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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, sweetheart, have you seen my navy tie?” Cooper Youngblood asked his live-in girlfriend, Morgan Shultz, as he finished packing for his business trip.

      The two had been living together comfortably for a while. With Cooper’s light traveling and Morgan’s long days in court, it had been a necessary step for their relationship. They’d hardly seen each other before taking the plunge, and Cooper didn’t like the idea of them growing apart. He loved her. Very much. She was the other half of him, and he hadn’t needed a piece of paper saying how much she meant when going that next step. Moving in together had felt right, natural. Anything else hadn’t been necessary.

      For him…back then.

      But he also knew women viewed the M-word differently. Though the couple of times he’d brought up the subject of marriage with Morgan, she’d waved it off and had quickly changed it to something completely unrelated like sports or dinner. He’d often wondered if she was truly blasé about the very idea or if she’d resolved herself to a life without holy matrimony because of how he’d dodged the mention of it early on in their relationship. Either way, the next time the topic came up, he’d be prepared to see it through. No more avoidance.

      “Did you check your closet?” she asked, her voice getting closer.

      He chuckled, but it was more out of exasperation. Of course he’d checked his closet. That was the first place he’d looked, but doubt overtook reason and he stepped into his walk-in to check again. He was neat—jackets on one side, pressed pants and collared shirts on the other. His tie rack was on the back wall, missing the navy one. He glanced around for good measure, thumbed through the hangers to see if it’d gotten mixed in with his other clothes. No luck. He walked back out of the closet, intent on tearing the room apart if that was what it was going to take. “I don’t see—”

      He stumbled to a stop when he saw his lovely girlfriend standing in the middle of their bedroom, nude, save for the tie he’d been searching for and a matching pair of stilettos. She had the item of his frustration loosely tied around her neck.

      “I found it,” she purred, plucking it from between her gorgeous breasts and sliding her hand along the silk. She let it drop casually against her skin and propped both hands on her hips. “Though it looks better on you. You should come get it.”

      Cooper grinned, loving this playful side of her. Morgan was a topnotch attorney, with a sharp tongue to match that often left wealthy, powerful tycoons sniveling at her feet. But she was also a very sensual woman, one who knew the power of her body. Cooper wasn’t an idiot. He was one lucky son of a bitch. She could have any man she wanted, and she wanted him.

      And he had no intentions of letting her go. Oh no, he would keep her, with or without a ring on her finger.

      “Gotta say, I think you do it more justice.” He winked, only coming so close, and grabbed the tie, coaxing her to take the last step. He brushed his lips along hers, whispering, “I’m going to picture you, like this, when I wear it. I’ll have a hard-on all day.”

      She slipped her hand down his abdomen and cupped him through his jeans. “Mission accomplished.”

      He groaned, taking her mouth fully. She fisted her hands in his hair and returned the kiss with equal fervor. God, he loved everything about this woman. Her lithe body pressing against his, her taste, her smell. She consumed him, and he fucking loved it.

      Not able to wait another second more, he scooped her into his arms and placed her on the bed. He broke the kiss to yank at his clothes, ridding himself of them as quickly as possible. When she loosened the tie, he grabbed her wrist, his pants still dangling just below his hips. “Don’t. Leave it on.”

      She hummed her acquiescence and eased back onto her elbows. Cooper shucked his jeans and climbed onto the bed beside her. He gripped the tie and tugged. She followed slowly until their lips brushed. Her heated breath bathed him, and he nudged her mouth wider before delving his tongue inside. Morgan sucked on it as if giving him head, causing him to involuntarily thrust against her leg. He groaned, opening his mouth wider, letting her blow his tongue like he knew she could do to his cock. He loved it when she went down on him. She was skilled in all things sensual, sexual, and she never failed to leave him wanting.

      Her moan drove him crazy. He grabbed her hair with his free hand and climbed on top of her. She could keep sucking his tongue all she wanted, but his dick demanded attention now. It was already iffy how long he’d last once he pushed inside of her.

      “Roll over,” she said, gasping, as she pushed his shoulders.

      Cooper continued to roll to the other side, landing on his back beside her. She eased up and straddled him but not touching him where he ached for her to.

      While she undulated above him, she said, “Let go.” She pulled the tie loose from his clasp when it took him too long to register just what she’d been talking about. He hadn’t wanted to let go of it.

      Until the moment it was free from his hand and she dove, encasing his dick in her hot, wet mouth.

      “Fuck, fuck, Morgan, baby.” His hands fisted in her hair, his hips lifting up as she damn near swallowed him. He had no control over his actions. Instinct…it was all instinct.

      And she ravished him. While she licked his shaft, she caressed his balls. But when she sucked hard, she squeezed them near to pain. God, he was so damn close. If he had his wits about him, he’d yank her up and drop her onto his raging cock. He’d be gone for a week, so he wanted to come inside her, come with her.

      He felt her shifting, so he let go of her hair but couldn’t bring himself to open his eyes. If he did, if he saw her sucking his dick, he’d blow. He already felt tingles at the base of his spine, warning him he couldn’t hold off too much longer.

      Then he smelled her arousal.

      He looked.

      “Fuck, yes,” he breathed, grabbing her thighs as she settled her pussy over his face. He pushed them down the bed a little so she’d have room for her feet, but then he went at her, licking and sucking at her intimate flesh. He loved how she tasted, but he loved it even more that she could never stay focused on her task when in this position. He was so close to coming, and he was taking it out on her, fucking her with his tongue, grazing her with his teeth. He wouldn’t go over without her.

      Morgan slapped her hands on his thighs, throwing her head back and groaning as she sat up. He smiled briefly at how quickly she lost her concentration, but then he doubled his efforts. Within seconds she was screaming and grinding her pussy against his face. She tried stroking him, but her rhythm wasn’t strong enough, fast enough for him to get off, which was totally fine with him. He wanted her to come again, but next time on his cock as he took her.

      When she slowed her movements, he clutched her and rolled them again, landing on top of her. He didn’t give her any time to recover before thrusting into her and pounding. He kissed her neck, nibbled on her ear. “You look so fucking sexy in that tie.”

      “Grab it,” she ordered.

      He slipped his hand up her chest, cupped her breast, and wrapped the tie around his hand when he reached it. She moaned, lifting her hips, meeting his urgent movements.

      “Harder.”

      Shit. He was going to come so hard. He plowed into her, hard and fast, his orgasm boiling up. If she wanted it quick, he’d give it to her that way.

      “No, the tie. Harder. Hurry, before I…before I come,” she panted.

      Cooper snapped his gaze to hers as he slowed. If he gripped it harder, he’d limit the amount of air she took in. Did she want that? No way was he going to chance hurting her. She licked her lips and lifted both hands up and surrounded his neck, showing him that was exactly what she was asking. She squeezed a little, not blocking his air, but the feel, the threat of it, got him rock hard. He swallowed, leaning closer to her and squeezing the tie so that it was tighter around her neck. She groaned and squeezed his throat tighter.

      “Oh, fuuuuck.” He thrust so damn hard that the headboard banged against the wall, rattling the pictures at the other end.

      “Oh, god, oh, god, I’m come—” She cut herself off with a scream, her pussy fisting and milking him, dragging him over the precipice with her. His orgasm bordered on pain as he shot over and over. When he finally stopped, he collapsed on top of her and wiggled his fingers underneath the neck of the tie to ensure it wasn’t too tight now that he wasn’t holding onto it.

      She rubbed her hands along his back, causing him to shiver slightly. Morgan was very free in her sexual awareness, but they’d never done anything like this before. He wasn’t sure if the act itself was the turn-on or the very idea of it.

      “Have you thought about trying that before?” he muttered against her shoulder before kissing it. Even if he was unsure initially about trying something, that didn’t mean he wanted her to hold back.

      “Not really. Just thought it would be hot.” She swatted his bare buttock. “And I was right.”

      He chuckled as he leaned up and looked at her. “Not sure if we should do that again. It makes sex embarrassingly quick.” He winked.

      She wagged her eyebrows. “No complaints here.”

      When he pulled out, he winced at the feel. “I have to finish packing. Need to leave in about an hour, so I don’t have to rush at the airport.”

      The tie landed beside him as he got up. He smirked and picked it up. He’d only be gone a week, but this little interlude would help him get through his time away from her. Hopefully, if he landed this client, he wouldn’t have to travel as much. It would be serious money for his firm and great commission for him.

      It was just another step in his master plan. One he’d kicked into high gear recently with the help of his cousin, Justin. There was no turning back on it now.

      He just hoped he’d be able to nudge Morgan on board.
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      “You’re being awfully quiet,” Sophie said as she poked at her salad and rocked the sleeping baby in his carrier beside her.

      Morgan had been in meetings all morning for a very wealthy couple who’d lucked out in owning family land that drillers had discovered contained super wells of natural gas. She was trying to negotiate a new well contract on their behalf, but the couple didn’t want to hand over the rights for just peanuts. She’d been in bickering matches all morning with the drilling company’s attorneys. Whatever her clients wanted, she’d get. She hadn’t earned her ruthless reputation by rolling over when masses of powerful attorneys came her way. She kept up with the best of them…and usually came out ahead. Way ahead.

      But that wasn’t what was bothering her. No, she was good at her job, knew how to meet her clients’ demands and could do so with minimal lead-time. What did agitate her were thoughts of her boyfriend. They’d been living together for a while now, and each time he had to go away on business, she hated it even more than the last. She hated sleeping alone now, and coming home to an empty place was not something she looked forward to. Her feelings were conflicted on the matter. On the one hand, she loved him, so there was nothing wrong with missing him. On the other hand, it made her feel weak.

      She did not like that emotion.

      Then there was the other thing niggling at her. Something that compounded the unhealthy co-dependent feeling. Weakness, she didn’t want to get into, but this other thing? Yeah, she could talk to her friend about that.

      “I think Cooper and I are growing apart.”

      Sophie choked on her water and coughed as she put her glass down. “What?” she whispered heatedly, glancing around.

      Morgan sighed. “I just think we’ve reached a point where there’s not anything more for us.” She looked up from her soup. “Don’t get me wrong. I love him. I love him more than I’ve ever loved anyone. But he’s working more and more, going out of town practically all the time. I sense this…I don’t know distance, I guess, growing between us. I don’t know what to do about it.” And if we breakup, I’ll fall apart. But she couldn’t say that. She didn’t want to appear weak even in this.

      Her friend sat back, eyes wide. “Okay, why do you think you’re growing apart, though?”

      Morgan chewed her lip, not sure how much to say. After mentally weighing her options, she decided to be as truthful as she could. “It feels like all we have good between us is the sex. We don’t talk like we used to. We’re in two completely different fields. What if he finds some finance whiz who he could talk dirty numbers to?” She half-heartedly chuckled. “All we have in common is sexual chemistry.” And that had never changed.

      Sophie smiled sadly. “Be lucky you have that.”

      Morgan shut her eyes, realizing her goof. “I’m sorry. That was insensitive of me. How are things with you and Sawyer?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “You’re trying to change the subject. It won’t work. But I will say things are awesome. We have sex a lot now. And if we’re just too tired after dealing with the baby here, we still make time to cuddle,” she said, giving the sleeping Alexander a gentle caress.

      “Good,” Morgan breathed. She’d hated learning of Sophie’s insecurities dealing with her husband Sawyer after they’d had their precious baby boy. She was happy that things were turning around for them. If only she could turn things around with her and Cooper.

      “Yes, good. Now back to you. I still don’t understand why you think you two are growing apart. You live together. You said the sex is great. Maybe if you stop screwing like rabbits, you’d have time to sit down and have a conversation with him.” She smirked.

      Morgan shook her head. “It’s not just him going out of town a lot. He’s been really distracted lately. When I try talking to him, I have to repeat myself a couple of times because he’s either on his computer or messing with his phone. Always working.” Unless she walked in naked. That always got his attention.

      “Yeah, he’s busy. You’re busy. If I’d learned anything about my mess with Sawyer, it was that communication is key to a healthy relationship. I think you need to sit down with him and let him know how you’re feeling. He might surprise you. He is a man. Sometimes they can be totally clueless.”

      “And if my fears are confirmed? What do I do if he’s hiding behind his job because he feels like our relationship is a mistake?” she asked softly.

      Sophie reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “I don’t think you should worry about that. Talk to him. Be honest about what’s going on in your head. Give him a chance to explain.”

      Morgan rubbed her head. “I can’t talk to him about this on the phone. He won’t be back until this weekend.”

      The smile that crossed Sophie’s face was a little scary. “Then you should use this week to do what you two do best.” She wagged her eyebrows.

      “Um, how the hell are we going to have sex when he’s not in town?” Did she miss the part where Morgan said sex was the best thing going for them? Or was she suggesting Morgan hop on a plane and fly out to meet Cooper? Not that she could drop her cases on short notice like this…or that she’d want to intrude on Cooper’s work.

      “You said yourself that he’s always on his computer or phone. Take things digital. Phone sex, Skype, sexting…if he’s always on his gadgets for work, give him a reason to be on them for pleasure.”

      Morgan gaped at her. “Who are you, and what have you done to my nice little friend?”

      Sophie giggled as she picked up her fork and stabbed at her salad. “Someone who’s been in her shell for far too long.” She took a bite and groaned. “God, only ten more pounds to go, and I can get out of salad hell,” she muttered.

      Morgan snorted. “You look great, Soph. I promise.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, and you’re trying to change the subject again.”

      “Uh-uh. You were the one who changed it. I was merely commenting on it.”

      Looking up, Sophie said, “All kidding aside, I think you should try it. Maybe doing something different will spark some life in your relationship.” Winking she continued, “Mom’s taking Alexander to the zoo on Friday for grandparent’s day. We can do lunch again then and you can tell me all about how it went.”

      Doing something different wasn’t the key. She would know. She’d tried doing something a little kinky just yesterday, and she would’ve kicked herself for suggesting Cooper squeeze her throat because he’d looked almost appalled. Sure, he’d liked it…and so did she…but variety wasn’t the answer to their problems. When it came to sex, if they weren’t on the same page, they knew how to find a page they both liked. No, that wasn’t the problem.

      Communication was.

      And she found it ironic that she talked for a living yet shied away from the idea of doing just that with her boyfriend.

      “Do you not think it’s deceitful for me to spend the rest of the week having hot monkey cyber sex with him, just to sit down for a heavy heart-to-heart as soon as he returns?”

      Sophie seemed to ponder that but shook her head. “No. You’ve said yourself that sex isn’t the problem. I think you would be focusing on what works while he’s gone, and then working on what doesn’t when he gets back. You said yourself you don’t want to talk about this over the phone, and I agree. You need to be face-to-face when you discuss your concerns. But I also think you shouldn’t spend the rest of his trip fretting about that conversation. You love him. Enjoy a little different kind of connection. After all, phone sex requires talking.”

      Hmm. Morgan hadn’t thought about it like that. It wouldn’t be as easy as walking into a room naked and dropping to her knees. The kind of sex they’d have to have while he was gone would be more mental than physical. In a roundabout way, it could help them communicate now, until they talked about things when he got back.

      Could she engage in sex like that? Essentially, she’d be masturbating for him. The few times she’d fingered herself while having sex with him, he’d come quickly. He’d even told her how much he loved watching her pleasure herself.

      Hell, if I could have sex in his tie, I could masturbate online. She didn’t have anything to lose by trying.

      Anything she lost wouldn’t occur until after he returned home anyway.
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      Cooper tossed his briefcase onto the bed late Monday night and fell back, groaning, beside it. What a bitch! Ms. Bell had kept him late, complaining about all of his investment strategies. Nothing he’d said had gotten any sign of respect from her. She’d shot down everything. Everything. If one was too aggressive, the other was too safe. It was as if she was testing him, and he was failing miserably.

      It’d help if said test was actually relevant to why he was here. He always came prepared, but she was quick, almost too quick in her opinions. He was being set up to fail, and he didn’t like that.

      But why? That he couldn’t answer. He’d just have to make the best out of this week, do good work, and walk away with his head held high. Landing her as a client would help his ultimate goals, but that wasn’t likely after the day he’d had. It frustrated him, wasting a trip out here for nothing, but he’d have to follow through and see it to the end.

      He loosened his tie and kicked his shoes off the edge of the bed, still lying down. He could get up and shower, but a drink sounded much better. Besides, he’d showered this morning. Decision made, he rolled to the side and stalked over to the mini fridge. They wanted an arm and a leg for this stuff, but he’d make due tonight. If the rest of his week was going to be like today, he’d need to stop at the liquor store and buy his own, regular-sized bottle of something. Anything. As long as it had the requisite kick, he honestly didn’t care.

      He poured the contents into a glass from the cabinet above the sink. Ice would be nice, but at least it was already cold. He relished the burn as it went down and tilted his head back to stare at the plain ceiling. He could finish this drink in seconds, so he’d have to pace himself. Throwing down several hundred for scant amounts of alcohol did not set well with his over-analytical, financing brain.

      Then again, he really didn’t give a shit right now.

      He took another sip and wrested his tie off before tossing it in the direction of his suitcase. He’d hung up his clothes when he’d gotten there to keep anything from getting wrinkled, but he didn’t have to be careful with his clothes once he’d worn them.

      Two more gulps and his whiskey was gone. He put the glass on the bedside table and sat, dropping his head into his hands. He still felt too keyed up to go to bed. Hell, and it wasn’t even nine o’clock. He could pull out his laptop and check some hedge funds. The stock market closed hours ago, so he didn’t need to check prices on anything now. He liked pulling those numbers right when he was ready for them, not before. But looking at various hedge funds and how they were allocated would give him a head start on tomorrow’s research. Ms. Bell was coming back every day at four o’clock to discuss her options. He wished she’d come earlier than that, but her social calendar was full, and god forbid she rearrange her schedule to meet with financial advisors.

      After all, she was the one who’d sought him out.

      One of her acquaintances was client of his, a client who saw a sixty percent return on a hot investment last year. He didn’t blame Ms. Bell for wanting a piece of the action, but investing was a lot like gambling. No way could he guarantee any return like that. For whatever reason, the stars had aligned, God had smiled, and Cooper’d had one heck of a year on some long shots. So yes, he didn’t blame Ms. Bell for hoping lightning would strike twice, but it was his responsibility to make sure she understood he couldn’t snap his fingers and make her millions overnight.

      Though if Cooper could sign her on, the commission he could make off her would allow him to focus on the clients in his stable with a hell of a lot less traveling. A win-win situation.

      In theory.

      That theory was blown out of the water today. His head was starting to pound just thinking about it.

      His phone rang intruding the vicious circle of his thoughts, and he groaned before digging it out of his pocket. If it was that vile woman, he would need to down another drink before taking her call.

      He smiled when he saw the caller I.D. “Hi, baby,” he murmured.

      “Hi, Coop. Sorry, it’s so late. I meant to call you earlier. How’d it go today?”

      Frowning, he wondered how best to answer Morgan. They usually didn’t talk about the specifics of his job…or her job for that matter. Usually, they were so exhausted by the time they got home that neither wanted to talk about their work day. Then again, he couldn’t just hold her hand and watch television like he would do if he were home. “Craptastic, actually. The client has her head up her ass. Feels like this is a wasted trip.”

      “I’m sorry, sweetie. It’s only the first day. Maybe it’ll get better.”

      Yeah, he’d had that same crazy thought an hour ago. He was past delusion and into acceptance now, but he didn’t want to bring down his girlfriend. She had her own load of crap to deal with at work. “We’ll see.” He eased back onto the bed. “Tell me about your day.”

      “Probably just as frustrating as yours, just different reasons.” She chuckled, and he smiled at hearing her laughter. God, he loved this woman. Just listening to her was already making him feel better. “Oh before I forget, your cousin called. Said he needs to talk to you.”

      Cooper steadied his breathing, so he wouldn’t give anything away. He knew exactly why his cousin was calling, but he didn’t want Morgan to know. Not yet anyway. “Okay. I’ll call him later.” Then he softened his voice. “I wish I could hold you right now,” he whispered.

      “Mmm, I wish I could do a lot of things with you right now. In fact—”

      “Shit, hold on,” he said, cutting her off. His phone beeped and he checked the incoming call. “It’s Marty. I gotta take this, babe.”

      “Oh, yeah. Sure. I understand. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Love you.”

      “I love you, too, Cooper,” she said softly, almost reverently, but he shrugged it off. He was just tired and missing her. That was all.

      He quickly switched over. “Marty?”

      “Hey, Cooper. How’d it go?”

      Pinching the bridge of his nose to stave off the impending headache, he said to his business partner, “Like shit, man. Like shit.”

      He walked to the mini fridge to get another tiny bottle of alcohol and made a mental note to stop at the liquor tomorrow.

      He was definitely going to need it. No reason to pretend otherwise.
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      Morgan hit the locks on her car and walked into the local bar and grill she and her friends liked to frequent. The playoffs were over, so their weekly visits with their men had ended. Now she and the girls got together whenever they were all free. Sophie and Sawyer were usually busy on weekends playing sexual catch-up since Sawyer’s parents were keeping the baby one night for them. Sophie’s parents were trying to get in on that baby action, too, which meant more alone time for the couple.

      At least her friend had worked out her problems with her man.

      “There she is,” Brindle said, waving Morgan over while sipping what looked like a beer. She walked over and hugged their loud friend first, then gave the same attention to Reagan, Hannah, Taylor, and finally Sophie before taking the empty seat beside her.

      Marcie was quick to come over and get her drink order, and she ordered some spinach dip, too. She wasn’t in the mood to cook when she got home, so she needed to eat something now or skip dinner altogether. If she was having a glass of wine, she didn’t want to go to bed with an empty stomach. She couldn’t afford any headaches in the morning.

      “So how’s the law treating you? Put any serial killers in jail lately?” Brindle asked with a wink. The woman knew she didn’t practice criminal law, but that never stopped her from implying otherwise.

      “Nope, still no criminals. Unless you count the white-collar kind.” Morgan wagged her eyebrows and stole a chip from Hannah’s appetizer.

      “Mmm, smart criminals. Even better. They probably think they’re invincible. I hope you strung them up by their balls.”

      Taylor rolled her eyes. “Crime is crime. Don’t try glorifying it, or throwing all men in the criminal category.”

      “Oh, lighten up,” Brindle said, waving her hand. “We all don’t have a Southern charmer like Bryson on our arms. I was just being silly. ”

      “You were just man-hating again,” Reagan said, quirking an eyebrow at Brindle. “Pretty soon, you need to let go of all that anger. It’ll make you crazy…or worse. It could make your face breakout. Either way, it’s bad stuff.”

      Morgan chuckled, shaking her head. “Leave her alone. Her ex did her dirty. She has every right to hate on men. For now.”

      “I don’t need a man. My vibrator does an awesome job and doesn’t sneak out to play with other pussies.”

      “Gross,” Hannah said, wrinkling her nose.

      “And here’s your drinks, ladies,” Marcie said and quickly started pulling them off the tray she held. “I came in on this conversation at the wrong time. Please don’t try to explain what you were talking about. I don’t think my innocent ears can handle it.” She chuckled and handed Morgan her spinach dip last.

      “It’s never a dull moment when we’re around, eh Marce?”

      “Definitely not.” She popped her hip out and rested the tray on it. “Anything else?”

      “I think we’re good for now,” Sophie said.

      “’Kay. I’ll swing back later and check on you.” She patted Sophie’s arm and moved to the next table.

      “Since you brought up Bryson,” Taylor started, glancing at Brindle and then the other women. “He wants to take me home to meet his parents.”

      Hannah squealed. Sophie clapped. Even Brindle half-smiled.

      “Nervous?” Morgan asked.

      “You bet. I mean we’ve been dating for like ever. This is such a big step though. After this it’s big-question-time. What if I’m not ready for that?”

      Hannah reached over and patted her hand. “You will be. Just don’t have a long engagement.”

      Morgan sipped her wine and just barely kept from moaning with pleasure. When she pulled it away from her lips, she asked, “How are the wedding plans coming, Hannah?”

      Her shoulders slumped. “Honestly, things are going pretty smoothly. But I’m at the point that I’m tired of waiting, you know? It’s only a few months away, but some days I wish we’d have just hopped on a plane to Vegas and let some Elvis impersonator marry us.”

      Taylor winced. “You mean there are actually dudes who dress up as Elvis and marry people? That’s not some Urban Vegas legend?”

      “Nope,” Reagan said and took a drink of her beer. “I went a couple of years ago with some of my sorority sisters, and I saw the proof with my own eyes. Elvis, showgirls, Vegas can tacky-up any otherwise beautiful affair. Of course, if that’s your thing, then they nail it.” She smirked.

      “I don’t care. I just want to be married already.”

      Morgan’s heart stuttered in her chest. Marriage. She hadn’t allowed herself to consider that possibility. Whenever her mind would even drift in that direction, she’d conjure up images of historical women fighting for their individual rights. Besides, Cooper hadn’t seemed to want to take the final step in society’s version of the natural order of things. Now, she feared their relationship was on the brink of collapse. She couldn’t daydream about what-ifs when their next major conversation could result in her hiring a real estate agent and a moving company. She blinked a few times before she realized her eyes were watering. She tried covering her errant emotions by sipping her wine. She glanced to the side and saw Sophie watching her wearily. Crap. This night out had been a mistake with a capital stake right to the heart.

      Sophie leaned over and squeezed her hand. “Want to come with me to the lady’s room?” she asked softly.

      Morgan shook her head quickly as she took another sip. She chanced a glance at Taylor because she was directly across from her, and not surprise…she was watching Morgan intently. She knew something was wrong, too, which meant the others would probably figure it out.

      Or jump to the wrong conclusion.

      She sighed and put her glass on the table. When she turned to Sophie, she didn’t keep her voice down to a whisper. She might be talking directly to her, but the other women would find out soon enough. “I called him last night, but he ended the call quickly.”

      “What happened?” Sophie asked softly.

      “What’s going on?” Brindle barked. Morgan’s gaze slid to hers and then clashed with the others’.

      “Cooper and I are going through a rough patch right now. We’re both crazy busy with work, and well…things are just hectic.”

      “What do you mean, hectic?” Reagan asked incredulously. “You both have stable jobs—”

      “I have a stable job,” Brindle said, cutting her off and pointing to her boots as if they needed the reminding of what she did for a living. “Morgan has a cutthroat career.”

      Reagan waved her off. “You have a powerful career, no kids, no crazy in-laws. The only excitement we have right now is Hannah and Lucas planning their wedding.”

      Hannah gasped. “Oh my god. Am I stressing you out? I didn’t mean to dump too much on—”

      “Oh, c’mon, sister-friend. It’s not all about you and your Prince Charming,” Brindle said, rolling her eyes.

      “No, it’s nothing like that.” Morgan said, a little less snarky than Brindle. “We’ve done this to ourselves. And he’s away on business. Again. So last night I was going to try something a little kinky.”

      “Oooh, were you going to fool around with Sophie on Skype for him?” Reagan asked.

      Hannah choked on her drink and coughed as her face flamed. Despite her solemn mood, Morgan had to fight a smile remembering the less-than-specific details of Sophie’s and Hannah’s little interlude for their men.

      “Reagan,” Taylor admonished. Then she looked at Morgan. “Did you? Do something kinky, I mean. Not fulfill any girl-on-girl fantasy.” She shook her head as she quickly corrected herself.

      “I didn’t get the chance,” Morgan said before Taylor dug the hole any deeper. “His partner called shortly after I did, and he had to take it.”

      “He didn’t call you back?” Brindle asked, though it sounded more like an irritated statement.

      When Morgan shook her head, Sophie asked, “Why didn’t you call him back later?”

      “I just couldn’t. He had a shitty day, so he probably wasn’t in the mood for phone sex anyway.” And she’d chickened out. She’d talked to herself all the way home last night, pumping herself up. When Cooper’d had to work, she’d grabbed the reprieve.

      “I call bullshit,” Taylor said. “He has a penis, right?”

      “Agreed,” Reagan said, narrowing her eyes. “You could read the dictionary to a man in a sultry voice, and he’d be sporting wood.”

      Damn, she was caught. She picked up her wine and took a sip to hide behind her glass.

      “This isn’t like you,” Sophie said. “You’re the strong one of the group.”

      “Hey,” Brindle said indigently.

      Sophie rolled her eyes at her and focused on Morgan. “You are. Heck, you’re the strongest person I know. Why are you scared?”

      “I’m not scared.”

      “I call bullshit,” Taylor said softly. When Morgan looked at her, she continued. “There’s nothing wrong with admitting that. You can’t be superwoman all the time. That’s what friends are for—to pick you up when you fall.”

      “Or to give you a little nudge when you need it,” Sophie said, shooting a reprimanding gaze at Taylor before looking at Morgan. “You haven’t fallen. Neither has Cooper. Believe me when I say I understand why you’re worried. Our situations might not be the same, but the feelings aren’t that different. It’s not going to get better until you talk to him.”

      “I know. And I have every intention of doing just that when he returns.”

      “Sounds like you have it under control then,” Hannah said. “You love him and want to experience something new while he’s away, knowing you have a serious discussion in your future. That about sum it up?”

      Morgan half-smiled. “Yeah.”

      “Drink” Brindle said, pointing to Morgan’s wine glass. She waved for Marcie who came over right away. “Bring a bottle of whatever she’s drinking. She’s going to need it.”

      “You got it.”

      “No,” Morgan tried protesting but Marcie shuffled off too quickly. She turned to Brindle. “Getting drunk isn’t going to solve anything. Besides, I have to drive home.” She could take a cab, but no way did she want to leave her car here. She’d have to take Cooper’s to work and find a way to get her car back home. Too much trouble. If she really wanted to get buzzed, she could do it when she was safely at home.

      “We’ll make sure you get home,” Taylor said and nodded at Brindle as if they’d just made some silent agreement.

      “My car—”

      “And your car, too,” Brindle said.

      “Sawyer brought me, so I can drive you home. He can pick me up there.”

      “She’s not going anywhere yet,” Brindle said. “But you can take her home when Sawyer gets here.”

      Marcie brought the bottle, opened it and filled Morgan’s glass a quarter of the way full. After Taylor’s request that Marcie keep pouring, she didn’t stop until it was over halfway filled.

      “I don’t know what getting drunk is going to accomplish,” Morgan said, picking up the too-full glass and taking a few drinks before sitting it down and eating more chips and dip.

      “It’ll help with your nerves,” Taylor said.

      “What nerves? I already told you everything.” She ate a few more chips and took another sip. When she looked up, she frowned at the determined look in Brindle’s eyes. “What?”

      “You’re going to make that call tonight. A late night, sex call.”

      Morgan felt the blood rush out of her face. “What? No. I tried. It didn’t work.”

      “You didn’t try,” Sophie said softly. “At least not hard enough.”

      She shook her head as she took another sip. This was ridiculous. She didn’t have anything to prove to her friends. Her sexual relationship was between her and her boyfriend.

      “What do you have to lose?” Hannah asked, nibbling on a chip.

      Nothing. That was the truth, and it smacked her in the face. True, she didn’t owe her friends anything, but it was also true that she and Cooper were a sexual couple. If she wanted to try this with him, even if just for the hell of it, she had no reason to shy away from it or anything she did with him. They were two consenting adults. Swirling the red liquid as resolve settled in, she answered. “Nothing.”

      If there was loss, it’d come later.
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      Morgan stumbled in her high heels, giggling as she hanged onto Sophie. Sawyer lunged and grabbed her waist to make sure she was steady. She smiled at him.

      “You’re so cute, See-Saw.” She patted his cheek and squeezed. Then she looked at Sophie…well the one closest to her. She shut an eye to make the other Sophie disappear. “You’re a lucky, chick.”

      He chuckled. “Yes, she is. Give me your keys,” he said, taking her house keys out of her hands and making the last steps to her door. He unlocked it, but Morgan was too busy shutting one eye then the other as she stared at Sophie.

      “You’re dancing,” she said shutting her eyes faster until lights started dancing in her vision. “Whoa. Gotta stop doing that.”

      “You only had half a bottle,” Sophie muttered as she helped Morgan in.

      “No lunch.” She shrugged.

      “Oh, lord, why didn’t you eat more at the restaurant?” She helped her sit on the couch.

      “I ate,” Morgan said, frowning. But that made her face feel funny, so she relaxed against the couch and shut her eyes.

      “Maybe I should stay with her a while,” Sophie murmured.

      Morgan opened an eye. “You can’t. I’m supposed to have sexual relations with the internet.” She shook her head, knowing that wasn’t right. “I mean…hell, you know what I mean.” She waved her hand and going back to resting her eyes. Just for a little while.

      “Wakey-wakey,” Sophie whispered.

      Morgan groaned grabbing her neck. Why was it so stiff? “Did I fall asleep?”

      “Yep. Been out for about forty-five minutes. Got some food.”

      The smell of a greasy cheeseburger and fries made her stomach growl loudly. If she didn’t snatch the stuff away from Sophie and stuff her face, her stomach would grow arms and do it for her.

      “Jeez, I’m starving.” She fumbled for the burger. “And still drunk.” She had a major buzz going on, but she felt more coherent than when they’d left the club. In fact—she looked around—she didn’t remember coming home. “I’m going to have a massive hangover tomorrow.”

      “That’s what the greasy food is for. You’re going to pig out, drink a lot of water, and take some painkillers before you go to bed. You only had a few glasses of wine. But you did it on an empty stomach.”

      Was she still talking? Morgan was too busy inserting food into her pie hole. She glanced to the side, “Where’s Sawyer?” she asked around the burger.

      “You mean See-Saw?” Sophie giggled, and Morgan groaned. She hadn’t called him that since their college days. “He’s outside talking to his mom, letting her know we’re running late.”

      Morgan swallowed. “You don’t have to stay. Thanks for making sure I got home and ate, but you need to get that precious baby before his grandma spoils him rotten.”

      “Too late.” Sophie rolled her eyes. “Besides, I want to make sure you’re okay first.”

      After another bite, Morgan said, “I’m fine. Really. I’m too drunk to drive anywhere, but I won’t pass out.” She glanced at the spot where she’d been on the couch before sitting up. “Again.” She smiled.

      Sawyer walked in and closed the door softly behind him. “She lives.”

      “Check back tomorrow. The status might change,” she muttered around a few fries.

      He chuckled. “I’ve seen you down much more alcohol than what you had tonight and live to talk about it.”

      “That was back in college. I’m too old for this shit now.” She kicked off her shoes and stood up. Sophie followed suite. Morgan hugged her. “I’m fine, really.” She looked over Sophie at Sawyer. “Go get your boy. I’m fine.”

      He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “No rush. Mom will keep him all night if we want.”

      At Sophie’s panicked look, Morgan shook her head. “No. I’m good.” She hugged Sophie again. “Go home.”

      Sawyer came over and hugged her. “Call if you need anything.” He pointed at the food. “And eat the rest of that. Every bit of it.”

      She groaned, looking at the burger. She normally only ate half a sandwich, but she’d eat as much as she could. Her hangover-relief would depend on it.

      After shooing them out, she attacked the rest of her food, finishing most of it. Her head still spinning a little, she decided to take a shower. She made quick work of washing her hair and body, and by the time she got out, she felt mostly human…with a normal buzz. As if she was relaxed without any stress edging its way in. She pulled on a nightshirt and grabbed her phone. She needed to plug it in so it’d be charged for tomorrow. She gasped when she saw that Cooper had tried calling her.

      Thoughts of her conversation with the girls came rushing back. It could be the lingering alcohol talking, but they were right. She wasn’t some timid woman. She’d never been one to shy away from a challenge. Glancing at the clock, she decided it wasn’t too late to try round two.

      She fired off a quick text, telling Cooper she was late getting home and was going to Skype him. She didn’t ask if he wanted to. Didn’t matter if he was already in bed. Things would be easier on her if he was.

      He replied his agreement and stated he was online, ready whenever she was.

      Morgan was definitely ready.

      She giggled as she raced into the living room to get her laptop. Maybe she raced…could’ve been more like stumbling around while laughing. Either way, she’d secured her computer and made it back to the bedroom without dropping it. She climbed onto the bed and took a deep breath before she logged in and connected to Skype. He accepted her call right away.

      “Hi, baby,” he said, smiling.

      Her wet hair stuck to her cheek, so she tucked it behind her ear. “Hey, Coop. How was your day?”

      He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It was shitty again. In fact, I called Marty a few hours ago and tried to get him to come out here and take over. We’re just not clicking.”

      So he’d had a bad day. He could use some cheering up. She smiled and whipped her shirt off before she could change her mind. “How about I make it all better?” she cooed.

      His sharp inhale was more encouragement. She cupped her breasts and stared into the camera. “Take off your clothes, Cooper.”

      He groaned as he put down a glass, and then made quick work of his tee and lounge pants. His erection bobbed in view when he sat back down. “I think I’m going to love you making it all better for me, baby.” He reached for his penis, but she wasn’t ready for that.

      “Stop. We’re taking our time.”

      Cooper fisted his hands on his thighs and waited.

      “Very good. Tell me, Coop, what would you do to me if I was right there beside you?”

      Licking his lips, he said, “I’d tongue your nipples, take my time with them until they were both hard and wet.”

      Morgan licked her pointer finger and traced the edge of her right nipple. “Like this?”

      “Harder. Pinch it for me, baby.”

      She did as he asked, swirling her moist finger at the peak and pulling it between her thumb and forefinger. She moaned, her head falling back, and Cooper cursed.

      “I…I gotta…”

      She looked at him again and his hands were clinching furiously as if he wanted to touch himself, but was trying to hold back for her. “Pluck your nipples. Squeeze them like this.” She lightly twisted hers with both of her hands.

      He slid his hands up his body and captured the straining nubs, rumbling noises spilling out of him as he did so. “Wh-what made you decide to do this?” he asked breathlessly.

      She smiled. “I miss you. I want to touch you, but I can’t. I thought we could touch ourselves and watch.” She spread her legs and allowed her hand to coast down her abdomen.

      When she reached the apex of her thighs, Cooper groaned and squeezed the base of his dick. “Fuck, I’m not going to last. This is fucking hot, Morgan. You’re so damn beautiful.”

      “You know how I taste,” she said, dipping her finger into her folds. “Can you taste me now?”

      He nodded, shutting his eyes briefly before looking at her again. “Like honey. You’re honey.” He narrowed his gaze and stroked himself once. “My honey.”

      “Mmm…I like that you think of it as yours.” Actually, she loved it. If she wasn’t already tingling from the sensation of touching herself, his words would’ve caused it.

      “Because it is,” he said, leveling his stare at her.

      “I like how you taste, too.” She gasped when she stroked over her clit. “I could bury my nose between your legs and lap you up. Stroke you and suck you until you give me all you got, and I’d still want more.”

      “Fuck,” he breathed stroking himself in earnest now. “Move the computer so I can see you.” She did, and he hummed his appreciation. “Circle your clit, baby. Tease yourself for me.”

      She slowed her motions and did as ordered. “Like this?” She lifted her wanton hips up, trying to seek the touch where she needed it most.

      “Oh yeah, baby. Just like that.”

      She moaned. “I wish it was your hands touching me. You know just how I like it.”

      He bit his lip and reached down to squeeze his balls. “Yeah? What would I do now?”

      She shifted so she could free her other hand and reached between her legs. “You’d push a finger inside of me while you licked my clit.”

      “Two, baby. You need two fingers.”

      She whimpered when she pushed in slowly. “God, Cooper. I want to come so badly. Stroke yourself faster. I-I want you going over with me.”

      He stroked himself faster, and it was all she could do to keep from hurtling over the edge. She avoided her oversensitive nub to prolong her ecstasy, waiting for him. He breathed faster, his tempo accelerating.

      “Baby, baby, I’m close. Morgan, oh fuck.”

      Her hand flew over her clit while she plunged her fingers in and out of her body. “Cooper,” she breathed. Electricity arcing though her body as her back bowed and stars danced behind her eyelids. She barely registered his shout, but she opened her eyes as soon as she could command them to do so. He was starting intently at her, panting, slowly stroking and squeezing his glistening cock. “Wow.”

      His gaze left her center, and he glanced into the camera as if to make eye contact, but then his focus shifted to her face. “Definitely wow.” He grabbed the shirt beside him and rubbed it on his softening penis. “You don’t know how badly I needed that.” When he dropped the shirt to the floor he sighed. “I can’t wait to be back home. I miss you.”

      Smiling, she said, “I miss you, too.” Coming off the high of climaxing, her head started pounding a little. She rubbed it, but kept the happy expression on her face. “We should get some sleep.”

      “Yeah. Big day tomorrow.”

      “I love you, Cooper.”

      “I love you, too, Morgan. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      They said their final goodbyes, and she closed her laptop. He seemed to really miss her. Maybe the distant feelings she’d been having were menstrual related. PMSing at its finest. They were just both busy and had settled into a comfortable life.

      But just because the silence was comfortable didn’t mean they should stop communicating. They still needed to sit down and talk about things, but at least she didn’t feel as if he was pulling away from her like she’d felt earlier.

      Who knew how she’d feel about all this in the morning though. She was still buzzing from the wine with a throbbing headache setting in. She got up and took some pain relievers before snuggling back in the bed. Video chatting had been fun. She was glad she’d pushed her nerves aside—with the help of some merlot—and went ahead with sexing it up online.

      He’d commented on how much he’d needed this tonight. If his distance was related to job stress, then she was right to push beyond her comfort zone for him. Tomorrow, though, she would try something a little different. She’d call him on his cell and talk dirty. She’d go old school and bypass the internet for the use of a good ol’ phone.

      She smiled as she shut her eyes. While he’s at work.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Veronica Bell was coming on to him. Cooper knew it.

      He just fucking knew it.

      She kept rejecting his ideas, making him come up with more alternatives, and forced several daily meetings with her. He was good at what he did. He knew that, but he wasn’t ignorant when it came to women either. On Monday he’d just chalked it up to her being a bitch. Tuesday she’d softened toward him some, but was still being a hard-ass most of the time. A few times she’d brushed his arm with hers, left her hand on his shoulder a little too long when getting his attention, but she was still being borderline unreasonable.

      Her actions today had him rethinking every interaction they’d had since he’d gotten here this week.

      Instead of subtle touches, she’d leaned over his back and whispered in his ear, her hand briefly touching his neck as she made derivatives and compound interest sound unnaturally sexy.

      Or at least she’d tried to. He shivered remembering the uncomfortable feeling her being so near had caused just moments ago. And that wasn’t all. She was bolder in her attempts today, leaving nothing up to question her intensions.

      Even if he was available—and he definitely was not—he wouldn’t find her attractive. Was she pretty? Sure, but her shitty personality trumped her looks, obviously accentuated with her money. He should’ve asked Marty to come instead, but Cooper saw dollar signs and knew his commission would be greater than what his partner was entitled to. It had been a mistake, one that would end up making them lose the potential account. At least Marty was single and could entertain the woman’s advances. Hell, Cooper couldn’t even tolerate them.

      But she’d contacted him, not his partner.

      Fuck, he needed some fresh air. He looked around his makeshift office. Not even a damn window in sight. She was supposed to back in a few hours to go over some of her former investment strategies…again. He stood, shut his laptop and shoved it in its case. He couldn’t stomach seeing her again today. He could work from his hotel room, come up with some final ideas and present them to her tomorrow. If she didn’t pick anything, he was done. No way was he staying until Friday. That was just one more day of hell he could do without.

      “Call Ms. Bell and reschedule for tomorrow,” he told the young receptionist whose name he couldn’t remember. “I’ll be working remotely this afternoon in case anything serious comes up.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He jerked his head in a nod and left. His ugly rental car, smelling of stale cigarettes, started right up, and he was back at his hotel in minutes. He shucked his jacket and loosened his tie before kicking off his shoes. The bed called to him, so he clutched his laptop and sat against the pillows to work there, rather than at the tiny desk in his room.

      About thirty minutes into pulling figures and preparing new investment strategies, his cell phone rang. He groaned, immediately regretting telling what’s-her-face that he was still working. Maybe she wouldn’t have called if he’d just told her something had come up and he’d be back in the morning. Too late now.

      His phone vibrated with the ring a second time as he picked it up. He smiled, his shoulders immediately relaxing when he saw Morgan’s name displayed on the screen.

      “Hi, babe.”

      “Hi, handsome. How’s your day going?”

      “God, don’t ask.” He chuckled. He could tell her about Ms. Bell’s forward behavior, but there wasn’t really a need. Morgan was the type of woman to jump on a plane just to bitch-slap his potential client for daring to come on to him. And although he liked the idea of someone putting that person in her place, Cooper had rather Morgan not get involved in the potential mess.

      Because it wasn’t a mess yet. As long as he kept Ms. Bell at arm’s length and made it through another day, he could be on his way back first thing Friday morning. Besides, he’d left the office to get away from her, so he sure as hell didn’t want to talk about her.

      “That bad, huh?”

      “Yes. How was yours?”

      “Hmm…not horrible. Got one of my clients a greater percentage of profits from the merger we’re negotiating.” She took a deep breath. “But I didn’t call you to talk to you about work.”

      “Oh? What did you call to talk about?”

      She chuckled softly. It was sound his dick knew very well. It tried to stir at the seductive sound. “Are you busy right now?”

      “Just going over some figures,” he said hesitantly.

      “Are you alone?”

      “Yes.” He smiled, liking where this was going.

      “Unzip your pants.”

      He groaned as he followed her order, relieved to release his cock from the confines of his slacks. “Done. Do you want me to send you a picture of how hard I am for you?”

      “Sounds nice.” He could hear the smile in her voice. “Maybe later. Right now, I want you to wrap that strong hand of yours around your pulsing cock and stroke it for me, baby.”

      “Fuck, where did you learn to talk dirty like that?” he asked as he gripped his penis and slowly stroked it from root to tip.

      “From you. And porn.” He heard her doing something in the background and wondered if she was taking off her clothes. At this time of day, she was usually still at her office. Surely she wasn’t— “I just sent you an email. I want you to open it,” she said, drawing him out of his thoughts.

      Cooper leaned slightly to the side and clicked to his inbox. He opened the attachment she’d sent him and gasped, “Fuck me.”

      “Not quite. I’m fucking myself.”

      He watched in rapt fascination as Morgan masturbated, using a dildo to plunge inside of her like he wished he could do right now. He groaned and began to rub his dick again.

      “Are you watching?”

      “Hell, yes. God, you look so sexy, baby.”

      “Are you touching yourself?”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “Tell me how it feels.”

      He gritted his teeth to stave off the impending orgasm. It had only been mere minutes, and he was ready to blow. “It feels…it feels good. But I like you touching me better. Your hands are so soft, gentle.”

      “I like your hands more. I love how big they are, slightly rough. Makes my skin come alive.” She paused, and he forced himself to slow his ministrations. “But, baby, do you like my hands better or my mouth?”

      Fire shot to the base of his spine and he squeezed his balls to keep from coming. “God, I love your mouth on me, babe. Love it so much.”

      “Spit in your hand.”

      He took a calming breath to steady his pounding heart as he did what she’d asked. When his moist fingers grazed his dick, he winced. “Not as good as your hot, little mouth.” Or her hot, little pussy.

      She hummed her agreement. “I love having my mouth on you. Licking you slowly as I massage your balls, lightly rake my teeth along your shaft while you teeter on the edge of pleasure and pain. You get so hard when I do that.”

      “Fuck, I’m hard as steel right now.” He stroked his shaft, avoiding the head of his cock since she hadn’t mentioned it yet in her sexy story.

      “When I’ve had my fun tormenting you, I suck the head into my mouth and tongue your slit.”

      He groaned, moving his hand higher up his dick and stroking the head. His hips raised on their own as his ass clenched in anticipation. He fucked his fist as electricity boiled in his balls. “I’m gonna come, babe. So hard.”

      “Mmm, and I love swallowing down all you have to give me. You taste so good.”

      His control snapped and he shouted as he came all over his hand and belly. He kept stoking and stroking until he was completely spent.

      “Damn,” he breathed, which ended on a soft laugh. “That was hot.”

      She chuckled. “My mission is complete. Enjoy the rest of your day, lover.”

      He was stunned into silence. She’d helped him get off, and she was ready to end the call? “What about you?” he finally asked. “I want you to come, too.”

      “Cooper, did you see the video? That was this morning, baby. I’m good.”

      He growled. “You’re more than good.”

      “I’m glad you think so.”

      “I know so. Never ever doubt that.”

      It took her a moment longer than he’d anticipated for her to reply, which left him feeling a little odd. “I won’t,” she said. When he opened his mouth to ask her if anything was wrong, she said, “I gotta go, sweetie. Took a late lunch because my meeting ran over this morning. I need to head back to the office before my three o’clock gets there.”

      He licked his dry lips. “Okay. I’ll call you later.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      So was he. Then again, he always looked forward to talking to her.

      He hung up the phone, walked into the bathroom, and stripped before turning on the shower. His body still hummed from his much-needed climax, so all he could do for the first several minutes was stand under the spray and let the water sluice off his body. While he stood there, motionless, his thoughts raced. He and Morgan were always so busy with work. One of them had to make a change or they would never see each other. He would never dream of asking her to quit her job. Hell, he deserved to have his balls cut if he was ever stupid enough to ask.

      But maybe it was time both of them had a talk and adjusted their priorities some. That conversation worried him, not because of their jobs, but because what he planned on asking her would inevitably lead to that conversation.

      The topic was long overdue, and his heart refused to put it off any longer.

      It was why he’d called his cousin a few weeks ago…and why he would visit him when he returned.

      Cooper put that thought aside and focused on his work. The sooner he got this resolved the faster he could get home to Morgan. He spent the next several hours going over various collective investment strategies for Ms. Bell, determined to find something too perfect for her to reject. It was damn near nine o’clock when his growling stomach stopped him. Rather than go out, he ordered a sandwich and a bowl of fruit from room service. When it arrived, he attacked the sub as he made a few final notes for his meeting tomorrow. By the time he closed his laptop, finished for the night, he’d eaten most of his sandwich. He downed half of the bottled water as he picked up his cell. He would’ve heard it if Morgan had called, but he checked for any missed messages anyway. As he popped a grape into his mouth he tapped her name on his phone, not wanting to wait another second to talk to her.

      “Didn’t think you were going to call,” she said in way of greeting. Her soft tone told him she wasn’t chiding him, just being matter-of-fact.

      “Sorry. Had a long afternoon. How was your day?”

      “Stressful. Still working on this merger. My client wants more. Hell, he deserves more, but I’m not sure if the buyers are willing to concede. It could fall through if I can’t get everybody on the same page.”

      “That sucks. I know you can do it.”

      Her laughter was doubtful. “We’ll see. I get paid either way.”

      “There’s my girl.” He smiled into the phone.

      “Yeah, well, your girl could use about six months on a beach somewhere away from civilization.”

      He knew she wasn’t being serious, but a vacation sounded nice. Hell, it sounded perfect. They’d both been working their asses off. They deserved a little retreat. “I couldn’t do six months, but how about two weeks?” Silence greeted him. “Morgan?”

      “Er, that would be wonderful, but I can’t take off right now.”

      “Why?” he asked, munching on a strawberry.

      “This merger, my other clients. There’s not one week—much less two—where I don’t have something scheduled for the next several months.”

      “You don’t have meetings and hearings every day.”

      “No,” she said slowly. “But I don’t have any weeks free.”

      “Okay. Then why don’t we shoot for one week? You can manage one week away. Find one that requires the least amount of rescheduling and get your assistant on it. You can free up one week.”

      “Oh my god, you’re serious.” He could hear the smile in her voice and his mouth twitched in response.

      “Hell, yes. We both need some time off.” He picked up another strawberry and smiled as ideas flooded him on how to spend the next few hours with her. “Do we have any fruit in the house?”

      “Um, I think there might be oranges in the kitchen. Maybe something else in the fridge. Why?”

      “Get it. Whatever we have. You got to play earlier today. Now it’s my turn.”

      “With fruit?” she asked dubiously.

      “Mmm. Yeah.” He took a small bite of the strawberry, his cock thickening as he thought of how sweet she tasted. “Definitely with fruit.”

      She chuckled. “Okay. Give me a sec.” He heard her rummaging around. “No oranges, but I found some apples and canned peaches.”

      Peaches. Perfect. “Grab them both. By the time I’m through with you, you’re going to be covered in their decadent juices.”

      “I like the sound of that,” she said huskily.

      So did he. Fuck. So did he.
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      “Good afternoon, Mr. Youngblood,” the receptionist said when Cooper walked into the office after lunch. He’d had every intention of coming in early this morning to prepare alternate investment strategy for Ms. Bell, hoping it’d be enough to entice her to sign on, and he could go home. That’d been before he’d stayed up late with Morgan. God, he’d loved every second of it, but he was grateful for every moment with her, regardless of what they were doing.

      When his alarm went off this morning, he’d muttered some profanities at it before turning it off. He barely remembered rolling over, intending on dragging himself out of bed, but then the sun had shone through a sliver of an opening through the curtains, and he’d bolted out of bed before he’d fully woken up. He hated he was late, but no way would he regret the reason why.

      “Good morning…I’m sorry. I don’t remember your name.”

      She smiled. “It’s Penelope.”

      “Penelope. Got it, and please call me Cooper.”

      “Yes, sir. Ms. Bell was looking for you earlier. She said she’ll return after her lunch reservation.” Frowning slightly, she added, “She wasn’t in the best of moods this morning.”

      Of that, he had no doubt. “Thank you.”

      He went into his temporary office and set up his laptop. He had a dozen emails to deal with before gathering a new proposal. He was getting a late start, but he was still determined to leave sooner than scheduled.

      His phone buzzed.

      “Hey,” he said once he accepted the call.

      “Where have you been? I’ve tried calling all morning,” Marty said.

      “In bed, but I’m here now.”

      “Probably not the best idea hooking up with a potential client, but hey whatever works.” He laughed.

      “Not funny. You know I think she’s hitting on me.”

      “Take one for the team.” He was joking, but Cooper was not amused. “At least play her game,” he said more seriously. “Just do it smarter than her and close the deal.”

      “Fuck that. In fact, I’m gonna try to get out of here a day early.”

      “Cooper, we need—”

      “And then I’m going to schedule a week off whenever Morgan is available.” She’d seemed on board with the idea last night, and he was going to make sure she worked on freeing up time for a vacation. If he had to entice her with a kickass getaway already planned and booked, he’d do it.

      “Dude, we can’t risk taking time off right now. We knew starting this venture was going to take a lot of dedication. We need a solid stable of rich clients. Not only do they require more investment advice and portfolio management, which we get fees for, but the commission on a high-net-worth investor is a hell of a lot more than the same commission rate on a Joe Blow.

      “I know how the numbers work, and frankly, I don’t think you’re taking into account the ratio of time I put in versus the reward we get out of my sacrifice. I travel all over pitching to prospects.”

      “You’re the closer. I’m the numbers guy.”

      Cooper laughed mirthlessly. “Dude, I scored better than you on the Series 7 Exam, and had a higher rate of return the last three years. Try again.”

      “You’re still the one clients love.”

      He sighed. “I don’t have time to get into this, but when I get back, we’re going to reassess our market strategy. There are a lot more Joe Blows in the world than ultra-rich.”

      “You’re killing the dream, man,” Marty said.

      “Maybe, but right now I gotta prepare another plan to present to her. Thinking I’m going to allocate ten percent to alternatives and decrease the bonds. She didn’t like the idea of carrying a lower cash balance.”

      “A less aggressive strategy won’t net her more money. If we can’t show her that, she’d have no reason to switch to us.”

      “I’m aware of that. I want to try shifting some other elements around, too, so why don’t you log in and run other scenarios? She won’t go below fifteen percent cash.”

      “I’m on it,” Marty said and ended the call.

      He and Marty didn’t always see eye-to-eye on business matters, but his partner wasn’t afraid to experiment with investment options to come up with a unique method tailored to a client. It was the individualism they were selling, but Cooper was quickly learning there was an appeal to investment planning on a macro level.

      He spent the next several hours detailing a new proposal while gathering the scenarios Marty worked up. When he’d heard voices out front, he didn’t stop working. The only time he paused was when his phone dinged at an incoming text. It’d been from Justin.

      “The eagle has landed.”

      He’d stopped working briefly enough to reply his appreciation and inform him he’d be by the moment he landed.

      He’d talk to Marty about traveling less, so he could spend more time with Morgan. She had agreed to take a vacation, which meant quality time together and plenty of opportunities for special memories.

      Everything was coming together. He just needed to finish the proposal and get on the first plane back.

      It was late in the afternoon when Penelope returned from the copy shop getting the three portfolio alternatives he and Marty had come up with printed out in custom packages.

      “These look great,” he said with a smile.

      “My sister owns a little store in the valley. Does all kinds of paper products. Invitations, business packets, you name it.” She handed him his credit card and receipt for the purchase.

      “Wow, this isn’t much more than what we paid for the one portfolio I came with, and she did three at this price and in such a short period of time?”

      “She also ships internationally, so if you ever want to switch from your big box store printer, her information is right there.” She pointed to a business card attached to the receipt.

      “I’ll definitely keep her in mind,” he said as he perused the papers once more, completely amazed at the quality.

      “If there’s nothing else, I’m going to head home.”

      He glanced at his watch. “Jeez, I didn’t realize it was so late. Of course.” He nodded.

      When she walked out he quickly arranged the packets in the order he wanted to present them in. He doubted Ms. Bell would be returning this evening, and he couldn’t blame her. He did miss her earlier when he’d been the one to reschedule their meeting yesterday.

      A knock sounded on his door.

      “Come on in, Penelope.”

      “I passed her in the lobby,” Ms. Bell said as she walked in. “Good afternoon.”

      Cooper stood automatically. “Good afternoon,” he replied. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here this morning. I’ve been finalizing three portfolio options which are ready for your review.”

      She sat down across from him. “All right. Let’s hear it.”

      Cooper spent the next hour going over all three and how their differing strategies presented various risks and rewards. She nodded along and at times asked relevant questions. He wasn’t sure she was completely on board yet, but she seemed more open to what his business could do for her than she had the last time they discussed investment methods.

      She stood and walked around the room. “I must say I’m surprised. You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

      “And why is that surprising? We may have recently started our business, but we come with experience and years of proven profits for our clients.”

      “Brains and brawn in one package. That’s rare, Mr. Youngblood,” she said as she looked him up and down.

      Here we go again.

      “I’ve worked hard to get where I’m at.”

      “Interesting,” she said, almost a purr. “Tell me, just how hard will you work for me? I need personal attention.”

      He completely ignored the sexual innuendo. “My firm will make sure you’re very well taken care of. We can’t guarantee returns, but history speaks for itself.

      “Mmm, I like your firm, Mr. Youngblood.

      Shit. Again with the double entendre.

      Marty’s words from earlier drifted through his mind. “Play her game…just do it smarter.”

      He hated playing games. If he thought there wasn’t a snowball’s chance in Hell she’d hire them, he wouldn’t even consider it. He’d cut his losses and go. She seemed genuinely intrigued when discussing the third option, though, so there was a possibility she’d switch. If he could work a little magic to close this deal faster, he should.

      Without giving it a second thought, he smiled at her. Not the fake one he used for formal business meetings. He gave her a real, healthy smile. “Call me Cooper.”

      She bit her lip. “Well, now. That’s a start.”
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      Morgan smiled as she walked into the apartment after work on Thursday. She still remembered the look on her assistant’s face when she told her to find a week for her to take off. Morgan had never taken a vacation. At least not like this. She was determined to be completely off the grid for seven full days with nothing but Cooper and Bahama Mamas to entertain her.

      Not only had she called him yesterday afternoon for a little phone sex—or phone blow job—he’d called her again that night and talked dirty to her into the wee hours of the morning. She’d done things with fruit that’d make a porn star blush! They’d both come last night. First her. Then him. Then her again. And finally they’d come together. It had been one of the most intense lovemaking sessions they’d ever shared. And sticky. Very sticky. She’d had to shower before going to bed, change the sheets, and shower again this morning.

      She’d do it all over again. Not because of the sex, but because it had happened all while talking to each other. A connection to him she’d long missed. She loved Cooper, loved things he made her feel…both physical and emotional. But she’d been missing the latter one of late. They’d both stopped talking…communicating.

      No more.

      She’d concentrate on strengthening their bond from here on out and not worry about the negative what-ifs. It was knowing she’d focus on that objective that helped her get through today. And maybe because she had every intention of recreating their intimacy tonight.

      She wasn’t a eunuch.

      Only this time it would be via Skype and no fruit. Sure, talking dirty over the phone was a turn-on, but doing it online with the added visual stimulation was so much hotter. The little taste she’d had of that the first night was enough to sell her on the idea. Hell, it could become their thing every time one of them had to go out of town.

      She giggled as she set up her laptop. Maybe tonight she’d set up a little striptease for him, make him watch her dance seductively until he couldn’t take the erotic torture anymore. He’d kicked things up with the fruit last night. Now it was her turn. First things first…she needed a shower. She quickly jumped in, washed, and shaved all the appropriate body parts. When she got out and dried off, she slathered lotion all over. Granted, he couldn’t smell her, but if she didn’t feel sexy, she couldn’t sell him on it either.

      By the time she donned a lacy teddy, hooker heels, and a pearl necklace—for both the sophisticated sexy look and the play on words—she was more than ready to make the call. It was barely seven o’clock, but he should be back at the hotel by now, and she was too eager to wait. She climbed onto the bed and propped her laptop onto her lap. She fired off a fast text telling Cooper she was connecting to him and didn’t wait for a reply back.

      He didn’t pick up.

      She frowned and grabbed her phone again. He hadn’t replied either. That was odd. Maybe he was getting dinner and didn’t have his phone handy. She was a little hungry herself, so that was probably all it was.

      Then he replied. He was still at his office. He’d probably stepped away to use the bathroom or something. But why was he still at work? She got up and put on her robe before trying to connect to him online again. She doubted anybody would be around that late, but she didn’t want to take any chances. This time, he answered when she called.

      “Hi, baby,” he said breathlessly. He raked his hand through his hair and looked to the side to shuffled some papers.

      “Hey, Cooper. You look really busy. I can call you later.” God, she felt bad for interrupting him now. She knew what it was like to be in the middle of working on something and hating being bothered, pulled out of her concentration. He was on a business trip after all, and tomorrow was the last business day of the week. Maybe things were turning around for him with his proposed client.

      “Yeah, I’m trying to get out of here. Shouldn’t be too much longer.” He leaned forward and grabbed something behind the computer. She’d noticed his tie was missing and the first button of his shirt had been undone when he’d connected with her, adding to his restless-looking state, but what she saw just then caused her heart to stall…then pound erratically.

      There was something red on his collar and the side of his neck. If it was just on his shirt, it could’ve been a stain. Or just on his neck, it could’ve been a mark left from rubbing the tension there. But it was on both. It could only be one thing.

      Lipstick.

      She couldn’t breathe. She tried swallowing to help the air get into her body, but it wasn’t helping. Her ears were burning as her gaze stayed locked on his shirt. His neck.

      His fucking neck.

      His tie was off. Shirt unbuttoned.

      Oh god, he wasn’t flustered because he was stressed about work. He was distracted because he’d been caught fooling around with another woman.

      “I can call you when I get done instead of you calling me back,” he said, picking up a file.

      Yeah, she just bet he would. She blinked furiously to stall her tears. “Don’t bother,” she muttered. She’d been such a fool. Their lack of communication hadn’t been because of their workload. Cooper was cheating on her. Cheating! That fucking bastard! Why had he even bothered experimenting with her, strengthening their connection last night if he had a woman on the side?

      She was going to be sick.

      His head snapped up at the tone of her voice. “What’s wrong?”

      She laughed without mirth, shaking her head. She stared at the ceiling for several seconds, gathering her wits while the noise on the other end halted. When she looked at him again, he was completely frozen in place, watching her. “Got a little something on your shirt.”

      He frowned and wiped right where the evidence was, giving himself away again. If he hadn’t known about it, then the chances of him rubbing that specific spot were slim. The fact that he went right to that spot only incriminated him further. He pulled his hand away and shrugged. All he’d managed to do was maybe smear it on his neck without getting any on his hand. So it was expensive makeup then.

      “It’s not your color, Cooper. I wouldn’t even wear lipstick that dark.”

      He paled. “Shit, it’s not what you think.”

      Her lip quivered. He was going to deny it. Of course he was. She’d seen denial enough in her line of work to spot it a mile away. Hell, if he were her client she’d advise him to shut the hell up and not say anything damning. But he wasn’t her client, and she wanted to hear his excuse. Him denying his actions wouldn’t give her the details she needed. How the hell did he think he’d make her believe this was some kind of mistake? Did he think she’d fall for that? Did he think her a complete and total idiot?

      As she stared at his determined expression, she knew the answer. Yes, yes, he did.

      “Convenient words since I think you’re a liar.”

      “Baby, please—”

      The door sounded to the side of him, and his gaze jerked in that direction.

      “The fuck?” he gasped.

      That’s when she saw it.

      Her. Not it.

      A half-naked woman. Dressed in lingerie, hair pulled up, and wearing a tie around her neck.

      His tie.

      The same tie Morgan had worn the day he’d left for his business trip.

      She choked on a sob, and Cooper’s gaze snapped to her. “Oh no. No, no, no. Listen to me—”

      She slammed the computer shut, yanked the cord out of the wall, and jumped off the bed as if it would burn her. She cried as she took off the robe and removed the negligee she’d worn for him. Her shoes were strewn at the side of the bed as she crumpled to the floor sobbing.

      How could he do this to her? To them? She never thought he’d do anything like this. She loved him so much. God, she loved him so much it hurt, and right now she was in agony. She’d never felt pain like this before. Her throat ached as she screamed.

      Her heart ached even more.

      The sound of her phone ringing barely registered to her.

      She didn’t answer it.
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      The alarm clock lay broken on the floor. It had demanded Morgan get up and go to work hours ago.

      Right. And her life wasn’t falling apart at the seams.

      How could she go to work, face topnotch businessmen and wrangle them into submission when she couldn’t even keep her boyfriend in line. She couldn’t. She knew this, which was why she’d called her assistant first thing and had her cancel all her meetings for the day. She’d never called in sick before, but her hoarse throat helped her excuse. When the young college grad told her she’d cleared her schedule three weeks from now for her vacation, it had been all Morgan could do not to bawl.

      At least all the screaming and crying last night aided to her getting out of work today without much explanation. Oh, she was sick all right. Just not with a cold. And no way was she going to tell Peyton her vacation was off. She could use that week to move into a new place. She swallowed a sob as an even colder reality set in. She and Cooper were over.

      Her phone rang several times since she’d woken up—if one could call what she’d been doing sleep—and she refused to even look at it. She couldn’t wait until the battery drained and it died. If she found the strength to get out of bed, she’d take the battery out of it.

      Banging on the door jolted her in the bed. She rubbed her puffy eyes and looked at the clock on the floor again. Shit. It was probably Cooper coming to beg forgiveness. There had been plenty of time for him to change his flight and get back here to talk to her. Well he could forget it! She was in no mood to talk to him right now. With the chain on the door, he wouldn’t be able to get in, so she was safe from having to face him just yet.

      But the pounding continued. It wouldn’t let up as she lay there, staring at the ceiling. She was surprised he wasn’t yelling through the door, but if she didn’t put a stop to it, the neighbors might call the police anyway.

      She could do this, she thought, nodding to herself. She didn’t have to look at him, only crack the door open and tell him to leave her alone. After she secured the belt around her robe, she marched into the living room and up to the door. The pounding continued and she took a steadying breath before opening it.

      “I have nothing to say to you,” she whispered heatedly without looking.

      “You better open this door before I pee everywhere,” Sophie said.

      Morgan groaned and pushed the door closed so she could unlock it completely. What was her friend doing here?

      “About damn time,” Sophie muttered pushing through, dropping her purse, and jogging to the hallway were the guest bathroom was. She left the door open, so Morgan heard her sigh of relief as she urinated. “I was giving you thirty more seconds before I busted out the emergency axe and started hacking away at your door. We were supposed to have lunch today, remember? The baby is spending the day with his grandma.”

      Oh crap. She’d totally forgotten about that.

      “When you didn’t answer your phone, I went to your office. Your assistant said you were sick. Then you didn’t answer the door. I thought you were dead!”

      “Yes, you were so concerned about my wellbeing that you plowed me over as soon as I opened the door.”

      The toilet flushed and water ran before Sophie came out, patting her hands on her jeans. “You answered, but my bladder couldn’t wait any longer. I didn’t want to have to go home and change my panties because I piddled every—” Sophie halted, cutting herself of as soon as she saw Morgan. “Oh shit. What’s wrong?” she asked, all trace of humor gone.

      Morgan shook her head slightly, feeling the tears forming and not wanting them to fall again. She was the strong one of the group. Okay, Brindle was the strong one, but Morgan was the practical one, and practicality did not tears make.

      Sophie slowly stepped over to where Morgan stood. “Your eyes are red and puffy. I know vomiting can make that happen, but I get the feeling you’ve been crying.” When Morgan glanced away, Sophie continued, “You have. What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “Cooper.” That was all she could say.

      “Oh god, did you talk to him over the phone about your problems? I thought you were going to wait until he got back.” She squeezed her arm, so Morgan would look at her. “What did he say?”

      She pulled away and walked to the couch. Sophie followed. “He didn’t have to say anything. I caught him fooling around with another woman.”

      “What?” Sophie squeaked. “No way. That’s impossible. Are you sure you didn’t misread whatever it was you saw?”

      “You mean the half-naked woman in his office and her lipstick all over him? Nope, I’m fairly certain I read it all correctly.

      Her jaw dropped, and Morgan related to whatever feeling of disbelief her friend was experiencing right at that moment. She’d been suspended in a state of surrealism since last night.

      “Son of a bitch,” Sophie muttered. “I-I don’t know what to say.” She shook her head. “Are you okay? Oh god, of course you’re not okay.” She pulled her into a hug, and Morgan allowed it. She didn’t have the energy to push her away even though the comfort felt more like pity. “What did he say when you confronted him?”

      She sighed and released Sophie. “He started to deny it, but I ended the connection before he could spew a bunch of crap. My phone rang half the night,” she said softly.

      “And you thought I was him knocking on the door.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Yeah,” she answered anyway. “The chain was locked.”

      “Ahh.” The moment of silence dragged on. “What are you going to do?” Sophie asked gently.

      Morgan blinked at her. There was only one thing to do. “Move out.”

      Sophie’s face fell as if she were the one feeling this gut-wrenching pain, and Morgan had to force the waterworks back because she knew her friend was feeling the pain. Because of Morgan.

      “Sweetie, you need to talk to him. I get you’re upset. Hell, I have half a mind to call every man I know and lure Cooper down a dark alley for the beat-down of the century. And I’m not a violent person. That shows you how much my female side wants to hurt him, but my logical side knows he should be given a chance to explain.”

      She didn’t want Cooper physically harmed, but the thought of their male friends standing up for her made her feel a little warm inside. Their circle of friends was tight and none of the men would allow harm to come to any of the women. It didn’t matter though. It all came down to one thing. “He’s just going to deny it.”

      Sophie took a deep breath and patted her leg. “If he has half a brain, he would deny it until his dying day.”

      “So you know he’s going to lie about it. Why would I want to listen to his shit story?”

      “Because you’re a lawyer and the best arguer I know. You’re trained to pick up on any clue. If he’s lying, he doesn’t stand a chance.”

      Morgan swallowed and looked away. “I don’t know if I can face him. It’s not the same as questioning a party to a case. I love him.” Her voice broke.

      Sophie pulled her into a side hug. “I know you do. That’s why you need to let him talk to you about this. If you didn’t love him, you could dump him without listening to his side of things. It’s because you love him that you owe it to yourself to hear him out.”

      “God, I hate it when you’re right,” she mumbled. She looked at Sophie then. “I just—not yet. I’m not ready, and I can’t stay here. Not tonight. I don’t know when he’ll be home, and I can’t have him just showing up when I’m not…” She sighed. “I need time to prepare myself before I see him.”

      Sophie tucked a strand of Morgan’s hair behind her ear. “You can stay with us. Alexander might keep you up half the night since he’s teething, but you’re more than welcome to stay. In fact, I insist. I’d feel better if you were with me.”

      Morgan squeezed her eyes shut and a few lingering tears spilled over. She exhaled slowly as she nodded. “I need to pack a bag.”

      “And put on clothes. If you go out like that you could end up on one of those People of Walmart videos. YouTube is not your friend right now.”

      Morgan forced a soft, pitiful laugh as she stood up, though she wasn’t in the mood for humor. She walked back to her room and stared longingly at her bed. She knew she couldn’t stay here, but part of her wanted to crawl back into memory foam heaven, throw the covers over her head, and sleep for a few days. Or a week or two. She bit her lip to keep from crying again as she walked to her closet and pulled out an overnight bag. She’d only take what she needed for the night. Cooper was due back tomorrow anyway, and that was assuming he didn’t show up early.

      She had maybe twenty-four hours to cry and sulk before she had to confront him. Sophie was right, though. As a lawyer, Morgan argued for a living and had faced many a tough adversary. Still, she understood nothing could prepare her for what was to come. She knew better than anyone that in order to win an argument, you had to stay detached. Maybe she should take one of her power suits with her just in case. It could help her remain businesslike. Anyone personally tied to a given situation would never be able to remain objective. She’d need all the help she could get.

      A man who is his own lawyer has a fool for a client.

      There’d been many variations of this saying throughout the centuries, which was well known in the legal field. She wouldn’t be surprised at all if it had originated from a woman. Probably the wife of the town counsellor who’d found herself dealing with a cheating-ass man who’d gotten caught in the petticoats of a stable maid. Poor Beatrice, she thought as she gave the imaginary, historical woman an identity. All she ever did was love, honor, and obey her husband. Because she’d had no other choice. Her legal identity dissolved the moment she became Mrs. Edmund Heyworth. Good thing she and Cooper never got married.

      Women might be able to practice law now and be appreciated for their minds, but centuries later it seemed men still thought with their dicks.

      “What’s taking you so long?” Sophie called out.

      “I’m coming,” she said out loud. Then she muttered, “Just mentally understanding Beatrice’s plight.”

      “Who?” Sophie asked from the doorway.

      Morgan jumped. “Jeez. I didn’t know you were standing right there.”

      “Sorry. You ready to go?”

      “What does one wear for the worst confrontation of her life?” she asked, looking into her closet again. “I don’t own a petticoat.”

      “I’m not quite sure how to respond to that,” Sophie said slowly. “But I’mma say maybe a low-cut top to show him what he’s gonna miss?” She phrased it like a question.

      “Power suit it is.”
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      “Where is she?”

      Morgan groaned at the sound of that voice.

      She wasn’t ready for this, but she should’ve known it was coming.

      “What’re you doing here, Brindle?” Morgan asked as she hugged the pillow, gaze not leaving the movie she was streaming. P.S. I Love You always made her cry even when she didn’t need a good one like this. A man who loved his wife so much, he sent her love letters from beyond the grave? Incredibly romantic.

      Devastatingly sad.

      And totally fiction.

      Brindle rounded the corner and saw what she was watching. “Oh Jesus, it’s worse than I thought,” she mumbled. “Get in here quick,” she called out behind her.

      “Who—ugh.” Morgan couldn’t get out the question before her eyes answered it. “What are you all doing here?”

      Taylor walked in, followed by Hannah and Reagan. When Sophie came into view, she said, “Sorry. Called in reinforcements.”

      “But she didn’t tell us shit,” Brindle said as she kicked off her cowgirl boots. The woman lived in those things.

      “Not my story to tell, and that petticoat comment freaked me out,” Sophie said as she sat beside Morgan and put a couple of bowls of popcorn on the table.

      Morgan rolled her eyes.

      “Is there butter on that?” Hannah asked as she reached for it but pulled her hand back, waiting for an answer.

      “Calories aren’t your enemy,” Brindle said with an eyeroll. Then she looked at Morgan. “I’ll be so glad when she finally gets hitched and can put this nonsense to rest.”

      Morgan glanced at Hannah. “Maybe it’s a good thing you’re not married. Makes breaking up so much easier.”

      Someone gasped.

      Sophie patted her knee, and Morgan bit her lip to keep it from quivering.

      “Don’t suppose anybody needs a roommate?” She asked when she knew her voice wouldn’t crack. “I’m suddenly in the market for a new place.” She felt the heated stares of her friends, but she didn’t look at any of them. She couldn’t. Not without breaking down into a sobbing mess.

      She’d save that for later when she was alone again with Gerard Butler and Hilary Swank.

      “What. Did. He. Do?” Brindle finally asked.

      “Not what. Who. And I don’t know her name.” It was irrelevant anyway.

      “How…” Reagan asked, but never finished her question.

      “Did he just come out and tell you?” Hannah asked.

      “Oh no.” Morgan laughed without any humor. “I caught him.”

      “What?” Brindle asked. “He’s outta town. Did you make a surprise trip to see him? You know that’s not how phone sex works, right?”

      “I didn’t go anywhere.” Morgan said with a sigh. She didn’t want to rehash everything that’d gone down, but it’d be faster to just relay the whole story to her friends. So she did.

      Every wretched detail.

      Sophie rubbed her back. Brindle and Taylor glared. Reagan sat with her mouth open. Hannah stuffed hers with buttery goodness while her eyes stayed rounded with apparent shock.

      “It’s not what you think.” Taylor said incredulously as she repeated Cooper’s statement. “I call bullshit.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “Total bullshit,” Brindle said, nowhere near as heated as Taylor had. Brindle sounded almost resigned. She’d had her fair share of awful boyfriends, and Morgan had no doubt Brindle had heard those words before.

      Never in a million years did Morgan think she’d ever hear them from Cooper.

      “What are you going to say to him?” Hannah asked.

      “I have no idea.”

      “What if it’s not what you think?” Reagan asked.

      “Girl—”

      “No, really,” Reagan continued, cutting off whatever Brindle was going to say. “My cousin, Leigh, has been accused of being the other woman in the heat of the moment before, and she said it’s really awkward.”

      “Are you talking about the stripper?” Taylor asked.

      “Yeah. Guys hire entertainers all the time for their buddies,” she said, stressing the more politically correct term. “Usually, they don’t even know about it ahead of time, and it’s all in good fun. Nothing sexual happens. They dress up and fulfill a fantasy.”

      “Really?” Morgan asked sarcastically. “She have any petticoats I can borrow?”

      “Again with the petticoats,” Sophie said in confusion, looking at the other ladies in the room.

      “Never mind. If she were a stripper he wouldn’t have looked so…” she trailed off, trying to find the word.

      “Shocked?” Sophie offered.

      Morgan shook her head. That wasn’t it.

      “Cocky?” Brindle asked.

      No, that wasn’t the word, either.

      “Brindle,” Reagan whispered heatedly before Morgan got a chance to respond.

      “What?” she asked, glancing around. “Don’t act like it’s out of the realm of possibility for a man to gloat over something like this. Most of them are pigs.”

      “He’s not Trent,” Hannah said around a handful of popcorn. She hadn’t said it hateful, just matter-of-factly.

      “Doomed,” Morgan said before exhaling heavily. “He looked doomed.” It was the best way she could explain it. When she spoke, they all looked at her, and she shrugged. “You know those commercials with the happy couple or family riding along in a car without a care in the world when a truck suddenly, and without any warning whatsoever, comes speeding outta nowhere?” She looked down at her hands as she twisted them nervously. “To make sure the audience understands just how awful it’s going to be, the camera pans to the driver—a man—who witnesses his fate and can’t do anything to save himself?” She glanced up. “That’s how he looked. Like he was enjoying the ride of his life and looked up to see me barreling toward him.”

      No one said anything.

      Hannah crunched her popcorn slowly while obviously rapt in Morgan’s words.

      “That’s deep,” Taylor said.

      “So, umm, why are you the truck?” Brindle asked, tilting her head to the side.

      “Because he’d still be enjoying that ride if it wasn’t for me.”

      “Oh, I get the ride analogy.” She looked to Sophie. “She’s talking about sex.”

      “I know that,” Sophie said, unable to hide her irritation. “Just because Sawyer, and I didn’t do it for a while doesn’t mean I forgot how to ride that bike.”

      “Can we please stop talking about riding,” Hannah said as she pushed the popcorn away and sat back in her seat. “I need to get on an exercise bike when I leave here.”

      “I’m serious,” Brindle said, and Morgan knew from her tone before that she hadn’t been joking. “If the commercial is the analogy of your life, then the half-naked whore is the truck. You were just enjoying life’s ride.” She looked at Hannah. “Sorry.”

      Hannah shrugged.

      “I can’t be so sure about that.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know why. The best thing going for us had been sex, but relationships can’t survive on that alone. I’d wanted to find a way for us to connect on a deeper level because I love him and want to be with him, but now it makes perfect sense why he’d been distant. Not that I’d realized it was actually distance before.” She laughed without humor. “I mean I know I said that, but I’d blamed our schedules. It’d felt like we were in a long-distance relationship while living under the same roof. Married people get comfortable in their routines all the time, but we’re not even married, yet. It didn’t even dawn on me that he could’ve been cheating.”

      How had she ended up here? Before he’d left, she’d likened herself to a cow he was getting for free, but did it even really matter at this point how she’d felt then? Those concerns felt like a lifetime ago and were completely irrelevant now. No matter how much she’d wanted to find ways to get closer to him, he’d already pulled away from her.

      Brindle’s eyebrow rose. “Well now, I think that’s the first time you’ve ever mentioned getting married.”

      Morgan squeezed her eyes shut. “Doesn’t matter now.”

      “Oh, I think it does,” Sophie said. “You’ve talked a lot about how you don’t have to get married to spend your life with the man you love.”

      “She’s right,” Hannah said. “You have.”

      “Yeah, but just because I’ve pointed out that one fact doesn’t mean I was against the other possibility.” She was probably just trying to justify feeling like that free cow.

      “Well now, I call bullshit,” Taylor said. “Girl, you died on that hill a long time ago.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked, rearing back.

      “It means exactly how it sounds,” Brindle said softly, which should’ve been a warning because Brindle was rarely the calming voice of the group. “You’d sooner burn your bra with your tits still in it before you’d let the law classify you as belonging to someone else.”

      That sounded more like her.

      “That was unnecessarily graphic,” Reagan muttered.

      “And what’s wrong with that?” Morgan asked, ignoring Reagan’s comment.

      “Nothing. Just own it, girl. You don’t want to get married.”

      “No, I don’t want to become a Beatrice. This isn’t the fifteenth century. I shouldn’t have to lose my identity to enter into a spousal contract.”

      “That doesn’t sound remotely romantic,” Hannah said.

      “But an Elvis impersonator does?” she asked incredulously.

      “Hey now. No need to judge your friends. If she wants Elvis, she gets Elvis,” Taylor said. “When you have your spousal contract signing ceremony, we’ll celebrate however you want. I could totally use a good bra burning bash.”

      “God, I’m sorry. You’re right.”

      “I don’t really want Elvis,” Hannah said, frowning.

      “Not the point,” Brindle said from the side of her mouth. “Eat some popcorn.”

      “You don’t have to apologize,” Sophie said. “You’ve been dealt a shock, and it’s our job to see you through it.”

      “But part of that help is a reality check,” Brindle said. “I know I’ve been hating on men ever since Trent, but deep down I know they’re not all bad.”

      “We don’t have time for your breakthrough right now,” Taylor said. “We have another crisis to deal with.”

      “Hush. Let me finish.” She faced Morgan. “I mean a solid ninety percent are downright awful.”

      “And there we go,” Hannah said as she reached for some more popcorn.

      “So regardless if this is the end of you and Cooper, you still have to decide what you want out of relationships.”

      “Somewhere between feeling like a cow and a colonial.”

      “Jesus, you’re the thinnest one in this room,” Sophie said.

      Hannah frowned and sat back from the snacking bowl.

      “No. As in, why buy the cow when he’s getting the milk for free.”

      “There is nothing wrong with being purely physical. I’mma just lactate all over men from now on,” Brindle said.

      “Eww,” Reagan said.

      “But that’s me,” Brindle continued. “You do you. You have to figure out what it is you want.”

      “I know that.”

      “Good. Because I gotta tell ya, babe, we all know that man, and this doesn’t sound like him. What if you’re letting your fear control the narrative?”

      “I know what I saw.”

      “I don’t doubt that for a second. Not one second. In fact, there is no picking sides because I’m already suited up in armor standing behind you ready for battle.”

      “I thought I already died on that hill,” she said, trying to joke but falling flat.

      “Probably in a previous life,” Sophie said.

      “Shit, probably in all of her previous lives. Poor Beatrice,” Taylor said with a half-smile.

      “The institute of marriage freaks me out, too,” Hannah said gently.

      “I don’t like being scared. It makes me feel weak.” There it was. The crux of Morgan’s insecurity.

      “Okay,” Sophie said. "I think we can all understand that but let me ask you something. What are you more scared of? Breaking up or getting married?”

      “Or meeting the parents?” Taylor added as she yanked the bowl of popcorn from in front of Hannah and grabbed a handful. “Because that’s freaking terrifying.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Hannah said. “Just be yourself. They’ll love you as much as Bryson does.”

      “You say that now,” she mumbled. At least she’d covered her mouth.

      “She’s already met Cooper’s family. That doesn’t count,” Reagan said before turning her attention to Morgan. “So which freaks you out more? Breaking up with the man you love or marrying him?”

      “Breaking up,” she said without hesitation. It was a moot point if he’d been cheating on her, but if there was a chance she’d jumped to conclusions and things weren’t as they seemed? That was totally different. It’d change everything.

      She wouldn’t get her hopes up, though. They’d have to talk about what happened and face the consequences. Whatever they were.

      “At least that’s not the hardest thing you’ll ever have to do in life,” Sophie said.

      “Then what is?” Morgan asked.

      “Being in a relationship.”

      “Amen to that,” Brindle said.

      Morgan completely agreed.
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      Cooper grabbed his luggage from baggage claim and made his way to the parking lot. The last thirty-six hours had been the worst of his life. He’d tried to change his flight to yesterday, but the only thing available had so many connecting flights that it hadn’t been worth the effort. He’d had to stay another day. In Hell.

      And as long as Veronica Bell still had a heartbeat in her chest, she’d be the female personification of Satan. He wouldn’t be surprised if the woman had real horns and a forked tongue. After realizing the other day she’d been coming onto him, he did his best to maintain professional distance from her. The last thing he wanted was to be in an awkward position of having to let her down. The woman knew he was involved. Hell, she’d asked about Morgan on Monday.

      Still she dug her devil claws into him.

      Marty had suggested Cooper play the game on the field she wanted, so he did. He hadn’t realized he’d been playing with a professional. When she’d leaned over his shoulder to get a closer look at some figures he’d pulled up, he hadn’t been prepared for her sneak attack. The woman had the gall to kiss his neck. He shivered remembering the contact. He’d yelled at her to back the fuck off, that nothing was happening between them.

      Everything had gone downhill after that.

      “Hey,” Marty said when Cooper rolled his baggage into the parking lot.

      He gritted his teeth. “I told you I left my car here. I don’t need a ride.” Cooper was irritated with Marty for not only suggesting he play ball with the woman, but also because if the man had gone instead of him, he wouldn’t be in this mess.

      Yes, he’d been playing the what-if game ever since Thursday night.

      “I know. I just wanted to let you know Ms. Bell called and agreed to sign on with our firm.”

      Cooper gaped at him. “No fucking way,” he seethed, moving past Marty to the extended-stay parking area.

      “I told her you probably wouldn’t agree.”

      Cooper whirled. “Probably? Probably! Are you fucking serious, man?” He started to walk off again when Marty grabbed his arm.

      “She’s worth millions, dude. We need her. Sometimes we have to do things we’re not proud off. That’s business.”

      “I told you what happened. That bitch doesn’t like taking no for an answer. I’m in some serious shit with Morgan. She hasn’t been taking my calls. I doubt she’s even read my emails. It’s Ms. Bell’s fault, and you want me to take her on as a client? Hell no.”

      He started moving again.

      “What if I deal with her from now on? You want less face time with clients anyway. This is a good place for me to start.”

      Cooper didn’t even stop. Marty had missed the point entirely when he’d mentioned reassessing their business strategy. He considered retorting some smart-ass remark, but he didn’t have time to debate this with his business partner. Right now, he had more important things to do. He’d already wasted enough brain cells this week on that vile woman.

      Once he tossed his luggage into the truck, he hauled ass over to Justin’s house. It took all his strength not to go straight to his apartment. He wanted to see Morgan, talk to her, but Justin’s place was not only on the way, he also had something Cooper needed.

      Something he hoped would help smooth things over with his girlfriend.

      He parked in the driveway, left his cell phone charging in his truck, and petted Justin’s dog before walking up to the front steps. The door swung open before he reached it.

      “You’re early.”

      Cooper nodded and shoved his hands in his pockets, hoping he looked relaxed…knowing he felt anything but. “Came straight from the airport. How does it look?”

      Justin smiled and waved toward the door. “C’mon in. I’ll get it for you.”

      They stepped into his nicely kept house, and Cooper sat on the couch while Justin went into another room. When he walked back in with a package, Cooper’s heart raced. He’d only heard it described and seen images of it when Justin had texted him some photos.

      Which he’d promptly deleted.

      The man had sworn up and down it was the best his money could buy, and now he’d get to see it in person.

      “Here you are. One two-carat diamond solitaire, wrapped in another carat of diamonds, set in platinum.”

      His hands shook as he took the little black velvet box from his cousin. Justin was a gemologist and had taken over his grandfather’s jewelry store when he’d retired. Cooper had always gone to Justin whenever he needed anything of the sparkly kind. If he ever considered ordering something online, his cousin would kick his ass across state lines and back again.

      When he opened it, he had to stop himself from gasping like some chick. “Wow. It’s amazing.” It looked so huge. “Is the stone supposed to sit that high up?”

      “It’s a halo setting,” he said as if Cooper was supposed to know what that meant. “And it’s not high. It’s all the rage right now. If she doesn’t love you already, she will once she sees this ring.”

      Cooper throat dried, and he had to swallow a few times before speaking. “I’m sure she will.”

      Justin lightly punched him in the shoulder. “And if she says no, I’ll give you your money back. Even after removing the inscription, I can make a nice profit off that ring. I’m selling it to you at cost, you know?”

      He knew his cousin was only joking with him about her answer, but the thought of Morgan turning him down left his chest hurting. He nodded, not taking his gaze off the ring. “Thanks, man. I really appreciate this.”

      “Hey, it’s the least I can do. You don’t even buy watch batteries at superstores. You come to me for everything jewelry and watch related.”

      “As if you’d ever let me live it down otherwise.” Cooper cracked a smile at him, and he chuckled.

      “True. True. So when are you going to pop the question?”

      Cooper stood and put the ring box in his pocket. “Can’t let go of all my secrets.”

      Truth was he didn’t know. When Morgan had agreed to a week away, he’d been fantasizing about a sunset proposal on a deserted beach, but after everything that had happened, he was going to have to wing it now. He doubted he had the luxury of waiting for a romantic getaway.

      He stuck out his hand, and Justin shook it. “Thanks again.”

      “Anytime.” Cooper turned to leave as Justin said, “I expect an invite to the wedding.”

      “You bet.”

      When he got in the truck, he halfheartedly checked his phone as he backed out, not expecting any messages, but too eager not to look. His foot slammed on the break when he saw a message from Morgan. She’d finally reached out to him.

      She was at home.

      She knew his flight had arrived.

      She wanted to talk to him.

      He considered calling her, but she’d sent him a text message. He also didn’t want to risk her not answering. He hadn’t had a missed call from her, so maybe she didn’t want this conversation to happen over the phone. He fought the urge to call her anyway. The only thing stopping him was the realization if he did call her and said the wrong thing, he might not get another chance to talk anytime soon. He took a deep breath and typed a reply to her, letting her know he’d be home in twenty minutes.

      And he’d do his damnedest not to break every traffic law he was capable of on the way home.
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      Morgan sprayed cleaner on the kitchen countertops for a second time. She didn’t like cleaning. In fact, she hated it, but she couldn’t sit still, waiting for Cooper to arrive.

      Last night had been the second longest in her life. Thursday night still held the record, but Friday night had been almost as sleepless. Alexander had been teething just like Sophie’d said, but not he, nor the strange bed, had been the reason she couldn’t sleep. She couldn’t stop thinking about Cooper.

      Seeing that half-naked woman.

      The images behind her eyelids had mocked her. If she’d kept her eyes open, she didn’t have to remember with perfect clarity what she’d been forced to witness. Unfortunately, she hadn’t perfected the skill of sleeping with her eyes open. When exhaustion had been too much to fight, she’d startled herself awake, relieving what had happened in nightmares. As soon as she’d heard Sophie up with Alexander, Morgan had asked her to take her back home. She knew sleep was still out of the question, but she felt more comfortable sulking in her own home.

      Regardless of how much longer this place would be home to her.

      After she arrived, she found herself cleaning. She’d started with the bedroom by picking up the lingerie and heels she’d worn the other night, but that led to doing laundry. She’d tackled the bathroom when she’d put up the clean towels and then the kitchen when storing the clean dish clothes. After that, she decided to go all in and dust, vacuum, mop, rearrange some knickknacks…all to stay busy physically so her mind would stop racing. It was a theory she’d been attempting to refocus her energy, if only temporary.

      It had worked.

      She’d fallen into bed, smelling of sweat and disinfectant, and had slept a little over two hours before the nightmares began and she’d woken up crying. When she’d looked at the clock, she had to take a fortifying breath. She couldn’t hide from Cooper forever. They had to talk about this. Today. She’d pulled out her phone and saw the mass of missed texts and phone calls. She hadn’t wanted to listen to and read them all, but she’d glanced at his most recent message, letting her know when his plane would arrive.

      She’d looked at the clock again. He’d be landing in ten minutes. They had a lot to talk about, but she’d wait until he got here. She’d glanced down at her tattered tee-shirt and winced. She couldn’t face him like that. It had taken all her energy to drag herself out of bed and take a shower. She’d taken her time, letting the hot water soothe her tired muscles, and washing and shaving without rushing. She’d been stalling. She knew that, but it hadn’t mattered. Cooper would get home when he did regardless of how long she’d stayed in the shower. When she finally got out, she dried her hair rather than leaving it wet, and put on some comfy clothes. When she checked her phone again, she frowned, wondering where he was.

      Maybe he’s not coming home.

      A million reasons why filtered through her brain. She couldn’t take another night without talking about what had happened. He could be avoiding her to give her time, but that was the last thing she needed. Now that she’d resolved herself to talk to him, she didn’t want to put it off. She grabbed her phone and sent him a text, letting him know she was home and ready to talk.

      When he didn’t reply, she started another round of cleaning. She tried not to obsess about why hadn’t sent her an answer, but she failed miserably. By the time the bathroom was clean again, she heard her phone go off.

      Her heart stopped as she jumped for it. It was from him. He simply stated he would be home in twenty minutes.

      Twenty minutes.

      Her stalled heart started racing as she continued cleaning. It had worked as a temporary distraction before. She needed it to work its magic again.

      She was wiping down the countertop when she heard the front door open. She stilled, listening. She heard his bags drop to the floor and then silence. Soft footsteps sounded after several seconds, heading away from her. Morgan swallowed and rinsed her hands off, knowing Cooper would hear her in the kitchen. After her hands were dry, she walked into the living room. He froze mid step, entering from the hallway.

      “Hi.” His voice was gravelly.

      “Hi,” she murmured, looking away before deciding to retreat to the couch. She licked her lips as she sat on the edge of it, staring into the blank space of the room. Where was she supposed to even start? She’d never been in a situation like this before, and it left her more than off kilter. She wasn’t a family lawyer, so it wasn’t as if she could draw on her professional experience for any guidance. When Cooper stepped over to where she was seated, she briefly shut her eyes as he sat on the other end of the couch. He clasped his hands between his knees and looked down. His breath seemed labored, and she couldn’t help stealing a glance in his direction.

      He was looking at her from the corner of his eyes. “I promise on everything we have that I never touched that woman.”

      Morgan swallowed her tears. The lump in her throat choking her. He was going to deny it.

      She knew he would, but it hurt even more. “You don’t respect me enough to tell me the truth.” Her voice cracked at the end, and she gritted her teeth to stifle the sob that threatened to escape.

      The breath he took was slow, controlled. “I would like a chance to explain. I know how it must’ve looked to you. Believe me. If the situation was reversed, I wouldn’t have stopped until I murdered the son of a bitch who was with you. I love you. Please, just let me tell you what really happened.”

      She blinked rapidly to keep the tears from spilling, bit her lip, and nodded once.

      He shifted, turning slightly toward her, but keeping the distance the same. “Her name is Veronica Bell, the potential client I flew out to meet.”

      “I thought—” She couldn’t finish as her mind tried to make sense of what he’d said. He’d told her he couldn’t stand the woman. He’d done nothing but bitch about her the whole time. Had it been an act? Had he said those things as a ruse to throw her off?

      “You thought right. She’s a conniving little bitch. After the first couple of days, I realized she was probably playing me, working an angle. Then she started flirting. I was clear, Morgan. I was clear with her that I wasn’t interested. She backed off, but still dropped subtle hints. I did my best to get the work done, so I could get back home. To you.”

      “But?” she asked. Why was he telling her this part? Did he expect her to feel sorry for him? To feel happy he tried to resist the pretty, mega rich woman?

      “No buts. That day…” he sighed. “That day Marty and I were working hard to come up with some other investment ratios she’d be happy with. You weren’t the only one I complained to about her. Marty knew I was at my wits end, and he suggested I play the game she wanted, rather than being the stilted businessman.”

      She hadn’t thought it was possible for her heart to sink even more. “I see.”

      “No.” He shook his head quickly. “All I did was try to be personable with her, hoping if I let my guard down and treat her more like a friend than a possible client, she’d chill out. She still dropped some innuendos, but I thought it was working. When I pulled up some data for her to see on my computer, she looked over my shoulder and seemed to be paying attention. I figured out too late she’d considered it an opportunity for a sneak attack. She kissed my neck, and I pushed the chair back so fast that she fell behind me. I yelled at her to leave me the hell alone and stomped away. I went straight to the restroom, took off my tie, unbuttoned my shirt and splashed some water on my face. I was so furious, I just wanted to drop everything right then and leave. I decided I wasn’t going to work another day. Even if I couldn’t get a flight back early I was done.

      “When you called, I was in the middle of trying to wrap up what I could because once I left, I was not going back. It hadn’t been fifteen minutes since she’d attacked me. Seeing you on my screen—” He swallowed. “Seeing you, baby,” he whispered, “It helped me center myself, focus on getting the hell out of there that much faster. When she walked in, I was just as shocked as you were. She must’ve noticed my tie was off when I left the restroom and decided to make a last-ditch effort to woo me. Or destroy me, as the case might’ve been.”

      He dropped to his knees before her, and Morgan gasped at how quickly he’d moved.

      “Nothing happened, Morgan. Nothing.” He rubbed her knee and dropped his forehead to it. “I missed you so much. I didn’t even wear that tie because it still smelled like you. Then after the night of lovemaking we had with the fruit, I just needed you closer to me. I know I’ve been working a lot. I thought I was doing it for us,” he said, looking up into her eyes. His were red-rimmed, and her lip quivered at how devastated he looked. “But a successful career means nothing if I don’t have you to share it with.”

      “Cooper,” she breathed. Her heart ached. She wanted to believe him. Most of her did. Only the small, analytical part of her—coming from her attorney side—demanded more details.

      “I am so, so sorry you had to see that. That you had to think for one second that I don’t need you to breathe. You are everything to me, Morgan. Everything, baby.”

      “I work a lot, too,” she said. It was safer for her to talk about work then the events of the other day. “We should both work on that.”

      Funny, that topic had been the one she’d feared discussing with him a week ago, and now it seemed so inconsequential.

      “I can work on anything as long as I have you to come home to,” he murmured.

      She lost the battle with her tears. “I want to believe you.”

      “That’s a start.” He said with a sad smile. “And I have no doubt you will. Can we make a promise to each other? If there is ever a situation that needs attention, we make communication a priority. I know you needed time to be angry. You had every right to be pissed at me. Even though nothing happened with her, I still failed you. I know that, but I could have saved you some of this pain if we’d talked.

      “I-I’m sorry I didn’t give you a chance to explain before—”

      “Shhh.” He shot up from the floor and pulled her into his arms on the couch. “Please don’t apologize for that. I’ve been going crazy, but I understand why you couldn’t.” He kissed her cheek, his lips skirting to her ear. “I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too.”

      He kissed her again, softly, slowly. It was as if he were handling blown glass, afraid it would shatter. She believed his side of the story, the sincerity in his words, and the relief she felt in that moment was damn near crushing. Maybe he knew, understood where her emotions were and purposely gentled his touch. He knew her better than anybody.

      When he picked her up and carried her to their room, she didn’t protest. She’d worried before that their physical intimacy had come at the expense of verbal expression.

      It was in this moment she realized even during sex, they never stopped communicating.

      He slowly removed the comfy clothes she’d had on, taking his time to kiss her flesh as it was exposed. With what normally took seconds to accomplish had taken much, much longer. The patient strip a sensual foreplay.

      Completely nude and spread out before him now, he did not take as much time to shed his garments. Once he was completely bare, he focused on her again, rubbing her feet, kissing her calves, licking the inside of her knees, stroking her quivering thighs. When he reached the apex of her thighs, he ignored her there and continued to her belly button. When he reached her left breast, she whimpered, fearful he’d ignore her there, too, and aching so much she didn’t know if she could survive the seductive tease any longer.

      “Please,” she whispered. Cooper groaned, pulling her taut nipple into his mouth. She undulated below him, seeking contact, unable to be still. He winced when her core stroked his erection, and he rocked against her, hitting her clit and she gasped. “Oh god.”

      “I wanted to do this slowly.” He lifted up a little and reached between them. He rubbed his cock through her slick folds, his eyes squeezed shut. He was holding himself back…or at least trying to. She didn’t want that.

      “Now, Cooper,” she breathed, canting her hips toward him.

      The sound he made right before entering her was a cross between agony and resolve. It quickly morphed into pleasure as he sank all the way inside her. “You feel so good. So perfect.” He thrust into her slowly at first, but she was already about to explode. She wrapped her arms and legs around him, meeting him thrust for thrust. He whispered his love for her over and over as they moved together. Morgan wasn’t an emotional woman, not under typical circumstances, but she gave herself some slack when fresh tears leaked over. She trembled as she held onto him as tightly as she could, and still he made love to her, kissing her neck, murmuring how special she was to him, how he wanted to spend his life with her.

      When she came, it wasn’t a screaming orgasm. It had built slowly and washed over her, pulling him with her, and lasting much longer than normal. But this wasn’t a typical coming together. They were forgiving each other…not for what had happened on his business trip, but for allowing work and life in general to modify their priorities.

      It was home.

      When he slowed above her, his lips nestled at her ear. “Morgan Shultz, will you marry me?”

      It was simple. It was beautiful, and she cried again, only now it was the result of a completely different emotion. “Yes,” she said nodding against him.

      He sighed happily and kissed her long and hard. When he moved away from her, she started to protest.

      “Hold on,” he said, smiling. He reached for his pants, fumbled with them for several seconds. When he sat back up, one hand was fisted. “Close your eyes,” he ordered softly.

      She frowned, wondering what he was up to, but complied. When she felt him clutch her hand, she had to force herself not to look yet. She’d wait until he put whatever it was in her palm before peaking. Then something slipped onto her ring finger.

      The ring finger.

      She gasped, sitting up and gaping at the ring he slid on. “Oh my god. How? When?” She blinked several times before looking into his eyes. Had he planned this? Or did he buy a ring, hoping to smooth things over with her about what had happened? Her heart fell as she considered the possibility that he only asked to keep her from leaving him.

      “I picked it up this morning. I was worried you’d question why Justin had called. I’ve been planning this for a while, baby. I love you so much. I want to marry you, spend my life with you. I know we’ll have our ups and downs as all couples do, but I want it all. The good and bad. With you,” he repeated softly.

      She laughed through her tears as she glanced at the ring again. “It’s beautiful.”

      “No. You’re the beautiful one. I was so fucking scared I was going to lose you. The hurt in your eyes will haunt me forever. I never want to cause you pain again.”

      “I believe you, Cooper,” she said softly before smiling again. She did. She believed him completely. “I can’t believe we’re getting married.”

      He kissed her neck, her cheek, her lips. When he pulled away, he was smiling again. “When do you want to do it?” He seemed like a kid getting his favorite present, and she couldn’t help but giggle at his enthusiasm.

      “Hmm…well, my assistant has already cleared a week off. It can be our honeymoon.”

      “Or our destination wedding. Maybe someplace tropical. Just the two of us.”

      She smiled brightly. “Oh, I don’t know. I don’t think a beach is very conducive for petticoats.”

      “What?” he asked through a chuckle.

      “Never mind. We’ll figure it out.”

      He leaned in and kissed her again, and she hoped he’d never stop wanting to show her he cared with these physical expressions. “We’ll do it however you want, Mrs. Youngblood.”

      She pulled back with a smile. “Yeah, about that…I’m no Beatrice.”
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      Although Taylor technically lived in the South, she hadn’t really experienced true southern life yet. Growing up in California, she’d felt very well-rounded in culture and food and pretty much in all things social life, thinking she’d been lucky to experience more than the average person her age. Then she’d moved to Arkansas and been smacked with a reality check.

      “This is a buckskin,” Brindle said as she pointed to one of the horses. Taylor still couldn’t believe her friend had talked her into this little country lesson. She had more important things to do than walk around a ranch getting dirty.

      Like freaking out about meeting Bryson’s family. At least where she lived in Arkansas she was still close to the city. Bryson was from Texas, and by the sound of it, his hometown was nothing like what Taylor had experienced.

      Except right now. In this stinky barn.

      “Bucks ten. Got it.”

      “No, buckskin. It’s a tan horse with a black mane and tail.”

      “Oh, okay.” She looked around at the varying colors and sizes of horses. “Which one is a mustang?”

      Brindle looked almost offended. “That’s a feral horse.”

      “Feral? Like rabid?” Did horses attack people? Taylor took a step back, and Brindle grabbed her arm, stopping her retreat.

      “Uh, no. That’s not even the same thing. Feral means free roaming from domesticated stock. Rabid means they have rabies.”

      “Horses get rabies?” she squealed. Why the heck would her friend work around a bunch of sickly animals?

      “Good grief, woman. Try to focus.”

      “Sorry.” Taylor took a deep breath and looked around. “This is all so weird.”

      “Maybe to you. That’s why you’re here.”

      Taylor nodded slowly. Brindle was right. She needed to learn what she could in the little time she had before her trip. “What about the one with the white hair?”

      “Mane,” Brindle corrected. “That’s a sorrel.”

      “Damn, that one over there has a big dick.”

      “That’s a stallion.”

      “Yeah, he is.” Taylor wagged her eyebrows.

      “No, I’m being serious. That’s what male horses are called.”

      Taylor rolled her eyes. “Blah. Enough of the vocab lesson. Which one can I ride?”

      “Um, none of these. And you’re not ready.”

      A noise sounded in the background, drawing her attention away from the barn. Someone was driving down the long dirt road, and from what she could tell, it looked like whoever it was favored the gas pedal. “Who’s that hauling ass?”

      Without looking up from the rope she was twirling around into some weird knot, Brindle said, “Sounds like Trent.”

      “I can’t believe you work with your ex. Gotta be terrible.”

      “He’s a man,” Brindle said. “They can all be dicks with or without carnal knowledge of you.” She shrugged. “Especially cowboys.”

      “Hey, Bryson was raised on a ranch. He’s technically one, too.”

      Brindle smirked. “Yep. How ’bout you give me your opinion on the matter after you get back from spending time with him in his natural habitat.”

      “You think I shouldn’t go?” Taylor asked.

      Brindle took a couple of steps to hang up the rope. “If I thought that, I wouldn’t have made you come out for a crash course, so you wouldn’t be completely outta your element.”

      “Why do I get the feeling I need to call bullshit?”

      Brindle turned around and gave her a long stare. “Because you’re a smart woman.”

      “This is gonna be a long weekend.” She groaned.

      “Yep. You better saddle up now ’cause you’re about to be picked apart under the guise of playing horseshoes and cornholes.

      Taylor gaped at her. “I don’t know what those words mean.”

      “Girl, southern backyard games. Don’t let them fool you, though. They’re not all in good fun. At least not this time. You’re being sized up. His parents gotta find out if you’re good enough for their baby boy.”

      “And if I don’t measure up? For them, I mean.”

      She whistled low. “I think you already know the answer to that.”

      Yes. Yes, she did, and it was exactly what she was afraid of.
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      A weekend getaway is just what Taylor and Bryson need…too bad everything goes wrong in  Momma’s Boy, the next book in the Tender Tarts Series!
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      Like your hot alpha men with a side of danger? The Bang Shift Series contains full-length, romantic suspense novels, featuring mercenaries, mechanics, and the mafia! Start this wild ride with Brody, the first book in the Bang Shift Series!
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      Hey, y’all!

      Thank you for reading my book. :) If you enjoyed it, I’d be very grateful for a review. If you didn’t like it, then share that, too... as long as your review is honest, that’s all that matters.

      And ice cream. Ice cream matters, too.

      Want the latest scoop? Be sure to sign up for my Newsletter! I mean, it’s not as yummy as ice cream, but nothing ever is.

      

      Xoxo,

      Mandy

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Mandy Harbin

          

        

      

    

    
      The Bang Shift Series

      Brody

      Hunter

      Blade

      Shelby

      Axle

      

      Tender Tarts Series

      Super Hot Supervisor

      California Crush

      Hardheaded Hubby

      Long Distance Lover

      Momma’s Boy

      Part-Time Player

      Billionaire Beefcake

      

      Woods Family Series (Paranormal Romance)

      Surrounded by Woods

      Surrounded by Pleasure

      Surrounded by Temptation

      Surrounded by Secrets

      

      Goddess Series (Young Adult Fantasy written as M.W. Muse)

      Goddess Legacy

      Goddess Secret

      Goddess Sacrifice

      Goddess Revenge

      Goddess Bared

      Goddess Bound

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Me]
        

      
      Mandy Harbin is a USA Today Bestselling author who loves creating stories that explore the complexities of everyday relationships…with some kissing thrown in. She is a Superstar Award recipient, Reader’s Crown and Passionate Plume finalist, and has achieved Night Owl Reviews Top Pick distinction many times. She also writes young adult romance as M.W. Muse because teens like kissing, too.
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