

His hand rubbed my thigh as he shook his head. If I hadn’t been so distressed about the possibility of Cooper being someone other than who I believed he was, I didn’t think I would have been able to ignore how much I liked the feel of what his hand was doing and that I wanted to feel it in other places.

But I was worried I’d somehow misjudged him—or that he’d kept a side of him completely hidden from me—so I couldn’t pay attention to much else besides that.

“No, you’re not,” he assured me. “My family is simply getting on my case, because just as I’m a man of action in my personal life, which I don’t think you would disagree with, I’m the same when it comes to my work. Wyatt and Tate don’t mind having meetings. I think if they could be in meetings all day, every day, they’d do it. I’d rather be getting something accomplished instead of sitting around. That’s all.”

If there was one thing I could believe, it was that Cooper was a man of action. After that piece of wood flew through my front door, he walked in and promised to take care of it. When Maria showed up unannounced and unwanted, he stepped in and pretended to be my boyfriend. He’d put so much effort into getting to know me, and he made our night last night wonderful.

I guess I could easily understand why his family might have thought he was moody, especially if they made him sit around in a meeting when he much preferred to work with his hands.

Of course, those thoughts all led to me relaxing enough to recognize his hand was still rubbing my thigh. Cooper liked using his hands a lot, and I started envisioning those hands on other parts of my body.

A shiver ran down my spine. Cooper noticed, halted the movement of his hand, and asked, “Does that help explain it?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“Of course, it does,” Jules declared. “And shame on the rest of you for giving him a hard time for being happier while he’s at work. If meeting Skye has made that happen for him, you should be thanking her.”

“He’s already agreed to build you a bakery, Jules,” Tate noted. “No need to butter him up.”

“Oh, stop it,” Wendy ordered. I was surprised Cooper’s grandmother was so firm, but I probably shouldn’t have been. Mine had been the same way. “We want Skye to come back. And we want Rhea sticking around, too. So, how about you all just finish eating and distract yourselves with some volleyball in the pool before we have dessert?”

“Sure, Gram. We can do that,” Liam promised.

There was a round of nods, and everyone did just as the matriarch of the family had demanded.

And I surprised myself when I initiated a conversation on my own. “Mr. and Mrs. Westwood, I’ve got to tell you that I’m blown away by your garden. The flowers everywhere are absolutely stunning."

Cooper’s mom smiled at me and said, “Call us Malcolm and Evelyn, Skye. There’s no need to be formal like that, especially when it’s all just family and friends around. And thank you. As much as I’d love to take credit for the garden on my own, I’m afraid I can’t. My mother-in-law is the one with the green thumb, and she helped me to select everything we planted here.”

“It’s gorgeous.”

“Skye’s parents used to own a flower shop here in Landing,” Cooper revealed, joining the conversation.

Wendy immediately declared, “Well, then before you leave, Evelyn and I will give you a tour of the grounds. I think you’ll love it.”

“I already do,” I assured her. “But I’d love a tour.”

“And if you think my garden is beautiful,” Evelyn started. “Just wait until we have you over to Wendy and Larry’s place. My garden doesn’t compare to theirs.”

My eyes widened in surprise. “I can’t imagine anything beyond what’s here, so that sounds incredible.”

Clearly having his mind on one thing only, Cooper announced, “We’re playing volleyball in the pool before garden tours.”

“There’s plenty of time for all of it, Coop. But since you’re the birthday boy, we’ll let you choose what happens,” Wendy said.

I couldn’t help but smile and allow the warmth to seep in.

Despite there being some tense moments when I first arrived, it was clear to me just how much I already adored this family. I had been so focused on the wrong things before we got here that I hadn’t given myself the opportunity to even dream of feeling this good so early into the party.

With everything I’d learned from Cooper about his family, the way they’d welcomed me with open arms from the moment he introduced me, the garden, and their willingness to give me a tour of the grounds, I felt something wash over me. There was a comfort I couldn’t quite describe or even fully understand, but I felt it all the same.

The only thing I could think was that this might have hit me the way it did because of what Cooper had said when he dropped me off last night, about what he wanted to see happen between us.

I’d convinced myself that Cooper and I were opposites, that we were far too different, and maybe when it came to the superficial things, we might have been. But when it all boiled down, when I looked at the things that really mattered, we were very much the same. There was a big part of me that couldn’t dream of walking away from something like that.

So, I was eager to see what the rest of the day would bring and if I’d be able to wait until Cooper took me home to give him one or two more gifts.
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As a kid, there had been so many moments wrought with anticipation and excitement—the night before Christmas, the drive to the beach for a family vacation, and the last day of school, to name a few.

The older I got, it became obvious that the exhilaration I felt for all of those things either faded or, in the case of school, vanished entirely. It wasn’t that I didn’t still enjoy aspects of those events.

I did.

My family still took trips together occasionally, but we weren’t all arriving in one car anymore. And I didn’t have trouble falling asleep on Christmas Eve, wondering if I could stay awake long enough to hear sleigh bells on the roof.

The enjoyment I got out of special occasions or moments in my life now was typically just about spending time with my family. If there was one thing we knew how to do, it was have a good time. And that was how it had always been, something I knew I’d never grow tired of.

But today, it changed.

Truthfully, I’d started experiencing hints of those feelings ever since I met Skye, but today, I was receiving the full brunt of it. For the first time in a long time, I was consumed again, just like I’d been when I woke up on the last day of school my senior year.

This had nothing to do with high school, though.

It was my birthday. And although I recognized some of my family and friends couldn’t help themselves when it came to giving gifts, I didn’t feel the excitement I would have felt as a kid over them. Everything I was feeling was related to me standing just outside one of the bedrooms in the pool house.

I had just changed in the bathroom and was waiting for Skye to emerge wearing her bikini. From the moment she confirmed she was bringing it, I’d had a hard time thinking about anything else other than what she’d look like with it on.

Next to simply having her here with me today and being able to spend more time with her, seeing Skye in her bathing suit was the thing I had been looking forward to the most.

Whether she knew just how badly the suspense of seeing her had grown for me or if she’d gotten over just enough of the nerves she might have been feeling about stepping out of the bedroom in her suit, I didn’t know. But Skye answered my silent prayer and opened the door, holding on to it with one hand and gripping the handle of her bag in the other.

I should have taken the bag from her—that’s what a gentleman would have done.

But I couldn’t.

I was far too distracted by the sight in front of me. Skye was utter perfection, donning a navy-blue bikini with a sheer piece of material wrapped around her waist that just barely covered the very top of her thighs.

Her very gorgeous thighs that led to those hips I wanted so badly to hold in my hands. Even though she hadn’t turned around yet, I had a feeling I was going to enjoy the view from the back just as much as the front.

My eyes trailed up her bare midriff, the skin looking as soft as I could recall thinking her hair had looked the first day I met her. And finally, I took the time to appreciate her breasts. Fuck, I really did feel like a kid all over again, because all I could think was Skye was the only present I wanted to unwrap.

“Damn, Skye. You’re absolutely stunning,” I said when I lifted my gaze to her pretty face.

“Is… is it okay?”

I lifted a curious brow. “No, it’s not okay. It’s perfect. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid my eyes on.”

A flush crept over her skin as she dropped her focus from my face. She took a moment to pull herself together before she looked up and said, “You’re very nice to look at, too.”

I let out a laugh, loving that she wasn’t upset I’d very obviously checked her out when she first exited the room. “Feel free to look all you want.”

She sighed, but I could see the smile playing at her lips. “Since it’s your birthday, I guess you should be allowed to do the same.”

“I appreciate the permission,” I said, before taking the bag from her hand. “We can keep this in here, unless you need something from it.”

“Oh, um, well…” she trailed off.

“What?”

I was certain I saw something intensify in her stare. “My sunscreen.”

Jackpot.

“Did you need help applying it?” I asked, feeling more than prepared and willing to handle the task.

She offered a shy smile. “Well, I got my front when I changed, but I couldn’t reach my back. You don’t mind, do you?”

My lips twitched. I wondered if she knew what she was doing and being this playful as a result, or if she was genuinely still feeling some nerves. Either way, I was in my glory being on the receiving end of it. “That would be an impossibility.”

Skye stepped forward, dug into the bag, and pulled out the sunscreen. After I took it from her, she gathered her hair in her hands, fastened it with a hair tie at the top of her head, and gave me a new perspective. I hadn’t seen Skye with her hair up before, and I was surprised at what the sight of her bare neck made me feel. What I would have given for the chance to nip the skin on the front or side of her throat.

I set the bag down as Skye turned around, and for the first time since she’d opened the bedroom door, I got a glimpse of her ass. How I didn’t groan with the frustration I felt over not being in a position with her where I could simply grab a handful was a mystery.

Refusing to deny myself the opportunity to touch the parts of her I could for any longer, I squirted some of the sunscreen into my palm, warmed it between my hands, and brought them to her shoulders. And as I began to work the sunscreen into the skin along her shoulders and her upper back, I noticed the increased pace of her breathing.

At least she was giving me all the signals to suggest I had a fighting chance at getting what I’d asked her about last night. I wasn’t going to push for her to make up her mind immediately, especially because I believed we were headed in the right direction.

After getting the middle of her back and her sides, I took a chance and rested my hands lightly on her hips. When she didn’t pull away, I gave her a squeeze, stepped close, and brought my mouth to her ear. “Would you like me to get your legs, too?”

I glanced down to see that the tiny blonde hairs on her arm were standing up. Keeping her body where it was, she looked back and rasped, “I did them already.”

If there was any hope of us rejoining the party, it was probably for the better. But because I wanted to follow through on my promise to show her how interested I was in her, I gave her hips another squeeze and reasoned, “Next time I’ll do them for you.”

She licked her lips and swallowed hard.

Being that close to her, recognizing I was having an effect on her, I was convinced it took some kind of divine intervention not to spin her in my arms and kiss her. Instead, I took a step back and removed my hands from her body. “Ready?”

Skye turned around and gave me a nod. “Yes, but I think I should warn you. I’m not very good at sports, so you might not want me on your volleyball team.”

There it was again.

This woman had such a sweet quality about her. She told me about her lack of volleyball skills, as though she believed I would be bothered by it. She was willing to wind up on a team without me in order to accommodate me.

I shook my head, wrapped my arm around her back to her opposite shoulder, and said, “Absolutely not. There’s not a chance I want you on any other team but mine.”

“Okay. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

I let out another laugh, something I noticed I was doing more often as I continued to spend time with Skye. “Fair enough.”

A few minutes later, we were outside and breaking everybody into teams. This was one of those things we did whenever my parents hosted any kind of celebration in the summer months, and I knew we were in for hours of friendly competition. I hoped Skye would enjoy it so much she’d be eager to come to the next party.

About an hour into it, I had a pretty good feeling about things. Skye seemed to be doing a lot of laughing, and whenever other teams were competing, I watched her make the effort to communicate with anyone who wasn’t playing at the moment. She’d had conversations with Rhea, Ivy, and Ava, and she even spoke with a couple of my cousins.

Round after round, we narrowed the playing field down until finally it came down to two teams—Wyatt, Rhea, Skye and me versus Tate, Marco, Ivy, and Ava. In the end, they won.

But I didn’t care.

I’d had a blast, and I’d already convinced myself I won a much bigger prize.

When the tournament was over, my mom made an announcement about cake. It didn’t matter that I was twenty-seven. As far as Evelyn Westwood was concerned, if it was somebody’s birthday, they were getting a cake and a song. We’d learned a long time ago not to question or fight it.

By the time everyone had gathered around the cake Jules had made, my mom had the candles in it, and my dad was holding the lighter. No sooner had he lit the candles, my mom and grandmother started singing, and everyone else joined in.

I didn’t want to be rude and ignore everyone else that was there to celebrate with me, but I had my eyes on Skye while she sang with my family and friends. Of course, she’d promised she’d sing in this setting, but she hadn’t revealed she intended to do it so quietly. I chose to look away from her only a handful of times through the song, simply to make sure that nobody felt as though I didn’t care about their presence.

Once they’d all made it to the end of the Happy Birthday song, I blew out the candles. Sure, I felt like I was five years old again when I did it, but I refused to be the one to break Evelyn Westwood’s heart.

As my mom and sisters worked on cutting the cake for the crowd, I took the time to thank everyone for coming to celebrate.

“Okay, Cooper, you get the first slice,” my mom announced.

“And make sure you come this way to grab a piece of the glazed lemon zucchini bread I made at your request,” Jules added.

Though I wasn’t sure she intended for me to hear it, Skye let out a soft moan of delight. I looked back at her, and she asked quietly, “You made a special request?”

“I wanted to make sure there’d be something you’d like here,” I explained.

A smile broke out in her expression. “That was very sweet of you, but you didn’t have to do that on your birthday.”

Sometimes, I wondered if Skye really understood just how much I wanted her. I thought I was doing what I could to make it clear, which led me to believe that she hadn’t expected someone would ever want to do the little things for her, regardless of what day it was. “That’s just it, sweetheart. My birthday is precisely the day I needed to do it. Here’s hoping you’ll like it.”

The pair of us moved around the table and each took a plate with cake on it from my mom before moving toward Jules.

“Thanks for making the cake and the bread for today, Jules,” I said.

“You’re welcome, Coop. Happy birthday,” she returned, before shifting her attention to Skye. “I hope you’re having a good time.”

“I am,” Skye confirmed, eyes brightening. “This weekend has been the most fun I’ve had in such a long time.”

Jules laughed. “Well, stick with us. We try not to miss the opportunity to have fun or celebrate.”

“Your family has certainly perfected the art of it.”

My sister grinned. “Yeah, we have. And I want you to know I meant what I said to everyone earlier. I’m really glad Cooper met you and that you’re here with him today.”

There was a brief moment of hesitation before Skye offered a warm smile and a nod. “Yeah, I am, too.”

“We’ll have to find some time later to catch up. You two go enjoy your dessert together,” Jules ordered.

I gave my sister one last look of approval before ushering Skye away toward a seat. “I’m so excited to try this,” she bubbled, practically bouncing out of the chair.

“Well, don’t let me delay you any longer. I think you’re going to love it.”

Skye placed a bite of the lemon zucchini bread on her fork, brought it to her mouth, and said, “Happy birthday, Cooper.”

I placed my hand on her thigh and gave her an appreciative squeeze in response, since I’d just taken my own bite of the bread. Never taking my eyes off of her, I watched as Skye delighted in that single taste.

“Oh my God,” she groaned. “That’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted.”

I let out a laugh, feeling something hit the center of my chest. From the moment I met Skye, I had this instinct there was something special about her. I didn’t have much to base it on; maybe it was just a hunch. But as time went on and I spent more time with her, I started getting the confirmation I hadn’t been wrong.

My only hope now was that she’d find a way to consider what I’d asked her last night and decide to give us a chance to explore something more than just a friendship that had sexual tension bursting at its seams.

For the next few hours, we enjoyed cake, two more pieces of lemon zucchini bread, and tons of fun and conversation with my family and friends. My mom and grandmother also took Skye on a tour of the grounds, leaving me behind to celebrate with everyone else. Even though I wanted to spend every moment I could with her, Skye seemed keen on doing the tour with them on her own. And I thought that was another step in the right direction.

There had been a noticeable change in Skye’s demeanor from the moment we arrived until the second we said goodbye. She’d grown much more comfortable being around them, and I was desperately hoping we’d all made a good impression on her, even if that hadn’t been the purpose of the party.

It would have been the ultimate birthday wish granted if I didn’t have to take Skye home, but I wasn’t quite that lucky.

For now, I had no choice but to be grateful for the time she’d given to me today and hope that there would come a time when I could leave a function like this or the one last night, and the two of us would be spending the night in one of our beds wrapped up in each other.
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Long before I was ready for it to happen, I had arrived back at Skye’s place.

I walked her to her door, where she didn’t hesitate to open it up and step inside. “Do you want to come in for a minute so I can get your cupcakes for you to take home with you?”

More time? I’d take any additional second she’d allow me to have with her. “Oh, right. Yeah, I can come in.”

I stepped inside and followed behind her toward the kitchen, my eyes quickly and easily drifting down to her ass on the way and recalling the way it looked in her bikini for the majority of the day today.

We made it to the kitchen, where Skye presented me with a container to carry the cupcakes home in. They were already packaged up and ready to go. “Don’t you want to keep any here for you?”

She shook her head. “No. No, if I have them here, I’ll eat those for breakfast instead of something that’s better for me. Plus, I made them for you, so I want you to have them.”

I tipped my head to the side and smiled at her. “Okay. But I don’t think it’s a problem to have a cupcake occasionally for breakfast.”

“Not tomorrow.”

“Why not?”

Staring at me with such disbelief in her expression, she asked, “Did you not see what I ate today? I’ve had enough baked goods to last me for the rest of the month.”

I stepped forward, closing the distance between us. “Skye, sweetheart, you are breathtaking. You have a gorgeous body, and I struggled not to touch you more than I did today.”

“You’re being sweet.”

“I’m being honest,” I insisted, feeling a touch of tension course through me. I genuinely loved everything about the way Skye looked, so it irritated me to think she thought she was anything less than perfect.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“You can ask me anything,” I answered.

She took a deep breath and exhaled before she said, “I understand if you have to work or already have plans, but I closed my store on Tuesday for the 4th of July holiday. I don’t close the store frequently, but I do on certain holidays. If you’re free at any point throughout the day, I’d love to spend some time together.”

Maybe it was working.

Maybe everything I’d been doing was slowly breaking down the walls around her heart.

Maybe I had a chance.

“I’d love nothing more than to spend some time with you on Tuesday.”

“Really? Do you have to work?” she questioned me.

“No.”

Genuine joy radiated from the smile that formed on her face. “Do you already have plans?”

“My family typically heads to the lake house for a few days,” I revealed.

Skye didn’t attempt to hide her surprise. “There’s a lake house, too?”

I offered a curt nod in return. “Yes. And what usually ends up happening for this holiday is that my grandparents will host everyone there for a few days. Some of us go the entire time, while others might only pop in for a day or two, depending on whatever else we have going on.”

“Oh,” she murmured, dropping her gaze from mine. “Okay. Well, that’s okay then.”

I placed my finger under her chin, tipped her head back, and said, “I want to spend time with you, Skye. Yes, my family has something planned, but I don’t need to go there if you have something else you’d like to do.”

“I like your family a lot, Cooper. I’d never want to stop you from spending time with them. We can just figure out another time that works for the both of us.”

My eyes narrowed slightly. “And what do you plan to do all day long while I’m with my family?”

She shrugged. “I’ll just hang out, enjoy the time off, and probably get myself lost in a book.”

“How about I pick you up in the morning, and we spend the earlier part of the afternoon with my family? If you want some time that’ll be just the two of us, I can make sure we get that there, or we can even come back here and do something together?”

“Cooper, I don’t want to intrude or mess up the plans you have with them,” she insisted.

I shook my head. “You wouldn’t be. I don’t know if you could tell, but my family likes you, and they like you being there with me. Or, if you really don’t want to go, I’ll just come here and spend the whole day with you.”

Her eyes widened. “No. No, we can’t do that. I’d be happy to go with you. Yeah, yeah, if you want to go there and spend the day with them, that would be nice.”

Smiling at her, I reached for her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Good. Then that’s what we’ll do.”

Skye nodded slowly. “Okay.”

This was it. This was the end of our night.

I needed to go, but I wanted to kiss her. Unfortunately, considering I had promised to give her time to think about what she wanted to have happen between us, I didn’t want to go for more than she was prepared for.

In the time I took to decide how I wanted to leave, Skye spoke. “Thank you for such a wonderful day today, Cooper. I had such a great time with you and your family. I hope you enjoyed your birthday.”

“I did,” I assured her. “And I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.”

“Me, too.”

We stared at one another in silence for a few brief seconds. “I should probably go,” I eventually declared.

“Okay,” she murmured. “Don’t forget your cupcakes.”

I took the container from Skye and turned to walk back toward the front door. Once there, I stopped, turned, and moved to kiss her on the cheek. But just as I was about to touch my lips to the side of her face, she turned her head. My lips collided with hers, and I quickly pulled back.

“I’m sorry,” I apologized. “I… I was going to kiss your cheek.”

Skye lowered her chin demurely—or, that’s what I had initially thought—when something darkened in her stare. “I know.”

“What?”

She didn’t immediately respond. She kept her eyes on mine, her chest rising and falling at a pace that matched the pounding of my heart in my chest. “I knew you were going to kiss my cheek.”

“I’m sorry if I overstepped,” I lamented once more.

Skye shook her head. “I don’t need an apology, Cooper. I intended to have you kiss me on the mouth. I didn’t realize I would catch you so off guard or that you might not like it.”

Now it was my turn to stare at her in disbelief. She wanted me to kiss her and made the move so it’d happen, only for me to pull away, thinking I’d crossed a line she hadn’t wanted me to cross.

There was a waist-high table located just inside the front door to Skye’s house. Fully aware that I needed both of my hands to give her a proper first kiss, I set the cupcake container down, turned around, and wasted no time reaching for her.

I tugged Skye toward me, and once we were chest to chest, I framed her face with my hands. My eyes roamed over every inch, as she gripped the material of my shirt at my waist in her hands.

“Cooper,” she whispered. “Please.”

Denial wasn’t an option. Neither was delaying.

Half a second later, I brushed my lips gently against hers. When I heard her whimper almost immediately, I lost control.

My mouth captured hers in a bruising kiss. One of my hands drove into her hair, gripping a fistful at the back of her skull and angling her head. My other hand slid down from her face and around her waist. Her hands flew to my chest, her fingertips pressing in firmly.

I ran my tongue along the seam of her lips, and Skye instantly parted them, granting me access to the warm, wet recesses of her mouth.

As my tongue explored, dueling against the velvety softness of hers, I felt waves of heat, pleasure, and gratitude consuming me. Skye had effortlessly pulled me to her like a magnet from the moment I stepped foot into her bookstore. I’d tried to ignore it, but she was too sweet.

And now that I’d had time with her and finally had gotten a taste of her, there wasn’t a chance I was ever going to let her go.

Her body was soft, pressed tight against mine. Her lips were the same, supple and yielding. Like she knew what I wanted from the start, Skye allowed me to take what I needed from her while giving her everything I wanted her to have.

It was, by and large, the best kiss of my life.

When a moan tore up her throat, the sound shooting straight to my dick, I begrudgingly pulled my mouth from hers.

Her cheeks were flushed, her lips swollen. Her breaths were shallow, and fuck me, she looked eager for more.

Just as I was about to make that happen by going for another kiss, Skye spoke. “I was… I was hoping that if we had some time alone on Tuesday, we could talk.”

Talk.

Right.

That was probably a wise idea, all things considered.

Maybe she’d taken the time she needed to decide what she wanted in her life and was ready to share that with me. Her actions tonight gave me reason to hope.

“We can do that,” I assured her.

She smiled at me. “I like the way you kiss, Cooper.”

I grinned. “Sweetheart, I love the way you kiss.”

“Maybe after we talk, we can do more of that,” she suggested, a sparkle in her eyes.

My grin grew. “Maybe. If that’s what you want.”

Skye bit her lip and dropped her gaze to the ground. I placed my finger beneath her chin once again and tipped her head back, so she had no choice but to look at me. “I’ll call you tomorrow, Skye.”

“Okay,” she rasped.

Leaning forward, I pressed a chaste kiss to her lips. With my mouth right there, I said, “Sweet dreams.”

A shiver ran down her spine.

My lips twitched. Then I kissed the tip of her nose and pulled back to give her one last look before I reached for the cupcakes. Once I had them in my hand, I said, “This was the best birthday of my life.”

Skye sent a coy smile my way and murmured, “I’m glad.”

After opening the door and stepping outside, I realized I needed more. I reached my hand into her hair once more and tugged her in my direction. She bent forward and allowed me to kiss her again.

And when I heard her moan for the second time, I tore my mouth from hers and said, “Goodnight, Skye.”

“Goodnight, Cooper.”

Knowing I wouldn’t be able to leave if I kissed her again, I quickly turned and walked toward my truck.

And the whole way home, I didn’t even turn on the radio. Then again, it wasn’t like I needed that, when I kept hearing Skye’s moan in my head as I drove.
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“Alright, let’s get to work.”

My team, having all just been given the day’s assignments, began to disperse. I folded up the piece of paper I had with a running list of projects we were working on and tucked it into my back pocket.

My phone buzzed in my opposite hand with a text message.

I glanced at it, noting that Skye had returned my earlier text.

SKYE


I don’t mind taking care of it, but I won’t complain if you want to do it instead.




I smiled at my phone, loving how she was always so agreeable. It gave me a reason to hope she might agree to give us a real shot.

Quickly, I tapped out a response.

I want to do it. So, consider breakfast covered for tomorrow.




SKYE


I can’t wait!




Before I had the chance to send her another response, I lifted my gaze and noticed Marco walking in my direction. When he came to a stop in front of me, he declared, “I thought you would have been at the lake house today.”

I shook my head. “I’m heading out tomorrow morning. Are you planning to come up at all?”

He shrugged. “I might. You know I’m always up for some fun. But I’ve got to take some time with my family tomorrow, too. So, we’ll see what happens. I’ll let you know if I’m going to head over.”

“Cool.”

“On another note, have you recovered?”

It was Monday morning, our first day back at work since the party my family threw for me for my birthday, and I had a feeling I knew exactly where Marco intended to lead this conversation.

“Recovered? From this weekend?” I countered.

“Yeah. I mean, a Westwood celebration is always a good time, but you know better than anyone just how exhausting they can be,” he said. “Considering you were the guest of honor this weekend, I guess I’m just curious if I’m going to have to pick up the slack here at work today.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, right. You know that’s not the case, so why don’t you ask me what you really want to ask?”

Marco laughed and threw his hands up in surrender. “Alright, relax. I’m just wondering what’s going on with you and Skye, because based on what I saw this weekend, it seems that you two are more than just friends.”

“Nothing is official,” I informed him.

When I said nothing else, Marco pressed, “And you’re telling me you don’t want it to be? I watched how you were with her, and I didn’t get that vibe. Plus, I can only assume, based on the way you were grinning at your phone, that you were just texting her.”

I shrugged. “I’m doing my best to exercise some patience with her, especially after what she’s been through.”

My best friend sent a look of approval my way. Of course, even if he liked how I was handling things, he still felt compelled to get on my case about it. “And how’s that going for you?”

“I’ve never been more content to be so frustrated in my entire life,” I admitted through my laughter. Shaking my head with disbelief, I explained, “I don’t know what it is, but there’s something about Skye that I can’t just walk away from.”

He gave me a nod of understanding. “I think it’s become obvious to so many of us here that you’re feeling something extraordinary when it comes to her. But I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t some concern. What about her? Do you think she’s going to get to a place that you want to see the two of you?”

I inhaled deeply and considered the answer to that question. Skye had been adamant from the start about not wanting to get into a relationship. The timid and reserved woman I first met had slowly opened up to me, and now we were at a place where she’d purposely turned her head to kiss me last night. Everything that had happened Saturday—and the day before at the charity event—gave me hope that things were changing for her. My hope was that the talk she intended to have tomorrow would reveal she’d had that change of heart. Until then, I could only assume things were headed in the right direction.

“I think the tides might be turning,” I finally confessed.

“That’s good, Coop. I’m glad to hear it. And if I’m honest, I’m hoping things go the way you want, because it’s been nice to see this more relaxed side to you.”

I huffed. “Yeah, I’m just trying to take a page out of your book and not take everything so seriously, I guess.”

Marco laughed again. “Now that would be something to see. If that happened, I think your family might force you to marry that girl.”

My best friend was the most laidback guy I knew, so I understood why he believed it would be an impossibility for me to reach that same level of relaxation he had. But hearing him mention me marrying Skye, something moved through me.

We weren’t there yet. Hell, she hadn’t officially confirmed she was interested in taking things between us to the next level. But given the conversation I’d had with Wyatt last week about his feelings for Rhea and the way things had been changing between Skye and me, I couldn’t say I didn’t like the idea of having something permanent with her.

For now, I just needed to give her the time she needed to be sure of me. Because I still believed there was a reason I wound up in her store a few weeks ago that went well beyond me needing to be inconvenienced by another job.

She could call it fate or fortune. I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to pretend it had happened for no reason.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I advised.

He held his hands up in surrender. “Hey, I thought you’d like the idea of a lifelong commitment to a woman like Skye.”

He wasn’t wrong.

Fuck, he wasn’t wrong.

A man like me, dealing with headaches and stress at work all the time, could find himself feeling rather lucky to come home to a woman like Skye, a woman who sought to make his life better, who took away the stress.

Because that’s precisely what happened whenever I was with her. Skye made me enjoy my life outside of work. She made me appreciate that time even more than I already had.

I narrowed my eyes on Marco. “I think you want things to go there with her, because you think things will change here. Hate to break it to you, my friend, but that’s not going to happen. Maybe I’m a little out of sorts right now, but no matter where things go from here, I think it’s safe to say I’ll still get irritable every now and again.”

Marco shrugged. “It was worth a shot.”

I laughed and shook my head. “Let’s go. We’ve got work to get done.”

He grinned at me. “And there’s the guy we know and love.”

Five minutes later, I had no choice but to put all the thoughts and excitement about what tomorrow would bring to the back of my mind, because as always, my workload was never ending and chaotic.
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“You weren’t lying, were you?”

With a smile on my face, my eyes were on Cooper as I asked that question. His gaze had been focused on the road in front of him as he drove us to his family’s lake house, but the moment my question penetrated, he glanced over at me with confusion written all over his face.

“Lying about what?” he countered.

Cooper was paying attention to where he was driving again, but it was clear, based on the way his hand was gripping the steering wheel, just how concerned he was. The last thing I wanted to do was upset him by not immediately giving him a response, but I had to give myself a moment to let what I was feeling settle inside me. It was such a powerful force; I had no choice.

But it was good.

God, I was so close to saying it was the best thing I’d ever experienced. That alone made it impossible for me to not want to ignore any of the lingering fears I might have had and lean into it fully.

Being the woman that I was, I hadn’t expected I would have even brought this up, especially considering there was a small chance I could have gotten it all wrong. But there was something about Cooper, the way he was with me, and how he made me feel that led me to having the confidence to talk about it.

Finally, I eased Cooper’s concerns and clarified, “When you brought me home from the charity event on Friday evening, you stood with me outside my front door and told me you intended to do everything in your power to prove or convince me I can’t live without you.”

Those words had stuck with me for days now. When I woke up in the middle of the night, it was those words, mixed with so many of the sweet gestures and tender moments Cooper and I had together, replaying in my mind that kept me from finding sleep again.

He wanted to convince me I couldn’t live without him.

There was a part of me that believed he might have been a bit overzealous and self-assured when he’d made that statement. I mean, technically, I believed it was still entirely possible I could live without him. The problem came in when I considered what that would be like.

And that’s when I realized I didn’t want to live without him. Being able to do something and wanting to do it were two very different things. In the few short weeks since he’d come into my life, Cooper had made me happier than I’d been in so long. I had smiled more since meeting him than I had in the entire first six months of the year combined.

Cooper’s grip loosened on the steering wheel, and his shoulders visibly relaxed once he heard my response. Seeing that level of concern from him only solidified my belief that I didn’t have anything to worry about when it came to sharing what I was feeling.

“Can you honestly tell me you believed I was lying when I said that to you?” he questioned me.

“I don’t know if I would say that I thought you were intentionally trying to deceive me, but I certainly hadn’t expected to have such confidence in you attempting to accomplish that so quickly,” I explained.

His lips twitched. “Can I ask what, other than me telling you that I intended to do that, has made you believe I’m actually following through on that promise?”

Warmth moved through me as I considered all the ways to answer that question, and I realized just how fortunate I was to be in the position to be able to have a whole host of responses to give him.

I started with the easiest. Holding it up between us, I declared, “You brought me breakfast this morning.”

He glanced in my direction, his brow cocked with disbelief. “That’s all it takes?”

When his eyes were back on the road, I answered, “No. But if I’m sharing the most recent revelation, it’s that you decided to bring me breakfast on the morning when you’ve included me in the day’s festivities with your family.”

Cooper reached across the center console, placed his calloused hand on my forearm, and squeezed. “You know, it’s funny. Because I was under the impression you were trying to convince me that I couldn’t live without you.”

The shock and confusion I felt over his statement forced me to ignore just how much I liked the feeling of his hand on me. “What?”

He gave my arm another squeeze before returning his hand to the wheel. “While I understand that I invited you to come to my family’s lake house, it was you who asked if I had plans and wanted to spend time with you today. Considering I was ready to give up my plans with my family to make that happen, I figure you’ve already accomplished that feat.”

As Cooper spoke, I had started to lift the bagel sandwich he’d brought me to my mouth for a bite, but at that declaration, I stopped. Had he just confessed he didn’t think he could live without me? Surely, he was exaggerating.

“You’re joking,” I stated.

Cooper had pulled to a stop sign, so he looked over at me and deadpanned, “I’m not.”

Lowering my hand with my sandwich down to my lap, the nails on my other hand dug into my palm. It was a vain attempt to wake myself up. Clearly, the lack of sleep had caught up with me, delirium had set in, and this was all just a dream.

With the pain increasing in my palm, I had no choice but to face reality.

This was happening. It was real. And Cooper was telling the truth.

My throat was so parched, I wasn’t sure I would have been able to respond, even if I couldn’t have formulated a response.

Fortunately, Cooper seemed to have realized the effect he’d had on me and how difficult it was for me to know what to say, because he urged, “Breathe, Skye.”

The air left my lungs, my chest deflating while my spirits soared. Cooper’s admission might have left me feeling speechless, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t happy about it. I was happy about all of it. I think there was just a part of me that still didn’t believe it could really be this easy for me, that I could find someone like him and have it be the real deal.

Seemingly believing I needed additional instructions to continue functioning, Cooper added, “Don’t worry about what I said, sweetheart. Just finish your breakfast, and have a good day with me today.”

“Okay,” I murmured, lifting the last bit of my breakfast sandwich to my mouth. I did as Cooper had suggested and finished my breakfast. But after doing that and sitting in silence for far too many minutes afterward, I asked, “Can you tell me how I’m going to make that happen?”

“Make what happen?”

“You said I should have a good day with you today,” I reminded him. “I’m curious what I can expect at this gathering today.”

Something warm stole over Cooper’s expression, a smile forming on his face almost instantly. “It probably doesn’t bring you much comfort or clarification if I tell you that it’s a typical Westwood get-together. But that’s exactly what it is, and hopefully there will come a time when I can say that, and you’ll just know what I’m talking about.”

My belly flipped, and something squeezed in my chest. I liked that he wanted us to get to a place where I just knew what to expect because his family would become a bigger part of my life. The ache came from the longing I felt, wanting what he was saying to come to fruition. “So, should I expect it to be like your birthday party was?” I asked, feeling compelled to stay on topic.

Cooper let out a laugh. “Sort of. There won’t be as many people here today, but it’s still going to be just as fun. It’ll just be my grandparents, my parents, my brothers and sisters, Rhea, Ava, and maybe Marco. Plus, my aunt, uncle, and their kids will be here.”

“Oh, really? That’s all,” I teased.

“I know. We’re not a small crew to most people, but it feels normal to me,” Cooper said. “We don’t always do the same thing every year, but we have a few traditions. One of those traditions is a tournament of some sort. The game will change every year, and my Gram and Pop get to choose what it is. Usually, depending on the activity, it’s just the guys in the family that get involved in that. The women typically watch, laugh at us and our shenanigans, or ignore us altogether. Sometimes, we’ll go out on the lake in the boat or go swimming. What I can guarantee is that there’ll be a ton of food, lots of conversation, and a bunch of fun. We always end the evening with everyone finding a spot somewhere on the property to watch the fireworks.”

It sounded wonderful, and I was looking forward to it.

I’d gone from being a woman who wasn’t exactly thrilled with large crowds to finally feeling excited about the prospect of it. Maybe it was because I’d already attended Cooper’s party and had already met the people who’d be in attendance today, or perhaps it was something else. Maybe I’d finally found people I liked being around.

Granted, I hadn’t had enough time yet to build any sort of meaningful relationship with any of them, but I liked what I saw. I couldn’t miss the way they interacted with one another and how they treated each other. The Westwood family was everything I imagined a family should be.

“It sounds like I’m in for a real treat,” I said. “I’m kind of excited for it.”

Cooper looked over at me and grinned. “Yeah, I’d say so. What I like is that you don’t seem to have the nerves you had a few days ago.”

He was right. Nodding, I said, “It’s funny you say that, because I was just thinking that I’d like to try to get to know some of your family a bit better. Maybe I’ll have the opportunity to do that today.”

Without an ounce of hesitation, Cooper reached over and grabbed hold of my hand. Then, in a move I hadn’t been expecting, he pressed his lips to my knuckles, allowing them to linger there while something moved through his features. “There’s going to be plenty of time for that to happen today. It makes me happy to know you want to do that.”

My fingers twitched against his, my mind still buzzing from the feel of his lips on my skin. Something about what I’d said had impacted him, and that kiss made it impossible not to notice. Doing my best to ignore the trembling in my belly, so I wouldn’t crawl across the center console while he was driving, I whispered, “Yeah, me too.”

For the remainder of our drive, Cooper told me about the previous years’ tournaments, and the games they played. It seemed his grandparents had planned just about every game imaginable, from cornhole and three-legged races to flag football and dodgeball. They’d even done tug-of-war, a water balloon toss, and kickball.

Fun.

Even if I got to do nothing else besides witness whatever Cooper’s grandparents had decided would be the game for this year, I didn’t doubt I was going to enjoy myself and be entertained. Because I was quickly learning, if there was one thing the Westwood family excelled at, it was knowing how to have a good time.

Keeping that thought in mind, I could only consider myself lucky to have met Cooper. Because what I hoped I’d be able to share with him tonight would only lead to the two of us having some fun of our own.
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It was Frisbee.

Ultimate Frisbee, to be precise.

Cooper and I had arrived about an hour ago, and much to my relief, the setting was just as he’d described. Only his immediate family, his grandparents, and his aunt, uncle, and cousins were in attendance. Rhea and Ava were both present as well, but Marco had not arrived yet.

Even with the number of people present, it was still far more intimate than Cooper’s party had been. And I liked that, because I felt much more comfortable and believed I’d be able to connect with at least one or two of his family members.

From the moment we’d gotten here, Cooper and I had mingled with his family. Everyone was making small talk, grabbing drinks, and enjoying the sunshine. But it became clear there was something big on the horizon when Cooper’s grandparents revealed they’d decided on having a Frisbee tournament.

Ever since I’d met him, it was obvious Cooper had a competitive side. What I hadn’t anticipated was seeing all of his brothers and cousins were the same way. They were eager to get things started. And just as he said, most of the women opted out of the battle.

Of course, Cooper proved it was my comfort he had at the forefront of his mind. “Are you going to be okay hanging with my sisters, Rhea, and Ava while I play? Or would you rather I sit this out?”

“Go and play,” I urged him. “I’ll be fine.”

Cooper had proven he wasn’t the kind of guy who’d ever put me in a situation that would be harmful or uncomfortable for me, and I knew this would be no different. So, I had nothing to worry about. But it meant the world to me that he was content to put my needs before his wants. It was incredibly sweet.

With my assurance I’d be okay, Cooper and I walked toward the action. His grandparents, like his parents, had a sizeable property with a massive open space in the back of the house to not only host a BBQ but for the game, too.

When we’d gotten close, Cooper had urged me to grab the empty seat beside Rhea. My seat and hers were on one end of the semi-circle of chairs that had been claimed by Ivy, Jules, and Ava.

“Hey, Skye,” Jules bubbled. “It looks like you’re being smart, like the women in this family.”

I smiled at Cooper’s youngest sister before turning that smile on the rest of them. “Yeah. The volleyball in the pool was one thing, but this would be pushing it for me. You don’t mind if I join you, do you?”

“Not at all.”

I glanced up at Cooper, who was clearly pleased with his sister being so welcoming. “Go have fun.”

“Okay. Don’t let them tell you any lies about me,” he advised, holding his hands over his head and creating a makeshift crown. “No matter what they say, I’m an angel.”

I rolled my eyes and sat down as he ran off. Ivy had her eyes on her brother and mumbled, “I’ve never seen him like this.”

“Pardon?”

Turning her attention to me, she said, “Don’t get me wrong. Cooper is generally pleasant in situations not involving work, but he’s different.”

“Yeah, I agree,” Ava chimed in. “This is another level, if you ask me.”

“I… Is it a bad thing?” I asked, feeling my belly tighten painfully with worry.

Ivy and Ava shook their heads, but it was Jules who answered. “No. I think we’re all just feeling a bit of shock. That’s all. Trust me, this is wonderful.”

Okay, so that made me feel much better. The coiling feeling I’d felt in my stomach unraveled with relief.

When my eyes slid to Rhea for additional confirmation, she said, “I’m with you, Skye. I’ve never seen the grumpy side of Cooper. He’s always been nice to me. Then again, I’ve really only seen him in these types of situations.”

I still hadn’t gotten over the fact everyone seemed to believe Cooper was a grouch. He was never angry or moody around me.

“I get the feeling if Cooper hadn’t met Skye, you would have eventually seen it,” Ivy said. “You just haven’t had enough time around him yet for it to come out.”

It seemed they believed I’d had a profound effect on Cooper’s mood. It warmed my heart to think I had the power to impact a man like him in such a tremendous way, and I couldn’t hide how it made me feel. The corners of my mouth tipped up in a smile.

Just then, there was a bit of a commotion out in the middle of the field. We all looked in that direction and saw that despite the loud voices, everyone seemed to be happy. It was all just a bit of friendly fire.

“Well, I have been around Cooper enough to notice the competitive side to him,” I confessed. “That man doesn’t like to lose.”

“Ha! That’s a Westwood trait,” Ava declared. “All the guys are like that.”

“Speaking from experience, I can confirm that’s the truth,” Rhea added. “Wyatt refused to be denied.”

“Can I ask how you and Wyatt met?”

Before Rhea could respond, Jules declared, “Oh, boy. You better buckle up for this one.”

To say I was intrigued would have been an understatement, so I settled myself in for Rhea’s answer. Only, that was short-lived.

Because a flying disc went whizzing through the air, pulling my attention away from the women. Apparently, all of the Westwood men were men of action, not just Cooper. I would have expected they’d all need some time to sort out teams and rules, but they just jumped right into the game without needing to spend much time talking about it.

Color me impressed.

Rhea laughed, forcing me to look in her direction again. “There’s never a dull moment around here, that’s for sure,” she said. “Funny you should ask about how Wyatt and I met, Skye. I have an ice cream shop on my family’s farm, and back in March, Wyatt walked in, looking to purchase part of our land for the amusement park expansion. I turned him down, and I thought he graciously accepted. But then he turned up at the spot I go running every morning, and I was convinced he was stalking me.”

My eyes rounded. “Was he?”

She shook her head, a bright smile on her face. “No. But I was stubborn and refused to believe him. We ran together without speaking to each other for quite a while before he wore me down.”

“And if anything, it was almost as though Wyatt had taken a page out of Cooper’s book for some time in the beginning there,” Jules noted. “He’s a determined guy, but Rhea wasn’t making things easy for him.”

It seemed the Westwood men had a particular way about them. I was no stranger to that determination. I didn’t have the full story yet, but it was evident Wyatt’s persistence had paid off, considering Rhea was sitting here now. If Wyatt was anything with Rhea like Cooper had been with me, I couldn’t say I didn’t understand why he’d been successful.

“Oh, shoot!” Ava cried out. I snapped my head in her direction to see her standing from her seat with the remnants of her drink in her hand. The rest of it had spilled down the front of her shirt. “This is lovely. I’m going to go get this cleaned up. I’ll be back.”

“Do you want help? I can find another shirt for you,” Ivy offered.

Ava shook her head. “I think I have something in my car. I’ll let you know if I don’t.”

As Ava walked off, Ivy let out a laugh. “It blows my mind how she does what she does for a living and still manages to be accident prone. All that coordination, and she consistently spills something or winds up with unexplained bruises.”

“What does Ava do?” I asked.

“She’s a professional dancer. In fact, she’s gearing up to head out on tour in a few days and is expected to be gone for the better part of the next year,” Ivy shared.

“Wow,” I marveled. Clumsy or not, I admired Ava. I couldn’t begin to imagine getting up on a stage and dancing in front of such large crowds. “I could never do that.”

Jules and Rhea nodded their agreement as Ivy said, “I couldn’t either. But she loves it.”

“How does she manage being away for such long stretches of time?” I asked.

Before Ivy could respond, one of the guys yelled, “Heads up!”

My body braced for impact as I attempted to discern where the threat was looming. Surely, something was flying in our direction.

Just before the disc got too close, Liam caught it. A second or two later and Jules would have gotten whacked in the head with it. “Thanks for keeping us safe, Liam,” Jules shouted.

He glanced back at his sister, offered a half-hearted smile, and returned, “Always.”

While it was clear he was genuine and meant what he said, there was something else lingering there. His features were strained, and the tone of his voice was a bit forlorn.

Or, so I thought.

When Liam returned to the middle of the field, doing as we watched, any of the tension I thought was there was gone.

So, I let it go.

Partly because I didn’t think I was in a place to make assumptions or even ask about Cooper’s brother’s mindset. But the bigger reason I didn’t keep my thoughts focused on Liam was because it was at that moment when I realized just how intense the game had gotten. The men were covered in sweat, several of them having lost their shirts. Cooper was one of them, and I wasn’t too proud to admit it took some strength not to start drooling. Sure, I’d seen him shirtless during his birthday party, but this felt different for some reason.

“That was close,” Rhea said, pulling me out of my fog.

“Yeah, I guess so. But having lived with four older brothers for so long, I expect as much,” Jules replied.

“Give it some time, and you’ll start to worry if stuff like that doesn’t happen,” Ivy added. “And to answer your question about Ava being away for such long periods of time, Skye, the answer is relatively simple. She loves dancing and has always wanted to do what she’s doing. She’s living out her dream, and all I can say is that I admire her courage to keep chasing that.”

Nodding my understanding, I said, “Well, that’s got to be so exciting for her to travel all over the world.”

“Where are you going, Tate?” Cooper yelled out.

Tate, shirtless like his brother, was heading back toward the house, one hand holding the other. He turned to look back at Cooper and the rest of the guys. He held up his hands and declared, “Injury. I’ll be right back.”

I shook my head in disbelief, returned my attention to Rhea, and tried to get us back on track. “I’m sorry. We sort of got distracted here. So, how exactly did things go down between you and Wyatt? I hope you don’t mind me asking, but I’m curious how you went from not talking to him at all to being here celebrating the 4th of July with him and his family.”

“I don’t mind at all,” she assured me. Then Rhea went on to tell me how things had gone down for her and Wyatt over the last few months. They’d certainly experienced a whirlwind to get to where they were now, but it was obvious things had worked out for the best for them.

Listening to it all, getting to know Rhea, and seeing just how happy she was now that she and Wyatt were officially together, I couldn’t help but think about my own situation with Cooper.

Rhea had made it clear things were tense between her and Wyatt in the beginning. Cooper and I hadn’t experienced that. But where our situations were similar was in the persistence of the men who’d walked into our lives. Though the reasons for keeping the men at bay were different, the result was the same.

Wyatt refused to give up on having something special with Rhea. Cooper refused to give up on having something special with me.

And if there was one thing I took away from Rhea’s situation, it was that as much as she believed she needed to take the time she did to get to know the real Wyatt, she knew she lost some time in the beginning because she was stubborn.

In my situation, I’d held Cooper at arm’s length because my heart had been broken too many times to want to suffer through something bad again. Cooper stood his ground, put in the work, and made me believe in the possibility of something permanent again. Although it hadn’t been months or years yet, I could only hope I wouldn’t live to regret what I’d done by not hopping right into something serious with Cooper.

“So, where exactly do things stand for you and Cooper?” Rhea asked.

At that question, I noticed how Ivy and Jules leaned in a bit, awaiting my response. I didn’t mind that they wanted to know. Cooper was their brother, and it was obvious they cared about him the same as he did them.

“Well, we’re not officially together or anything like that, but just like Wyatt took his time to wear you down, I think Cooper might be having that same effect on me,” I confessed.

Rhea smiled, Jules beamed at me, and Ivy offered a nod of approval. Before any of them could say anything in response, Ava returned wearing a new shirt.

But that wasn’t all. It only took one look at her face to see she was upset.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who noticed, either.

“Are you okay? What happened?” Jules asked her.

Ava shook her head, swiped at her cheeks, and insisted, “Nothing. I’m just being silly. I loved that shirt, and despite how quickly I tended to it, I just don’t think it’s going to survive.”

“Are you sure?” Ivy pressed, clearly not buying Ava’s explanation.

Ava forced a smile on her face. “Of course.”

It was obvious to all of us that Ava wasn’t okay, but whatever was bothering her wasn’t something she wanted to share. Figuring it would be best to try to divert the attention away from her, I said, “So, Jules, I was wondering how your pastry program was going and if you were finding it beneficial. I know you just started, but from what I tasted a few days ago, you’re already a stellar baker.”

Happy as ever, Jules sat up and said, “Thank you.” She then went on to tell me about her pastry program, the things she was learning, and how excited she was to complete the program, so she could finally open her own bakery.

I listened intently, wanting to be sure I made the effort to really get to know Cooper’s family.

But at the same time, I couldn’t stop myself from glancing over at Ava from time to time and noticing the dejected look on her face. There was no way her mood shift could have only been about that shirt.

And when I finally turned my attention toward the field again, I was certain I’d figured it out. Maybe I didn’t know the details, but if I had to guess, something happened between Tate and Ava. Because whenever he wasn’t in the midst of a play, his eyes sought her out.

A movement to the left of Tate caught my attention, and that’s when I saw Cooper staring at me. He was half-naked and grinning at me.

God, the man was stunning. My hands had been resting on my thighs, and my nails dug into the skin there, since I couldn’t do what I really wanted, which was to touch him instead. And when he didn’t look away, I knew I had to give him some kind of reaction.

The only thing I could bring myself to do was to smile back at him and offer a wave. That’s when he gave me a wink, turned, and got back to his game.

Maybe I didn’t know what happened between Tate and Ava. But if what Rhea had already experienced with Wyatt and what I was currently going through with Cooper was any indication, maybe it wouldn’t be long before Ava was smiling at Tate, feeling those very same feelings.

Having experienced the worst of it, where I was now, where I knew I wanted to go, I didn’t think it was a bad place to be.
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It was quite some time later when the Ultimate Frisbee game ended.

I’d spent that time alternating between watching the game and getting to know Ivy, Jules, Ava, and Rhea.

Cooper and Wyatt made their way in our direction, the rest of the guys either heading toward the house or continuing to horse around on the field.

Once he was close enough, I noticed something wasn’t right about Cooper’s face. He looked just as happy as he’d been all morning, but he was now looking that way with blood running down the side of his face from a cut just above his eyebrow.

Immediately, I stood, and a few paces later, we were standing just a couple of feet apart. “What happened to you?”

“Oh, that. It’s nothing.”

“You’re bleeding,” I noted.

He lifted his hand up toward his face, displaying yet another problem.

I gasped. “Your arm has a cut, too.”

“Relax, sweetheart. I’ve experienced worse.”

Shaking my head, I insisted, “You can’t leave them like that. They could get infected.” Taking him by the opposite hand, I tugged on it. “Come on. We have to go get you patched up.”

“He’s a horrible patient, Skye,” Wyatt teased from where he was standing only a few feet away. “You might need to sedate him to get him to cooperate.”

My head snapped back in Cooper’s direction. He rolled his eyes. “Shut up, Wyatt.”

If I hadn’t been so concerned about the blood pouring down Cooper’s face and arm, I might have given myself more of an opportunity to soak up the way witnessing the banter between the siblings made me feel.

I gave Cooper’s hand another tug, and he finally became unstuck. We made our way into the house, where he directed us toward the bathroom. We stepped inside, not bothering to close the door fully behind us, and Cooper said, “There should be a first-aid kit either in the cabinet beneath the sink or in one of the drawers on the side of it.”

“I’ll look for that while you work on washing off your hands and arms.”

Cooper sent an amused look my way, his lips twitching.

“What’s so funny?”

“I’ve never seen you this bossy.”

“And I’ve never seen you with blood pouring down your face.”

He tipped his head to the side, his eyes roaming over my face in the sweetest way. “You’re worried about me.”

I snapped my mouth shut and chewed nervously on the inside of my cheek. Cooper continued to look at me expectantly, and I couldn’t handle the pressure. I turned my attention toward the sink and started pulling the drawers open in search of the first-aid kit. While I looked for it, Cooper moved around me and turned on the water, so he could clean his hands and arms.

I’d been in close proximity to Cooper before, but something about this felt different. I didn’t know if it was that he’d pointed out me being worried, the fact that he was wearing almost nothing and had sweat all over him, or if it was the thought of having a conversation with him later tonight when he took me home. It could have been a combination of all of that or something else altogether. But for a few brief moments, there was this unexplainable desire moving through me.

Fortunately, busying myself with the task of locating the first-aid kid and pulling out the supplies to take care of Cooper’s cuts helped to get my mind right.

He’d shut off the water and turned to face me, giving me the chance to assess his injuries. I grabbed a hunk of gauze, held it up to his eyebrow, and pressed lightly on it. “Do you want to hold this here, keeping pressure on it, while I take care of your arm first?”

Cooper lifted his hand up to his eyebrow and took the gauze from me. “You’re the boss.”

I curled my fingers around his opposite wrist and cocked a brow. “Are you sure you want to give me that title?”

He shrugged. “I haven’t really considered the possible outcome of doing so, but I’m confident I won’t be disappointed.”

I ignored the innuendo in his words and dabbed at the cut on his arm. It wasn’t as bad as it had seemed when we were outside, but it was still going to require the use of a bandage to staunch the blood from getting everywhere.

After applying some ointment, I affixed a bandage to his arm and declared, “Almost as good as new.”

Cooper laughed. “Thanks.”

I reached for the gauze he was still holding against the skin just above his eyebrow and lifted up on my toes to get a better look. “Can you crouch down a bit, so I can see just how bad this is?”

“How about I sit on the edge of the bathtub?” he suggested.

“Yeah, that would be perfect.”

Cooper sat down, his knees wide. Their position and the size of the bathroom meant that I had no choice but to step forward between them. Cooper’s face was level with my breasts, and for a fleeting moment, I experienced weakness. I imagined being as naked as he was, so he could lean forward and use his mouth on me.

I swallowed hard, blinked my eyes, and attempted to rid my mind of the naughty thoughts as I focused on inspecting Cooper’s cut. I’d quickly decided he didn’t need stitches, but a butterfly bandage would be the best option.

“Is everything okay?” he asked.

I dabbed at the cut again and turned around to grab the bandage. While I went about opening that up, I answered, “Yeah. Why do you ask?”

Cooper’s fingertips just barely grazed the skin on the backs of my knees, holding me in place. “You seemed a little flustered.”

The tone of his voice indicated he knew I was struggling with something, even if he didn’t know exactly what had been going through my mind. “I’m perfectly fine,” I croaked, my voice giving me away, as I carefully applied the bandage.

“So, is the flush I see creeping over your skin something you normally experience when tending to wounds?” he questioned me, his fingers stroking the sensitive skin behind my knees delicately.

That simple touch made me want to press my legs together in an effort to relieve the growing ache between them. By some miracle, I held myself back, but it took superhuman effort.

“I can’t say. The truth is, I’ve never met such a bunch of rowdy guys before,” I confessed. “Plus, you’re the only one whose wounds I’ve tended to. I guess I could ask you the same question.”

“What question are you going to ask me?”

I pulled the butterfly bandage taut over the cut, admired my work, and turned my focus to Cooper’s handsome face. Then I asked quietly, “Do you attempt to seduce the women who tend to your injuries by teasing them with your fingertips?”

Cooper’s lips twitched, half of his mouth quirking as his fingers stopped moving and pressed in firmly. “You’re the only one I’ve done this with. You’re the only one who’s ever been this worried about a couple of small cuts.”

The tip of my tongue darted out and moistened my lips. Cooper’s eyes dropped to it, and his gaze darkened as his fingers drifted up slightly to the skin just above the back of my knee. My chest began to rise and fall rapidly, the muscles in my legs tensing.

Cooper knew what he was doing, and it didn’t stop him. His fingertips were barely brushing along my skin, moving at such a languid pace, and there was a glint in his eyes.

“How’s the cut on my face, sweetheart?”

I pressed my lips together, swallowed, and confirmed, “It’s all patched up.”

“It feels better.”

“I’m glad. You don’t have blood pouring down your face any longer, either,” I shared, trying to ignore the tingling between my legs.

Cooper’s hands trailed slightly higher until he stopped moving them, stood, and placed his hands on my hips. His head was bent down in my direction, his face inches from mine, and he stepped forward, backing me up toward the sink. I kept moving backward until, at the last second, Cooper wrapped his arms around me, spun me around, and held me tight to him as his mouth descended upon mine.

The moment his lips touched mine, I moaned. It was too much. I’d been trying not to give in to him just yet, to wait until we got back to my place, before I allowed this to happen.

But how could I resist him now? I didn’t stand a chance.

Now that he’d crossed that line, I wasn’t sure I had the restraint and willpower to withstand his kisses and whatever else he might have wanted to give me, whatever else I might have begged him for.

And when one of his hands drifted down my back and slid toward my hip, bunching up the hem of my dress as his tongue drove into my mouth, I knew I was a goner.

My palms had been pressed firmly against his chest, but as our tongues tangled and dueled, my hands drifted up over his shoulders and into his hair.

That’s when it happened.

I let out a soft moan, and someone said, “Oh, shit. Sorry.”

Like a flash, I tore my mouth from Cooper’s, and he released the hold he had on my dress. We turned our attention to the door. Wyatt was standing there, a knowing look on his face.

“What’s up, Wyatt?” Cooper asked.

I could feel the tension coursing through his body, his agitated tone evident. Okay, so maybe he could be grouchy.

“They’re starting up another game out there, and I was sent to come and find you to see if you wanted to play. I thought you were seriously injured since you hadn’t come back out, but, well, I can see that’s not the case,” he teased, his lips twitching with amusement.

Cooper growled. I’d never heard anything like it in my life and had to press my lips together to stifle my laughter.

A moment later, I pulled myself together and said, “Go out and play.”

“You don’t mind?” he asked, his brows furrowing.

I shook my head. “No. In fact, I was hoping to roam around the property for a bit to look at all the flowers your grandmother planted. Do you think she’d go for the stroll with me?”

“Absolutely.”

A smile spread across my face. “So, go and have fun. Just try not to get injured again.”

Cooper grinned back at me. “I’ll do my best.”

He gave me a quick squeeze, released his hold on me, and turned to look back at the door.

Wyatt was still there, a look of disbelief written all over his features.

“Is everything okay?” I asked him.

Shaking his head, he answered, “I’ve never seen that before. Cooper just went from being ready to rip my head off to grinning like a goof. I think if we knew that all he needed was you, we might have sent him to your store years ago.”

“Oh, fuck off, Wyatt,” Cooper clipped as he placed his hand at the small of my back and urged me out of the bathroom ahead of him.

Wyatt burst out laughing as he ran off and shouted to anyone who would listen. “Coop’s coming. He was… tied up in the bathroom.”

Cooper’s growl returned, and all I could do was laugh. Once we were back outside and he was about to head off to the field to play again, I grabbed his wrist.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

I nodded and brought my hands to either side of his face before pressing a chaste kiss to his lips. “For luck.”

Cooper’s mood instantly improved. “I’m going to win this one for you, sweetheart.”

A moment later, he took off.

I spent the next few minutes watching him, and that’s when I made my official decision.

I was going to do it.

After the kisses I’d shared with Cooper on his birthday and all that I’d gotten since, there was no longer any question about it. Though, if I was honest, it wasn’t just about the kisses. It had been happening ever since I met him.

Of course, it was very slow for me at the start. Mostly, I’d found him to be an intimidating presence then. But once he showed me just how sweet he was, pretending I was the love of his life when Maria showed up and attempted to humiliate me, it had been easier to separate his alarming stature from his gentle nature.

And then he wore me down.

Cooper was patient but determined, even if he had used his desire to help me successfully prove to Simon and Maria that I’d moved on and was happy as his excuse to get to know me better.

Because the truth was that, although tricking them was the catalyst, Cooper’s motivation seemed to shift. It wasn’t long before he made it clear he liked what he learned about me and was eager for more.

If only I hadn’t been so slow on the uptake.

I thought I knew what I was seeing with him, but I was unsure if any of it had been the real deal or if he was just that good at pretending for the sake of saving a scorned woman from additional heartache.

The last few days gave me a clear picture of just where things stood. Not only had Cooper come right out with it and told me he wanted the chance for us to explore something more, but he also followed through. In the few short weeks since I’d met him, Cooper had treated me better than Simon ever had in two years.

And while I guess it was possible someone might have believed it was too early to be sure about Cooper, given the time we’d known one another, I’d argue that time had nothing to do with it. Not when that man was like Cooper. Not when he took the time to get to know me, merely to help me out of a crappy situation. Not when he made the effort. And especially not when he willingly shared his delightful family with me.

A man who wasn’t a good man wouldn’t have been surrounded by the people Cooper was surrounded by on his birthday and today.

Plus, I had been with Simon for two years, and he proved to be anything but wonderful in the end. Time, in my opinion, didn’t factor into the equation the same way I used to think it should.

On top of all of that, I didn’t want to be cynical. I mean, I’d always been slightly more introverted, willing to sit back and observe. And I thought I wanted to keep myself even more secluded after being betrayed by people I loved. But Cooper made me realize I didn’t deserve that.

I deserved to be happy, to find love.

Whether that would be a lifelong commitment, I didn’t know. But I knew if there was a chance to get something better than what I’d gotten so far in life, I needed to take it.

And I intended to do just that.

Tonight.

The day with Cooper’s family at the lake house had been wonderful so far. I wanted it to get even better with him when we were alone later.

So, I was going to tell him the truth about how I felt. I wanted him to know I, too, wanted to give us a shot. But I needed to give him everything, which meant I had to share my fears as well.

Fortunately, I felt safe enough with Cooper to believe I could do that, and he wouldn’t make me feel bad about it.

On that thought, I went in search of his grandmother to see if she’d take me on a tour of the lake house property. Wendy jumped at the opportunity, Evelyn deciding to come along with us as well.

And as I took in the sight of the gorgeous flowers that reminded me of my parents, I remembered that word—fate. I believed this was exactly where I was meant to be all along.
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“What made you think this was a good choice?” Skye asked.

I was beginning to believe there was no better sound in the world than that of Skye’s voice. It didn’t matter to me what she was talking about—I wouldn’t have cared if she told me the plot of every book she’d read over the last five years—as long as I could hear her voice, I would be happy.

Well, that and being able to have her to myself every now and then. I loved my family—adored them—but after spending nearly all morning and afternoon with them, I was glad I’d decided to bring Skye back to her place, so we could have some time alone together. Time that wouldn’t include one of my brothers walking in on us and disrupting anything we might wind up doing.

For now, I was content to simply sit and talk to her. Of course, Skye didn’t have a problem coming up with things to discuss. It was just that I wasn’t quite sure what she was referring to now.

“What?”

“For dessert. A few days ago, you said you were going to cover breakfast and dessert. Breakfast was one thing, but I got the feeling you were going to have your sister make something again for dessert. I wasn’t expecting this,” she explained.

I tipped my head to the side and assessed her. “Is this not a good choice? Would having Jules make something else have been better?”

She shook her head, looking slightly horrified. “No. No, I’m not saying that at all. I think this is great. I just hadn’t expected it. That’s all.”

Relief swept through me. “When I was in your kitchen having a cupcake with you that day, I noticed you had this firepit in your backyard,” I revealed. “And I thought s’mores were synonymous with summer, especially the 4th of July.”

Skye was sitting close, roasting a marshmallow over the fire I’d started for us, and she seemed perfectly content with what we were doing. “It was a great idea.”

“Yeah, but you better watch, or that marshmallow isn’t going to survive,” I noted, unable to contain my laughter.

She shrieked, yanking the marshmallow away from the fire. “Ah! That was close.”

I held the plate with the graham crackers and chocolate out to her. She placed her marshmallow on top of the chocolate already on a cracker, positioned the other half of the cracker on top, and squished the marshmallow beneath it.

That’s when she glanced over at the fire and noticed my marshmallow was ready. So, she took the plate and said, “I’ll hold it while you do yours.”

I did the same as she had done and assembled my s’more.

And the next thing I knew, we were sinking our teeth into the delicious desserts.

“Mmm,” she moaned the moment the flavors hit her tongue. After taking several more bites and seeming to love every second of it, Skye declared, “You were right. This dessert is perfect for today.”

This was it. This was just what I’d hoped for when I’d planned to do this tonight. Nobody appreciated certain things in life the way Skye did.

Her eyes met mine, and I hoped she could see from the look on my face that I not only agreed with her sentiment and was just as happy about having this treat, but also that I had these other thoughts about her lingering there.

I was so caught up in those thoughts as I watched her eating—frequently making the effort to lick the melted marshmallow off her thumb or lip—that I was caught off guard when she asked, “What does that look mean?”

As soon as she got that question out, she sank her teeth into another bite.

I swallowed what was in my mouth and continued to stare for a few more beats. My eyes remained locked on her as they roamed over her face, my features softening with each passing second.

Finally, I said, “I love the way you find such happiness in the simplest things.”

Her expression warmed as she returned, “I’m a simple girl.”

I shook my head slightly, my lips twitching. She was crazy if she expected me to believe that. “I don’t think I’ve heard anything so far from the truth in my life. Nothing about you is simple, sweetheart.”

“I feel like that’s meant to be a compliment,” she rasped.

“It is.” I lifted my hand toward her face, where my thumb stroked over her bottom lip. “You’ve got chocolate and marshmallow on your lip.”

Sure, I could have just told her about the mess on her face, but I couldn’t resist the urge to touch her.

And it seemed it had paid off tremendously to do that.

Because instead of pulling back and grabbing a napkin to clean it, Skye’s tongue darted out. It hit my thumb, and I lifted my gaze from her mouth to her eyes. Skye parted her lips.

I was stunned at her brazen move. I hadn’t expected Skye would ever do something like that. Sure, she might have had some playful banter at times, and she didn’t seem to have an aversion to kissing me. But this was another level, and I quickly realized I liked where this was heading.

I didn’t miss the opportunity and pushed my thumb forward to touch the tip of her tongue. Skye closed her lips around my thumb and used her tongue to lick off the chocolate and marshmallow mixture.

My stare grew intense. It was the only means available to communicate how much I liked what she was doing, because my voice seemed to have disappeared. Skye circled the tip of my thumb with her tongue several more times before offering a gentle suck.

Continuing to appear unaffected was going to be an impossibility. My pants were growing tight around the groin, and visions of this woman fulfilling every fantasy I’d had of her danced through my mind.

Unable to stop it, I released a low growl, and the sound resulted in an undeniable reaction in Skye. She squirmed enough in the seat for me to realize she had squeezed her legs together.

Fuck, she was just as turned on by what she was doing as I was. And it only seemed to embolden her further, because she sucked harder before she pulled back to free my thumb from her mouth.

“That was unexpected,” I said, my voice just a touch lower than usual, the result of still attempting to come to grips with what I’d just witnessed this sweet woman do.

“I’m sorry. Was it bad?”

I shot her a look of disbelief. Had she lost her mind? “I’m disappointed you stopped.”

Her lips twitched slightly, a proud look washing over her face. “I was teasing, Cooper. The way you looked at me and the sound you made let me know you enjoyed it. I just thought I should stop, so we could talk first.”

There was that playful banter I’d just been thinking about. As a smile spread across my face, I considered how much things had changed between us since the day I first walked into her bookstore, especially since we’d decided to pretend to be dating.

God, that decision to attend the charity benefit felt like it had been ages ago. It was impossible not to recall how Skye had indicated she wasn’t interested in getting into another relationship, and now I’d experienced all that I had with her today.

She wanted to talk. As much as I wished we could have continued what we were just doing, it would be better to know where things stood before we did things we couldn’t undo.

“Yeah, that’s probably not a bad idea,” I returned. “You mentioned that a few days ago, too.”

And ever since she’d mentioned it, I’d been thinking about it. I wanted to believe she’d taken the time to consider what I’d discussed with her when I brought her home from the charity event on Friday evening. Maybe I was finally going to get the answer I’d been hoping for—that she wanted to see where this could go between us.

I watched as she popped the last bite of her s’more into her mouth before she turned slightly on the cushion of her outdoor furniture and reached for her drink. After chewing and swallowing, she took a sip of her drink, and I took the opportunity to do the same with mine.

She shifted her body one more time and turned to face me. She was sitting right beside me, and I desperately wanted to rest my hand on her thigh. But without knowing exactly where this was going to go, I thought it would be best to exercise some restraint. I’d already made it clear to her what I wanted, but I didn’t have any verbal admission from her that she wanted the same. Recognizing how much her body reacted around me was different than having her verbal confirmation.

And that’s when I realized I was nervous. What if what she’d said to me weeks ago about not wanting to get involved in a relationship was where she still stood?

When she took a deep, settling breath, I feared the worst.

“A few days ago, you told me to take my time to consider there being something more than just the fake relationship between us,” she declared, her eyes pinned intensely on mine.

I gave her a nod, but felt compelled to clarify, “I think we’ve already moved past the fake relationship and into a mutual respect and friendship, Skye.”

Nodding, she said, “Fair enough. But the bottom line is that you don’t want us to remain just friends.”

“Correct. I would like for there to be the chance to explore something more.”

She licked her lips, my eyes powerless to avoid dropping to them. “If I’m completely honest with you, I started feeling the same way before we even went to that event.”

Hope surged in my chest, and I felt the surprise wash over me, my brows shooting up. “Are you serious?”

“I am,” she confirmed. “And there’s a part of me that believes I’m insane for feeling that way, but I can’t ignore it. Cooper, I’ve never met anyone like you.”

I lifted my arm and rested it on the back of the cushioned bench we were sitting on and allowed my fingertips to just barely graze the back of Skye’s opposite arm. I’d held myself back from touching her before she started speaking, but now that I had her admission, I could no longer resist. “I want to believe that’s a good thing.”

“It is. There are a lot of things I’ve learned that I like about you,” she shared.

This was getting better and better. One half of my mouth quirked up. “Like what?”

Her eyes roamed over my face, like she was searching for answers to unasked questions. I wondered what was going through her mind, but I refrained from questioning her. And eventually, she revealed, “Well, first of all, you’re unbelievably handsome.”

I chuckled, my fingers now curling around her shoulder.

“When you first stepped inside my store, I was both terrified and attracted to you,” Skye confessed. “There’s nothing quite like believing you’re about to be murdered by the most handsome man you’ve ever seen.”

“I thought you looked a bit terrified that day,” I said.

She shrugged. “Fortunately, you were a great-looking guy who was nice. And I love your voice. I love the way you can sound so confident when you speak with that buttery smoothness to your voice. I might regret admitting this, but I’ve replayed the sound of your voice over and over in my head for weeks now.”

Hearing her admit she’d recalled the sound of my voice did not help me keep myself focused on the discussion we were meant to be having. I envisioned where Skye might have been and what she might have been doing when she had those thoughts about me speaking to her. Most of them led me to naughty places.

“But you’re more than just the way you look and sound,” Skye began again, forcing my mind back to our conversation. “You’re so hardworking and generous. You’re competitive and playful. You listen when I talk, and you care about what I have to say. And with the exception of my parents and grandmother, you treat me better than anyone has ever treated me.”

She took another deep breath, her eyes still focused on mine. Recognizing she wasn’t quite finished saying all that she needed to say, I patiently waited, my fingers continuing to trace random patterns on her shoulder.

“I’d be a fool to meet a man like you and find a way to convince myself I needed to look the other way,” she remarked. “I don’t think it’s possible to walk away from you, Cooper.”

My fingers stopped tracing to squeeze her shoulder. This was exactly what I’d been hoping for. It was just what I wanted to hear. But for some reason, I couldn’t celebrate it the way I’d imagined. There had been something lingering in her tone from the start, which I’d initially assumed was nerves, but now I wasn’t so sure. For several long moments, I simply stared at her, wondering if she was going to give me all the hope she’d just given me, only to rip it away. Finally, I said, “Sweetheart, while I am happy about and humbled by everything you’ve just shared, I can’t help from feeling as though there’s something else lingering here for you.”

She dropped her gaze to her lap and declared, “There’s that, too. You have this uncanny ability to know when something isn’t right with or for me.”

Damn.

Those were the last words I’d wanted to hear. I closed my eyes momentarily, attempting to breathe through the panic I felt.

I could not lose this woman.

Although we were already sitting close to one another, I opened my eyes and shifted myself in her direction, the hold I had on her becoming far less casual. It was just one arm shy of being a full-fledged hug. “Tell me what’s on the other side of this for you, Skye,” I urged her. “Despite all of the good things you’ve just shared, it’s clear something else is eating at you.”

There was an uneasiness lingering in her gaze as she rasped, “I’m scared.”

“Of me?”

Shaking her head, she returned, “Not exactly. I don’t want you to think I’m comparing you to Simon, or that I think you’re anything like him. God, you couldn’t be any more different from him. But I’ve suffered a lot of loss in my life, Cooper. My whole family is gone, and the two people I’d held on to for a long time are no longer in my life. I know when it comes to them that it’s for the best, and I don’t regret cutting them out of my life.”

She paused a moment to rein in the emotions before she continued, “For the five months between learning the truth about their betrayal and meeting you, I told myself I was never going to put myself in the position to lose someone else. It’s been so hard. With the exception of my store, I was all alone. The loneliness just eats away at me, and I can’t sleep at night. I haven’t been able to do that for months. It’s horrible.”

My hold tightened on her, my other hand reaching for hers and giving her fingertips a gentle and reassuring squeeze. The idea that this sweet, gorgeous woman felt any fear about a relationship was heartbreaking. Obviously, it made sense and was justified, but I hated that she felt it.

And loneliness? Living the life I did, it was a concept I found difficult to grasp. Even still, I wanted to do anything I could to make sure she never felt an ounce of loneliness again.

Before I had the chance to come up with all the words I thought she needed to hear, Skye confessed, “I just… I really like you a lot, and I think I could be very happy with you. But I’d be lying if I said I’m not afraid. I just need you to understand how scary this feels for me.”

Between the sound of her voice and the way she was looking at me, it was safe to say I felt like Skye was pleading with me. I could only hope I had fully grasped what she was begging me to understand. And that was the moment I finally decided to speak.

“All of these things you’ve told me about your fears and worries are things I already knew, Skye,” I said. “Even if I hate knowing some of it, none of it surprises me. I recognize that you’ve suffered some heartache and betrayal and need time to learn to trust yourself and the decisions you make going forward. I’d expect nothing less. But there’s something you need to understand about me, sweetheart.”

“What’s that?”

I lifted my hand, cupped the side of her face, and stroked my thumb gently over her cheek. “I’m a man who makes his living fixing things. I’ve always been the kind of guy who does whatever it takes to repair whatever is broken. And I’m good at what I do. So, I need you to know that I intend to fix your broken heart. Because over these last couple of weeks, there are things I’ve learned about you that I like a whole lot, too.”

Her lips parted slightly, and I noted the rapid rise and fall of her chest before I continued, “Not only are you the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid my eyes on, but you’re unbelievably sweet, too. You make me want to be a better man, one who has more patience and understanding. And when I’m not with you, I’m always thinking about you. I find myself counting down the minutes until I get to see you again, because I start to miss things that you do that make me happy. Like how every time you do this little dance in your chair whenever you eat. Or the way your body shivers and reacts to my touch. And how you always try to be understanding and look on the bright side of every situation. Or the way your smile and laughter can take away any of the stress I feel.”

“Cooper,” she whispered.

My hand dropped to hers again, squeezing once more. “I know you’re scared, sweetheart. But I promise you don’t need to feel that way with me. I understand it could take time, but I give you my word; if you give us a chance, I’ll make sure you never regret it.”

For a long time, Skye didn’t respond. I had said all I could think to say to attempt to convince her she’d be safe to hand her heart over to me. It came down to whether she believed that was the case.

I could only hope that the last couple of weeks of getting to know one another, following through on the things I said I would, and introducing her to my family would be enough for Skye to know the kind of man I was, to realize she had nothing to worry about.

Waiting for her to say something, anything, was like torture. All I wanted was the chance. Even if I knew she might be hesitant to go all in—I wasn’t expecting declarations of love right away—the only thing I needed was the opportunity. Skye just needed to give us the chance, and I’d work my tail off to give her everything she was missing in her life, all that she deserved to have, and the proof that she hadn’t made a mistake to put her faith and trust in me.

The silence stretched on for so long, I feared the worst. But then Skye did something.

She brought her hands to either side of my face, allowed her eyes to search mine for just a moment longer, and leaned forward to touch her lips to mine. She’d barely gotten them there when I took over and deepened the kiss.
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Cooper Westwood was a powerful man.

Not just with the size and strength of his body or the pull he, along with his family, had in the town of Landing.

In fact, none of that compared to the power he had over me. But Cooper didn’t exploit that dominance in a harmful or vicious way. Cooper used his power for good things.

Very good things.

It took a matter of seconds of him kissing me for all the fears and worries I’d had to vanish. That’s how he wielded his power. He used it to comfort me with tender touches and reassure me with gentle whispers.

Then he used it to keep the rest of the world far away from my mind by distracting me. Nobody kissed like Cooper. The way his lips felt against mine and how his tongue explored my mouth eased my nerves and allowed the concerns to dissipate.

And I willingly accepted it.

After everything he did, after all that he’d said, how could I ignore how it all made me feel?

From the start, I was honest with Cooper about the direction my life was heading—so much of what had been holding me back from getting out and enjoying life had been the thoughts in my head about having a lifetime of heartbreak—but Cooper wasn’t discouraged.

If anything, he seemed even more willing to become a steady and constant presence in my life.

He never faltered. Not once.

Now, we’d both reap the reward of his persistence. Because even if there was the possibility this could all go wrong, even if there were no guarantees in life, Cooper had given me his word.

I trusted him.

I trusted he’d do his very best to honor those words and never once set out to hurt me or disappoint me.

It was like some of his confidence had rubbed off on me because, for some reason I couldn’t explain, I believed Cooper would rather cut off his own arm than see me cry.

And right now, he wasn’t doing a single thing that had me even thinking about shedding a tear.

His mouth was on mine, kissing me like I’d never been kissed before. When he drove one hand into my hair and wrapped his other arm around my waist to urge me onto his lap, I happily went. Cooper kept my head angled just as he wanted it as my thighs parted and my knees fell to either side of his waist.

Even though our bodies were pressed against one another, it still didn’t feel close enough. I wanted more. Needed it.

Cooper’s hand that had been wrapped around my waist dropped to my bare thigh, where his fingertips pressed in firmly before drifting up slightly.

My body shuddered at the sensation of his rough touch against my soft skin, and I let out a moan. I wanted more. More of his hands on my bare, sensitive skin.

Believing he wouldn’t deny me, I tore my mouth from his, pulled back slightly, and searched his face. There was nothing but burning hot desire there. He wanted me as badly as I wanted him.

“Please, Cooper,” I begged.

“Tell me what you want, sweetheart.”

My hands, which had been resting lightly on his shoulders, gripped the muscle tightly. “I want to feel your hands on my skin. I want you to touch my body.”

Even with the sun beginning to set, I couldn’t miss his reaction. His jaw clenched in a way that told me he was imagining, just as I was, how it would feel for him to put his hands on me.

Barely a moment later, he took the first step in honoring my request. Both of his hands went to the skin on my legs just above my knees.

With my eyes on his, my lips parted slightly.

His hands trailed up my thighs, doing it slowly, until they slipped beneath the hem of my dress. The higher his hands climbed, the deeper my nails dug into his shoulders.

He’d grown hard beneath me, and I was struggling not to roll my hips over him. But it seemed Cooper had other plans. His hands drifted toward my outer thighs until they made it to my hips. Once there, he squeezed them and groaned. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do just that.”

“Do what?” I asked, my voice a breathy whisper.

He grabbed handfuls of flesh at my hips again. “Hold these gorgeous fucking curves in my hands.”

By the time he got those words out, Cooper urged my hips forward and forced another moan to escape. When he did it again and my fingers clenched down hard on his shoulders, he groaned.

“Cooper, I want more,” I told him.

The corners of his mouth tipped up lazily, like he felt victorious. I didn’t mind. This was certainly a scenario where I wanted him to win.

Cooper’s left hand released my hip and moved toward my ass. After giving me a squeeze, he urged his fingers beneath the waistband of my underwear and slid his hand down over my ass again. “Your skin is so soft,” he said, his voice husky.

“I love the way your hands feel. I don’t want you to stop.”

Never being the kind of guy to disappoint me and refusing to deny me, Cooper didn’t stop. Keeping his left hand on my ass, he pulled his right hand out from underneath my dress. He lifted his hand up toward my chest and delicately trailed his fingertips over the top swells of my breasts.

Despite the warm, summer evening air and the heat building between us, that gentle caress of his fingers forced goosebumps to break out over my skin.

Cooper’s eyes shuttered, his face fell forward, and he kissed the exposed skin on my chest. His fingers curled around the top edge of the scoop neckline of my dress and followed it up to the strap over my right shoulder. Once there, he slid the strap for both the dress and my bra down my arm until it could go no farther.

Pulling his face back, his hand returned to the material covering my chest, pulled it down, and allowed my breast to spill out. The grip he had on my ass tightened, his fingers pressing in firmly, and his hips jerked up slightly.

And when Cooper’s right hand covered and squeezed my breast, I rolled my hips over him all on my own. I continued to do that when he moved his face close, peppered kisses there, and ultimately sucked my nipple into his mouth. His tongue swirled and teased, his teeth nibbling.

I was being built up so expertly that not even the sound of the crackling fire could overshadow the moans that escaped from the back of my throat.

“Cooper,” I breathed.

He released my breast, pulled his head back, and looked up at me. “You’re so beautiful.”

“More,” I begged, grinding myself down hard on him and seeking that friction I so desperately needed.

“Do you want to me to make you come?” he asked, his voice strained.

“Please,” I pleaded with him.

Without delay, Cooper’s hand slipped back beneath the skirt of my dress and trailed up my thigh. When he made it to the top of my leg, he kept his eyes pinned on mine and gently slid his thumb over the fabric of my underwear.

“Oh, God,” I moaned, my fingers gripping his shoulders tighter.

Cooper’s other hand released the hold it had on my ass, drifted toward the front of my body, and curled around the front edge of my panties to pull them to one side. He held them there while his right hand went back to work.

He started by applying pressure and circling my clit with his thumb.

I knew it.

I knew from the moment I met him that he’d be so unbelievably talented with his hands.

Needing more, wanting him to have better access, I let go of his shoulders and dropped one of my hands back behind me to rest on the top of his thigh. The other went to my exposed breast.

“Fuck, Skye,” Cooper growled. He pushed two fingers inside me and said, “You’re even better than I thought.”

As he pumped his fingers in and out of me, his thumb still working my clit, I toyed with my nipple and worked my hips.

I climbed higher and higher, my gaze focused on the man in front of me. There was a look of determination lingering there, but it was mixed with something else. Cooper seemed to be in awe of what was happening, what he was witnessing. And I wondered what was going through his mind.

But that question flitted through my mind so fast, the burning desire and intense ache building low in my belly making it impossible for anything else to exist. My body took over, seeking that pleasure and taking everything Cooper was so intent on delivering.

“Oh, Cooper, I’m so close,” I panted. “Please don’t stop.”

Unsurprisingly, Cooper kept at me. He gave me what I needed, doing it like he knew precisely what my body wanted and the best way to provide it.

And then it happened.

No matter that I knew it was coming, I couldn’t prepare myself for any part of it.

Like it was hitting with the strength and power Cooper possessed, my orgasm tore through my body. My back arched briefly, but ultimately rounded, my head falling forward, and my mouth seeking out Cooper’s. He kissed me through it, swallowing my moans as each wave crashed into me.

His fingers never stopped. Not until they’d worked me through it, slowing slightly until I’d reached the other side, when they eventually ceased their movements.

I tore my mouth from Cooper’s and draped my arms over his shoulders, my forehead pressed firmly against his neck. He pulled his fingers from my body, adjusted my underwear, wrapped one arm around me, and slowly stroked his palm against my bare thigh while I struggled to get my breathing under control.

“Are you okay?” Cooper asked, his voice hoarse.

I nodded against him. “Yeah. Yeah, I just needed a minute to return to Earth. Wow, that was incredible.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed yourself,” he laughed, pressing a kiss to my forehead.

I closed my eyes and smiled. I wasn’t quite sure that it was enough to say I enjoyed myself. It didn’t feel like it described what I’d just experienced accurately enough.

But instead of arguing that with Cooper, I thought it was worth giving him the praise he deserved. Still in the same position, I declared, “I had a feeling from the day I met you that you were going to be unbelievably talented with your hands. I’m happy to report, I wasn’t wrong.”

Cooper’s body vibrated beneath mine with his laughter. “Is that so?”

For the first time since I’d made it to the other side of my orgasm, I pulled my face from his neck and looked at him. Then I offered a lazy smile and confirmed, “Absolutely. I think I’m a very lucky woman.”

He grinned at me before lifting his hand to the side of my face, stroking my cheek with his thumb, and leaning forward to touch his mouth to mine. After he kissed me, he asked, “Can I take this to mean that you want to give us a chance to explore this between us?”

“Yes,” I murmured without hesitation.

Cooper’s arm tightened around my waist. “I promise you won’t regret it, sweetheart.”

I dropped my forehead against his, nodded slightly, and insisted, “I know. I trust you.”

And I did.

Sure, I’d come into this tonight feeling nervous and believing I needed to share the fears I felt with Cooper before we took the next steps. But the instant I shared those concerns, he didn’t back down. Cooper faced them. He accepted I had them, and he promised to fix my broken heart.

If I was honest with myself, I was relatively certain he’d already done that. At the very least, he’d taken a huge step toward making that happen.

“You seem to be lost in your thoughts right now, but I’m wondering if I can take a minute to correct something I said to you before,” Cooper said.

“What did you say?” I countered, pulling my head back to look at him.

He smiled at me, a look of pure adoration in his expression. “Do you remember when I took you out on that boat and we did those rapid-fire questions with one another?”

“I think it’s crazy for you to believe I could have forgotten that,” I teased.

Cooper chuckled. “Right. Well, I had originally said I preferred sunrises, but after what just happened, I think I need to amend my answer. I think sunsets are my new favorite.”

I bit my lip in an effort to stifle the smile. Lifting a brow, I offered a playful expression. “I told you there was nothing quite like a gorgeous sunset, especially when work doesn’t factor into the equation.”

“It was only gorgeous because of you,” he argued. “Do you know how badly I’ve wanted to touch and kiss you like I did tonight?”

“Is that all?” I asked.

His brows drew together. “What?”

I hesitated a moment, the tension building, before I said, “The way you kissed me and touched me just now. Is that all you wanted? Did you ever imagine doing anything else with me?”

Cooper’s gaze darkened. “I’ve thought about doing a lot more with you ever since I met you, plenty that didn’t involve having my fingers inside of you.”

I squirmed on his lap, feeling how hard he still was beneath me. “But something else was inside me, right?”

His fingers pressed in deeper. “Absolutely.”

For several long moments, I held Cooper’s gaze. And as I stared at him and thought about all that had happened ever since I’d met him, one thing became abundantly clear. I wanted to take that next step with Cooper. I wanted him to be able to live out the fantasies that had been playing over and over in his mind for weeks.

After everything he’d done for me, after the way he’d treated me, I had to admit I wanted him just as badly.

So, when I could no longer take it, I finally suggested, “Why don’t you take me inside and show me what you thought about doing?”

His body grew tense beneath mine. “Are you sure?”

I nodded. “Yes, Cooper. There’s nothing I want more than for the two of us to take off our clothes and give ourselves what I think we’ve both wanted for a long time.”

Cooper hesitated for all of a few seconds before he shifted a touch to deal with the fire while keeping me firmly in his hold. Then he stood with me in his arms and walked us back inside the house.

With each step he took, I felt better and better about my decision to take a chance on this man.
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For far too long, my life had been filled with so much uncertainty.

Experiencing one devastating scenario after another, it was no surprise I’d reached a point where it felt safer to remain as unattached from others as possible.

But Cooper came crashing into my life, refusing to be ignored, and quickly wore me down.

Now, I was here in my bedroom with him, and I couldn’t recall a time when I’d felt more confident about any decision I’d ever made in my life.

Maybe it was his persistence or protectiveness that brought me to this point. Perhaps it was his confidence and charm. It was possible it was a mix of all of that and then some. But no matter what it was that led me here, I didn’t have any doubt that I was precisely where I was supposed to be. I was meant to have this with him.

And so far, there wasn’t anything about it I didn’t like.

Much like I’d grown accustomed to with him, Cooper had carried me from where we’d been seated by the fire, into my house, and through it to my bedroom like he was doing it with a purpose. Like he was a man on a mission that required the utmost care and attention.

In a way, I guess that wasn’t wrong. If there was one thing I’d learned about Cooper, it was that he didn’t do anything half-heartedly. If he was going to do something, he was going to do it right.

We had only just entered my bedroom, and he was already proving that to be true.

Cooper came to a stop beside my bed, but he didn’t set me down. He held on to me—one arm around my waist, the other hand on my ass—and simply allowed his eyes to roam over every inch of my face. It was as though he was trying to memorize the look of each feature, like he wanted to commit this very moment to memory.

If that’s what he was doing, I couldn’t say I blamed him. This was one of those moments I never wanted to forget, either.

So, I gave Cooper the time to stare, to get whatever he needed from this quiet moment before we took the next step.

But after some time passed, I couldn’t continue to stare at his handsome face with my body being held tight against his and not want to act on it.

My arms had been draped over his shoulders, so I pulled them back a bit and allowed one of my hands to drift up into the dark hair at the back of his head. The other hand went to the side of his neck, where my thumb just barely stroked the underside of his jaw.

I closed the distance between our faces and gently brushed my lips against his. Cooper’s hold on me tightened, his fingertips pressing in firmly.

It was bordering on torture not to just go for it, but something about this moment made me think it was better to remain just a touch reserved. If nothing else, the tension was building slowly, and when the time came, I didn’t doubt the result would be spectacular.

I pressed a soft kiss to the corner of his mouth before running my tongue along the seam of his lips.

That did it.

Cooper lost the battle he seemed to have been waging with himself and took control of the kiss. The second our tongues touched, each fighting for just another taste, Cooper groaned.

It had been a matter of minutes since Cooper had made me come with his fingers, and simply kissing now while he held me in his arms was enough to build me up again. I didn’t know how it was possible for Cooper to not be losing his control, considering I was barely holding on.

He kissed me a long time, exploring every inch of my mouth, until he finally broke our connection. For a moment, he rested his forehead against mine as we both fought to control our breathing.

When he pulled his face back, Cooper’s eyes were roaming over me again in a way that indicated he was still struggling with something. For a man who I’d known to be nothing but confident, it worried me.

“What is it?” I asked him.

“What?”

I shook my head slightly and noted, “You seem unsure about this.”

“I’m not unsure,” he insisted.

The fingers I had in his hair scratched his head lightly, an instinct I had to offer him reassurance. Something was telling me he wasn’t being entirely honest. “Tell me what’s going on.”

Cooper held my gaze, something dark and intense swirling in his stare. “I want you, Skye. But I’m torn.”

My belly pitched, a knot twisting inside me. Despite it, I pushed forward. “Torn? About what?”

His hold on me grew firmer, which left me feeling only marginally relieved. “I’ve thought about this moment for so long, sweetheart. It wasn’t long after I met you that I found myself thinking about having you. And right now, I’m struggling. Because there’s a part of me that wants nothing more than to ravish your body, taking everything I can get while giving you the same in return.”

A shiver ran down my spine just imagining how Cooper intended to do that and how badly I wanted for it to happen.

He pressed a soft kiss to my lips before he shared, “There’s this other part of me that doesn’t want that. That part wants to take the time to savor you.”

The worry I’d been feeling vanished. In an instant, it evaporated, and a smile formed on my face. “Cooper, this is our first time. It’s not our only time. Whatever we don’t do now, we can do later.”

“I just want it to be perfect for you.”

I smiled at him, loving that even in this moment, when he had something he desperately wanted, he was still concerned with what was best for me. “Whatever you do will be perfect,” I told him. “That we’re even here is a testament to that. I’m already happier than I thought possible. No matter what happens, as long as I can feel your hands on my skin and touch your naked body as you move inside me, I’m going to love it. It’s not about how this happens for me. It’s that it’s happening with you that’s going to make it everything I want it to be.”

Until I said those words, I hadn’t realized it was precisely how I felt. I was going to love whatever Cooper and I had together tonight, regardless of how it happened, because I was falling for him. And I’d take him any way I could have him.

“You’re incredible, Skye. Do you know that?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion.

Cooper didn’t give me a chance to respond. He bent at his hips and lowered me to my back in the bed. The second my head hit the mattress, his mouth was on mine. Just like he always did, Cooper blew me away with his kiss.

His tongue dueled with mine in a slow, lazy battle. His exploration of my mouth was just as unhurried as the journey his hands were making across my body. What I loved most was feeling him close, having the weight of him heavy on top of me.

I wanted more. I wanted to feel his warm skin and solid muscle beneath my fingertips. And when I eventually tore my mouth from his, gasping for breath, I whispered, “Cooper, please.”

His eyes roamed over my face briefly before he brought his lips to my neck, where he nipped at my skin. Shivers broke out all over my body, as a moan tore up my throat.

The moment he heard that, Cooper growled and allowed his hands to drift down beneath the hem of my dress. With his mouth still working at the skin along the side of my throat and across my collarbone, his hands moved along my sides beneath my dress, pushing it higher and higher.

In the midst of all of the physical sensations I was experiencing, I couldn’t miss the way Cooper was making this happen. It was as though he was taking his time and giving his hands the opportunity to learn every curve of my body.

Everything about it was slow and lazy. It was purposeful. And even though I was desperate to have more of him as quickly as I could, I didn’t mind giving him the time he wanted to strip me out of my dress.

Eventually, it happened. Cooper pulled the soft cotton material over my head and tossed it aside. He took in the sight of me in just a bra and a pair of panties. His appreciation for what he saw was unmatched, unparalleled. And he made me feel sexy.

Lifting slightly, I reached for his shirt and bunched it up in my hands as I pushed it up his torso. Cooper decided to help and pulled it the rest of the way off, throwing it in the same direction as he’d gone with my dress.

I hadn’t been able to pay attention to where the clothing wound up, because at the sight of Cooper’s body, I lost my ability to do anything else but stare at him. I’d seen him half naked before on two separate occasions already, but for some reason, they didn’t compare to this. Seeing him like that now was like seeing him for the first time.

Maybe it was because I knew what was ahead for me, for us. It was impossible not to view his body differently now.

And when he brought his hands to the fly of his pants, my heart started racing. Whether he was too distracted by the sight of me—his eyes hadn’t stopped roaming—or he wanted to torture me just a bit, he took his time unbuttoning and unzipping. It felt like an eternity had passed before Cooper was standing in front of me in nothing but his underwear.

“Cooper, come here,” I begged.

One corner of his mouth quirked as he put a knee to the bed and climbed back in with me. The moment our bodies were touching again, I was in my glory. It was even better than I had anticipated.

“Do you know how beautiful you are?” he asked, his lips pressed lightly against mine.

Evidently, Cooper didn’t need an answer, because he captured my mouth with his and kissed me again.

We continued to take our time and began removing our undergarments one by one. And the appreciation for what we each got to see once we were both naked was on another level.

Cooper’s eyes were ablaze with desire, and I could feel the fire burning in my own. “I can’t wait any longer, Cooper.”

Ever interested in pleasing me, Cooper made quick work of getting a condom on. Within seconds, his body was back over mine, and he had positioned himself. Cooper kept his eyes on mine as he pushed forward. My lips had parted, my body needing a moment to adjust to his size.

“You feel incredible, sweetheart.”

“So do you. Can you move? I want more of you.”

Keeping his eyes on mine, Cooper pulled his hips back and thrust forward again. He repeated those same movements several times, his pace unhurried. He was in no rush.

Or, well, he hadn’t been in a rush.

But as my moans filled the air with every inch of his cock he gave me, Cooper eventually lost control.

Before I knew it, we’d gone from slow and soft movements mixed with breathy whispers and gentle touches to something else, to something undeniably primal. Cooper thrust forward with wild abandon.

One of my legs wrapped around his waist, the other around the back of his thigh. I moved my hips to match his thrusts.

What had been so sweet and tender had turned into something raw and animalistic. But I loved it.

I loved all of it.

Every single second with him was undeniably good. No, great.

It was sweat and fingernails and heavy breaths.

It was clawing and panting and groaning.

It was desperation and moaning and growling.

It was us—Cooper and Skye—and it was beautiful.

We built each other up, and the next thing I knew, we were both on the verge. “Fuck, Skye, you’re going to make me come.”

“Don’t stop, Cooper. Please don’t stop,” I begged.

He didn’t stop.

He didn’t even slow down.

Cooper kept at me, one deep, brutal thrust after another. It was unbelievable.

And seconds later, it happened.

My nails dug into the skin on his shoulders as I cried out through the pleasure. One pulsing wave after another crashed into me and all I could do was hold on and relish the way it felt and the sounds he made.

He worked us both through to the end, and only then did his body still on top of mine. Just moments ago, I thought I was holding on to him like I was because I was in the throes of an orgasm. But now that he’d stopped moving and the last waves of pleasure had left, I still didn’t want to let him go.

Cooper was the best man I’d ever met. He treated me better than I could have ever hoped for, better than I believed I’d ever experience.

And when it came to what we’d just had with each other, I was glad I hadn’t expected anything less than something spectacular with Cooper, because that was precisely what I’d gotten.

When I finally regained some control over my breathing, I said, “That was unbelievable. You’re magnificent”

“I could say the same about you. You made me come hard, sweetheart.”

A smile broke out on my face. “Speaking of hard, it seems like you managed to do a bit of both. You gave us the tenderness at the start, but you followed it up brilliantly with the desperate, rougher sex.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, I definitely agree on the rougher sex. I tried to contain myself, but you’re just too fucking sexy.”

I lifted my head off the pillow and touched my mouth to his. “You make me feel like the most beautiful woman in the world, Cooper.”

“That’s not exactly difficult when you look the way you do.”

I could feel the flush creeping over my skin and hid my face in his neck. Cooper twisted his neck and kissed the side of my head. Since his mouth was right here, I pulled my face back and gave him my mouth.

When I moaned against his lips, he groaned and tore his mouth from mine. “Why don’t we get ourselves cleaned up before we initiate another round?”

“That’s probably a good idea.”

Cooper held my gaze for a beat. Then he pulled out and rolled off of me, so we could both get ourselves cleaned up.

After the orgasms he’d just given me, my body would have been happy to roll over, curl up, and drift off. But my heart would have been devastated to not follow Cooper wherever he decided to go.
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I didn’t want to ruin the moment.

Cooper and I were back in my bed—he was on his back with one arm wrapped around my body, which was half on top of his. We were both naked, and everything felt perfect.

This whole day had been nothing short of spectacular.

I had something I wanted to ask Cooper, but I was worried that by doing so, I’d wreck this. And that was the last thing I wanted to happen.

But I should have known that Cooper was on to me before I even had a chance to consider how to approach the situation. “I thought you liked what I gave you tonight,” he said.

“I did,” I assured him, lifted my head from his chest to look at him.

“So, why, after having multiple orgasms, are you so tense?” he questioned me.

I pressed my lips together. This man’s ability to know when something wasn’t right with me was as comforting as it was eerie. It was nice to know he paid enough attention to me that he could recognize when I was in distress, but if I ever thought I’d be able to hide anything from him, there was no question I’d be unsuccessful.

“There’s something I wanted to ask you,” I murmured.

Cooper lifted his hand to the side of my face, where he stroked his thumb along my cheek. “And that’s making you nervous or worried?”

I pushed my cheek into his palm, loving the feel of his working hands on me. “Maybe a little bit.”

“Ask me whatever you want to ask me, sweetheart,” he urged me. “You have nothing to worry about, no matter what it is.”

I closed my eyes and inhaled a deep breath, opening them only after I’d released it. Following a beat of silence, I asked, “Would you stay with me tonight?”’

The only way to describe the look on Cooper’s face would be to say he seemed utterly dumbfounded by my question. “Why would asking me that question make you nervous?”

“I don’t know. I guess I don’t want you to think I’m suddenly going to start demanding all of your time or something like that,” I explained, my voice trembling. “I promise that’s not who I am.”

Cooper’s fingers shifted away from my face and sifted through my hair to the bare skin on my back. He flattened his palm to the middle of my back and asked, “Do you honestly believe I’d just fuck you and walk away like this meant nothing? Like you mean nothing?”

I swallowed hard at his admission. Granted, I didn’t necessarily believe I meant nothing to him. Cooper had made it clear he had an appreciation for me and that there was something special happening between us that went beyond physical attraction. But there was something about hearing him say those words aloud that left me with an indescribable feeling of reassurance.

Shaking my head, I answered quietly, “No, I guess not. I was just really hoping you could spend the night with me.”

He stroked his hand up and down my back. “Before you even mentioned it, I intended to do that.”

Relief swept through me, a small smile spreading across my face. I was slightly embarrassed, so I dropped my head down against his body again. Cooper didn’t hesitate to wrap his arms around me and shift his body, so we were both on our sides, facing one another.

“Can I talk to you about something?” he asked.

I pulled my head back from his chest, looked up at him, and countered, “About what?”

“When we were outside, you said something about not being able to sleep for months,” he began. “I’m curious what that’s about.”

Evidently, I’d gotten myself caught up in all that I was feeling when I was sharing my fears with him earlier. I forgot that I’d said anything to him about that, but if I’d been paying attention and was more careful about it, I didn’t think it was something I would have necessarily shared. Now, I had no choice but to discuss it.

“It started after I learned the truth about Simon and Maria,” I admitted. “The first week or so was very rough. I barely got any sleep at all. Then it got to a point where I’d manage to fall asleep, but at some point in the middle of the night, I’d wake up, and no matter how hard I tried or how tired I actually felt, I couldn’t fall back asleep. My mind wouldn’t shut down; I was constantly thinking about what they did to me and how much it hurt to know they could betray me like that.”

“And you’re still having trouble sleeping?” he pressed.

I nodded.

“Every night?”

“I can’t remember the last time I slept through the night,” I shared.

The silence stretched between us, and I grew concerned that Cooper might be rethinking his decision to spend the night with me.

Maybe I was being selfish. He worked a physically demanding job and needed to go to work tomorrow. But he was too nice of a guy to go back on his word, so he’d simply deal with it. Perhaps I needed to give him an out.

“You know, I really wasn’t thinking when I asked you to stay with me tonight,” I said, breaking the silence. “I understand you need to be refreshed for work, so if you’re regretting your decision to spend the night, you don’t have to feel that way. I should have considered that before I asked you.”

“What makes you think I don’t want to spend the night with you?” Cooper questioned me.

I licked my lips and allowed my eyes to dart all over as I returned, “Well, once I revealed that I haven’t slept through the night in so long, you didn’t say anything. So, I started thinking that maybe you were concerned about how you’d be able to function properly at work.”

Cooper captured my chin in his hand and tipped my head back, making it impossible for me to look anywhere but him. “I wasn’t thinking anything of the sort,” he insisted, his eyes boring into mine. “But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t thinking about something.”

After swallowing hard, I rasped, “What is it?”

There was a long pause before Cooper spoke, which was enough to make me feel slightly more anxious than I already did about the situation. To top it off, there was a tortured look on his face when he finally did respond. “He’s still on your mind.”

I blinked my eyes in surprise. “What?”

“Your ex,” Cooper clarified. “You still wake up thinking about what he did to you.”

Suddenly, it all made sense. Cooper thought Simon was still at the forefront of my mind. “No. No, that’s not true.”

“But—”

“I stopped waking up at night thinking about Simon, Maria, and what they did when I met you,” I shared, cutting him off.

“But you said you’re continuing to wake up at night,” he reminded me.

I offered a nod in return. “Yes. Because I’ve been waking up feeling so lonely and finding my thoughts immediately drift to you. For weeks now, you’re all I can think about.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes.”

There was a look of utter disbelief written all over him. But once my admission had a chance to sink in, that disbelief turned to determination. Cooper lifted his hand to the side of my head, pressed his fingers in firmly, and promised, “We’re going to make sure you start sleeping, Skye. If I need to be here every night to make that happen, I’m going to do that for you. I love knowing that you’ve been thinking about me. Honest to God, it makes me so happy to know you’ve been into me as long as I’ve been into you. But we need to fix this for you. I want you sleeping through the night. I’d prefer you dream about me instead.”

Tears filled my eyes.

The sheer determination Cooper had was enough to send me over the edge, but it was more than that. Maybe he didn’t mean it the way I took it, but when he said he wanted me to dream about him, something clicked.

Perhaps he’d been referring to nightly dreams involving him. My mind went bigger than that. Could I start dreaming about Cooper in a way that had nothing to do with sleep?

Unsure I wouldn’t make a fool of myself if I said that to him, I remained quiet and allowed the tear to fall to the pillow.

Cooper watched it go, and he gave me all of two or three seconds to see his features soften before he wrapped his arms around me again and kissed me. “Don’t cry, sweetheart.”

“You’ve made me so happy,” I rasped.

“And I’m going to keep doing it,” he assured me. “It’s been happening for a while now, and tonight, we made it official. You’re with me now. You are no longer alone. Do you hear me?”

I chewed on my lip to not burst into tears. It took me a moment to rein in my emotions, and I wasn’t entirely successful, but I managed to hold back the rivers of tears threatening to fall. Finally, I answered, “I hear you.”

Cooper kissed my forehead, allowing his lips to linger there for a while. “Good.”

The next thing I knew, with the front of our bodies pressed tight to one another, Cooper kissed me for a long time. I didn’t realize it would happen so soon afterward, but that kissing led to round two, which was much lazier than our first time, even if it was no less spectacular.

After we finished, cleaned ourselves up, and climbed back into the bed, Cooper turned out the light, draped his arm over my waist, and tucked my body close to his.

He spooned me, his hand curled up and holding my breast possessively. It was the best feeling in the world.

And for the first time in a long time, I fell asleep with a smile on my face, believing I’d just made the best decision of my life.
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When I fell asleep, I did it thinking I’d wind up awake at some point in the middle of the night. If Skye woke up, I wasn’t going to stay asleep. I intended to give her whatever she needed to make it possible to doze off again, whether that was with a reassuring conversation or something more physical that would lead to exhaustion.

But much to my surprise, I peeled my eyes open this morning and found Skye still sleeping and tucked tight to my body.

We’d shifted at some point throughout the night. And if what I was experiencing now was any indication of what to expect moving forward, it was clear I needed to prepare myself for Skye being a cuddler.

Technically, it felt understated to call her a cuddler. This was not cuddling. If it was possible for Skye to climb underneath my skin, I wasn’t sure she would have declined the opportunity. She seemed to like having as many points of contact as possible. I wasn’t the least bit upset about it, either.

Then again, I wasn’t quite sure what there would be for me to be upset about when Skye and I had finally taken the step we did last night. I hadn’t expected it—I knew she was coming around, and I was relieved to get the admission from her that she wanted us to explore something more than just friendship. Never did I think we were going to go where we had gone.

She’d been worth it, too. For a woman who’d been rather timid and reserved, she had far exceeded any expectations I could have had about what she’d be like in bed. She was hungry, greedy. She didn’t hesitate to beg.

I loved it. I loved that she had it in her to give me both sides of her personality, and I liked knowing that the wild side of her was reserved just for me. The last thing I wanted to do was take the time to think about her with her ex, but if he had been lucky enough to have Skye in his bed the way she was with me last night and could still bring himself to cheat on her, he was an even bigger fool that I had originally thought.

Fortunately, for both Skye and me, he was an idiot. And now she was mine, and I didn’t intend to screw things up with her ever.

I dropped my hand to her hip and allowed my fingertips to trace random, delicate patterns on her skin there. For weeks I’d been itching to touch her skin, to hold her hips and thighs and breasts in my hands. I’d done it repeatedly last night, and I still hadn’t gotten enough.

So, in between the random patterns I drew on her hips, I gripped a handful of the flesh there. When I released it, my hand drifted back toward her ass and traced delicately over the skin.

Skye moaned and scooted herself even closer to me than she already was. I kept at her, loving the feel of her warm body pressed close and the softness of her skin beneath my fingertips.

Though she kept her body close, Skye pulled her head back slightly and tipped her chin up to bring her eyes to mine. She smiled at me, and the look in her eyes caught me by surprise. They were shining brightly, no doubt an indication of how happy she was.

“Good morning, sweetheart.”

“Mmm. Good morning, Cooper.”

I loved the way my name sounded coming past her lips first thing in the morning. I should have expected nothing less. “It looks like you had an excellent night of sleep,” I pointed out.

“I’m just as shocked as you are.”

“I think I wore you out last night. All you needed was a couple of orgasms,” I reasoned.

Her body shivered. “I mean, I’m not going to say that wasn’t a contributing factor, but I don’t think that’s the reason I slept well.”

“What do you think it was, then? This was the first night you slept through the night in months, wasn’t it?”

“It was. But I think the bigger reason I was able to sleep all night is because you spent the night with me. It’s like my heart and mind finally realized I’m not lonely any longer.”

My arms tightened around her gorgeous body. “Sweetheart, I don’t know if it just clicked for you last night or what, but you haven’t been alone ever since I came into your life. I’ve been trying to make you see that for a while now.”

She nuzzled her face back against my chest. “I was afraid to trust you. I didn’t want to believe you were the real deal, only to wind up hurt again.”

Keeping one arm clamped around her body, I drove the other into her soft hair. “I know this might sound crazy, Skye, but I’m not going to do anything to screw this up with you, so I hope you’re finally feeling confident in the man I am.”

“I never expected you, but you are the best surprise of my entire life, Cooper.” Her fingers started to creep down between our bodies. “I think it would be nice if I could show you how happy you’ve made me.”

“I thought you had to work today.”

“I do. And I’m opening today, so I can’t be late. But are you suggesting I won’t be able to get you worked up and taken care of before I have to leave? Am I that unappealing?”

I laughed. “Not at all. I get hard just thinking about you sometimes. If you’re here with me, using your hands on me, there’s not a chance you won’t be able to accomplish what you’re attempting. The problem is, I’m not the kind of guy who can receive without giving, so we’re both going to have to make good use of our hands this morning.”

Skye kissed my chest, her hand moving lower until she curled her fingers around my cock. Then she said, “It sounds like you’ve got our morning all planned out.”

Without hesitating, she stroked me as my hand drifted down between her legs. And as it seemed was easy for both of us to do, we managed to give each other something that would make going to work and getting through the day a little more bearable.

Afterward, we’d gotten ourselves up and had some breakfast together. Since I needed to run home before I went to work, I couldn’t stay around as long as I would have liked. But I didn’t hesitate to solidify more time with Skye.

She was standing with me at her front door, her arms around me. “I hope you have a good day today.”

“I will. And I want you to do the same. Would it help you to have a good day if you knew I intended to come back tonight and bring dinner with me?”

Her eyes lit up. “Really?”

Nodding, I confirmed, “Yeah, really. I intend to come and spend every night I can with you, because not only do I love spending time with you, but I don’t want you to ever feel like you’re alone.”

Skye bit her lip, her features softening. “You’re a dream come true, Cooper.”

“The feeling is mutual, sweetheart.”

“I love your plan. I love the idea. But instead of you bringing dinner, can I cook for you?”

I hadn’t wanted Skye to have to do any extra work, but if she genuinely wanted to cook, I wasn’t going to stop her. “If that’s what you want to do, I’d love nothing more.”

She was practically bouncing on her toes. “It’s exactly what I want.”

I tightened my arms around her. “This is not going to be good for me. I don’t think I’m ever going to be able to deny you anything.”

Skye giggled. “Would it help if I promised not to take advantage of that?”

I grinned back at her and kissed her. Then we said goodbye, and I drove home to get myself ready for work.

And unsurprisingly, it wasn’t long before my workload took over and diminished my good mood slightly.

But I wasn’t worried. With the prospect of seeing Skye later, it was difficult to get too upset about anything.
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“Well, it looks like we picked a great one this month.”

My eyes slid through the circle of women sitting around me. They were all smiling and giving me a round of nods. One woman, Cindy, proudly announced, “It really was a wonderful story. I haven’t stopped thinking about it since I finished reading it a week ago.”

I mirrored the smiles and returned, “I don’t think you’re the only one who feels that way.”

“For as long as I’ve been a part of this group, this is the first time this has ever happened,” another woman, Brenda, chimed in. “I’m nervous it’ll never happen again, which would be so disappointing. This was the best book club meeting we’ve ever had.”

Murmurs and nods of agreement came from each of the ladies who was in attendance. Nobody could dispute that this had been our best book club meeting, not even me. I’d hosted them from the start, so I could safely say Brenda wasn’t wrong.

For the first time since I’d started the club, every member enjoyed the book we’d chosen for the past month’s read. That never happened. Generally, there would be a mix of readers who loved or liked it, which often made up the majority. We’d then have a handful who would just think it was okay. And nearly every book club pick had resulted in at least one—sometimes more—reader who hated the story.

Never, not once, had there been a book that every member of the club thoroughly enjoyed. But now that it had happened, it seemed we were all hoping it would happen next month.

“I can’t say I don’t understand, Brenda. Today’s discussion was so much fun. I love that everyone had the opportunity to be excited about the book. Days like today are precisely the reason I started this. There’s nothing better than a group of readers coming together to share their love of books with one another. And while what happened today was rare, I’m holding out hope we can do it again next month,” I declared.

“So, what’s next month’s book?” Teresa asked.

I grinned.

Then I reached into my bag, pulled out next month’s book club pick, and shared it with the group. To say everyone was excited would have been an understatement. I could only hope it was going to be a good choice.

With the meeting over and the next one set, I spent the next few minutes thanking everyone for joining the discussion and said goodbye. While the members filed out of the space and back through to the front of the store—many would often pick up the next month’s book before heading out—I gathered up my bag and books and moved them off to the side. I needed to work on getting my store rearranged and back in order.

But before I could get too involved in that, three smiling faces approached me, and my heart swelled. “What did you think?”

“I’ve never really been a big reader, so I wasn’t quite sure I’d enjoy this, but I thoroughly enjoyed myself,” Ivy answered.

“Same here,” Rhea added. “I’ve read the occasional book, but I think I was reading the wrong stuff, because I’ve never been so engrossed in a book before this one. I can’t wait to read more.”

“I love baking, but there was a part of me that wished I wasn’t dealing with needing to go through my pastry program for the last few weeks. I was taking every available second I had to read, even if I could only manage a handful of pages each night.”

The smile on my own face grew. I loved this.

After learning more about my book club when we were at the lake house for the 4th of July, Rhea, Ivy, and Jules had decided to take part in the month’s book club with me. I got them copies of the book, and after tonight’s meeting, it was clear they’d enjoyed it.

Not only was I proud to know they were eager about reading now, but I also liked that I was able to create a deeper connection with these women in Cooper’s family. It meant the world to me.

“I’m so glad the three of you enjoyed this. Do you think you’re going to participate next month?” I asked.

“Absolutely.” Ivy didn’t hesitate.

“We were actually thinking of browsing the store for a few minutes to grab a couple of books before we leave, if that’s okay,” Rhea declared.

I nodded furiously. “Of course. If you want more like we just finished reading, head over to the shelves along the wall on the left side of the store. If you want to try something different, the shelves are labeled by genre. I’m more than happy to help you select something, but if you need help finding something, you can also ask Joan. I’m just going to get this put back in order here.”

“Do you want some help?” Jules asked.

Shaking my head, I insisted, “No. No, I’ve got it. Go look for books, and I’ll catch up with you in a few minutes.”

“Are you sure? We don’t mind helping,” Ivy offered.

“I’m good. I promise. It won’t take me more than just a few minutes, and I’ve got it down to a science now,” I assured her.

With my determination to handle the cleanup on my own, Ivy, Rhea, and Jules took off to peruse the store for some books. I intended to join them as soon as I was finished with getting everything back in order.

When it came to my store, there was little I would ever want to change. I loved the location, the size, and the patrons. But I’d have been lying if I said I enjoyed how I always had to spend the time moving shelves, pulling out chairs, and rearranging things to accommodate the monthly meetings.

And while I knew I could have easily moved the meeting to a local library, coffeeshop, or even a bar, I just didn’t think there was any place better than a bookstore for it.

So, even if it wasn’t necessarily the fun part, I was willing to rearrange a small section of The Next Chapter to make it happen.

I’d gotten about halfway through moving the chairs out of the space when I heard, “Skye?”

My body instantly tensed.

I should have known. Things had been going so well over the last five weeks.

In every facet of my life, there had been an improvement.

The biggest change was obviously my newfound relationship with Cooper. I wasn’t sure there were enough words to describe just how much that alone had impacted me. Ever since he came into my life, particularly since we’d made things official between us, everything seemed to be going right.

Tonight’s book club meeting felt like a prime example. For the first time ever, we’d had a unanimous vote that the book we’d read was one everyone should read. Granted, that probably really didn’t have anything to do with Cooper and was likely just pure luck, but I was telling myself he was partly responsible.

He and I had been having a wonderful summer together. Though things had been very busy for him at work—the amusement park expansion and the plans for Jules’ bakery were keeping him with a full schedule—Cooper always made time for me.

It worked well for us. Because I still had time to myself to do my own thing. And I’d gotten more of that time to myself when I decided to hire a part-time employee to give us a bit more wiggle room in the schedule. So, I had more free time now, a good chunk of which I spent on my own and thoroughly enjoyed, but I would have been lying if I said that I didn’t prefer being with him more.

To top it all off, my sleep had improved drastically. I no longer woke up at night unless it was because Cooper was with me and looking for a taste.

And I was giving myself permission now to try to form deeper connections. So far, it seemed I was succeeding in doing that with Cooper’s sisters and Rhea. I would have tried with Ava, too, but she was off dancing on a tour for the next several months.

Part of me was worried about where things would lead and if I was making a mistake, but deep down, I knew I couldn’t continue to lead a solitary life. I had no choice but to try.

And it was working.

I was exceptionally happy.

Perhaps that was the reason why I had to have one area of my life that caused me some stress. Or, at the very least, it was mildly annoying.

Maria.

She had attempted to reach out to me by calling and texting a few times, and I’d ignored every attempt.

Apparently, that hadn’t made things clear enough, because after all the years that I’d been friends with her, I knew, without even turning around, that it was her voice that had just called my name.

“Skye?” she repeated.

My teeth clenched with fury, and I inhaled deeply in an attempt to calm myself down.

It didn’t work.

So, I figured I’d have no choice but to allow this to play out however it would.

Slowly, I spun around, my eyes ultimately landing on my former best friend and her pregnant belly.

Even if I was confident that I had moved on and was completely happy with my life right now, it didn’t stop the pang of hurt from lancing my heart again. The woman I thought was my best friend was standing in front of me, pregnant with my ex-boyfriend’s baby. That was a reality no woman should ever have to face. As angry as I was at him for the betrayal—and I was livid about it—I was devastated over the fact she could do to me what she’d done. It was unbelievably sad.

“What are you doing here?” I asked her, my voice indicating I was in no mood to deal with her.

Maria held my gaze for a few seconds before she whispered her plea. “We need to talk.”

“About what? I have nothing to say to you.”

Her shoulders fell as she tipped her head to the side. “Then let me talk. Just listen to what I have to say.”

I didn’t want to give her any of my time. She didn’t deserve it. But I realized there were still some people in my store, and I wasn’t keen on causing a scene. Maybe the sooner I let her say whatever she had to say, I could tell her to leave and never come back. “So, talk. But make it quick.”

She inhaled deeply. “I know what I did to you was wrong. I’m sorry. I can’t go back and change what happened. I understand why you don’t want anything to do with me now, but we’re all we have, Skye. For years, it was just the two of us. Before Simon was even in the picture, particularly after your grandmother died, we had each other. I don’t want to lose you over this. Do you know what it’s like to be going through one of the biggest milestones in your life and not have your best friend there to celebrate it with you?”

Having my jaw drop open while I stared at her with utter disbelief wouldn’t have been an unreasonable reaction. I didn’t do that. Instead, I fired back, “Are you listening to yourself, Maria? The reason your best friend isn’t in your life to celebrate your pregnancy with you is your own fault. You created this mess. Not me.”

Nodding furiously, she insisted, “I know. I’m well aware this is my fault. I accept full responsibility. I just⁠—”

“Accepting full responsibility would be understanding that there are consequences for your actions,” I clarified, cutting her off. “You seem to think there should be no penalty for what you did to me. I’m sorry, but I don’t trust you, and I don’t want anything to do with you.”

Disappointment washed over her. “How can you say that? After all these years? What if, what if we go to counseling?”

I jerked my head back as my brows pulled together. “Why should I go to counseling when you’re the one who doesn’t know the first thing about loyalty? I didn’t go behind your back and lie to you about anything. I didn’t betray you. I offered you an appropriate response to the way you treated me. It’s a shame you believe you don’t have to accept that.”

“I’m not suggesting there’s anything you did wrong, but I thought it would be a way for us to figure out how to fix this and get back a part of our friendship,” she explained.

My eyes narrowed. “Counseling only works when the people going are interested in fixing something. I don’t want to fix my relationship with someone who could so easily do what you did. That was the ultimate betrayal.”

It was becoming clear how the weight of the consequences she faced for her decision to hook up with Simon was impacting her. She looked like she was carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders. And maybe there was a teeny, tiny part of me that felt bad for the baby Maria was carrying that she was under that stress. But I didn’t feel bad for Maria. She obviously wasn’t thinking about me when she betrayed me with Simon.

“It doesn’t make any sense why you’re still holding a grudge,” she argued, even though the fight was no longer left in her voice. “You’ve moved on. You seem happy. If anything, you should be thanking me.”

She didn’t get it.

No matter what I said, I’d never get her to see it from my perspective.

“Maria, this isn’t about the fact that I’m so much better off now,” I started. “Yes, I’ve moved on. Yes, I’m deliriously happy with a man who treats me like I deserve to be treated. And yes, he’s shown me a life that I never even knew could possibly exist. Unfortunately, none of that negates the fact you did what you did to me, and that’s not what a friend does. I’m going to put all my energy, time, and affection into fostering the new relationship I have, one that’s made me the happiest I’ve ever been in my life. You need to let this go. You need to focus on your new relationship and your new life. You have a baby on the way. Put your energy into that, because you’re wasting your time here with me. I’m not sure I’ll ever forgive you for what you did, but even if I could manage that, I know I’ll never forget it. It’s in both of our best interests for you to walk away and accept that this is how things are now.”

She stared at me in silence for a long time, a single tear rolling down her cheek. If I hadn’t shed hundreds of tears months ago when I got that email from Simon, if I hadn’t had my heart broken by them, seeing what appeared to be genuine remorse might have led me to waver.

But I’d been put through the wringer. I had to accept what they’d done to me. And though I didn’t necessarily wish any ill will toward Maria, Simon, and especially not their baby, I didn’t want them in my life moving forward. Her tears weren’t going to make me change my mind.

“It seems like I’m fighting a losing battle, so I guess I’ll go,” she rasped. “For what it’s worth, Skye, I love you, and I’m truly sorry for what I did. But I never thought you’d cut me out of your life completely.”

It was a good thing she had already decided to walk away, because I wasn’t sure I would have been able to restrain myself. She should have stopped speaking after she apologized. She chose to make this about me, like it was my fault, like I’d randomly cut her out of my life for no reason.

My eyes followed her as she walked away, and when I could no longer see her, my gaze shifted to the side. Ivy, Jules, and Rhea were all standing there with concerned looks on their faces.

“Are you okay?” Jules asked.

I pressed my lips together and nodded. “Yeah.”

“Are you sure?” Ivy pressed.

Was I?

“I think so,” I murmured.

“You know what you need?” Rhea questioned me.

“What?”

“You need ice cream,” she declared. “I’ve found it works wonders in a situation like this.”

“Oh, I could so go for some ice cream,” Jules said.

“Me, too. What do you say, Skye? Want to join us?” Ivy asked.

It didn’t take me more than a second to decide. I grinned at them and replied, “Yeah.”

For the next few minutes, Ivy, Jules, and Rhea helped me finish getting my store back in order. After I took care of a few last-minute things at the store, we were out the door. Before I knew it, we’d arrived at The Sweet Landing, Rhea’s ice cream shop on her family’s farm.

And it seemed that no sooner had Rhea scooped out ice cream for all of us, thoughts of Maria had vanished. Because my phone rang, and Cooper’s name was on the display.

“Hello?”

“Hey, sweetheart. I’m not interrupting the book club meeting, am I?” Cooper returned.

“Not exactly.”

“What does that mean?”

A smile formed on my face. “The book club meeting is over, and I’ve already left the store. But I didn’t go home. I’m with your sisters and Rhea at The Sweet Landing, and we’re having ice cream.”

“I didn’t know you were planning on going there,” he said.

“I wasn’t. But there was a bit of a situation at my store, and Rhea thought some ice cream might help,” I explained.

Cooper didn’t hesitate. “What kind of situation? What happened? Are you okay?”

Laughter spilled out of me. “It would be difficult not to be okay, Cooper. I’m eating ice cream. But to answer your other question, Maria stopped in tonight. She was hoping to get me to go back to being her friend. She wanted me to be there to celebrate this pregnancy milestone in her life.”

There was an extended pause as Cooper took a moment to digest the information I’d just given him. Finally, he declared, “I’m on my way there.”

“What?”

“I’ll be there in a few minutes. Are you sure you’re alright?”

Warmth moved through me. “Yes, I am now. You don’t have to come here. I promise I’m fine.”

“Skye?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m coming there.”

He was a determined man. There wasn’t a chance I was going to have any success convincing him to do something other than what he’d already decided he was going to do. “Okay.”

“See you soon, sweetheart.”

“See you, Cooper.”

We disconnected the call, and I blurted, “Maybe I should have listened to Maria.”

“What?” Ivy asked, disbelief in her tone.

I nodded, confirming she hadn’t heard me incorrectly. “Maria told me she didn’t understand why I was still holding a grudge when it was clear I had already moved on and was happy. She suggested I should have been thanking her for what she did. Obviously, there’s no way I’d ever do that, but she isn’t technically wrong. I’ve got something so much better in my life now.”

All three women beamed at me, and it was Rhea who spoke. “My family is very tight-knit, and I thought I would have a hard time ever finding someone who came from a family with similar values. I haven’t been around the Westwoods much longer than you, Skye, but I can tell you that they are some of the best people I’ve ever met.”

“Aw, Rhea, that was sweet of you to say,” Jules declared.

“It’s the truth.”

“Based on what I know about my brothers, I suspect it’s probably wise for the both of you to get used to this family, because they aren’t going to let you go,” Ivy chimed in.

“And the rest of the family adores the both of you as well, so Wyatt and Cooper would be getting flak from all of us if they didn’t keep you two around forever,” Jules added.

Nothing made me happier than to hear that.

I could have questioned what Cooper’s sisters were saying, but the reality was that I didn’t think they were lying. The proof was sitting across from me. They didn’t hesitate to step up and be supportive of me after what just went down in my bookstore. It warmed my heart to know that after only knowing me for such a short time, they were willing to look out for me like this.

Before Rhea or I could respond to the comments Ivy and Jules had made, the door to the ice cream shop opened and forced our attention in that direction. My eyes landed on Cooper, who had his gaze pinned on me as he stalked in my direction without taking in anyone else in the store.

He came to a stop at the side of the table, bent at the waist, and drove one hand into my hair as he kissed me. Whether for the sake of his sisters and Rhea or because he merely wanted to confirm what he’d already asked on the phone, Cooper kept the kiss from getting too heated. It was good he’d done that, because I didn’t trust I could have held myself back from him otherwise.

Keeping his eyes only on me, he asked, “How are you doing?”

I smiled at him, feeling so much warmth and love move through me, and I promised, “I’m okay. In fact, I’m better than that.”

“I don’t understand what that woman doesn’t get about the situation,” he muttered. “Does she honestly believe it would be easy to forget what she did to you.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. But I don’t want you to be upset about it. I was when she showed up, but I’m quickly realizing it’s not necessary. I just need to let it go. I’ve got you, your sisters, Rhea, and the rest of your family. I’m the happiest I’ve ever been.”

He smiled, his features softening.

I held up my ice cream and said, “And I’ve got ice cream, so it doesn’t get much better than that.”

Laughter spilled out of him, and he kissed me again. Then, for the first time since he walked into the store, Cooper glanced around the table and greeted Rhea and his sisters.

“Can I get you an ice cream, Cooper?” Rhea asked him.

He shook his head. “No, thanks. I’m not going to stay. I just wanted to check on Skye. Now that I know she’s okay, I’ll let the four of you enjoy the rest of your girls’ night together.”

My heart couldn’t take it.

God, he was such a good man. For so long, I’d considered myself to be rather unlucky, but if all that I’d experienced led me to this moment, I couldn’t say I didn’t feel fortunate. Cooper was the best thing that had ever happened to me, and I had fallen hard for him when I never thought it would be possible to open my heart to someone again.

“We won’t keep her out too late,” Ivy told him, her tone teasing.

He offered a nod and a smirk in return. Then he focused his attention on me again. “Call me when you get home, okay?”

I dipped my chin. “Okay.”

After giving me one more kiss and saying goodbye to everyone, Cooper left.

And I spent the rest of the evening feeling nothing but gratitude for the new people who’d come into my life and wondering how to tell the man who’d made it all possible just how much he meant to me.
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“Doing anything fun tonight?”

For a guy who’d spent so much time walking out of work feeling the stress of lingering tasks weighing on his shoulders for so long, it should have come as a surprise that a smile had formed on my face at that question from my best friend.

But it didn’t.

Because from almost exactly the moment I met her, I knew the kind of woman Skye was. And now that she was in my life the way she was, I simply considered myself to be lucky to have her.

“I’m heading home to shower and grab some things before I head over to Skye’s place,” I told Marco. “This is her weekend off.”

“Nice.”

It was nice.

Skye had recently hired another girl to work at the store, which meant that she and the rest of her employees all now had the opportunity to have one weekend off per month. This weekend was Skye’s weekend, and I intended to take full advantage of it with her.

“What about you? Got any plans for the weekend?”

Marco laughed. “You mean, other than sitting at home wondering when I’m going to meet my Skye?”

My head snapped in his direction. “What?”

My best friend shrugged, the both of us continuing to walk through the parking lot. “I’m just saying, she’s got to be out there, right?”

“Of course, she is,” I insisted. “But I think it’s unlikely you’ll find her by sitting at home. You’re going to need to get out if you intend to run into her. I’m tied up this weekend, but I’m happy to help out next weekend, if you want.”

Marco clapped a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. After releasing it, he said, “I’m aware that sitting at home won’t help. Part of me was just saying that to tease you. I’m not sure if I’ve ever said it, but I’m glad for you, Coop. It’s clear how much you care for this girl, and she’s obviously been great for you. Evidently, there’s this other part of me that might be just a tad jealous.”

“You don’t have any reason to be jealous of me,” I assured him.

“I don’t mean that in a bad way. It’s simply that I see how much Skye has changed your life, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t ready for that myself. We aren’t getting any younger, are we?” he countered.

I shook my head. “Maybe not. But you’ve got plenty of time.”

“Yeah, but I’m ready. Perhaps I should just go around throwing wood through the front door of businesses, and maybe I’ll get lucky like you did,” he reasoned.

Unable to stop myself, I laughed. “I’m not sure I’d recommend that. But I really did get lucky, didn’t I?”

“Don’t you forget it,” he advised, as we made it to our vehicles.

“Never. Good luck this weekend, Marco.”

“Thanks, Coop. See you on Monday.”

Unwilling to waste another minute, I hopped in my truck and took off. I had never been the kind of guy who liked wasting time, and I recognized that only became more pronounced now that I was with Skye. These last few weeks had proven what I’d believed would be the case.

I was still just as focused and determined to complete the necessary tasks at work as I’d always been, and now, I found I was like that outside of work whenever I wasn’t around Skye.

The goal now was about doing whatever I needed to do as quickly and efficiently as I could, so I’d be able to go to Skye and enjoy the time I had with her. Only when I was with her did I find myself letting go of everything pressing in my life. It was shocking that I wanted to slow down whenever she was around, so I could soak up every bit of her I could get. Skye always made it worth it, too.

Marco had been right to tell me not to forget just how lucky I was to have found Skye. She’d changed my life in ways I’d never anticipated, in ways I hadn’t realized I even wanted. From the moment I met her, I’d enjoyed every second I had with her, but things got even better after Skye decided I was someone worth taking a chance on. These last several weeks with her had been the best of my life. She’d turned out to be everything I could have hoped for, and I was looking forward to having this uninterrupted weekend with her.

As quickly as I could manage it, I’d gotten myself home and showered before heading back out the door to grab dessert on the way to Skye’s place. We’d planned to stay in tonight, which was more than fine with me.

I had been in such a good mood thinking about everything I intended to do with her tonight that I was caught off guard completely when I pulled up outside her house and found her outside.

Though I wouldn’t have been upset to see her waiting there to greet me, that wasn’t what was happening at all.

Skye was outside, visibly upset, and her ex-boyfriend was standing there with her. It didn’t take a genius to know what this was about, and I was livid.

Leaving everything in my truck, I made my way in their direction. If I thought the walk there would have helped me calm my anger, I’d have been a fool. If anything, it only fueled my rage.

“I just really need you to reconsider what you’re doing to her,” Simon said to Skye.

I didn’t have to know what was said before I’d arrived. I’d already heard enough. This was stopping now, so I didn’t hesitate to jump in. “What the fuck is going on here?”

I could feel Skye lift her gaze to me, but my murderous eyes were on Simon, who spun around and seemed surprised to see me there. He didn’t respond.

Growing impatient, I seethed, “I asked you a question.”

“I’m here to talk to Skye,” he finally answered.

I turned my attention to her, noting the distress on her face. “Do you want him here?”

She shook her head. “I’ve asked him to leave several times already.”

Pinning my stare on Simon, I noted, “She’s already asked you to leave. What are you still doing here?”

“She and I need to talk,” he said.

“And I think Skye has made it clear to you that she’s not interested in whatever you have to say to her,” I countered.

His lips formed a thin line. He didn’t like where this was going. “Respectfully, this has nothing to do with you.”

My hands balled into fists. “You’re kidding yourself if you believe that’s the case.”

“It’s none of your business, man. Skye needs to rethink what she’s doing. Maria is her best friend, and the stress of their strained relationship isn’t good for the baby,” he argued.

The fact that this guy didn’t see any problem with coming to the home of the woman he cheated on to attempt to convince her to reconcile a friendship that he and Maria had destroyed all on their own was unbelievable. Then again, it shouldn’t have surprised me.

Skye was a gift. Everything about her was something to be cherished. And considering Simon trashed what he had with her, it was clear he wasn’t that smart.

“I’m sorry to hear that there could be any issues with the baby. I don’t wish that on an innocent kid, but it’s not Skye’s responsibility to make the woman who betrayed her feel better about anything. You took on that responsibility when you decided that woman was going to be the one who became more important to you.”

“Why the hell do you think I’m here now?” he questioned me. “I’m doing what I’ve got to do to fix this for Maria.”

“And I’m telling you that you need to find another way. Skye owes you nothing. She owes Maria nothing. Skye is mine now. And as the man in her life, it’s my responsibility to protect her. So, you’re going to leave. You’re not going to come back here ever again unless Skye invites you herself. And if I find out that you or Maria have taken steps to contact Skye against her wishes, whether here, on the phone, or at her store again, you won’t like the outcome,” I warned him.

Simon jerked back, a look of disgust washing over him. “Are you threatening me?”

“Threat, promise, take it however you want to take it. I don’t care. She’s going to go inside with me now, where we’ll start enjoying our weekend together, and you’re going to walk away and figure out on your own how to fix the mess you made. Skye is off-limits to you.”

His eyes left mine and shifted to Skye. If he thought he was going to intimidate her, he had another thing coming.

“Don’t look at her,” I ordered. “You lost the privilege of looking at her when you decided to look at another woman.”

“Who the hell do you think you are telling me what I can and can’t do?”

“I’m going to be your worst fucking nightmare if you don’t walk away right now,” I informed him, my tone bordering on lethal. When he made no effort to leave, I added, “Walk away, man. It’s done.”

Simon narrowed his eyes on me, then glanced at Skye one last time, and finally turned to walk away.

Once he was gone, I turned to look at Skye. “Are you okay?”

She was staring at me with a look I couldn’t quite read on her face. Her pretty lips were parted slightly, her gorgeous eyes rounded in shock. There was disbelief lingering there, but it was mixed with something else.

“Skye, are you⁠—”

“I love you.”

My body locked, my mind convinced I’d misheard her. “What?”

“I love you, Cooper Westwood. For weeks, you’ve been showing me what it’s like to have someone in my life who cares about me, treats me with respect, and is always looking out for me. And you just walked up and handled this problem for me like it was nothing. If it wasn’t already happening, watching you do that just now would have made me fallen completely head over heels in love with you. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

Something hit the center of my chest, and my throat tightened painfully. Skye loved me. There wasn’t a chance I could even think of speaking. So, I reached my hand out to her, curled my fingers around her wrist, and tugged her toward me. She flew forward, her body colliding with mine. And the second I wrapped my arms around her, I dropped my head to hers and kissed her. My tongue drove into her mouth, devouring and tasting, attempting to get everything I could while trying to give her everything I wanted her to have. I didn’t know if I was successful, but I hoped I communicated my feelings to her through my kiss.

Eventually, I tore my mouth from hers and pressed my forehead against hers, allowing the reality of the situation to settle somewhere inside me.

“It was hot,” Skye whispered.

“What?”

She hesitated a beat before she shared, “When I first met your family and they said you were moody, I didn’t believe you had the power to be like that to anyone. Not my sweet guy. No way. But I just saw that side of you for the first time, and you displayed it to defend and protect me the way you did. It was the sweetest thing anyone has ever done for me, without a doubt, but it was also a huge turn-on. In fact, I’ve got this overwhelming desire to take you inside and show you just how much I appreciate the way you look after me.”

“Fuck,” I groaned. “You know I love you, too, right?”

Skye smiled at me. “I had a feeling that might be the case.”

I touched my lips to hers once more.

“Come inside with me, Cooper. I want to express my gratitude.”

She wasn’t going to have to ask me twice. Without giving it a second thought, I turned her in my arms, urged her forward, and followed her into the house.

We barely got the front door closed when Skye turned around to face me. She reached for my shirt, pushed it up my body, and lifted it over my head. I pulled it the rest of the way off and tossed it aside as Skye’s hands worked at the fly of my jeans while her lips peppered kisses across my chest.

She pushed my jeans down just far enough, then freed my cock from the confines of my underwear. The second her soft fingers curled around me, I groaned, and my back fell against the front door.

Skye continued to press her lips against my skin, her tongue occasionally darting out for a taste. While her hand gripped me firmly and stroked, her mouth journeyed down my torso, no question remaining about the destination.

Just when I thought I wouldn’t be able to last any longer without having my dick somewhere inside her, Skye dropped to her knees, looked up at me, and parted her lips. A moment later, she wrapped her pretty mouth around me and swirled her tongue around before offering a suck with the power to bring me to my knees.

She heard my groan, grew excited—and motivated—by it, and didn’t hesitate to get to work.

Skye’s enthusiasm when it came to anything sexual between us had surprised me. Not only was she seemingly eager to please, but she didn’t have that same level of timidness in this area of our relationship that she had in other areas. I liked that she reserved this side of her for only me.

As Skye worked her mouth over my length—sucking, licking, and stroking—my fingers drove into her hair. It was an exercise in restraint not to thrust my hips forward and fuck her mouth.

She was brilliant. Everything from her undeniable enthusiasm to the utter perfection that was her mouth. It was a battle between wanting to let her continue what she was doing, knowing she’d bring me right to that edge, and feeling the overwhelming urge to take what I wanted from her mouth.

Ultimately, it was the look in her eyes and the moans that escaped from her when I looked down to watch that had me resisting the urge, so she could take me where she wanted me to go.

Almost.

After Skye repeatedly took me in her mouth so far that I could feel myself going down the back of her throat, moaning as she did it, I felt myself getting close to that point of no return.

And that wasn’t an option without me having had the opportunity to take care of her first. So, I gave her—and myself—another minute or so to enjoy what she was doing before something primal took over.

I pulled my hips back, reached down under her arms, and lifted her as I spun her around and urged her back against the door. I kissed her mouth—long, hard, and wet—before I whispered against her lips, “I love your mouth, Skye.”

“Mmm.” She hummed against my lips. “You didn’t let me finish.”

“I need to see to you first, sweetheart,” I explained, my hand drifting down and slipping beneath the waistband of her cotton shorts. Keeping my palm flat against her skin, I instructed, “Spread your legs.”

Skye instantly complied, giving me the unhindered access to her pussy. My fingers slid down between her legs, and I groaned as I kissed her mouth again.

“Cooper,” she breathed.

“You’re wet,” I said against her lips, my fingers moving slowly between her legs. “You really love sucking my cock, don’t you?”

“I love it.”

I smiled against her lips and pulled my hand out from beneath her clothes before I took half a step back and yanked her shorts and panties down her legs. Wasting not another second, I dropped to my knees in front of her, hooked one of her thighs over my shoulder, and turned my head slightly to kiss her inner thigh.

Her body trembled, her standing leg buckling. I wrapped one hand around the back of that leg to hold her upright, then I swirled my tongue around her clit. She shivered as she gasped. “Cooper.”

Fuck, I loved the way she said my name when we were like this together.

Knowing she was loving it, wanting to build her up more than she already was, I got to work. I ate ravenously, licking and sucking, giving her everything I had to give while taking all that I could.

Skye’s hands came down to rest on the top of my head, her fingers threading through my hair and holding on, like she was afraid I would pull away too soon.

Never.

I couldn’t seem to ever have enough of her.

And now that she’d confessed that she loved me, there wasn’t a chance I was going to start denying her a single thing. I was going to give this woman everything for as long as she’d allow me.

The more I went at her, the more Skye moved her hips. I flicked my tongue mercilessly over her clit, loving the sound of her panting and whimpering.

When I knew she was nearly there, I pulled my mouth away and stood.

“No,” she cried out.

My lips twitched, and I pushed my clothes down my legs and stepped out of them and my shoes while simultaneously whipping her shirt over her head. Then I wrapped one arm around her waist while the other went to her ass. I lifted her in my arms and said, “Guide me in, Skye.”

She reached down between us, curled her fingers around my cock, and positioned me. With my eyes on hers, I surged forward, pinning her body between the door and mine. Her head dropped back, and my mouth went to her neck.

I kissed and nipped at the skin there, pulling my hips back slightly before driving them forward again. Skye’s fingernails dug into my shoulders. That feeling mixed with the sounds of her moans, and the combination drove me wild.

There had been plenty of thoughts about how this would be with her once we’d shared those three little words with each other, and for some reason, I always thought there was going to be this slow and sweet exchange. I believed it would have been soft whispers and tender touches.

I should have known better than to assume anything when it came to Skye. I should have realized that hearing those words from her would have riled me up in a way I’d never been before. I should have expected I’d be unable to control myself and would feel this level of desperation for her.

“Cooper,” she moaned.

And then there was that.

How was I supposed to ignore what the sound of my name coming past her lips when I was buried inside her did to me?

“Love you, Skye.”

Her gaze darkened, her lips parting slightly before she whispered, “I love you, too.”

With one arm still clamped firmly around her waist, my other hand moved from her ass around to her hip and up the side of her body, landing at her tit. My thumb swept across her nipple, my mouth finding hers again as I continued to power into her.

It built and built, and the next thing I knew, Skye’s legs were tightening around my waist, her nails digging in deeper at my shoulders. Her breathing grew shallow, her moaning turning to whimpering.

She was on the verge, and I was right there with her. “Are you going to come for me, sweetheart?”

“Please, don’t stop,” she begged. “I’m so close.”

I went at her harder, driving my hips forward with wild abandon until it hit, and we were both riding the wave as our orgasms tore through us. My mouth kissed the skin along the side of her throat as I came down, my lips lingering on her rapid pulse there.

The moment I regained some of my wits about me, I pushed off from the door with Skye still in my arms and moved through the house and toward the couch. I lowered myself to my back, Skye on top of me, and only after we were settled there did she speak.

“That was nice,” she murmured.

I grinned at her. “Nice?”

She beamed at me. “Fantastic.”

Laughing, I returned, “Much better. Are you okay?”

“Why would I not be?” Skye countered.

My fingers traveled slowly up and down her back as I answered, “I’m referring to what happened outside before and immediately after I got here.”

She inhaled a deep breath, considered her response, and finally confirmed, “I’m more than okay. I mean, obviously, I was annoyed he showed up here after I thought I made it clear to Maria where I stood. I didn’t like that he wasn’t listening to me, but I don’t think I’ll have that to worry about any longer. On the plus side, the way you stepped in to handle the situation for me allowed me to see another part of you that I hadn’t seen before. And I liked that. Not so much that you had to do it, but that you did what you had to do to look out for me. I like that, Cooper. No, I love it. I love that I have someone like you in my life now.”

“And I love that you’ve allowed me to be part of your life.”

“I’d be a fool not to,” she said. “Nobody has ever loved me the way you do. This whole relationship, even if it’s only been a couple months, has been the best thing to ever happen to me. It actually makes me excited.”

My brows pulled together. “Excited?”

Skye gave me a nod. “I love this place we’re in with our relationship right now, and I’m looking forward to seeing where it goes. I wonder if it’s always going to be like this and how we’ll grow and change as a couple.”

She was thinking ahead.

Nothing could have made me happier. I liked knowing that Skye envisioned, in some way, a future for us. I was just as eager to see where our lives would take us.

We sat in silence for a while, both of us simply enjoying being in each other’s presence. Though I couldn’t say if it was the case for Skye, I was certainly taking that time to consider what that future would look like.

That’s when I glanced across the room, saw the pictures, and a thought popped into my head.

“How would they feel?” I asked.

Skye lifted her head from my chest and gazed at me curiously. “What?”

I jerked my head to the side and focused my attention on the pictures she had displayed there. “Your family. I was wondering how you think they’d feel about me, specifically me for you. Do you think they’d like me? Would they approve of me?”

Tears filled her eyes. The last thing I’d wanted to do was upset Skye. Over the last couple of months, I’d had moments when I thought about her family, and it had almost always been about them not being here, how I couldn’t believe Skye had suffered through so much strife and still grew to be the woman she was now. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind they were responsible for her being the woman I’d fallen in love with. But it was only now, as I was considering our future, when I wondered how they’d feel about me. Would they think I was worthy of her?

“They’d love you, Cooper.” Skye’s voice was just a touch over a whisper, her emotions getting the best of her.

I hugged her tightly, wanting to comfort her. “Really?”

She nodded. “Obviously, there are certain things I never had the opportunity to talk to my parents about since I was so young when they passed. But I remember what I saw.”

“What do you mean?”

Skye didn’t immediately respond. She looked away for a moment, a sweet smile spreading across her face as she was clearly recalling something. Finally, she shared, “I remember the way I felt whenever I was around my parents together. I was always happy, Cooper. Always. And I remember the way my dad looked after us—my mom and me. Even when he knew she could get them herself every day at work, he never failed to bring her flowers just because. Whenever he did that for her, he did it for me, too. And I remember being so disappointed when the flowers would eventually die. I think that’s why I’m so in love with the gardens at your parents’ house and your grandparents’ lake house. They remind me of my parents.”

Suddenly, I had the overwhelming desire to make sure Skye always had a fresh bouquet in her house. Or, beyond that, I wanted her to have her very own garden. “So, you’re saying your parents taught you what it feels like to be loved properly.”

“Exactly. And I think they’d think you’re doing an excellent job of loving me the way I deserve to be loved.”

It was a relief to hear that. I’d never be able to get their approval in person, but it helped to know that Skye believed her parents would have liked me for her. “What about your grandmother? You had so many more years with her. If she was still alive, what would she have said the day that piece of wood flew through the front door?”

Skye’s whole face lit up with her smile. “That first day, she would have undoubtedly believed it was the start of a very interesting story.”

I raised a curious brow. “Would her opinion have changed in the days that followed? And wouldn’t she have been upset about her store?”

Laughter filled the air. “Where do you think I get my ability to always try to look on the bright side? I learned that from her. She wouldn’t have been the least bit upset about what happened to the door.”

Skye’s eyes danced with delight, and I could easily tell she wasn’t finished. So, I waited, completely content to stare at her beautiful face.

“After some time passed, especially if things continued with you the way they have, there’s not a question in my mind that my grandmother would have thought you were the hero from every one of her favorite books. It wouldn’t matter if it was romance, mystery, fantasy, or something else. She would have adored you.”

Now, it was my turn to laugh, burying my face in Skye’s neck. I found it hysterical that Skye’s grandmother would have compared me to fictional heroes. Even still, I thought it was a massive compliment, so I was happy to have it.

When my laughter dissipated, I pulled back to look at Skye and tucked a lock of her soft hair behind her ear. She was still smiling brightly at me.

“I wish I could have met her,” I said softly. “All of them, if I’m honest.”

She nodded. “Me, too.”

Skye and I returned to the comfortable silence we’d been in before I brought up this conversation, and I was happy to sit in that for a while. Because I used the time to think about all the ways I intended to give Skye the life she deserved to have.

Eventually, even though I didn’t think there was anything wrong with considering what was ahead for us, I decided it was best to focus most of our effort on the present. So, I said, “I didn’t expect our weekend together was going to start the way it did, but I’m glad for how it led us to this. But now that it’s even later, I’m thinking it might be wise to get some food, because I’m starved.”

“Yeah, I like that plan. I’m a bit famished myself,” she returned.

“How about we go get ourselves cleaned up? Then I’ll run back out to my truck to grab the bag I packed for the weekend here with you, along with a special treat I brought for after dinner.”

Skye perked up. “Special treat?”

I nodded.

“What is it?”

Shrugging, I said, “You’ll have to wait and see. But I’ll just say that I know how much you enjoy food, so I’m doing what I’ve got to do to start this weekend off right.”

The corners of her mouth tipped up, her eyes dancing with such happiness. “Not that I’m not looking forward to whatever it is, but if you ask me, we already started this weekend off on the right foot.”

I couldn’t disagree with that sentiment. So, I laughed. “That’s fair.”

“Do I have to climb off of you now?” Skye asked.

I didn’t come out with words, but I did give her a response. Wrapping my arms tight around her, I got to my feet and carried her to the bathroom, so we could get ourselves cleaned up.

And after I got my clothes back on, I went out to my truck to get my things, so we could settle in for a long weekend with one another. And not once during the entire two and a half days I had with her did my mind ever drift back to the work that would be waiting for me on Monday morning.

If there was one thing my relationship with Skye had taught me, it was that the work would always be there, waiting for me. It was far more important for me to take the time away from work to build the life I wanted with a woman who made me want to give her the world.
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THREE MONTHS LATER

“You look stunning.”

I dropped my gaze to look down at my outfit. I wasn’t all dolled up in a fancy dress, but I wasn’t casual like I’d be when going to work, either.

I’d landed somewhere between those two looks, leaning slightly toward the fancier side.

Returning my attention to him, I smiled and asked, “Do you like it?”

Cooper stepped forward, slid an arm around my waist, and touched his mouth to mine. “I love it. Not as much as I love you, of course.”

Warmth hit the center of my chest and spread out through the rest of my body from there. “I love you, too.”

With his arm still firmly wrapped around me, Cooper asked, “Are you ready for some fun today?”

I nodded. “I’m eager to see what you have planned, but I’ve got to be honest. It really doesn’t matter to me what we do. I’m just excited to spend my day with you. We could have stayed here all day and celebrated with a piece of cake, and I would have been over the moon.”

“Cake? You mean, you wouldn’t have preferred some kind of dessert-style bread?”

Laughter escaped. “See what you’ve done to me? I can’t even remember all the things I would have normally requested for a day like today, because the only thing that matters to me is being with you.”

Cooper kissed me again. This one wasn’t just a simple peck. He’d taken it a bit deeper, unwilling to ignore how much it meant to him to hear how much I enjoyed spending my time with him.

Kissing Cooper was one of my favorite things in the world, so I didn’t mind at all. And considering today was my birthday, I thought it was only fair I got extras of those anyway.

When I thought back to the beginning of the year, there was a specific day I could remember with such explicit detail.

It was the beginning of March—the 5th, to be exact—and it had been about a month since I’d received that email from Simon that contained the confession of his infidelity. It was also Maria’s birthday. She’d been my best friend for so long, and we’d always spent our birthdays together.

That day, I spent more time than I cared to admit feeling sad. Because not only was I forced to think about how she was likely spending her birthday with my ex-boyfriend, but I realized just how alone I would be when November rolled around.

It would have been one thing for Simon to cheat on me. As betrayed and broken-hearted as I would have felt, at least I would have still had my best friend. We could have continued to be in each other’s lives and celebrated the times that were meant to be happy.

Unfortunately, since they had both been willing to hurt me like that, I spent Maria’s birthday coming to grips with just how lonely I was and would likely always be.

Now, I had Cooper.

He was the best thing that had ever happened to me. And ever since he’d had that last encounter with Simon months ago outside my place, I’d be fortunate not to see or hear from Simon or Maria again.

It was the biggest relief. It wasn’t that I still had any feelings for Simon, but I didn’t want the constant reminder of my foolishness to trust Simon or Maria, nor did I want their betrayal thrown in my face all the time.

I couldn’t have been more grateful to Cooper for finally putting an end to that nightmare of a situation for me.

But that wasn’t all Cooper had done for me. Today, he was giving me something else. He was making it so I never had to experience a lonely birthday. If anything, I had a feeling I was in for something extra special today—something beyond the gifts he’d given me this morning—but I didn’t have a clue what.

Earlier today, while we’d had breakfast, Cooper had given me two gifts. They had been so unexpected, but the gesture made me feel so loved.

I tore the first package open and found Cooper had placed some paperwork inside a box. Initially, I was rather confused by it, because the paperwork was covered in drawings. I had not a clue what I was looking at.

“What is this?” I asked.

One half of Cooper’s mouth quirked up. “I wish I could have done this ahead of time to surprise you, but I didn’t want to make assumptions about how you’d want it done. These are drawings of the loft I’d like to build in your store for you to host your book club meetings. You could have the space set up for the meetings all the time and not need to rearrange your store each month.”

My jaw fell open. “Are you serious?”

His chin jerked down slightly. “Yes. If you don’t like it and want to change something about the design, I can definitely do that for you.”

It was a miracle I hadn’t burst into tears on the spot. I quickly offered him a kiss and said, “Thank you.”

Then I kept it together long enough to look inside the gift bag he’d also given me. I pulled off the tissue paper, revealed the contents of the bag, and felt something squeeze in my chest.

I looked up at Cooper and asked, “Did you make this?”

He nodded.

Reaching inside the bag, I pulled out the metal vase that contained three handmade metal roses. I pulled out one of the roses to inspect Cooper’s flawless work and said, “These are beautiful.”

“There’s one for each of them,” he explained. “Your mom, dad, and grandmother. I remembered you telling me a few months ago how you hated when your flowers your dad would give you would die. Just as the memories you have with them live on your heart and mind always, now you’ll have flowers that can do the same. These flowers will never die, just like the love you have for your family.”

I didn’t stand a chance. This gift meant everything to me, and holding back the tears was no longer an option.

Cooper held me in his arms, hushing me and murmuring reassuring words. I was utterly overwhelmed by the love he had for me and the ways he continued to show me how we could have such different opinions on things like favorite colors or seasons, or even differences in our demeanor and the way we handled situations, but deep down where it really mattered, our values were very much the same.

Everything he’d done for me since the day I met him had involved him going that extra mile for me. I loved him so much for it.

And the day wasn’t done yet, even if I had not a clue where the day would take us.

The only information I’d gotten from him was that he’d made plans for my birthday, and he wanted me to make sure I gave myself the day off.

So, that’s exactly what I did.

Cooper spent the night last night and woke me up with his mouth between my legs this morning. Following a long lovemaking session, we cuddled and fell back asleep. And when we woke again a bit later, he cooked breakfast for us.

We had a slow and lazy morning with one another, and it was delightful.

But at some point, Cooper told me I had to get myself ready, because he was taking me out for the rest of the day, and it was starting with lunch.

Or perhaps the celebration was starting before lunch. Because Cooper was still kissing me, and I was just grateful he had his arm wrapped around my waist. I was dizzy with the scent of him around me and the taste of him on my tongue.

I was convinced we might have kept ourselves there all afternoon, completely content, if it hadn’t been for the fact that Cooper’s phone rang.

He groaned his frustration at having to tear his mouth from mine and reached his hand into his pocket to pull out his phone. “It’s my mom,” he said.

“Answer it,” I urged him.

“Hi, Mom.”

I had no choice but to watch and listen to Cooper as he wrapped his arm around my shoulders and held me close to his body.

After a brief pause, he said, “Can it wait until tomorrow? I was just getting ready to take Skye out for her birthday.”

Silence again while his mom responded.

“Yeah, we are going out to dinner tonight, but I had some things planned for this afternoon, too. We were just about to leave her place to grab some lunch,” he explained. “Have you called Liam? He should be able to fix it, and it shouldn’t take more than twenty minutes or so.”

There was another pause. From what I could gather, his parents needed something fixed, and since Cooper was the handy one of the bunch, they were calling him. But from what I knew, Liam was just as capable of handling most things that Cooper could.

“He’s sick? What’s wrong with him?”

Evidently, Liam wasn’t going to be able to help them out.

Cooper sighed, clearly frustrated. Whatever they needed done didn’t seem like a big deal.

“We can stop there on the way,” I whispered.

“Wait. Wait, Mom. Hang on a second,” he declared, turning his attention to me. “What did you say?”

“If your parents need help with fixing something and it’s only going to take twenty minutes, we can just stop over there before lunch,” I suggested.

“But it’s your birthday,” he reasoned.

I nodded. “I know. But I don’t mind stopping over there, so you can help them. Come on. The longer we stand here, the longer until we can start celebrating.”

“Are you sure you don’t mind?” he asked.

“Positive.”

He hesitated a beat before focusing on the phone call again. “Alright, Mom. We’ll stop there first. But if it takes longer than expected, I might need to come back tomorrow.” Another pause. “Alright. We’ll see you in a few minutes.”

Cooper disconnected the call, slid his phone back into his pocket, and turned sympathetic eyes in my direction. “I’m sorry. They’re having a problem with the kitchen sink. I could explain all the details to you now, but we’ll just delay getting our day together started. Are you all set to go?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

A minute later, Cooper and I were in his truck and on the way to his parents’ house. Though it would have been disappointing to have whatever plans Cooper came up with for my birthday ruined, it seemed we’d still be able to make it all happen and help his parents out of a bind. Plus, I hadn’t seen his mom and dad since they’d had a small celebration for Liam’s birthday at the end of October. They normally had such lavish celebrations, but Liam wasn’t up for it. So, he settled for a dinner with his family. And considering it hadn’t been anything extravagant by Westwood family standards, I still thought it was lovely.

Over the last couple of months, I’d grown closer with Cooper’s family, especially his mom and grandmother. And while I knew they would never replace the space in my heart reserved for my own family, I was eager to latch on to Cooper’s family.

They made me feel welcome all the time, and I no longer felt like an outsider. It was almost as though I’d become one of them. I was an only child, but the way Cooper’s siblings treated me, I felt like their sister. The boys occasionally joked around with me—mostly about how much Cooper’s mood had improved since I came into the picture—and the girls didn’t hesitate to bring me into the fold, too. Larry and Malcolm had also been extremely loving and kind toward me, too, treating me the way I knew my dad would have if he had still been alive.

As much as I adored all of them, it was the newfound relationship I had with Wendy and Evelyn that impacted me the most. The way they included me and looked after me reminded me of my grandmother and my mom. And when they’d both invited me to come help with their gardening as they prepared to head into the fall and winter months, my heart had all but exploded in my chest.

I’d been so devastated for so long about all that I’d lost, and in the months that I’d known Cooper, I’d gotten far more than I ever imagined possible. He gave me a family that I’d never want to let go of.

Before I knew it, we’d pulled into the driveway at his parents’ estate. Cooper came around to open my door, then held my hand as we walked to the front door. As I learned a while ago, none of the Westwood children ever knocked when they arrived at the house. If their parents were expecting them, the door was always unlocked.

Cooper opened the door and urged me inside ahead of him. After he closed the door, he guided me forward with his hand at the small of my back.

And that’s when it happened.

“Surprise!”

I came to an abrupt halt on the spot and took in the scene.

Cooper’s entire family was there. Even Liam was standing there with a smile on his face. Apparently, he wasn’t sick.

My wide eyes scanned the crowed, before they fell on Cooper. “What did you do?”

He grinned at me. “We’re celebrating your birthday.”

I was in shock. “You planned a surprise party for me?”

“Did you think there was any chance we wouldn’t make a big deal about your birthday?” he countered. “This family doesn’t ever miss the opportunity for a celebration, sweetheart. Just enjoy it.”

“Happy birthday, Skye.”

That came from Jules, who had been the first to approach. She opened her arms to me and hugged me tight. For the next several minutes, I was greeted by every member of Cooper’s family. Even his best friend, Marco, was there. Ava was still on tour, so sadly, she wasn’t in attendance. But even without Ava, it was still the best thing anyone had ever done for me.

When Cooper came into my life, I thought I was lucky to have met him. Meeting his family and becoming close with them as well was icing on the cake. There was no question just how fortunate I was. His family meant so much to me, and it meant the world they had gone to the trouble to plan a party for me.

After getting a round of hugs and birthday wishes, Evelyn said, “We’ve got all the food set up in the kitchen, so why don’t we head out there and get started? Then we’ll have time for fun and games before dessert.”

As everyone made their way toward the kitchen, I stopped and sought out Cooper. Wrapping both arms around his neck, I lifted on my toes and pressed a kiss to his mouth. “Do you know how much I love you?”

His lips twitched with his amusement. “I have a pretty good idea.”

“This means everything to me, Cooper. Thank you for planning this.”

“To be fair, it was my idea to throw the surprise party for you, but the heavy lifting was done by my mom, my gram, and my sisters. I think my Aunt Mina was involved, too. I told them what I wanted, and they took care of it all.”

I smiled against his lips. “I’ll be sure to give them extra thanks.”

Tipping his head to the side, a mischievous grin washed over his expression. “What about me? Do I get extra thanks?”

I giggled. “I think you already knew that was coming, even before I knew about the party. This has been such a special day, and it’s just barely started.”

He smiled at me. “Are you happy?”

“Very.”

“Good. Let’s catch up with everyone in the kitchen, so you can fully enjoy your party.”

With that, Cooper led me out into the kitchen. And the minute I walked in to see all that his family had done, my heart swelled in my chest.

I loved Cooper.

I adored his family.

And I was so grateful to feel like I’d found a place I belonged with people who truly loved and cared about me in return.

Cooper Westwood had changed my life. I was thankful every single day for the gust of wind that sent that piece of wood flying through the front door of my bookshop and the guy who believed it was fate that made it happen.
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Ready to continue the adventure in Landing with the Westwood family? The Westwoods series continues this fall with Wild Heart. Curious what it’s about? Turn the page.
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BOOK DESCRIPTION



There’s no place like home.

Especially not for Ava Carson. She’s traveled the world, and always comes back to Landing.

Maybe it’s the weather, the small town, or the people that make her feel that way. Or perhaps it’s just one person and his family.

Tate Westwood.  

Best friends with his sister, Tate’s family has become hers. That’s why she knows she’ll never be able to have him the way she wants. She’s nothing more than an annoying little sister to him.

But she promised herself if she could have him for just one night, she’d move on.

As the head of marketing and product development at the Westwood Company, nobody questions Tate’s driven mindset.

Burying himself in work isn’t just about being a workaholic. The truth is, he’s spent years ignoring Ava’s flirtation. He’d never stand in the way of her chasing her dreams.

But when Ava attempts to seduce him on the dance floor at his oldest brother’s wedding, tempting him with her gorgeous body and the promise of a single night, Tate is powerless to resist her.

But with just one taste, Tate knows there’s no turning back. The problem is going to be convincing her that she’s all he’s ever wanted.

Reserve your copy of Wild Heart here.


ALSO BY A.K. EVANS


The Everything Series

Everything I Need

Everything I Have

Everything I Want

Everything I Love

Everything I Give

Cunningham Security Series

Obsessed

Overcome

Desperate

Solitude

Burned

Unworthy

Surrender

Betrayed

Revived

Unwrapped

Hearts & Horsepower

Control the Burn

Behind the Wheel

Far Beyond Repair

How to Rebuild

Out of Alignment

Archer Tactical

Line of Fire

Collateral Damage

Silent Target

Rock Stars & Romance

Fragile

Wish

Closer

Underneath It All

Terrible Lie

Complication

Harper Security Ops

Broken

Tempted

Conceal

Haunted

Sacrifice

Crushed

Distracted

Ruined

Salvaged

Silenced

Mistaken

Intention

Unharmed

Caution

Sheltered

Escape

Coerced

The Westwoods

Naughty Heart

Stubborn Heart

Broken Heart

Wild Heart

Road Trip Romance

Tip the Scales

Play the Part

One Wrong Turn

Just a Fling

Meant to Be

Take the Plunge

Miss the Shot

In the Cards

Only in Dreams

Break the Ice

In Plain Sight

Twist of Fate

Lock and Key

Crave the Love

What Comes After

Chase the Storm

Burden to Bear


ABOUT THE AUTHOR



A.K. Evans is a contemporary romance author of over fifty published novels.  While she enjoys writing a good romantic suspense novel, Andrea’s favorite books to write have been her extreme sports romances.  That might have something to do with the fact that she, along with her husband and two sons, can’t get enough of extreme sports. 

Before becoming a writer, Andrea did a brief stint in the insurance and financial services industry and managed her husband’s performance automotive business.  That love of extreme sports?  She used to drive race cars!

When Andrea isn’t writing, she can be found homeschooling her two sons, doing yoga, snowboarding, reading, or traveling with her family.  She and her husband are currently taking road trips throughout the country to visit all 50 states with their boys. 

For new release updates, sign up here and follow me:

[image: Facebook icon] [image: Instagram icon] [image: Amazon icon] [image: Goodreads icon] [image: BookBub icon] [image: X (Twitter) icon]

OEBPS/image_rsrc3K2.jpg





cover.jpeg
A.K. EVANS

THESE S TWOUES





OEBPS/image_rsrc3K1.jpg
Broken

HEART

A.K. EVANS





OEBPS/image_rsrc3K4.jpg






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc3K3.jpg
ccccccc

ild
HEART

A.K. EVANS





OEBPS/image_rsrc3K7.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3K6.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3K5.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3K9.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3K8.jpg





