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CHAPTER ONE


          

          Ivy

        

      

    

    
      My heart beat in time to the sounds of heavy footsteps on the wood floor as Cooper made his way down the hallway and into the kitchen of the house. "You need me to take a look around?”

      I always felt a little breathless when I was with him. "That's right."

      He wore the traditional navy-blue Kingston Construction T-shirt with the white stenciled logo, worn jeans, and work boots. There was nothing special about the outfit; it was how he filled them out that was distracting.

      With a curt nod, he moved around the kitchen, checking the faucet, then crawled under the sink. I'd gotten into the bad habit of following him around the house. I wanted to learn from him, but I enjoyed being in his presence.

      I was leaning against the counter when Cooper emerged from under the sink. He stood up, and he was close. Too close.

      Cooper raised a brow. "You always hover around your clients?"

      "I'm trying to figure out your secret. How do you find problems when no one else does?" I attempted to infuse confidence into my shaky voice.

      Cooper stared at me for a second as if he couldn't quite figure me out. "You can follow me around all you want, but you'll never figure out my secret."

      "And why's that?" I asked in a flirty tone to match his energy.

      He cocked his head slightly as if he was considering my question. "I have a sense for these things. You'd probably call it intuition. But I can't teach it to you. You either have it or you don't."

      "If I hang around long enough, maybe it will rub off on me." I prided myself on always knowing as much as I could about everything that would help my business. I hated depending on anyone, and right now I needed Cooper to do these checks before the sale went through. His advice had saved me in more situations than I cared to admit.

      Cooper's eyes flashed with heat, and I wondered if it was my unfortunate choice of the word rub. Then he said, "Good luck with that," before heading down the hallway that led to the bedrooms.

      In heels, I followed him at a slower pace. I always dressed professionally when I was working. I wanted to be taken seriously, and I'd found that the right clothes helped. I'd grown up poor, and I never wanted to be mistaken for that person again.

      Cooper spent a lot of time inspecting the walls of the guest bathroom, moving items that the previous owners had left behind to get a better look. Finally, he stepped back, and sighed. "There's a water leak."

      I moved closer, a little surprised. "No one mentioned anything about a water leak."

      "The owners tried to cover it with paint and caulk, but if you remove it, you'd see that there have been multiple leaks." He nodded toward the front of the house. "I suspect it's the pipes leading from the house to the street."

      I sucked in a breath. "That wouldn't be covered by homeowners insurance, and it's expensive to fix."

      He nodded grimly. "That's why they covered it up. They want to leave this little surprise for the new owners."

      Once again, I was impressed. "Can you write up the report for the buyers?"

      Cooper nodded. "Of course."

      He continued his inspection while I messaged my buyers to give them a heads-up. It would be up to them whether they wanted to force the sellers to fix it, ask for a reduction in price, or walk away from the house altogether. From my experience, the cover-up was a sign that more things could be wrong with this house.

      "I'm going to check out the bedrooms." Cooper's voice was closer than I expected, and I teetered on my heels.

      He reached out to steady me, his hand on my elbow. The heat of his palm seared my skin.

      "You startled me."

      "I thought you were supposed to be observing me." His voice had a nice low rumble that settled deep in my chest.

      I shrugged. "I wanted to let the buyers know what's going on."

      He let go of my elbow, and I immediately missed his touch. "Let's go."

      He had a tendency to be abrupt, as if he didn't want to waste time on saying too many words. It only made me more intrigued by him.

      He waited for me to precede him, and I wondered if I affected him the way he did me. I prided myself on being in control of any interaction with a man, especially one I was interested in, but I didn't feel that way when I was with Cooper. He had this way of throwing me off center. It was exciting and scary at the same time.

      I followed him through the bedrooms, studying him to see if I could glean anything from his method. But he worked silently, not telling me what he was thinking or doing. It was frustrating. I didn't want to rely on a Kingston.

      The brothers were the subject of a recent magazine article which ranked which brother was the most eligible. The attention had only inflated their egos as far as I could tell. But Cooper was quieter than the others, so I couldn't get a read on how it had affected him.

      Our friend group hung out together often, but I hadn't seen him flirt with anyone. If he had a personal life, he kept it quiet.

      As he worked, the room grew darker. Thunder cracked, and I jumped.

      "You okay?" Cooper asked.

      I wrapped my arms around myself. "Yeah, I didn't realize we were going to get storms."

      Cooper's hand landed on my lower back as he steered me out of the room. "You always work this late at night, alone with contractors?"

      I scoffed. "You're a friend. I don't have to worry about you."

      His forehead wrinkled as if my words hadn't alleviated his concern.

      "I always let my assistant know where I am, and I never put myself in dangerous situations." I'd grown up navigating my mother's numerous boyfriends. I knew how to take care of myself.

      He raised a brow.

      "If you think I'd let someone take advantage of me, then you don't know me very well." We'd grown up together, but I wasn't sure how much he knew about me. As soon as I was old enough, I got a job. I saved so I could go to college. I moved out of my mom's trailer and never went back.

      "That's probably the case."

      I walked past him. "That you don't know me very well?"

      "You don't exactly let people get close to you."

      I paused in the hallway. "I could say the same to you. Shepard tends to get the attention."

      He winced.

      I immediately regretted my words. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said anything."

      "People assume we're the same, and I don't have the energy to change their mind."

      I smiled softly, stepped closer, and touched his stomach. His rock-hard stomach. "Maybe you should let people get to know the real Cooper Kingston."

      I turned away from him, not wanting him to see the desire swirling in my eyes. He was quiet as we made our way down the hall and to the foyer.

      At the door, he said, "I'll get you that report."

      "I appreciate that." I glanced out the front window where the rain was coming down hard. Puddles were already forming on the driveway. "You might want to wait to leave. Unless you're okay with getting soaked."

      He hesitated, clearly unsure what he should do. Then he glanced back at me, a look of concern crossing his face. "I can wait until it passes."

      Storms never lasted long in Florida. But the thought of being stuck in this house with Cooper had my throat tightening. I pretended my interest in him was purely professional, but I couldn't deny the physical attraction.

      Thunder cracked, and the lights in the house went out. I sucked in a breath, my heart hammering.

      Cooper placed a hand on my back and steered me deeper into the house, away from the windows.

      Thunderstorms always reminded me of living at my mom's, huddling under my blankets, scared of the storm but reluctant to go in my mom's room. She usually shared it with a man I didn't know well.

      I felt shaky with the memory of hiding under my blanket and trying to stifle the sound of thunder with the pillow. It never worked.

      Cooper turned so that he was facing me. "Are you scared of storms?"

      I laughed as if the idea was ludicrous. I made it a habit never to admit weakness to anyone. I was more than aware that it could and would be exploited by the wrong people. "Of course not."

      He raised a brow. "It's okay to admit that there's a chink in your armor."

      "I don't know what you're talking about." It was dark, but his face was laminated by the light coming through the window over the sink.

      "I've always thought of you as wearing armor. Like you had to protect yourself from the world."

      I sucked in a sharp breath. "That's ridiculous. I'm perfectly safe."

      "Is that how you feel?" His voice was soft and gentle and threatened to unravel something deep inside of me.

      I didn't want to admit it, but I'd been protecting myself for as long as I could remember no one had ever called me out on it before. My friends said I was strong, and I preferred to think of myself like that. "I don't know why we're talking about this."

      Cooper glanced out the window. "Because we're stuck in this house without power while it storms, and there's nothing else to do."

      It felt like he was probing, testing how far he could go. Instead, I did the one thing I knew would get his attention. I curled a hand around his neck and pulled his face down to my level. "I can think of a few things we can do to distract us."

      He raised a brow. "And what's that?"

      He was going to make me spell it out for him, but this is where I excelled. I didn't need anyone psychoanalyzing me. I preferred to keep things surface level, so I went up on tiptoe to press my lips against his.

      For a long second, he didn't respond, and then his arm banded around my back, and he pulled me against his hard body. I almost groaned; the sensation was so incredible.

      It was a mistake to think I had control of this situation.

      My lips parted, and his tongue swept inside, claiming me. This was the kiss I'd always dreamed a man would give me. But I didn't usually pick men like him.

      Cooper Kingston was different than any other man I'd ever been with. He had the power to blow through my walls and leave me vulnerable. I couldn't let that happen.

      I pressed myself against his body and fought with him over control of the kiss. He lifted one of my legs so that my core was pressed against him. All thoughts of control fell away until I was soft and aching with need.

      He kissed my chin. "Do you want this?"

      "Yes," I gasped as he sucked on the sensitive skin of my neck.

      "This doesn't mean anything."

      I shivered at the promise. "Of course not."

      "I won't call you for a second round."

      I pulled back so I could look at his face. "You'd better not."

      He grinned and lifted me with impressive strength, pressing me against the nearest wall. "I've wanted this for a long time."

      I swallowed down my agreement. He already had too much of me; I wouldn't give him any more. This was a one-time thing, never to be repeated.

      I'd allow myself one indulgence. One taste of Cooper Kingston. It would be foolish to ask for more. He was the perfect distraction from the storm.

      He eased back slightly, allowing my feet to touch the ground. I slowly slid down the zipper of my skirt while his gaze tracked the movement. Once the skirt was pooled at my feet, I hooked my fingers on the sides of my panties and moved them over my hips and down my legs, letting them fall to the floor. Before I could unbutton my blouse, he'd shoved his pants down and lifted me into position.

      With one motion, his cock filled me. My mouth fell open on a gasp. I'd never experienced anything like this. He was so big. I felt like he was consuming me.

      Then I remembered how he'd shoved his pants down and how impressive his cock had looked. He wasn't wearing a condom. "Protection."

      He growled as he lowered me once again, digging in his pocket for one. I didn't want to think about why he had one ready. Was he generally prepared for sex on the go?

      I'd never done anything like this. It was so unprofessional. If anyone walked in on us, my reputation would be in tatters, and he'd be hailed the hottest bachelor on the island once again.

      The only thing that saved me was that this house was under contract, and the sellers lived in Canada.

      With the rain falling on the roof overhead and the lights out, I could pretend that we were alone and that there were no consequences.

      This time, I unbuttoned my blouse, shrugging it off my shoulders, before he lifted me in his arms, easily entering me. He set a steady pace, thrusting in and out of me as if he was claiming his spot deep inside me, and I wasn't about to argue with that. I'd never felt this taken before.

      I'd never let him in emotionally. I only had this to give. No man was worth the cost of leaving yourself open. I had to protect myself at all costs.

      No matter how good this felt, I wouldn't give in to the desire to do this again or to see what he'd be like in a bed. We only had this one moment.

      There was a part of me that reveled in letting go, in letting someone else support me even if it was only for a few seconds. I gave in to the feel of his strong arms supporting me, his cock driving into me.

      The sensations cleared my mind of thoughts, leaving me in the moment with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          Cooper

        

      

    

    
      Sweat trickled down my temple as I fought for any semblance of control. I couldn't believe that Ivy had made a move. I hadn't thought she'd ever give into the growing attraction between us. I wasn't sure she'd acknowledge it to herself, much less to me.

      Ivy Buckley was so carefully controlled; I thought of her as a queen in my head. She was regal and professional and never gave in to any man.

      It was the storm that seemed to rattle her, and I couldn't leave her alone in this house. Especially when the power went out.

      There was something about seeing Ivy so vulnerable that struck a chord deep inside me. She wasn't a damsel in distress, but damn if I didn't want to sweep in and save her, even if it was from herself.

      She'd never admit to anyone that she needed me to protect or satisfy her.

      The orgasm built in the base of my spine, so I slowed my pace, kissing her, as my hand snaked between us, finding her swollen nub. I rubbed her, and she jerked in my arms, her mouth ripping from mine.

      "Oh, my God."

      I ground my teeth together. "It's Cooper."

      She held on tight as her body spasmed around me. I was positive she'd hate this act of vulnerability when she realized what transpired between us.

      She'd never let me this close again, but I'd always remember it. She'd let down her guard and let me in. I was positive she thought she was in control of every situation, especially this one. But she wasn't.

      For a few seconds, I was in control. I was the one holding her against the wall, supporting her weight. It took my touch for her to let go.

      Her fingers tangled with the hair at the base of my neck, and that one act of tenderness set me off. I thrust one more time deep and emptied myself into the condom. I wished I was bare inside her, but she would never allow that to happen.

      It was too risky. Neither of us wanted the risk that came with something like that. I hadn't even asked if she was on birth control. I should do it now, but she was already pushing me away, wanting to get down.

      I complied, setting her on her feet.

      She pulled on her bra, hooking it with efficiency, then her shirt, which she left gaping open while she reached for her skirt.

      It only took a second for me to tuck myself into my briefs and zip up my jeans. This was a quickie against the wall of an empty house. It shouldn't have meant anything, but I felt this overwhelming swelling of emotion in my chest cavity.

      I wanted to ask her to slow down, to wait, but there was no stopping Ivy when she got something in her head, and right now, she wanted to escape this situation. She wanted to get away from me. I stepped back to give her the space she needed.

      My presence was a reminder that she'd let down her guard for a few seconds, and she wouldn't forget it.

      Her movements were jerky, so I shoved her hand aside to pull up the zipper of her tight skirt. "Are you okay?"

      "Why wouldn't I be?" Her tone had a bite to it, belying what we'd just shared.

      "We had sex. That tends to be an intimate act." One that requires emotion, whether she believed that or not.

      She snorted. "I thought we agreed that this meant nothing."

      "We did."

      She lifted her chin. "Then why are you trying to make it something it's not?"

      I didn't respond because she already knew where this was going, and it wasn't back to her place or mine.

      She straightened her skirt, then worked the tiny buttons on her silky shirt. It was white over a pale pink lace bra, the color of her skin. I couldn't believe I was only just now noticing what she wore. My biggest regret was that I hadn't even gotten to see much of her breasts much less taste her nipples.

      I wasn't ready to let her go, but then again, I never really had her. I just hoped I hadn't made a huge miscalculation.

      Ivy glanced out the window. "The rain stopped. I have to get going."

      "I'll walk you out."

      "That's not necessary." I didn't point out the obvious that I was on my way out when the rain started.

      She walked ahead of me, grabbing her purse from the kitchen island and doing her best to comb her tangled hair with her fingers.

      When she reached for the doorknob, I stopped her with a hand to the door. She turned slowly, facing me. "What are you doing?"

      "I wanted to make sure you were okay." I cupped her chin, wishing I had more time to get under her skin. Even though I’d promised her it was a one-time thing, unraveling the mystery of Ivy was becoming a top priority in my head.

      Her lips pursed. "I'm fine."

      "Of course you are." She'd never admit that she wasn't. "I don't regret what we did."

      She barely restrained herself from rolling her eyes. "I don't either. Now can I go?"

      I dropped my hands, stepping back.

      She was free to walk out the door at any time. But she was the one who'd chosen to kiss me. The one who'd gotten undressed and said she wanted me. I wouldn't forget that anytime soon.

      She opened the door and walked outside. The rain was still dripping from the porch and a nearby tree.

      She hurried to her SUV. I suspected she drove a nice vehicle and wore expensive clothes to hide where she came from. A lot of people might have forgotten, but I remembered her coming to school in too-small clothes and getting the free lunches.

      I remembered her being embarrassed if anyone pointed out her circumstances. And I remembered clearly when she came back to town after college and set up her business. I was impressed with her.

      I'd only gotten the opportunity to be alone with her during the inspections. She gave into the attraction as the storm raged around us. I didn't delude myself into thinking that this wasn't a rare occurrence for her.

      I wanted to know more about her, but I wouldn't get answers by forcing her to stay with me. I needed to let her go. That was her first instinct when anyone got close. I had to comfort myself with the knowledge that I'd been the only one who'd gotten this far with her emotionally.

      She talked about dating tourists, men with a timeline to leave. She needed to keep her distance from everyone. Our friends might not have noticed it, but I had.

      I'd always been intrigued by her but never thought anything would happen. But now that it had, I wasn't going to let the idea of her go. She was under my skin, and I couldn't shake her.

      Many times, I'd dreamed of the way she felt and ached to taste her. She might try to forget that anything happened between us, but I didn't think she'd be successful.

      Or at least, I hoped she wouldn't be. I didn't want to be one more easily forgettable man who entered her life and left just as quickly.

      I didn't know what I wanted beyond possessing her. But there was that moment when I realized the storm had shaken her, that I wanted something more. I wanted to protect her. I'd never felt that way about anyone outside of my family.

      It was a new feeling. One I wanted to explore.

      She opened her door, and when she was behind the wheel, she looked up at me. I shoved my hands in my pockets but kept my gaze locked on hers.

      She turned away to back out of the driveway.

      I wanted to see her again and not just for business. I’d promised her what she wanted to hear the first time, suspecting it would be hard to walk away from her. The next time we were alone, I wanted to taste her. To make her come with my mouth. Would she let me, or was that too intimate an act for her?

      I wanted to break down every wall, every hang-up, and see the woman underneath. The one riddled with hidden insecurities she never let anyone see.

      As much as I admired the woman she'd become, I wanted to get to know the one she hid from everyone.

      I waited until her taillights disappeared before heading to the bar where I was supposed to meet Shep. I didn't enjoy the bar scene anymore, but it was a habit to keep Shep out of trouble.

      It was a bad habit I couldn't shake.

      I found Shep at the beachside bar, his stool swiveled so he could talk to a woman. They were never far when he was around. I'd long ago gotten over any jealousy surrounding his appeal.

      As I'd grown and matured, I realized I didn't want the type of women Shep attracted. I wanted something deeper and more meaningful. I just hadn't found it yet.

      I leaned on the bar, raising a finger to get the bartender's attention. I ordered a beer, and when he handed it to me, Shep asked, "Where've you been?"

      "I had to do an inspection for Ivy." I hoped he didn't take this opportunity to mention that we'd been doing a lot of those lately. I didn't want him to put anything together.

      The woman who'd been next to Shep disappeared. He might have been a lady's man, but we were close. Or at least I'd always thought we were. Lately, I'd been getting the itch to create some distance. To figure out what I would do with my life if I wasn't so wrapped up in his.

      "You coming over this weekend to rip out the bathrooms?" Shep asked.

      "I thought you were doing the kitchen first?"

      "I got rid of some cabinets.”

      "Shouldn't you finish renovating one room before you do any more demolition?" I asked him.

      "I want to do the demo first."

      "I can't believe you're finally getting around to making changes." Shep lived in our grandmother's house on Captiva. It was too big for him, but I'd made the decision early on not to live with him. Besides, Grandma left him the house.

      Shep nodded. "It's time to make that place my own. I don't know anything about picking designs though."

      I think it had something to do with the fact that he was color-blind. We'd discovered that interesting information when we were kids. I'd always covered for him. The only reason anyone suspected he had attention deficit disorder were the teachers. He'd always refused any sort of help and pushed away any plans they created for him. He wanted to be treated like everyone else.

      Unfortunately, it made him look like he was disorganized and lazy. When in reality, he suffered from an executive functioning disorder and got easily overwhelmed with details. He reacted by shutting down.

      "Have you thought about asking Luna for help?" Our sister had recently started her own interior design company.

      Shep swiveled on the bar stool so that he could take in the crowd. "She's in Colorado working on a project. She doesn't have time for this."

      "I think she'd enjoy working on our grandmother's house."

      "I don't want her to feel bad that Grandma gave me the place and not anyone else."

      I think it was because she'd had a soft spot for Shepard. She'd seen through the bullshit to the man underneath.

      "You're going to need help with this project," I said, knowing that he had difficulty deciding what to do first and finishing a project before he moved onto something else. Without supervision, he'd have the house ripped apart and unlivable without a clear plan to fix it.

      "I'll figure it out." Shep shrugged. "What about you? You haven't been out with us as much."

      "Eh. The bar scene is getting old." I leaned a hip against the countertop. The thing that interested me more was fucking Ivy against the wall. I wanted to find a way to make it happen again. Would Ivy take me up on a no-strings-attached fling? Or would it be better to use action instead of talking?

      "You seeing someone?" Shep asked.

      For how oblivious he was at times, he had an uncanny ability to figure me out. "Why would you think that?"

      He leaned an elbow on the bar, facing the room so he could eye the women milling around. His gaze settled on Kinsley, who was out with the rest of the girls tonight. "Because you're not coming out with me as much."

      I shrugged, trying not to focus on Ivy. "It's not a big deal."

      He glanced over at me. "I'm starting to think you've been avoiding me."

      My brow furrowed. "Why would I do that?"

      "I don't know. You tell me." He kept his gaze on me.

      His scrutiny was uncomfortable. "I've been picking up more inspection jobs than ever. It's time consuming, and I've been too tired to go out."

      He shifted his gaze from me to the crowd. "Why does Dad want us doing that anyway?"

      "He thinks it’s good to work with local realtors.”

      "That makes sense, but it's a lot of work for not getting paid.”

      "I don't mind helping Ivy. She's a friend."

      "Yeah, I guess. I always thought we'd hook up at some point, but she was never interested. I can't figure her out."

      I let out a surprised laugh. "You came onto Ivy, and she didn't want anything to do with you?"

      Shep shifted his stance, looking decidedly uncomfortable. "It's rare that I strike out with anyone."

      I bumped his shoulder, pleased that he'd struck out with her.  "Did she bruise your ego?"

      "Of course not. It's not like every woman on the island is interested in me." His gaze settled on Kinsley once again.

      I dipped my head toward her. "She's a single mother and doesn't want anything to do with you."

      He tipped his beer to his lips. "That's because I let her think I'm a player."

      "Aren't you?"

      Shep grimaced. "I enjoy their attention. That doesn't mean I sleep with every woman I flirt with."

      I lifted my beer to my mouth. "Are you sure about that?"

      "I'm not a complete asshole."

      Kinsley looked over at us, and I wondered if she sensed our attention.

      Shep winked at her, and she shook her head.

      I leaned in close. "You shouldn't mess with a single mom. She has enough going on."

      His jaw tight, he said, "I'm not messing with Kinsley. I don’t intend for anything to happen with her. I just like riling her up."

      "She hates you."

      "You think so?" Shep asked, a hint of vulnerability in his tone.

      "Hates is a strong word. But she's usually irritated with you."

      Shep chuckled. "Yeah, no kidding. There's no getting around my reputation with the women, I guess."

      I snorted. "You like it that way."

      "Of course I do," Shep said with a grin, and when a blonde sidled up next to him with a friend, I moved away.

      I didn't feel right talking to women after I'd been intimate with Ivy. When I saw her heading toward the bathroom, I followed her.

      I waited in the hallway for her to come out.

      A few minutes later, she opened the door. When she saw me leaning against the wall, she asked, "Can I help you?"

      "I wanted to make sure you were okay." As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew they were the wrong ones.

      She was taller than other women I'd dated, so I only had to drop my head slightly for her to talk into my ear. "I'm always okay," and then she was gone.

      I wanted to touch her skin to remember what she felt like under my palm. I wanted to find out what she tasted like. Our encounter was too short. I wanted more time with her, getting to know her. I wanted her to scream out my name. Too bad she was never going to let anything happen again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          Ivy

        

      

    

    
      I couldn't believe I'd fucked a business partner in one of my houses. It sounded really bad when I put it like that. But there was something about the storm that had made me want to do something.

      It was like time had been suspended, and there was no need to worry about anyone walking into the house.

      It was just me and Cooper and our undeniable desire for each other. As much as I wished I could experience it again, it wasn't smart.

      I felt vulnerable with Cooper in a way I didn't with anyone else. Maybe it was the storm or the memory of my childhood, but I suspected it had something to do with him. I needed to stay away from anyone who had the ability to see the real me.

      I put on a facade, one that served me well. I wasn't the poor girl with a dad who left before I was born or a mom who was too busy with her current boyfriend to ensure I had field-trip money or clothes that fit.

      I took care of myself, and I did a great job of it. No one who met me now would suspect my less-than-ideal upbringing. I drove an expensive SUV, I wore designer clothes, and I never went out without being dressed nicely.

      I'd worked too hard for anyone to see me as the girl I was before. Cooper remembered her, and I didn't want to answer the questions I saw in his eyes. What was different about me? Was there anything of that other girl left?

      I shuddered at the thought of talking to someone about those days growing up, an afterthought in my mother's too-small trailer.

      I tried to stop in and check on my mom and my half-siblings once a week. They still lived in the same trailer I grew up in, and it wasn't the cute RV park when you first came on the island. It was the one that the local politicians hoped the tourists never saw.

      I drove to the trailer park and parked on the road in front of my childhood home. The house itself was worn and run-down. The same broken swing set I played on was still in the backyard.

      I knocked on the door and opened it carefully. I was never sure of what I'd see when I came home.

      One time, I'd opened the door to one of her boyfriends snorting drugs on the kitchen table and to another fucking another woman on it.

      This time, Mom stood at the stove, waving me in. "It's so good to see you."

      I kissed her offered cheek and sat at the table. It was the same one that had seen so much abuse from her long line of boyfriends. I had two younger siblings from different fathers. None of them had stuck around.

      There was one man who took care of us for a while, but when Mom cheated on him, he left. I always suspected she couldn't deal with a nice man and pushed him away before he could break up with her.

      I shook off the realization that I had the same radar. I only dated guys who were looking for a one-night stand. I didn't want anything to do with a nice guy, which was what Cooper Kingston was.

      "You don't have to check in on me every week, ya know?"

      I shook my head. "I'm here to see my family and spend time with my brother and sister. Where are they?"

      "In their room."

      Before I could leave, she said, "There's something I wanted to talk to you about."

      "What's that?" I asked, my stomach dropping. I didn't want to give my mom money, but I couldn't resist helping my siblings out when they needed it. And I'd never tell my mom, but I had college savings plans set up for each of them. I wanted them to have a way out should they want it.

      "The car broke down again."

      I winced. "I hate to have to tell you but you’re going to have to get something newer.”

      Mom rolled her eyes. "You know I can't afford a car right now."

      "You want me to check the used lots for a good deal?"

      Mom's shoulders dropped. "Can you see if they'll take the old one on a trade? I'd love to save some money."

      I didn't have the heart to tell her no one would want the junker in the driveway that rarely ran. "I'll see what I can find."

      Mom knew I wouldn't buy her a car or even give her money. I'd set that boundary early on. But I was good at working with people and negotiating, so I could finagle a deal for her. "You have any money for a down payment?"

      Mom's lips pursed. "You know things have been tight."

      "You're not seeing anyone?" I asked, knowing the drill. Sometimes she could get financial help from whomever she was seeing.

      "Carl left last week. Said he couldn't live here anymore."

      "You should be careful who you're bringing here to live with Duncan and Rae. They're getting older now."

      Mom shrugged. "We're going to be fine. It's just tight between boyfriends. You know how it is."

      It was a cycle I hoped would stop for my siblings, because I hated the roller coaster. Every once in a while, Mom had dated a guy who put food on the table and bought me new clothes. But more likely than not, he was an extra mouth to feed, and we were worse off. She was forever chasing a man who'd take care of her. But I didn't think those men existed.

      My mind flashed to the moment when Cooper had asked if I was okay. It was a simple throwaway question, but I knew he meant it. I felt that concern deep in my soul. I couldn't let one man trick me into thinking I could have something more.

      I took care of myself. I didn't need a man to do that for me. Especially not a Kingston.

      "I'll see what I can find."

      Mom reached over and squeezed my hand. "You're a good daughter."

      "Thanks, Mom." I didn't feel like one when I refused to give her money. But she hadn't given me everything I needed growing up: love or support. She'd made her decisions, and I'd made mine. But I always ensured that Duncan and Rae were taken care of.

      I walked into their shared room. They were getting older now and needed to have separate bedrooms. But I figured it was better for them to be together just in case Mom moved a bad guy in. I hated to think like that, but it was a reality when you dated around like she did.

      "Ivy!" Rae cried when she saw me, jumping up from her bed.

      I hugged her tight. "I missed you."

      She smiled up at me. "It's only been a week."

      Duncan hugged me, slightly more reluctant. I worried he wouldn't welcome hugs soon.

      I sat on the end of Duncan's bed that was still rumpled from sleep. "How are things at school?"

      "I'm in the play," Rae cried as she jumped on her bed.

      "That's amazing, but no jumping on the bed," I said to her.

      She landed with a flop on her butt.

      "I'm graduating from elementary school," Duncan added.

      I couldn't believe he was getting that old already. "Do you need money for the class trip or the end-of-year party?"

      Duncan handed me the paperwork from his school folder.

      "I can take care of this." Thankfully, they used the same account for field trips as their school lunches. I always ensured they had money in their account for lunches so they wouldn't need free lunches.

      "My shoes are getting tight," Rae whined.

      I smiled at her. "Of course they are. You're a growing girl. You want the same style. Next size up?"

      She nodded.

      I tucked Duncan's school paperwork in my purse. "You want to head to the park today? It's a beautiful day out."

      "Duh," Duncan said, teetering so close to the teenage attitude that I dreaded.

      "You're not supposed to say duh. It's not nice."

      He sighed. "Can we go now?"

      "Let's say goodbye to Mom, and then we'll go." I followed them to the kitchen where they hugged Mom, and then we headed out. It was important for me to maintain this relationship with my siblings. I grew up as an only child, and I was glad they had each other.

      As long as I was here to keep an eye on them, their childhood would be different than mine. They wouldn't worry about having food in the fridge or shoes that fit. If Mom couldn't pay for the rent on the trailer or the kids were scared of one of her boyfriends, I'd petition the court for custody. I just hoped it wouldn't get to that point.

      I drove them to the park in town next to the recreation center. There was a playground, a basketball court, and even a walking path through the woods. As an added bonus, it was across the street from Sanibel Bean, the coffee and ice-cream shop.

      "Can I shoot hoops?" Duncan asked after he'd been on the playground for a while.

      There was a group of men playing a game, but they'd taken a water break. "Just don't get in the way of the game."

      He ran over to the court and asked one of the men if he could use their ball. When the man nodded, Duncan squared up to the hoop and shot. The man caught the rebound and passed it back to him.

      When Rae ran up to me, I asked, "I'm going to check on Duncan, okay?"

      "Sure," she said as she ran off again.

      My pulse picked up when I realized the man he was talking to was Cooper, and he was shirtless.

      He wore basketball shorts low on his hips, and sweat clung to his shoulders. His tan skin glowed in the afternoon sunlight.

      He demonstrated the proper positioning of his hands on the ball and showed Duncan how to shoot. The ball whooshed through the net. "Now you do it."

      Duncan mimicked his hand position and attempted to shoot it with the same form, but it bounced off the rim.

      Cooper snagged the rebound and threw it at Duncan. "That was better. Try it again."

      I stopped at the edge of the court, watching them together. The other men were gathering their things and heading out.

      "You coming out with us?" Shep asked Cooper.

      Cooper scanned the area, his gaze snagging on me, and paused. "I have some things to take care of."

      My cheeks heated.

      "What are you doing here?" Shep asked me.

      I nodded toward Duncan. "Spending some time with my brother and sister."

      Shep glanced at Duncan. "I forgot you have younger siblings."

      I smiled. "Much younger."

      He squeezed my shoulder. "You're a good sister."

      "Thanks."

      "I'm going to head out," Shep said, falling into step with the Kingston men. They were an impressive bunch with their hard muscles and tan skin.

      I waited while Cooper helped Duncan with his shot and then asked him, "You want to do some one-on-one?"

      Duncan nodded shyly. "Sure."

      Duncan didn't have a father figure around. Not one that stayed for longer than a few months and none that I'd consider good for him.

      I sat on the bench so that I could keep one eye on Rae on the playground, where she'd found a group of girls to play with, and Duncan. Although Cooper in his shirtless state was drawing more of my attention.

      His muscles rippled as he played defense on Duncan, and when he jumped in the air to block his shot, his muscles pulled taut.

      Cooper fist bumped him when the shot went in.

      Duncan drifted over to me. "I'm thirsty."

      I handed him his water bottle.

      "You come to the park often?" Cooper asked me.

      "We come here once a week, and then we get ice cream." I hated leaving them in that trailer, so this eased some of my guilt. I couldn't take them from my mom without a clear reason, but I wanted them to have a reprieve from that place.

      "Can we get ice cream now?" Duncan asked.

      "Sure. Let me grab Rae."

      "Let me know if you want to play basketball again," Cooper said to Duncan.

      "I don't know if that's possible," I said, not wanting Cooper to infiltrate my life any more than he already had.

      "Please?" Duncan asked, and I sighed.

      Why did Cooper want to get involved?

      I hoped he didn't disappoint my brother. "I'll let you know the next time we're here."

      Cooper nodded. "I'll see you next time, buddy."

      Duncan hugged me quickly and ran off, calling over his shoulder. "I'll get Rae."

      "You didn't have to do that," I said to Cooper who wiped the sweat from his forehead, then his chest. His pecs flexed, and I sighed.

      "Duncan seemed to want me to play with him."

      "He doesn't have a father who's around," I reluctantly admitted.

      "Sounds like he could use someone then."

      I crossed my arms over my chest. "And exactly who is that?"

      "A good man who wants to teach him how to play basketball." Cooper grabbed his bag and walked the path around the playground.

      I rushed to keep up. "You couldn't possibly want to be the guy to do that."

      He raised a brow. "And why is that?"

      I searched for the answer but settled on the only one I knew. "You're busy, and we're not your responsibility."

      Cooper paused and faced me. "I think you have this all wrong. Duncan asked for help, and I'm willing to give it. There's no ulterior motive."

      This time I raised a brow. "Are you sure about that?"

      Cooper's face softened. "Not everyone wants something from you, and maybe I just want to help a kid who needs it." He boosted the bag onto his shoulder. "Besides, I like him."

      "If you think you're going to get into my pants by going through my brother, you're wrong." I was a little embarrassed that I went that far, but I wanted to be clear.

      Cooper drew up and looked at me. "Who said anything about that? You were clear it was a one-time thing."

      I wanted to ask if he was going to push that boundary, but I didn't want to sound like I was eager for that to happen. He had me stuck. I needed to let this go, or it would seem like I wanted him.

      "I bring him here ever Saturday afternoon, but if you don't show up⁠—"

      Cooper's face softened. "I have your number. I'll let you know if I can't make it."

      Relief flooded my system. I could handle rejection, but I didn't want Duncan to experience it. He didn't deserve to be cast aside by another man. "Okay."

      Duncan and Rae ran up to us.

      "I'll see you next week," Cooper said to Duncan.

      "Yeah, okay."

      "Be good until then," Coop said, and I wondered if he'd be a good role model for Duncan. God knows he needed one.

      "I will."

      "Thanks for helping Duncan with his shot," I said to him, grateful despite my reluctance to need anyone for anything.

      "Anytime," Cooper said before heading to his truck.

      We used the crosswalk to cross the street, filing into the coffee shop slash ice-cream store. I'd somehow managed to avoid interacting with Cooper outside of our friends' get-togethers or the inspections.

      Cooper Kingston was a good man. He was nice to my brother, taking the time to show him a few basketball skills. To anyone else, that might not be much, but to me, it was huge.

      I didn't want to set up a schedule where he could work with Duncan. It might be nice for now, but I anticipated for the inevitable fallout. People always let you down. Cooper would get busy or focused on something or someone else, and Duncan would be left behind.

      I wouldn't let that happen. I looked out for my siblings because I could see the pitfalls before they could. I'd been through this before. I'd experienced the worst humanity had to offer, and I'd protect my brother and sister from it at all costs.

      Cooper Kingston would move on from our little family. It was only a matter of time.
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