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Chapter One

––––––––

Brent Cooper flopped down in one of the chairs before his sister’s desk and glared at her. She’d become immune to his glares a long time ago, but he tried one anyway. She stared right back at him, her expression calm.

“It won’t hurt you to help me, Brent.”

“I don’t think this is necessary.”

Michelle clasped her hands together and rested them on the desk. Brent recognized her position and braced himself for the upcoming lecture. “There are thousands of women in the Metroplex who might need an escort and would use Coopers’ Companions if they knew more about us.”

“We advertise in the phone book and newspaper. The proof of our big Christmas ad is on the desk. Our guys are busy almost every weekend, so our ads are working.”

“They aren’t working well enough. We need a presence on the Web. Professional women are busy. They don’t take the time to read the newspaper or look in phone books. When they want information, they do a search on the Internet. I set up a website a few years ago, but it’s outdated and boring. We need a fresh look. I want pictures and descriptions of the guys. I want a woman to drool when she sees Reese’s or Daryl’s picture.”

“Or mine,” he said with a grin.

Michelle rolled her eyes. “You are so full of yourself.”

He shrugged. “I have eyes. I know what I see when I look in a mirror.”

Brent had never believed in false modesty. All three Cooper children had been blessed with exceptional good looks, especially his older brother, Zach. He’d been the star of Coopers’ Companions until he’d met Jade Talmage and officially retired as an escort. They’d married two months ago.

Now Brent was the star. He had his choice of the prettiest women with the best bodies. He liked it at the top and planned to stay there.

Propping his ankle on the opposite knee, he linked his hands over his stomach. “So tell me about this Robin...whatever her last name is.”

“Robin Howell. Jade recommended her. She just revamped the hospital’s site. Jade said Robin did a great job.”

“So she works in front of a computer all day. Her ass is probably as wide as our front door.”

“Sheesh, you are such a jerk. What difference does it make how she looks?”

“I know what I like. What’s wrong with that?”

She gave him a look that clearly said she didn’t agree with his thinking. Too bad. Brent enjoyed beautiful women and wasn’t ashamed of that fact.

The front door buzzer announced someone had arrived. “That’s probably Robin.” Michelle stood and pointed a finger at him. “Be nice.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He could hear the two women talking in the foyer, but couldn’t make out their words. Not that he cared. He was only here because Michelle threatened his life if he didn’t cooperate.

He chuckled. He loved to pick on his baby sister. Correction—younger sister. She quickly corrected him every time he treated her as a girl instead of a woman. She’d be twenty-seven in less than three weeks. He clearly remembered the ten-year-old brat who followed her brothers everywhere they went and made them miserable.

It was really hard for him to realize his little sister had grown up into such a lovely woman.

“Robin, this is my brother, Brent.”

He looked up, and felt as if he’d been tackled by the Dallas Cowboys defensive line. Robin Howell didn’t look at all as he’d imagined. Golden-blond hair was held in place on top of her head in one of those funny looking clips like Michelle used. Various shades of blond flowed through her hair, not the single color of a dye job. He knew women could get that streaky look from a hairdresser. He’d bet next week’s paycheck that it was natural.

Long eyelashes thickened with mascara surrounded hazel eyes. She had an ivory complexion that probably tanned easily. Full lips, high cheekbones, a long neck, and voluptuous body combined to make her an incredibly attractive woman.

Exactly his type.

Her eyes held the deer-in-the-headlights look as she gazed at him. He loved having such a strong effect on women. He slowly rose from his chair, a welcoming smile on his lips.

She blinked her eyes and straightened her shoulders. After clearing her throat, she held out her hand to him. “Nice to meet you, Brent.”

Lifting her hand to his mouth, he kissed the back. “Hi, Robin. I’m very pleased to meet you.”

Michelle rolled her eyes again. “Don’t mind him, Robin. Brent thinks all women find him irresistible.”

“Only the ones with good taste.”

Robin tugged her hand away from his. “Are you one of the escorts, Brent?”

“Yes, I am. Want to hire me?”

Huffing out an irritated breath, Michelle slapped him on the arm. “Behave. I don’t want you scaring Robin off before we even get started. Why don’t you make us some coffee or hot tea?”

“Which do you prefer, Robin?” Brent asked.

“Hot tea would be nice.”

He flashed her his friendliest smile. “Coming right up.”

* * * * *

Brent Cooper had been born to charm women.

It had taken Robin Howell less than one minute in the same room with Michelle Cooper’s brother to make that determination. Tall with a swimmer’s broad-shouldered build, the handsome man with light-brown hair and intense blue eyes oozed sex appeal.

He made her think of walking sin.

Her stomach had clenched at the first sight of him, a natural reaction to seeing a man so attractive. She’d quickly pushed aside any desire. She’d dealt with a handsome, conceited man in the past. She didn’t want to ever deal with another one.

“My sister-in-law, Jade, told me you did a wonderful job for the hospital,” Michelle said. “She was very pleased.”

Michelle’s comment dragged Robin away from thoughts of the past and back to the present. “Jade was easy to work with. She gave me an idea of what she wanted and let me create.”

“That’s what I want, too.” Michelle sat behind the desk and motioned for Robin to take the chair next to her. “I have some ideas, but I want you to work your magic.”

Robin removed her laptop from the leather case and set it on the desk. “I like to work with my clients and create the exact look they want. I’ll show you how to make changes and upload them yourself should you choose to do so instead of my doing them.”

“I’m good with numbers and flowers. I’m not so great with graphics. The website I created three years ago is way outdated.”

Robin smiled. She liked Michelle’s honesty. “You don’t have to be great with graphics. I’ll do all the hard, time-consuming stuff for you, and show you how to make the easy changes.” She pulled a legal pad from a pocket in her case, along with a file folder containing her pricing information. “Here’s a list of my costs. Naturally, the more you want on your website, the more it will cost. But I promise all my clients a twenty-four-hour turnaround. Once I design and upload your site, any changes you want me to make will be completed in one day.”

“Sounds good.”

Brent came back in the room carrying a tray with three mugs of hot tea. Robin watched him set the tray on the desk. He winked at her before picking up one mug and returning to his chair in front of the desk.

He studied her as he sipped his tea. Robin could almost feel his gaze moving over her hair, her eyes, her mouth, and down to her breasts...checking her out as if she would be his latest conquest.

Fat chance of that happening.

Robin faced Michelle again. “We’ll need a photographer to take pictures of your escorts. I’ve worked with a few in the area I can recommend, or we can use someone you know.”

“Nathan will take the pictures.” A dreamy smile crossed Michelle’s lips. “He’s wonderful.”

That dreamy smile told Robin that this Nathan was far more than an employee to Michelle. She made a note on her pad—have photographer. “We’ll need to set up a time or times for the guys to come in.” She looked around the spacious, comfortable office/living room. “We could set up in here. There should be plenty of room.”

“What about some outside shots?” Michelle asked. “The backyard still has flowers blooming.”

“I doubt if our guys want to be photographed surrounded by flowers,” Brent said, his lips curving in a smirking grin.

Michelle stuck her tongue out at him.

Robin lowered her chin so they wouldn’t see her grin. Obviously, Michelle could hold her own against her brother.

Once more composed, she looked at Michelle again. “I think the inside shots will be fine. It’s still warm outdoors, but it’s supposed to turn cold by Wednesday.” She made another note on her pad—inside photos. “Does Nathan have back drapes or should I rent some?”

“I know he has a black one and a silver one. I’m not sure about other colors.”

“I’m thinking about making the background on your site either black or dark gray. I’d rather use a different drape than black. Maybe jewel tones depending on the escort’s hair and skin color.”

Michelle smiled. “I like that idea.”

“What about black-and-white photos?” Brent asked.

Robin looked at Brent. He’d made a good suggestion. People often used black-and-white photos instead of full color on their sites.

Perhaps he had a brain behind that smirk after all.

“It’s up to you and Michelle. I’ll go whichever way you want. I can create a sample page using both and see which one you prefer.”

Michelle nodded. “Let’s do that. I’ll talk to Nathan tonight about taking the pictures and see if he has any drapes.”

Robin added check on drapes to her growing list. “Now, time of the pictures. Will your guys be able to come during the day or would evening be better?”

“Probably evening. Most of them have regular, daytime jobs.”

“When do you want me to start on your site?”

“Now.”

Brent laughed. “My sister isn’t the most patient person in the world, Robin.”

A blush colored Michelle’s cheeks. “I’m sorry. Would you rather wait until after Thanksgiving?”

“I’d be happy to start now. That’ll give me the chance to work on it over the Thanksgiving holiday weekend. I have several design examples on my laptop. You can pick the one you like best, or I’ll design something different if none of those please you.”

“Chelle, I’ll email the guys about the pictures so you and Robin can get started on whatever she wants to show you.”

“That would be great. Thanks.”

“I’ll cover the phones. Why don’t you and Robin go back to your office so you won’t be bothered?”

Propping her elbows on the desk, Michelle held her mug of tea in both hands.  “Who are you and what have you done with my brother?”

Brent scowled. “Ha ha.”

Her eyes twinkled with laughter over the rim of her mug as she sipped her tea. “I appreciate your offer.” She set her mug on the desk. “Maybe some of the guys could stop by tomorrow evening so we can start on the pictures.”

“Don’t you need to talk to Nathan first?” Brent asked.

Michelle shook her head. “I’m sure he’ll be fine with it. He doesn’t have any plans until Thursday morning when he and Andre pick up Andre’s brother at the airport.” She turned to Robin. “Can you be here tomorrow evening?”

“No problem.”

“We can split the guys into two groups—fifteen one night, fourteen one night. Or I guess fifteen both nights, since Brent is an escort.”

––––––––

Robin glanced at Brent. He would love to know her thoughts. Perhaps she wondered how he’d be as an escort...and a lover.

He excelled at both. He charmed a woman thoroughly while escorting her. More often than not, the evening ended in her bed. Never in his bed. He didn’t believe in taking a woman home with him. He liked to give her pleasure, then go home alone. No awkward morning afters, no promises of seeing her again. It was a job and he made sure every woman knew that.

Both his siblings had fallen in love. That was fine for them. Brent liked his single life and planned to keep everything the same. He enjoyed being with a different woman every week and saw no reason to give up his freedom.

“I’ll want pictures of you and your brothers for the information page about the business,” Robin said.

“Sure. Brent, will you call Zach and ask him to come by tomorrow evening?”

“I talked to him this morning. He’ll be here this afternoon.”

“Great.” She turned back to Robin. “Since Brent is willing to watch the phones, we can go to my office and get started.”

“Okay.”

Robin looked at him again as she closed her laptop. Brent wondered how long he should wait to ask her out.

He’d escorted a woman to a company wingding last weekend since all the other escorts had been booked. She’d been in her early fifties and looked like she ate donuts for breakfast every morning. Brent had breathed a sigh of relief when she’d tipped him generously at her front door and said goodnight. Although it was always up to the escort if the evening continued after the social event, Brent would have performed as always if she’d shown any interest in sex, even though he would rather be with a young, attractive woman.

Like Robin.

She wore a long-sleeved, ivory jacket over a matching T-shirt. The shirt snuggled her full breasts. He guessed she wore at least a D cup. He was rarely wrong when it came to women’s breasts.

The two women gathered Robin’s paperwork and laptop. He admired the gentle sway of Robin’s hips in her brown slacks as she walked out of the room. She did have a mighty fine ass. He could hardly wait to grip it while he sank his cock into her.

He pressed his hand to his burgeoning hard-on. Soon. He had no doubt he’d have her soon.

Chapter Two

––––––––

Barely half an hour passed before Michelle jumped up from her chair and ran into the bathroom. Robin had noticed the other woman’s face getting paler by the minute. Michelle had mentioned earlier that she’d tried a new recipe last night and it hadn’t agreed with her. Something more than simply a bad recipe must be wrong.

Michelle opened the bathroom door and leaned against the frame. Her face was white, her eyes sunken and listless. Robin rose from her chair and hurried to Michelle’s side, clasping her arm to help her stand. “Are you okay?”

“I don’t think this is from my meatloaf.”

“I don’t either. Why don’t you go home?”

Michelle waved a weak hand toward her desk. “What about the website?”

“You’ve given me a good idea of what you want. That’s enough for me to start.”

“Okay.” She grimaced and pressed her hand to her stomach. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize for being sick. Go home and take care of yourself.”

“Thanks, Robin. I’ll tell Brent I’m leaving.”

After Michelle left the room, Robin began to gather her paperwork. She’d made several notes of what Michelle had in mind for Coopers’ Companions’ site, enough so she could begin working on it as soon as she got home.

“What are you doing?”

Robin looked up at the sound of Brent’s voice. He stood in the doorway, casually leaning against the frame with his arms crossed over his chest. She wondered how long he’d stood there, watching her. “I’m getting my stuff together so I can go home.”

“Why? Michelle said you need my help with the guys’ info.”

“I can start working on the site’s layout without bothering you.”

“You won’t bother me.” Grabbing the chair at the end of Michelle’s desk, he moved it next to Robin and straddled it. “So, what do you need to know?”

His eyes were such an amazing blue, a cross between the sky and the ocean. Robin had noticed Michelle possessed the same eye color. Looking into Michelle’s eyes didn’t make her heart flutter the way it did when she looked into Brent’s.

She didn’t want anything to flutter around Brent. He was arrogant and egotistical and much too handsome to trust.

She had to get away from him.

“I don’t want to hold you up if you have something to do—”

“My job is to be here in the office. As long as I have to be here, I can help you.”

He sat close to her, close enough that she could easily reach out to him. He crossed his arms over the back of his chair. Robin imagined touching his hand, letting her fingers slowly travel up his arm. She would run them over his shoulder, his neck. She’d touch his beard stubble with one fingertip and find out if it was soft or coarse.

A delicious heat built low in her belly. It had been so long since she’d touched a man, so long since a man had touched her. She’d had hot, passionate love affairs. She knew how it felt to desire a man, to feel those deep yearnings for his touch.

That man no longer occupied a place in her life, yet she still longed to feel a man’s skin gliding over hers.

No matter how strong the desire, she couldn’t take the chance.

“I sent the email to all our escorts about the pictures,” Brent said. “Several are checked out for the Thanksgiving holiday. We’ll probably have to do some of the pictures after the long weekend.”

Since he’d set things in motion with his escorts, Robin decided it would be rude to leave. Just because certain body parts fluttered around Brent didn’t mean she had to pay attention to them. She’d do her job and get away from him as quickly as possible.

“I have plenty to do with the basic website before I add the pictures.” She pulled her legal pad back out of her case. “Did Michelle tell you what information she wants on the site? I assume names and a brief description of the escorts’ likes and dislikes.”

Brent nodded. “Sounds good.”

Robin made a note on her pad. “Do you have different fees for your escorts and do you want them listed?”

“We do have different fees, based on how long someone has been with us and customers’ comments. Happy customers mean the escort earns more. Reese Barringer earns the most per hour. He’s been with us eight years and is very popular.”

Frowning slightly, Brent rubbed one finger over his chin. “I don’t think I want individual fees on the website. I don’t want a woman picking an escort based on how much she has to pay him instead of their compatibility. We do our best to match the woman with an escort who has the same interests she does. If they spend an evening together, they should be able to talk to each other. Some of those social functions get pretty boring.”

Robin agreed with that. She’d been to functions in the past when she had to concentrate to keep from yawning. “What about a range of fees?”

Brent remained silent for a moment as he rubbed his chin again. Robin assumed he did that when deep in thought. “Our fees begin at three hundred per hour. You can list that.”

Three hundred dollars to have a handsome man on a woman’s arm for an hour. Or in her bed. Robin didn’t for a moment believe that the men from Coopers’ Companions always said good night at their dates’ front doors.

She wrote down the price. It didn’t matter to her whether or not the escorts took the evening farther than a simple social function. She certainly had no plans to hire one.

“Do women ever request a particular escort?” she asked.

Brent nodded. “All the time. They may have hired one in the past, or a friend recommended one of them. In fact, that’s how Zach met Jade. Jade’s daughter, Breanna, heard about Zach from a former date and specifically asked for him to escort Jade to an anniversary dinner at Jade’s hospital.” He chuckled. “He was a goner after the first date.”

Robin smiled. She really liked Jade. It had been a pleasure to work with her on the hospital’s website. “Do you get along with your sister-in-law?”

“Sure. Jade’s the best. I’ll admit I wasn’t thrilled with their relationship at first. I didn’t want Zach to leave the business. But he was adamant he wanted Jade, and only Jade.” He shrugged. “I couldn’t get him to change his mind.”

“Why would you even try?”

“Because he was our most requested escort. He had a reputation for charming the ladies within minutes of their meeting him. So now it’s up to me to be the charming escort.”

He flashed her a smile, which she guessed was supposed to make her fall at his feet. Instead, she caught herself before she rolled her eyes. “You told me Reese Barringer earns the most per hour.”

“He does, of the hired escorts. I’m the top earner in the company.”

She could hear the arrogance in his voice. “And you’re proud of that.”

His eyes turned sultry. “I do my job very well.”

If she said “take me to bed,” he’d be on top of her in a second. Robin had only met one other man in her life who was so sure of himself and his sexual appeal to women.

Her past experience taught her a valuable lesson about handsome men. She had to stay away from Brent Cooper.

Sunlight flowed through the two large windows, warming the room as the minutes passed. The combination of the natural heat and Brent’s nearness soon made Robin uncomfortable. She slipped off her jersey jacket, let it fall to the back of the chair behind her. Brent’s gaze snapped to her upper arms. The cocky, self-assured look disappeared from his eyes. His lips tightened in a frown.

She was used to people’s negative reaction when they saw the scars on her arms. The automatic disdain had hurt her at first. Over time, she’d learned to ignore it. She’d decided it wasn’t her problem that people were so hung up over perfection that they would judge her based on her discolored skin. That’s when she’d stopped hiding her arms and went back to wearing comfortable clothing, including sleeveless tops, instead of always wearing long sleeves.

“Not very pretty, are they?” Robin asked.

“What happened?”

“I was in a fire.”

He lowered his gaze, as if he couldn’t stand to look at her any longer. She normally ignored people’s attitude, but Brent’s rankled her. He’d been flirting outrageously since she’d arrived. Now, he wouldn’t look her in the eyes.

“The scars on my back are much worse.”

His gaze whipped to her face. His mouth tightened even more as he narrowed his eyes.

“Skin grafts and surgeries can only do so much with burns. The scars never completely go away.”

Robin heard a buzzer, the same sound she’d heard when she’d entered Coopers’ Companions. Brent stared at her another moment before he stood. “Excuse me,” he muttered.

She watched him leave the office. He didn’t look at her again.

Robin sighed and returned to her laptop. She needed to concentrate on the website instead of Brent Cooper’s attitude.

Muted male voices became louder as they approached the office. She looked up when Brent stepped back into the room, followed by a handsome, dark-haired man.

“Zach, this is Robin Howell, the woman Michelle hired to do our website. Robin, my brother, Zach.”

Zach gave her a friendly smile. “Hi, Robin.”

She recognized Jade’s husband at once from the picture she’d seen on Jade’s desk. His smile seemed sincere, not the same “come on” as Brent’s. Zach’s dark-brown hair brushed his shoulders. His tanned skin made his blue eyes even more vivid. Jade was a very lucky lady to have such a hunk as her husband. “It’s nice to meet you, Zach.”

“Jade raved about your design talent. I’m glad you’ll be working for us.”

“Thank you.”

Zach turned toward Brent. “You have the ad proof?”

“Yeah, in the main office.”

“Excuse us, Robin,” Zach said, once more giving her a smile.

“Certainly.”

Brent flashed a quick glance at her before following Zach from the room. His eyes no longer held the teasing, cocky look they had before he saw her scars.

It hurt, and that made her angry at herself. If he didn’t like looking at her scars, he could stay away from her...the farther, the better.

* * * * *

Brent found the proof of the Star-Telegram ad buried beneath Michelle’s pile of papers on the desk. He turned the legal-sized sheet so Zach could see it.

Zach sat in one of the leather chairs before the desk and studied the ad. “I like it.” He looked at Brent as he took the chair beside him. “What’s the plan?”

“It’ll run as a full page this Sunday and every Sunday until Christmas.”

“Color or black and white?”

“Color. I want it to jump out at every single woman in the Metroplex.”

“Michelle told me the Friday and Saturday before Christmas are already completely booked.”

“They are. Wednesday and Thursday are filling up fast, too. Lots of Christmas parties that week.”

“Good.” Zach laid the ad on the desk, then looked directly into Brent’s eyes. “What’s up with you and Robin?”

Brent had never been able to hide anything from his brother. Zach had always sensed his mood. “What do you mean?”

“You weren’t very friendly. You hardly looked at her. Did she do something to piss you off?”

“I barely know her. How could she piss me off?”

“Something is wrong. I could feel the tension between y’all.” Zach linked his hands across his stomach. “You’ve always had a thing for blondes and she’s hot.”

“Yeah. Right,” Brent said, his voice flat.

Zach waved his hand in front of Brent’s face. “Do you need an eye exam? She’s stunning.”

“You didn’t notice her arms.”

“Her arms?” Zach’s eyebrows drew together. “I’ll be honest. I wasn’t looking at her arms.” A hint of a smile touched his lips. “I’m married, but I’m not dead.”

Brent didn’t smile at Zach’s joke. “She has scars on the back of her arms.”

Zach’s smile quickly disappeared. “She was hurt?”

“Yeah. In a fire.”

“My God,” Zach whispered. “What a horrible thing to happen to her. She must have been terrified.” He slowly straightened in his chair. “I can tell by the expression on your face that you didn’t offer her any sympathy.”

Brent hadn’t given a thought to offering Robin any sympathy. Once her scars had been revealed, that’s all he’d seen.

Zach shook his head. “So once again, you were an ass to a woman who didn’t live up to your idea of perfection.”

Brent rose and stormed over to the windows. He was really tired of his brother and sister telling him how he should feel.

He tensed when he heard Zach’s footsteps behind him. “Brent—”

“I don’t want to hear it. Michelle has already chewed me out today. I don’t need the same thing from my brother.”

Zach laid his hand on Brent’s shoulder. Brent shrugged it off. “I know what I want. Why is that so wrong?”

“Because you’re hurting yourself. You’re looking for a perfect woman. She doesn’t exist.”

“Oh, you’re a fine one to talk.” Brent turned from the window and glared at Zach. “I saw your honeymoon pictures with Jade in her skimpy bikini. Your wife is gorgeous. And Michelle certainly didn’t settle for ugly men. I’m not into guys, but I know how good looking Andre and Nathan are.”

“But Chelle and I didn’t search out someone physically perfect. Yes, Jade is gorgeous. I’m very proud to have such a beautiful wife. But I fell in love with the woman inside, the one who’s caring and loving and makes me laugh.” Zach touched Brent’s shoulder again. “You can’t base love on looks, Brent. Jade told me that while we were dating. It’s true.”

“I’m not talking about love. That doesn’t even interest me. I don’t want to be
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