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        Only in my world does the family screwup have a police record and three Oscars. 

        And only a screwup like me would be nuts enough to fall for a cop.

        Not just any cop. 

        Amy’s the police chief in this small town my family built from scratch.

        We’ve got a reality TV spotlight scanning our every move.

        No way will the perfect girl next door take a chance on me.

        I’ve heard she’s got a brother behind bars, so guys with rap sheets are off limits.

        The thing is, I’ve changed. 

        My family might hover like I’m ready to flop face-first off the wagon.

        But I’m doing great, and I plan to prove it to Amy.

        We laugh like crazy together, but there’s more between us. 

        I’m sure of it.

        Between bedazzled thongs, a hilariously raunchy text mishap, and sexy handcuff games

        I’m determined to break down her walls.

        Except the harder I try to show I’m a new man, 

        The more I know Chief Lovelin locked up my heart and chucked the key.
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        For my badass cop cousin, McKay.

        You’re a freakin’ rock star.

        Proud of you, cuz.
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        CONFESSIONAL 961

        Judson, Cooper (Family fuckup: Juniper Ridge)

        We all have our role to play.

        I don’t mean that in a Hollywood sense. I lost count of those roles years ago, mostly because I spent my acting career baked out of my gourd.

        Nah, I mean family. Dean’s been the man in charge since he sat in his highchair haggling for mashed peas instead of squash. Mari’s hardwired for head shrinking, and Lana’s whole sunshiny schtick—not an act, by the way—makes her perfect for PR. Gabe and Lauren have their place on the other side of the camera, but me?

        [adopts hoity Hollywood affectation] Turn around, Cooper. Smile for the camera, Coop. Hey, Cooper—keep smiling. Smile bigger. Smile like your life depends on it.

        [returns to normal voice] It does.

        Did.

        Can I get some water over here?
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        * * *

      

      There’s a cow in my yard.

      A calf, specifically.

      In a past life I’d wonder if it’s a weird hallucination, but I’ve been sober for years. Also, there’s a ranch three hundred yards from here, so it’s not so odd to have a baby cow peering in my bedroom window.

      I blink a few times to be sure it’s really there. The calf stares back, head tipping to one side.

      “Meh-eh-eh-eh.”

      It doesn’t moo like a cow’s supposed to, maybe because it’s a calf. The longer it stares, the more judged I feel. Swinging my legs out of bed, I address my guest through the window.

      “I’m up, okay?” Glancing at the clock, I grumble some more. “It’s six thirty. My LA friends are falling into bed right now.”

      The calf looks unimpressed. Or maybe hungry. Or bored or accusing or sad or… Why am I diagnosing cow moods? I’m not equipped for that.

      But I’m equipped to help get this big-eyed baby safely back home, so I throw on sweatpants with a T-shirt and drag a hand through my hair. Shoving my feet into flip-flops, I step out the sliding door and onto my back deck.

      Breathing deep, I take a sec to appreciate where I’ve landed. The sun’s coming up on the horizon, all pink and orange and glowy. Pine trees shimmy in the breeze, and the prettiest cliffs I’ve ever seen march the property line like they’re coming to greet me. It’s worlds away from where I was before. I slide out my phone to snap a pic, then dial my friend’s ranch.

      “Hey, Tia.” It’s her voicemail, but only because she’s out mucking stalls or weaving hay or whatever ranchers do this early in the morning. “I think I have one of your pals. Big eyes and a skinny, twitchy tail. Red and white fur.” Wait. “Do cows have fur or fleece or just a coat? It’s a calf, actually. Call me.”

      I hang up and approach my visitor, half expecting it to bolt. I hold out a hand, moving slow and easy and calm. The calf bleats again, then stretches out to sniff me.

      “Hey there.” Its nose feels like velvet, and I take my time stroking the warm slope of its neck. “We’ll get you back to your mom, okay?”

      Its eyes are so trusting my chest hurts. Since when am I the guy someone’s counting on?

      Lifting my phone again, I tap the other number. The one I shouldn’t call, but that doesn’t stop me from dialing. I tell myself I’m calling because she’s chief of police and knows about reuniting lost animals with their owners. I watched her last week, using ham from her lunch to lure an escaped dog. She crouched in the dirt, blond hair brushing her face as she murmured words that made my heart sit up and beg.

      “Cooper.” She answers on the first ring, and my heart does its begging thing again. “Are you okay?”

      I ignore that she probably thinks I’ve fallen off the wagon. She’s hardly the first to assume that.

      “Hey, Amy.” I clear my throat when I hear it’s rusty and sleep worn. “Hope I didn’t wake you.”

      “I’m an early riser.”

      I know this. I know most things about the pretty police chief in this tiny town my family transformed from an old cult compound to a reality TV social experiment. I know she grew up ten miles from where I’m standing, and that her laugh sounds like Christmas bells. I know she earned the top score at her police academy, and that her right eye is a shade darker than her left.

      “There’s a cow in my yard.” It sounds stupid when I say it, so I hurry to clarify. “I’m guessing it’s Tia’s, but I’m afraid it’ll panic and get hurt or run out on the highway or⁠—”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      She hangs up before I babble enough to leave her asking what sort of idiot calls the police chief to handle a baby farm animal.

      Me. I’m the idiot. The idiot who looks for any excuse to see Amy Lovelin. I’m not proud, but that’s where we’re at.

      Her Juniper Ridge police SUV glides to a stop beside my cabin, and she gets out wearing slim black pants with a gun belt and a blue shirt that’s freshly ironed. I add this to my list of things I admire about Chief Lovelin. Polished, put-together, and willing to wrangle livestock at sunrise.

      “Wow.” She pushes hair off her forehead. “It’s really a cow.”

      “You expected a hedgehog?”

      “Thought you might be pulling my leg.”

      Old Cooper might’ve joked that her leg’s not the body part I’d like to touch. “Definitely a cow,” I say instead. “Calf. Bovine. Juvenile representative of the organic cattle community.”

      Amy laughs and I try to think of more cow words to keep her smiling. She’s approaching the calf, holding out a hand and deploying the same sweet voice she used with the dog. “Hey, sweetie. Need help finding your way home?”

      A voice inside me screams yes! as I do my best to look calm and unaffected. I even ease back to give them space. “I can find a rope.”

      Amy looks up. “You have rope?”

      “Not for bondage.” I blurt that before thinking better of it. “Uh… for a project. On set. For the show. Definitely not for tying people up.”

      Kill me now.

      But Amy’s smiling, so I back my ass into my bedroom and slam the sliding door shut.

      For the record, there’s no rope in my bedroom. I find it in the kitchen junk drawer, along with a sturdy pair of shears. When I return to the porch, Amy’s stroking the calf’s neck and holding it by the halter.

      “Don’t worry, sweetie,” she’s saying. “We’ll get you back where you belong.”

      “Must’ve wandered off from its mother?”

      Amy bends to peer at the animal’s undercarriage. She’s down there a long time and I definitely don’t look at her butt.

      “Uh…” I drag a hand through my hair. “Do calves have addresses branded on their junk?”

      She straightens with a smile. “Actually, it’s a steer.”

      “Steer?” I should probably know what that means.

      “A neutered male calf,” she explains with more patience than I deserve. “Maybe eight months old, so he should be already weaned.”

      I ease closer, threading the rope through its halter. “How do you know so much about livestock?”

      She catches the end of the rope, looping it neatly around a tree trunk. It’s on the tip of my tongue to point out we make a good team. I doubt Chief Lovelin would appreciate the observation.

      “I grew up in farm country.” She ties an elaborate knot around the trunk of my favorite pine, then stands and dusts her hands on her pants. “I’m guessing my childhood lessons weren’t much like yours, growing up on America’s favorite sitcom, huh?”

      I want to be flattered she knows my career origins before I branched into cinema, but it’s hardly a secret. By sheer dumb luck, I’m the Judson with the most famous face. The Hollywood hellion, the son whose movies rocked the box office and whose scandals graced a million magazine covers. Blockbuster action flicks, relationship flops, three Oscars, my regrettable, drug-fueled bullshit… it was all out there for the world to see.

      Well, not all. Most.

      “I don’t miss it.” Why did I say that? “Hollywood, I mean. I’m not missing that life at all.” I stroke the steer’s nose and slide my gaze to the trees instead of Amy. It’s easier that way.

      “Not even a little?”

      I hesitate. Is something showing on my face? “I liked the spotlight sometimes.” God, that sounds arrogant. “Making people smile, I mean. Being on camera, on stage—that was the fun part. It’s the Hollywood drama I couldn’t take. Being here, away from all that—this is way better.”

      She studies me like she’s deciding if that’s the truth. “It’s still so weird to me.”

      “What’s weird?” My anxiety kicks into gear. I’m weird? My career? The fact that I’m standing here in sweats with no underpants hoping to God I don’t do something dumb like pop a boner?

      The possibilities are endless.

      “You,” she says, confirming my fear. “Not you, specifically. The fact that you could just walk away from being on the same plane as Brad Pitt or George Clooney or Ryan Gosling or Idris Elba or⁠—”

      “This is a fun tally of actors more talented than me. Should I get a pen?”

      Amy rolls her eyes. “Don’t be fake modest. It doesn’t suit you.”

      I’m not sure what to say to that, so I settle for petting the steer some more.

      “My point,” she continues with a look that’s just as pointed, “is that you gave it all up to come here and be a glorified errand boy.”

      “Harsh.”

      She cocks an eyebrow. “Give me your business card.”

      I look down at my sweatpants. No pockets. No second layer between my junk and the morning breeze, and I’m really hoping she can’t tell. Why didn’t I take two seconds to grab boxers?

      “I don’t have a business card on me,” I point out.

      “Okay, but if you did, what would it say?”

      It’s definitely a trick question. “Not ‘glorified errand boy.’” I shrug. “All right, I did ask Mari to put that. Too many letters. It has a nice ring to it, though.”

      Amy snorts. “It says ‘gofer.’ Your card says gofer.”

      Her gaze goes sharp, like she’s expecting me to crack under this ruthless interrogation. I’d be squirming if it weren’t for the speck of a smile in her eyes. Also, it’s kinda hot.

      “It does say gofer.” I sound way too cheerful for this early in the morning. “Not gopher with a ph, by the way. Honestly, it’d be a step up to go from Hollywood A-lister to rodent.”

      Amy’s trying not to laugh. I see it in her eyes, and I wonder what it takes to nudge her over the edge. “All I’m saying,” she says, “is that you walked away from one of the hottest careers in Hollywood to be the guy who gets coffee for people.”

      “Hey, now.” I fold my arms and watch her gaze flick briefly to my chest. “I’m an equal opportunity gofer. I also get tea or milk or soda or⁠—”

      “I know what you do, Coop. We’ve worked together enough that I recognize a sizeable brain in your thick skull.”

      “Thanks?”

      She shakes her head almost sadly. “I understand wanting change. I just struggle to wrap my head around one so massive.”

      “Should I be flattered you’ve used both ‘sizeable’ and ‘massive’ to describe me in the last thirty seconds?”

      I expect her to laugh, but she blushes. Blushes and keeps her eyes on my face. It might mean she’s trying not to look somewhere else, and I’m self-conscious again about my lack of underwear. I should make an excuse to duck back into my room. Maybe slink into bed and burrow beneath the covers to dream up an alternate universe where Amy follows me inside and slips beneath the blankets, her skin bare and smooth against my⁠—

      “You do seem happy.”

      I blink. She’s not scanning my crotch, so that’s good. “Thanks?”

      “No, I mean… this life.” She hooks her thumbs on her gun belt. “It suits you.”

      “It does.”

      Silence stretches like a fresh-laundered sheet tugged between us. I should stop thinking about sheets and blankets and anything to do with Amy in my bed.

      “Giraffe!”

      She blinks like I’ve lost my damn mind. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re right I don’t know much about cattle, but I worked with giraffes filming The Sahara Heist.” Why am I sharing this story? “We were on location in Tanzania and these giraffes broke into my tent. Five or six of them. I chased one wearing my boxers.”

      She folds her arms. “Is there a punchline where I ask why the giraffe was wearing your boxers?”

      God, I love her.

      Not love. Respect.

      “Funny you say that. I wasn’t kidding.” Also, I’m realizing I’ve steered this conversation to underwear, so she might notice I have none. “The giraffe stuck its head in the tent trying to get my beef jerky. Weird since they’re herbivores. But it somehow got my boxers looped over one ear and I freaked out, thinking it’d get caught on a tree and choke or something. I bolted out the door after it. Fully clothed, for the record.”

      Amy frowns. “Did you catch it?”

      “No, but the boxers fell off when it ran. The crew teased me for weeks about my kissy print underpants.”

      Amy’s laughing and stroking the steer’s neck, but curiosity creeps into her eyes. “Beef jerky? I thought you were a vegetarian.”

      “Yeah.” I clear my throat, aware we’re treading close to a danger zone. That the calf being here on my property conjures up stuff I don’t want to think about. “I gave up meat years ago. Personal choice.”

      She’s watching like she knows there’s more to the story. No one else would do that. They’d just nod and shrug and figure it’s a Hollywood fad diet.

      Not Amy. She sees straight through me. Always has, and it scares the hell out of me.

      I’m fumbling for a subject change when a familiar shout saves me. “Hey, Coop! What’s with the cow?”

      I turn to see big brother Dean jogging beside his CFO wife. Apparently, crunching numbers and plotting TV dominance isn’t enough to challenge them. Dean and Vanessa get up at the butt-crack of dawn to sprint in matching spandex.

      “Hey, Ness.” I high-five Vanessa since she’s closest, while Dean’s inspecting the steer like it’s a set prop. “You guys are up early.”

      “Training for a half-marathon.” She leans against the tree to stretch her quad. “My brother, Vonn—he’s visiting soon and wants to run some crazy-ass race. Gotta be sure I smoke him.”

      “Sibling rivalry for the win.” I glance at Dean, who’s still studying the steer.

      He looks up, frowning. “Seriously, bro. Why do you have a cow tied up outside your house?”

      “That’s not a dog?” I summon my acting chops and feign confusion. “The animal shelter has some explaining to do.”

      “It’s Tia Nelson’s.” Amy steps in, since my smart-ass response isn’t cutting it. “At least, we think it is. She raises Herefords like this.”

      Vanessa strokes the steer’s neck and makes smoochy sounds. “Aww, and you found your way to Cooper. Animal magnetism, sweetie. All the girls love Coop.”

      I might be imagining, but I think Amy’s eyes darken.

      “It’s a steer, actually,” I blurt. “A boy with his giggle nuggets lopped off.” I nod to Amy, so I’m not taking credit for her smarts. “Chief Lovelin pointed it out.”

      “Interesting.” Dean’s still frowning. “We should do a segment on baby farm animals.”

      “Oooh, you’re right.” Vanessa’s math brain takes off running. “Our advertisers loved the stuff on the animal shelter. You think Tia would let us film there?”

      “I can ask.” Tia’s one of my best friends and isn’t even technically part of Juniper Ridge. “She agreed to those PSAs on organic farming.”

      “Thanks to the legendary Cooper Judson charm.” Vanessa winks at Dean. “Your baby brother could charm the shell off an egg.”

      “No doubt.” Dean grunts. “He and Mari and Lana got the good-natured human vibes in the family. The rest of us are just surly assholes.”

      “Yeah, but you’re my surly asshole.” Vanessa stretches for a kiss on his cheek.

      “Seriously, Coop.” Dean slides an arm around his wife’s waist, distracted by whatever she’s whispering in his ear. “I don’t know what you said to that investor last week to make her sign a two-year contract instead of walking away like she planned.”

      “It was nothing.”

      Nothing but a soul-sucking lunch date where I agreed to do a shirtless Zoom chat with her book club. I hate myself sometimes.

      “Well, we appreciate you.” Vanessa smiles. “You’re the cog that keeps us rolling. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

      “Fact,” Dean agrees. “As brothers go, you definitely don’t suck.”

      I feel Amy’s eyes on me and fight the urge to look at her. “I like to be useful.”

      Vanessa stops manhandling my brother and looks at Amy. “Do you have siblings?”

      “I—yes.” The hitch in her voice drags my gaze to her face, and I wish I hadn’t looked. Wish I didn’t see the ache in her eyes. The rolling of her throat as she swallows. “I have a brother.”

      “Older or younger?” She’s missing Amy’s tension, but most folks would. Most haven’t spent hours watching every flicker in her eyes, every blink, every tick in her jaw that betrays her careful cop façade.

      “Younger brother.” Amy licks her lips and glances at her watch. “I should get going. I’ll stop by Tia’s to have her collect this guy, and then I’ve got spin class.”

      “Oh! You should meet Vonn.” Vanessa claps her hands together. “My big brother? He’s really into cycling. I’m trying to get him to move to Oregon, and I know he’d love meeting you.”

      “Sure, that’s great.” Amy’s backing away, her smile not faltering even a little. “Give him my number.”

      I start toward her, then stop. The last thing she needs is an underdressed creeper chasing her. “Amy?”

      She stops, fingers flexing at her sides. “Yeah?”

      For an instant, we’re the only ones here. Just the two of us with something sharp and electric snapping between us.

      I break the link first. “Thanks.” I shuffle back so I don’t reveal how pathetic I am. “For showing up. For helping with the steer.”

      She nods and pulls her keys from her pocket, still backing away. “Don’t mention it.”

      I watch as she gets in her car. As she revs the engine and adjusts the rearview mirror. As she eases the car from its spot, hands at perfect ten-and-two on the wheel.

      I’m still watching when her shoulders slump the instant she thinks no one’s looking.

      She drives away, gaze on the road ahead.

      Just as she crests the hill, she lifts a hand and wipes her eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSIONAL 971.5

        Lovelin, Amy (Police Chief: Juniper Ridge)

        I’ve never been one to seek out limelight. Only for a good reason.

        What’s a good reason?

        Charity, for one. A chance to help others if I can. Maybe I’m a hot mess in some parts of my life, but if I can inspire young people—young women especially—to choose a path that’s different from a bad one they’re headed down, that’s a good reason to get over my aversion to being a center of attention.

        Family, yes. [glances away]

        That’s another reason. A good one, don’t you think?
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        * * *

      

      I’m headed to the hardware store when my phone rings. The “Hey, Mama” ringtone by the Black-Eyed Peas means it’s my mother, but that’s a given. No one else calls exactly five minutes after my shift ends.

      “Hey, Mom.” I left my police SUV back at Juniper Ridge, but I’m driving like I’m in uniform. My little Honda has Bluetooth so I can keep my hands at ten and two on the wheel.

      “Amy, sweetheart.” Her voice rings bright and cheery. “How was work?”

      “Good. Thanks for the cookies.” I brake for a stop sign, smiling at the woman pushing a stroller through the crosswalk. “They’re really tasty.”

      “You got them. Wonderful!” She says it with six exclamation points, like she left diamonds and not snickerdoodles on my doorstep. “I used Ceylon cinnamon instead of Saigon this time. Could you tell a difference?”

      “Maybe?” Truth is, I haven’t touched them. “Were they a little more… botanical?”

      My fumbling for the right adjective seems to please her. “Exactly.” There’s a long pause. “Maybe you could be a lamb and take some cookies to Luke?”

      I grip the wheel, conscious of the cheerful tin of homemade love on the seat beside me. “We’ve talked about this, Mom. It’s not like sending cookies to troops overseas.”

      “I know that, dear.” She fills her next pause with a sorrowful sigh. “But if you flashed your badge or maybe went in uniform, they might make an exception⁠—”

      “No.” I grit my teeth and try not to get impatient. She’s only doing this because she cares. Being raised by a single mom meant Luke and I went without a lot, but never without faith that our mother loved us fiercely and unconditionally.

      Luke sure tested that.

      Softening my voice, I address the great cookie conundrum. “I’ll let Luke know you’re thinking of him and you’ll see him Friday, but I won’t break the rules to sneak him cookies.”

      She huffs her exasperation. “Well, it’s not like I hid a shank in a snickerdoodle.” Her saying it means that’s crossed her mind. Since when does my mother know the word “shank?”

      But that’s not the point. “I’ll give him your love.” Much simpler to get through a metal detector with that. “Has he said how the appeal’s going?”

      “He’s working on it every day.” There’s pride in her voice, but also an edge. “Maybe this time will work out. Maybe we’ll have him home for Christmas. Or even my birthday at the start of December.”

      It’s not Mom’s wishful thinking that has me gripping the wheel ‘til I’m white-knuckled. It’s her tone tinged with hope and heartache.

      She’d never say this, and neither would Luke, but deep down they know it’s my fault my brother’s doing seventy-five months behind bars. He’s into his fifth year, but the twenty months remaining feel like twenty years.

      “I’m almost there, Mom.” Up ahead, the sign for the state penitentiary rolls into view. I’ve driven straight here instead of hitting the hardware store, which doesn’t surprise me one bit. “I should go.”

      “I love you, sweetheart.”

      “Love you, too.” A lump lodges in my throat as I pick a parking spot and slide into it. “I’ll let him know you’re thinking of him.”

      I click off and draw a deep breath. I hadn’t planned to come until the end of visiting hours, but the hardware store can wait. Right now, I want to see my brother.

      Stepping from the car, I assess my worn jeans and plain T-shirt. He doesn’t like me showing up looking like a cop, so I changed at the station. My navy-blue bra shows through the pale-yellow tee, so I pull on a hoodie. Not great, since it’s eighty degrees, but the pockets keep my hands occupied.

      Cycling through security feels more familiar than washing my hair. I move through metal detectors and get a pat-down that constitutes the most action I’ve seen in months.

      Minutes later, I’m waiting at a cracked plastic table to see my brother.

      My brother.

      Here he comes. The lump’s back in my throat as I get to my feet.

      “Hey, Ames!” Luke’s hair looks longer, which is silly since I saw him last week. “You’re a lamb for coming to see me.”

      Our inside joke, spurred by Mom’s overuse of the phrase. I toss him one back while hugging him hard. “You’re a jackass.”

      “Platypus.”

      “Leafy seadragon.”

      Ah, sibling love. It’s harder with Luke behind bars, but our bond’s never broken.

      Not even when I screwed him over by⁠—

      “How’s the appeal going?” I take a seat as Luke sinks to a chair on the other side of our plastic table.

      “Great.” He’s grinning as he says it, and my heart breaks again. “My lawyer’s reviewing some of the letters I’ve gathered. He thinks we’ve got a good shot this time.”

      There’s that ache in the center of my chest. As a cop, I’ve sent plenty of men to prison. That doesn’t make it easier watching my brother spend his early twenties in a place like this.

      “Mom and I are rooting for you,” I manage. “Let me know if you want me to look over anything.”

      “Thanks. I will.” He folds his hands on the table and I’m grateful they’re not shackled. Thanks to Luke’s good behavior, we get a little leeway for our visits. “What’s new in the outside world?”

      “Not much.” I rest both hands in my lap. “Helped a runaway steer get back to his owner this morning.” Cooper Judson’s face flits through my mind, but I ignore it.

      I ignore the twist in my belly, too, along with Luke’s laughter.

      “Wrangling livestock, huh?” He laughs again. “Glad they’re keeping you busy with all that crime. Maybe you’ll bust a cookie thief next week.”

      The thought of cookies makes me wish I could give him Mom’s gift.

      I wish a lot of things, but I settle for a snarky sibling jab. “Were you born a butthead, or did you learn it here?”

      Luke grins. “You calling me a ram?”

      “A ram?”

      “They’re the ones that butt heads, right?”

      “You’re so weird.” Weird and kind and wasting his life behind bars. “Hey! We got an anonymous donation to Kayley’s Foundation.”

      “That’s great.” He’s smiling, but some light dims in his eyes. “How much this time?”

      “Five thousand dollars.” I won’t say it, but I suspect someone in the Judson family had a hand in it. “Her parents are building a memorial garden out on Jennings Road.”

      “Awesome.” A muscle ticks in Luke’s jaw. “Maybe Regis Raeghan can go see it for me.”

      “Maybe so.” The name of Luke’s former best friend hits my gut like a punch. “Anyway, I’ll bring pictures when it’s done.”

      The smile returns to Luke’s eyes. “Hey, if this appeal goes through, I’ll go see it myself.”

      “Here’s hoping.” To be honest, hope’s fading. The parole board rejected Luke’s last appeal. Why would this one be different?

      And there goes another gush of guilt, surging through my gut like poison. I open my mouth to say I’m sorry when the guard interrupts.

      “Time’s up.” The corrections officer lumbers past and I get to my feet.

      “Give me another hug.” I grab Luke, squeezing harder this time. “Be good, okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He squeezes back and tears squish to the corners of my eyes. “Thanks for coming. See you next week?”

      “Absolutely. Mom sends her love.”

      He grins as I shove in my chair. “She can bring it herself when she comes Friday.”

      “Love you.” I sneak one last hug before breaking away. “Good luck with everything.”

      He’s smiling as the guard leads him away. “I’ll take all the luck I can get. I’ll have my lawyer let you know if⁠—”

      The door swings shut, cutting off the rest of his words. It’s just as well. Luke’s lawyer keeps me posted when there’s news to share. There hasn’t been much lately. No signs that his sentence will be reduced enough to get him out of here before his twenty-sixth birthday.

      Seventy-five months behind bars.

      Luke was just twenty when he went in. Practically a kid. He’ll be a man when he gets out. A man with a broken future.

      A future I had a hand in breaking.

      The sun’s still blazing as I walk to my car, though the days are getting shorter. It won’t be long before I’m doing this walk in fading dusk, crickets chirping in the brush beside the barbed wire fence.

      It’s a five-minute drive to the home improvement store where I’ll pick up supplies for the barn door I’m building on my laundry room. It’s my project this week, and I’m eager to start. As I move through the doors, I slip out my phone to find my digital receipt. I ordered the door online, so it should be waiting at the desk. All I need is a countersink bit and a backer board, plus some⁠—

      “Hey, Chief.” Coop’s voice draws my eyes up, but not quick enough to keep me from crashing into him. Catching my arms, he flashes his movie star smile. “Collision on aisle four.”

      I blink and fight the tingle in my skin. “Sorry.” His eyes sear me, so I lift my gaze to the sign above his head. “We’re on aisle seven.”

      “Always the literalist.” Cooper lets go, but I still feel his touch. His smile sinks through my chest and blooms like one of those colorful bath bombs. “What brings you here?”

      “Home improvement project.” My answer’s too brief for the curious look he gives, so I elaborate. “I’m switching out the door on my laundry room to make more room.”

      “You have a lot of laundry?” His lips quirk as he leans against a steel rack lined with mouse traps. He’s wearing a black ballcap pulled low on his forehead, but still looks like a famous freakin’ movie star. Worn jeans fit like they’ve been sewn to his body, and his blue shirt brings out silver sparks in his eyes.

      It also matches the store’s color palette.

      That’s clear as an old woman stomps up and thrusts a can of bug killer in his face.

      “This says it’s for wasps,” she shouts, like her hearing aid’s failing. “But is it good for ants?”

      Cooper squints at the can. “It’s very bad for ants.”

      Scowling, she waves the can some more. “You mean it kills ‘em?”

      “Dead as a doornail.” He taps the tiny writing on the can. “Also bad for cockroaches, spiders, fleas, ticks, scorpions, beetles, silverfish, centipedes, and millipedes.”

      “Huh.” She frowns at the can. “Guess I should get two cans, just in case.”

      “Seems wise.” He turns to grab the last can off a high shelf, and I try not to stare at washboard abs as his shirt rides up. I take a step back as he turns to the woman. “Good luck with the silverfish.”

      “Thanks.”

      As she toddles off, Cooper turns back to me. “Like I was saying,” he continues without missing a beat. “Juniper Ridge will take care of any home maintenance you need. It’s in your contract.”

      “Thanks, but… this one’s personal.” And now it sounds like I’m hanging a sex swing in my laundry room. “It’s for my cat.”

      “Your cat?”

      My cheeks warm, which is silly. “I want to put the litterbox in there, but the door swings into that wall and takes up all the space.”

      Cooper tips his head to one side. “I didn’t know you had a cat.”

      “I don’t.” And now I sound more foolish. “I’m hoping to adopt one this weekend, so I want to get my place in order.”

      “Ah, good thinking.” Still grinning, he shoves his hands in his pockets. “Had to install a barn door for a sexy home improvement scene in a rom-com I did a few years back. Did so many damn takes I could probably install one in my sleep.” His grin goes wider. “Let me know if you need help.”

      “Thanks.” Like he needs to name the film. I saw Nantucket Dawn with my mom before I ever guessed I’d meet the star. Mom dropped her Milk Duds as Cooper whipped off his shirt. “Oh my,” Mom gasped as he pinned his co-star against the wall, kissing her with a heat that made my toes curl. On screen, Liv Sims gasped and sunk her nails into Coop’s muscled shoulders. Either she’s a better actress than I thought, or he really does kiss like a god.

      I’d rather not think about it.

      “I’ve got it covered, thanks.” I take a step back, ready to head for the front desk. To escape these stupid feelings that surface anytime I’m around Coop. For as long as I’ve known him, it’s been a problem. He’s not my type, and besides, we work together.

      “Hey, man.” A short guy with a beer gut steps between us. “Tell me where your cock is.”

      My mouth drops open, but Coop doesn’t blink.

      “The caulk’s on the painting aisle, right next to the brushes.” He gestures to the other end of the store. “Second aisle from the back wall, maybe halfway down?”

      “Thanks, man.” The man tilts his head and studies Coop’s face. “Hey… anyone ever tell you that you look like that movie star guy? What’s his name⁠—”

      “George Clooney?” Coop looks nothing like Clooney. He’s disturbingly more attractive.

      I say none of this, though.

      “Yeah.” The guy gives a puzzled look and scratches his chin. “I guess that’s it. Thanks again, man.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      As Coop waves, the guy heads off to the other side of the store. I turn back to face him.

      “A cat, huh?” His Hollywood smile slips back in place as he aims those spark-filled eyes straight at my heart. I take another step back so it can’t reach me. “You getting it from the Juniper Ridge shelter?”

      “Of course.” Like I’d pay a breeder for some designer cat. “Plenty of animals need a home, and I’ve got one, so…” I really should get going. “Have you been there lately?”

      Coop helped with the shelter and lights up at the question. “Yeah, I was there yesterday helping Nick build the new dog kennels. I can’t remember how many cats they have, but I think there’s still a couple from that hoarder in Madras.”

      “I’ll check it out.” I clear my throat. “So I guess I’ll⁠—”

      “Hey, new guy.” A female cashier jogs past, bumping Coop with her arm. “I’m going on break. Since you’re just standing around, this customer needs a screw.”

      Cooper doesn’t flinch. “How big?”

      The customer—a twenty-something blonde with pink-glossed lips—blinks at Cooper. “Holy shit.”

      “We’ve got flathead,” Coop continues, “Phillips head, square recess, internal hex screws, even two-hole if I’m not mistaken.” He looks at me. “Can you think of any other kinds of screws?”

      There’s no smile, no trace of innuendo in his voice. So why am I blushing?

      “I—uh—not really.” I gulp and take a step back. “I should go.” I back up some more, but the blonde isn’t letting up.

      “Oh my God, you’re Cooper Judson.” She grabs his arm and I swear I see him flinch. “I’m such a huge fan of yours. I’ve seen The Sahara Heist like thirty times, and your Oscars speech when you won for Survivor Six was just⁠—”

      “Let’s get you the hardware you need, okay?” Cooper slides me one last glance. For half a second, there’s unease in his eyes. A plea for rescue, and then it’s gone.

      Or maybe I imagined it, because his movie star smile slips into place and he waves the woman down the aisle. “After you, ma’am.”

      I watch him go, and he doesn’t look back. It’s for the best. He’s a legendary star, a recovering addict, a Hollywood troublemaker. In a nutshell, everything I can’t want.

      So why do I stare until he fades from view?
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        * * *

      

      In hindsight, the beer was a bad idea.

      I rarely drink, but it seemed like the thing to accompany home improvement work. I’ve had three sips, but it’s gone to my head as I rewind the YouTube video for the fourth time.

      “You’ll need two sets of hands to mount the backerboard above the door frame.” This from the bearded man in blue plaid wearing the trademark black ballcap of the hardware store.

      Struggling not to imagine Coop in that cap, I glance at my hands. Even with sturdy work gloves, I’ve just got two, making me inadequate for the task. I frown at the spot above the door and ponder a workaround.

      Cooper said he’s done this before…

      But that’s silly. I’m a strong, independent woman. I change my own motor oil and field dressed my first buck at twelve. I can handle a simple task like⁠—

      “Hey, Coop.” Somehow, I’ve got the phone to my ear. How did that happen?

      “Amy.” He sounds happy to hear from me, so I blame the beer and press on.

      “Look, I wondered if I could borrow your hands.” That came out wrong. “The barn door—it’s a two-person job, and I wondered if maybe⁠—”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      I should say no since he doesn’t hang up right away. Nothing safe or smart happens at this hour, when the sky bleeds to black velvet and crickets hum their horny hymns.

      “Okay,” I say instead. “Thank you.”

      Clicking off, I get up and dump the beer down the drain. No need to tempt a recovering addict, and besides—I need all my wits about me.

      I’m considering moving the rest of the six-pack from my refrigerator to the garage when he knocks. Kicking the fridge shut, I go to greet Cooper with my heart banging against my ribs like an anxious bee.

      “That’s one way to answer the door.” Coop nods at the hammer in my hand. “Keeps the door-to-door salesmen at bay.”

      “The fact that we have none is the best part of Juniper Ridge.” I hold open the door. “Thanks for coming. I really appreciate it.”

      “No problem.”

      God, he looks good. He’s buttoned a green and black flannel shirt over the blue tee, and the same worn jeans hug his ass as he moves through my living room. I barely jerk my eyes off his backside in time as he sets an orange toolbox on my table and turns. “Same layout as my cabin,” he says.

      “Really?” I knew this, of course, but I’m playing it cool.

      “Yep. Lana’s got this floorplan, too, but hers is a little more… floofy.”

      “Floofy, huh?” I’m not sure what to think as I scan my space through his eyes. The sofa in soft denim blue I picked from the catalogue my first week on the job. Pale yellow throw pillows for a pop of color, and an overstuffed chocolate leather armchair pulled close to the fireplace. There’s a cork wreath my mom made from a decade of mother/daughter wine tasting trips. Should I take it down? I don’t want Cooper to⁠—

      “Stop it.”

      I snap my gaze to his face. “Stop what?”

      “Worrying I’ll see a bunch of corks and get triggered.” He lifts one sandy brow. “I promise I don’t suddenly have an urge to pound pinot noir.”

      “I wasn’t thinking that.” How did he know? “Okay, I was.”

      “I know.” Coop shrugs. “I’m used to it.”

      And now I feel like shit. “I’m sorry. I know it annoys you when your siblings do that.”

      Blue eyes flash back to mine. “Yeah?”

      “I’ve noticed,” I continue, feeling oddly self-conscious. “Your jaw gets all clenched and tight when they start hovering, or anytime you’re uncomfortable. You get this look in your eyes like—” I stop because I’m basically admitting I stare at his face. “Anyway, they mean well,” I blurt. “Your brothers and sisters.”

      “They do.” He studies the wall, though it’s not the one where I’m putting the door. “Not everyone has family that supports sobriety.”

      “True.” Needing a subject change, I point at the toolbox. “You didn’t need to nab Nick’s toolbox. I’ve got everything we need.”

      Coop grins and flips the lid open. “I might be a spoiled ex actor, but I’ve got my own damn toolbox.” Pulling out a cordless drill, he holds it like a pistol and pretends to fire. “Shall we?”

      “We’re screwing first?” Goddammit. “I mean, I thought you’d want to measure.”

      “I assume you already measured.” He holds my eyes, and I don’t let them drop to any other part of him I might like to measure. “Happy to check your work, though.”

      “No, I’m good.” I need to shut up. I’ve questioned his sobriety and doubted his masculinity with the toolbox quip. What’s next, insulting his dick?

      “Right this way.” I lead him down the hall to the laundry room, keeping my back turned so he doesn’t see flames in my cheeks. “I got everything prepped and marked the studs, but the backerboard is the problem. It goes at the top to create⁠—”

      “—A one-inch gap between the wall and the doorframe.” He grins when I glance behind me. “Told you I’ve done this before.”

      “Right.” I stop in the doorway and rest a hand on the ladder propped beneath my laundry room door. “I’m not always sure what’s real and what’s Hollywood pretend.”

      “This is real.” The way his eyes hold mine, I’m not sure he means my door. “Your spreader’s rusty.”

      I blink. “Pardon?”

      He taps my A-frame stepladder. “The hinge that holds it open—it’s called a spreader.”

      “I—oh.” He’s right, there’s a crust of brown rust at the joint. “Let me grab the lube.” I start for my bedroom before I hear my own words. “WD-40,” I shout over my shoulder. “My medicine cabinet was squeaking, so I—took care of it.” I squeeze my eyes shut so I don’t see my bed as I pass by.

      That works until I smack against the wall. “Ow.”

      “You okay?”

      I turn and see Cooper in the doorway, looking concerned.

      “I’m great.” I snatch the can and hold it up. “What’s the saying about this stuff? ‘A woman needs two tools—WD-40 and duct tape.’”

      Coop grins and lets his eyes drift around my bedroom. That’s when I see another tool poking out from under my pillow. Crap.

      “If it moves and it shouldn’t, use duct tape,” he recites as I move to block his view of my bright blue vibrator beneath my white pillowcase. I’m deeply regretting the pale gray bedspread showcasing it like it’s an adult store display. “If it doesn’t move and it should, use WD-40.”

      “Bingo.”  I hustle him from my bedroom and pray he didn’t see that. “I really appreciate you helping me out.” My brain’s still on the vibrator, so the words sink through a filthy filter. “With the door,” I add as I spritz the hinges—spreaders, apparently—on my ladder. “There.”

      I turn to see Cooper watching with a bemused look. “What?” I demand.

      “I like how seriously you take things.”

      Something in my face must tell him I think that’s an insult because he holds up his hands. “I mean it, it’s cool. Not everyone would put this much forethought into getting a cat.”

      “Comes with the territory when you’re an older sibling.” Why did I say that?

      But Cooper just laughs. “I hear ya. Being the youngest son in a family of six, I’ve got more bonus parents than I could ever want.”

      “How about your actual parents?” Shirleen Judson is a Hollywood legend, just like Coop’s father. “Were they overprotective?”

      “Not really.” A tightness in his voice tells me not to push. He starts up the ladder. “Can this hold both of us at once?”

      “It holds up to 900 pounds, so unless you’re packing lead pellets in your pants…” Does he think I mean his balls? “We’re good.”

      “Cool.” He takes a step up. “I’m thinking we each pick a side. One of us holds, one of us screws.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” He’s still got the drill, so I shove a fistful of screws in my pocket and grab the backerboard. As I clamber up the other side of the ladder, I realize how close we are. “You screw.” I point to the drill in his hand, so he doesn’t get the wrong idea. “I’ll hold the backerboard.”

      “Got it.”

      Why am I being so awkward? I’ve known Coop forever, and I’ve never been such a bumbling, accidental flirt.

      He’s never been in your house before.

      And I’ve never seen him first thing in the morning, with sleep-rumpled hair and a hint of morning wood beneath soft, gray sweatpants⁠—

      “I pre-drilled the holes.” I draw a screw from my pocket and hand it over. “That should make it go faster.”

      “Cool.” He takes the screw and positions it over the first hole. “So. Got a name picked for your cat?”

      “Not really.” I shiver as his arm brushes mine. “I’ve got ideas, but nothing concrete.”

      “Tell me some.” He squeezes the trigger and the next screw sinks into the wall.

      This feels like safer territory, so I feel myself relax. “I like pets with food names.”

      “Example?”

      “We had a cat named Meatball when I was a kid.” Luke named her, but I leave out that part. “Something like Tater Tot could be cute.”

      “And a second cat named Catsup.” Coop grins. “Get it?”

      “Dork.” A giggle slips out before I can stop it. “Or Purrito?”

      “How about Clawliflower?”

      That one earns him a groan, along with another screw. “I’ll add those to my spreadsheet.”

      “I love that you have a spreadsheet.” He spins the screw into the board and holds out a palm for another. “What else?”

      This easy banter feels more like what I’m used to with Coop. “I like reading, so something literary could be cool. Authors or character names⁠—”

      “Catniss Everdeen,” he suggests. “From Hunger Games.”

      “You and the wordplay.” It’s a clever idea, so I mentally add it to my list.

      “It’s a family thing. Animals with quirky names?” He pauses to sink another screw. “What about Catticus Finch?”

      “Nice one.” Almost as nice as Cooper Judson knowing To Kill a Mockingbird. It’s one of my favorites. “Something tied to Catcher in the Rye might be cool.”

      He considers this as he sinks another screw. “Holden Clawfield?”

      I laugh and slide my hand out of the way so he can set the next one. “How about Rikki Tikki Tabby?” Do child stars with tutors read the same short stories as the rest of us?

      “Good one,” he says. “How about Purrnest Hemmingway?”

      “Grooooan.” Saying the word instead of groaning for real sounds less porny, right? “I thought about Steven—like Cat Stevens?”

      “Oh, music.” He nods and takes the screw I’m handing him. “Lots of possibilities there. Meowly Cyrus?”

      I snicker and lean to the side so he can reach the next hole. “Bob Meowly?”

      Coop laughs and shifts the drill. “Dolly Purrton has a nice ring. Or Cat Benatar?”

      Another snort slips out. “You know, I laugh more with you than with anyone else I know.”

      “I aim to please.” As he fits his drill bit into the last hole, I do my best not to watch his biceps flex. There’s an on-site gym at Juniper Ridge, so Coop and I cross paths there sometimes. I watched him deadlift four-hundred pounds without breaking a sweat, so I know how hard he works to maintain that body. “There.”

      “Nice.” I survey our handiwork. “The video said to fill nail holes and paint, but they’ll just get covered up by the track.”

      Silver-sparked hazel eyes swing to mine. “Where’s the track?”

      “On that chair over there.” I point and end up brushing his biceps with my thumb. An electric current rattles up my arm. “The hardware’s attached.”

      “I’ll get it.” The ladder moves as he steps down slowly. I hang on, then change my mind.

      “We need more screws.” I start down quicker than I mean to and my foot slips. As the ladder starts to tip, I grab for the wall. “Oh, sh⁠—”

      “Gotcha.” Coop spins and swoops me into his arms. My palm connects with hard, flexing muscle, and I gasp.

      His chest beneath my palm feels warm and solid. I gulp, conscious of his heart thudding beneath my fingers. Of my own heart urging me to do the one thing my brain swears we’ll never do.

      Don’t kiss him.

      Don’t kiss him.

      Don’t kiss him.

      But Coop’s eyes hold mine, and my heart hops up on the bars of my ribs to twirl like a stripper on a pole.

      Kiss him.

      “Oh.” I lick my lips and his eyes drop to my mouth.

      “Yeah.” His voice rumbles, rough beneath my fingertips as I curl them against his chest.

      “Goddamn it, Cooper.” I breathe.

      Then I kiss him.
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