
        
            
                
            
        

    
Copyright © 2024 by Abby Knox

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.

Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is coincidental.

Edited by Aquila Editing


hello from abby!



Thanks for picking up my book! If you want to check out more of my titles, please visit my author page at www.authorabbyknox.com.

To keep up with all my latest news, subscribe to my newsletter here.

Happy reading!


too delicious
An Instant-obsession, billionaire romance
little spoon
book two


Abby Knox


[image: Author Abby Knox, LLC]



contents


Too Delicious
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Epilogue
More by Abby Knox
About the Author



too delicious



Cooper

The last thing I expected was to be struck by an obsession with a woman who wants to open a brick-and-mortar frozen yogurt shop. It's a terrible idea. Am I planning to fork over every penny that Harmony needs from an investor? Absolutely.

Harmony

Who needs to charm wealthy strangers into helping me open a shop in my quaint small town? Not me, the poster child for trust issues. When a friendly and handsome billionaire wants in, though, my insides feel warm and my brain feels murky. Mixing business with dating? Not an option. Cooper's money might make him and his twin brother the right partners for our business, but that's where it has to end. Taking a chance in business is one thing. Taking a chance with my heart is not on the table.

Too Delicious is book 2 in the Little Spoon duology. Be sure to check out Summer and Carter's story in Too Sweet.


chapter 
one




Cooper

This moment will live rent-free in my head forever.

My dream girl shuffles across the room in gold sequined hot pants, comically trying to balance a stack of boxes while wearing six-inch heels she has no business wearing.

One day, our grandchildren will ask how our story began and…well, I don’t know her name yet. 

I don’t know her occupation, how old she is, or her favorite movie or color. I don’t know what her type of guy is, or whether she even wants children in the first place.

But if she does, one day, those kids and grandkids will ask about us, and I’ll say this: she was lost in the wrong place at the right time. I took one look at her big eyes and her crazy outfit, and I just knew.

Or maybe I’ll let her tell her version of the story. I do tend to talk too much.

“I don’t know how I let you talk me into these things.”

Carter is at it again, whining about having to leave the house. Poor baby.

I don’t know how he expected Gold Hill Investments to see any growth if we don’t put ourselves out there and make new contacts. 

Carter’s salty because he has no social skills.

What he doesn’t realize while he’s bitching and moaning is that the woman I’m going to marry has just struck me dumb.

Her ridiculous outfit—gold hot pants over black tights, and a matching gold bustier under a long black blazer—looks like she’s trying to hide her curves. She may be unintentionally accenting every delicious, fleshy bit of her, which I find insanely sexy. 

Her outfit more or less matches that of her much more boisterous sister, who’s barreling through the crowd with an ice chest.

They’ll figure out soon enough they went to the wrong convention.

My chest tightens. I have to make contact before those women realize their mistake and leave, potentially shredding my whole future. 

“Summer!” my dream girl shrieks as the woman ahead of her stops short.

I lunge forward.

“Here, let me help you.” Before the one in the blazer can reply, I snatch the bags and boxes from her arms.

“That’s not necessary,” she says, looking surprised and mystified that a stranger would step in to help.

I completely abandon Carter to help the women with their things.

“So, where are you ladies from?” I ask, focusing on the one in the blazer and tights with golden eyes I could lose myself in.

“No time for small talk,” the one called Summer declares as we wind our way through the crowd. She’s babbling something about cocktail hour, but I’m waiting for the one in the blazer to say more.

“Table ten, there it is!” Summer shouts.

“So, you’re not lost?”

My dream girl looks at me askance. 

“No,” she says, snatching back the bags I carry in my hands, then ignores me as she confers with her partner.

I watch them set up their booth like they’re trying to beat the clock.

What the heck is going on here?

Are they exhibiting, or serving drinks?

I wait and watch, and then I notice many other people are watching and waiting too.

A crowd of overgrown man-boys gathers, keenly interested in the two pairs of gold hot pants bent over a giant ice chest.

I don’t like this vibe. I don’t like this at all.

I move around the table, trying to simultaneously block the view of the overheated pervs while helping the ladies unpack and set up whatever it is they’re setting up.

I feel like a buffalo on roller skates around these two as they shout out directions and move around me.

I’ll do whatever I can to discourage those idiots from ogling them.

“Put me to work, ladies.”

The loud one gestures toward a box, suggesting I start opening packages of spoons and cups.

The ladies fill the cups faster than I can unpack them, and soon I’m given the new task of handling the merch. Basically, the bonehead job.

I’m so glad I paid for a degree in marketing so I can fan out brochures and stickers. But I do a good job, and I hope this earns me a sample of whatever that delicious, booze-scented ice cream is they’re serving.

When I finish that task, I stand watch—part bodyguard, part hypnotized dumb-dumb. The girls sweep around me, generally putting up with my presence until they complete their set-up.

Before long, I hear, “Take some free dessert or don’t, but if you keep staring at me like that I’m going to call upon my black belt skills.”

“Huh?”

My five-foot-two dream girl looks up at me with an expression reminding me of a teacher scolding me. The sexy teacher vibe does nothing to diminish the growing stiffy inside my trousers. In fact, she’s making it worse by being annoyed with me.

I beam down at her scowling face.

“Well?” 

My dream girl holds out a cup filled with something decadent and sweet looking, accompanied by a little red spoon.

It’s all over for me. She may as well be proposing marriage to me, using whatever is in that cup.

“Uh, thanks,” I mutter, taking the cup from her and trying to stay cool.

I taste it as I stare at her, while Summer hobbles.

Cutting my eyes to the other one, I ask if she’s alright.

“Fine,” Summer says, plastering on a smile. “I’ll ice my ankle when I get home.”

I turn my attention back to…shit, I still don’t know her name, do I?

This is where my personality usually kicks in, and I say something funny or cute to put a person at ease. 

But my future wife has turned everything upside down. Those deep, golden eyes and curious gaze have me begging for mercy.

“So…any feedback, or are you just going to stand there and stare at me like a serial killer mug shot?”

“Serial killer?”

She waves her hands around in a “wrap-it-up” gesture.

What the hell is wrong with me?

“Oh. Right. Feedback,” I say. Finally recovering my brain cells, I answer, “This is the best tasting ice cream I’ve ever had.”

Her shoulders sag. “It’s frozen yogurt, not ice cream.”

“What is this flavor? It’s like sugar and custard…like a Boston creme but better!”

The woman explains. “It’s golden rum-infused vanilla frozen yogurt, topped with creme brûlée donut pieces.”

“It’s fucking fantastic is what it is.”

People tend to beam at me with a sense of pride when I give them a compliment.

This one squints at me suspiciously. 

“Sorry for cussing?” I say, inflecting it as a question because this woman has me questioning my entire existence with that stare.

Can I skip this mess and simply follow her home like a stray dog? Please?

“I don’t care about the cussing,” she says. “You’re very…enthusiastic.”

Summer pipes up, “She can’t handle compliments!”

“Zip it, you,” my dream girl hisses.

Still don’t know her name. I hate this. I’ve studied Franklin Covey and Dale Carnegie forward and backward, yet I have no idea how to act in this woman’s presence.

“I’m serious,” I say to her. “You’ve locked me down.”

Her face gives no sign that she picked up on the real meaning behind what I said.

“Do you have a card?”

I produce a business card from the inside breast pocket of my suit, and hand it over.

She takes it in her latex-gloved hand and looks at it. “Gold Hill Investments…Cooper MacKenzie.”

She eyes me, and I notice the tiny beauty freckle next to the outside of her left eye. My chest aches as I can only think about kissing that adorable spot.

“I’m Harmony.”

Finally!

I smile. “Like the matchmaking site.”

She frowns.

Okay, no jokes about her name. Got it.

“Nice to meet you, Harmony. Sign me up, I want in.”

Harmony blinks at me, her tight face relaxing. “You do?”

She glances to her left, where her sister is fully involved in a conversation with none other than my brother, Carter, and his crooked necktie. Where did he come from?

“One hundred percent. Who’s your distributor?” I ask.

Harmony’s brow furrows. “Distributor?”

“Yeah. Where can I buy your ice cream? Kroger? Where?”

She bristles. “It’s not ice cream, it’s⁠—”

Shit, I’m fucking this all up. “Frozen yogurt. Got it. Where do I buy it?”

“We don’t have a distributor. We’re opening our own shop.”

I try not to wince visibly. Their own brick-and-mortar store?

Think of the rent, I want to say. The upkeep! The overhead! This is a terrible idea.

I’m not the numbers guy, but I am a marketing guy, and I know for a fact that places like this are lucky if they don’t close within a year. The health inspections for a single small business are a bigger hassle when dealing with a public store front. But if they contract with a factory with processes in place…so much simpler. The electricity bills alone…

All these thoughts scramble into meaninglessness when I look in her eyes and see her. Really see her.

Harmony’s my girl. It’s a foregone conclusion. I mean, she hasn’t come to that conclusion yet…obviously.

I may not be her dream guy, but Harmony has a dream. I can see her vision of it in the intensity of her gaze.

So now, I have a job to do. She will have a brick-and-mortar shop if it bankrupts all four of us.


chapter 
two




Harmony

Why is the twin of my stalker carrying my sister?

Summer was supposed to be networking with the team representing the Bryant estate. Word on the street is the sole heiress to that famous railroad fortune has started a grant program for small businesses in rural communities. We need a piece of that.

And not just because I would kill to see the inside of Bryant Castle. My sister and I once explored the grounds and gardens, and I swore I spotted that Bryant heiress from one of the upstairs windows. Summer said I was delusional from my lifelong obsession with the heiress. 

What can I say? Some people follow the British royal family. I have Google alerts set for Vanderbilts, Rockefellers, the Gettys, and our local recluse, Esme Bryant. I’ve read every biography of the era. I’ve toured the inside of almost every major Gilded Age historic site except for Bryant Castle, which, other than the gardens, is closed to visitors.

So where do I find my sister, who assured me that accompanying her to this godforsaken event would guarantee making contact with a Bryant?

In the arms of one of the MacKenzie finance bros.

I wind through the crowd, ignoring the people smirking at me and my outfit, and come upon the scene.

“What’s going on? Why is he carrying you?” I ask.

The other one—Carter, I think—explains that he’s not letting my sister put weight on her ankle. So he’s a firefighter?

“This is a little over the top,” I say.

Everyone ignores me as Summer launches into the hard pitch for the frozen yogurt shop. Well, everyone but Cooper ignores me. He’s still staring like a serial killer. Okay, not literally. But it’s unsettling. If he wasn’t so nice to look at, and wasn’t so clumsily helpful and genuinely sweet, I might be attracted.

Take a breath, girl. Remember that’s how your ex got his hooks in you. The boy-next-door, “nice guy” act. He was nice…until he wasn’t.

I pull myself together mentally and finally realize what’s going on.

We haven’t even vetted these guys. Why aren’t we hobnobbing with the Bryant people, who are a known entity?

Not only that, Summer was just going to give these guys our five-minute elevator pitch without me? The pitch that I wrote?

Sure, Cooper already gave me a verbal commitment—and we don’t even know if they have real money—but this stings a little. 

“By day, Little Spoon is a next-level, family-friendly, self-serve gourmet fro-yo place with more homemade candy and cookie toppings than in Willy Wonka’s imagination. But after 6 p.m., it’s a date night hot spot.”

Cooper nods thoughtfully. “Sounds fun, but I need to hear more.”

He aims this comment at me. He wants me to speak, but my words catch in my throat. Stage fright strikes at the worst times. When Cooper’s eyes are on me, I may as well be standing in a spotlight in front of an arena packed with people. 

I swallow, and words fail me.

Maybe I should let Summer handle all the networking.

I shouldn’t even be at a networking event. I glance down at my outfit, feeling small yet standing out like a sore thumb simultaneously. Summer? She’s not trying to hide her assets and has the confidence to carry it off. She owns every room she’s in.

Cooper apologizes, his hands pressed together, begging me to say something.

Heat rushes over my skin.

Summer encourages me, reminding me that making Little Spoon a date night destination was my idea. I soften toward her again. 

As I explain my plans for a romantic setting, all I can visualize is Cooper: his handsome face across the table from me, the candlelight flickering, chill music playing in the background as we share our favorite desserts with each other.

“Frocktails!” Cooper suddenly shouts.

Uh…is this man having some sort of episode?

I laugh, but the other twin seems annoyed.

Cooper looks pleased with himself. He’s genuinely so good-looking, athletic, personable, friendly, and adorably dorky.

The more I try not to like him, the more I fail.

I don’t like it enough to date him, but I can look. I put on my professional face as the four of us talk some more. This is happening, I say to myself. We’re actually going to get financing and make our dream come true. I might even be able to quit my job as a teacher’s aide after a year or two.

All seems to be going well, until we inform our potential investors that we plan to build our shop in the small downtown of Fate, where we live.

The brothers dismiss this idea, and now I can see all my hopes and dreams circling the drain.

Cooper tries to recover when he sees the look on my face.

“It’s…not bad, per se…but the last time I was there, Fate wasn’t exactly a prosperous enough place to support a decent hotel, let alone⁠—”

Oh no, he did not just shit-talk my town.

“What Cooper is trying to say is we need a lot more information and we’d like you to come over for dinner at our house,” Carter blurts.

We all stare at the other twin.

He explains that this room is too loud, he hates crowds, and he would much rather go somewhere quiet to work out the details of a potential deal.

Somewhere quiet. Right. Nothing fishy about that.

To my shock, Summer agrees on my behalf.

I try to remind her we aren’t dressed for dinner, and we’d have to schlep all the way to Fate and back again…but I see how she’s staring at Carter and I know that there’s no getting through to her sensible side.

“You look perfect,” Cooper says to me.

Oh god. Of course he would say that while staring at my boobs. I close the blazer over the silly gold midriff bustier and cross my arms.

The decisions are made, contact info exchanged and plans are set without consulting me. I guess we’re packing up the booth and going to dinner at the twins’ house.

“You can put my sister down now,” I say to Carter.

To my horror, she quickly kisses Carter’s cheek before he sets her back on her feet.

Shaking my head, I lend her my shoulder to help her hobble back to our booth before everything melts.

“We’re supposed to be wooing them out of their money, not finding dates for ourselves,” I remind my sister.

“Why not both?” Summer laughs.

I sigh and look longingly over my shoulder at the Bryant representatives—the deepest pockets at this stupid event.

To my consternation, Cooper catches my eye. He waves and smiles.

I give him my best scowl. 

Before I turn away, I catch the wink.

And the way that wink makes me feel is wrong, wrong, wrong. So very wrong.


chapter 
three




Cooper

There’s a story behind Harmony’s body language around me.

And I’m starting to sense that it’s more than natural shyness.

That fact is clearer now that the Mosley sisters are at our house, away from the clamor of the business expo. 

Aunt Gabby’s intimate sitting room, where our aunt once entertained everyone from hip-hop stars to diplomats, has me relaxed and focused on Harmony’s little quirks.

She’s a little high-strung and shy, obviously. But there’s more to it. Something in her eyes is haunted and distrustful.

First, she declines my offer to help her with her coat. Independent person; I get that. But then, she goes stiff and moody when I offer to make her a drink.

“She hates my guts,” I say to Carter as we hang back while the ladies have a side conversation by the bar.

“Irrelevant,” Carter says. “This is business.”

“You’re one to talk,” I snort, sipping my bourbon on the rocks. I savor the sweet bite of that first sip of the night.

“What do you mean?”

I roll my eyes. “Carrying her like she’s an invalid.”

“She could have bruised her ankle way worse if I’d let her keep walking in those heels.”

I let it go and stare at Harmony across the room. There’s lots of whispers and hisses happening over there. 

“She’s walking fine now, so let’s not perform the superhero act again, eh?” I say.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, cool it with the romantic shit. I think Harmony feels pressured and I don’t want her thinking I could start making demands in exchange for funding their project.”

“Neither of them think that,” Carter says.

“We’ll see about that.”

Finally, Summer says something to Harmony loud enough for me to hear. 

“No talking until you’ve had something to eat,” she tells her sister.

We’ve got this part handled.

“This way, ladies,” I say, leading everyone through the main kitchen and out to the back patio. “Welcome to my happy place.”

The spacious, newly installed outdoor kitchen gazebo is the perfect conversation starter as the four of us nibble on appetizers and make small talk. This kind of vibe is where I shine. But Harmony is still tight-lipped and on edge.

Trying to break the ice, Summer says, “Ever since we were kids, she’s always wanted a swimming pool in the backyard.”

“It’s nice,” Harmony says, looking away as I beam at her, for the umpteenth time today.

Summer prods her. “This looks a lot like the one you pinned on your vision board.”

Now we’re getting somewhere. “Vision board, huh?” I say. “Interesting.”

Harmony finally adds, “I went to college on a swim team scholarship,” she says.”

“Cool! You’ll have to come over and show me how to do the breaststroke,” I say earnestly.

Harmony blushes a deep red.

I don’t know why my brother looks as horrified as one would if I’d requested a sexual favor. “It’s the hardest stroke to master,” I get out before Carter cuts me off.

“Let’s eat!”

Everything I say is embarrassing. Sometimes, having a twin is worse than raising a teenager.
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“You said this was your happy place?”

Our bellies full of dinner, Carter and Summer have wandered down to the koi pond to enjoy the sunset.

Harmony seems to warm up to me now that she’s had something to eat—and changed from her revealing outfit into dressy trousers and flowing tunic. She looks a lot more comfortable now, and that makes me happy.

I make a mental note to keep her comfortable and well fed. And to build her a pool one day.

I let her pick a comfortable seat on one of the couches by the pool, and I sit two cushions away to give her space.

“The whole house is my happy place, actually. After our parents died, Aunt Gabby took us under her wing. We spent a lot of time here as kids, and she always looked out for us,” I say. Harmony leans toward me, listening. 

“When Carter and I inherited this house, I wanted to gut the place and modernize it, but Carter said we shouldn’t spend so lavishly. So we agreed we could each pick one major splurge. Carter went hiking on the Appalachian Trail.”

“Ew, no thanks,” Harmony mutters.

I laugh, and I’m in full agreement. “My splurge was the pool, the patio, and everything you see back here.”

“It’s perfect. It’s my dream backyard.”

“Cool.”

She looks around and sighs. “We didn’t have much after our dad left. Our mom raised four kids on her own in a small apartment. I decided a long time ago that I wanted lots of kids and a huge backyard for them to play in. A pool, swing sets, a tree house, a trampoline. Everything we couldn’t have.”

“And a mother-in-law suite?” I add, winking.

“Well, that might not be necessary. She just started dating someone and I don’t know much but I do know she’s taken care of very well. Very well.”

“She sounds like a great lady and deserves a comfortable life.”

I love watching Harmony’s face when she talks about her mother. My heart squeezes at the memory of our parents and Aunt Gabby. Our family might be comfortable, but it’s suffered a lot of loss and a lot of fractures. I can already see myself turning this house into a place full of family and friends, rather than a show place for celebrities and people I don’t care about.

Sorry, Aunt Gabby, for what I’m about to say.

“I loved our aunt, but I’d like to gut the place and redo it. I could do with a few less cupids, you know what I mean? And I’m all about a nice water feature, but a moat? Really?”

Harmony laughs so hard she has to set her glass of pinot on the coffee table. “Oh my god! I’m so glad you said that. I was so freaked out by the cupids! No offense, but I thought the Playboy Mansion and the Versailles of Florida had a baby. I almost made Summer turn the car around and leave.”

I am dead. I’m laughing so hard I can’t breathe.

“I shouldn’t have said that!” Harmony cries, leaning in and grabbing my hand. “My mouth got away from me!”

“Stop it, I love your mouth.”

Immediately she snatches her hand back.

The air is thick between us as we sit there, watching each other.

“Tell you what. You get me a return on my investment, and you can be the first to take a sledgehammer to the cupid fountain,” I tell her. “In fact, you can help me DIY the whole place.”

“But what would your girlfriend say about me hanging around your house in a sexy utility belt?”

If she’s trying to make me less aroused, she’s having the opposite effect. Now, I can only imagine Harmony waltzing around my house in nothing but that and a hard hat.

“No girlfriend. And I’m inviting you as a friend,” I tell her.

Her genuine smile breaks me in half. 

“Friends,” she says.

We fist-bump each other, and I’m happy Harmony is comfortable with me.

“Let’s go find the others and sign the contract.”


chapter 
four




Harmony

Tonight has turned out better than expected. 

I made a new friend where I didn’t expect to make one.

Then, everything goes to shit.

Cooper checks the hall to look for Carter and Summer. I check the sitting room before circling back.

Where are those guys?

Suddenly, the hall light flicks on, and what do I see? 

Cooper and Summer alone together, in the hallway, looking like they just got caught with their hands down each other’s trousers.

Okay, that’s not literally what I saw.

But something is happening here because Summer is covering her mouth, and Cooper is wiping his.

At the other end of the hall is Carter, who’s just thrown on the light. He looks as betrayed as I feel.

Wow.

My own sister.

This is certainly…something.

“Carter?” Summer squeaks, looking shocked at being discovered.

“Summer, what’s going on?” I ask.

Summer turns to me.

Why do I have to ask? I saw everything I needed to see.

I don’t know what else to do, so I run.

I run down one corridor and then another, then duck into the sitting room from before.

“Harmony!” Summer calls out me.

“Leave me alone!” I shout. I finally collapse at the first sign of chocolate—which sits in a crystal bowl by a fringed, tufted sofa, the perfect spot for a dramatic sobfest. 

“There you are,” she says, all breathless and concerned.

“There you are,” I imitate, wolfing down chocolate dinner mints.

What ensues is a typical sisterly argument.

She accuses me of being terrible at comebacks. I tell her to shut up. Eventually, I let her sit down and explain herself.

She’s still insisting that the kiss was an accident. I shove another mint into my mouth.

But then she goes on to tell me that she kissed Carter earlier, and things got awkward so she went to the bathroom. When she came out, she thought Carter was standing there. But it was Cooper. So she kissed him “again.”

“I wanted to crawl into a hole when I realized who I’d kissed.”

“He sure didn’t though, did he? He was beet red.” Cooper liked the kiss. Why wouldn’t he? Most people prefer Summer over me.

I don’t know if she remembers when my prom date hit on her after she laughed at all his jokes all night. True, she rejected him. But still, I ended up abandoned at prom and had to ride home with Summer and her date.

Then when I found out my ex-fiancé cheated on me, Summer confessed that he had once drunkenly passed out in her bed.

She hadn’t done anything untoward, except behave like the effervescent, vivacious opposite of me. Men love her. Dogs love her. Strangers gravitate toward her everywhere we go.

“Cooper was embarrassed for me, and he pushed me away!”

“Sure he did,” I scoff.

“Harmony, look at me!”

Eye contact. Yuck.

But when I look at Summer, I see my baby sister and best friend.

I need to hear her out. I know in my heart of hearts she wouldn’t hurt me, not on purpose. She would never go after a guy she knew I really liked.

But I have to tell her how I feel.

“You have the entire world eating out of the palm of your hand. So maybe try to understand why I assumed the worst when I walked in and saw you in flagrante delicto with Cooper.”

She snorts. “Listen, I don’t know what ‘fragrance diablo’ is, but I’m pretty I sure didn’t do that!”

I blink at her and think back a few years. “It’s never your fault. Is it?”

“Oh, sis. No. Don’t go there.”

“I went there,” I say. “I can’t help it. My brain went there.”

“Harmony, I promise you. Cooper is not interested in me.”

“Are you sure?”

“Babe, I think I know when someone is interested.”

“That’s true.”

“More importantly, Carter and Cooper are committed to partnering with us,” she says.

“Really?” Even after that scene? I doubt it.

She nods. “There’s just one tiny detail we have to hammer out.”

Already, I don’t like the sound of that.

“What is it?”

“Let’s go find the guys and review the contract,” Summer tells me.

It turns out, Cooper and Carter have been looking for us. They stand in the doorway, and I wonder how much of our conversation they overheard. Little sneaks.

Oh god, I hope I don’t have chocolate in my teeth.

Cooper swiftly takes me by the arm and we exit without Carter and Summer. I don’t know why he’s suddenly being so physically forward with me, but he walks with such urgency that this must be about giving Carter and Summer a moment alone.

Cooper’s lips are moving; he’s saying something about showing me the contract in his office. But I can barely hear him over the crackle of electricity that rolls through me with his hand on my lower back, escorting me from the room.


chapter 
five




Cooper

I don’t like how we left things.

I skim a rock across the lake, the circles illuminated in the misty, pre-dawn light.

The lake is where I do my best thinking.

We have a contract with Harmony and Summer. They will open a shop in Gold Hill, with our backing. We toasted with champagne. Everyone laughed about Summer mistaking me for Carter.

I made it abundantly clear to Harmony that we were friends and nothing more.

Everything should be fine. 

And yet here I am, unable to sleep or concentrate on anything until I do some good thinking.

I don’t know Harmony well, but I’ve seen the hunger in her eyes.

I’ve also seen how she defers to her more outgoing, younger sister.

Harmony goes along to get along, for everyone’s benefit.

But after the hours we spent together, just talking, I know she deserves to have a voice.

Hell, I knew she had strong opinions when she threatened to karate chop me for staring at her like a dummy at the business expo.

Her opinion deserves to be heard. And I wish she would say it more.

She doesn’t want to open the shop in Gold Hill. I saw her hesitation when they signed the paperwork. I saw the look on her face when I shat all over her town when we first met.

I’m an idiot.

There’s only one solution to this. And I think it’s a terrible idea, but Carter needs to listen.

We must honor the girls’ wishes, even if we don’t like it.

And if their dream fails? It’ll ruin everything. Carter and Summer’s budding romance, and my friendship with Harmony. That’s the risk.

Behind me in the distance, the door to the main kitchen creaks open and closes again. Carter’s found me.

What’s he doing up at this hour?

Regardless, we need to talk.
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Carter’s leg is driving me crazy.

He sits next to me on the bench, his knee bouncing away. It does that when he’s nervous.

The First National Bank of Fate lobby is quiet except for my brother, me, and a row of tellers doing their morning tasks. A door labeled “bank manager” stands ajar; the aroma of brewing coffee and the whoosh of emails come from that office. 

My twin and I crunched the numbers and decided early this morning that we can’t ask the girls to put their store in Gold Hill. And we’re going to back them, whatever they want to do.

The only problem is they’re not answering our texts. So we’re straight-up ambushing them at the bank.

We’re here to intercept Harmony and Summer before they make the biggest mistake of their lives, which we initiated. They think they’re about to apply for a bank loan for the remainder of the funds they need for a Gold Hill store. But we can’t let that happen. We need to cancel the contract and convince them to let my brother and I finance the whole damn thing, right here in Fate.

I can’t take the bouncing of Carter’s knee anymore so I pace the lobby while I wait for Harmony and Summer to show up.

“What time did they say their meeting was?” I ask Carter.

“I didn’t ask. It’s supposed to be sometime today.”

“So you’re saying I could be pacing for hours,” I snap.

I need coffee. I need sleep. Mostly, I need to see Harmony.

Everything will work out once I see her.

Just then, a well-dressed woman who looks like an early-60-ish version of Harmony glides through the entrance. She nods at one of the tellers as she moves through the room like she owns the place.

One of the tellers calls out, “Good morning, Ms. Mosley!” 

My ears perk up. Mosley?

I turn to Carter. He heard it too.

The well-dressed woman heads straight to the office of the bank manager. “Brenda!”

“Hi Donna! The girls will be here in a few minutes but I wanted a moment to visit with you.”

“Aren’t you sweet. How’s that grandbaby?”

“Perfect! Obviously!” The clank of a glass carafe is followed by coffee pouring. “Don’t tell Owen, but I took Graham to McDonald’s the other day and he ate his first Happy Meal. He got ketchup all over my bag!”

The bank manager cackles. “Not the Hermès!”

“Is that what it’s called? I told Stephan to stop giving me expensive things. When I’m not with him, I’m on babysitting duty.”

His interest piqued, Carter stands. The two of us inch toward the bank manager’s door, keenly listening to this conversation.

“That’s got to be their mom,” Carter murmurs.

“Yep.”

“Oh my goodness, Brenda,” chirps the bank manager. “I can’t wait to retire so I can get into trouble with my babies. Fill ’em up with sugar and send ’em on home.”

The two women laugh and swap quick anecdotes, one-upping each other on who spoils their grandchildren the most.

“The girls tell me they succeeded in finding some additional financial backing at that expo yesterday in Gold Hill,” Brenda says.

My ears heat. They’re talking about us!

“That’s wonderful. Was it from the Bryant family? That’s so exciting. I’ve always wanted to meet that Esme character,” says Donna, lowering her voice to a loud whisper. “You know, they say she never leaves that house.”

“I don’t think so. You know Harmony. She would have put blast all over me with that news. Or however the kids say it.”

“Hmm. I think that phrase means they’re actually calling you on the carpet.”

Brenda sips her coffee loudly. “Oh I can’t keep up with it all and I’m too old to care.”

“Well, maybe those two young men eavesdropping outside my office can explain it to us,” says Donna.

Yikes.

“Shit!” mutters Carter. “I’m not ready to meet her mother!”

I nudge him to stand up straight as Brenda marches out of the office, a genteel smile on her face. The resemblance to Harmony is uncanny.

“In or out, gentlemen!”

“We’ll wait here,” Carter says awkwardly, then dashes back toward the bench where we started.

I’m left standing face to face with the woman. 

“Hi,” I say, extending my hand. “I’m Cooper MacKenzie and I’m here for your daughter.”

She draws her perfect eyebrows together, studying me like a new and strange insect.

Oh god.  “I’m here to meet your daughter. Meet.”

She arches a brow. “Whatever Summer does on dating apps is none of my business. But I must tell you, a coffee date is usually the way to go, if you want my opinion.”

Her referencing Summer has the skittish Carter back on his feet. “He’s not dating Summer.”

“We’re here for both of them.”

“Suppose you tell me exactly what’s going on before I roust Roy over there from the thrall of the Reader’s Digest crossword puzzle.” Her eyes cut toward the vestibule, where an elderly security guard sits, peevishly erasing something from a magazine. 

“Ms. Brenda, what is a five-letter word for vigilant?” asks the security guard.

“We’ll never know, will we?” Brenda says with a sigh.

“Let me start over,” I say. “We’re the MacKenzie brothers representing Gold Hill Investments.”

The crinkle in her nose is so like Harmony’s that my chest aches. Where is she? Where’s my girl? And why doesn’t she respond to my texts?

“And,” she says blandly.

“We met Harmony and Summer yesterday, and they signed a contract with us last night.”

Her face softens. “Oh, that’s wonderful! You should have led with that.”

Carter seems ready to vomit, he’s so anxious.

As I’m not already in a relationship with one of her daughters, I don’t have as much at stake as Carter. Which is why, what I do next is the only thing a twin brother in my position is bound to do.

“Come meet my brother. He and Summer really hit it off. He’s entirely responsible for the whole agreement even happening.”

“I’m going to murder you,” mouths my introvert brother as I lead Brenda across the lobby to meet the man who just did several unspeakable sexual things to her youngest daughter last night.

“I’m faster than you,” I mouth back.

Carter better thank me later because Brenda doesn’t ask a lot of questions. As we wait for Harmony and Summer, she regales us with tale after tale of Harmony and Summer’s various enterprises, from their summer lemonade stands charging five dollars a glass, to their bright idea in middle school of making homemade cookies to compete with the Girl Scouts.

“I notice the two of you aren’t wearing wedding rings,” she notes.

“Much like no one’s good enough for your daughters, our aunt Gabby never approved of anyone the two of us brought home,” I say.

“Smooth,” Carter mutters.

Brenda glances from Carter to me. “Your aunt…is Gabriella MacKenzie.”

“The very one.”

“Once again, you should have led with that. Perhaps you should take a class on how to market yourself better, young man.”

Carter snorts. She’s right, though. My degree is not doing me any favors at the moment.

“So tell me about her! I want to know everything,” Brenda pushes.

This takes some pressure off Carter and myself. Aunt Gabby is the easiest subject for us to talk about, and soon enough, we have Brenda on the edge of her seat.

Things are going perfectly, and then Harmony and Summer arrive. Carter almost got away from Brenda scot-free. Almost.

He did it to himself, honestly.

After the conversation in which the four of us realize we’re all on the same page, Carter gives himself away.

“We don’t want to do it in Gold Hill. We want to build our shop here, in Fate,” Summer tells us. Harmony nods.

Carter just can’t keep his hands off Summer. “Sweetheart, that’s exactly why we came here.”

And then he kisses her. I glance at Brenda, whose eyes widen.

I catch Harmony’s eye, and her cheeks bloom a deep pink.

“Oh my,” says Brenda. “You naughty boy! You never mentioned you were dating my daughter. But I approve!”

Well, the cat’s out of the bag.

Inside, I’m relieved. If Carter has Brenda’s approval, then that paves the way for Harmony and I. Hopefully. One day.

Harmony’s arms cross in front of her, in her usual stance when I get too close.

And that’s fine.

“But we have something else on our minds. We don’t want you to owe money to anyone,” I say.

Harmony looks up at me, and the ache lessens in my chest, but only a little. “What does that mean?” she asks.

I tell her that Carter and I are funding the entire project, and that’s that.

The sisters say nothing, but Brenda is excited. “Guess you don’t need me to co-sign after all!”

There’s more discussion about the terms, but to my surprise, Harmony agrees first.

But with one condition.

“I’m not dating you,” she says.

What can I say? I can’t argue about it.

“Fair enough.”

Harmony gives me the biggest smile yet. 

And I’m falling harder for her. Falling, falling, falling, with no parachute. No guarantees.

Except a thread of hope she leaves me with every furtive glance.

Someday.


chapter 
six




Harmony

I have to give Cooper credit. He keeps his distance.

Well, emotionally. Romantically.

But physically? He’s literally everywhere.

And as much as I don’t want a relationship with him—as much as I know I have much more healing to do—I like it. 

I admit it. I like having him around.

Cooper and Carter don’t seem to have any real job other than to help us start Little Spoon.

They bring us coffee and donuts from Ruby’s Diner every morning. They go to the town hall with us and provide backup in case there’s any red tape. They attend meetings with us. They ensure we get the location we want—right in the bustling part of Main Street—by having cash on hand when the landlord demands six months’ rent up-front plus a whopping deposit.

They promised they’d only be here to bankroll everything, and not interfere with any creative decisions. And they’ve kept that promise.

Annoyingly so.

It’s annoying because I keep looking for ways that Cooper turns me off. So far, I haven’t found any.

By the date of our soft launch of Little Spoon, I’m truly crushing on Cooper in every way possible. But I still don’t know if dating him is wise.

Yet my brother, Owen, seems bent on ruining any type of feelings that Cooper might have for me.

He gives Cooper such a hard time that I feel queasy.

“Did y’all run out of room to build more parking lots up there in Gold Hill, or what?” Owen asks.

He has a lot of room to talk. It’s not like his date, Daisy, the town’s doctor, is from around here.

And he’s laying on that Southern accent pretty damn thick, if you ask me.

Cooper holds his own, but I can sense him tensing up. “We’ve been interested in investing in Fate for a while now. We see a lot of growth potential here,” he says.

That’s a bit of a stretch, but I let it go.

My brother is giving him enough of a hard time. When Cooper glances at me while talking to my brother, I can see the wheels turning. He’s rethinking everything he’s thought about me.

I did ask him to be friends. And now he knows that it’s best we remain that way.

I have to do damage control before this ruins our friendship completely.

In an uncharacteristic move, I grab Owen by the arm and drag him into the kitchen, pretending that I need him to help me move some boxes or something.

“What the heck is wrong with you?”

Owen loves to play dumb. “So, you don’t need my help?”

“You are blowing it!”

“I’m doing the best I can! I haven’t been on a date in a while. Not since I met…you know…Graham’s mom.”

Of course Owen thinks I’m talking about him. No one would ever think I have prospects romantically—not when I’ve spent the last two years pushing everyone away. “Not that! You’re being rude to Cooper.”

“He’s from Gold Hill. It’s kind of the rules around here.”

“And don’t you think it’s better to use Gold Hill money than our own money to fund the yogurt shop? Think about it.”

So, you’re not using your savings?”

Boy, he is really out of the loop. Between being a single dad and running the feed store, it’s no wonder he has no clue what’s happening. How in the world did he have time and energy to woo Dr. Daisy, I wonder.

Carefully, I explain the financing arrangement.

He pushes back, being the stubborn older brother that I would expect.

“Why are you so worried that I’ll ruin it? Did their checks not clear yet?”

A sisterly reaction takes over, and I flick him on the chest.

“Ow!”

“Are you dumb?”

“Maybe,” he says, rubbing his chest.

I point in the direction of the dining room. “You know your girl out there is originally from Gold Hill, right?” From the look on his face, I see that he didn’t know that. “Yeah. I thought so. So I don’t even want to hear it from you.”

“That’s different! There’s real feelings involved when it comes to me and Daisy.”

Oh, that’s it. I’m not taking any more shit. Owen will be nice to Cooper or there will be hell to pay. Even if nothing ever happens, romantically, he won’t ruin the friendship we’ve built. And also, Carter and Summer are a hot and heavy item, and Owen’s misgivings will tarnish everything.

“I’m not going to say it aloud, but try to rub your two brain cells together and figure it out.”

He blinks at me. “Oh…oh wait…you have the hots for that guy?”

It’s such a juvenile way to put things.

I decide to be a grownup and own it.

“It’s more than that. He could end up being your future brother-in-law.”

“Whoa. So y’all are really a thing?”

I nod, knowing that this isn’t true, but I’d rather have him think Cooper’s all in. I need him to back off. If he thinks Cooper and I are just friends, he will pull the big brother card and scare him away. If he thinks we’re an item, then it’s too late for him to say anything.

“But…but… he’s a creep!” Owen tries.

Wow. “And you’re being a jerk.”

I really hate it that I feel like crying whenever someone pisses me off.

He babbles on about being protective of me and of our town, and blah, blah, blah. “And you’ll ruin everything if you don’t be nice. For Summer’s sake, too.”

He blinks, taking this in.

The truth about Summer, and the little fib about Cooper and me, is working.

Finally, Owen lets all these facts (and one white lie) settle in. He knows he can’t control any of us and will regret it if he acts like a blustering big brother.

“Sorry, sis. I’ll do better.”

That night, after a successful soft launch of Little Spoon, Cooper walks me home.

“I think that went really well,” he says.

“Don’t sound so surprised,” I laugh.

We pass by Doyle and Maya’s house, and I think about what would have become of Doyle if Maya had never come to Fate. He’d probably be cooped up in that spooky old cavern of a house, eaten up with guilt over his past, and never speaking a word out loud to anyone.

The isolation was eating the poor guy alive. Things changed when Maya got involved and convinced him to go to therapy. He wasn’t the “Boo Radley” of Fate anymore.

Is that what would happen to Cooper if I continue to keep him at a distance? Would he hide himself away in his flashy mansion like a ghost, collecting toenail clippings and scaring the locals?

“I have to tell you something,” I say.

“Just one thing? It better be monumental.”

I roll my eyes. “I might have told my brother you and I are an item.”

Cooper is silent for a long moment as we walk. Summer humidity has passed, and it would be a lovely walk if I weren’t so guilty and nervous right now.

“Cool,” is all he says.

I’m surprised at this. “Cool? I thought you’d be mad that I lied.”

“Did you lie, though?” The mischief in his voice undercuts everything nice I was just thinking of him.

“Cooper!” I chastise.

“What are you getting upset about?” Cooper laughs.

“Because I thought you’d be offended.”

“Hardly.”

I’m so blown away at his reaction that I’m quiet all the way to my house.

I stand on the bottom step leading up to my front door, then turn toward him. My eyes are even with his at this height.

“So…why aren’t you mad?” I ask.

The shit-eating grin is too much. I’m done for.

Cooper shrugs. And then he leans in and kisses my cheek.

“You spoke us into existence, dream girl.”


chapter 
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Cooper

Even as I stand here at 6 a.m., digging post holes in Harmony’s yard, the moment I first saw her six weeks ago plays like it happened yesterday, accompanied by the same excitement and anticipation. The same yearning. The same pull.

Good god, it’s been too long since I’ve worked this hard. Gym workouts are one thing, but stubborn clay is another thing. Harmony wants a fenced-in backyard, and she’s going to get one.

And if she happens to appreciate that I’m shirtless, all the better.

Of course, she never says she appreciates my shirtlessness. Instead she does that cute pinched thing with her mouth that communicates disapproval while her eyes flash.

I only smile like a clueless dummy in response. That’s all I’m left with after the charming remarks subside.

When I first met her, I wasn’t all that charming. That’s because all I wanted was to lift her over my shoulder, carry her out of that business expo, and keep her to myself.

That moments plays on a loop as I dig post holes in her yard.

Did she ask me to do this? No.

But I happen to know what she wants. She mentioned it that first night when we discussed her love of DIY projects.

“I’ve always wanted a dog, but our house is so small and I’d need a fence,” Harmony had said when we walked together to the lake after dinner that first night.

I’ve mentally noted everything from that evening.

So now, whether she wants to date me or not, I don’t care. If Harmony wants a fence, she gets a fence.

Well, I do care that she doesn’t want to date me. I’m head over heels for her, let’s be real.

But I’ll wait as long as it takes. And if she never comes around?

I simply cannot think about that possibility, because I don’t know what I’ll do if I don’t see her face every morning and every night.

I place one pole in the ground and secure it with the ready-mix concrete.

I get that feeling that someone is watching me. Glancing up, I see the silhouette of her face in the kitchen window. I wave my gloved hand.

I can’t tell if she’s smiling or not.

Doesn’t matter. If she wants me to stop, she’ll say so.

If she doesn’t tell me to stop, I’ll keep doing whatever it takes to make her smile.


chapter 
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Harmony

The sound of my preset coffee machine might as well be a preset reminder that Cooper is here, up to no good. Again.

Morning has become synonymous with seeing Cooper haunting my house, my yard, my town.

I pluck my favorite mug from the cupboard and peer through the kitchen window, which overlooks the backyard.

There he is, digging holes.

Don’t get me wrong. A friend like Cooper is hard to come by.

For most of my life, Summer has been my best friend. But now she’s moving on with Carter. When she’s not at our frozen yogurt shop, Little Spoon, she spends most of her time at the house in Gold Hill or the property where they plan on building a house together. 

Yeah, my sister and Carter moved fast. 

Cooper must feel uncomfortable sharing a mansion with his twin and his twin’s girlfriend, so he’s taken to spend all his time helping me around the house.

Not that I mind. It’s just a bit much sometimes. It’s getting tougher and tougher to remind myself that he’s just a friend.

It’s hard not to like him, with his earnest brown eyes, easy smile, and ready-for-anything personality. Not wearing a shirt is certainly a choice. A sweaty, glistening choice that muddles the brain of a woman who’s determined not to trust a man ever again.

Yesterday, Cooper mowed my grass and fixed a sagging gutter hanging off the house’s side. Today, he’s digging holes for who knows what reason.

He can do what he wants, I just wish he’d do it fully clothed.

I pour my coffee and take that first, perfect sip as I stare out the window. The morning sun gleams off his bare chest, already sweaty from working outside.

It’s not the worst view, first thing in the morning.

He’s built almost exactly the same as his identical twin, Carter. 

I can see why Summer fell for that one. The twins are both athletic, tall, and eager to help. Cooper has a slight edge over Carter in the athletic build department. He’s got six-pack abs that I could bounce a quarter off of.

And with all the work he’s been doing outside lately, his golden tan makes it much easier to tell the difference between the two brothers.

Which means Summer won’t mistake Cooper for Carter again. 

I cringe at the memory.

Cooper finishes digging a hole and fills it with something gray and wet. Cement? What the heck?

I glance around and finally notice the stack of posts and flats of flowers and grasses. Well, he’s set himself up for quite a project. One that I didn’t ask for.

It’s too much.

He needs to find something better to do with his time. Something less expensive and time-consuming.

Sighing, I grab another mug from the cupboard and pour a second cup of coffee. Then I think twice and pour that into a big glass jar, adding ice, cream, a modest shot of Jack, then stir it. Why the heck not? It’s not like he has an office job to go to. Although, if he drinks a second one of these, he should probably lay off the heavy equipment if he’s gonna spend the day doing DIY stuff.

I add a pretty paper straw just for fun. Then, I tighten my robe and head outside.

When the screen door slaps behind me, Cooper looks up and smiles. My insides threaten to turn to goo at the picture of him grinning up at me, leaning on his shovel, sweat dripping down his chest. But I keep it together by reminding myself, this is a trap. He’s trying to confuse and confound me into becoming more than friends, and it won’t work.

I’m not looking for a relationship, as I’m not fully healed from the last one. I might live alone for the rest of my life, which will be fine with me.

“‘Morning.”

I return Cooper’s broad smile with a smaller one, padding down the deck steps in my bare feet, holding his drink. “Good morning. I have your caffeine order.”

He eyes me suspiciously then removes his gardening cloves. He takes the jar, examining the contents.

“Just coffee? What are you concocting here, Dr. Frankenstein?”

I laugh. “It’s my take on Kentucky coffee.”

“Sweet! Thanks,” he says, taking it and downing it in one go.

I try not to stare at the cords on his neck while he drinks, or at the Adam’s apple bobbing. Or at his bare trapezius muscles, or how he looks more tan and ripped than last week.

I swallow.

“You’re welcome,” I say, my throat dry.

He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, but he still has a coffee mustache, which is too freaking adorable.

“How is it? I was thinking of some new after-hours coffee flavors for Little Spoon.”

“Delicious. Too delicious first thing in the morning, but I’m not driving anywhere.”

This pleases me, then I remember why I really came out here.

“May I ask what you are doing with all of this?” I ask, gesturing to the cement, the posts, flowers, and equipment nearby.

He once again leans on his shovel and it’s all I can do not to sigh at his supermodel good looks. “Well, I was just thinking the other day, you could really use a fence. And if you have a fence, you should have a garden bed to border it. That’ll make it really pretty back here.”

I’m not going to admit that he read my mind.

“But that was just me babbling. I’ve got nothing to fence in.”

He shrugs. “Want a dog?”

No, Harmony. Don’t go there. You must steel yourself.

“No,” I lie.

“Well, it’ll give you some privacy then.”

“This can’t keep happening.”

“What can’t keep happening?”

“You. This is too much.”

“It’s not too much. I like to keep busy.”

I fight the urge to tell him to find a hobby. Because…I don’t actually want him to find a hobby.

I’m in this weird space between feeling obligated to him for all the work and money he’s put into the business and the house, and wanting him around because he’s good company. And really good to look at.

“Then, could you please put a shirt on?”

Cooper leans on the rake and smiles. “It’s warm today.”

“I’m well aware of how warm it is.”

“Okay, I guess you want me to suffer from heat stroke.”

“You won’t suffer from heat stroke in the middle of September.”

“It’s supposed to get up to 83 degrees.”

I roll my eyes. “Drama queen.”

“It’s part of my charm,” he says with a grin.

I huff, “But it’s a work day. Do you not have a regular job to go to?”

He looks at me like I ought to know better. As if we both know good and well how he spends his time.

“You are my job.”

A rush of pleasure runs through me. I blink rapidly to hide the shocked expression. “You mean Little Spoon is your job. And we have employees for that. Don’t you have, like, other investments to oversee?”

The toothy grin is too much. “Do you want me to leave you alone to find other people to invest in?”

He has my number, and I hate it.

God, what are we arguing about?

I try to be subtle as I draw in a long, steadying breath, staring eye level with his glistening chest, ignoring the way it rises and falls, becoming impossibly broader with each rise. 

I blink up at him slowly. “I want you to do whatever you want with your time, Cooper.”

I gently snatch the jar from his grip and spin around, heading back up the wooden steps, disappearing into the house to prepare for the school day, moving swiftly so he won’t notice the shiver in my shoulders.


chapter 
nine




Cooper

Harmony walks down the street like a wispy cloud, her ruffled skirt swishing in the breeze.

From the metal box she pays a dollar for the daily newspaper. I silently scoff. “She’d save money if she just subscribed to the paper,” I mutter. Oh crap, I sound like an old man. Actually, I sound like my brother.

Hell, if Harmony would allow me to be more to her than just a silent partner, she wouldn’t have to pay for a damn thing.

She wouldn’t have to work herself to the bone Monday through Friday as a teacher’s aide, then spend all weekend working at Little Spoon, that’s for sure.

But Harmony has her boundaries. I don’t like them, but I have to respect them.

So I sit in my car with the windows rolled down, making the best of this beautiful September day, and enjoy my coffee and the view.

My chest aches when Harmony holds open the door of the metal box and grabs a second paper, then hands it to an old man walking up.

“Thank you kindly,” he says.

“Come back later for a treat, on me,” she tells him.

The September breeze blows a lock of hair into her face. She smiles at the man as she tucks it behind her ear. God, she’s the purest angel.

“That’d be nice,” the old man says. “But you don’t have to treat me. You’re trying to earn a living.”

“It’s the least I can do. Your goats make the best yogurt. It’s practically a partnership.”

She squeezes his hand, and here I am, irrationally jealous of a little old goat farmer.

A nearby crow caws at me, mocking me.

“Shut it, you,” I say.

The old man waves goodbye to Harmony and makes his way down the street. 

Harmony stands there for a second, shielding her eyes from the sun, looking for something. Maybe she heard me telling the crow to shut it.

She seems to be looking straight at me, and when a wide smile breaks across her lovely face, I feel it pierce my chest. But I’m an idiot because that smile is not aimed at me but at someone much shorter and furrier.

As often happens in Fate, the mayor bounds up out of nowhere, wiggling and begging for attention from her. Harmony squats down in front of Flash, the golden retriever who has now won reelection four times, and gives him scratches behind the ears.

From the pocket of her frilly skirt, she pulls out a treat. The mayor takes the biscuit in one gulp, his tail wagging wildly.

“Who’s a good boy? Oh my goodness. Who’s the best boy ever?”

The crows are cawing like crazy now, mercilessly taunting me.

Flash moves on to the tattoo parlor down the street, but that place doesn’t open until 11. The mayor trots happily on to find his next big fan.

I sip my coffee and continue my Saturday morning routine. Not being a sweet old goat farmer. Not being the best boy ever.

This is my life now: Monday through Friday, I follow her to school, then I go to Little Spoon and take orders from Summer. I run errands or do whatever needs doing. When Summer gets tired of me, I go to Harmony’s house and cut the grass, trim trees, plant flowers, and fix whatever needs fixing, even if Harmony doesn’t know what needs fixing.

And on weekends, I hang out at Little Spoon with Harmony until she sends me packing.

Today, I sip my coffee from Love Games and watch her from my car, feeling lovesick.

I don’t have to go in. I could sit here and watch her move all day and be happy in my misery.

Harmony unlocks the door to Little Spoon and goes inside. She flicks on the lights, then helps herself to a cup of frozen yogurt. It’s usually chocolate, but it’s something yellow and fruity today. She sits at the front counter and enjoys some alone time, reading the paper and eating her breakfast of dessert.

When she finishes the paper, she grabs a bottle of cleaner and spritzes down the door and the windows. She clicks on the neon “Open” sign, which turns her face and arms pink as she wipes down the glass with the newspaper’s sports section.

I know what happens next. She’ll grab whatever new release she picked up from the library and sit behind the register, reading while waiting for customers.

She doesn’t look up when the doorbell rings but stays focused on her reading.

I help myself to a cup and go to the dispenser to fill it. Today it’s coffee flavored and vanilla swirl. I add only a scoop of Dutch chocolate chunks on top.

As always, I set it on the scale. And wait.

“What do I owe you?” I ask.

Harmony smirks and tilts her head. “After a month of doing this every Saturday, I think you know the answer to that.”

“As your business partner, I must tell you it’s not good business to give away product.”

She smiles. “As your business partner, I should remind you of the markup on these products.”

I shrug. “Fine. I’ll pay wholesale then.”

She sighs and rummages around, finally coming up with a calculator. “Making me do long division on a Saturday,” she mutters, punching the numbers. “Okay. You owe me twenty-seven cents based on what we pay for all those ingredients.”

I tug a twenty dollar bill out of my money clip and toss it onto the counter.

“Cooper, that’s too much.”

“Sorry, my brother is the numbers guy. I don’t know any better,” I say, winking at Harmony before taking up my usual spot at the booth in the corner, where I can see people come in and out, so I can keep an eye on other customers.

“Geez, this guy,” she says under her breath. 

But it’s the tiny, irresistible smile that pulls at Harmony’s lip that gives me hope.

I try not to stare at her while I enjoy my coffee dessert.

After some time, she sidles over to the table and hands me the paper. “If you stay here all day, you’ll need something to read.”

She bounces away, her ruffled skirt swishing back and forth with the swing of her hips.

I don’t tear my gaze away until she disappears into the kitchen.

With nothing else to look at, I flip through the ads section of the paper.

Three-bedroom, two-bathroom house for sale on Ivy Street.

Huh. Interesting.

Maybe the universe doesn’t hate me after all.


chapter 
ten




Harmony

Cooper thinks he’s so slick. 

There he sits, in the corner booth, eating his free frozen yogurt, looking so pleased with himself.

Maybe that’s not the right word.

It’s just plain confidence that I’ve never possessed.

The man behaves like a bodyguard trying to blend into the background. But if he thinks he blends in, he’s delusional. Cooper would make a terrible bodyguard because he’s more obsessed with the subject he’s guarding than with potential dangers all around.

I wipe down the countertops and all surfaces with disinfectant for the second time since Cooper showed up this morning.

The sneeze guard over the toppings bar is pristine, as I’ve rubbed it three times while Cooper pretends to read the newspaper.

I would wipe down the tabletops again, but I don’t trust myself to get close to him. I’ll get lost in his brown eyes, square jaw, and sexy crow’s feet.

For an ordinary girl that would be fine. For a girl looking for a relationship. Which I am not. 

I scan the room for something else to do and pray for someone else to come in and buy some frozen yogurt.

As I stare longingly at the front door, Cooper makes eye contact. The dreamiest, dreamiest eye contact. Dammit.

He says nothing, just smiles in that friendly, laid-back way. Eating his yogurt at the speed of a comatose sloth. I tell you, it’s inhuman to eat a dessert so slowly.

Please, Little Spoon, give me something to do.

He catches my eye, and his smile makes my breath catch in my throat.

Why is he here? Why is he doing this? To torture me? To wear me down?

I might have to go outside and give away vanilla yogurt samples with our newest buttermilk pastry topping. That could draw in some customers.

Alas, Cooper would probably follow me out there.

Instead I attack the self-serve nozzles with microfiber and rubbing alcohol.

“Uh, doesn’t the manager clean those every night after locking up?” Cooper asks.

I glance at him casually over my shoulder as I clean. “Doesn’t hurt to clean up afterward. The managers are not always perfect,” I say.

I know that the nozzles and every other fixture in here are cleaned to perfection every night after closing. Our evening manager is a dream come true. She studies cosmetology at the community college two towns over during the day and earns money at nights and weekends at Little Spoon. 

“I think Evie’s even more of a perfectionist than you are; I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” Cooper says.

It shouldn’t chap my hide to hear him talking about Evie in a complimentary way, but for some reason, it does. She’s a perfectly lovely young woman and sweet as can be. Even sweeter than my sister Summer—and everyone loves Summer.

I scrub the double chocolate nozzle extra hard and breezily say, “She’s an excellent worker.”

“I’m thinking I might ask her to cut my hair.”

At that, my blood boils. I whip around before I can stop myself, to see Cooper scrubbing the top of his short-cropped head.

“Why?” I blurt.

With a look of surprise, Cooper replies, “To get her some experience. Earn some cash. She is studying for that kind of thing, no?”

“We can’t have her cutting hair here at the yogurt shop; it’s against health codes.”

Cooper blinks at me. No one says anything for a moment, and then a hint of a smirk pulls at his lips.

He’s clocking my little explosion of jealousy, and he likes it.

Ew. Who likes to make a girl jealous when he knows she’s not even into him? 

“You’re absolutely right, Harmony.”

He slurps down the rest of his yogurt, pushes out his chair, and saunters over to the trash receptacle. He tosses away his paper cup and chucks the little red spoon in the bin marked for “utensils” to be washed.

“I was just thinking, we need a decent salon in our town and maybe I can convince Evie to open one here,” Cooper says.

Why is he still talking about Evie?

What in the name of all that’s holy is wrong with me?

I need my head examined.

I take a deep breath, hoping to calm my blood pressure, and answer, “We? Our town?”

He shrugs. “What can I say? This place is growing on me.”

De-escalate whatever is going on in your pea brain, Harmony. You are an intelligent, independent woman and you don’t need a man. You’ve made it abundantly clear to Cooper that you’re just friends. Why shouldn’t he express interest in someone else? Even someone ten years younger than him who works for the company? 

He’s not technically her boss, so it wouldn’t be the human resources nightmare that is Wood Brothers and Love Games. Rumor has it that those construction guys and the gamer nerds started dating their employees the day they were hired.

I like what they’ve all brought to the town, but yikes. I do not like mixing dating with business. In fact, I don’t like mixing dating with anything these days, and Cooper knows this. And he’s baiting me. And I’m falling for it.

“Yeah, a new salon would be a good idea,” I say dumbly.

He stands there and studies me for a beat. To say that I feel self-conscious is an understatement.

Cooper takes the folded paper under his arm and looks at it thoughtfully. “Speaking of this town growing on me, I have to do something.”

Yeah right. Do something.

He’s probably headed to my brother’s garden center—again—to buy fruit trees for my yard that I did not ask for.

Does he know that I know he’s been following me to school every day and home again?

Does he know I can see him sitting in his car, watching me go to and from school?

Not that I’m complaining.

With Summer around less, the house has been too much for me to keep up with. And I do like the idea of someone looking out for me.

I narrow my eyes at Cooper. “What are you up to?”

He gives me a mischievous grin.

“I’ll tell you when the deed is done,” he says. He touches the paper to his forehead in salute, and backs out the door.

Why do I feel as if I’m not going to like whatever this “deed” is?


chapter 
eleven




Cooper

“What the hell are you doing here?”

I look up from trimming the overgrown hedge and wipe the sweat from my brow. 

Owen, who’s started expanding the garden center at the feed store, has become a font of helpful knowledge lately. From him, I learned that the hedge growing in my new front yard is called arborvitae, a fast-growing cypress that provides good privacy. Not the best choice for a hedge to leave unchecked along the front of a house, though, as it quickly overwhelms the space.

Playing dumb, I reply, “Yard work.”

Harmony’s eyes scan the surroundings.

“Have you finally succumbed to heat stroke? You’re at the wrong house.”

With my pruning shears in hand, I turn to inspect the house number.

“Nope, that’s my address.”

Turning back to face Harmony, her eyes bug out. “Your address? Cooper, what the heck is going on?”

I lean on the fence post and tug off my gardening gloves. 

“What’s going on? Well, the other morning I couldn’t help but notice that you wanted me to find another way to occupy my time. So I found one.”

She blinks, her golden, all-knowing eyes taking in her surroundings: me, the pruning shears, the street, the house.

“You bought this house?”

I turn and gaze proudly at the three-bedroom, two-bathroom bungalow that matches Harmony’s abode across the street.

“Yep.”

“Why? You have a perfectly suitable twelve-bedroom estate thirty minutes from here!”

My fingers comb my sweat-soaked hair. “You know, something about these old mill-worker bungalows speaks to me. I guess I just wanted to preserve a piece of history.”

When I turn back to face Harmony, her arms are crossed over her chest. “You just had to have one directly across the street from my house?”

“When you put it like that,” I say, “it does seem like a strange coincidence.”

“Cooper!”

“Harmony!”

“This has gone too far.”

“What’s gone too far?”

I pride myself on my ability to play dumb, but now I regret that. Harmony is infuriated.

“I’m not going to date you!”

My answer is too quick. “Harmony, have I ever asked you out?”

She takes a step back.

“Excuse me?”

“Have I ever asked you out? Or tried to make a pass at you, or anything like that? Have I ever been frustrated by being your friend? Have I ever made you feel bad since the day you made it clear that you only wanted to be friends?”

Her pretty brows come together, and she chews on her bottom lip, like she’s trying to figure me out.

“No. You’re the first to not complain about being friend-zoned.”

I drop my pruning shears and she jumps when they clank against the ground. “I hate that phrase. It’s stupid. It assumes that the default setting is that men and women can’t be on the same page. I fucking hate that shit.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. I like being your friend. Seeing you every day is awesome. Doing things for you is fun, because I like it when you interrupt my work to talk to me. I like getting to know you as a person. I like everything about you. I can simultaneously want to grind your ex-fiancé into the ground and also want to chill and hang out and do nothing.”

I’m standing too close to her. I know she hates it when I don’t wear a shirt.

But before I can pull back, she reaches for me.


chapter 
twelve




Harmony

How dare he?

How dare Cooper MacKenzie do this to me?

How dare he say all this to me, telling me about all of these shenanigans while shirtless and sweaty and dirty and acting like all of this is completely normal and…oh god, his lips.

I kiss him because I didn’t have any words left.

I kiss him because I couldn’t stand the thought of him thinking that our friendship could never be more than that.

I kiss him because life is too short.

And mostly, I kiss him because I wanted to feel those lips.

Cooper tastes like salt and clean sweat and smells like fresh-cut grass, turning me on beyond comprehension.

The world around me crystallizes into this one thing. The birds chirping in the trees. Flash barking somewhere two streets over. Kids splashing in a pool next door. The flutter of his lashes on my cheek. The grip of his arm braces my waist, holding me tight against his torso. The damp slide of Cooper’s mouth against mine. His tongue teasing my lips.

Someone’s going to see us.

Maybe that’s fine. Maybe a school parent.

Maybe I don’t really care.

I open to his prodding tongue and Cooper licks into my mouth.

It’s too good. Too delicious.

A hand goes to the back of my neck, and my body surrenders, my shoulders slack and my knees weak.

I would wonder how I’m still standing except that arm bracketed around me is everything.

“C-Cooper,” I say, breathless when we finally pull apart.

His chocolate-brown eyes are intense, his gaze hot as he looks over my face.

He drags me behind the hedge and presses me against the siding. I’m between the wood and the massive wall of man, his body and the overgrown hedge shading me from the afternoon sun.

I don’t ask what he thinks he’s doing, dragging me behind the hedge. Instead, I splay my fingers over the planes of his hot, sweaty, dirty chest, my heart kicking against my ribcage.

Acting on only need and instinct, I reach down and unzip his fly, the noise amplified in my mind, telling me there’s no going back to being just friends after this.

His jaw tics as he swats my hand away. My eyes widen in shock as he steps forward, crushing his mouth to mine.

He hitches up my skirt and finds the front of my panties, as if he’s done this a dozen times before. How did his hand get between my legs so quickly?

Do I care?

No, because it feels too good to care. There he is, rubbing his fingers over the material, working my pussy until I’m soaked through.

It’s only when I can’t take any more of that and my body jerks, involuntarily riding his hand, that he pulls back and tugs the gusset aside.

The new sensation of skin on skin has me gasping.

“Oh!”

He shushes me with his mouth on mine, his tongue spearing down my throat, stifling the noise.

At the same time, his rough fingers explore my damp pussy, roughly slipping between my folds. I’m so wet. The noises we make are shocking — scandalous — as he probes, finally finding my clit and sliding a finger along either side of it.

The fabric stretches as he works me over.

I fist the front of his shirt, my fingertips digging into his chest.

Neither of us says a word, not a single word as we do these things to each other.

Yet our bodies are in sync somehow. Our needs have reached a breaking point.

Cooper then slips the tip of his middle finger into my pussy like he owns it. His thumb works over my clit, strumming it back and forth in a pleasing, teasing rhythm.  That finger sinks in deeper, roughly stroking my inner walls.

My mouth gapes but no sound comes out. I’m in shock at how good this feels. 

When I come, it’s like lightning. I close my eyes and let my body do what it wants to do, coming all over his wicked fingers.

When I open my eyes, Cooper’s dark gaze is on me. Daring me to look away.

The fabric stretches some more, and finally, there’s nothing left to give. It tears, biting into my skin.

It hurts a little but I don’t care. The next thing I know, Cooper is nudging his thick, hard cock against my center.

A million thoughts run through my head. This is happening. I’m having sex outside. In broad daylight. Okay, we’re hidden by some arborvitae but we are doing it. Standing up. Anybody could walk up and see us. The mail carrier, the UPS driver. Anybody.

Would I care?

I get lost in his dark gaze as he moves, lubing up his cock in my wetness. He reaches down between our bodies, claiming it all. Using my arousal to coat himself.

I don’t have to look down to know what he’s doing. And neither does he break eye contact. Under my shocked gaze, the muscles of his shoulder bunch and ripple as he readies us both.

Oh god, I can hear…everything. 

For half a second, he teases me with it. The nerves explode in my overstimulated clit at the contact. 

With a half smile, he rips my panties off the rest of the way, then hoists both my thighs skyward, wrapping my legs around his middle.

He doesn’t have to tell me to hold on tight. He just gives my outer thighs a squeeze with those large, rough hands.

I circle my arms around his neck and get ready for the ride.

Cooper slides in quickly, deeply, pausing for half a second, his eyes on mine. He sees the urgency in my face, my flared nostrils, the wild look no doubt painting my face. I haven’t had it in a while and now that he’s presented me with an opportunity, there’s no going back. He’s reawakened my needs and he’d better follow through.

Cooper sinks to the hilt, and he’s so big I feel like I may split in two.

I let out a little surprised shriek, which he stifles with a hungry kiss, dipping his head down between his two bracketing arms.

Being stretched by him is the most glorious, dirty feeling.

He’s definitely going to leave a mark.

Cooper wastes no time finding his rhythm. He moves in me, and out of me, like the devil is chasing him.

It’s all heat, sweat, spit, and dirt as we hump in the hedge like two rabbits in heat.

Like two people who just need to feel something.

That’s all this is.

And that’s perfectly fine.

He didn’t ask me on a date.

He didn’t ask me to marry him.

He never asked me to trust him, but he’s earned my trust as a friend.

The realization hits me. We have the perfect scenario, really.

Cooper can be my friend and be—whatever this is. It’s been too long, and I am a woman with needs.

Why shouldn’t we fuck? We’re grown adults and no one can judge us.

Cooper’s pace quickens. Deepens.

And then for half a second, he goes perfectly still, as if I’m looking at a man about to have a seizure. His eyes roll back in his head. Every cord on his beautiful neck stands out in relief, and his face is tight and drawn.

Then he surges forward with a preternatural sound from deep in his chest. His teeth are bared.

It’s almost frightening, but then the next second his face is buried against my collarbone, forcing me to hold him closer.

I get no warning when he explodes inside me, filling me with his seed in hot, pulsing streams.

Cooper heaves a long, low, languorous groan against me.

I pull him closer, reveling in that damp, bare chest pressed against my breasts.

His rough palms slide backward, squeezing my hips possessively.

The notion that he achieved those delicious callouses by playing frisbee golf for hours and hours in college somehow wakes me up.

This is not your future boyfriend or husband. This is not the carpenter in your dreams who earned his delicious callouses from hammers and drills and hauling wood.

Cooper is not that guy. He’s a lot of wonderful things, including a bro who hangs out in the woods and throws frisbees around. Or, he was, in college. There’s nothing wrong with that but …that’s not the guy I was picturing for myself.

My ex was an office character. The next guy was supposed to be rough and tumble and sweep me off my feet.

What the hell is wrong with me? I’m a schoolteacher! 

What if one of my students’ parents walks up? What if someone comes to my house to look for me and wanders across the street to ask if a neighbor has seen me?

True, no one would be looking for me on a Saturday, and nobody would come over unannounced. 

Then again, I don’t have my phone.

Wait…I don’t have my phone! What if the school’s on fire and everyone has been trying to reach me? While I’m here, having sex against a house in front of everybody!

And we didn’t even use a condom!

I push him away.

“I’m not ready for this,” I say.

He will be so disappointed that I’ve led him on and now I’m hitting the brakes, but that’s what I have to do.

“Okay,” he says evenly.

Okay?

I wasn’t expecting okay.

A part of me is disappointed that he’s super cool with me not being ready to take things to the next level after screwing him in front of God and the neighborhood dogs and everyone in Fate. 

As if reading my mind, he brushes a lock of hair that the wind has pushed into my eyes and tucks it behind my ear.

“It’s really okay. Whatever you want is completely fine with me, dream girl.”

I swallow the emotions that come up when he says that nickname to me.

Nodding, I turn and will myself across the street, going into a full sprint when I hit my driveway.

“I’m not ready. I’m not ready,” I repeat, panting as I run home, hoping that if I say it enough, I’ll believe it.


chapter 
thirteen




Cooper

The moving truck arrives, along with my brother.

I ignore that fact as I follow Harmony across the street.

I knock on the door. “Harmony? Are you okay?”

She doesn’t answer.

“Hey, Cooper!” That’s my brother with the moving truck. “You moving in with Harmony already?”

I roll my eyes.

I knock again.

Finally she responds. “I’m fine. I just need a minute.”

I turn to my brother and cross the street to help him unload my things.

He listens while I tell him everything that happened.

Almost everything. 

Mainly, I’m confounded that she’s so upset I moved here.

“I wish she understood that this life is normal for me. Not the giant estate with a fucking moat.”

Carter says, “Then you need to tell her that.”

Together, we lug my mattress up the stoop and through the front door.

I’ve already assembled my bed frame, which I hauled in my SUV from the estate.

Once the mattress is situated in the back bedroom, we unload the TV.

“I can’t believe you’re moving out,” Carter says. “After you had the pool and the entire backyard dug up and redesigned.”

He has a point. 

“I mean, what will we do with Aunt Gabby’s house? Have you thought about that? If it’s sitting empty it’ll cost us a fortune in utilities just to keep the lights on,” Carter prods. 

“It’s not sitting empty,” I tell him after we have my living room furniture more or less situated. “You still live there.”

“Yeah, until Summer and I build our house. Then what?”

“I don’t know. We could rent it out?” I say, not quite believing it. The thought of strangers trashing the place — the place where our aunt took care of us after our parents died — makes my stomach queasy.

Carter explains the downside of that, and the cost of hiring property managers while we unload boxes and more furniture. He peppers me with more questions and lectures about practicality until my eyes glaze over.

“Thanks for your help,” I tell him when we’re finished, and he waves off my offer of beer and delivery pizza.

“I have to help Summer close up Little Spoon,” he says. “Think about what I said.”

Which part? “Has anyone ever told you you’re exhausting?”

Carter slaps my shoulder before heading out. “Has anyone ever told you they were proud of you?”

This throws me for a loop. “No. Not since Aunt Gabby.”

“Well, take that to mean I’m proud of you, brother.”

I blink at him. “For what?”

He looks around. “A lot of people need words. But she’s not a girl that needs a lot of talking. Harmony needs you to show her what you mean to her.”

“She’s not ready.”

“She will be.”

I watch my brother leave with the moving truck, then stand on the stoop and stare at Harmony’s house. The light is on in her kitchen.

My stomach growls. I wonder what she’s making in there.

I won’t get to find out, because it’s pizza night for me.


chapter 
fourteen




Harmony

I’m in my backyard, staring at the new fence that Cooper built.

The fact that I’m sitting on the deck he recently sanded and sealed is not lost on me. Neither am I forgetting that he planted those roses over there, and fixed my sagging gutter. 

The man utterly mystifies me.

The gate to the side yard opens and closes. Summer comes through with a bottle of wine in one hand.

“I came to see for myself. What the heck, this place looks so different!”

“And you are?” I ask, joking.

“Haha.”

My sister collapses into one of the new patio chairs that Cooper bought me. “This is nice,” she says.

“You haven’t been home in a while. I’ve been getting accustomed to small changes over a period of weeks.”

Summer cracks open the screw top on the wine and offers the bottle to me. It’s been about ten years since my sister and I drank together straight from the bottle.

Ah, what the hell.

I accept the offered wine and take a drink, swallowing down the cheap rosé.

“I like the wow factor of seeing it all at once,” Summer says.

I’ve got too much on my mind to give her a hard time for not being around the house in the last few weeks. 

“How was Little Spoon After Hours?” I ask, using the nickname we’ve adopted for Saturday nights, when, in addition to boozy frozen treats that we do on weeknights, we’ve started offering live music. We’re hoping that the city approves our permit for a street-front patio soon.

“Interesting,” she says, laughing.

“Uh oh, that doesn’t sound good.”

Apparently, Summer watched one couple break up in real time when they disagreed on which was superior, vanilla or chocolate.

“…and the funny thing was, you could totally tell that the real issue with them was not vanilla or chocolate, it was⁠—”

“I fucked Cooper!”

Summer stares at me, wide eyed, mouth agape, for the longest three seconds of my life.

“It’s about time,” she says, snatching the bottle from me and taking a long swig.

I wince. “You don’t think it’s too soon?”

“Babe. You’ve been mooning over each other for weeks and weeks. You liked him from jump. What’s the problem?”

I exhale and accept the bottle when Summer hands it to me. I take a drink, then say, “I do like him. I’ve thought about him a lot. But I just need time to make sure what we have is real.”

I take another fortifying drink and hand the rosé back to my sister.

Summer sits back in her chair and hugs the bottle to her chest. “You already have something real. You two are stupid for each other.”

I can’t argue with that. I am attracted to Cooper. I think about him when he’s not around. I don’t have feelings for anyone else; if I ever did, those feelings don’t come close to how I feel when I’m around Cooper.

But simple attraction isn’t enough.

“You know my trust issues.”

“I do,” says Summer, nodding, then taking a drink. “And Cooper is not your ex. Nor is he the creep at the club who tried to serve you a tainted cocktail.”

I shiver at the memory. Thank god that one of the other servers where Summer used to work as a bottle girl spotted that man putting something in my gin and tonic. I’d been talking to him for five minutes. I was finally feeling like putting myself out there after being cheated on by my ex-fiancé. That experience at the club made me slam the door shut for good when it comes to men.

“I know he’s not my ex. And he’s not that creep.”

Summer is thoughtful for a moment. “And he’s been hanging around at your beck and call for weeks.”

“And yours,” I remind her.

“Yeah,” she says. “Because he’s a decent guy. Didn’t he fix the problem with the gutter? I didn’t used to be able to sit here without worrying I would get decapitated by falling debris.”

My sister’s so dramatic. But she’s correct. “He did.”

I look around my yard. It looks one hundred percent better than it looked weeks ago. And it’s all because of Cooper. I could characterize him as a good-time guy because he’s hot, outgoing, and confident. I could say he’s unserious because he breezed through college and, according to him and Carter, spent way more time on the disc golf course than he did in class. But the bottom line is, he’s being modest. He works hard. He earned his degree just like his twin did. He also makes time for fun, and what’s wrong with that?

“But I didn’t ask him for any of this,” I squeak.

Summer blows out a breath and takes a long drink.

“I know. You rarely ask for help,” she says.

“Exactly. I would never ask someone to give me this much of his time and labor. I never even hinted. He just did it. And somehow, it’s exactly what I wanted.”

Summer shakes her head. “Well, now you have a bigger problem.”

“What’s that?”

“He doesn’t like you.”

“Excuse me?” Where the heck is she going with this?

“Cooper loves you.”

I sit up and stare at her. “That’s crazy talk.”

Summer is undeterred by my disbelief. “Look at the facts. He respects you when you say you’re not ready. He keeps an eye on you when you’re out and about alone and working alone at Little Spoon. The man built a fence around you with his hands when he could have hired someone to do it. He bought a house across the street from you!”

“Which is a little psycho,” I mutter, even though I don’t believe it myself.

“He loves you so much he can’t help himself. If you don’t lock him down, he will drive Carter insane with the lovesick puppy act.”

I take the bottle and finish the last bit of it.

“There’s more,” I admit. “Every time I sit down to come up with new recipes for Little Spoon, all I think about is what would Cooper like.”

Summer arches an eyebrow. “You finished my bottle. Now you owe me. Get over there and tell him the truth.”

The truth? Facing the truth is a scary proposition.

But I think about Cooper, and imagine the alternative. Not having him around, looking out for me, keeping me company, and generally being wonderful, is simply unacceptable.


chapter 
fifteen




Cooper

In the middle of watching the game highlights, there’s a knock on the door.

In the dark, I trip over a box as I go to the door.

Harmony stands there, holding a bucket of something frozen.

“Hi.”

“Hi,” she says, biting her bottom lip.

“Hi,” I say again, hoping this prompts her to say something else.

I can do this all night.

Shyly, she looks past me. “Got any whiskey in any of those moving boxes?”

I stand aside and gesture for her to come in. “Let’s open one and find out.”

I stand aside and she comes in, setting the bucket on the countertop.

“I saw you had food delivered, so I thought I would let you taste test this for dessert,” she says, setting it down on the kitchen island.

“Ice cream is my favorite thing after 9 p.m.,” I say.

She rests a hand on her hip. “It’s not ice cream, Cooper. We’ve been over this.”

I nudge her shoulder with a loving tap and she blushes. To hide this, she turns away and looks for bowls and spoons.

“Where are your bowls? And why is it so dark in here?”

I shrug. “Haven’t unpacked them yet. And the last owners took all the lightbulbs out of the fixtures.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I wish I were. I didn’t think to pick any up while Carter and I were moving my stuff in, and I guess I didn’t notice until after dark that they were all missing.”

“How have you unpacked silverware but not plates and bowls?”

“You see, the restaurant delivers food in little boxes instead of slopping it into a bag. It’s ingenious, really.”

“Smart-ass,” she says.

“We can just eat the fro-yo right out of the bucket together, can’t we?” I ask.

“Like a couple of little piggies?”

“Sure, why not? We’re friends. Aren’t we?”

Harmony sighs. “I have an ulterior motive, you see.”

“Go on.”

“I’m sorry for leaving the way I did earlier.”

“It’s fine.”

“No, it’s not. So this is both a peace offering and a taste test.”

“I’m your bitch, babe. Whatever you need.”

Harmony snorts at my crassness. “I appreciate that. What I need is your opinion.” She peels off the lid of the restaurant-sized bucket. In the lantern light I see peach, I see swirls, and I see pastry. It smells like heaven.

“It’s peach with local honey,” she explains. “And I want to try it with the bourbon and see how it tastes before I add the cobbler topping. I want to see if the bourbon and peach together strangles the cobbler.”

“Cool, let’s eat.”

I hand her a box knife and we both work on the boxes marked “kitchen.”

“Sorry for imposing on your night in. You must be tired.”

“It’s nothing. You’re welcome to come over and strangle the cobbler with me anytime.”

Harmony clucks her tongue. “How do you manage to make everything sound dirty?”

“Aunt Gabby used to call me incorrigible.”

“I think I like this Aunt Gabby. Oh, jackpot! I found the booze!”

I turn and see Harmony holding out a brand new bottle of whiskey.

“Good girl. Let’s do this.”
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Harmony

I’m still shivering at the “good girl” comment when Cooper takes the bottle of bourbon from my hands and opens it.

The slight strain as he unscrews the top makes that one sexy cord pop out at the base of his neck…the one I want to lick.

I know he meant nothing by the good girl thing, but it makes me feel wet and excited.

Everything that comes out of Cooper’s mouth arouses me.

Especially that tongue.

He sniffs from the bottle while I scoop out the dessert.

“Huffing Jack now? It’s not a vintage pinot,” I joke, sinking a spoon into the frozen stuff.

“There’s quality in it just like you find with wine. Smell that?”

I pause my work and inhale as he waves the bottle under my nose.

“Toasty. And kind of caramel,” I say.

“You can taste the love,” he says.

“Maybe you can help me pick the right one for this recipe,” I say, reaching over to touch his hand that rests on the kitchen island.”

Heat arcs through me.

In the dark, I can feel him staring at me.

“Let’s try this and see how it goes,” he says. 

“How much bourbon?”

I shrug. “I don’t know, let’s just do a little at a time until it tastes right.”

Even in the dark, I feel Cooper’s heated glance as he drizzles a few ounces over the crystallized, peachy surface, melding with the crumbly bits of cobbler and making a sort of runny caramel.

“Little by little is perfect for me,” he says.

My nipples tighten. Oh lord, he’s going to be the end of me.

Is now a good time to talk about what we did?

He grabs two spoons, hoists the bucket with the opposite hand, and we move into the living room.

We’re seated close together on the sofa surrounded by moving boxes with sports highlights muted on the TV. A camping lantern in the corner flickers.

There’s something strangely romantic about this moment. I’ve never felt at ease being alone with a guy in a romantic setting, not since my jerk fiancé wrecked my life.

We sit cross-legged on the sofa, facing each other.

“You first,” I say, patting his knee. “I need an objective opinion before I try it.”

He gives a raspy laugh that sends a tingle shooting through my core. “I could hardly be unbiased. It’s your recipe and I’m sure it’s great.”

Cooper MacKenzie really is one of a kind. Apart from my sister, he is my biggest cheerleader.

“You make a great hype man,” I say, watching him take a spoonful of the stuff we made together.

I wait for his assessment, but he’s silent for a long moment.

He takes another spoonful, his brows knit together in the shadowy room, as the light from the TV plays off the planes and ridges of his strong jaw and cheekbones. Truly this man is too good-looking. It’s unfair.

“Well? How is it?”

His dark eyes assess me, and he fills the spoon again.

“Harmony, this is incredible,” he says, swallowing it down.

I exhale. “It is?”

He nods. “It’s sweet and salty, the heat from the cinnamon and the bourbon…it’s amazing. It’s your best one yet.”

“Really?” I’m so pleased, but I have to temper my excitement. “You’re not just saying that?”

“Sweetheart,” he says. “Try it.”

The spoon hovers in front of my mouth. I lean in and take it in, letting the frozen peachy goodness slide down my throat. The butter, the cinnamon, the fruity flavor combined with the bourbon was an excellent idea.

“Oh my gosh. It is good. And I don’t even like whiskey,” I say with my mouth full.

He laughs and we take more bites, neither of us addressing the fact that we’re sharing the same spoon.

“How did you come up with this if you don’t like whiskey?” Cooper asks.

Now it’s time to fess up. “I wanted to come up with something you would like.”

“Me? Specifically? Why?”

My entire body hums as if plugged into a socket until I admit the truth. “Because I like you, Cooper. As…more than a friend.”

He looks at me for a long time. 

Then, he takes the bucket of fro-yo and sets it on the coffee table.

He turns away, and my heart drops. Then, I see he’s taken the bottle and poured a shot into the shot glass, full to the brim.

He downs the shot. “That’s better. Now you, and then we’ll talk,” he says, pouring another.

“Oh, but I don’t like⁠—”

“So you said. Just try it.”

I take the shot glass from him and sniff it, then sip it. It burns but not as intense as the last time I tried bourbon. I suppose my recipe has prepared me for the taste and the bite of it.

I roll it around in my mouth as one does with wine, and I can finally see a small glimmer of what Cooper sees in it.

“It’s so strong. It’s an acquired taste. I guess I like it mixed with sweet things,” I say.

“You put filthy thoughts into my head, Harmony.”

I shiver. “What kind of filthy thoughts?”

“Like finding out what you taste like,” he says.

I lean in closer. Now that we’re talking about us, I feel like a weight has been lifted. I feel brave.

Cooper reaches forward and cups my neck, holding me there while he presses his lips to mine.

The kiss is slow and hot, all tongue and masculine energy.

I reach for the front of his shirt, fisting the material to pull him in closer.

His tongue slides into my mouth, and I welcome it. The movement of our tongues against each other is thrilling and heady.

I could get addicted to the way he kisses. Long and deep and thorough. Cooper MacKenzie is not a shy man, not in personality and not in the way he kisses.

I get so carried away that I moan into his mouth.

Cooper responds by sliding his fingers up from the back of my neck. Gently, he fists my hair.

The move shocks me, and I pull away, breaking the kiss.

“Are you okay? Did I do something wrong?”

“I’m not used to that…with my hair.”

Immediately, he lets go. “Better?”

I nod. “I didn’t dislike it. It’s just new. I didn’t know what to think.”

Cooper’s thumb traces along the edge of my jaw, slowly. “I won’t do that with your hair until you say it’s okay.”

The word “until” is doing a lot of heavy lifting right now.

“Does that mean this is a thing that we’re doing now? The two of us together? I’m not too…inexperienced for you?”

His brow knits together. “What do you mean inexperienced? Weren’t you engaged two years ago?”

I nod slowly. “My ex wasn’t a passionate man like you, Cooper. We never had sex outside, for starters. He never kissed me like you do.”

“Like, with tongue?”

I laugh. “I just mean he wasn’t as exciting as you.”

His traveling thumb goes to my lip. “A man who doesn’t know how to use his tongue is a sad, sad man.”

I laugh and cover my mouth.

“Sorry,” he says. “The whiskey’s gone to my head.”

“Which head?” I say and immediately cover my mouth again. I can’t believe I said that.

Cooper throws his head back and laughs out loud, deep and rich, giving me the urge to crawl into his lap.

“No one ever accused me of whiskey dick, so don’t even go there,” he says.

“I don’t normally talk like that,” I say.

“I know that, baby. I know you better than you think I do,” he says.

“I don’t know what got into me,” I say, still chuckling. “I’m sorry.”

“What else did he not know how to do?”

“What do you mean?”

“If he was a bad kisser, that’s not a good sign for other things.”

“Oh. You mean oral,” I say matter-of-factly.

“Yeah. That.”

“He never wanted to try that.”

“Oddly enough that’s how he got caught cheating. The woman he cheated on me with posted a video—nothing gross—but of the two of them in bed. I was so hurt and so weirded out that I never dated or felt like trusting another guy, not even as a friend. Until I met you.”

“So you’re telling me no guy has ever gone down on you before.”

I shake my head.

“Can I ask…did he ever make you orgasm?”

“No.”

“Tell me again why you were engaged?”

I have to laugh. “I ask myself that same question often.”

He leans forward and presses his forehead to mine. “What if I told you I aim to spend the rest of the night erasing that jerk from your memory completely.?”

The quivering in my belly is real. My voice cracks as I answer.

“I would say yes to that. Yes, please and thank you.”
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Cooper

“Sweetheart, we’re gonna have so much fun together,” I rasp.

She’s topless on my lap, her round breasts bare to me. My Harmony grinds down on me as I take one sweet nipple into my mouth, sucking until she moans. At the same time, her opposite breast fills my hand, plump and soft, that nipple reacting to the strokes of my thumb.

I switch sides, tormenting the opposite nipple with my mouth, reveling in her softness, her needy whimpers, until she begins to grind down on me.

Our mouths come together in an overheated, decadent kiss of peaches and booze as I move over her, laying her flat on her back on the sofa. Hovering over her, I sweep her leggings down below her knees, and cup her wet pussy. 

Harmony gives a little gasp and sweetly opens to me.

“Baby, you’re not wearing any panties.”

Harmony’s whispers in the dark turn me on beyond belief. “Did I shock you?” 

I kiss her lower belly, then reach for the bourbon.

“Yeah. Now it’s my turn.”

I nuzzle her lower belly, then fling the cap off the bottle.

Carefully, I drizzle some of the amber liquid over her skin, and slowly, thoroughly, lick it all off, sucking and leaving my mark on her soft curves.

Her moans might end me even before I’ve warmed up.

“Kiss me, Cooper.”

I know what she means, but I kiss her pussy lips instead. She tastes like cream and whiskey, and all woman.

Harmony is my dream girl.

I pour a drop of bourbon into my mouth and swish it around, swallowing most of it, but saving some for my favorite part.

I wrap my lips around her tight clit, flicking it with my tongue.

“Cooper! Oh my god! That’s crazy good.”

“You taste incredible, dream girl.”

She comes on my face, her sweetness gushing everywhere and making me feel ten feet tall.

I plunge my tongue into her tight hole and it’s all I can do to keep my eyes from rolling back in my head and coming in my jeans.

When I’m sure I’ve cleaned every bit of liquor off her flexing pussy with my mouth, I pick up one of the spoons that’s been resting in the frozen dessert.

I drizzle the chilly, sticky sweetness over her lower belly and watch it cascade between her legs. The cream, the honey, and the bourbon mix with her essence.

Harmony’s hands fix themselves in my hair, her fingertips scraping into my scalp.

I devour every decadent inch of her, making her come a second time, and I won’t stop until she screams for mercy.
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Harmony

“Too much…too much!”

My words fall out in choked sobs, so it’s no wonder that Cooper looks worried.

“Baby. Did I hurt you?”

I shake my head.

“Talk to me; what’s going on?”

I wouldn’t know where to start.

I don’t recognize this feeling.

I’ve never come this many times in a row, but I don’t think that’s it.

I’ve never had anyone pay this much attention, or care this much about me during an intimate moment.

Before I understand what’s happening, Cooper positions my arms around his neck and scoops me into his lap.

“Talk to me.”

And that’s when I start to shake and tremble. It begins with my chin.

“Ah, shit. I did hurt you.”

This big lug. This wonderful, sweet, big lug has no idea what he’s talking about.

“No,” I rasp, silently cursing the tear that falls.

“You didn’t hurt me.”

It’s not lost on me how weird this looks. I’m naked from the waist down like Winnie the Pooh, sticky and thrumming from everything Cooper just did to me. I’m completely vulnerable in his lap.

The trembling moves to my shoulders. And the tears fall. His thumb rubs against my cheekbone.

“Goddamn it, tell me. Did the whiskey leave a burn?”

I shake my head.

He waits for a beat and says nothing; he simply brushes and kisses away my tears and waits for them to pass.

The next thing I know, I’m airborne as he rises from the sofa with one arm hooked under my knees.

This does something of a reset and I forget my tears. “What are you doing?”

“Taking you to the shower to clean you up.”

“Oh,” is all I say. 

The simplicity of the bathroom hits me with another fact. White tile, basic shower. All tidy and modern but nothing fancy.

Much smaller and plainer than the mansion in Gold Hill.

He moved here for me.

I don’t want to let myself be moved by that fact.

He turns on the spray, and I kick off the leggings that have rolled down around my ankles.

Cooper stands there, keeping one hand on my hip to steady me because I know he’s not sure I’m okay. But he looks away, to give me privacy.

God, he’s so sweet.

“Cooper, after what we just did, you’re entitled to look,” I say, blushing.

His jaw tics as he looks at me. “Don’t say shit like that. I’m not entitled to anything that belongs to you, including your privacy. I’ll let you get cleaned up.”

He lets go of my hip, and I reach out and seize his hand.

“Stay.”

Cooper turns back to me. “You want me to wait in here for you?”

I blink up at him, slowly. “I want you to take off your clothes and get in the shower with me.”

Steam pours out of the shower stall as Cooper unbuttons his shirt and drops it to the floor. He pulls the henley off over his head, revealing the gorgeous bare torso that’s become a familiar sight each morning when I gaze out my kitchen window.

Brazenly, I watch him unzip and lower his jeans and boxer briefs, his thick cock red and erect, with a long vein branching up the underside.

It’s about as big as I pictured it, though I hadn’t gotten a good look at it this morning.

He catches me staring.

“All good?”

I bite my lip. “Very good. You?”

His gaze is heated as it takes in all of me.

I take his hand and step into the shower.

Sweetly, lovingly, Cooper takes a fresh loofah and applies some incredible-smelling scent to it. Then he caresses it over my arms, my shoulder and upper back.

“Tell me if it’s too much pressure,” he says.

I know Cooper pretty well. If I inform him that he doesn’t have to wash me, he will get more stubborn.

So I don’t bother. “It’s perfect,” I say.

With a touching amount of care and attention, Cooper rubs the loofah over my stomach, my hips, my ass, and the front of my pussy and thighs.

“Hmm,” he says, thoughtfully. “Turn around.”

I do as he says, and I let him pull me back until my back is flat against his. It feels good to lean on someone. It feels especially good that Cooper is that someone.

His hand holding the loofah cleans my breasts and my stomach and my lower belly.

I feel him everywhere. Behind me, over me, his hands washing my front, his lips at my shoulder, his other arm locked around me, bracing me against him. 

I feel so comfortable that I let it all out.

He reaches down and scrubs my lower belly, then lower, and lower still.

“No one’s ever been this…into it with me,” I say.

“Into what?” Cooper says.

“It. Sex. With me.”

“You’ve had sex before.”

“Yeah, but with you it feels so different. That’s why I cried.”

A long pause hangs there while Cooper washes and rinses between my legs.

“Different…in a good way?” Cooper asks.

Sweet, clueless Cooper.

“Yes, in a good way.” He’s pushing me to say things I don’t want to admit.

“It’s never. No one has ever…had this much sustained interest in me before. Sex has always been wham, bam, thank you ma’am. It’s been something we get out of the way because we have our needs. But that’s not you,” I say. “And that’s why I cried.”

Cooper says nothing for a long moment, but continues to clean me.

The Harmony of six weeks ago would feel uncomfortably vulnerable right now. She might feel like she was being treated like a toy or a child.

But nothing could be further from the truth when I’m around Cooper.

He sweeps the sudsy loofah over my middle and kisses my damp shoulder.

“If it seems like I’m into you, it’s because I am. I’ve been obsessed with you since the moment I met you. I’ve never hid that fact.”

“I don’t know what to do with all this attention. Hell, I don’t know what to do with a friend who’s now a friend with benefits. So you’ll have to forgive me if I stumble. This is all new to me.”

“Fuck that.”

I look at him over my shoulder. “Excuse me?”

“Fuck friends with benefits. Harmony, do you not get it? I moved into this house to be closer to you.”

I swallow the lump in my throat, but it aches. More tears are coming.

“I thought you were looking for an investment, and annoying me by being my neighbor was just a bonus.”

He laughs.

“Let’s make it perfectly clear then. We’re not friends with benefits. We’re not messing around here. I love you, Harmony. I loved you from the first time you threatened to karate chop me at the expo.”

I laugh. “Did I say that?”

Cooper’s chest hair bristles against my back, warm and familiar to me as a husband.

“You did.”

“I say a lot of things when I don’t trust a man who’s hanging around.”

“I know. I’ve been on the receiving end of a lot of your barbs.”

“My sister says I make jokes when I don’t know what to do with my feelings or when I feel backed into a corner.”

“I understand.”

“So I might have a hard time saying I love you back. In fact, I might just chatter for hours while I process what you just said.”

“Take your time.”

We step out of the shower, steam filling the bathroom. Cooper hands me a towel and I’m still chattering.

“I don’t talk this much ever.”

“I know.”

I dry myself off, and then he hangs the towel on the rod. Then he wraps his towel around his waist and leans one hand on the shower stall while I babble.

“I mean. Ostensibly my former fiancé loved me. At least, I think he did. Did he say it to me? I don’t remember. Did I say it to him? I’m sure I did, but it’s weird; I can’t remember much. I only remember how it ended.”

“Yeah.”

It’s like he’s turned on a faucet and I can’t stop talking.

“When does the window close?” I ask, following him into his bedroom as he beckons me forward.

“The window?”

“When would it be too late to say I love you back? Like is there a time limit? When will you decide you no longer love me if I don’t say it back?”

I stand in the doorway of his bedroom and look around. Blank walls, basic king-sized bed with only a fitted sheet and some pillows. Does he sleep like that? Ew.

He opens his dresser, roots around for a bit, and then tosses me a bundle.

I unfold a man’s large tee shirt advertising Virginia Tech and pull it over my head. It’s long enough that it reaches my thighs but stretches across my boobs. 

“There’s no window,” he says, searching the drawer. “You need shorts, right?”

“Wait, what are you doing?”

“To sleep in,” he says.

I blink at him. “I live across the street.”

“But you’re sleeping here, love,” he says.

This warms me to my core. “I am?”

“Yeah, and you probably don’t want to sleep Winnie the Pooh style. Here.”

He tosses me a pair of boxers and I pull them on.

“Damn,” he says, thumbing his lip. 

“What?” I say, examining my mostly bare legs. “Is it weird? Do I need to shave?”

He laughs. “No. Damn, as in you look good in my boxers.”

“I’ll take them home and wash them tomorrow,” I say, watching him open a box and pull out a massive king-sized cotton quilt. It’s homey and was clearly made with love by someone.

“Don’t bother,” he says as I help him cover the bed with the quilt. “You can keep them.”

“Don’t be silly,” I say, as he climbs under the covers, holding open the quilt, indicating I should join him.

“Fine. Leave them here and I’ll keep ’em under my pillow like one of those…what are those things that women fill with rose petals to make things smell nice?”

“A sachet?”

“That’s it.”

My brain clicks the strange pieces together. “You’re going to use…the underwear I wore…to scent your pillow?”

He makes a long, low hum as he snuggles down into the pillow, his eyes half closed.

“Yep,” he says, after a long yawn.

“Weirdo.”

“Mm-hmm. Get in the bed, dream girl.”

I crawl in next to him and he spoons up behind me.

Suddenly I’m at a loss for words. Or I’m all talked out. 

I like this spooning thing he does. In the shower and in the bed. It makes it easier to tell him things.

Which is probably why before sleep hits me that I blurt it out.

“For the record, I love you too.”

He squeezes me tight.

“So you’re no longer annoyed that I moved here to be closer to you?”

My heart squeezes.

“No. But there is one thing. I know how much your aunt’s house means to you. I would hate for you to give it up.”

He draws in a breath. “But you hate that house.”

I laugh. “I do not.”

“Liar.”

“Okay. Fine. I hate…a lot of it. But I also love it because it means so much to you and your brother. It has happy memories.”

He sighs. “Yeah. But it’s too big. Too much upkeep. Carter and Summer are building a smaller house more suited to their needs.”

Carter is the more practical twin, but I won’t say that.

“I think you should keep it,” I say.

After a long pause, Cooper says, “You do?”

And here is where I remove the final brick in the wall I’ve built between Cooper and my real feelings. 

I turn over to face him. “I barely knew you that day you invited us over for dinner. I know I told you I was repelled when I saw the front of the house. But when I saw what was on the inside, I had a feeling. I was flooded with something inexplicable, and as much as I wanted to keep you at a distance, I knew something special was happening. The entire time, I kept picturing that house as a sanctuary filled with friends, family, and pets. Laughter, fun, and a soft place to land in difficult times. I wasn’t ready to embrace that vision. I wasn’t ready for you. But now I am.”

There. Finally. I said it.

And no matter how he reacts to it, I feel like a chain weighing me down has finally let go.

Cooper does that thing that I love him most for. Stays very quiet, very still, and watches me. My extroverted boy just lets me talk and lets me have my moment.

Saying what I want feels good.
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Six months later

Cooper

Harmony has an inkling of what the sledgehammer is for.

I can see it all over her face.

To be fair, I’m known for surprising her with big things, so she’s catching on to me.

First, it was the backyard fence.

Then, it was the puppy, Rusty, who I adopted for her on her birthday.

“Are we building a pool in my yard?” Harmony asks from the passenger seat of my car.

I laugh. “Wouldn’t we be heading toward your house if it were that?”

“Where are we going?”

“Take a guess.”

We’re headed to the mansion that she both hates and loves.

And I can’t wait to let her do the honors.

From the back seat, Rusty snores quietly. That dog loves riding in the car. He does his best napping on our 30-minute treks between Fate and the house I still share with my twin brother.

“Share” is a bit of an exaggeration. Most days Carter spends with Summer either at Little Spoon, or at the job site of their new house in Fate. It’s almost finished, so some nights those crazy kids sleep there on the unfinished floor with no furniture. Lunatics.

We arrive, and Rusty leaps from the back seat and trots into the trees to do his business.

“Good boy, Rusty,” Harmony says.

I grab the sledgehammer from the trunk and hand it to Harmony.

“Cooper, what is going on?”

“Now’s your chance, baby girl.” I gesture toward the cupid fountain, which has been emptied of water.

The shock on her face is quickly replaced by fiendish glee. “Are you sure?”

“I think it’s too late if I say no,” I laugh. “My only requirement is you put these on.”

I hand her my safety glasses. She ties her hair back. She dons my work gloves.

Rusty trots over.

“Stand back, pooch,” I say.

We walk up to the fountain together, and I take one last look. The cement has been finished to look like marble. Two cupids are already missing arms and heads from weathering and wear.

“Really, it’s time for it to go,” I say.

Harmony pulls the sledgehammer back, winding up, her teeth bared, and lets it fly.

A pair of tiny cement wings go flying at the first whack.

Then a head. Then another and another, until the entire thing is rubble on the ground.

Rusty is perched on the terrace, watching.

When it’s all over, my Harmony is dusty and sweaty, smiling from ear to ear.

“That felt good.”

I nod, then gesture for her to get out of the way.

The professional diggers are here.

She jumps onto the terrace with Rusty and me. “Cooper, what is going on?”

The contractor exits his truck, and I shake his hand. “Mr. MacKenzie! Are we taking out a moat today?”

“We are.”

Harmony gasps. “We are?”

“Not you. They are,” I say, gesturing to the crew, reading their diggers, excavators, and other construction vehicles I barely know the names of.

“What brought this on?” Harmony asks, leaning against my side, getting her sweet sweat all over my shirt.

“Your sister’s having Carter’s baby. Owen has Graham and Daisy. Mills and Hayden are definitely going to start a family one day. And it got me thinking about what you said. We need to get this place ready sooner rather than later. Carter and Summer’s new place isn’t going to have enough bedrooms, so this is the plan.”

A strange look comes over her face. “Oh. Okay.”

She’s disappointed but tries to hide it as I discuss the plans to renovate the bedrooms and the rec room to accommodate babies, toddlers, and beyond.

I hate it when she puts on a brave face for my sake.

Which is why I have one more prize in store.

“Would you like to see the blueprints? I just got them back from the architect,” I say.

Harmony swallows. “Sure,” she rasps.

She follows me into the backyard, with Rusty trotting along behind us.

I take her hand and guide her to the winding pathway down to the lake.

“I swear I left them in here somewhere.”

“Cooper, why would you leave blueprints in the garden? That’s crazy.”

“Oh, that’s because I have plans for the garden, and I was out here making sure everything was to scale.” I’m just spouting bullshit now.

She sighs impatiently. Harmony deserves a gold medal for patience.

Finally, we reach the bench at the small clearing at the lake’s edge.

“I think it’s there. Under the bench,” I say.

“I don’t see any blueprints,” she says flatly.

“Are you sure? Look under there.

Rusty sniffs the area. Harmony clucks her tongue as she squats down.

And finds the little black velvet box.

“Cooper, what is this?”

She goes from squatting to landing on her knees, holding the box.

“My blueprint! You found it!”

I was supposed to be the one on my knees, but why quibble about technicalities?

I get to my knees in front of her.

Rusty barks excitedly because he thinks it’s play time.

“Are you high?” Harmony asks, her voice trembling, her lips shaking.

“No, I’m not high, Harmony. This is it. This is what I was looking for.”

I take the box from her hand and open it for her.

She covers her mouth, and her breath comes in long gasps as she stares at the ring. It’s a plain rose gold band, with a champagne diamond.

“It belonged to Aunt Gabby. So if you don’t like it…”

“Shut up! I love it, and yes, I’ll marry you!” Harmony shrieks.

“I didn’t ask yet!”

Harmony whacks me on the shoulder.

“Then ask me, dummy!”

“Harmony…dream girl…will you marry me?”

She nods, choking out the word, “Yes.”

“I didn’t prepare for tears. I don’t have any tissues.”

She sobs into my shoulder. “It’s fine, I’ll use your shirt.”

I laugh and hug her tight to me, my knees getting soaked in the sandy soil.

Rusty barks, wagging his tail excitedly.

Harmony pulls away and picks up the little mutt. He licks at her tears.

“You got me good, Cooper MacKenzie. You finally got me so good, I didn’t see it coming.”

Harmony Mosley got me good from day one. I never saw her coming. I never saw any of this coming.

But now, I see everything.

I see my future, and it’s everything I ever wanted.


epilogue



Five years later

Harmony

This autumn wedding is the prettiest I’ve ever been invited to.

The small ceremony takes place on a stone bridge over a creek in the middle of the woods, the sunset casting a magnificent glow through the red and gold canopy of trees.

The wedding invitation surprised me when it arrived a month ago. The non disclosure agreement that came with it? Not at all surprising, considering Esme’s reputation for secrecy.

I’d only met the bride once before, and the moment was a highlight of my year.

Seeing that tiny woman smiling up at her imposing groom makes my heart happy. Their entire story makes me swoon. It’s a Christmas story for the ages.

Ten months later, I still wouldn’t want to meet him in a dark alley, but Sagan is perfect for Esme. He dotes on her the same way Cooper does for me.

Following the ceremony, the group of about thirty guests is shuttled to the main house, where the Gilded Age dining room, with its gigantic marble fireplace, rich wood walls, and ornately coffered ceilings, is decked out in autumn florals and dazzling golden candlelight. Many familiar faces from my hometown are seated around the table, including several of Sagan’s former employees at the tattoo shop. 

“The ratio of tattoos to guests is blowing my mind,” my older sister Mills murmurs as the servers pour the wine and fill the water glasses at the intimate dinner reception.

I smile. “Just being here is blowing my mind.”

“Is Summer still salty about not being invited?” Mills asks. Her husband, Hayden, sits on her other side, chatting with Esme. He and Esme have known each other through various philanthropic connections, which is something I’m only just beginning to grasp, having married into a billionaire family. It’s only coincidence — or perhaps fate — that he and I both received invitations.

“Let’s find out,” I say, taking my phone out of my bag and texting Summer. Mills and I laugh when Summer sends multiple photos of her with our daughter Lia and her cousins Quentin, Natali, and little Gabriella posing with tiaras. 

“We’re having our own princess wedding,” Summer texts back. The next photo shows Carter and Owen wearing tiaras, their faces smeared with makeup that’s clearly been applied by a gaggle of ruthless children.

I turn to the man on my left, Cooper, the love of my life, and show him the photos.

Cooper’s hearty laugh warms my soul as it did when we met. “Living the dream, I see.”

The whole Mosley family is living the dream.

After where we came from, it’s more than what I ever could have dreamed up for my life.

Little Spoon has performed so well that my sister and I opened a franchise in Gold Hill this year. This time next year, we may have enough profit margin to hire full time managers so that Summer and I can work less. Cooper and Carter would prefer to simply front us the money it would take to hire enough people to run the businesses independently. But Summer and I insist on things growing organically. We’re so grateful that they funded us out of pocket initially, but Little Spoon needs to fund itself from now on.

“I love our life,” I tell Cooper. “I just wanted you to know that.”

Cooper sets the phone on the table face down and reaches for me. He never fails to take my breath away when he cups the back of my neck and draws me in for a passionate kiss.

The rest of the room fades away, and I all know is us. My Cooper has a way of making me feel so adored. Sexy. Desired. Loved.

When he pulls away from the kiss, all eyes are on us. The blushing bride raises her glass. “These two are sharing secrets to a happy marriage,” Esme says.

Cooper’s hand goes to my curved belly. I sense his energy changing, growing hungrier by the moment. The exquisitely crafted dinner that follows does nothing to abate what he needs.

Following the entree, all the guests are invited to take a tour of the castle, with the assistance of the house staff. Cooper and I join the tour as the employees share entertaining anecdotes about the Bryant family and the architecture. But I can sense my husband’s impatience. We’re supposed to meet in the ballroom later for cake and dancing.

At one point, Cooper hangs back from the tour group, inordinately interested in an old family portrait. I retreat back to urge him to keep up with the tour.

When I take Cooper’s hand, he snatches me in his arms, backing me into a side room through a relatively hidden door.

I shriek, but he covers my mouth, closing the door behind him.

He removes his hand from my mouth, and I’m both livid and turned on.

“What are you doing?” I cry. “Where are we?”

He backs me against a vast, empty table that spans almost the entire room. Along the wall are shelves of vases, and I realize this is a particular room set aside for flower arranging or something. 

He lifts me onto the table and hooks my leg around his middle. 

“What am I doing? The new baby will be here soon enough. I’m having a moment with my delicious, pregnant wife.”

I gasp as my husband’s hands hitch up my dress. His mouth against my throat has my panties soaking instantly.

“We’re not supposed to be in here,” I whisper. And yet, I’m not putting a stop to any of this.

“I know,” he growls as I grip him closer, taking him in, inhaling his scent with every gasping breath.

Cooper’s kisses steal my breath and my sense of propriety. Any average couple, feeling swept up in the romance of a wedding, might tame themselves enough to wait until they were safely ensconced in the privacy of their home.

But my husband brings out my adventurous side.

And I can’t wait to see what adventures still await us.

THE END

Thank you for reading Too Delicious! If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review.

Want to read more about the Mosley family? Check out Summer and Carter’s story in Too Sweet.

Also don’t forget Fix Me Up (Owen and Daisy’s story) and Followed by the CEO (Mills and Hayden’s story.)

Be sure to sign up for reader alerts for updates on Esme and Sagan’s story—coming December 2024!
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