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Charlie Cooper is the perfect package of sex appeal and silly goofball. Even better, he’s about to meet his match with the one woman who can see his true self behind all the humor… 


For Coop, filling the role of class clown always came easy. Making people laugh was second nature—growing up with four older sisters, a guy did what he had to do in order to get noticed—and he enjoyed putting smiles on his teammates’ faces. In the world of professional hockey, some guys filled the role of enforcer, some guys scored goals, and others, like Coop, provided the comic relief. Coop isn’t laughing when he meets the sexy new resident of Harlequin Hills. In fact, he’s a little smitten and a lot attracted to the smoldering carefree widow who has hair like a mermaid and curves like a goddess.
And it’s here, in the arms of the most fascinating woman he’s ever met, that Coop will finally have a chance to prove that cracking jokes isn’t the only thing he’s good at…

Connect with Rachelle Online:
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Visit www.rachellevaughn.com for updates and subscribe to Rachelle Vaughn’s newsletter for exclusive content, giveaways, and special offers!
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  Dear Reader, 


Welcome to Harlequin Hills and Cooper’s Cougar, the third story in my Bad Boys of Hockey trilogy! The thing about these bad boys is that they are oh, so good.
Team goofball and hockey heartthrob Charlie Cooper can find the humor in any situation and is known for cracking jokes in and out of the locker room. But when he meets his new neighbor, sexy Everly Montgomery, it’s no laughing matter. Something about the carefree widow twists his insides into knots and he can’t seem to think straight. When he comes face to face with a wildcat in his backyard, Coop discovers that Everly isn’t the only cougar on the prowl in Harlequin Hills.
So, here’s a warm welcome to Red Valley, California, whether you’ve been here before or this is your first visit. Sit back, relax, and be prepared to fall in love with hockey all over again.
As always, feel free to contact me through my website at www.rachellevaughn.com, and be sure to sign up for my newsletter to receive info about giveaways, new releases, and special offers.


Wishing you a happy stay!
Rachelle Vaughn






  
  Prologue



Eleven years ago
Copper Punch Cove, Alaska

Charlie Cooper bolted out of bed and scrambled toward the window. Snowflakes were falling, soft and silent outside, covering the foot of snow that had already accumulated over the past month. Located north of Fairbanks, Copper Punch Cove had short, warm summers and long, cold winters. October to January was the snowiest time in Copper Punch and Coop didn’t waste time getting out to the pond to play his absolute favorite sport—hockey, baby—with his absolute two best friends—Ryan Wade and Gavin Bozymowski. At the age of fourteen, Coop wasn’t too young to appreciate the speed, action, creativity, and brotherhood of the sport.
When the ice melted and they had to hang up their ice skates for six months or so, there’d be plenty of time to sleep in and dream about girls. Then again, come summer, he and the boys would play street hockey until their moms called them in for dinner. The Copper Punch Boys didn’t grow up in front of the TV. Because they were fortunate to live in a cold climate where water turned to ice each winter, they were always outside playing sports.
There was simply too much to do and too little time to do it. They’d all three be headed to high school soon and Coop couldn’t imagine how much time stupid things like studying and homework would take up.
He pulled on some socks—whether they were clean or dirty, it didn’t matter. The floor of his bedroom was one giant laundry hamper. The room might be the size of a closet, situated high up in the cold attic, but it was his place of refuge in a house he shared with his parents and four older sisters.
Coop’s mother had had mercy on her only son and had given him the only space he had to himself in the whole entire house. He cherished the room almost as much as the new hockey stick his mom had bought him for his birthday—without his father knowing, of course. Mom did a lot of things that Dad didn’t know about, and they were all to benefit her children.
Downstairs in the bathroom, Coop’s eyes swept over the pink stuff littering the countertop. There was everything from frilly-smelling deodorant and disposable razors to cuddly animal-shaped perfume bottles. Everything was pink, including the box of tampons standing guard on top of the toilet tank. Christina had just started her period the week before. Now all four of his sisters were receiving regular visits from Aunt Flo and Coop had learned the importance of making himself scarce around the house. No one wanted to stick around a place where the Midol was in danger of running out at any time.
Coop shivered and hoped that day never came. These were scary times in the Cooper household.
His sisters slept in on the weekends—that need for beauty sleep and all—so Coop had the bathroom to himself for a few rare blissful moments. He peed and was careful to make sure the toilet seat was down and that he’d left no traces that a boy had ever been in the girls’ sacred space.
Back in his room, he pulled on a knit snow hat with an oversized pompom on top that wiggled when he skated. Then he shrugged a T-shirt over his long johns and a Red Valley Ravens jersey over that. The name on the back said Legace, for Quinn Legace, his favorite player. Quinn was the greatest hockey player of all time and Coop would gladly come to blows with anyone who disputed that fact. Luckily, no one ever had. Coop had worn Legace’s jersey for years.
Someday, if he played his cards right, people would be wearing Coop’s name and number on their backs. Yeah.
Someday.
A kid could only hope.
In an attempt to stay young and responsible-free for as long as humanly possible, Coop grabbed his gear and bolted from his room. From years of experience, he knew which stairs creaked and he avoided them at all cost.
As he barreled out the front door, down the front steps, and tore up the walk he’d shoveled yesterday, he could hear his mom shouting at him about one thing or another. Being the only boy in the house sucked donkey balls. Not only did he get stuck taking the trash out all the time, but manual labor like shoveling snow was thrust upon his bony shoulders on a regular basis.
But none of that mattered now. He’d clean up his room or pick up the dog poop later. Right now, his two best friends were waiting for him and he couldn’t let them down.
Fortunately, the snow would eventually stop falling soon and his shoulders would fill out along with the rest of him. If shoveling snow was the price he had to pay for being allowed to ditch his sisters and their estrogen haze, then so be it. The boys were waiting, and boy, did he have a doozy of a story to tell them.
While his mom was preoccupied with doling out chores to her son, Coop’s dad had an entirely different set of priorities. To make sure his only son knew exactly where he stood in the realm of things. “Your dreams’ll only take you so far,” his dad had grumbled from his armchair more than once.
Yeah, Coop silently agreed. His dreams would take him as far as college and then he’d let his talent take care of the rest.
His dad hadn’t been too impressed when his son had taken an interest in hockey. Hell, nothing ever seemed to impress Charles Cooper, III. But fuck it was irritating to listen to his dad grumble on like a broken record about how shitty life was and how nothing was ever going to change.
His father’s lack of confidence in his progeny made Coop want to work that much harder to prove him wrong. He’d show his dad he had what it took to put this dinky town behind him. His dad wouldn’t care, wouldn’t raise an eyebrow, but Coop would show him all the same.
Hard work was no stranger to Coop. He’d put in long hours at his father’s hardware store after school ever since he learned to walk. He’d been taught the difference between a lug nut and a hex bolt and it was assumed he’d take his father’s place as soon as Coop was done with school. The fine folks of Copper Punch Cove needed their socket screws and finishing nails and a Cooper had been selling them on Main Street for the past eighty years. Because Coop had four sisters who were more interested in nail polish than nails, the baton would be passed to Coop. The trouble was Coop didn’t want the baton. His place was on a hockey rink, not behind the counter, measuring out zinc-plated chain by the foot to a DIYer.
Trying to get his father to understand that was like trying to get his older sisters to respect his privacy. It wasn’t going to happen in this lifetime.
Going off to college with the boys might actually become a reality and Coop couldn’t wait to focus on hockey instead of hammers and 2x4s.
At school, Ryan and Boz, along with Coop, of course, were always the first to arrive at hockey practice and the last ones to leave. It was the way it had always been and Coop didn’t see that habit changing anytime soon. How else were they going to make it to the United National Hockey League if they didn’t work their asses off every waking second?
Anticipation of the day ahead had Coop quickening his steps. His excitement spun around in his head, making him dizzy. Right now, his two best friends were scrambling from the comforts of their homes to the frozen pond where they were eager to show off their moves.
Coop ran as fast as he could get his legs to move. His heart was beating faster than when he caught a glimpse into the girl’s locker room last year.
When he spotted his friends already on the ice, he let out a whoop of glee that echoed off the trees. Just as he’d expected, they were the only ones on the frozen pond.
The clown, the workhorse, the rebel. Ryan was the most determined and the outdoorsy one. Gavin was the quiet one, a homebody at heart. And Coop, the designated troublemaker, was always pushing the boundaries, breaking the rules. Someone had to be around to lighten the moment. It might as well be him. In his defense, Coop had to behave like a clown if he had any chance of getting noticed amidst all the frou-frouness that was his sisters.
Breathless by the time he reached the ice, Coop collapsed to his knees, bent over, and panted zealously. “Hey, fellas.” It wasn’t the greatest entrance he’d ever made. Once, he’d tripped over Gavin and done a barrel roll onto the surrounding snowbank.
“Drama queen’s here,” Gavin quipped.
“What took you so long, Coop?” Ryan asked, mildly concerned.
“Did Ariana Hickel sneak into your bedroom again last night?” Gavin asked. Sarcasm, Boz’s brand of choice, dripped from each and every word.
Coop looked up at his friends and a ghost of a smile played over his lips. “No, but I did find one of my dad’s nudie magazines. Let’s just say I didn’t get much sleep last night, fellas.”
Ryan and Gavin let loose a burst of bawdy laughter.
“Sounds about right," Gavin jabbed. “The closest you’ll ever get to a girl is one on paper.”
“Yeah,” Ryan agreed. “Lookie there,” he pretended to inspect Coop’s lips. “Coop’s got a big ole papercut.”
“Ha, ha. You ignoramuses are hilarity on legs. Don’t tell me you’ve never dreamt about girls.”
“Every waking moment,” Ryan replied.
“You have a wet dream last night, Deuce Coop?” Gavin teased.
Coop ignored the jab. “It was so real. Like Ariana was right there.”
“Yeah,” Ryan joked. “Real in the way that it would never happen in a million years. That girl steers away from athletes like the plague. And that’s what we are, boys. Someday we’ll be able to call ourselves professional athletes. Now, tell me more about this dream, Coop. Was she naked?”
While Coop laced up his skates, Ryan and Gavin glided around on the ice, shoveling the rest of the snow from the surface. Then they shot some pucks, worked on their skills, and practiced face-offs. Ryan’s new dog, a black lab named Ringo, ran out onto the ice and they wove the puck through his legs.
It was quiet out here with nature all around them. Until their good-natured ribbing started, which led to mock fights where they threw down their gloves and pretended to go a round. They discussed life’s milestones out here, too. Breakups, divorce, the death of a pet, the birth of a sibling…
Playing pond hockey united them. They were just a few kids with frozen toes and frozen fingers playing the game they loved. It was all for fun, a few laughs, and there was no pressure.
This was where the sport began. This was where their brotherhood was born.
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Chapter 1



Present day
Red Valley, California

Huffin’ and puffin’ like an old lady, Coop fell in about fifty yards past where he usually met Ryan and Gavin on the narrow paved trail that meandered around the outskirts of Harlequin Hills, the guard-gated community where the three of them lived.
“You sound like an old car,” Gavin remarked. “Remember that old Buick you had, Ry?”
“It was a Dodge.”
“Whatever. The make doesn’t matter when all I remember is the godawful sound it made when you turned the key in the ignition.”
“You take up smoking, Coop?”
“Just stogies,” was his reply.
“You’re late,” Ryan pointed out.
“Yeah,” Gavin added snidely. “Need some extra “man time” this morning?”
“My sister called me.”
“Which one?”
“Carly.”
“Oh, yeah? How are things up in Seward’s Ice Box?”
“She just found out she’s having another baby.”
“Congrats, bud,” Ryan said.
Gavin offered his congratulations with a hearty whack on Coop’s back. “A new nephew to teach how to play hockey.”
Between Coop’s four sisters, that would make a total of five nieces and nephews. The clan was multiplying like rabbits.
“Are you kidding? The Cooper talent is born, not made,” Coop joked.
“Yeah, just like his finesse with the ladies. Who was that you were trying to pick up last night? A Vegas showgirl?”
“We’re 600 miles from Vegas, fellas. You know good and well she claimed to be a “dancer.”” He lifted his hands up to make air quotes with his fingers.
“I swear she looked just like the chick who jumped out of a cake on my twenty-first birthday.”
“The age is right,” Gavin pondered. “She looks to be in her golden years now.”
“Hey!” Coop admonished. “There’s nothing wrong with an older lady.”
“Just make sure you pick her tits off the floor so you don’t trip over ‘em.”
“Very eloquently put, Wader.”
Ryan shrugged. “I just call ‘em like I see ‘em.”
“Can’t fault him for that,” Gavin murmured.
“And what I saw were lips so big you’d reach for them as life preservers if you were drowning.”
“Hah, ha. You two funsters are a riot.”
“Are you sure you weren’t late because you were shaving?” Ryan asked. Both he and Gavin sported a couple days of scruff, Ryan’s a little more rugged than Gavin’s neatly trimmed facial hair.
“Yeah. Our boy Coop likes to be clean-shaven for the ladies.”
“It’s not my fault I’m not too lazy to shave like you two mountain men.”
Ryan ran his hand across his stubble. “It’s fashionable,” he defended.
“Is Jenna gonna make you shave that scruff off for the wedding?”
Ryan paused as if the thought had never occurred to him. “I hope not.”
Gavin and Coop exchanged a knowing look. “She will.”
“In fact, I’m willing to bet that the next time we see you, your face will be as soft and smooth as a baby’s ass.”
“Definitely,” Gavin agreed.
Ryan frowned. Being whipped looked good on him. A shiny gold wedding band was going to look even better.
“All right, Mr. Gucci, get your scrawny ass in gear and let’s get this show on the road.”
The word “scrawny” had been frequently used to describe Charlie Cooper as a boy. He’d been all elbows and knees with a crass, loud-mouthed sense of humor. He still wasn’t as muscular as Gavin, or as fast on the ice as Ryan, but Coop held his own. His mind was sharp, and in a fast-paced game like hockey, brains were a necessity.
Chazz, Charles, Charlie, Coop. They were all names he’d gone by at one time or another. His mother called him Charles, his sisters sometimes called him Coo-Coo, and everyone else called him Coop. Chazz was the nickname he’d tried to give himself in the eighth grade because he thought it sounded cool. He’d wanted to be referred to as something different, something unique. He liked the sound of Chazz. But that was the thing about nicknames. You couldn’t give one to yourself. It was like trying to tickle your own armpit. It just didn’t work.
Chazz had quickly turned into Spazz and then Azz which became Assface and he didn’t particularly like that moniker too much. So, he’d given up on his name and accepted the fact that when you had a last name like Cooper, everyone and their brother was going to call you Coop.
When the fans yelled his name, it sounded like they were booing, but he knew better. Ravens fans adored him and always made him proud to play for Red Valley.
Who wouldn’t want to play hockey in California where the weather was warm and the women bared a lot of skin? It was a lot better than being in Alaska where he grew up, wearing a pair of long johns half the year. Cold weather had its perks, but sunny California was the ideal place for a guy like Charlie Cooper to put down a few roots.
The three of them had gone about it in different ways, but they’d all managed to end up in the same place. The UNHL. Playing for the Red Valley Ravens. Playing pro hockey together was a dream come true. Something they’d feared might only be a pipe dream.
Ryan had been encouraged at a young age to dream big and follow his heart and all that nauseating stuff. Those dreams, and that big heart of his, had led him to play hockey in Northern California where the winters were mild and the fans sported year-round tans.
Gavin had to fight a little bit harder, dig a little deeper. Growing up in a single-wide with his overworked widowed mom and good-for-nothing older brother hadn’t exactly been a picnic. Gavin had clawed his way into the world of professional hockey and never looked back at the place they’d once called home.
And Coop, well Coop simply couldn’t stand being left behind. If having four older sisters wasn’t motivation enough, Coop would have found one way or another of convincing the scouts that he’d be an asset to any team in the league. Playing the sport he loved with the two guys he thought of as brothers wasn’t so far-fetched in his mind. Stranger things happened all the time. Like when his sister Candace, the one who worshipped Estée Lauder and prayed at the altar of Sephora, had given up her dream of becoming the next Bobbi Brown or Pat McGrath to run the family hardware store.
Coop had long ago made it clear to his father that he wouldn’t be taking over the family business when he graduated. Charles Cooper, III hadn’t been thrilled by his son’s decision, but Candace had stepped up to the plate after college and slid into their father’s shoes and taken over so their father could retire. Candace had taken the weight off Coop and for that, he was forever in her debt.
Yeah, stranger things happened all the time.
Like when Ryan—who had previously sworn off any type of relationship, serious or otherwise—had gone and proposed to a woman after only knowing her for less than a year. And then there was Gavin and his equally bright ideas. He’d followed suit and married the girl of his dreams in a nice little ceremony at his beach house. Both Ryan and Gavin were so in love with their soul mates that they couldn’t even see straight.
Yep, stranger things had happened all right. Now Coop was the odd man out, waiting in the wings for his true love to skip into his life, leaving a trail of rose petals in her wake. Except Coop had a strange feeling he wasn’t going to have to wait much longer. He already had his eye on someone. In fact, she made him want to kick up his heels and sing songs with woodland creatures. And if he’d learned anything during his childhood, those were the first signs of L.O.V.E.
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Chapter 2


Everly Marshall-Montgomery teetered on the bench that wrapped around her deck and reached up to hang the hummingbird feeder back on its hook. Wearing platform heels probably wasn’t the wisest choice for this sort of task, but she liked the new shoes too much to take them off her feet just yet. They looked so cute that she might even consider sleeping in them tonight. 
Carefully, so as not to twist an ankle, she climbed back down to safety. Looking up, she admired her handiwork and the third addition to her hummingbird feeder collection. They hung along the deck, spaced evenly, sparkling ruby red in the morning sunlight.
Just then, a hungry little hummer buzzed close, inspecting the new dining station. The feeders, much like the birds themselves, were works of art made out of blown glass in pinks, blues, and greens. The tiny bird came within inches of her face, probably thinking her magenta blouse was a giant flower petal. She watched it maneuver over to the feeder with its incredibly powerful wings.
This was what life was truly about, Everly thought happily to herself. The little things. The things that made you smile and stop to appreciate their beauty. In her past life, she had spent too much time caught up in the hustle and bustle to stop and smell the flowers, much less watch the hummingbirds. Now she could appreciate these little things and not feel like she was going to be late for something else more important. It was too bad tragedy had to strike for her to come to the realization. Then again, it usually took something awful to realize the beauty in everything else.
There was a good amount of space between Everly’s house and her neighbor’s house, but apparently not enough. With one slight turn of her head, she was visually assaulted by her neighbor’s cringe-worthy birthday suit.
“Sheesh, Floyd,” she mumbled, turning away from her nudist neighbor, Floyd Musselman, and looking back at her own house.
Some people might think the 3,000-square-foot house was too big for her, but Everly liked having a separate room for everything. She had a room dedicated solely to her yoga practice, a room for her crafts, and a room for friends to crash when they had one too many of her famous frozen margaritas.
Just because she was a single woman didn’t mean she had to live cramped in a one-room apartment somewhere.
At the edge of Everly’s property, a black-tailed deer stopped, stared at her, and then loped off into the trees. A shiver of terror streaked up her spine and into her hairline. Those trees held secrets that she and her neighbors only knew the tip of.
Beyond her and her neighbors’ landscaped acres lay wild land that stretched all the way to the foothills. Wildlife roamed free among the tall grass and weeds and beneath the massive live oak trees that dotted the valley.
The posh hamlet of Harlequin Hills boasted deluxe perks like a tennis court and a golf course. Pools, spas, and outdoor kitchens came standard. Buyers in the community weren’t only purchasing a home, they were buying a lifestyle. That lifestyle included lavish architecture, immaculate acreage, million-dollar views, and was filled with tropical palm trees and winding waterways.
Some developer had plopped a luxury gated community into the middle of cougar country. There’d been several sightings of mountain lions and even an incident where one had tangled—to put it mildly—with a human, but wild cats weren’t what made Everly’s blood run cold. It was the people—or one specific person—and the grisly acts they’d committed that had her looking over her shoulder.
There was a killer lurking in Harlequin Hills, preying on its residents. In the last year, five bodies had been found along the walking trail that surrounded the community. The first killer was dead—that’s where the mountain lion had come in—and another had sprung up to take his place. Five innocent women had been—
There was a knock at the door before she could finish the thought. Everly went back inside, through the eclectically decorated living area, and into the foyer. She swung open the front door and found the UPS guy standing on the other side of her new security screen door. She unlocked it and pushed it open.
“Hey, Everly,” he greeted as he handed her the package.
“Hey
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