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About the Book


The Off-Limits Rule


Rules are made to be broken – especially for love, right?


Lucy Marshall has found rock bottom. After failing to succeed as a single mom in Atlanta, she’s back home and moving in with her older brother Drew. Reconnecting with her support system is the right thing to do, but Lucy can’t help but feel like a failure. Her four-year-old son deserves the world, and all she can give him is a spare bedroom. But Drew is the sweetest uncle, and some quality time might be exactly what they need to start fresh. That is until she meets Cooper, her brother’s incredibly hot best friend.


When Drew senses something between the two of them, he puts his foot down on any shenanigans. According to him, Cooper is everything Lucy should stay away from: flirtatious, adventurous, and especially non-committal. But Lucy has been getting the opposite impression so far; Cooper is a genuinely great guy, and she’s starting to catch real feelings.


Her whole life, Lucy has tried to do everything right, and look where that’s gotten her – so what if she were to try something wrong?









To the real hero of my books: sugary cereal









A NOTE FROM SARAH


Hello, reader! Although this book is very much a romcom and written in a way to uplift and leave you feeling nothing but happy and hopeful, it does contain heavier elements. For those who need a little extra assurance before they begin reading, I have provided a content warning below. However, please be aware that the content warning does include spoilers.


XO Sarah


Content warning: Please be advised that The Off-Limits Rule features a woman who, in the past, had an unplanned pregnancy she chose to keep and a side character who is currently walking the same path. Themes of body image after having children are also explored delicately and positively. The story also contains light swearing and implied intimacy.









CHAPTER 1


Lucy


I’m splayed out like a starfish ripped from the ocean and dried up on the carpet of my new bedroom. I’ve been here for an hour, watching the fan blades go round and round, thinking I could have turned on a show by now, but what’s the point anyway? My fan friends are just as entertaining as anything on TV these days. Besides, fan blades don’t fill you with romantic illusions about this crappy, crappy world and make you feel that you will get everything you’ve always wanted. No, Fanny, Fandrick, Fantasia, and Fandall don’t tell me I’ll get my happy ending in this life. They just—


“Oh my gosh.” The sound of my older brother’s voice pulls me out of my fan entertainment, and I roll my head to the side, squinting at his blurry figure filling my doorframe. “This is next-level pitiful, Luce.” Drew strides into my room, steps over my useless body covered in candy wrappers, and mercilessly rips back the curtains.


I hiss like a vampire that’s just been easily beaten in an overcomplicated plot when the light falls onto my body. Light was the key the whole time! My muscles are too puny and wasted away from my forty-eight-hour feeling-sorry-for-myself binge to even throw my hand over my eyes. “Stop it, jerk. Close those and leave me be!”


He towers over me and shakes his head of brown hair like he can’t believe the pitiful excuse of a human I am. I peek up through my melancholy just enough to register that I should trim his hair soon. “Look at you. Your face is covered in chocolate, and you smell.”


“Rude. I never stink. I can go weeks without deodorant and still—” I lift my arm and wince when I get a whiff of myself. “Oh yeah, shit, that’s bad.”


His eyebrows are lifted, and he’s nodding with a humorless smile. “You need to get out of this room. I gave you a few days to pout that things didn’t turn out like you wanted, but now it’s time to get up and get moving.”


“I don’t pout.”


“Your lip is actually jutting out.”


I suck the offending lip back into my mouth and bite it. Drew extends his hand, and I take it, but only because I really have to pee and not at all because I secretly know he’s right and I’ve wallowed long enough. When my world went south a few days ago, the first thing I did was call Drew to come get me and my son, Levi—not like, come get us from the restaurant but come get us from Atlanta, Georgia, where I was paving my own way, making my life happen for myself, living the dream, and failing miserably at all of it.


Drew didn’t even bat an eye when I asked him to come help me pack up my dignity and haul it back home. From the beginning, he wasn’t thrilled about my decision to move out of Tennessee and away from our family, so without hesitating he said, “Be there tomorrow, Luce. I’ll bring a truck.” And he did. He spent the whole next day helping me pack everything in that dinky (very smelly) apartment, and then he drove me back to his house in Nashville, where my son and I will be living (rent-free, bless him) for the foreseeable future.


The only reason I’ve been able to spend the past few days interviewing my fan blades is because my amazing parents took my four-year-old for a few days while I get unpacked and settled. I don’t think they meant for me to settle my butt into the carpet and lie here for the entire weekend making excellent fan friends, but it’s what I’ve done, and no one is allowed to judge me because judging isn’t nice.


Once I’m standing, Drew sizes me up, and let me tell you, he does not like what he sees. “I think you have a bird’s nest in your hair. Go take a shower.”


“I don’t feel like showering. I’ll just spray some dry shampoo to kill the stink. And maybe the birds.”


He catches my arm when I try to turn away. “As your older brother, I’m telling you . . . get in that shower or I will put you in it, clothes and all, because honestly they could use a wash too.”


I narrow my eyes and stand up on my tiptoes to look more frightening—I think the effect would be better if I didn’t feel chocolate smeared across the side of my face. “I’m a grown, adult woman with a child, so your older-brother threats aren’t effective anymore.”


He tilts his head down slowly—making a point that he’s, like, nineteen million feet taller than me—and makes direct eye contact. “You’re wearing dinosaur PJ pants. And as long as you call me, pulling that baby-sister card when you need my help with something, the older-brother threats count.”


I raise an indignant chin. “I never do that.” I definitely do it all the time.


“Take a shower, then put on a swimsuit.”


I make a disgusted ugh sound. “I am not going swimming with you. All I want to do is eat disgusting takeout, fill my body to the brim with MSG, and then crawl under the covers until next year rolls around with shiny new promises of happiness.”


He’s not listening. He’s turning me around and pushing me toward the bathroom. “Get to it, stinky. Like it or not, you’re putting on a swimsuit and coming with me. It’s been too long since you’ve seen the sun, and you look like a cadaver.” I feel blessed that he didn’t mention I smell like one too.


“I hate the pool.” I’m a cartoon now, and my arms are long droopy noodles, dragging across the floor as I’m pushed toward the bathroom.


“Lucky we’re not going to one then. My buddy and I are taking the boat out to wakeboard for the afternoon. You’re coming too.”


I’m standing motionless in the bathroom now, eyebrows-deep in my sullen mood as Drew pulls back the shower curtain and starts the water. He digs under the sink and pulls out a fluffy towel, tossing it onto the counter. He’s giving me tough love right now, but I know underneath all this dominance is a soft, squishy middle. Drew has one tender spot in life, and it’s me. The tenderness also extends to Levi by association and because my son’s cheeks are so chunky and round you can’t help but dissolve into a pool of wobbly Jell-O when he smiles at you.


“Isn’t it, like . . . frowned upon to skip work on a Wednesday?” I ask, trying to needle him so he’ll leave me alone with my candy bars and sadness.


“Yes, but it’s Sunday.” The judgment in his voice is thick. “And unless one of my patients goes into labor, I have Sundays off.”


I blow air out through my mouth, making a motorboat sound because I’m too lethargic and wasted on chocolate from my pity party for snappy comebacks. Which is sad because snappy comebacks are my thing.


“Lucy,” Drew says, bending to catch my eye like he knows my thoughts were starting to wander back down the dark tunnel to mopey-land. He points behind him to the steaming water. “Lather, rinse, and repeat. You’ll feel better. Promise.” He leans forward and gives a dramatic sniff. “Maybe even repeat a few times. Then move on to the toothbrush, because I think something crawled into your mouth and died.” Siblings are so sweet.


I punch him hard in the arm, and he just smiles like he’s happy to see me showing some signs of life. “But seriously, thank you,” I say quietly. “Thanks for taking me in too. You’re always rescuing me.”


The day I realized I was a week late for my period, Drew was the one who drove to the store and bought my pregnancy test. He’s the one who held me when I cried and told me that if I wanted to keep the baby, I wouldn’t have to go it alone because I’d have him (and then my parents quickly hip-checked him out of the way and reminded me I’d have them too). This is part of the reason I moved to Atlanta a year ago—not because I wanted to get away from them but because I wanted to prove to myself I could stand on my own two feet and support my son.


Spoiler alert: I can’t.


I’m a twenty-nine-year-old single mom and unemployed hairdresser (I got fired from the salon I was working at) who’s having to live with my older brother because I don’t have a penny in savings. Turns out, kids are mega-expensive. And when you choose to live away from your support system as a single parent, you have to put your child in daycare (which costs your arm) and hire babysitters when you want to go out on the weekend (which costs your leg), or hire a full-time nanny (which costs your soul).


Although Levi’s dad, Brent, pays child support, it’s just not quite enough to help me get ahead of bills and debt. Brent is not a bad guy or anything, and he’s even offered to pay extra to help give me a financial cushion, but for some reason I’d rather start wearing tennis shoes without socks and selling them to people on the internet who want them extra sweaty before I take more money from Brent. He’s always had too much emotional pull in my life. At one point I might have dreamed of us actually becoming a family one day—but not anymore. Those dreams have long since evaporated, and now, anytime he texts me after midnight saying something like, Why don’t we ever get together, just the two of us?, I know better than to respond.


Drew gives me a soft smile and really doesn’t have to say anything because we have that sibling telepathy thing that lets me see inside his head. He speaks anyway. “You’d do the same for me.”


“Yeah. Of course I would.” But I’ll never need to because Drew has his life together one hundred percent of the time.


He pulls me in for a hug. “I’m sorry you’re bummed, but I’m glad you’re home and you and that jackass broke up.”


And just like that, our sibling comradery vanishes and I’d like to kick him in the shins. I settle for pushing out of his hug. “He wasn’t a jackass!”


“Yeah, he was. You just need some space from him to see it.”


“No, Andrew, he just wasn’t smooth and super cool like you assume you are, and that’s why you didn’t like him. But he wasn’t a jackass.”


I really don’t know why I’m defending Tim so much. I wasn’t in love with him or anything. In fact, that’s why we broke up. There was no spark, and we were basically friends who kissed (and not all that often). I’d never even introduced him to Levi because somewhere in the back of my mind I always knew our relationship wasn’t going anywhere.


I’m a little ashamed to admit it, but I only dated him because he was there and available. I was new to Atlanta, having taken an open position at a new salon, and he was one of my first clients. We hit it off, started dating (if you can even call it that since we barely saw each other due to me not having any friends or family around to help babysit), and, for a few months, fell into a comfortable pattern of going out on Saturday nights when I could afford to hire the sixteen-year-old down the street. She had a more active dating life than me, though, so I had to book her weeks out and pay her a fortune.


Then the roommate I moved to Atlanta with got engaged to her boyfriend and asked to break our lease agreement early so she could move in with him. I, being a woman deeply afraid of confrontation, agreed wholeheartedly before remembering that I didn’t trust anyone else to live with me and my son. I tried to make it work financially on my own for a while, but then the burden just got too heavy. I was two months behind on rent, and then I lost my job at the salon because I canceled on too many clients.


Did I mention it’s super hard to be a single parent without a nearby support system? Turns out, most bosses really don’t give a crap about your child at home with a stomach bug and unable to go into daycare. They really only care that you didn’t show up to work and earn them the money they were counting on.


So I got fired, and then the next week Tim and I broke up, and then I got the official eviction notice from my landlord. I didn’t need any time to think about what to do. I called Drew and told him to come get me, and then I cut Atlanta off like a bad split end.


Now I’m sad, but not because I miss Tim. I’m sad because I don’t miss Tim and my life feels like way more of a mess than it should at age twenty-nine. It’s like I’m mourning something I hoped could happen but didn’t.


“No,” says Drew, “I didn’t like him because when I came to visit and the three of us went to dinner, he said he was cold and accepted your sweater when you took it off and gave it to him.”


I feel a familiar defensiveness boil in my chest. “He has a thyroid problem and gets cold easily. And I told you, I wasn’t even cold!”


“Then why’d you take my sweatshirt after he took yours?”


“Because . . .” I drop my gaze, hoping he doesn’t catch my defeated look. “It had been six months since I’d seen you and I missed you?” I can’t let Drew know I also found Tim annoying at times or else he’ll add it to his ongoing list titled Drew Knows Better Than Lucy. It is a solid list, though.


He doesn’t comment on my blatant lie, just lifts an eyebrow and points to the running water. “Stop stalling and take your shower. But make it quick or we’re gonna be late.”


Well, joke’s on him because I don’t even want to go out with him and his buddy, and I don’t care one bit if we’re late. In fact, I feel like teaching my brother a lesson, so I turn on some music and take an extra-long time, reenacting every sad shower scene I’ve ever witnessed, letting the spray of the water rush over my face as depressing songs play on the speaker in my bedroom.


Bang, bang, bang.


I jump out of my sopping-wet skin and press myself back against the tile, certain I’m about to be murdered by a polite killer who likes to knock before he enters, but then Drew’s voice booms through the door. “I swear to God, Lucy, I will cut off the hot water if you don’t get out soon. Also, that’s enough Sarah McLachlan.” He turns off my Super Sad Mix and blares “Ice Ice Baby” as an overt threat.


Ah—so nice living together again.


I want to be furious with Drew, but instead I’m using all my willpower to not laugh.


I’m a whiny baby all the way to the boat dock. The sun is too bright. My head hurts. There’s nothing good on the radio. Honestly, I’m surprised Drew didn’t unlock the doors, pull the handle, and push me out onto the interstate. That’s what I would have done if the roles were reversed, because even I don’t want to hang out with me right now. Even so, he took my annoyance in stride, turning off the radio, giving me his sunglasses, offering to stop for Advil. Really, it’s suspicious how syrupy sweet my brother is being.


At the last minute, I even asked him if we could make a pit stop at our mom and dad’s house so I could check on Levi. Let’s be honest, Levi is with his two favorite people in the world, so he’s not missing me. My mom has probably fed him so many sugary treats he’s completely forgotten my name.


When the door opens and I see my little cutie, blond hair all askew in various cowlicks, eyes bright with sugar overdose, and white powder mysteriously coating his lips, my suspicions are confirmed.


I glance down at my child and then up at his grandparents standing at attention behind him, mischief written all over their faces. “This is a surprise drop-by . . . you know, to make sure everyone’s following the rules,” I say, drawling out the last word like I’m a detective tilting her aviators down, completely on to their tricks.


Both grandparents make a show of gulping nervously, and I abruptly drop down to get eye level with Levi. I reach out and run a finger across his top lip, bringing the powdered sugar close to my eye for inspection. “Mm-hmm . . . just what I thought. Donut residue.” He giggles and licks his lip nearly up to his nose to get every particle of sugar he can. I taught him well.


My mom puts her hand on Levi’s shoulder and squeezes. “Stay strong, buddy.”


I narrow my eyes up at my mother (also my favorite person in the world) and shoot to my feet, getting in her face like a drill sergeant. “How many?” My voice growls menacingly. Levi giggles again, and I glance down at him. “Do you think this is funny, little man?”


“Mom, you’re so silly.”


“How many?” I repeat to my mom, undeterred by the adorable chunky-cheeked boy. She lifts her chin and makes a show of pressing her lips closed. “I see . . . that’s how it’s going to be? Fine. I know who to go to when I want the truth.”


“Luce, come on, we gotta go,” Drew says, sounding a little impatient behind me. Someone has lost his funny bone.


I hold up my finger behind me in his direction and shush him before taking a slow step directly in front of my dad. His eyes widen, and I know he’ll be an easy crack. “So, Mr. Marshall, are you going to talk, or are we going to have to do this the hard way—”


“Three!” he blurts, and my mom shoots him the stink eye.


I grin and push my imaginary glasses back up the bridge of my nose. “Thought so. Sir, ma’am, do you happen to know the effects too much sugar have on—”


I don’t get to finish my sentence because Drew picks me up, tosses me over his shoulder, and starts carrying me away. “Bye, guys,” he says with a smile and wave. “We’ll have our phones if you need us.”


“Wait! Let me at least kiss my child goodbye, you oaf.”


He pauses and backs up a few steps, bending down so I’m lowered to lip level with Levi. He laughs and laughs at the sight of me on “Uncle Drew’s” shoulder, so much so that I’m barely able to plant a kiss on his sugary cheek from all his giggling.


“Love you, baby. Be good for Grammy and Grandad,” I tell him, feeling my heart squeeze a little painfully at the thought of leaving him again. Other than the times I had to work, Levi and I haven’t spent much time apart this last year. Although I’m happy to see him reunited with family, I also have this strong desire to stay close to him. Plus, stuffing my face with donuts sounds infinitely better than going out with Drew and his buddy on the boat.


“Have fun, you two,” say my parents, breaking character to wrap an arm around each other and wave as Drew walks us away and deposits me in the front seat of his car.


After our twenty-minute drive, we pull into the marina, and I take my sweet time getting out of the car. Maybe if I move slow enough, he’ll leave me behind and just let me curl up in a depressed ball under a tree somewhere.


He can see right through my shenanigans. “Dammit, Lucy, do I have to drag you onto the boat too? You’re going on the lake, because you need this whether you can see it or not. Quit being a pain in the butt and get moving.”


“What happened to Mr. Congeniality from the car ride?” I ask, getting out and slamming my door shut.


He pulls a cooler from the trunk and grins at me—his eyes a darker blue than mine, filled with sibling exasperation. “I was hoping you’d get it all out of your system so Johnny Raincloud wouldn’t follow us out on the water.”


“You didn’t have to bring me, you know. If you wanted a happy companion, you could have just invited some of those fun women who love you.”


“I didn’t want to bring a fun woman. I wanted to bring you. My annoying little sister.”


I narrow my eyes and cross my arms.


He jerks his head toward the back seat. “Grab the towels and let’s get on the water.”


“One hour,” I say, following behind him with the towels like a stubborn puppy that doesn’t want to walk on a leash but knows it doesn’t have a choice. “I’m staying for one hour and that’s it. Then I’m going back to my candy bar babies.”


“Just get in the boat, Eeyore,” says Drew, fighting a smile as he extends his hand to help me over the railing.


Once in the boat, I run my palms along the bright-white upholstery. It’s hot to the touch, and I can’t help but smile at my brother’s dream come true. He’s always wanted a boat, and he finally made it happen. He’s been working his butt off the past several years, completing medical school and then enduring his residency and whatever else doctors have to go through. Now he is an ob-gyn in a small private practice, and this was his official “doctor” present to himself.


Other than a partner feeling slightly uncomfortable with him working closely with women’s bodies all day, I can’t help but wonder why he’s still single. He’s good-looking, funny, and outgoing. Most women love him, yet he won’t have it. He dates (a lot) but has never been interested in settling down.


Taking my towel, I lay it across the boiling-hot leather before sitting so I don’t sear my butt cheeks. I settle in, begrudgingly feeling like Drew was right; it really does feel good to be outside with the sun tickling my skin. “So, which buddy is coming out with us? Farty Marty or Sweaty Steven?” Oddly, all of Drew’s friends have terrible flaws, so much so that I’m beginning to wonder if he has a beauty complex and refuses to associate with anyone prettier than him.


“Cooper,” he says while shoving the cooler into a little side compartment.


Ah, yes, the recently moved-out roommate. I haven’t met this one yet. He moved in with Drew about a year ago, right after I left town, and they apparently became besties right away. Drew won’t let me refer to them as that, though, so I make sure to do it as often as I can.


“Hmm . . . Cooper Pooper.”


“Don’t do that.”


“I have to. How will I remember his name otherwise?”


Drew doesn’t look at me as he secures the boat canopy. “Repeat it to yourself five times.”


“Cooper Pooper. Cooper Pooper. Cooper Poo—”


“Not what I meant, and you know it,” Drew says, looking over his shoulder with the same look the actors on SNL get when they try not to let the audience see them laugh. He missed me.


I shut my eyes and lean my head back, feeling the sun singe my eyelids and trying to imagine what terrible flaw of Cooper’s I will have to endure all day. Bad BO? Snaggleteeth? Greasy hair? Probably a heavy combination of everything.


I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter anyway. I’m just going to lean back against the warm leather and sleep the day away. Drew forced me out here, but he can’t force me to smile or pretend I’m enjoying life with Pooper Scooper Cooper. See? I’ll never forget his name now. My method works.


I hear footsteps approaching on the dock, but my eyes feel too heavy to open. Probably all that MSG really settling into my bloodstream and trying to embalm my body.


“Hey, Coop,” says Drew, and I can feel my whole body stiffen with dread. He’s here. What’s it going to be? My money is on the BO. “Just throw your stuff over there by Lucy. Oh, by the way, that’s my sister.”


I guess that’s my cue to open my eyes and try to act like I don’t see the nasty hair-sprouting mole on the tip of this guy’s nose.









CHAPTER 2


Lucy


I open my eyes to sudden blinding light and the shape of a man; it’s hard to see him with the sun blazing over his head like he just beamed down from heaven. I lift my hand to shield my eyes and—oh my gosh, stop it right now! This can’t be one of Drew’s friends. Cooper Pooper is hot. My brain is short-circuiting looking at the miles and miles of lean, tan, toned, tempting muscles. I’m sure I look feral staring at him. All my words are drying up and getting stuck in my throat like I’ve never seen a man before. But the truth is, I’ve never seen a man like him—not outside of the movies, at least.


His tousled blond hair hangs in styled yet effortlessly beachy waves, just long enough to swoop over one eyebrow and curl up at the nape of his neck like it has to be rebellious. His eyes are bright, kick-you-in-the-stomach, crystal-clear-Tahiti-water blue, and his smile is all blinding-white teeth against bronze tanned skin. Someone give me a piece of glass—I think I could cut it using his jaw. All he needs is a wet suit and a surfboard and he would be Surfing Ken.


Maybe I already have sun poisoning and I’m just hallucinating. He’s too gorgeous to be real.


“Nice to finally meet you, Lucy.” The hallucination speaks!


And that means I have to speak too. He holds out his hand for me to shake, and suddenly I’m a weirdo who should never leave her house. My brain has never needed to act under this kind of pressure before and can’t handle the sight of his large hand waiting for my skin to brush against his, and wow, my mind is making this way more sensual than it needs to be.


Because my thoughts are all tripping over themselves, I extend my left hand (not my right, like a normal person would for a handshake) to receive his greeting. Yep, it’s true, and it’s painfully awkward as I wrap my fingers around his like I’m a dainty little English crumpet and then just kind of jiggle his hand side to side like it’s a fish.


Yeah, it’s cool, I’ll just jump off the boat now.


“Hhhhhhi,” I say, and then abruptly let go of his hand. I’m now a robot that’s just been doused in water and is malfunctioning.


His dirty-blond eyebrows climb up his forehead and mingle with his wavy locks. Then he gives me an amused, tilted smile, and my whole world flips on end. I’d bet he’s not fazed or all that surprised by my oddness because this is most likely a normal reaction when someone is faced with his masculine beauty. He just assumes this is how the world around him behaves.


Drew pops into existence beside Cooper and does that man-friend, slap-on-the-back thing. “Believe it or not, Lucy has given a handshake before, but she’s a little out of sorts from the move. And possibly an MSG overdose.” I’m going to kill him.


“It’s cool,” says Cooper with a melting smile that makes me want to giggle like a freak. “And a breakup with your boyfriend, right? Drew filled me in.”


“Boyfriend?”


Drew scoffs with a smile. “Yeah. Tim—remember him? The reason you had melted chocolate smeared all over your face about an hour ago?”


I’m absolutely going to put laxatives in his coffee tomorrow.


My brother has never been less of a wingman. Clearly this is the hottest guy I’ve ever seen, so how about let’s not tell him I’ve been stuffing my face with candy and am a complete loser, yeah?


“Oh, yes. Him. Tim. Yeah, we broke up.” I make a slicing motion with my thumb across my throat, and now my statement seems slightly more vicious than intended. “Donezo. We’re over—totally over.”


He gets it. Stop talking, Lucy.


This is not okay or fair. I’m not prepared for this. I shouldn’t be faced with a man of this caliber so soon after a breakup with a completely lukewarm guy. If this were a video game, I’d have just somehow stumbled over a cheat code and would now be facing the final boss to defeat. Level 100: Brother’s Hot Best Friend.


Drew is seriously looking at me like I’ve lost my mind, and guess what? I have. “Luce, I think you need some sleep.”


No, I need to make out with Cooper.


“I definitely do,” I say with a breathy laugh that’s uncomfortable for everyone. I hop up from my seat and go dig in the cooler for a water just to have a reason to look away from Cooper and gather my senses. “I think I’m dehydrated too. It’s hot out here, right?”


No one answers, but both men look a little stunned as I guzzle my water.


Finally, Drew shakes his head and steps closer to me so he can drop his voice. “Hey, you okay?” He’s surprisingly tender right now, misreading my actions as those of a woman who’s about to break down into a heartbroken sob rather than cackling nervous laughter.


That’s fine. I’d rather him think I’m losing it over Tim than salivating at the sight of the perfect male specimen at the front of the boat. “Yeah. Sorry. Just . . . processing everything still.”


If he’s not buying it, Drew doesn’t let on. He gives me a quick nod, then turns to sit in the captain’s seat and start the engine.


“All right, let’s get out of here before the marina gets too busy. Cooper, will you untie us?”


He does. But first, Cooper rakes his hand through his hair and settles a flat-bill hat backward on his head, taking his sexiness up to an unhealthy range. I watch from the corner of my eye like a stealthy assassin.


Once we’re slowly gliding through the marina, Cooper plops down onto one of the bench seats at the front and extends his long legs in front of him, staring out at the lake. Drew looks over his shoulder at me still standing in the far back corner of the boat and eyes me like he’s afraid I might need to be life-flighted to the hospital. “You gonna sit down? I’m about to take off.”


“Oh. Sure.” Would it be weird if I just sat down right here on the floor?


I think Drew knows I’m contemplating it because he jerks his head toward the front and lowers his voice. “Go sit up there with Cooper. He’s a nice guy. I wouldn’t have invited him out here if I thought he would be rude to you.”


Ha! He thinks I’m afraid to go sit by Cooper because I’m worried he’s going to hit on me or something. The absurdity of this makes me want to double over with laughter.


I don’t want to go sit by Cooper because I wasn’t expecting the sexiest man alive to be joining us on this boating adventure today, and so I have the legs of a woolly mammoth. Also, I had every intention of scaring off whatever horrid, sweaty, greasy, snaggly friend Drew brought out with us, so I wore the most wholesome and frumpy one-piece the world has ever seen. It’s bad, friends. Real bad.


The swimsuit in question is left over from my senior year swim meet a thousand years ago. It’s one of those special swim team brands that looks sort of tie-dye but in the worst colors imaginable, and the fabric is no longer sleek and smooth. It’s ratty, and rough, and a little saggy in all the wrong places.


Luckily, I had the forethought to wear a cover-up, a garment that will not be leaving my body the entire day.


I swallow and try to force my legs to stop wobbling as I stumble my way out to the bow. I take my seat like we’re playing musical chairs and someone just cut the music so my seat is about to disappear. Why am I like this?


Sitting down, I tuck my legs tightly up under me so Cooper doesn’t get a peek at my one-inch-long leg hairs and keep my eyes set firmly to anywhere but at the man sitting to my right.


Drew throttles up, and the engine roars as the boat takes off, whipping my hair around my face. The wind is such a punk, trying to lift my cover-up just to embarrass me. I lock it down with my hands and wish to high heaven I were one of those women who looks effortlessly sexy all the time with her hair twirling around her face like a Disney princess. You know, the ones who never have to worry about shaving their legs because they go for routine waxes? The ones who would never hold on to a swimsuit from their high school years and only own little next-to-nothing numbers that show off their cute boobs.


My boobs are cute in a one-is-slightly-bigger-than-the-other kind of way. The size and shape of my breasts are irrelevant though, given no one will notice them today because of how they are completely mashed down in this soul-sucking one-piece. My butt, however, is dimply. There’s no way around it. Honestly, I’m fine with my dimples, but one look at a man like Cooper tells me he would not be. I put him solidly in the Pilates instructors only category.


Trying to be stealthy, I sneak a sidelong peek, nearly jumping out of my skin and over the side of the motoring boat when I catch him looking at me too. Our eyes collide for one pounding heartbeat, and I think I see a glimmer of something in his before I rip my gaze from him and back out over the water. No looking at his glimmer, Lucy.


I bite my lips together and try to hold back an embarrassed smile. How am I going to make it through this day with him? I’m used to comfortable, snuggle-up-and-read-a-book Tim—not sensual, eye-glimmering Cooper.


Thinking of Tim gives me an idea, though! When we pull into a cove and Drew cuts the engine, I reach for my tote bag and pull out a book. Just the feel of the warm matte cover between my fingers helps me relax. Yes, this is good. I can bury my nose in the pages like I normally do and let the story carry me to a different place.


A different place where Cooper isn’t rising from his seat, reaching for the back of his tank top, and yanking it off over his head. A place far, far away from the defined, rock-hard abdomen hovering perfectly in my line of sight. Oh gosh, it’s getting worse. Cooper pulls out a can of spray sunscreen and starts dousing his body in a nice, muscle-enhancing sheen, then rubs it in, his large biceps and shoulders bunching and tensing as he moves.


I didn’t even realize seeing an Adonis V in real life was on my bucket list, but here we are, and I’m checking it off.


“Good book?” Cooper’s voice rumbles at me, making me shamefully peel my eyes away from his six-pack up to his amused grin.


Busted.


My cheeks are lava, and all I can do is blink and turn my gaze back down to my book, begging it to magically transport me into its world. Because in this one, I have no idea how to interact with a man who looks like that. He’s all muscles and charisma, and right now I’m ninety-seven percent candy bars and MSG.









CHAPTER 3


Cooper


Well, this is the worst.


Come out on the boat with me and my sister, Cooper. It’ll be fun, Cooper.


Guess what, Drew—it’s not fun. His sister is supposed to be burly looking, the female version of him. She’s supposed to have a deep, husky voice, and if I squint, I would get her and Drew mixed up. That’s what every guy hopes his best friend’s little sister will look like.


Lucy, however, is freaking gorgeous.


She looks absolutely nothing like Drew. The only thing these two have in common is their eyes. Except, on Drew, they are just plain blue. Dude has blue eyes, end of story. On Lucy, they are deep-indigo irises framed by long, dark lashes. Her skin is a soft milky white, and her hair is dark auburn, almost brown but not quite.


The worst part of all? She’s got that girl-next-door vibe to her. The kind that’s so shy she can’t make eye contact with me while my shirt is off. The kind that makes her cheeks go pink every time I talk to her. It’s rare to run into someone who genuinely blushes these days, and here she is, yanking down the hem of her cover-up and darting secret glances at me when she thinks I’m not looking.


I’m looking, though.


I’ve had my peripherals trained on her from the moment I stepped onto the boat. Which brings me to my next problem and, actually, the real worst part of it all. She’s off-limits. Lucy might as well have a neon flashing DO NOT TOUCH marquee above her head. Not only is she Drew’s sister, but she is fresh out of a breakup and, if I remember correctly, has a little boy. I know about the breakup not only because Drew overstated it like a dipshit when I first got in the boat, but also because he borrowed my truck to go move her back from Georgia. Now I’m wishing I would have offered to go get her in his place.


He wouldn’t have let me, though, because he’s super protective of her. He’s expressed his hatred for her ex-boyfriend, Tim, since they met. He never even had a really good reason for his dislike, just that the guy didn’t deserve her. I have to agree now. Only a few minutes in Lucy’s company proves she’s different—special.


“Cooper! We should go cliff jumping!” A woman named Bailey pulls me from my thoughts with a splash of water to my face.


About ten minutes after we put down the anchor, a boat full of Drew’s and my friends pulled up. They tied up with us, cranked up their music, and tossed floats out into the water. Everyone jumped in almost immediately, soaking up the sun and enjoying the water. But not Lucy.


She took one look at our new companions and hunkered down in the front of the boat with a book. No one pressed her to join us, and since I have no idea how I’m supposed to act around her, I didn’t either. I’m just trying to follow Drew’s lead, but it feels wrong to leave her up there in the boat alone. Then again, he did say she was pretty heartbroken. Maybe she’s just not feeling it today and wants to be alone.


“Cooper?” Bailey asks. “Hellllloooo, did you hear me?”


I blink and turn my head to her. She’s smiling a megawatt smile, perched on her bright-yellow pineapple float, and I know she’s flirting. She always flirts with me because we’ve had sort of an on-again, off-again thing for a while now that never amounts to anything and, honestly, never will.


“Sorry, cliff jumping—yeah, sounds good.” I turn my eyes back up toward the boat, even though I can’t actually see Lucy from down here. “Let’s go in a few minutes. I’ll be right back.” I swim over to the ladder and have to pass Drew on the way.


He sticks out the hand holding his beer in front of me so I can’t pass because, apparently, he’s a bouncer now. “Where are you going?”


“Grabbing a water.” And going to see your sister.


His eyes narrow a little, but he withdraws his arm. “Okay. Just don’t go bug Lucy, okay? She’s going through some stuff.”


My head kicks back. “I resent the implication that I would ever go bug a woman.”


“You know what I mean.” Yeah, unfortunately I do. He’s telling me to leave her alone. The warning is there in his eyes, and it’s threatening as hell. I’ve never been on this end of Drew’s ire, and I don’t particularly like it.


It was about a year ago that I moved away from Charlotte, North Carolina, in favor of somewhere a lot less . . . near my ex. I put in applications with a few top-tier marketing firms around the country, and Hampton Creative was the first interview I got. It was a great fit right away and a huge promotion (and pay raise) from my last position. Everything fell into place quickly, and I found out through a friend of a friend about a guy named Drew Marshall needing a roommate. We had a brief phone call where we both determined the other sounded somewhat normal, and then the next thing I knew, I was living in Nashville (blissfully far away from Janie) with a great job and a great roommate. It was the perfect place to reinvent myself—and reinvent myself I did.


For the last year, my motto has been nothing but fun. I date a lot, I go out a lot, and I’ve become that guy you call when you want to have a good time. I think every date I’ve been on has been a subconscious middle finger to my ex. She didn’t want me, so I’ll prove just how wanted I can be. Problem is, she isn’t watching me. She’s been too busy falling in love with someone else, getting married, and starting a family.


I guess you could say I’ve diverted from my usual path this past year, and I’m just now realizing, in this moment when I find myself wanting to go spend time with Lucy Marshall, that Drew only knows this Cooper—the one who’s so freaking jaded from having his heart torn up that he’s made the word commitment sound like a swear word.


Drew doesn’t know anything about the person I was back in Charlotte. This blip in my life is the whole picture to him. And sure, he’s liked this version as his wingman, but he doesn’t want me anywhere near his sister because of it.


“I get it, and it’s all good, man.”


He nods, and I nod, and it’s all settled now. I’ll stay away from Lucy.


Except I don’t.


I step into the boat and wrap a towel around my waist before my feet carry me directly to the bow where she’s sitting. My eyes immediately snag on Lucy’s bare legs stretched out in front of her. She’s so engrossed in her book that, at first, she doesn’t even realize I’m standing here. But then she looks to the side, makes direct eye contact with my navel, and scrambles to tuck her legs under her so fast she nearly dumps her book into the lake.


She’s yet to actually talk to me other than the soft “Hi” she gave me earlier along with the weirdest handshake of my life. Somehow, though, it went down as my favorite too. She’s awkward, and I’m drawn to her in a way that kind of scares me—scares me because if Drew knew, he’d castrate me.


“Hey. Hi,” she says, shifting in her seat, eyes bouncing everywhere to keep from having to look at my face too long. I make her nervous. “What’s up?” She aggressively pushes a lock of hair out of her eyes and then finally really looks at my face.


She freezes like she wasn’t expecting me to be smiling down at her.


“Can I sit with you?”


Those long, dark lashes blink. “Yeah, of course.” She gestures to where I was sitting earlier, but I don’t take that seat. I sit right beside Lucy (a little too close) and look at her over my shoulder, noting another blush on her cheeks.


“Are you having fun?” I ask.


“Mm-hmm. Yeah, lots of fun.” Her voice is a little squeaky.


I grin and nod toward her book. “Really? Because it kinda looks like you’ve just been up here reading all day instead of having a good time.”


She looks at me over her book with a mischievous sort of smile. The expression makes my stomach coil up tight—which is odd because it hasn’t done that in a long time. “Who says reading can’t be fun?”


“You sound like my third grade teacher.” I notice Lucy’s smile fade a little, and she scrunches her nose, eyes dropping down to her lap because she thinks I’ve just insulted her. Only because this is an emergency, I ignore the DO NOT TOUCH sign and bump her shoulder with mine. “I had a major crush on her, though. You should have seen how many stars I got on my reading chart.”


This makes Lucy laugh, dimples popping beside her mouth, and suddenly making her laugh is all I want to do. You know, as a friend. Because even though I find her ridiculously attractive, I’m also not going to try to start anything up with a woman who’s just come out of a breakup. She’s vulnerable, and I’m not a vulture, so I’ll just make her smile for purely friendly reasons. Also, the whole Drew-death-glare situation was a little scary.


“So, you’re a big flirt, huh? Like, is it tough for you to talk to a woman and not try to seduce her?”


A laugh bursts from my mouth because I kind of can’t believe she had the guts to call me out like that. “Maybe a little less creepy than you make it sound, but yeah, I guess you could call me a flirt.”


“Well . . .” She wiggles her finger in my direction. “You don’t have to do all that here with me. I don’t need the pity hangout.”


“Why do you think I’m giving you a pity hangout?”


She tips a shoulder and pretends to be interested in her book. “Because you saw Drew’s bookish little sister up here on the boat and felt bad that I was alone, and as the token flirt guy, you felt it was your job to entertain me.” She looks up. “I’m saying I release you of your responsibility.”


An incredulous smile pulls over my mouth because I really like her. I like that she says what she thinks and is not afraid to call it like she sees it from the start. Except, she’s not seeing it right this time. “I’m not up here talking to you because you’re Drew’s sister, believe me.” In fact, her being Drew’s sister is the only reason I haven’t asked her out already. “And you know, I think I’m offended that you’ve so easily diminished me to nothing but the token flirt.”


“Are you actually offended?”


“Maybe.”


She narrows her eyes. “Okay, I give you one minute to convince me I have you pegged wrong.”


I lift an amused eyebrow. “You’re serious?”


She looks down at her phone and swipes across the screen until a one-minute timer appears. “Clock’s ticking,” she says.


Well, shit. Suddenly, this is important for reasons I don’t quite understand. I sit up straight and clear my throat. “Okay. I work in marketing. I’m from Charlotte—”


She grimaces. “Those tidbits aren’t going to help you. Dive deeper. Forty seconds left.”


“Ah—damn, okay. I like to play solitaire on my computer. I’m really close with my parents; we talk almost every day, though it’s mainly to help them figure out how to change the input on their TV again. I like to bake, but I’m terrible at it. And I own a rescue shelter for abused animals.”


The alarm chimes on her phone, and her mouth falls open. “Do you really?”


“No,” I say with a chuckle. “But I felt like I wasn’t making a very good case for myself and needed some extra points.”


She laughs and shakes her head in mock reprimand. “Like I said, token flirt for sure.”


I guess she’s not wrong. I turned myself into this guy on purpose. So why does it feel so uncomfortable to own it now? Maybe I’m a little tired of it. Maybe I’m ready to start veering back toward my old path.


“And what about you?”


“Oh, I’m squarely in the bookish category. I never even attempt to flirt because it always ends badly.” Her face is so serious right now. She really means this from the bottom of her heart. “I see you looking at me skeptically, but it’s true. I’m exactly the opposite of you and Drew.”


Ah—speaking of Drew, I should really be getting up now and leaving Lucy the hell alone. She’s smiling, so my mission is accomplished. (Hurrah for the token flirt doing his duty!) For some reason, though, I can’t. I don’t want to go back down in the water with everyone else. I want to sit here and watch this beautiful woman blush and continue having odd conversations with her that make me want to smile more than I’ve smiled since Janie. So, I do the wrong thing and stretch my arm out across the bench seat (not the arm closest to Lucy, because I don’t have a death wish) and settle in.


“You two do seem pretty different. And you definitely look nothing alike.” Why did I add that last part?


Her nose crinkles again with an uncomfortable smile. “Well, most people think he’s pretty hot, so I don’t quite know how to take that.”


I squint one eye. “Trying to get me to flirt with you again?”


Her smile drops, and now she has owl eyes. The blush is back. “What? No! I was just saying a fact, not at all trying to get you to flirt with me. I don’t even really like compliments because I never know what to do with them, and—”


“Lucy, relax,” I say with a chuckle. “I was just messing with you.” I want to bump her shoulder again but refrain because I’m a saint and a very good friend.


“Oh.” She sinks back against the bench again and laughs at herself. “I’m sorry. I— This is why I prefer reading to actually talking to people. Less chance of humiliating myself.” She tucks her nose back down into her book like she’s intending to jump inside it Reading Rainbow style.


I’m not ready to lose her to that book yet.


“Well, now that you’ve admitted you’re only using that book to hide”—I pluck it from her hand and toss it onto the bench across from us—“you have no choice but to put it down and come hang out with us.”


She looks from the water, where everyone is floating, back to her lap. “I’m good up here. Thanks, though.”


What? She’s not going to come out to the water at all? Maybe Drew was right and Lucy really is having a hard time after breaking up with Tim. “All right, well, I won’t push you to come out there with us. Breakups are hard, so I understand wanting to just chill by yourself.”


She lets out a sharp ha, and then her hand immediately flies up to cover her mouth. “I didn’t mean to laugh,” she says from behind her hand. “It’s just . . .” She shakes her head. “Never mind.”


Okay, that was definitely not the reaction of a woman aching with a broken heart. My spirits lift. Tim Shmim. “You can’t bait me like that and then leave me hanging.” I lower her hand away from her mouth. “What were you going to say?”


Lucy stares at where my hand is covering hers. I let it go, realizing I’ve already touched her twice in five minutes when I’m supposed to touch her never in my entire life. “It’s not the breakup. Don’t tell Drew, because it will go straight to his head, but I never liked Tim all that much. The reason I don’t want to swim has nothing to do with my breakup.”


She gives me a look that’s sort of shy and reserved but loaded with meaning, and now I’m worried Drew was right. For the first time in quite a while, I feel unsure of myself. Am I . . . bugging her?


I’m a pretty straightforward guy, so instead of lying awake tonight, wondering, I ask, “Is it me? Am I making you uncomfortable? Just say the word, and I’ll totally leave you al—”


“I didn’t shave my legs,” she says suddenly, eyes snapping back to me like she didn’t mean to cave on her secret so quickly.


I, however, am fighting a smile, relieved that I’m not completely unappealing to her—not that I want to be appealing to her. Because, you know . . . I can’t. “Is that supposed to be a big deal?”


“No, I don’t think you get it. I haven’t shaved my legs in, like . . . weeks. It’s bad.” My eyes unconsciously begin to drift down toward her legs, but she reaches out quickly and grabs my chin, keeping it lifted. “Don’t look! What are you doing?! It’s embarrassing!”


I’m laughing now; I can’t help it. “Well, what do you expect me to do? You’ve just put a red button in front of me and told me not to press it. Of course I’m going to.” Something in my mind alerts me to the realization that I’m not just talking about looking at her hairy legs. My eyes drift toward the edge of the boat, expecting to find Drew pointing a sword in my direction, threatening a duel.


Except, no. I don’t think the pull I’m feeling toward Lucy has anything to do with the red-button principle, and, instead, has everything to do with the way I genuinely enjoy talking to her, feeling like I have no idea what she’ll say next and loving that nothing comes out of her mouth unless it is absolutely true.
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