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A sexy travel blogger and a single mom can't evade love in this small-town romance.

Cooper Hayes has never stayed in one place for long. As a travel blogger, he’s always chasing the next adventure—even when he finds himself lingering a little too long in his hometown of Red Maple Falls. That is, until he meets an uptight woman with gorgeous eyes, a sharp tongue, and zero interest in his charm. For the first time, Cooper starts questioning whether the road is really calling him back.

Sarah Kramer doesn’t have time for distractions—especially not men. As a single mom, her son comes first, always. But Cooper Hayes is impossible to ignore. He’s confident, infuriating, and far too attractive for her peace of mind. One reckless date is all she allows herself… until the night takes an unexpected turn and reminds her exactly why she keeps her heart guarded.

In a small town where avoiding each other is impossible, the chemistry between them only grows stronger. As Cooper finds himself falling harder than he ever planned, Sarah must decide if she’s willing to risk her heart again. And Cooper must decide if love—and a ready-made family—are enough to make him finally stay.

Catching Cooper is a steamy single mom small-town romance filled with humor, heat, and heartfelt emotion, and is part of the beloved Red Maple Falls romance series.
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Chapter 1

 

Cooper Hayes was bored. The itch inside him to take off was craving its next adventure. It was like this invisible rope, relentlessly tugging and refusing to leave him alone. 

He had travelled to seventy-four countries over the past seven years, chronicling his experiences and becoming a popular travel blogger and social media sensation. But he had grown tired of the constant on-the-go and being away from his family, so he’d come back home to the small town of Red Maple Falls. 

But being home was a reminder of why he’d left. His days were monotonous, and while he loved kayaking with his oldest brother, Matt, and helping his other brother and best friend, Mason, get his brewery up and running, after almost nine months he couldn’t ignore the itch. Which was why he volunteered to man the cash register at his very pregnant sister-in-law’s bakery while she was home on doctor-ordered bedrest—he was desperate to occupy his mind. Even wrote a book after Mason suggested it, putting his travels and experiences onto paper. Even bigger, he managed to snag an agent within a couple months of querying. But now that he had finished the book and was waiting on editors at publishing houses to get back to his agent, he was growing restless again. 

The pull to find his next big venture was strong, but he couldn’t leave now. Not when his big brother was about to become a dad. He wanted to meet the little guy who would be arriving any day now. At least they all hoped so; Shay was going to snap, and they’d be dealing with his brother’s murder instead of the birth of Cooper’s nephew. 

Shay looked like she was smuggling a beach ball beneath her shirt and was growing impatient while Matt was losing his mind with worry. His constant freak-outs were driving his poor wife insane. While it was entertaining, it still wasn’t enough to scratch the itch, and that made Cooper feel guilty. 

Red Maple Falls, the town where he was born and raised and absolutely loved, wasn’t enough. His family wasn’t enough. No matter how many people he met or how many ruins he explored, he was always looking toward what was next. He was looking for the thing that made him feel complete.

The bell above the bakery door chimed, and Cooper pushed off the counter, plastering on his famous smile—the same smile that got him out of countless predicaments and scored him free room and board across the world. 

“How can I help you today?” he asked as two perfect onyx stones caught his own eyes. Her lip tilted slightly as she approached the counter, long black hair in waves bouncing on her shoulders. Cooper always had a high appreciation of the opposite sex, and this woman was no exception. 

She pointed a long finger at the display case. He noted the lack of nail polish which made him think either she couldn’t be bothered with the glitz and glam or she simply didn’t have the time. She also wasn’t wearing a ring, which, in his eyes, signified an invitation to flirt. 

“I’ll take a blueberry muffin,” she said without hesitation. 

“A woman who knows what she wants,” he said, and her eyebrow arched, but not in the way he’d hoped. She looked at him with disdain, like he was a joke and she was waiting for the punch-line. He was usually quick-witted, but he suddenly forgot how to form complete sentences. 

“You know... you want...” He mentally smacked himself for losing his cool. He’d seen millions of women around the world, bedded too many to remember, yet this woman with her sinfully dark eyes and silky long hair who barely gave him a second glance had him tongue-tied. He smiled at his idiocy, then took a deep breath and tried again. “Most people come in here and take an hour to decide. You knew exactly what you wanted without even glancing at any of the other pastries or cupcakes.” 

“I come here every Monday, and every Monday I get the blueberry muffin. To go, please.” 

“Coming right up.” He grabbed one of the light pink paper bags with the bakery logo—a cupcake with a hot pink and black striped baking cup and Sweet Dreams Bakery written in girly font above—and placed the muffin inside. He slid it across the counter to her, and she already had the exact amount due in her hand. 

“Why Monday?” he asked as he entered the information into the cash register as slowly as he could. 

“It’s my treat for getting through another week.” 

He took the money, pausing as their fingers touched. “Why not Friday, then?” 

“A week consists of seven days,” she said matter-of-factly. “Wouldn’t want to celebrate prematurely.” 

“Yes, but the weekend is for relaxing and having fun. You look like you could use a little fun.” 

He smiled, but she didn’t. He imagined his hand would turn to ice if he touched her face right now. 

“Some people don’t get days off.” 

“That’s no way to live.” 

“I don’t remember paying extra for your opinion.” There was venom in her tone, but that had never deterred Cooper before.

He held his hands up in mock surrender. “Sorry. What I was trying to say, and failing miserably at, is I’d love to take you out sometime. Show you there’s nothing wrong with a little fun.” 

He waited for the flutter of eyelashes, the slight blush filling her cheeks that all the girls got when he asked them out, but it never came. “No thanks.” 

Taken aback, he didn’t hide his shock. “Wow, you don’t beat around the bush.” 

Her gaze lifted to his, the two dark stones showing no sign of emotion. “Why would I do that?” 

“Because it can soften the blow.” 

“I prefer to rip the Band-aid off. No reason to drag it out.” 

“I can appreciate that approach.” 

Her eyebrow lifted in what he could only assume was doubt. “Can you?” 

No matter what he did, she wouldn’t even give him an inch. “I feel like we should start over.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I’m getting the feeling you don’t like me based on preconceived notions. If you look beyond my devilish good looks and charming personality, I’m not a bad guy.” 

“I think you’ve given me plenty to base my opinion on.”

“Ouch.” This woman was insufferable and somehow immune to his charm. He pulled out all the stops and not a single smile. To say he was intrigued would be the understatement of the century. 

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, her stoic expression softening. “I’m sorry. I’m being rude.”

“Hey, you said it.” 

“I can admit when I’m in the wrong. I just can’t have dinner with you. I’m sorry.” 

“Can’t or won’t?” 

“Maybe a little of both.” Her voice softened, and he could detect the faintest touch of sorrow.

“Because you don’t have time for fun?” 

“Something like that.” 

“Well, I’ll keep the invitation open. If you ever find the time, let me know.” 

“It’s unlikely.” 

“We need to work on your sugarcoating. Don’t say ‘unlikely.’ Say, ‘we’ll see.’” 

“Okay then. We’ll see.” She smiled, and the slight curve of her lips brightened up her entire face, transforming her into an entirely different person—someone who looked warm and friendly, who would jump on the chance for a good time. 

He handed her the receipt, figuring he’d stalled long enough. “I’m Cooper, by the way. Shay’s world-traveling brother-in-law.” 

“The one who showed up late to the wedding?” 

He laughed. “The one who wasn’t even going to make the wedding, but flew halfway across the world and made everyone cry by showing up.” 

“Do you always like to steal people’s thunder?” 

“You go straight for the jugular.” 

She shrugged. “How is Shay doing?” 

“Good, but I’m more concerned about my brother’s health. I think if he doesn’t lay off a little, she’s going to cause physical harm, and I can’t say I blame her.” 

“At least she has someone who cares that much about her. She’s lucky.” 

“I’m sure she’ll realize that one day. After she pops the kid out and her ankles don’t look like tree stumps anymore.” 

“Please don’t say that to her.” 

“Are you crazy? I like everything intact, thank you very much. Besides, one wrong word and she’s either seething or crying.”

“Pregnancy hormones are no joke.” 

“Apparently.” 

“When you do see her, tell her I asked about her.” 

“I could do that, but I would need to know your name.” 

“Sarah Kramer.” 

“Well, Sarah Kramer, it has been a pleasure. Although, I’m pretty sure you insulted me more than once.” 

“More than once,” she said, that rare smile showing up and spreading wider than before. 

“I really hope you find time in your busy schedule to let me take you to dinner. I can guarantee you won’t regret it.” 

“See, that’s where you’re wrong.” She didn’t elaborate, just took her bag with the blueberry muffin and walked out the door without as much a glance back in his direction. 

***

Cooper pulled up to Matt and Shay’s house and grabbed the pastry box filled with a variety of the current offerings at the bakery. As he was about to head to the front door, he spotted his brother out on the deck overlooking the lake, so Cooper detoured. 

“Hey,” he said as he walked up the steps, noticing the beer in his brother’s hand. His fingers were wrapped around the bottle tightly, his knuckles practically white. If he held on any tighter, the bottle would shatter into a million pieces just like Matt’s patience. The thought made Cooper laugh. 

“What are you laughing at?” Matt asked as he took a swig from the bottle. 

“Did Shay put you in time out?” 

Matt’s lip curled. “I just asked her if she needed anything, and she told me if I didn’t leave her alone, she would give me something to worry about.” 

Cooper stifled a laugh the best he could. “I’d listen to her if I was you.” 

“Why the hell do you think I’m out here?” Matt took another swig from his beer. At this rate, Mason would have to make a special delivery. 

“Why the hell are you here anyway?” 

Cooper held up the pastry box. “Your wife requested a few things. I’m guessing that sweet tooth has really kicked into overdrive.” 

Matt shook his head then took another sip of his beer as he settled back into his chair. “She doesn’t want to eat them; she wants to taste them.” 

“Not following.” 

“She can’t be at the bakery to control everything, so she’s bringing the bakery to her.” 

Realization dawned on Cooper, and he had to give Shay credit for her sneaky creativity. “So basically, I’m an accomplice to her spying on how Louise is doing.” 

“Exactly. Now let’s just hope the lime to sugar ratio in the key lime pie cupcake is right or I might have to handcuff her to the bed.” 

“Sounds kinky.” 

“Trust me, there is no kink going on in this house.” 

Cooper snorted. “Won’t let you touch her, huh?” 

“I’d rather not talk about it.” 

“That’s a yes.” 

“I tell her she’s beautiful, she tells me I’m a liar because ‘how could I find a whale attractive?’”

“She’s never seen a whale in person. Beautiful creatures.” 

“I don’t care about the fucking whales or if she feels like one. She could be the size of the whole damn state, and I wouldn’t care.” Matt ran a hand through his hair, the tension obvious in the straining veins of his arms. “She’s carrying my child, and while she looks in the mirror and sees the weight gain and the swelling, all I see is the beauty of it.” 

“Have you told her that?” 

“What’s the point? She won’t listen.”

 “Then make her.” 

Matt choked on a laugh. “Have you met my wife? Five-foot-nothing brunette who thrives on not listening to me?” 

“That’s because you’re usually barking orders. I wouldn’t listen to you either.”

“When have you ever listened to me?” 

Cooper spent much of his childhood defying his older brother and refusing to follow his example, preferring to do things his own way, but there were plenty of times when Matt’s past advice came in handy. Cooper might not have listened in the moments they were meant for, but the words had stuck with him and became beneficial at other times. 

“A lot actually,” Cooper admitted. 

The tension that Matt had been consumed with began to ease, his shoulders relaxing in the midday sun. His lip tilted in a half-smile. “You’re not just saying that to make me feel better?” 

Cooper patted Matt on the shoulder. “When you stop barking at people, you actually have some pretty decent advice. So, like you told me when my wallet and phone were stolen in Barcelona and I didn’t have access to my bank account for days, don’t let one bump ruin the whole journey. All this is”—Cooper motioned to Matt— “is a bump. Probably one of many, but once you get to the top, it’s smooth sailing on the way down. Give her space. Let her just be pregnant. She doesn’t need you telling her what to do. I’m sure she knows her body better than you anyway.” 

Matt cocked an insinuating eyebrow. 

“Bad choice of words,” Cooper said. “This whole advice thing isn’t really my forte. That’s Mason’s department. Just go with it.” 

“Funny, because I was just wondering when the hell you got so smart.” 

“I think somewhere between Barcelona and Istanbul.” 

Matt shook his head, but he couldn’t cover up the smile tugging generously at the edges of his mouth. “Still a smartass.” 

“In this family, it’s my only defense.” He held up the box of pastries. “I better get these to her. You going to be okay?” 

“I’ll be fine. Will you be here for a while?” 

“If you need me to be.” 

“I just want to go out on the lake for a little. Clear my head.” 

“Go.”

“I’m not going far. If anything happens, just yell for me.” 

“There you go… being crazy again.” 

“One day,” Matt said, his green eyes pinning Cooper in place, “you’re going to be in my shoes, and we’ll see who’s crazy.” 

“Nice thought, but we both know that’s never going to happen. Wife and kids are not my thing.” 

“We’ll see,” Matt said with a cocky smile before walking toward the edge of the lake where his canoe sat. 

Cooper didn’t even bother yelling after him that he was delusional. There was no point. Matt had already had ideas of Cooper’s future in his mind. Too bad his vision couldn’t be further from the truth. 

Cooper had no desire to get married, and the thought of kids made his lip curl in disgust. Not that he didn’t like kids, they were cool, but that was only because they weren’t his. If they cried, he could hand them right back to their parents and be done with them. If they got to be too much to handle, he could leave and go home. He wasn’t tied to them in any way, and that’s the life he preferred. Being free of responsibility and having the freedom to come and go as he pleased. 

He watched as Matt rowed out across the lake before going into the house to find Shay. She was in the bedroom, propped up on pillows, a stack of books on her nightstand, a tray of food to her left, and a floor fan pointed directly at her.  

Cooper knocked lightly on the door. “Special delivery,” he said, holding the box in the doorway before stepping into the room. 

“Oh, you’re here!” she exclaimed excitedly. “Come in, come in.” She motioned her hands toward the box, then waved them toward her. “Give me.” 

“You’re not going to bite my head off, are you?” 

“Of course not.” 

Cooper had been scared to come up here after talking to Matt, but now his suspicions were confirmed. Shay’s foul mood had nothing to do with hormones and everything to do with Matt being overbearing. 

“You kicked my brother out.” 

“Don’t even get me started.” The happy expression on her face dissolved into pure evil. 

Cooper gave her the box to try and snuff out the fuse he just lit. Her smile returned as she flipped the lid open and examined the pastries inside. “Not bad,” she said with a nod. “Now for the true test.” She picked up the key lime pie cupcake and took a bite. 

Cooper stood back and waited for a response, deciding it was best to keep the fact that he had already tried one today and it was delicious.

“A little too sweet. Could use a little more lime juice, but not bad,” she said as she moved onto the chocolate stout cupcake that she created using a batch of Mason’s beer. “Not sweet enough, but it’ll do.” 

Cooper held back a laugh as she took a bite of every single item in the box and had a minor complaint about each one of them. Shay taught Louise everything she knew, and all the recipes Louise was following were created by Shay. But Shay was just like Matt in that nobody could do something better than her. Two micro-managers who hated to ask for help and refused to let go of the reins, it was no wonder they were currently bumping heads. 

“Do they pass the test?” Cooper finally asked when Shay closed the lid. “Or do I have to fire Louise?”

“What? Of course not. Louise is the only thing keeping me in business right now.”

“Then why are you having me sneak pastries out of the bakery for you to taste test? And why are you critiquing them like you’re a judge on some baking reality show?” 

“I just…” 

Cooper crossed his arms over his chest and glanced down at Shay. 

“I mean… I… fine. I’m afraid she’s going to get better at baking than me, and when I go back people will be disappointed.”

“That’s impossible. You know that, right?” 

She shrugged. “I guess so.” 

“Sweet Dreams Bakery is what it is because of you. Nobody can replace you. It’s your bakery and your recipes. Stop obsessing over the things you can’t control and start focusing on this.” He motioned to her ever-growing stomach.

“You sound like your brother.” 

“Not my fault we come from the same DNA.” 

“So help me,” she said, resting her hands on her belly, but despite the disdain in her tone, a smile spread across her face. “If this little man is anything like his daddy, I’m in for some trouble.” 

While she seemed to be in a good mood, Cooper decided to ask her a question that had been on his mind all day. 

“You had a customer today. Sarah Kramer.” 

Shay’s gaze turned on him with purpose. “Stay away from her.” 

“What? Why?” 

“She’s not your type.” 

“How do you know?” 

“Just trust me on this one.” 

“Kind of hard to trust you when you won’t give me any information. She seems like a nice girl once you chip away at her hard exterior.” 

“She is.” 

“Then what is it? Do you not think I’m good enough for her? Because I’d have you know I’m a pretty decent guy.” 

“I know that. But you also don’t stay in one place for too long, and you’ve already been home for a lot longer than you planned. Don’t start something with her if you don’t plan on sticking around.” 

“I just wanted dinner and a chance to show her a good time. I didn’t say anything about some long-term commitment.” 

“Which is exactly why you need to drop it.” 

“Do people not go on dates anymore? I know I’ve been out of the country more than I’ve been in it, but I didn’t think that was an outdated concept—” 

“Cooper!” Shay’s outburst cut him off, and he looked at her with curiosity. She let out a deep breath, then met his eyes. “She has a kid.” 

Shay might as well have sucker-punched him in the gut. “A kid?” 

“Tommy, he just turned seven.”

“Seven?” 

“Told you she wasn’t your type,” Shay said, and though he agreed with her, he couldn’t help but be disappointed.


Chapter 2

 

Sarah was running late to pick up her son. She was never late, and it’s not like she had more orders to fill and process than usual, but somehow time managed to get away from her today. 

She blamed it on Cooper Hayes. He had completely thrown a monkey wrench into her daily routine by staring at her with those amazingly blue eyes and asking her one too many questions. And what exactly did he mean when he said she looked like she could use a little fun? She had fun. Maybe not jumping out of planes and zip-lining across a rainforest like she’d heard he had done, but fun nonetheless. 

Besides, what gave him the right to judge her? He didn’t know her. Had no idea who she was or what she’d done. So maybe her life wasn’t full of late nights and vodka shots, but she was a mom, dammit, and that was all the fun she needed. 

She turned into the school parking lot and spotted Tommy standing with his teacher and her good friend, Sophie Reynolds. Sophie looked the picture-perfect version of a first-grade teacher in her baby blue shirt tucked neatly into a pair of tan pants and accented with a gold skinny belt and gold flats. The repurposed vintage necklace Sarah had made her for teacher appreciation week popped against the baby blue button down and gave the outfit that extra something. 

 “I’m so sorry I’m late,” Sarah said as she pulled alongside them. She put the car in park and got out, joining them on the sidewalk. “I lost track of time.” Sarah went right to Tommy, getting down on her knee and taking his red lunch bag. “Sorry, buddy.” 

“It’s okay, Mom. Miss Sophie kept me company.” 

Sarah stood up and turned to her friend. “Thank you. I—” 

Sophie held her hand up. “It’s okay.” Her friendly smile spreading across her face. “It happens. Besides, I couldn’t have asked for better company,” she said to Tommy, who blushed instantly. Sophie turned back to Sarah. “Rough day?” 

“Strange is more like it.” Unlike Sarah, Sophie grew up in Red Maple Falls. She knew everyone and everything about them. She’d definitely know Cooper. Probably even went to school with him. She debated asking about him, but why? He was just a guy at the bakery who happened to ask her out. So why was it that she couldn’t get her mind off of him? 

Cooper Hayes preceded his reputation as the worldly, good-looking youngest Hayes brother. He was obscenely confident—bordering the line of arrogance and charming—and she wanted to slap herself for thinking he landed more on the charming end of the spectrum.

Cooper Hayes was everything she didn’t need in her life: unpredictable, audacious, self-assured… All problems on their own, but when combined together into a sexy hot package, it was downright lethal. 

No matter how tempting he was, she needed to stay away from him. Her life wasn’t about her wants. It was about Tommy and what Tommy needed. And the last thing Tommy needed was for her to bring someone into his life he would no doubt fall in love with, only for that person to move on with his life. She wouldn’t do that to her son. 

She made a vow the day she held him in her arms for the first time, red-faced and chunky cheeks, that she would always put him first. He was her reason for living, the reason she got up every day and pledged to make it better than the last. 

Even though there were nights when she was lonely, all she had to do was look at her son and remind herself of what was important. 

“Want to talk about it?” Sophie asked. 

She wasn’t going to ask Sophie about Cooper because she knew everything she needed to know already.

“It’s nothing, really.” 

“Okay, then.” Sophie wasn’t one to pry, and Sarah appreciated that more than anything. “I actually talked to my sister a little while ago and she said if I saw you to let you know she has some new pieces in.” 

Sophie’s sister, Ellie, owned Forgotten Treasures Antiques where Sarah got most of the jewelry she repurposed and sold on her online store. 

“Perfect. I’ll stop by there tomorrow afternoon.” 

 “Mom?” Tommy tugged on her blazer. “Mom?” He bounced up and down with that never-ending dose of energy he had. 

“What is it, Tommy?” 

He held up a flyer, his shaggy brown hair flopping in his eyes no matter how many times she combed it back into place; she tried again, brushing it aside with her fingers. His dark brown eyes, just like her own, stared up at her with lively excitement. His big smile spread wide from one side straight to the other. “Can I go? Please?” 

She took the flyer from his hand and read the bold letters. Bob’s Big Adventures. Beneath it, in smaller print, for beginners to experts. Come join me this summer and discover all that Red Maple Falls has to offer. Canoe/kayak lessons, rock climbing adventures, trail survival classes, and so much more. Call today to reserve your spot. Supervised weekly summer programs for children and teens also available. Spots are limited. 

She looked to Sophie to see if she knew anything about it, but Sophie only shrugged. 

“So can I, Mom? Please. I promise to be good. Joey is going and I really, really want to go.” 

“Why don’t we talk about this tonight?” 

“But Mom!” 

“No ‘but Moms.’ We’ll talk about it tonight. Now get in the car.” 

His shoulders slumped forward as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders and dragged his feet to the car in performance worthy exaggeration. 

Sarah laughed and shook her head as Tommy got into the passenger seat. “He is too much.” 

“He’s a good kid. You’re lucky.” 

“I am, aren’t I?” Somehow in the mystery that was life—her unexpected pregnancy at eighteen—turned out to be the best damn thing that ever happened to her. “I should get going. We still on for Wednesday?” 

Every Wednesday night while Tommy was at karate class, they met up for dinner at the Happy Apple, a local restaurant that was known not only for their amazing food and outrageous apple décor, but also for the boisterous redhead who owned the place with her big teddy bear of a husband. It was always a guaranteed entertaining time and gave Sarah an hour a week to be a twenty-six-year-old girl out with a friend for the night. 

She loved her son to death, couldn’t imagine life without him, but she looked forward to her Wednesday nights when she could unwind a little and not have to worry about homework and messes. 

“Of course. I wouldn’t want to miss out on my weekly apple cheddar turkey burger. I swear I dream about it.” 

“Sometimes I wonder what Terry actually puts in her food to make it so addicting.” 

“What we don’t know can’t hurt us.” 

“Good point. Better to remain a mystery.” 

“Mom, how much longer?” Tommy whined from the car. 

“Just a minute,” she said to Tommy, then turned back to Sophie. “Thanks again for staying with him. It won’t happen again.” 

“Sarah, it’s my job, and even if it wasn’t, I don’t mind.” 

“That’s because you’re the best.” 

“Someone has to be,” she said with a wink. “See you Wednesday,” she called over her shoulder as she turned on her gold flats and headed back toward the school. 

“Mom?” Tommy said as she slid into the driver seat. “So have you thought about it? Can I go?” 

“I thought I said we would discuss it tonight.” 

“But that’s so far away!”  

Sarah hated to say no to her son, but she had been looking forward to their summer together. There was so much she wanted to do and show him, but he was getting to that age when he wanted to do things on his own. He was seven, but he might as well have been sixteen. He no longer liked when she gave him a hug in front of his friends or walked him to the main doors of the school. She worried it was her fault that he was becoming fiercely independent. But she also knew that was a good thing, even if it did make her sad. 

God, what would she do when he was sixteen and driving? She didn’t want to think about it. Luckily, she still had time. Though, the past seven years had flown by so fast she gave herself whiplash just thinking about it. 

At home, she put the last of the dishes away and hung the dishtowel on the oven rail. Tommy ran into the room at record speed, coming to a skidding halt in front of her. 

“The sun is gone, so that means it’s tonight.” 

She laughed, always amused by the way he viewed things. “Yes, I suppose that’s what that means.” 

“Can I go to the camp? Pretty please, Mom. With whip cream and a cherry on top. Please. Please.” 

She held up her hand to stop the nine hundred more pleases she knew were coming. “Let me talk to Joey’s mom and get a little more information.” 

His big eyes widened, pure joy spreading across his adorable little face before he broke out into a happy dance. 

“I didn’t say yes,” she reminded him. 

“But you didn’t say no.” His lip quirked in that mischievous way of his before he spun on his heel. “I’m going to call Joey right now.” 

“Is your homework done?” she called after him. 

“I just have to read, but I can do that later.” 

“No, you can do that before you call Joey.” 

“But Mom!” For some reason, her son hated to read. He preferred to be outside playing in the mud or building small towns with his Legos. Getting him to sit still for twenty minutes every night to read a few pages of a book was borderline torture. She’d tried everything to make it more enjoyable for him. Even bringing him to the library to pick out his own books. He didn’t care about the characters who had adventures within the pages when he could be making his own adventures. 

“No buts,” she said, her hand landing on her hip and making her wonder when exactly she became her mother. 

Tommy let out a loud exaggerated breath. “Fine.” He stomped away as if he was being sent to his doom. She turned back to the sink, resting her hands on the cool surface and letting out her own breath, thankful the fight was only short-lived. 

Wednesday couldn’t get here fast enough. 

***

Sarah dropped Tommy off at karate and decided to walk to the Happy Apple, which was only around the block down Main Street. It was a gorgeous evening, despite the cold breeze that blew every now and again, reminding all of Red Maple Falls that it wasn’t uncommon to be hit with a snowstorm in the middle of spring. She just hoped she’d seen the last of the snow until next season. 

It was six o’clock on a Wednesday, and Main Street was already dead. Only a few cars were parked along the road. Sarah passed Sweet Dreams Bakery and couldn’t help a glance through the window. Louise, a sweet girl with a bubbly personality, was wiping down the counters, and there was no sign of Cooper Hayes—not that she wanted there to be. At least she didn’t think she did. 

Even if he was behind the counter, it’s not like she would’ve gone in to talk to him. She was acting like a school girl with a crush, and it was ridiculous. She was far from a school girl, and the last thing she needed was to involve herself with someone who was known not to stick around. 

As she approached the Happy Apple, she spotted Sophie heading in. She called out to her and gave a wave. 

“Hey,” Sophie said as she got closer. “Where’s your car?” 

“Over at the karate studio. Thought I’d walk.” 

“Burning off the calories before you eat them. Smart.” 

“That actually wasn’t even my intention, but let’s pretend it was.” 

“I won’t tell if you won’t,” Sophie said with a smile as she opened the door of the restaurant. The delicious smells of spices and herbs greeted them as they stepped inside. 

“I’ll be right there,” Terry, the owner, called out from the kitchen. She wiped her hands on a dish rag that hung from her apron as she walked on sky high black heels to meet them. Her red hair was puffed up high on her head—a sight that always made Sarah wonder how many cans of hairspray she went through in a week. Leopard print sleeves poked out from her apple decorated apron, and her huge smile was lined by bright red lipstick. “If it isn’t my two favorite girls.”

“I bet you say that to everyone,” Sarah said, giving Terry a hug. 

Terry didn’t skip a beat, giving a feisty tilt of her head. “Maybe. But you’re all my favorites for different reasons.” 

“I’ll take it,” Sophie said as she was engulfed in Terry’s embrace. 

“Your usual table?” Terry asked as she pulled back, and the girls nodded. They had been coming every Wednesday since the beginning of the school year after they’d met during a parent teacher conference and had hit it off. 

Sophie was the kind of teacher for Tommy that Sarah had dreamed of—smart, attentive, willing to go that extra mile, warm, and above all, friendly. 

So many people who lived in Red Maple Falls were born and raised, and Sarah found it hard to make friends. She felt like everybody was already settled with their lives and the people they surrounded themselves with, so when Sophie had asked her if she’d like to get dinner one night, Sarah had jumped on it. 

That one night turned into a weekly occurrence, and Sarah was grateful to Sophie for accepting an outsider into her life. 

It had been hard for Sarah when she left the comforts of her parent’s house and went out on her own with Tommy. Though it was freeing being away from the only place she’d ever known, it was also scary and lonely. While she wasn’t a fan of the people, she grew up with and most had dropped her when she became pregnant at eighteen, there was still a level of comfort with the familiar that she didn’t always have in Red Maple Falls. Until recently. 

They sat down at the table, and Terry went to hand them menus, then pulled them back. “I don’t know why I even bother.” She nodded toward them. “Apple cheddar turkey burger. One with sweet potato fries and the other regular fries.” 

“You got it,” Sarah said. “And also.”

“Glass of cabernet for you, Soph, and a water with lemon for you, Sarah, right?” 

“Right.” 

“Anything else?” 

“Nope, that’ll do,” Sarah said. “Thanks, Terry. If you can get away for a minute, join us.” 

“I might take you up on that offer. My bunions are killing me today.”

Sarah and Sophie laughed. There was no beating around the bush with Terry. If she had a thought, it came out with no censorship or sugar coating. At first, it had taken Sarah aback, but now she found it refreshing.

Terry gave them a wave; the repurposed bracelet made of vintage brooches and watches she had bought from Sarah clanked against her other bangles. 

Sarah loved seeing her pieces out in the world, especially worn by people whose opinions she valued. 

“So what’s new?” Sophie asked as she laced her fingers together and rested her hands on the table. 

Sarah went to answer when her eyes were drawn to the sexy-as-sin man who’d just walked through the door. Surrounded by apple décor, he stood out like the perfect male specimen that he was, that carefree air radiating from him in delicious waves. 

“What are you looking at?” Sophie asked, turning in her seat before Sarah could stop her. Sarah could feel the heat filling her cheeks as Sophie turned back to her. 

“Cooper Hayes?” Sophie said with a lifted eyebrow. “Care to explain?” 

“No,” Sarah said just as Cooper’s blue eyes spotted her from across the room. She knew she should look away, but their eyes were like two magnets, and no matter how hard she tried to resist the pull, she couldn’t. 

His lip curved up at the corner that was part cocky and part charming—a combination that was downright lethal. She swallowed down the strange desire that suddenly consumed her and found the strength to look away. 

“Ladies,” he said, his voice smooth as silk as he stepped up to their table. 

“Cooper,” Sophie said. “It’s been a long time.”

“It has. Tell me, how do you two know each other?”  

“I’m her son’s teacher.” 

Sarah’s eyes darted to Cooper. That day at the bakery, she managed not to mention her son once. Now it was out there in the open, and she knew with this knowledge he’d never look at her again. Being a mother was a responsibility, and rumor had it, Cooper Hayes ran from responsibilities. 

“I’m not interrupting a meeting or anything, am I?” Cooper asked, and Sarah was surprised he didn’t look like he was searching for an excuse to bolt. 

“Not at all. How have you been?” 

“Couldn’t be better. Surprised I haven’t seen you around. I’ve been home for nine months now.” He spoke to Sophie, but his eyes kept lingering on Sarah. She could feel the heat of his gaze penetrating her skin. 

“Decided to give up the gypsy lifestyle?” 

“It’s only temporary,” he said, and for some reason that response hit Sarah low in the gut, spreading disappointment through her. “I was hoping to take Sarah here out to dinner while I’m home, but she told me she doesn’t have time for fun. Yet here she is, out, having dinner.” 

“I have to eat,” she said, hoping with all that she had that Terry would pop out of the back and grab Cooper’s ear. 

Sophie’s eyes stayed on her, filled with curiosity and unspoken words that said don’t think we’re not talking about this later. 

“I guess it’s not about not having time and more about not having time for me,” Cooper said. 

“Something like that.” 

Cooper grabbed a chair from the empty table behind him, spun it around so the back was facing forward and straddled it. 

“Did we say you could join us?” Sarah asked. 

“If I would have asked, you would have said no.” 

“Ding, we have a winner.” 

Cooper turned his attention to Sophie. “Is she always like this?” 

Sarah gave her a look across the table. 

“Like what?” Sophie asked. 

“A little rude. Kind of uptight.” 

“I beg your pardon?” Sarah exclaimed, wanting to smack the smug look off his pretty face. 

“I’ve actually never seen her like this, so that begs the question… What did you do to her?” 

Cooper’s hands shot up. “Whoa. Don’t go gathering the town folk on me now. I didn’t do anything other than try to have a conversation with her. Apparently, like fun, it’s not something she’s too fond of.” 

“I am sitting right here,” Sarah said. 

Terry walked over with their drinks, and Sarah wished she ordered something stronger than lemon water. Sophie’s wine was looking damn good, and if she didn’t have to drive her son home in an hour, she would have grabbed it before Sophie had a chance. 

“Cooper, my boy!” Terry said with clear admiration as Cooper stood up and gave Terry a hug, lifting her off the ground and causing her to squeal. Terry swatted his chest as he put her down. “You’re so bad.” 

The jerk actually had the nerve to wink at Sarah. She rolled her eyes, but only to hide the sudden flush of heat that rushed through her body. 

Get it together, Sarah. It was a wink. I bet he winks at hundreds of girls every day. 

After the disaster that was Tommy’s father, she thought she was immune to men, especially ones with too much confidence and a charming smile, but Cooper was cracking her exterior and getting under her skin in a way no man had ever been able to before. 

“You here to pick up your parent’s order?” Terry asked him.  

“I am.” 

“Let me go grab that for you. Walt was just packing it up.” Terry walked away, and Cooper rested his hand on the back of the chair, spinning it around and putting it back where he took it from. 

“While it’s been a pleasure, ladies, I do have to get going.” 

“Shame,” Sarah said, but had no idea why she did. There was just something about him that made the polite, friendly girl disappear. Maybe it was because he was a temptation, and it was easier to keep him at arm’s length, and the only way to do that was to make herself unappealing. 

But when he looked at her with those bright baby blue eyes, a smile tugging generously at the edge of his mouth, she had a feeling her plan wasn’t working at all. If anything, it was doing the exact opposite. 

Cooper turned his amused gaze onto her. “I know how much you’re enjoying my company, so I’m sorry to cut it short, but the invitation still stands.” 

She swallowed down the rising desire that was screaming for her to stop doing everything she was supposed to and start doing what she wanted and looked him straight in the eyes. “Don’t hold your breath.” 

He smirked, those luscious lips parting. “For you, baby, I will.” 

His statement knocked the wind right out of her. Before she could say a single word, he walked away, grabbing his to-go order from Terry and heading out into the night. 

She sat there, momentarily paralyzed by his lingering presence, those words echoing in her mind. 

“Talk,” Sophie said, her voice penetrating the fog Cooper left her in. 

“There’s nothing to talk about.” 

A loud laugh burst from Sophie, and she smacked a hand over her mouth. “Liar.” 

“I went to the bakery on Monday, like I always do, and he was working behind the counter. He was smug and arrogant and flirtatious.” 

“And he got to you.” 

“No.” 

“Then why are your cheeks so red?” 

“It’s hot in here.” 

“Try again.” 

“Fine. He got to me. I mean, have you seen the guy? It should be illegal to be that attractive.” 

“I’ve known him my whole life, so I’m kind of immune to it, I guess.” 

“Then you know he is the last thing I need in my life.” 

Sophie took a sip of wine, but Sarah could see the thoughts on her face that she was keeping to herself. 

“What?” Sarah asked. 

She put her glass down, laced her fingers together and rested her hands on the table like earlier. “Cooper Hayes is a player. He’s not known for being with a girl for longer than a week. But he has a reputation of being a god in bed.” 

“Good to know,” Sarah said, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “And that’s exactly why I need to stay away from him.” 

“See, that’s where I disagree.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Sarah,” Sophie said, reaching across the table and resting her hand on hers. “Everything you do is for Tommy. The only reason we have dinner every Wednesday night is because Tommy is at karate.” 

“He’s my number one priority.” 

“I know that, and you’re a great mother because of that, but don’t you think it’s time to give yourself a little break? Tommy’s a good kid, and you having a social life isn’t going to change that. I’m sorry, but I agree with Cooper. You deserve a little fun.” 

“And what? You think Cooper Hayes is the answer?” 

Sophie picked up her wine and took a small sip, her eyebrows raised over the glass as she gave a subtle nod. 

“You said yourself he’s a player. He doesn’t do relationships.” 

“Which is exactly why he’s perfect. You need to dip your toes in the pool before you jump in. Why not do it with a man who is clearly taken by you? Not to mention has abs you could break wood on.”

“How do you know what his abs are like?” 

“People talk. Let’s just say that boy isn’t lacking in any area.” 

Sarah wasn’t surprised. He looked like he stepped out of a special edition of small-town GQ. He had everything going for him—charm, good looks, sense of humor, and for whatever reason, she was the current obstacle in his game. 

Maybe Sophie was right. Maybe it was time she let herself have a little fun. 

“I don’t want to make you feel like you have to do anything you don’t want to,” Sophie said. “But if you want fun, Cooper is your man. Just don’t let yourself fall in love with him, because there is no good that can come from that.”

“I wouldn’t.” 

“Good.” Sophie held up her glass. “So, what do you say? You going to dip your toes?” 

Sarah clinked her glass against Sophie’s. “Why the hell not?” 


Chapter 3

 

Cooper sat back in the rocking chair on the small front porch of his tiny home, looking out across his parents’ farm. The sun had finally melted the last of the winter snow, and pretty soon the hot days of summer would be upon them, which meant he would have been home for almost an entire year. 

It’s the longest he’d been back home since he was eighteen, and while he loved cross country skiing and snowmobiling, they had lost their appeal after the first month. At least now he could change it up with mountain biking or kayaking. Maybe even a little rock climbing and scuba diving in the lake. But he knew he’d get bored with that, too. It was all stuff he’d done and seen before. He needed something else, something that would keep his wandering mind occupied. 

He closed his eyes, letting the midday sun shine down on his face, and cleared his mind. When he was able to stop and appreciate the simplicity of life, he rather enjoyed himself. But it never lasted long. It was only a few minutes before the gears in his head would start churning and convincing him that he was wasting his time sitting around. 

“You alive over there?” His dad’s voice floated across the field. 

“I might be dying of boredom, but it hasn’t claimed me just yet.” 

Jonathon Hayes laughed. He was in his usual khaki shorts with work boots and white socks poking out the top. He wore a green t-shirt that had the name of the family farm written across his pecs. For a man in his sixties, he was in damn good shape due to all the heavy lifting that came with farm life. The summer still hadn’t arrived, but Jonathon Hayes was already sporting a tan. His dirty blond hair filled more and more with gray. 

It was a hard pill to swallow—accepting that you and the ones you loved were aging. Cooper had always lived his life in the now, never thinking about the future, always assuming that when he came home everything would be exactly the same. He was beginning to realize it wasn’t. 

During his last trip, his oldest brother reconnected with the girl he never got over and got engaged to get married—something Cooper thought would never happen. When he got the news, he knew he had to make it to the wedding. 

It was only supposed to be a quick trip, but once he got home, surrounded by the people he loved, celebrating new beginnings, something held him back. And when his brother, Mason, asked if he would help get his brewery up and running, he couldn’t say no. He had said no so many times over the years, missed out on so much, and even though the desire to leave was always on the edge of his mind, he ignored it so he could help. 

Now, with the brewery up and running, his tiny home built, book written, it was only a matter of time before he left this all behind. 

“What’s up?” he asked as his dad sat down on the steps that led to his red door. 

“I have a proposition for you.” 

Cooper pushed his aviators up on his head and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “I’m listening.” 

“You remember Bob Clemons from Big Bob’s Adventures?” 

“Of course. You sent me to summer camp there as a kid. Freaking loved it.” 

“Good, you do remember then. I was worried with all your travels you wouldn’t remember that summer.” 

“That was the summer that kick-started everything.” Cooper remembered going on walks through the woods, identifying different animal tracks, learning how to canoe and kayak without his older brothers trying to tip him over. He explored the local caves and fished in the local lakes. After that summer, he knew being stuck inside wasn’t for him. He needed to be out in the world, seeing everything that there was. Big Bob made a massive impact on him and who Cooper was today. 

He had always meant to stop over there just to talk to the man who had to be in his sixties now, but Cooper never had the time. 

“So, what’s the proposition?” he asked. 

“Bob’s sister is sick. He’s all she has, so he needs to head out to California to help take care of her. With him gone, he’s short-staffed. He needs someone to fill in for him. Take over one of his groups.” 

“What the hell. I’ll do it.” 

“Really?” 

“If I can help give some kid amazing memories like I have, then it’s a no-brainer.”

“I’ll let Bob know. Give him your cell number so he can call you directly and work out all the details.”

“Sounds good.” 

“I’d join you for a while, but I have to go help your grandmother hang a curtain.” 

“At least she’s not trying to stand on something to do it herself.” 

“I think she’s finally accepted there are some things she just can’t do anymore.” 

“Now if only Grandpa would hurry up. We could all sleep a little easier.” 

“You’re telling me. I’ll see you later.” Jonathon Hayes gave a wave as he headed down the dirt path that led to the main house. 

Cooper was about to head inside when his cell rang. He slipped it out and didn’t recognize the number but answered, anyway. 

“Hey, this is Cooper.” 

There was silence on the other end, and he was about to hang up when he heard her voice. 

“Hi Cooper, it’s Sarah.” 

He sat up straighter, a smile forming on his face. His boring night just got better. 

***

Cooper had no intention of going over to Sarah and Sophie’s table the other night. Sarah had a kid, and it had raised a red flag when Shay told him, but the minute his eyes settled on hers, he couldn’t resist. 

She was infuriating in the way she was immune to his charm. How she could turn him down without as much as blinking an eyelash. But the longer he sat there, their bodies mere inches away from each other, he could see the perfectly crafted wall of hers breaking down with each heavy inhale and the beautiful blush that filled her warm golden cheeks. 

At first, he thought maybe he imagined it; a girl like her wouldn’t have any cracks in her exterior, but then he got the phone call accepting his dinner invitation. 

For the second time, she’d rendered him speechless, and that was not an easy feat. He offered to pick her up, but she preferred to meet at his place. 

He texted her directions and sat on his front porch, waiting for her. She told him seven, and at a minute to, she pulled down the back road that led to his place. She parked and got out of the car, her long black hair hanging in long loose waves over a black top that cut into a low V and showed off an amazing set of tits. 

All the blood rushed from his head to his groin as she stepped around the door, revealing long bronzed legs. Her top was actually a dress that hugged her body like a custom-made glove. 

“This is where you live? It’s so tiny.” 

“I don’t need much,” he said, walking down the porch steps and greeting her with a kiss on the cheek. At first, he thought it might be too forward, but she actually moved into it, surrounding him in a spicy scent that made him sweat.  

“I’ve seen these on TV, but I’ve never seen one in real life. I’m always amazed at the unique storage ideas.”

“You want to come in and look?” 

She went to move, then stopped. “This isn’t some ploy to try and make a move on me, is it?” 

“Even if it was, you just ruined it. But it’s not. Promise.” 

“The jury’s still out on if I can trust you, so your promise is kind of a moot point, but I’m curious enough to let it slide.”

“As long as you’re curious enough,” he said with a laugh as he pressed a hand to her lower back and led her to the front door. They walked up the two steps to the small porch. 

She pointed to the rocking chair. “Do you sit there a lot?” 

“I do. I like being outside. Having a porch, as small as it may be, was a necessity for me.” 

“Sounds about right.” 

He opened the door, then turned around until her dark eyes were staring into his. There wasn’t much room, forcing them to stand close. He could feel her breath on his face, smell the mint from her toothpaste mixing with her spicy scent. “What is that supposed to mean?” he asked.

She visibly swallowed. “You don’t seem like the type who likes to be stuck inside for too long.” 

He reached up, needing to feel her against his skin. Unable to resist any longer, he tucked her hair behind her ear, his finger grazing the curve of her lobe, causing her to shiver. 

 “That’s because I don’t.” He stood there, getting lost into the inky black pools she called eyes. The desire to kiss her, feel her lips pressed against his, feel her hands wrap around him in desperation was strong. 

“Are you going to let me in?” she asked, her voice low and husky, causing his dick to throb. 

He cleared his throat, bringing himself back to reality and moving aside. “Of course. After you.” 

She stepped around him, and he didn’t follow right away, taking a second to get his head back on straight. He had been with many women, but the desire that she elicited in him was like nothing he had ever known. Resisting his urges was becoming nearly impossible, and he only hoped that when the time came, she wouldn’t push him away.

***

After Cooper gave her a short tour of his tiny home, they hopped in his Jeep, and he drove them to the next town over for dinner. She hadn’t suggested it, but was grateful. Living in a small town was great and all, but there was absolutely no privacy. If they would have gone to the Happy Apple or Calhoun’s, everyone in town would be talking about it by morning, and since it was just something she was doing for fun, she’d prefer they stayed under the radar. 

She also wanted to make sure that conversation wouldn’t get back to Tommy. He was barely seven, and she didn’t want to confuse him or allow expectations to be set. 

There was no denying that Tommy wanted a dad, and it killed her that her little boy couldn’t have what he most desired. His biological father was nothing more than a sperm donor who denied him, and that betrayal was the beginning of her deep-rooted need to keep Tommy protected from others. The last thing she needed was to give Tommy false hope, and it was the main reason why she didn’t date. 

But she was lonely, and it had been so long since she put herself first. Cooper wasn’t the type of person who did relationships. Tonight, she could have a good time, no strings attached, and come morning they could go their separate ways. It was exactly why she finally broke down and called him.

They pulled up to the restaurant thirty minutes later, and Sarah was happy to get out of the Jeep. Being inside in such close proximity, smelling his delicious scent—a combination of citrus and wood that was profoundly sensual—had her body reacting in ways she couldn’t control. Her nipples tightened beneath the silky thin material of her dress, pressing hard against the barely-there lace bra she bought on a whim and never wore until tonight. Her sex throbbed with all the naughty thoughts that popped in and out of her head whenever Cooper’s fingers flexed on the steering wheel. 

He provoked so many desires inside her, desires she never felt before, just by being in the same vehicle together. She needed to get out, get some air, and cool down. 

The refreshing air of late spring was like a welcoming splash of water on her face as she opened the door. Before she could manage to slip out, Cooper jogged over and extended a helping hand. 

She accepted, sliding her hand into his, not expecting the spark of electricity that shot through her veins on contact. He smiled that sexy smile, making her wonder if he felt it, too, or if she was just losing her mind. 

“You can’t fake the chemistry we have,” he said. 

Nope. Wasn’t losing her mind. Whatever was happening between them was strong and intense. He was right, chemistry like that couldn’t be faked. She had been in proximity to men plenty of times over the year, occasionally on Mondays at the bakery, every weekday at the school, Thursdays at the bank, and a thousand times at the post office, but not a single one made her as aware of herself and her body as Cooper did. 

She couldn’t explain the reaction to him—the instant attraction that filled her senses and made her want things she hadn’t wanted since she was a naïve teenager. Her plan was simple, but now she was afraid that spending time with Cooper—letting loose and allowing herself a night of no inhibitions—wouldn’t be enough. Whatever spell he had on her would only strengthen. 

“You okay?” Cooper asked as his fingers laced with hers, and he walked them toward the restaurant. 

She nodded and let the fear of the unknown dissipate. Tonight was about having a good time, and after seven years of being celibate, she deserved this.  

“I’m good,” she said. 

“Then shall we?” He opened the door and stepped back to let her walk inside, his hand falling away from hers. The loss of his touch was immediate, making her aware how much she liked holding on to him. 

She went in, Cooper right behind her. The hostess greeted them with a beautiful smile. She was young, maybe just entering her twenties, with long blonde hair that fell over her shoulders. 

“Two for dinner,” Cooper said that charming smirk of his shining bright as if he couldn’t help himself.  

The girl blushed. “Of course.” She grabbed two menus and waved her hand. “Follow me.” 

When she tried to sit them at a table by the door, Cooper pointed to a different table in the far corner, hidden away like its own private area. 

The girl picked up the menus she’d already placed on the table and walked them over to the secluded spot. 

“Your server will be Max; he’ll be over shortly.”

“Thank you,” Cooper said with that sexy lift of his lip that caused the girl’s cheeks to flare before she hurried away. 

“Do you flirt with all girls, or just blondes with nice smiles?” Sarah asked as they took their seats. 

“I wasn’t flirting,” he said. 

Sarah laughed, unable to control the outburst. “You don’t even realize you do it, do you?” 

He leaned forward, capturing her attention with eyes as rare and as beautiful as blue spinel. “Being nice and flirting are two totally different things. Besides, the only girl I want to flirt with tonight is sitting right in front of me.”

If she thought she was immune to his charm, she was sadly mistaken as heat flared across her chest.  

“Which begs the question… why’d you call?”

“What do you mean?” she asked, fidgeting with her hands and placing them in her lap to keep him from seeing. 

“You were so resistant to the idea of having dinner with me the last time we spoke, then next thing I know you tracked my phone number down and were begging me to go out with you.”

“Begging?” She choked on a laugh. “Oh, there was no begging.” 

He crossed his arms across his chest, making his biceps bulge against his navy-blue Henley that only made his eyes that much bluer. “I think there was.” 

“Maybe in your dreams.” 

His lip quirked at the corner. “You’re probably right.” 

An excited chill shook her body at the thought of him dreaming about her. Someone brought over water and disappeared. Sarah picked up the glass and took a sip while she gathered her courage. 

“So, you’ve been dreaming about me?” she asked, trying not to let it be obvious that the thought made her sex throb and her nipples tighten. 

He nodded, picking up his own water. When he put the glass down, his lips gleamed against the dim light, and she wondered what it would be like to taste them. 

“And what was I doing in your dreams?” 

He laughed, and the noise was pure amusement with sexual undertones. “Let’s just say you blew my mind.” 

Heat exploded inside of her, a raging inferno of desire that burned so intense and bright she didn’t know if she’d ever be able to get it under control. “Oh,” she managed before taking another healthy sip of her water and wishing the waiter would hurry up so she could get a glass of wine. 

Cooper reached across the table, taking her hand and turning it over. He ran a finger across her palm, causing a million sparks to ignite, only adding to the already uncontrollable fire. 

“Now that that is clear, tell me, Sarah, why’d you finally cave?” 

She could be honest with him, get rid of all the pretenses, but what would he think of her if she admitted to wanting a night of unadulterated fun? 

“I thought it was time to let loose a little, and you seem like you know a thing or two about that.” 

A knowing look crossed his masculine features. “You have no idea,” he said, just as the waiter approached them. Cooper let go of her hand and leaned back in his chair. 

They ordered their drinks—a pinot grigio for her and one of his brother’s beers the restaurant had on tap for him—and the waiter promised to get right on that before disappearing again.

“So, what’s your son like?” Cooper asked. 

She swallowed down the uncomfortable lump that formed in her throat. “Let’s keep our personal lives out of this, okay?”

“Then how am I going to get to know you?” 

“We both know the only reason you asked me out was not to get to know each other.” 

His baby blue eyes caught hers and softened. “That’s where you’re wrong. There is no question that I want to get to know you intimately, but I also want to get to know who you are as a person. What can I say? I’m intrigued by you, Sarah.” 

“Then I have one rule.” 

“I’m all ears.” 

“My son is off limits. It’s just—”

“I get it. Mama Bear protecting her cub.”

“Exactly.” 

“I can respect that.” 

 “Thank you.”

The waiter brought over their drinks, and Sarah pushed her water glass away, thankful for the liquid courage in front of her. Though, the longer she sat there, talking with Cooper, the less and less she felt like she needed it. He was easy to talk to. He didn’t seem surprised by anything she said, even if on the inside she was shocked as hell at the honesty coming out of her mouth. 

“Now,” she said, “do you have any topics that are off limits?” 

He put his glass down and leaned back in the chair. “I’m an open book ready to be read.” 

She laughed. 

“What’s so funny?” 

“It’s just that I’ve heard the Hayes men are super smooth, and that was…well…weak.”

“Is that so?” 

“Oh yeah. I mean, it could’ve been worse. You could’ve said something like you were ready to be devoured in one sitting.” 

“I kind of like the sound of that.” 

She pointed at his glass. “Drink your beer.” 

“Wow, you really are a Mom.” 

“Sorry. Sometimes it just comes out.” 

“Don’t apologize. It’s pretty adorable.” 

She bit her cheek to try to control the smile that was forcing its way across her face. “There is nothing adorable about motherhood. There are times when an entire day will pass before I realize I had
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