A Harlequin Blaze Online Read

Surprise Wedding by Julie Leto



Copyright 2010 by Harlequin Books S.A.

Cooper Rush and Bianca Brighton have been inseparable ever since they met back in college. It’s been ten years since Coop popped the question and Bianca accepted his ring. But thanks to their globe-trotting lifestyle and demanding careers, they’ve never actually managed to stand still long enough to exchange vows despite pressure from family and friends. 

When business and pleasure finds them in Costa Rica, Coop decides he’s finally done waiting. He is ready to make Bianca his wife—right here, right now. After all, if she’s as committed to growing old together as he is, how could she possibly object?

Chapter One



Cooper Rush gazed across the turquoise blue water of the Costa Rican mountain pool, and spotted the woman in the black bikini whose curves stopped his heart. The blood pumping in his chest rushed south so that his lower body seized with a deep-rooted desire. Her thick dark hair streaked down her back, the ends lust-tipped arrows pointed at her luscious backside.

He had to have her.

He dove into the pool and swam, torpedo-like, through the strangers in the water, honing in on her. When he popped through the surface, he had eyes only for her. A body only for her.

A heart only for her.

“Marry me,” he said.

She tossed a coy glance over her shoulder, her honey-brown eyes wide, as if she didn’t understand the simple request. “Excuse me?”

She did not turn to face him, so he slid his hands around her waist and tugged her tight against his chest. She didn’t resist, but instead, curved her body against his so that her buttocks cradled his lengthening erection.

“You heard me,” he said. “Marry me.”

The beautiful siren closed her eyes, tilting her head back in sweet, but incomplete surrender. He splayed his hands across her middle and toyed with her diamond-studded belly ring, practicing the precise flick and swirl he knew she loved—especially when applied much lower down her body.

“Okay,” she replied, sighing contentedly.

And therein lay the problem.

As much as they might have loved playing “strangers in the pool” games from time to time to keep their sex life exciting, Coop knew Bianca Brighton better than he knew anyone else in the world. For ten years, they’d been nearly inseparable—first through college, then grad school, then on their seemingly endless travels either to satisfy the requirements of her job as a translator or his job as an international software designer. For the past month, they’d lived and loved all over Costa Rica, in-between canyoneering the lush tropical rainforests and Bianca’s assignment to assist the attorneys for an American real-estate investor sorting through contracts drafted in Spanish.

The activities had ranged from wildly exciting to untenably boring, yet never for an instant had Coop lost interest in his ultimate goal—convincing Bianca, finally, to marry him. Because while he’d asked her a dozen times this year alone, she’d yet to walk down the aisle with him.

For too long, he’d accepted her excuses. They were too busy. Too far away from home. Too obligated to her mother’s lavish plans for a show-stopping ceremony, or too wrapped up in their own adventures to stand still long enough for a clergyman or judge to say, “I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

Well, Coop was done waiting. And he was done allowing his lover to play the clever mouse to his determined cat.

He was going to marry Bianca Brighton. And he was going to do it today.

Chapter Two



Coop twirled Bianca to face him, his hands hugging the muscled curves of her arms. If she refused to make this ultimate step in their relationship, could he let her go? He’d asked her to become his wife—the first time—over a decade ago. Though she wore his ring, called herself his fiancée, showed him that she loved him in a thousand different ways, they’d yet to say, “I do.” He had no idea why this chafed at him so much lately, but it did.

Maybe he was just getting older. Maybe he wanted to settle down, have a family, and put down roots. He hadn’t given the matter as much thought as it deserved, which was probably how he’d ended up in this fix in the first place. Up until very recently, he’d focused only on ensuring that once he had sorted through his contradictory desire between traveling the world and finding a place to call home, he’d have Bianca at his side. Each time they’d gone to visit their families in their hometown, they’d renewed their marriage license. And yet, he’d never once forced the issue of actually going through with the wedding.

Until now.

“Okay? Okay?” he asked. “That’s the answer I get to a heartfelt marriage proposal delivered in one of the most beautiful places on earth?”

Bianca pressed against the curve of his erection, hidden by the water from everyone but her. “Actually, when you say, ‘Marry me,’ it sounds more like an order than a question.”

She’d been spending way too much time with her attorney client if she was going to nitpick or look for loopholes. But this time, her attempt to divert his attention would not work.

“So the question has been asked and answered, counselor,” Coop said wryly. “And yet, I continue to ask.”

“And I continue to say yes!” she said, lifting her hand so that her diamond engagement ring twinkled in his peripheral vision.

“Actually—” he said, tilting his head so he could nibble on her chin “—the first time I asked, you said something like, ‘Of course, now grab that zip line and let’s go!’”

She laughed as she returned his kisses. Her free-spirited, unbridled explosion of happiness infected him, instantly filling the void that seemed so wide and so deep every time he caught a glimpse of the engagement ring on her finger. Sometimes, the damned thing glittered like the sharp edges of a broken promise. Other times, it reminded him that though he’d asked her to marry him, he hadn’t exactly pushed for a short engagement.

He blamed himself. He’d started the whole thing off wrong in proposing just before they flew over the treetops in Maui. Maybe if he’d asked the first time when they were on solid ground, they would be married by now.

“Let’s get married here,” he suggested.

She sighed with exasperation. They had, after all, had this conversation before. 

“Coop, our parents would kill us if we eloped.”

“I’m willing to take that risk…are you?”

Chapter Three



Desperate to escape this conversation, Bianca threw herself backwards into the water, enjoying the momentary disorientation of falling beneath the surface. In the cool, churning waters, she didn’t have to remember how long her mother had dreamed of Bianca wearing her vintage couture dress, or how her father waxed poetic about walking her down the long aisle at their family’s church.

Then there was Coop’s family. In light of his sister Annie’s divorce, the Rush’s had lately taken to speaking about little else but the grand party they wanted to throw for Coop’s trip to the altar. They were sure, since Coop and Bianca had been inseparable for ten years, that their marriage would last a lifetime—as marriages were intended.

She couldn’t argue. She had every intention of growing old with Coop. But why did she have to do so as his wife? Why couldn’t she just be his lover, his helpmate, his best friend? Why couldn’t things stay exactly as they were?

As far as she was concerned, the rope that bound her to Coop had been twisted into an irreversible figure-eight since the moment they’d met. What did it matter if they had a legal document to seal the deal?

She supposed a ceremony might be nice.

Great clothes. Fabulous party. A honeymoon trip to top all their adventures.

But then, in the end, they’d be married. Their perfect relationship would face an irrevocable and inexorable change. Why mess with perfection?

Emerging from under the water, Bianca waylaid further discussion with a long, luxuriant kiss. Inch by inch, she maneuvered him closer to the hidden cove they’d discovered a few days ago, where none of the tourists would follow. Between the dappled sunlight, the churning water, the wild jungle and their insatiable passion, a quickie remind would show him how little a wedding would impact their lives.

“You’re trying to distract me,” Coop said, his mouth descending to her neck even as his magic fingers untied the back of her bikini.

“Guilty,” she confessed, hissing with pleasure as he circled her nipples with his thumbs, sparking a need that made the water unequal to the wetness within her. She wanted him. And for over a decade, he always wanted her. None of the married people she knew were still hot for their partners as rapaciously as she was for Coop. Every nerve ending in her body craved him. How could she give that up simply to satisfy someone else’s idea of commitment?

“I still want to marry you,” he said.

“I know,” she murmured, concentrating on the feel of his mouth on her earlobe, down the tendons of her neck, across her collarbone.

“Then let’s do it today,” he demanded.

She tugged at his swim shorts until she had access to the part of him she wanted more needfully than any piece of paper that declared them wed.

“Yeah,” she said. “Let’s do it.”

He’d misinterpret her meaning, but she’d deal with that later. Much, much later.

Chapter Four



But not as much later as Bianca thought.

After making love in the cove, they drove back to their hotel in San José, hardly talking. Did Coop’s disinclination to speak stem from his suspicion that any discussion would lead to the subject of marriage and more excuses about why they shouldn’t?

Or was that only her fear?

She’d agreed to a wedding, but only so he’d make love to her. A glance, a touch, a laugh—the littlest thing made her hot for him. She had the same sway over him. Their mutual attraction was powerful stuff—and she didn’t want to lose it.

She’d seen lots of successful marriages in her lifetime. Her grandparents, married for sixty years. Her parents were closing in on anniversary thirty-five. Even Coop’s parents, who had dated since middle school, were inseparable. And yet, when she looked closely, she didn’t see sparks. She saw love, yes. But lust? Not so much.

Women’s magazines, late-night comedians, girly tête-à-têtes all claimed that marriage killed the sex drive.

That wasn’t acceptable.

Every single day Coop made her feel beautiful, cherished and wanted. His appreciation for her intellect, her love of fun and adventure and yes, her body, had not wavered since that first moment they’d met at a fraternity-sponsored road rally. She was all for jumping out of airplanes and surfing mammoth waves, but when it came to risking the bedrock of her relationship with Coop by shifting the foundation, she wasn’t ready to take the plunge.

Annie, Coop’s sister, was the perfect example. Before she got married, she jetted around the world as a sought-after photographer. She regaled Bianca with tales of wild adventures and exciting affairs. After one such trip, she’d talked about a devilishly handsome, sweet-talking corporate shark who’d swept her off her feet.

Too bad she landed with a thud the minute she’d married him.

Annie’s post-marital transformation had reinforced Bianca’s fear that marriage might not be the right path. Annie stopped traveling, taking pictures and seeking thrills. She’d settled into a life of dirty diapers, car pools and Little League. Not that Bianca had anything against Coop’s nephews—she loved kids. But she didn’t necessarily want to give up her free-for-all lifestyle to have them.

Coop never pressed the subject, but he floated the idea now and again—always after prefacing his hopes and dreams with, “After we’re married.”

So to avoid conflict, she’d simply avoided matrimony.

Up until now, the diversion had worked. She’d anticipated that she could pull off at least another five years of avoidance. And by then, she’d figure out how to reconcile her fears that they’d lose their mutual attraction when bound by marriage.

At least, that’s what she’d thought until Coop pulled up in front of a quaint mountain chapel, hopped out of the Jeep and opened her door with a bow.

“Your castle, my queen.”

“Coop?”

“We’re going to get married. Today. Right now. You always want to live in the moment, Bianca. Well, now’s your chance.”

Chapter Five



She couldn’t speak. He took her hand and gave a little tug, his roguish grin faltering when she resisted.

“Bianca?”

“I—”

Her continued hesitation wiped the smile from his face. Before disappointment clouded his twinkling dark-green eyes, she’d caught sight of his pure, unbridled excitement. He was jumping into this marriage with the same enthusiasm as he did a base dive off steep cliffs. Coop craved adrenaline, but he existed on faith. Faith in life. Faith in her.

Her foundation, however, had rocked to the core. Fear of crashing to a bottomless pit of loneliness or disappointment paralyzed her so that she could not even manage to take his hand.

“I made the arrangements this morning,” he explained. “I wanted to surprise you.”

“Oh,” she said, gulping air. “I’m surprised.” 

When he leaned forward, his magnificent arms braced on either side of the door frame and his face inches from hers, her heart seized.

“Bianca, do you love me?”

“Oh, God, Coop. This has nothing to do with love.”

“You’re not answering my question.”

“Yes, I love you.” Each word cost her. Her lungs squeezed inside her chest and sweat beaded on the back of her neck. “I’ve never loved anyone else. I plan to spend the rest of my life with you.”

“Just not as my wife,” he guessed, anger simmering through his words.

She opened her mouth to speak, but couldn’t find anything worthy to say. Coop cursed and threw himself away from her. The action was so foreign, so shocking, that he was fifty yards down the unpaved mountain road before she fully realized he’d left her behind.

“Coop!” She tumbled out of the car, barely maintaining her balance. She glanced back inside the Jeep. He’d left the keys inside the ignition. Should she drive after him? Pursue on foot?

She was dizzy, nearly blind with his abandonment. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d been apart for more than a few hours, and in the few moments since he’d left her, a lifetime elapsed. He’d never walked away from her before. Never. They’d had a few impressive rows over the course of their relationship, but each one had been followed by incredibly hot make-up sex.

As Coop became smaller as the distance between them increased, Bianca couldn’t remember what a single argument had ever been about.

“Coop, wait!” she cried, tearing around to the other side of the car to retrieve the keys. A woman had come out of the church, her head covered with a shawl and her eyes wide with surprise. She called Bianca’s name, but more as a question—as if she wanted to know if the woman screaming for the man who’d nearly disappeared around a curve in the road was the bride she’d been expecting—the bride who’d had no real intention of ever getting married.

Not even to the man she would certainly lose if she did not find a way to walk down the aisle.

Chapter Six



In nearly every aspect of life, she and Coop saw the world through nearly identical filters. They’d always wanted the same things out of life. Love. Adventure. Excitement. Thrills.

Until now. He wanted marriage. And despite how desperately Bianca needed him—perhaps, precisely because of her soul-deep love—she did not want to ruin what they had by getting married. Settling down.

And yet, what was she doing to their relationship by refusing to be his wife?

She could no longer see him on the curving mountain road. As he was going downhill, she figured she was better off using the car to catch him. Just having him out of her sight, left her feeling as if she was the last person remaining on a barren, desolate earth. 

Coop never left. Not during their most heated arguments. Not when she was being utterly and completely irrational. He reasoned and cajoled and sometimes—though rarely—outshouted her until his point was driven home. But turning his back on her and walking away?

Never.

She jumped into the driver’s seat and eased the vehicle onto the unpaved road, wondering how long it had been since she’d sat behind the wheel of a car. Coop always drove. She always navigated. He had quicker reflexes and she seemed to have a GPS coded into her DNA. Together, they could find any location without more than a few garbled directions or a landmark.

Together, they made the perfect team.

So why was he so intent on changing perfection?

She slowed down as she approached the curve, sure she’d see Coop just on the other side. But he wasn’t there. She rounded the next curve and again—no Coop. With no one else braving the treacherous route, she stopped and got out of the car.

“Cooper Rush!”

Birds flocked out of a nearby tree. In the distance, she could hear a waterfall. They weren’t exactly in the middle of nowhere—she could see San José from the ridge—but she heard nothing that indicated where he’d gone.

Was he hiding?

Ridiculous. Coop might have been too angry to share a ride with her back to the city, but he wasn’t the type to skulk or hide to avoid confrontation. He probably picked up a ride with someone going down the mountain. He was likely on his way back to their hotel now, stewing over her refusal to make good on her promise to marry him—maybe even hating her for the first time since they’d met.

Behind her a dilapidated truck honked, forcing Bianca back into the vehicle. She had no choice but to return to their hotel and pray that when she arrived, Coop would be there waiting for her—though for the life of her, she couldn’t imagine why he would be.

Chapter Seven



Coop’s hand hovered over the door handle to the hotel room. For the past month and a half, this had been their home. They’d played house all over the world. How stupid was he that he only realized now how little that game meant to her?

The sheer terror in her eyes when he’d opened her car door in front of the chapel punched him in the gut. For the first time he could remember, she’d refused to take his hand. How could he be so confused by a woman he’d always thought he’d known so well?

Turning, he walked away from the door and leaned his forehead against a cool glass mirror hanging on the wall, careful not to look at himself. Humiliation was never fun to see.

He’d actually believed Bianca when she’d said yes to his proposal. Why wouldn’t he? They’d been constant companions since college, sharing everything from their intense love of travel and sports to tastes in music and food. And when their preferences did diverge, they usually did so in complimentary ways. He didn’t like pickles on his hamburgers, but she liked extra ones. She abhorred dark meat on chicken or turkey and he couldn’t get enough of the stuff. In a thousand little, insignificant ways, they were two pieces of the same whole.

Why then, was she so reluctant to officially join her life with his?

She hated the idea of divorce. So did he. The strong desire to make sure they were compatible in every conceivable way before they officially exchanged vows had been the reason they’d had such a long engagement. They lived together long enough to experience both good times and bad. Heck, after ten years, they’d even confronted the possibility that they’d tire of each other eventually.

Which they had not.

After five years, Coop had known that if they hadn’t broken up by then, they weren’t going to. From that point on, he’d figured that with the right timing and circumstance, they’d seal the promise they’d made to each other in the Hawaiian treetops. He’d waited for his bride to take charge of wedding preparations, but he had made sure they renewed their marriage license every time they went home.

And yet, something inevitably came up to waylay a ceremony.

Between his family, her family and their extensive network of friends, the opinions on precisely how he and Bianca should tie the knot had ranged from the romantic to the ridiculous. Then he’d get a new assignment or she’d take a job halfway around the world and instead of dealing with dress designs, cake flavors or honeymoon destination brochures, they’d jet off to their new temporary home—never once considering their relationship anything less than permanent.

But he’d been wrong. Because while he saw his future inexorably intertwined with Bianca’s, her visions were nowhere near as clear.

If Bianca wanted him in her future, she would have married him. Today. On the mountain.

But she hadn’t.

Which meant he no longer had any reason to stick around.

Chapter Eight



“Coop!”

Bianca’s voice scraped through his insides, hollowing out his chest so that his heartbeat echoed with emotions he couldn’t bear to acknowledge. His anger refused to be denied, so he remained silent and continued tossing his belongings into his duffel.

He heard her tear across the living area of their suite, then stop in the doorway. She breathed his name with relief, but he refused to turn around.

“I thought you’d left,” she said, panting.

A bitter retort pounded on his teeth, but he kept his mouth shut.

When she rushed forward and wrapped her hand around his arm, however, he couldn’t help but yank away.

She gasped. She was surprised? Really? How much did she think a guy could take before he said, “Enough,” even nonverbally. Speaking could only make the situation worse. Brutally honest words—words that would rip and tear at the foundation of all they’d had together—wouldn’t do either of them any good.

As angry as he was, as humiliated and confused, Coop couldn’t bear to piss on the relationship he’d invested his heart and soul into for ten years. He loved Bianca. But he was going to have to learn to live without her.

“Coop,” she begged. “Let me explain.”

He spared her a glance. His chest squeezed tight at the sight of her red nose, tear-stained cheeks and her red-raw lips. Bianca rarely cried. Only death of a loved one or the desperate children they sometimes met on their travels ever evoked her tears. Like so many other things, her penchant for stoicism came in handy since he was such a self-proclaimed softie.

He squelched down the instinct to open his arms so she could rush into his embrace, where he could soothe away her sadness. He couldn’t fix this for her. He couldn’t fix it for himself. Their relationship was irrevocably broken. The best they could both do was walk away.

“There’s nothing to explain. You don’t want to get married.”

“But I still want you,” she said.

He scoffed. “That’s nice, but what if I don’t want you, anymore?”

“You have to,” she said. She hesitated then attempted to press her hands to his shoulders.

Though it wretched his gut, he tore away from her touch. “Don’t.”

“I can’t not touch you, Coop. I love you. This is killing me.”

“You’re kidding, right? The woman I’ve worshipped for ten years, the woman I’ve followed around the world to the depths of the ocean or the heights of mountains, just refused to marry me and you’re the one who’s dying?”

She yowled in frustration. “You have to listen to me! You have to understand!”

Coop threw down the pair of jeans he was about to shove into his bag and swung around to face her.

“Okay. Explain it, then. I’d love to hear how you’ve rationalized not marrying me. And think hard before you answer, because if you can’t make me understand, we’re through.”

Chapter Nine



“I can’t marry you because I love you.”

As she expected, Coop scowled, then stretched for the jeans he’d thrown across the room.

“I’m serious.”

She grabbed for his arm, but again, he yanked out of her grasp. He shoved his shaving kit on top of his clothes, and tied his bag closed with so much force she thought the cords might rip.

“Apparently, you’ve never been serious,” he said. “Not about us, anyway.”

“How can you say that?”

“Um, I don’t know…because you refused to even get out of the car when I suggested we get married in a charming church in the mountains? Because you’ve been making excuses for not marrying me for years, but I was apparently too whipped to realize it? I bought all your excuses, Bianca. I believed you because I never had any reason not to. But now I do. Damn, do I ever.”

He shrugged the duffel onto his shoulder, and Bianca knew it was now or never. She couldn’t let him leave. She understood his fury, his hurt, his disappointment. Her instinctual action to preserve their relationship exactly as it had been that morning when they’d made love in the cove had shown him the depths of her selfishness. She had to own up, be honest and hope that he’d understand.

“I’m afraid,” she confessed.

He stopped at the doorway. “Of what?”

She shook her head. She didn’t know how to put it all into words.

As he always did, he tried to find them for her. “Afraid that I’ll leave you? Or that I’ll hurt you? I’ve never done either in ten years. Why would you think—?”

She covered her face with her hands, willing her brain to work overtime. “No, I’m not afraid you’ll leave. Well, I am now,” she said, gesturing toward him standing in the doorway. “I’m terrified of it.”

She stepped forward, but when he countered her move by retreating backward, she stopped. The emotional distance between them already spanned the same distance as the rims of the Grand Canyon. More physical distance was more than she could stand.

From the moment she’d refused to get out of the car, she’d severed the most crucial part of their relationship—mutual trust. She never would have cave dived without knowing he was her partner—without having faith in the fact that if anything went wrong, he’d do everything in his power to save her, probably before he saved himself.

And vice versa.

She knew that what they had was rare and precious…so why couldn’t she do the one thing he needed her to do.

In her entire adult life, she’d never shied away from risk. Maybe it was finally time for her to take the ultimate plunge.

But first, she had to find out if he still wanted her.

Chapter Ten



When Coop dropped his bag, Bianca let out the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. The action did not release the tension in her chest—the tightness born of fear that she was about to lose the man she loved so deeply—but it allowed her to form the words she needed to say.

“Make love to me, Coop.”

His shoulders dropped. He reached for the duffle, but she sprang forward and stayed his hand.

“Wait! I’m not saying this right.”

“You’re not saying anything at all,” he snapped. “I know we’re great in bed together, Bianca. We always have been. Even the first time.”

She choked on the emotion of the memory. For college students, they’d held out longer than most. But with her in the sorority house and him in a dorm, privacy came at a premium. It wasn’t until she’d gone home to look after her brother during one of her parent’s vacations that they’d carved out a special night to make love.

And he was right—it had been magical. Nothing as furtive or risky as today’s interlude in the mountain pool, but they’d indulged in a sweet night in the pool house with candlelight and rose petals and soft, romantic music.

Looking back, the evening had been a glorious cliché. She only wished she could bring that atmosphere back here, and erase the damage she’d done by acting on her fears instead of her love.

“Why do you want to marry me?” she asked.

“Because I love you.”

“Don’t you love me the same now that we’re not married?”

He pondered her question for a minute, then scowled. “Don’t put this on me. I can twist questions, too. If you’re fine with living with me and being faithful to me, then why will marriage change anything?”

“Because it does. Marriage means settling down, having a family, changing our lives so drastically, it’ll trickle down into every aspect of our relationship.”

“Maybe it’s time for our relationship to change,” he reasoned, and she breathed a little easier as his tone lost the gruff edge of anger and resentment. He was still frowning, but not with quite as much malice.

“I love our relationship precisely how it is,” she insisted and this time, when she stepped toward him, he didn’t back away. In fact, he remained perfectly still as she wound her arms around his neck and speared her fingers into his hair, still a little damp from their morning swim.

“Life changes,” he countered. “We’ve never stayed in one place for more than a couple of months. You thrive on change.”

She placed a tentative kiss on his chin, heartened when he didn’t move away. “I don’t mind when the world around us changes, Coop. I just don’t want us to change.”

She scooted forward until their bodies were flush. The feel of his sex hardening as she pressed against him accelerated her heartbeat. If he hated her, he wouldn’t respond.

At least, that’s what she hoped.

Chapter Eleven



Addiction was a powerful thing. No matter how loudly he told himself he should resist until this matter was resolved, Coop couldn’t help but open his mouth the moment Bianca’s lips approached his. He needed to taste her, feel her heat, experience the delicious eroticism of her tongue tangled with his. And once they were kissing, he couldn’t remember why he’d been so angry, why he’d entertained—even for a split second—leaving her behind.

He was addicted. She was his drug. He wasn’t sure he could live without her, and had no clue why he should even try.

The hollow sensation in his chest refilled with each stitch of clothing they removed. He tore the straps of her dress off her shoulders, smoothing his hands over her skin so that his palms drank in every curve of her sun-drenched skin. She ripped through the buttons on his shirt then tugged her fingers into his chest hair, the pain mirroring her need to hold tight and never release him. By the time they were naked on the bed, he couldn’t wait to drive inside her and meet her wet warmth as if he were a man who hadn’t made love to a woman in recent memory.

But he had made love recently—barely an hour ago. In that pool, barely hidden from the people chattering and splashing only yards away, he’d imagined himself the happiest man on earth. Buried inside the woman he adored, he’d contemplated—albeit briefly—a lifetime of access to intimacy so intense, he sometimes forgot where she started and where he ended.

Since then, so much had changed.

And nothing had been resolved.

He did not break away from her, but he leaned back so he could see her face, which was wet with tears.

“Why are you crying?” he asked, trying to ignore the exquisite fit of his body within hers. If he moved, if he surrendered, the buildup of need that made him so hard and hungry would find its release. He needed it. Needed her.

“I thought I’d never feel this way again,” she said, curving her hands around his buttocks and pressing him inside her more deeply. “You fill me.”

Unable to resist he pumped into her, though he kept the thrusts measured, even and calm. The sensations clouded his vision but his mind remained, for the moment, clear.

“This is just sex, Bianca. I want to fill your soul.”

A sob caught in her throat, and the moisture welling around her dark lashes flooded down her face. “You do!”

“Then be my wife.”

“I am,” she said. “In every way that matters.”

She wrapped her legs around his waist, nearly knocking the last of his clarity into the clouded vortex of pleasure, sensation and need.

“Then take the vows. Say the words. I need this,” he confessed. “I need you. Whatever you’re afraid of, we’ll work through.”

He made the promise, fully intending to keep it. The question remained as to whether or not she could do the same.

Chapter Twelve



Coop tried to tame the tempo of his thrusts, but the speed seemed to build of his own accord. When Bianca arched her back so that her breasts crashed against his chest, he couldn’t focus on anything but hearing her cry out in orgasm.

He kissed her, coaxed her, cajoled her. He kissed her mouth until her lips swelled pink, then did the same to her nipples. He rode her until the pressure was unstoppable, yet when he came, he knew he crested alone.

He reached between their bodies to provide the completion she needed, but she pleaded for him to stop. Though she did not push him away, he rolled off her and she didn’t fight for him to stay.

Once his senses cleared, he realized she was crying in earnest now, sobbing and weeping as if she’d just learned of a death. Confused, he watched her for a few minutes before realizing he should do something. He grabbed a blanket from the foot of the bed and draped it over her body, then snagged her pillow and coaxed it beneath her head.

“Bianca? Baby, what’s wrong? You don’t cry. Not like this. Come on, honey. You’ve gotta stop. You’re freaking me out.”

Despite her misery, she laughed. He grabbed a box of tissues from the bedside, which she used as he stroked her hair and placed feather-light kisses on her cheeks. He wanted to reassure her that they could solve whatever had thrown her into this tizzy of emotion. But after what had happened this afternoon, he wasn’t sure that would be the truth.

And if they needed anything to repair the damage to their relationship, it was the truth.

“I’m sorry, Coop. I never meant to hurt you. To hurt us.”

“I know,” he assured. “But I think both of us have built our relationship into something that it’s not.”

She sniffled. “What does that mean?”

“You thought things were perfect between us just the way it was. But it wasn’t.”

“Because we’re not married.”

“No, because no relationship is perfect.”

“We’re close,” she insisted.

He smiled. Yeah, they were that.

“And yet, we’re at a crossroads right now—just as winding and steep as that mountain road. We both have needs that aren’t being met.”

Her face paled. “I don’t know why—”

He cut her off with a kiss. “I do. You thought sex would solve our issues. When it didn’t, you couldn’t let your body go the distance. I suppose I should have the same emotional depth. But the fact is, you’re the hottest piece of ass on God’s green earth and I can’t resist you, even when I should.”

As he intended, her smile broke her face into a contradiction of pieces. Sad eyes. Flushed cheeks. Kiss-bruised lips.

“You know me better than anyone ever will.”

“That’s true.”

She grabbed his cheeks and pulled his face so close, he could follow the path of desperation in her eyes straight through to her soul.

“Then tell me why I bolted today. Tell me why I couldn’t marry you.”

Chapter Thirteen



If she’d asked him the question an hour ago, he wouldn’t have had a clue how to answer. He still wasn’t sure of the true reasons—she’d have to figure those out on her own. But he could, he hoped, offer her a way to get there.

Because that’s what they did for each other. Since the very beginning when they’d participated in the road rally—ostensibly to raise money for some worthy charity, when in truth it was an excuse to drive fast around campus and then to drink heavily at the celebration that followed—Coop drove and Bianca rode shotgun.

He’d been struck from the start by how in-sync they were. After less than an hour in each other’s company, he finished her sentences and she laughed at obscure film references that no one other than his sister had ever understood, much less appreciated.

Over the years, they’d refined their unique method of communication. But today when he’d surprised her with a spontaneous wedding, and she’d shocked him by balking, their connection had broken.

But not, he prayed, irretrievably.

“You said it yourself,” he answered. “You’re afraid of marriage. I’m not sure why. The only marriages you’ve ever seen have been happy ones.”

“But how happy?”

Now it was her turn to catch him unaware.

“Our parents have both been married for over thirty years. Do you stay together that long unless you’re happy?”

“I guess that depends on your definition of happy.”

The air-conditioner kicked on, giving him an excuse to slide under the blanket with her. He propped the pillows against the headboard and then curved his arm around Bianca’s shoulders so that she could lay her cheek on his chest.

“Do you think your mother still has the hots for your father?” she asked.

He nearly choked. “I don’t really want to know the answer to that question.”

“Why not? You weren’t exactly born of an immaculate conception.”

“No, but that doesn’t mean I want to think about my parents’ sex lives.”

“But it’s important. Our sex life has always been important. I expected that after ten years, some of the appeal would have worn off a little bit. It hasn’t.”

He snorted, which judging by her scowl, wasn’t the right response.

“Are you saying you don’t want me the same way you did when we first met?” she challenged.

“Are you nuts?” he said, chuckling. “How many times have we had sex today, keeping in mind that we also had the biggest fight of our relationship?”

“Then why’d you snort?”

“Because while I might want to have sex a lot—and so do you, I might add—we don’t have it as much as we used to.”

She glanced up at him, her eyebrows scrunched quizzically. “Yes, we do.”

“No,” he contradicted. “We don’t. Care to do a play-by-play of the past month?”

She frowned, but after a minute, gave a nod.

He held in a chuckle. If breaking down Bianca’s barriers meant reliving precisely all the times they’d made love over the past thirty days, he was game.

Chapter Fourteen



Bianca stared at her left hand. She’d started counting on her right, completely convinced when they started this game that she’d have to use her toes to tally up the times that she and Coop had made love since their arrival in Costa Rica. But as Coop predicted, not counting the two times they’d had sex today, she still didn’t need more than one appendage to keep an accurate calculation.

“You’re sure?” she asked.

“You were there, too,” he said.

Her stomach dropped. She scrambled from beneath the blanket, and after hurrying into the shiny silk robe Coop had bought her in India, went to the bathroom.

“Bianca?”

She was tempted to lock the door behind her to keep him out, but her brain was too scrambled to figure out even that easy task. When had she and Coop become like an old married couple, too busy with work or too tired from a day out exploring to enjoy the rapturous delights of each other’s bodies? And if they weren’t getting it on as often as she’d thought, was she then ready to walk down the aisle?

Coop knocked lightly on the door before cracking it open. “Are you okay?”

“No! We’re not having enough sex! Why didn’t you tell me?”

His burst of laughter made her realize that she sounded like a maniac—a sex maniac, first and foremost, but a certifiable nutcase nonetheless. She folded her lips together and pushed past him, giving the mirror a cursory glance on her way out. She thought she still looked pretty good. She was, after all, only thirty-two. She exercised, ate right. And though she was curvier now than she had been in college, Coop had sworn up and down that her fuller figure turned him on.

But how turned on could he be if they’d made love only slightly more than once a week since they arrived in a tropical paradise like Costa Rica?

“Bianca, honey, you’re overreacting.”

She spun around, but cut her denial off before she’d formed the first word. She was overreacting. But in her crazy mind, she had good reason.

“I thought that marriage would dull our attraction to each other,” she confessed. “The fact that I still want you and you still want me after all this time is something I thought was really special about us—the thing I didn’t want to change by getting married. I don’t know a single other couple who has been together ten years and still can’t keep their hands off each other. Now I’ve just come to the realization that not only can we keep our hands off each other, but we have! And I haven’t even noticed.”

Coop had the decency to stop laughing at her. But the twinkle in his eye told her his thoughts were not on the deeper problems beneath the fact that they hadn’t been having sex with regularity.

And judging by the way he licked his lips, he wanted to make up for lost time. Starting now.

Chapter Fifteen



She expected him to pounce. The heated look in Coop’s eyes—the one that made her insides instantaneously liquefy—usually preceded hot-and-heavy, against-the-nearest-hard-surface sex. Instead, he snagged the belt on her robe and reeled her slowly until her nose brushed against the tip of his chin.

“Let’s get one thing straight right now,” he said, gently kissing her forehead. “The fact that we haven’t had sex that much lately has nothing to do with how much I want you.”

She inhaled. His scent penetrated the last of her defenses. “You know all my insecurities.”

“I should,” he said. “Just the same way you know mine—and my biggest one is losing you.”

She tilted her head so she could brush a kiss along his jawline. “I’m not going anywhere, and I’m sorry for hurting you today. I should have trusted you. I should have at least gotten out of the car.”

“Yes, you should have. You would have found a chapel filled with flowers, and that street corner guitarist you like would have played you down the aisle.”

While they talked, he’d worked the knot out of her belt and brushed the robe off her shoulders, so it pooled around her ankles. He wore jeans, but hadn’t zipped or buttoned them, so that his erection pressed against her belly when she snuggled closer.

“I’m sorry I didn’t see it,” she said honestly. Maybe if she hadn’t allowed her fears to waylay her, the atmosphere would have swept her up and she’d be Coop’s wife right now. But she couldn’t imagine feeling closer to him as she slid his hands up her body, caressing the undersides of her breasts in that teasing way that drove her mad with want.

“Me, too.”

He nibbled her lips, coaxing her tongue with kisses that might have been made of heated air. His thumbs brushed over her nipples, but at the very moment that her nerve endings sparked with need, his touch was gone. His sweet torture made her so dizzy that she didn’t dare move for fear of falling—for fear of missing out on his subtle seduction of her body, mind and soul.

“Coop,” she started, unsure what she should say—only minutes before their relationship had been on the line. She’d rejected him in the cruelest way possible. And yet, here he was now, making love to her with the most exquisite attention to detail. The way he suckled the tip of her ear, licked along her shoulder blade, then dropped to his knees to blow a cool breath at the hottest part of her body.

“Coop, I—” she repeated, still incapable of forming a coherent thought, particularly when he was nuzzling her stomach or fluttering kisses across her thighs.

“Shh,” he instructed. “Making up for lost time requires intense concentration.”

Chapter Sixteen



His erection was pressed against the teeth of his unzipped jeans, but despite the pain, Coop concentrated solely on Bianca’s pleasure. With feathery touches and kisses that barely registered the taste of her skin, he’d heightened her awareness of her lower body to such a concentrated force that when he finally flicked his tongue against her sex, she nearly bucked out of her skin.

He hummed his appreciation against her.

So what if they’d succumbed to the married couple’s affliction of ignoring their sexual needs more than they should. However much Coop liked a good, old-fashioned dose of quantity, he appreciated quality, too. If he lost Bianca tonight because they couldn’t agree on marriage, he wanted to go out knowing that the last time he’d made love to the woman he loved, he’d made it count.

He savored her flavors on his tongue. He registered the accelerating sharpness of her breath and the increasing pressure of her hands on his shoulders. By the time she had her orgasm, his senses were enraptured by the woman he needed to have in his life forever.

He lifted her into his arms; she curled into him, breathless. He unfolded her across the mattress, but before he could press inside her, she placed her palm flat against his chest.

“Stop,” she said. Her mouth curved into a wicked grin. “My turn.”

She guided him onto his bed, then returned the favor of pleasuring every inch of his body with her mouth, teeth, tongue and hands. She left very few crevices and appendages unexplored and once she’d wrapped her delicious mouth around his sex, he’d forgotten everything but the bliss only Bianca could bring him. She sucked him to the brink of orgasm and then pressed on the magic spot that kept him from falling over the edge.

“Bianca, you’re killing me,” he groaned.

She chuckled. “That’s not my intention.”

“Let me come, honey,” he begged.

“Not until you’re inside me,” she countered.

He wasted no time, flipping her onto her back and burying himself to the hilt. The glorious sound of her pleasured cry fired his synapses so that he could think of nothing else but rocking into her until they came.

“I love you.” He gazed desperately into her liquid amber eyes—willing to drown if that was the only way to reach her. He could never walk away from her. No matter how it hurt him to not marry her, it would kill him to leave.

“I love you, too,” she promised. “Don’t ever doubt that.”

“I won’t. And you don’t have to marry me, Bianca.” Never since that treetop proposal had he imagined he’d speak these words, but he didn’t have a choice. Between disappointment and destruction, he knew which to choose. “We don’t have to mess with this—with us. Marriage is just a piece of paper, right? What we have is so much more.”

Smiling, she touched his cheek and in that moment, he knew he’d said the right thing.

What he didn’t know was if he really meant it.

Chapter Seventeen



“Coop?”

Though Bianca awoke with Coop’s name on her lips, she knew immediately that he wasn’t there. Their hotel room echoed with emptiness, the only light streaming in from the window, the curtains open since this afternoon. She rolled over toward his side of the bed and found her cell phone. He’d typed a message onto the screen that informed her he’d gone to pick up some dinner since he wanted to spend the rest of the night in bed.

Her body thrummed in anticipation. She snuggled deeply into the sheets, inhaling his musky scent, and then checked the time.

He’d only left ten minutes ago, so if he was heading over to their favorite restaurant for sea bass ceviche, he’d be gone at least another twenty. Once he returned, she had to make her choice.

He’d given her an out. They could continue their relationship as they had for all these years—no rings, no wedding, no promises beyond loving each other until the day they died. While his offer was tempting, Bianca realized they couldn’t go backward anymore than they could remain stagnant.

It was time to raise the bar. Jump from a higher height. Surf a more ravenous wave. Complacency had never enriched her life. How could it possibly grow their love?

With her cell phone in hand she dialed her best friend, Jessie, needing to hear a familiar voice. Engaged three times and yet still unmarried, Jessie wasn’t exactly a fan of the institution. But she was dead honest and innately fearless. If anyone could push Bianca those final few inches to the edge of the matrimonial cliff, it was Jessie.

Only Jessie didn’t answer her cell.

Well, it was a Friday night. She was probably out, couldn’t hear the ring.

She tried her boss, Mallory. They’d long ago given up trying to keep their business and personal lives separate. They had a video conference scheduled for tomorrow. But as another woman who’d recently had her heart trampled, Mallory might provide some insight into Bianca’s troubles that she wouldn’t get from anyone else.

But she’d likely tell Bianca to count herself lucky to have someone as wonderful as Coop and not a cheater like her ex.

She did not leave a voicemail.

Instead, she called the only person who had the slightest chance of sympathizing with Bianca’s dilemma.

Luckily, her mother answered on the first ring.

“Bianca, is something wrong?”

“Does something have to be wrong for me to call my mother?”

“No, no,” her mother said, sounding distracted. “Where’s Coop?”

“Getting dinner. Mom, can I ask you something?”

Bianca needed to get this out while she had the chance.

“Of course, honey.”

“Why haven’t I married Coop?”

Her mother spluttered. “What? What have you heard? Why are you asking this now after all this time?”

Bianca had imagined a few reactions, but not this one. It was as if she’d just caught her mother red-handed in some sort of conspiracy.

“Mom? What’s going on?”

Chapter Eighteen



“I don’t know what you mean,” her mother insisted.

Alina Brighton was a lot of things—a caregiver, a philanthropist and the classiest woman on earth. But she was also a terrible liar. Maybe that’s why Bianca called her. If she wanted the unvarnished truth about why she was not committing to Coop, her mother would tell her.

“We don’t talk on the phone that often, Mom. When I call, I normally get your full attention.”

“I have people over, sweetheart,” her mother said in an unconvincingly breezy voice. “Let me find somewhere quiet.”

After her mother fumbled with the phone, Bianca found herself muted. She was surprised, but once Alina got back on the line, Bianca had more important things on her mind. She couldn’t keep Coop from being truly happy on account of her hang-ups. She needed to face her ultimate fear.

“Now what’s this about you not marrying Coop?”

Alina’s voice had a curt clip that caught Bianca unaware.

“Are you mad at me?”

Flustered, her mother babbled, “No, dear, of course not. I’m confused.”

“Tell me about it,” Bianca said. She explained about the chapel in the mountains and Coop packing to leave without her. 

“But he stayed?” her mother spluttered. “Everything’s okay between you?”

“He said we didn’t have to get married, but mom, it’s not fair. Why should Coop put his dreams on hold just because I can’t commit? I thought I was just afraid that we’d stop having sex, but—”

“Excuse me?”

Bianca couldn’t believe she was having this conversation with her mother, but her two best friends were unavailable and she had to talk this out. Maybe she should have called Annie, but discussing her sex life with her fiancé’s sister was somehow worse than talking to her mother.

“Married couples might not have sex every five minutes,” Alina declared. “But if they’re happy, they make each time count.”

“I know that now,” Bianca conceded. “So why am I still confused? I love him. I can’t imagine being with anyone else.”

“You’re overthinking, sweetheart.” Alina’s compassion softened her tone. “You and Coop live in a world of flux—always doing new jobs, going new places.”

“But he’s my constant! Why wouldn’t I want to make that permanent?”

“I can’t imagine,” her mother replied. “After ten years, you can’t be afraid of losing him.”

“No.”

“Of settling down?”

“That’s part of it,” Bianca admitted. “I don’t see myself staying in one place, raising kids and driving carpool.”

Her mother’s laugh was like an explosion. “Honey, no one who knows you would ever expect those things. How could Coop when he knows you better than you know yourself?”

Bianca’s heart lifted. Her mother was right. Coop understood Bianca like no one else. From the start he’d known what was in her heart, underneath all her anxiety. 

She said she loved him. Now she had to prove it—in a way that he’d believe.

And after what she’d put him through today, convincing him might not be an easy task.

Chapter Nineteen



Coop balanced the bags of food in one hand and flipped open his ringing cell phone. “I know you’re hungry, baby, but I’m only a block away.”

“Please don’t call me, ‘baby.’”

Surprised by the male voice on the other end of the phone, Coop took a second to register that it was his best friend, Leo Sharpe, not his fiancé—or former fiancé. He still wasn’t clear on if they were engaged, anymore—or if they even needed to be.

“My mistake,” Coop said, chuckling. “I thought you were Bianca.”

“She’s not with you?”

“I’m picking up food. What’s up?”

“Wanted to check in. A bunch of us thought we’d get together Saturday night at the pizza place, to welcome you guys home.”

Coop stopped walking. As often as he and Bianca flitted in and out of their friends’ lives, they’d given up welcome-home parties a long time ago.

“Why?” he asked, suspicious.

“Are we so old now that we need a reason to party?”

Coop resumed his walk to the hotel. “We’re certainly not getting any younger.”

“Too true. So, are you guys in or what?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know what Bianca has planned. Let me run the idea past her.”

The minute the words left Coop’s mouth, the foreign sound struck him. How could he not know what Bianca had going on? They hadn’t kept a single secret from each other for ten years. They’d shared the same space, the same priorities—hell, the same friends. He’d cherished the simplicity of their symbiotic existence.

Now, he no longer trusted her not to have secrets. If she could go so long hiding her fear that marriage would destroy their relationship, what else didn’t he know?

“Something wrong?” Leo asked.

Coop forced a laugh. “Everything’s cool.”

“Bullshit,” Leo countered.

Coop cursed, not surprised Leo had picked up on his troubled vibe. They’d been friends since high school, and pledging the same fraternity in college had literally made them brothers. He’d been Coop’s wingman the night he’d met Bianca and had always been the strongest advocate for their marriage, even going as far as offering to plan the whole affair if it meant getting his two best friends down the aisle.

Coop wondered what Leo’s take on Bianca’s reluctance was, but he didn’t ask. He’d told Bianca that she didn’t have to marry him for them to be together. He would keep his word.

“Just anxious to get home,” he said.

Surprisingly, Leo didn’t argue. “Then I’ll assume we’re on for Saturday unless you say otherwise, okay?”

Five minutes later, Coop walked into the hotel room and set the food bags down by the door. He quietly padded to the bedroom, determined to wake Bianca gently. But the minute he saw the empty bed, his heart stopped.

Chapter Twenty



Though the bed was empty, Coop couldn’t see the sheets. Every inch of the mattress was covered in bright pink and orange orchids. Bianca stood at the windowsill, lighting candles she’d lined up on the ledge.

“That’s a lot of flowers,” he said.

She blew out the match. “The hotel diverted a delivery meant for a wedding tomorrow. I promised I’d pay double if they could find replacements before morning. I don’t want someone else’s ceremony ruined because I wanted to make a grand gesture. I’ve messed up my share of weddings today.”

Since he’d told Bianca that she didn’t have to marry him, his chest had felt hollow. So far, that had not changed. He’d do anything not to lose Bianca, but he did not want her to change her mind out of some misguided sense of obligation. 

Or worse, guilt.

“Bianca, sweetheart—”

She held up her hand to silence him. “No, Coop, you need to listen.”

She crossed the room and slipped her hands around his waist, arching her back so that he could see her face, pale gold in the light from the candles. “I love you.”

“I know,” he said.

She punched him softly in the shoulder. He supposed now wasn’t the time to quote movies, but the tension between them was disconcerting. It wasn’t a bad tension, necessarily, but intense. As if she was about to reveal some great secret to him—and frankly, he’d had more than enough privy time with her closeted inner workings to last a while.

“I made too many excuses for not marrying you. But in a way, I’m glad we got it all out in the open. None of my stupid fears held up to the light of what we have together. You know who I am, better than I know myself. You’d never expect anything from me that I couldn’t give.”

“I don’t have any expectations,” he assured her.

“Well, you should,” she said, rising on her tiptoes to place a chaste kiss on his chin.

She stepped back, took his hand and dropped to one knee.

“Bianca,” he pleaded. She’d taken the preferred posture for a proposal—one, come to think of it, he’d yet to try—but he was supposed to be the supplicant one, not her.

“Shh,” she chastised. “You’re already my soul mate and my best friend, but we won’t be complete until you’re my husband. Cooper Rush, will you marry me?”

He knelt, intoxicated by her honesty. He kissed her with the ferocity of a man who’d just fallen in love for the first time. And though he still did not have his fill of her—and doubted he ever would—he broke the kiss to ask the question that was crucial to their future.

“When?”

She laughed. “Now if you want.”

“We’re going home tomorrow, and the first and only task on our list is to plan a very fast and very long overdue wedding.”

The End
