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Author’s Note

This is a republication of a quick little story I wrote years ago, for a friend who had a fantasy. It’s been edited slightly—a word here, an exclamation point there—but remains mostly as it was when I wrote it. She liked it. I hope you do, too.

~ Hannah


Chapter One

Nina Bowes sighed in relief as the door swung open. “Finally,” she muttered, dropping her duffle bag inside the door and shaking the rain out of her hair as the screen door slammed behind her. She stripped off the raincoat, hanging it on a hook by the door as she toed off her soaked sneakers. The summer rainstorm had goose bumps rising along her arms, and she shivered in her skimpy tank top. She started to shut the door, but the musty, closed-in smell of the house was making her nose itch. So, she left the door open and dug in her duffle bag for something with long sleeves.

She was just pulling a worn sweatshirt over her head when her phone rang. She dug it out of the front pocket of her jeans. “Hello?”

“Hey, Neen. Make it to the house okay?”

Nina grinned and tugged the sweatshirt into place. “Julie, hi. Yeah, I just got here.” She looked around. “This place is great.”

The living room was one big open space with hardwood floors and very un-beachlike furniture. Most houses on the Jersey Shore had a wicker and seashell motif—this one had leather couches, mahogany end tables and a huge flat screen TV on the wall.

“I owe your friend a big hug,” she said, and Julie laughed in her ear.

“He was happy to do it. He’s got some big merger keeping him in the city for the next several weeks, and it was either loan it out or let his ex-wife use it.”

“Bitter divorce?”

Julie’s voice was wry. “That’s the understatement of the century. Since the divorce decree prevents either of them from profiting off the property, he loans it out a lot.”

Nina laughed, brushing dusky blonde curls out of her eyes. “You were his lawyer?”

“If I had been, he’d have gotten the cottage outright.”

Nina chuckled. “I love your arrogance.”

“Confidence,” Julie corrected, and Nina could picture her grinning. “It’s only arrogance when it’s undeserved.”

Nina wandered over to the front door to look out the screen at the boardwalk. “I wish you could’ve come with me.”

“I do too, doll. But I snagged three more cases this week and they’re all going to be nasty. Besides,” she continued, her voice going sly, “for what you’re there to do, you don’t need me hanging around.”

Feeling her face flush, Nina forced a note of bewilderment into her voice. “What do you mean? I’m just here to relax—”

“—before summer classes start. Uh-huh, I’ve heard this song. But you sing it in the big fat liar voice. You’re there to see Tony Capriatti.”

Nina opened her mouth then shut it again. Finally, she said, “It’s just not fair how you do that.”

She should have known Julie would figure it out. After all, she’d been there in that Trenton dive five years before when Nina had first seen Tony. He’d been performing with a rock band doing an Elvis cover, and her heart had all but leapt out of her chest to splat on the stage at his feet. Something about him had pulled at her, and the entire bar had disappeared around her. His dark velvet voice had thrilled her, and when he’d looked up from the microphone into the audience, his chocolate brown eyes had held her spellbound.

After the concert, she’d leaned against the stage, watching with bemused adoration as they packed their gear, and he’d looked at her. Just a sideways glance, no more than a flick of the eyes, but her stomach had flipped over and her knees had gone weak.

She’d racked her brain for something to say. He was nearly done packing his gear and if she didn’t say something soon, he was going to walk off the stage and out the door and not remember her at all. She had to say something!

As he’d stood to leave, she’d opened her mouth to speak. To her everlasting horror, the only thing that came out of her mouth was a sighing, “Thank you.”

He’d grinned at her and winked. “You’re welcome,” he’d rumbled, his voice shivering through her, and by the time she’d gathered her wits to say something else, he was gone.

Since then, she’d managed to go to almost every show within driving distance, but had never managed to find a way past the fan girl crush to talk to him. He’d stopped touring a couple of years ago, the band’s website had gone inactive, and she’d gradually given up on the idea of seeing him play again. Until she’d checked a little used email account and found an announcement about a show in Point Pleasant. No band, just Tony and his guitar—getting back to basics, he said. And she’d immediately started planning a little trip.

She was snapped back to the present when Julie chortled. “When are you going to learn? I am unbeatable!”

“Oh, just hush,” Nina mumbled. “I’m nervous enough.”

“Oh darlin’, I know you are,” Julie said, her voice softening into the Southern drawl four years in New York couldn’t disguise. “Do you have a plan?”

“Hope to run into him?”

“You mean at the show on Friday?”

“No, not there. There’ll be too many people, too much going on.” She shook her head. “I won’t be able to talk to him there.”

“So, what? You’re just going to wander the boardwalk and hope he’ll be there?” Skepticism colored Julie’s voice. “That doesn’t seem very effective.”

“Yeah, well.” Nina breathed deep against the sudden tightness in her chest. “I’m not as brave as you are, Jules. I can’t just walk up and say ‘Hey, I’m Nina. I love you and want to have your babies.’”

“I’d never do that,” Julie protested. “I’d at least save the babies part for over breakfast the next morning.”

Nina laughed. “I’m letting fate take a hand.”

“Which means…?”

“It means if it’s meant to happen this week, then it’ll happen. And if it’s not…well, then it’s time to move on.”

“I believe in karma and fate just as much as the next divorce attorney—”

Nina snorted out a laugh.

“—but you are going to leave the house, right? I mean, you’re not expecting fate to just dump him on your doorstep?”

Nina rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’m going to leave the house. I’m going to stroll the boardwalk, lay out in the sun, shop around. I’m just not going to go searching for him like some damn groupie.”

“Nothing wrong with being a groupie,” Julie grumbled, and Nina grinned.

“Says the former groupie,” she chortled.

“Hey, that band was good,” Julie said on a laugh. “I was in my twenties, what did I know?”

“Nothing,” Nina said with a wry smile. “None of us knew anything and it was great.”

“Yeah,” Julie sighed. “It really was. Okay, I have a deposition waiting for me and you have fate beckoning you, so I’ll talk to you later. Be safe, okay?”

“I will.”

“And call me if you get some.”

Nina laughed. “I definitely will. Love you.”

“Love you, too.” Julie blew a kiss into the phone and was gone.

Nina slipped her phone back in her pocket with a rueful grin. She should have figured Julie would see right through her reasons for coming to the Shore.

Not that the reasons she’d given for this little vacation weren’t valid. Summer classes started in two weeks, and after working full-time all spring while taking twelve credit hours, she was pretty burnt-out. Thankfully, the money she’d been able to set aside along with her scholarships would enable her to finish her education over the next year without having to work full-time. She’d still be working part-time at the hospital, but thankfully she wouldn’t have to go from graveyard shift in the ER straight to class anymore.

“It’s a perfectly valid vacation,” she muttered to herself. “And if I just happen to run into the secret love of my life while I’m here, we’ll just call that fate.”

She watched the rain pound the boardwalk for a moment. The summer storm had chased away all but a few hardy souls, and the boardwalk was nearly empty. She could see the short stretch of beach and the ocean beyond it, nearly as gray as the sky in the storm. Rain made some people feel sad, but it had always made Nina feel calm and centered.

With a last, lingering look at the ocean, she turned to face the living room again. “This place is really something,” she muttered. Hoping the bedroom would be just as fabulous, she picked up her duffle bag and padded on bare feet to the staircase off the kitchen.

The second floor was just as gorgeous as the first. Echoing the open floor plan of the main level, the stairs led directly into the only bedroom in the house. From what Julie had said, it used to be two bedrooms and a single cramped bathroom. The current owner had knocked down the walls, expanded the bathroom and turned the entire second floor into a master suite. French doors led to a small balcony overlooking the beach, framed with gauzy curtains she imagined would flutter delicately in the breeze when the doors were open.

The furniture followed the same lines as downstairs. Dominating the room was a king-sized sleigh bed in rich cherry wood with a bureau to match, and an overstuffed easy chair and ottoman in the corner surrounded by built-in bookcases.

The walls were painted a very un-beachy apple green and the duvet on the bed was a dark, rich red. “I love this guy’s decorator,” she said out loud. She set the duffle bag on the bed and went to investigate the bathroom. The sight of the freestanding claw-footed tub and handheld shower massager had her grinning. “And his taste in bathrooms.”

She walked back to the bedroom and unzipped the duffle bag. She put her week’s worth of summer clothes away in the bureau, then went to put her meager supply of toiletries in the bath. When she finished with the minor task of making herself at home, she realized she was hungry. She’d been in such a hurry to leave the city she’d skipped lunch, and the omelet she’d scarfed for breakfast was a very distant eleven hours ago.

She headed downstairs to the small kitchen to poke in the cupboards and refrigerator for a reason to not go out in the rain, but all her search yielded was a few cans of soup and a very stale box of crackers. Resigned to getting wetter, Nina went back into the living room and wedged her feet into her sneakers, grimacing as they squished. She pulled the hood up on her sweatshirt and tucked her hair, made curlier and more unruly than usual by the humidity, under the hood as best she could.

She grabbed her keys, her ID and a few bills out of her purse and opened the door. The rain was lashing hard, the storm having grown stronger in the twenty minutes since her arrival. Ducking her head against the rain, she dashed out, running down the short path to the boardwalk. She veered left, heading for the side street she’d left her car on and slammed into something solid.

She bounced off and fell backward, arms pinwheeling madly for balance, but the wood of the boardwalk was slick from the rain, the soles of her sneakers smooth with wear, and she went down hard. The second before her head cracked the ground she thought she heard someone mutter, “Oh shit”, and then the lights went out.


Chapter Two

“Ow.”

Nina grimaced, her eyes still closed, and reached a tentative hand up to feel the back of her head. Unsurprised when her fingers encountered a goose egg, she probed the tender area, relieved when she didn’t find any blood. “Jesus, what did I run into?”

“Me.”

“Shit!” Her eyes flew open, startled to find a man standing in the doorway of the kitchen. She looked around wildly and realized she was lying on the leather sofa in the cottage’s living room. “How’d I get in here?” Her eyes flew back to the man. The kitchen light was on behind him, making it impossible to see his face. “Who’re you? What the hell?”

He chuckled, a deep rumble of sound. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. But I didn’t want to leave you lying on the boardwalk, so I brought you back in here. This is your cottage, right?”

Nina frowned. “Actually, it’s a loaner. What happened?”

“You ran into me. Your head was down,” he explained, coming into the room. “You didn’t see me, and I didn’t have time to move out of the way. And since I’m a lot bigger than you—” he sat down on the sofa by her hip “—you bounced off and hit your head. Fastest I’ve ever knocked anyone out. How does it feel?”

“Um.” Nina blinked up into his face, certain fate couldn’t be this cruel. It just couldn’t. “My head? It hurts…but I’ll live. Do you knock a lot of people out?”

“My fair share, I guess. I do some amateur boxing. You sure your head’s okay?” He leaned forward, sliding one broad palm around the side of her head, wincing when he felt the bump. “You need some ice.”

“Oh, no,” Nina stammered. “I don’t think I do.”

“Better safe than sorry.” He winked at her. “There’s probably some in the freezer. Be right back.”

Nina watched him go then dropped her head back on the cushion. “Ow.” She blinked up at the ceiling as her head throbbed and mentally railed at God. “I can’t believe this,” she whispered. “I can’t believe Tony Capriatti is here, I can’t believe I ran into him, I can’t believe I knocked myself unconscious, I can’t believe he carried me into the house and I missed it!”

She covered her eyes with her hands on a moan. The man of her dreams, the man she’d been half in love with for five years was in her kitchen getting ice for the bump on her head.

“Are you all right?”

Nina uncovered her eyes. “Fine!” she said brightly.

He frowned as he sat on the sofa next to her hip. Close next to her hip. Practically touching her hip. “You’re not getting nauseas or dizzy, are you?” he asked. “You could have a concussion.”

“No,” she said on half a laugh. Sitting so close to her hip! “Really, I’m fine. It’s just a bump. I’m almost a nurse so I should know. Trust me, it’s fine.”

“Here, lets put this ice on it, just in case.” He had a tea towel in his hand, folded around the ice. He cupped her neck and tugged her slightly forward to tuck it behind her head. “Almost a nurse, huh?”

“Um, yeah.” She tried to ignore the way her skin tingled at his touch. “I’m going into my last year of nursing school.”

“Here, keep this on there.” He guided her hand to the makeshift ice pack, wrapping her hand around it to hold it in place. “I’m Tony, by the way.”

“I’m Nina.”

“Nice to meet you, Nina.” He smiled, his brown eyes crinkling at the corners, and she felt her chest tighten.

“Likewise.” She smiled back, desperately trying to think of something to say. “Sorry about the collision,” she finally said, fighting the urge to roll her eyes at her own lameness. “I didn’t hurt you when I ran into you, did I?”

He grinned. “A little thing like you? Nah. You were sure in a hurry, though. Where were you headed?”

Still reeling from being called a little thing, it took her a second to answer. “Ah…dinner. There aren’t any groceries in the house, and I didn’t bring anything with me. I was going to find a grocery store or some takeout.”

“What kind of food do you like?”

She blinked, nonplussed by the question. “Ah…I was sort of in the mood for Italian. If I couldn’t find takeout, I was going to pick up some pasta at the grocery.”

“Pasta?” He grinned at her, his chocolate brown eyes twinkling at her with humor. “If you want pasta, you ran into the right guy.”

“I’m sorry?”

“No, keep it on your head,” he urged when she tried to set the ice pack aside. He kept his hand on hers, heat from his skin wreaking havoc with her nervous system. “I mean I make a killer red sauce, and I’ve got a brand new box of linguini at my place.”

Nina’s eyes went wide as she realized what he was saying. “You don’t have to cook dinner for me.”

“I’d like to.” His eyes stayed steady on hers, watchful, and the urge to fidget was almost overwhelming. “I was going to eat anyway, and this way I get to do it with a beautiful woman instead of the Yankees game. Besides,” he said when she opened her mouth to protest, “it’s the least I can do after knocking you unconscious.”

She felt her lips twitch in a smile. “Nothing against your boxing skills, but I think it’s more accurate to say I knocked myself out.”

“Is that a yes?”

She laughed a little. “Yeah, I guess that’s a yes. But only if we can watch the Yankees while we eat.”

He grinned. “Yeah? You like baseball?”

Nina shrugged. “Some girls played with dolls, I played with baseball cards.”

“The perfect woman. Okay, you stay here, keep that ice on your head. And I’ll be back in ten minutes with dinner.”

“Sure.” She watched him rise, the loose, easy way he moved making her mouth water.

He plucked a black raincoat from the hook by the door and shrugged into it, then turned and sent her a wink. “Be right back.”

“I’ll be here,” she managed. She waited until he walked out the door, watched him dash through the rain down the boardwalk and into a house a few doors down. As soon as the door closed behind him, she slid to the floor in a heap.

“OHMYGOD!” She fumbled for her phone, the ice pack tumbling to the floor with a wet splat as she dialed. “Answer, answer, answer!”

She nearly sobbed in relief when the line engaged. “Julie! Christ, I’m having a heart attack.”

“What?” her friend hissed into the phone. “Nina, slow down. Jesus, you’re practically hyperventilating. Breathe and tell me what’s going on!”

“Okay.” Nina drew a breath, let it out slowly then did it again. “Okay. He’s here.”

“Who’s there? Wait—Tony? He’s there?”

“Yeah—here. Holy shit, what am I going to do?”

“Well stop screaming into the phone, for starters. He’ll hear you!”

“No, he went to go get pasta.”

“He went to go get pasta.”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, start at the beginning.”

“Okay.” Nina gave a quick run-down of the collision outside the house. “He carried me back here, can you believe it?”

“Yes, I can. I keep telling you you’re not as big as you think you are.”

Nina rolled her eyes. “This is not the time to talk about my body issues. The point is he carried me back here, he got ice for my head, and he’s making me dinner!”

“What’s he making?”

Nina huffed out a breath. “Linguini with red sauce—does it matter?”

“Is the sauce homemade or out of a jar?”

“Homemade.” Nina frowned. “Is that good?”

“It’s romantic as hell. You have condoms, right?”

“Jesus, Julie, I’m not going to jump his bones.”

“You better, girlie. That’s what you’re there for, after all. Karma has dumped him in your lap, and if you don’t take the opportunity to do something about a fantasy you’ve had for five long years, then you need your head examined.”

Nina felt her breathing quicken just at the thought. “You’re right. Shit.”

“So, do you have condoms?”

“What? Oh yeah. Yeah, I have condoms. I’m just thinking—what if it sucks? I mean, I’ve been fantasizing about this—about him—for five years. What if it’s completely lame and awful and horrid?”

“Well, then at least you’ll know and you can stop fantasizing about it. And now I have to get into this deposition before my client’s soon to be ex-wife has his balls for dinner. Spineless little weasel. Use a condom,” she ordered, “and call me tomorrow.”

“Okay.” Nina took a deep breath. “Bye.”

She clicked off then looked at the clock in the phone’s display. “Fuck. He’ll be back any second.” Her hands flew to her hair, groaning when she found it soaking wet and matted to her head. “Oh shit!”

She flew toward the stairs, taking the treads two at a time and dashed into the bathroom. “Well, just hell,” she moaned. Her hair was plastered to her skull, the curl pulled out by the rain, and what little makeup she had on was running down her face in a mascara river.

“Fucking perfect,” she grumbled, and grabbed a tissue. She wiped her cheeks, cleaning off the mascara streaks, and quickly removed the rest of her eye makeup as well. That accomplished, she turned her attention to her hair.

There wasn’t time to dry it completely but the great thing about having naturally curly hair was she didn’t have to. She whipped the sweatshirt over her head and grabbed a towel, giving her head a brisk rub and soaking up as much excess water as she could. When it was as dry as she could make it with the towel, she grabbed a tube of gel from her meager stash of toiletries, squirted some into her palm and worked it into her hair. A quick finger fluff through the curls and she was done—her hair would dry curly and light, and Tony would hopefully want to run his fingers through it.

She made a face in the mirror at the sappiness of that thought then dashed into the bedroom for dry clothes. She stripped out of the wet shorts and tank top and yanked a dark blue sundress over her head. She gave the spaghetti straps a quick adjustment, shoved her arms into a light blue cotton hoodie to ward off the chill from the rain and dashed down the stairs just in time to hear the front door open.

“Hey, you were supposed to keep the ice pack on your head,” he accused as he kicked the door closed behind him. He carefully shed the raincoat and hung it on the hook again before heading toward her.

“I needed to get out of the wet clothes,” she replied, distracted by the bags in his arms. “How much food did you bring?”

He laughed, the low sound rumbling out to scrape along her nerves and make her shiver. “It’s not that much food, trust me. Just some stuff for the sauce, some antipasto.” He grinned and sent her a wink. “A bottle of wine.”

She laughed despite the curl of lust in her belly. “Are you going to get me drunk?”

“I don’t know, I guess that depends on how you like my food,” he said, striding past her into the kitchen to set the bags down. She watched as he pulled out fresh romaine lettuce, cucumbers, tomatoes. And a jar of red sauce.

“Hey.” When he looked up quizzically, she pointed. “You said you make a good sauce, not buy a good sauce.”

He picked up the jar. “This isn’t bought. No, this is homemade, one hundred percent. See, it’s a canning jar, not a store jar. Paul Newman did not make this sauce.”

“Something tells me you didn’t make it either,” she said, folding her arms across her chest and raising an eyebrow.

His eyes dipped briefly to her ample breasts, pushed up by her crossed arms, before returning to her face. “Okay, you got me,” he said. “My grandmother made it.”

She shook her head in mock disappointment even as she felt her pulse skip a beat at the sudden heat in his eyes. “And you said you could make it yourself. The shame.”

“I can make it myself,” he protested. “But it takes a while to do red sauce right.”

“So?” she shrugged. “I wasn’t going anywhere.”

“Well, I wasn’t sure. It’s not every day a beautiful woman comes running right into my arms.” He smiled and pulled out a bottle of wine, setting it on the counter between them. “I didn’t want to waste the opportunity.”

Sweet Jesus. Nina swallowed the urge to squeal and wondered that her pulse didn’t leap right out of her throat, it was beating so fast. “So, you were planning to seduce me with your grandmother’s red sauce?”

“And her homemade bread,” he said, tugging a huge loaf from one of the bags.

“And a really nice bottle of wine,” she observed, looking at the label.

He raised an eyebrow. “You know wine?”

She shook her head. “Not really, but this is my friend Julie’s favorite. She’s forever whining about how expensive it’s gotten, but she can’t help herself from splurging on it.”

“Well, if she’s the one loaning you this house, she can afford it.” He reached into the bag again and came out with a corkscrew. “This place is great.”

“It is, isn’t it?” She watched him uncork the wine and turned to search the cabinets for glasses. “It actually belongs to someone she knows through work. She got him to loan it to me for the week.”

She turned back with a wine glass in each hand to find him watching her. She swallowed hard at the light in his eyes, a light that looked suspiciously like lust, and thrust out a glass.

The corners of his lips quirked up knowingly as he poured. “So how long have you wanted to be a nurse?”

“Oh. Um…well, I never finished college, but I always wanted to do something in the medical field. I was thinking radiology. You know, a tech?”

He nodded, shifting the bottle to fill the second glass. “What made you switch to nursing?”

“I was working in a hospital, on the mental health floor. I was an admin, but they were so short of nurses I ended up doing a lot of the nursing duties.” She shrugged. “I liked it. I liked helping the patients. And going to school for nursing wasn’t that much longer than going to school for radiology.”

He took a glass from her outstretched hand and lifted it to his lips. “How much longer do you have to go?”

“Just a year,” she mumbled, taking a sip of her own wine. It did absolutely nothing to cool the fire in her blood. “I’m taking summer classes so I can graduate early.”

“That’s great.”

His gaze on her was so intent Nina was starting to feel like a bug under a microscope. “What?” she asked, rubbing her nose self-consciously. “Do I still have mascara running down my face or something?”

He chuckled and she had to brace herself with a hand on the counter when her knees turned to water. “No, nothing like that. It’s just—you seem familiar to me. Have we met before?”

Nina was glad she wasn’t taking a drink when he’d asked—she’d have choked on it. Never in a million years would she have guessed he’d recognize her. There were always so many bimbos around him whenever he played, she’d have bet her diamond earrings there was he’d never have been able to pick her out of a crowd.

“Um, I don’t think so,” she managed, and took a fortifying sip of wine.

“Are you sure?” he asked. “There’s something about your eyes… I really think I’ve seen you somewhere before.”

She made some non-committal sound and drank more wine. She wasn’t about to refresh his memory, having no desire to remind him of the shy, overweight girl who used to gaze at him like an adoring puppy.

“Hmm.” He narrowed his eyes at her then seemed to shrug. “Maybe it’s just wishful thinking.”

She blinked, confused. “What do you mean?”

“Well, it would have been nice to have a connection,” he said. “Other than you just running into me in the rain.”

She chuckled weakly. “Did I apologize for doing that?”

“I’m glad you did,” he said, still looking at her with a knee-knocking intensity. “Otherwise, we might not have met. And that,” he said, picking up the bottle to top off her wine, “would have been a shame.”

Nina cleared her throat, watching the wine in her glass rise up to tease the brim. “Are you trying to get me drunk?”

“If you think it’d help,” he said, and winked again before he turned to the groceries.

Nina felt a bubble of wild laughter rise up in her chest. “Help with what?” she asked, and he turned back at the teasing lilt in her voice.

His left eyebrow quirked up in a way that had her knees knocking again. She was always a sucker for a good one-eyebrow look. “With the seducing, of course.”

“Oh.” She laughed, a girlish sound that was foreign to her own ears. “You don’t need wine for that.”


Chapter Three

Nina thought she’d swallow her own tongue when he turned to face her fully.

“Is that so?” he murmured.

“Pretty much,” she sighed, shivering in anticipation as he moved towards her. “You had me at ‘oh shit’.”

He chuckled again, coming to a stop in front of her. He was so close his feet were practically on top of hers, and she could feel the heat of him through their clothes. “You’re funny. And you’re cute and sexy and adorable.” He reached out and put his hands on her shoulders, and even though the hoodie covered her skin, she shuddered in reaction.

“Tony?”

“Hmm?”

It was now or never and she’d hate herself if she didn’t say it. Nina took a deep breath. “Were you planning on kissing me anytime soon?”

He was standing so close, looking right at her, so she saw the lust flare bright and hot in his eyes at her words. “As a matter-of-fact,” he murmured, and lowered his head to hers.

She held herself perfectly still, barely daring to breath as his lips touched hers. Once, twice, he brushed over them lightly, almost delicately, leaving a delicious tingle in their wake. She couldn’t help the slight whimper or the way she swayed toward him, following his mouth. She vaguely heard him groan and answered it with one of her own when she felt the tip of his tongue flicker over the corners of her lips.

“Damn,” he rumbled, and his hands tightened almost painfully on her shoulders.

“Yeah,” she breathed, and rose up on her toes. She brought her hands up to his chest, gripping his shirt in her fists as she tried to get closer. “More,” she moaned, and in a sudden blur of movement, he obliged her.

His head twisted, his mouth slanting over hers and forcing her lips apart. She whimpered in relief when his tongue slipped past her teeth, the more forceful caress both soothing and inciting her lust. She curled her tongue upward, sucking on his, and with a curse, he wrenched free.

“What?” she gasped. “Did I do something wrong?”

He shook his head. “No,” he said, his voice harsh with desire. “But if you want to eat, we have to stop.”

“I’m not hungry,” she said, and leaned forward to lick at the skin of his throat. He was salty with sweat and went to her head faster than the wine. She groaned and, using her grip on his shirt, bounced once on her toes to boost herself up into his arms. His hands moved automatically, sliding from her shoulders to grip her ass as he took her weight. She thought briefly she was too heavy to do this and should jump back down, but then his hands dug into her ass, kneading and pinching and stroking, and she forgot all about the last ten pounds she couldn’t seem to lose.

“Oh Jesus,” he hissed when she nipped him with her teeth. He took two steps forward, making her shriek when she felt her ass slam against the butcher block. With the counter supporting her weight, he took one hand off her ass and tangled it in her hair. He tugged her head back, his fingers tangling in her hair tight enough to make her scalp sting deliciously, and she whimpered involuntarily.

“Nina.” He groaned her name and she opened her eyes. He was looking down at her, his eyes narrowed and his lips peeled back in a sensual snarl. “Be sure.”

“I’m sure,” she whispered, licking her lips and tasting him on them. “I’m really, really sure. I want you like crazy and if you don’t fuck me, I’m never going to forgive you.”

He laughed, but there was no mirth in the sound. “I don’t have any condoms with me.”

“I do.” She leaned forward, straining at the grip of his fist in her hair to nip at his neck again. “A whole box. Upstairs. Are we done talking now?”

“Just one more thing,” he said, and she groaned as he tugged her hair back again.

He waited until she was looking at him. “I just want you to know, I don’t do this. I used to do this—I used to do it a lot. But not anymore. I just wanted you to know that.”

“Neither do I,” she managed. “But I really want to do it with you.”

He brought his mouth back down on hers, his tongue delving into her mouth and stealing her breath in a kiss that left her tingling and panting for more. “Me too,” he said, and pulled her away from the counter, dropping her back on her feet. “Me too. Where’s the bedroom?”

She pointed vaguely in the general direction of the stairs and he turned her to face them. “Move,” he rasped, encouraging her with a slap on her ass. “Before I fuck you on the kitchen floor.”

I’m fine with the kitchen floor, she thought giddily, but then his hand landed on her ass again and she moved.

He was right behind her on the stairs, his hands roaming all over her back, her hips, her ass. By the time she hit the top step, her pulse was pounding in her ears and her body felt like it was on fire.

She turned around, intending to say something clever and sexy and enticing, but he was already pulling his shirt over his head and every single thought went right out of her head, her mouth suddenly too dry to speak. He had a boxer’s build, thick and muscular, with just a smattering of hair across his pectorals and his arms looked like they could bench press a car.

“Oh,” she breathed, all her focus going to that expanse of flesh. Her fingers itched to touch and she found herself reaching out blindly.

“Yes,” he growled, catching her hands and pulling them to his chest. He flattened her palms against his skin, holding them there for a moment as if he wanted to be sure she wouldn’t take them away. He needn’t have worried.

She slid her hands over the hard arch of his pecs, purring with pleasure as the muscles leapt under her hands. He growled in response, his hands coming down hard on her shoulders.

“You’re overdressed.”

Nina swallowed hard, the knots of anticipation in her stomach tightening predictably at his words. She was so aroused, so ready, her skin felt tight and her clothes were an annoyance, and the thought of getting out of them was on one hand a welcome relief. On the other hand, this was the man she’d fantasized about for five years, and there was a tiny piece of her that cringed at the prospect of him seeing her naked and finding her wanting.

She wasn’t given a lot of time to angst over it. His hands were already moving, sliding the hoodie down and off to puddle at her feet. He flicked at the straps of the sundress, letting them fall off her shoulders to dangle against her upper arms. He slid his hands to her back, feeling for the zipper, and she found her voice.

“There’s no zipper,” she managed, her voice little more than a whisper. The wanting threatened to swamp her, swallow her whole, and speaking was almost too difficult. Her tongue flicked out to wet dry lips. “It just pulls off,” she explained, her voice only slightly stronger than before.

If possible, his eyes went even darker, his cheekbones flushing and his breathing growing harsher. Holding her gaze, he sank to his haunches in front of her and gathered the skirt of the sundress in his hands. Slowly, without taking his eyes off her face, he gathered the fabric in his hands, drawing it up her body.

Nina’s chest grew tight as he slowly straightened in front of her, pulling the dress up as he went. The intensity of being undressed, of watching him watch her as he did it, was almost overwhelming. She drew in a shaky breath as the fabric cleared her hips, her waist, automatically raising her arms as he drew it up over her chest and head. For a brief moment her face was hidden, shielded by the fabric, and she took a deep breath to try and center herself.

Then the dress was over her head and off, and she stood before him in nothing but a tiny pair of panties that hid absolutely nothing. Not the curve of her belly she wished she had the money to get sucked out, not the faint white lines on her hips that were her trophy for losing the weight. Not the cellulite she imagined made her ass look like a golf ball. She kept her eyes closed tight, feeling cowardly for not wanting to see his face as he looked at her. But after a few seconds she couldn’t stand it and opened her eyes.

The look of lust and awe on his face nearly brought her to her knees. She struggled to breathe, to stay on her feet as his hands ghosted over her almost reverently.

“You’re so beautiful,” he breathed, his fingers dancing over her breasts, her shoulders, her belly. “Look how full you are, how lush. God, I could just sink into you and stay there for days.”

She laughed, the sound bursting out of her with pure joy and relief. He looked at her and grinned, his hands settling on her hips with comforting firmness.

“That’s funny?” he asked, stepping into her and ducking his head to trace her shoulder with his lips.

She shuddered as his lips left a trail of tingling skin in their wake. “No, that’s amazing,” she managed, forgetting in the heat of the moment to censor her words.

“It’s true,” he murmured, his hands tightening on her hips. She groaned and he picked up his head. “You like that,” he said, and did it again.

“Yes,” she sighed, her hands coming up to grip his wrists. Following her instincts, praying it didn’t backfire on her, she drew his hands up her torso to cover her breasts. He took the hint immediately and squeezed, her ample flesh spilling out of his hands, and her head fell back on a deep groan. “Oh, yes.”

“You really like that,” he rumbled, squeezing hard enough to leave fingerprints. Nina closed her eyes in bliss and felt the room start to spin. She realized he was walking her backward toward the bed and felt her knees hit the mattress. She let herself fall back into the giving softness of the bed, her hands still clinging to his arms, and pulled him down with her.

Her eyes flew open in time to watch him come down on top of her. He braced his hands on either side of her shoulders, his face lowering to hers. He nibbled at her lips, teasing her with little flicks of his tongue and nips of his teeth, and within moments she was whimpering. She tried to capture his lips, tried to make him kiss her the way she needed him to—deep and strong and never-ending—but he continued to elude her.

The frustration built until she couldn’t take it anymore. Forgetting she was trying to be girly and demure, she reached up with both hands, grabbed his head and dragged his mouth to hers. She took his mouth the way she wanted him to take hers, in a deep, drugging kiss that had both of them moaning. Frantic to get closer, to feel more, she let go of his head and reached for his jeans, thumbing open the button closure. He hissed when she dragged down the zipper, his teeth biting into her bottom lip hard enough that she tasted her own blood. The tangy, metallic taste sent her libido into overdrive, and with more eagerness than finesse, she delved into his pants and pulled out his cock.

“Oh Jesus,” he groaned, his head dropping to her chest as she stroked and pulled at his turgid flesh. He pulsed in her hand, feeling impossibly hard, the tip already weeping fluid. She brushed her thumb over him, gathering the moisture there and swirling it around.

He lifted his head to look at her, his eyes narrowed in lust and his breath coming in short pants. “Where are those condoms?”

Nina had to swallow twice before she could answer. “Bathroom,” she managed. He leaned down to kiss her hard once, twice, then pushed himself off her to dash into the bathroom.

She wriggled out of the panties, then lay there sprawled on the bed and tried to get some sort of grip on herself. She was getting ready to fuck Tony Capriatti, man of her dreams. The reality of that was so overwhelming she could barely wrap her mind around it, and the way her pulse was pounding and her pussy was dripping not helping her powers of concentration at all.

She turned her head when he came back into the room. He’d stripped off the rest of his clothes in the bathroom and was gloriously, mouth-wateringly naked. Her eyes automatically zeroed in on his cock. He’d already sheathed it with a condom.

“I wanted to do that,” she protested mildly as he climbed onto the bed. He slid on top of her, her legs automatically parting to make room for him. He settled on his elbows, his hips fitting into the welcoming cradle of her pelvis. He slid forward, dragging his cock along her clit and making her gasp.

“You wanted to do what?” he asked, and did it again.

Nina struggled to think past the sparks of pleasure exploding in her clit. “The condom,” she managed, blinking the clouds out of her eyes to stare up at him. “I wanted to put the condom on you.”

“Next time,” he promised. He took her mouth, stroking his tongue across her lips and into her mouth. She clung to him, whimpering as he continued to grind the shaft of his cock against her cunt.

He moved his lips to her cheek, trailing kisses to her ear. He nuzzled her hair aside and licked the sensitive spot behind her left earlobe and she thought the top of her head might fly right off. “Tell me what you want,” he demanded, tangling his fingers into her curls and holding her head in place when she would have turned to face him. He licked the spot again, scraping his teeth against her skin this time, and she felt the growl rumble up in her chest.

“Fuck me,” she hissed. She dug her nails into his shoulders, using her grip as leverage to boost her hips off the bed. She wrapped her legs around his waist and tilted her pelvis, the action causing him to slip inside her the scantest inch. They both moaned, the sound echoing in the quiet of the room. The storm continued to rage outside, rain pounding on the roof and hammering the windows, but neither one of them noticed.

“God, you’re so wet,” he muttered, teeth gritted against the sensation. “So fucking wet and hot, I can’t stand it.”

Nina’s head was tossing on the pillow, frantic now to feel him all the way inside her. But he wasn’t moving, was holding himself still, and a strangled cry erupted from her throat. She pushed her hips up again, taking more of him in a desperate attempt to get him to move, and finally he did.

With a snarling growl his hips plunged, driving deep into her in one thrust. The breath left her lungs on a scream, everything inside her exploding with color and light as he hit bottom. He didn’t give her time to recover from the orgasm, just kept going, holding himself fully inside her, grinding against her, rubbing against her clit and pushing deeper until she exploded again and the pulsing, drawing pull of her cunt pulled him into orgasm with her.

* * *

“Holy shit.”

The words reached her ears as if from a great distance, and could barely be heard over the pounding of her own heart. She exhaled shakily, keeping her eyes closed, and savored the warm, sweaty weight of him.

She moaned in feeble protest when he moved, shifting his weight off her torso to his arms. The motion dragged his chest across her sensitive nipples and she gasped, her pussy clenching involuntarily at the sensation, and he groaned in response.

“I’m sorry,” he gasped, his breath tickling her cheek, and she fought her eyes open.

“For what?”

“For lasting—” he looked over at the clock on the bedside table “—eight minutes.” He grinned down at her. “I’m usually much better at taking my time.”

“If you’d taken any more time,” she managed, “I think my heart would have exploded.”

He chuckled, the sound reverberating through his body and into hers. He was still hard inside her, her legs still wrapped around his lower back, and she shivered in renewed arousal.

He noticed the shiver and one eyebrow went up. “Really?”

She laughed, a little self-conscious. “Yeah,” she admitted sheepishly. “Sometimes, once I get going, I don’t want to stop.”

“Is that right?” he murmured, and gave a lazy, twisting thrust of his hips. When she arched her back and gasped, his eyes lit up like a little boy on Christmas morning. “Wow, look at that,” he marveled, watching the flush of arousal infuse her skin. It spread from her tight nipples up into her face, and he pressed his lips to the hollow between her breasts.

“I can’t believe I neglected these,” he said. He shifted his weight to one elbow and cupped her left breast with his free hand. He squeezed lightly, experimentally, and the flush deepened.

He shifted so he could do the same with the other, smiling when she moaned. “You have beautiful breasts,” he murmured, and lowered his head.

Nina watched, fascinated, as he touched his tongue to her nipple. It was light, barely heavier than a butterfly’s kiss, and the sweetness of it made her sigh. The sigh caught in her throat a second later when he gripped the hardened tip between his teeth and tugged.

“Oh, God,” she moaned, her fingers sliding up to clench in his hair. The silky strands, slightly damp with sweat, slid between her fingers and for some reason, the sight of it had the bottom dropping out of her stomach. “More,” she begged, tugging him to her breast. He obliged, pulling her into his mouth and sucking hard.

“Jesus, you taste amazing.” He licked his way across her chest, peppering kisses on the cluster of freckles across her sternum to her other nipple. He gave it the same treatment, lavishing attention on her until she was squirming, desperate to feel him harder, deeper, stronger.

She started to lurch up, to drive her cunt on his cock and force him to move, but her legs had been wrapped around his waist for a while and when she moved, her hip spasmed in pain, making her cry out.

Tony’s head came up immediately, releasing her nipple from his mouth with a wet pop. “What is it?” he asked, pushing himself up on both hands to look down at her.

“My leg,” she said, unlocking her ankles from behind his back and lowering them to the mattress. Immediately the cramp began to ease and she sighed in relief.

“This one?” he asked, putting his hand on her right hip. She nodded and he rubbed his hand over her flank in a firm circular motion, soothing the cramped muscle.

“Better?” he murmured, and she nodded. The stroke of his hand changed, going from soothing and massaging to arousing, his fingers sliding up and down the outside of her thigh in a lingering caress.

“You have strong legs,” he said, giving the muscles a testing squeeze. “Runner’s legs?”

She shook her head. “Martial artist’s legs.”

“Really?” She nodded. “What discipline?”

“Tai chi.”

“Are you any good at it?”

She grinned at the teasing light in his eyes, loving this silly, playful side of him. “I can hold my own.”

“Oh, yeah?” He grinned back and lowered himself back down. He grasped her hands, pinning her wrists against the pillow on either side of her head as he settled his full weight on her. “Think you can flip me?”

She giggled and flexed her hands under his. “Sure you want me to try?”

“Yeah,” he growled, masculine confidence stamped all over his face. “I’d love to see you try.”

Nina shrugged. “Okay, then.”

She started trying to shift her weight, rocking back and forth underneath him and tugging at his hold on her hands. He pinned her easily, chuckling at her ineffectual attempts. “Oh honey,” he said, shaking his head in mock despair. “You’re going to have to do better than that.”

“I’m just a girl,” she said, pitching her voice deliberately high. “I guess I just couldn’t possibly flip a big ole manly man like you off me.”

He snorted out a laugh, and she made her move. Quick as a snake, she twisted her wrists, popping them out of his grip with astonishing ease. She turned her hands so she gripped his wrists, shifted her legs, twisted her hips and pushed. In a flash, she’d reversed their positions and was laughing down into his astonished face.

“Like I said,” she said, tossing her hair back and giving him a triumphant grin. “I’m just a girl.”

“I never met a girl like you before,” he said, relaxing back into the pillows. “Pretty slick moves, sweetheart. I thought tai chi was for meditation and relaxation.”

“It is,” she assured him, “but it’s also a martial art, and like any martial art, can be used to defend.”

“So I see,” he said.

“And besides,” she murmured, her voice growing husky. “I like this position.”

“Do you now?” he asked.

“Mmm,” she murmured. She let go of his hands and let her knees slide forward along his hips. The motion settled her even more firmly onto his erection, wringing gasp from her and a groan from him. “I like it a lot.”

“I can see the benefits to it,” he said. “But before you get too carried away…” He grasped her waist, lifting her to her knees and making her squeal as he slid out of her. He quickly dealt with the used condom, returning to her side sheathed with a new one. “Now, where were we?”

“Right here,” she murmured, and slid back down his cock in one slick thrust. He grasped her hands, linking their fingers and pushing her arms back. She instinctively sat up straighter, the motion driving her down his cock to the root, and she gasped at the sensation.

“Oh yeah, like that,” she murmured. Still holding his hands, she drew them to her breasts. He took the hint and started playing with her nipples, rolling them between his fingertips and tugging. She looked down, the intent expression on his face as he stared at his hands working her nipples making her pussy spasm. He felt it and looked up, capturing her gaze with his.

She moaned at the naked lust in his eyes, her pussy clenching down on him in pulsing flutters of arousal. She began to ride him, slowly at first then with increasing speed until she was practically slamming herself down on his cock with every thrust. He was pushing up to meet her, his hands clamped down on her hips to help her as they raced towards orgasm together.

Nina could feel the coil of tension in her belly winding tighter and tighter, but the orgasm hovered frustratingly just out of reach. She braced her hands behind her on his thighs and the deeper angle nearly pushed her over the edge. But it wasn’t enough, and she started to sob with frustration.

Tony was gritting his teeth with the effort to hold back, wanting her to come first. He could feel the telltale flutters in her cunt, the tiny pulses that told him she was close, but it was taking too long. He was going to explode soon, the heat and wet and tightness of her too much for him to hold out against. Determined to take her with him, he slid one hand from her hip to the curve of her belly, sliding his thumb down to the top of her slit in search of her clit.

He found it, a tiny pearl button hidden in the swollen folds of her cunt. Knowing it was likely too sensitive for a direct touch to feel good, he slid his thumb just above it, feeling the ridge of flesh under her skin that was the root of her clit. He pressed hard, rotating his thumb in tiny circles, and with a scream, she convulsed.

He watched her eyes go blind with the stunning pleasure of it as he felt her go off. All the muscles in her pussy clenched down on him with a viselike grip, pulsing and pulling and milking his cock, and with a roar, he let himself follow.

* * *

“Holy shit.”

Tony chuckled. “I thought that was my line.”

“I stole it. Sue me.” Nina lay panting, her head against his chest, the sound of his heart pounding in her ear oddly soothing. “That was…” she trailed off as words failed her.

“Yeah.” His hand stroked lazily up and down her back, and she gave in to the urge to snuggle in closer. They lay there for a few moments, content to just listen to the rain pound on the roof. Nina felt her eyes drifting shut, the pleasant lassitude of the moment lulling her to sleep, when her stomach let out a rumbling gurgle.

There was a moment of startled silence, his hand frozen on her back in mid stroke. Then he started to laugh, a deep rumbling belly laugh that made her blush even harder.

“Stop it,” she muttered, smacking his chest lightly and grinning despite herself.

“I’m sorry,” he gasped. “I guess I should have fed you earlier.”

“Hey, I haven’t eaten since breakfast!” she protested. Her stomach chose that moment to rumble again, sending him into fresh bouts of laughter.

She slid off his chest—he was laughing so hard he was going to dislodge her anyway—and sat beside him, arms crossed. She raised one eyebrow in what she hoped was a stern manner. “Are you quite finished?” she asked in as prim a voice as she could manage and he grinned at her.

“I don’t know,” he chortled. “Are you?”

“Shut up!” she cried, smacking him on the thigh.

“Okay, okay.” He held out his hands in a gesture of peace. “I’m sorry.”

“Humph,” she mumbled, glaring at him out of the corner of her eye. He sat up, folding his arms around her and nuzzling her cheek.

“You’re adorable when you’re angry,” he whispered, his brown eyes twinkling at her, and she couldn’t stop the laugh from bubbling up.

“Jackass,” she said without heat, and sighed when he captured her mouth with his.

“I am a jackass,” he murmured, pressing kisses along her jaw. “A cad, a rogue and unforgivable bastard.” He worked his way to her neck, pressing his lips to the sensitive spot under her ear.

“All of that and more,” she sighed.

He chuckled again, the sound sending shivers down her spine. “I want to make it up to you.”

“What’d you have in mind?” she asked, tilting her head to give him better access. He took advantage, scraping his teeth along sensitive flesh and making her shiver again.

“How about dinner in bed?”

“Oooh, really?” She grinned at the ceiling. “Pasta, with grandma’s famous homemade sauce?”

He picked up his head and scowled. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

“Nope.”

With a last kiss, he slid off the bed and ducked into the bathroom. She heard the toilet flush and the water running in the sink then he popped back out, tugging his jeans over bare skin.

“You stay here,” he pointed at her. “Linguini with red sauce coming right up.”

“With garlic bread,” she said, giggling when he frowned.

“Demanding woman,” he muttered, but he grinned when he said it, and whistled as he trotted down the stairs.

Nina lay there grinning like a cat that just ate her weight in canaries, listening to him putter around the kitchen. She settled deeper into the pillows with a sigh, her body relaxed and stress free for the first time in weeks. She must have dozed off because the next thing she knew the spicy scent of marinara sauce was tickling her nose and she opened her eyes to find Tony waving a plate of pasta in front of her face.

“Still hungry or too sleepy to eat?”

“Starving,” she said, the smell of the food making her stomach rumble again as she sat up. She glared at him, daring him to say anything, but he just grinned and handed her the plate.

“This looks great,” she enthused, her rumbling stomach forgotten. The plate was piled high with pasta smothered in meat sauce, a fat chunk of warm garlic bread perched precariously on the side.

“Be right back with the wine,” he said, heading back down to fetch it. She was already eating when he returned.

“Your grandmother,” she said around a mouthful of pasta, “is a genius.”

“I’ve always thought so,” he said. He sat cross-legged on the bed across from her and dug into his own pasta.

“This is amazing,” she mumbled then stopped talking altogether in favor of eating.

They munched in silence, pausing only to refill their glasses until there was nothing left on the plates but streaks of tomato sauce.

“That was fabulous,” she sighed, and handed him her plate. She lay back against the pillows with a groan, feeling more content and satisfied than she had in months. “Tell your grandmother thanks for me next time you see her.”

“You can tell her yourself, if you’re planning to stick around for a while,” he said. He set the plates on the floor next to the bed and shucked off his jeans before stretching out beside her.

She turned her head to watch him settle in. “What do you mean?”

“The entire family is coming to hear me play on Friday night at this little club on the other side of town. It’d be great if you could come.”

“Really?” she asked, insanely pleased he would ask. She started to say she’d love to since she was planning to go anyway, then she remembered he didn’t know she knew who he was. “You’re a musician?”

“Yeah.” He propped his head on his fist to smile down at her. “I am.”

She turned so she was lying on her side, facing him. “What kind of music do you play?”

“Blues mainly. Some rock. I used to write a lot of angry stuff, hard, edgy songs with a lot of angst. My stuff’s a lot more introspective these days. More ‘what’s going on with me’ rather than ‘I hate the world’.”

She stared up into his eyes. “What happened to change your style?”

He shrugged. “I grew up. Stopped being so mad at everyone, started taking responsibility for my own life.”

She gave him a sleepy smile. “I’d love to hear you play.”

“Yeah?” he grinned down at her. “Awesome.”

They lay there for a moment, grinning at each other when a thought suddenly occurred to Nina. “We forgot to watch the baseball game while we ate.”

“We had other priorities,” he said with a chuckle. “And the game’s probably over by now.”

“Darn,” she sighed. “I guess we’ll have to find something else to do then, huh?” she said, peeking up at him through her lashes.

He threw back his head on a shout of laughter. “You’re insatiable.”

Nina could feel her face flushing hot and buried it against his shoulder. “I know, I know, it’s terrible!”

“Terrible’s not the word I was thinking of,” he said, and startled her by ducked under the covers.

“What’re you—oh!” she squealed when she felt his tongue snake out and tickle the crease of her thigh. She grinned and settled back into the pillows. “Somehow terrible isn’t the word I’m thinking anymore either.”


Chapter Four

Friday afternoon Nina unlocked the front door to the cottage. “Tony?” she called out, dropping her keys on the table by the door and taking the bags of food into the kitchen. “You here?”

“Upstairs,” came the reply. She dropped the food on the counter and trotted up the steps, giddy with happiness to find him waiting for her.

He’d spent every night since Sunday with her, going back to his own place whenever he needed to change clothes or rehearse for Friday’s show. He’d finally brought his acoustic guitar back with him and started doing his rehearsing in the bedroom upstairs. He said the high ceilings and open floor plan made for great acoustics, and he’d spend hours up there working through one song after another.

“Hey,” she said, feeling her stomach clench at the welcoming smile he gave her. “What’re you working on?”

“Something new,” he said, holding out a hand. She went to him automatically, linking her fingers with his and bending down for a lingering kiss. “Do you want to hear it?”

“I’d love to,” she said. She perched on the side of the bed, tucking her legs up and resting her chin in her hands.

“Okay,” he said, rubbing his hands together. He picked up the guitar and settled it on his knee. He flexed his fingers before settling them on the strings and she realized with some surprise he was nervous.

Before she could wonder at the reason he began to play, and within moments she was too caught up in the music to think of anything else. It was a ballad, haunting and sweet. There weren’t any lyrics but he hummed the melody, his whiskey voice lending a harsh note to the gentle notes of the song and making it all the more poignant.

When the last note had faded, she sighed. “Wow.”

He smiled, shy and boyishly hopeful. “You think?”

“It’s beautiful,” she said. “Does it have lyrics?”

“Not yet,” he admitted, setting the guitar aside and reclining back in the club chair. “I just finished the music today. I’ve got a couple of ideas about lyrics, but nothing solid yet.”

“Well, it’s stunning,” she said. She rose from her perch on the bed to straddle his lap, looping her arms loosely around his neck. “Really, it’s one of the loveliest things I’ve ever heard. Thank you for sharing it with me.”

“Well, you inspired it, it’s only right you should hear it.”

Nina felt her eyes go round with shock. “I inspired it?” He nodded and her heart just fell at his feet. She all but heard the splat. “Oh, that’s just the sweetest thing,” she murmured, pressing a kiss to his lips.

“Mmm.” She felt his arms come up, his hands spreading across her back, and the kiss quickly grew heated.

“You feel so good,” he murmured, trailing his lips down to the sensitive spot behind her ear. “Warm and lush and hot.”

“You feel hard,” she whispered, running her hands across his chest. “Especially here.” She drew her fingertips down the length of his erection, teasing him where he strained against the fly of his jeans. “My, someone is happy to see me, aren’t they?”

“Someone would be happier to see you if these jeans weren’t in the way,” he mumbled, and she giggled.

“Well, why don’t we just take care of that,” she said, and slid out of his lap to kneel on the floor at his feet.

She went to work on his belt buckle, peeking up at him from beneath her lashes. He was watching her with the stark intensity she’d gotten used to over the last week, his eyes dark and his cheekbones flushed with lust. She grasped the tab of his zipper and drew it down slowly, the rasp echoing his own husky groan. She smiled with satisfaction when his cock sprang free.

“No underwear today?” she murmured, wrapping her hand around his throbbing length. “Naughty boy.”

He chuckled. “Naughty, huh? Does that mean I get punished?”

“Oh, yeah,” she whispered. She flicked out her tongue to lap at the pool of moisture already weeping from the head of his cock. She suppressed the wild giggle threatening to burst free when he groaned, and did it again.

“Your punishment,” she said, rising to her knees and taking a firmer grip on him, “is to just sit there and take it.”

“Whatever it takes,” he said, sounding as if he were being strangled, “to make it up to you.”

She lapped at him again, teasing both of them with dainty little licks. She kept up the light touches and teasing flicks until his hips were surging toward her face with every stroke and pre-come coated her hand, then took him into the warm cavern of her mouth with one deft stroke.

“Jesus,” he groaned. She felt him tangle his fingers into her hair to hold her head in place as his hips started to thrust frantically. He was already close, his balls drawing up tight at the base of his cock. She began a strong suction, working to make him come, but his hands tightened painfully in her hair and drew her off him.

“Why did you stop me?”

“I want to be inside you,” he panted. He dug in his pocket for a condom, ripping it open with his teeth. He gritted his teeth and struggled to put it on with shaking hands. She watched for a second, her own arousal fueled by his frantic need, then took the condom from him.

“Here, let me,” she said, and lifted it to her lips.

“What—?”

She winked. “Just watch.” She placed the tip of the rubber between her lips, applying a light suction to hold it in place. She lowered her head, pressing her lips around the head of his cock through the condom and, using the pressure of her mouth, slowly rolled the condom down his shaft.

She pushed it the final inch with her hands, pulling her mouth off him and stood with a grin. She fell back with a squeak of surprise when he surged to his feet. He clamped his hands on her shoulders, spinning her around and pushing her forward. He stopped when her knees hit the edge of the bed and she moved to turn to face him.

“Uh-uh,” he said, one hand diving into the hair at the base of her neck to hold her in place. “Stay.”

She did, shivering in anticipation. Her skin pebbled with goose bumps when his hands came around her hips to work on the fly of her cutoff shorts. They fell to the floor to puddle at her feet and she felt more than heard his growl of masculine approval.

“No panties today?” He ran his hand over her bare ass, giving her left cheek a light squeeze.

She had to swallow twice before she could speak. “Haven’t had a chance to do laundry.”

“I like it.” His mouth was right behind her ear, his voice sending shivers racing over her skin. “I like it a lot. It’s very…accessible.” He slid his hand between her thighs from behind, delving into her wet cunt with one broad finger.

“Jesus,” she gasped, reaching out blindly to brace her hands on something as her knees buckled, and he took the opportunity to push her forward onto the bed.

“Oh, I really like that,” he murmured. He draped himself over her back, twisting his fingers inside her and making her moan. “I like that a whole lot. How about you, baby? You like this position?”

“I’d like it…a lot better if you were…inside me,” she gasped. She braced her hands on the bed under her shoulders, pushing back into his touch, and he chuckled.

“I am inside you, baby.” He twisted his fingers to illustrate the point, eliciting a squeal.

“Want more,” she panted, twisting her head to look over her shoulder. He loomed over her, his face so close she could feel his breath. “I want your cock inside me.”

“That’s what you want?” he asked, his voice a near growl.

“Yes, please!”

The words were barely out of her mouth when he slammed into her, hitting bottom and pushing her into the edge of the mattress. He didn’t give her a chance to catch her breath, to adjust to the sensations, but set a driving rhythm that had her gasping.

“Yes,” she moaned. She could feel the knot of tension in her belly tightening, her orgasm barreling down on her with an almost frightening intensity. “Oh, fuck!”

“Yeah, baby,” he urged, his voice in her ear and his breath on her neck. His hands moved, sliding up her stomach to push her tank top above her breasts. He gripped them hard, rotating his hands and abrading her nipples with his rough, callused palms. She felt him bite into the sensitive curve of her shoulder, gripping the tendon with his teeth and tugging, and with a hoarse scream, she came.

Light and color exploded in her vision as she pulsed and quivered around him. He kept fucking her through the spasms, driving her higher and harder until she thought her body might simply fly apart at the seams. Dimly she heard him shout, felt his cock expand even farther inside her as he followed her into orgasm.

He collapsed on top of her, draping himself over her and crushing her into the mattress. Nina lay there panting for air, relishing the warm and sweaty weight of him against her back.

“I love that you scream ‘fuck’ when you come,” he said, and she giggled.

“I can’t help it.”

“Why would you want to? It’s sexy as hell,” he rumbled, pressing a kiss to her shoulder then another. “So is this tattoo.”

She smiled sleepily. “My chain of butterflies?”

“Mmm. Girly and sexy.” He kissed the butterflies again. “Don’t move, okay? I’ll be right back.”

“Hmm.” She fluttered her fingers at him and he slowly pulled free of her before heading to the bathroom.

She lay there, floating in a post-sex haze while she waited for him to come back. She idly thought she should scoot up on the bed to ease the cramps starting to form in her calves but it seemed like too much trouble. She was drifting off to sleep when she felt herself being lifted.

“What?” she murmured, blinking her eyes open. She smiled up into Tony’s face then closed her eyes again with a happy sigh. “Hi.”

“Hi, yourself,” he murmured. She felt him settle her onto the pillows and strip the rest of her clothes off. He curled up beside her, folding her in his arms when she turned into his warmth. “Sleep,” he whispered, and she did.

* * *

Nina stretched and yawned, feeling rested and limber. She knew he wasn’t beside her any longer, could hear the shower running in the bath. Glancing at the bedside clock, she saw it was nearly five. He had a sound check at the club at six, even though he didn’t go on stage until ten or eleven. She stretched again then climbed out of bed.

She padded across the room to the open bathroom door, snagging her robe from the closet as she went. Belting it around her, she tapped on the door and stuck her head in. “Hey.”

His head popped out from behind the shower curtain. “Hey, you’re up. How’d you sleep?”

“Fabulously.”

He winked. “You’re welcome.”

She laughed. “Braggart. You hungry?”

“Starved.”

“I picked up a couple of burgers on my way home earlier,” she said, barely suppressing a giggle at how cute he was with shampoo piled on top of his head. “I can warm them up for you.”

“That’d be great,” he enthused. “I’ll be out in five minutes.”

“Meet you in the kitchen.” She blew him a kiss and headed down the stairs.

Downstairs, she dug a bottle of water out of the refrigerator, taking a big gulp as she retrieved the bag of burgers off the counter. She dug through the bag, pulling out the one container of French fries and tossing them in the trash.

“Can’t reheat fries,” she muttered. “They get all soggy.” She peered back into the bag at the three burgers in their shiny wrappers then tossed the whole bag into the microwave. Punching a minute and a half on the clock, she hit start and leaned against the counter to sip her water and worry about the coming evening.

Tony’s entire family was coming to this show, and he said he wanted her to meet them. Which normally would have been great—nerve-racking and nausea inducing—but great. But she hadn’t even figured out a way to tell him she knew him from before, and she knew she had to do it soon. She’d caught him looking at her curiously several times over the last week and once after she’d beaten him at checkers and was laughing at him, he’d asked, “Are you sure we haven’t met somewhere before?”

She’d distracted him with sex—which was no hardship—and he hadn’t brought it up again. Still, it was going to have to be said. She just hoped she could get the words out without choking.

She sipped her water and cursed herself for a coward. What kind of a woman was she that she could sleep with a man for a week and lie to him the whole time? “A horrible one,” she muttered, “and a fraidy cat.”

Fraidy cat was actually pretty accurate. No matter how much fun they had together, no matter how much he seemed to like her, she was still afraid if he knew who she was, it would all end. Which was ridiculous. She knew there was very little chance he would connect her to the chubby girl who used to show up at all his concerts. And even if he did, it would likely have no bearing on his current feelings for her.

Which was another problem. Because even though they had fun together and he seemed to like her just fine, she really had no idea what his feelings for her actually were. He’d only known her a week, after all—or so he thought—so to expect him to declare undying love at this stage was ridiculous. She didn’t even really want him to, since it wouldn’t mean anything, but it might be nice to hear some kind of declaration.

“Of like?” she wondered aloud, rolling her eyes at herself. “Jeez, get a grip.”

She was going to have to tell him tonight, that’s all there was to it. She took another drink, searching her mind for the best way to say, “Hey, by the way, I used to hang around the stage and undress you with my eyes,” when she heard a muffled thump.

She frowned and turned toward the living room. Thinking someone was knocking on the front door, she took two steps toward it when she heard it again, this time from behind her. She turned back to the kitchen.

“Oh my God!” she shrieked when she saw the microwave. Blue sparks were flaring inside and with a whoosh the fast food bag caught on fire.

Footsteps came pounding down the stairs and then Tony was rushing past her. She watched stunned as he punched the button to open the microwave door and reached in to grab the flaming bag.

“Be careful!” she cried when he cursed and shook his fingers. He snatched a pair of barbeque tongs from the utensil drawer and used them to pull the bag from the oven, then flung it into the sink. He turned on the faucet, putting out the fire and filling the room with steam.

The fire out, he turned to face her. “You’re okay?” She nodded. “What happened?”

“Well. You know how sometimes burgers from fast food places come with paper wrappings and sometimes foil?”

He was watching her warily. “Yeah.”

“Well…” she bit her lip, fighting not to laugh. “I sort of forgot these were wrapped in foil.”

“You put foil in the microwave.” She nodded, and he started to laugh. “God, it’s a good thing you’re pretty.”

She gasped in mock outrage. “Shut up!” she said, smacking his shoulder. He ducked the blow, diving in for a swift kiss.

“I’m going to head down to the club for sound check. And since dinner appears to be ruined—” they both contemplated the sodden bag in the sink “—I’ll just get something on the way.” He pressed another kiss to her mouth. “You’re coming down later, right?”

“I’ll be there,” she promised, and he kissed her again.

“Good. I can’t wait for you to meet my family.”

“Me neither,” she said, smiling as her stomach curled into knots. “Can’t wait.”


Chapter Five

It was after midnight when the knock came. The sun had set hours ago, but Nina hadn’t bothered to turn on the lights. She sat in the dark, her stomach in knots and tried to think of something to say.

The knock came again, impatient this time, and she rose to answer the door. “Hi, Tony.”

“Nina.” He stepped inside, concern stamped on his features. “What’s wrong? When you didn’t make it to the show, I thought something had happened to you. You didn’t answer your cell phone, I was worried sick.”

“My phone?” She looked around absently. “I think it’s still charging in the bedroom. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you. I needed some time to think, and I sort of lost track of time.”

“Come over here.” He took her by the hand, drawing her into the living room. He flipped on the light then sat with her on the couch. “What’s going on?”

Nina folded her hands in her lap and struggled with a way to begin. “I did come to the show tonight,” she said. “I don’t want you to think I didn’t. But by the time I got there, you were just getting ready to go on, and I didn’t want to get in your way. So, I left.”

“I wish you’d come up to see me,” he said. He folded his hand over hers, stilling her fidgeting fingers.

She shrugged. “You had your family around you. I didn’t want to interrupt.”

“Interrupt?” He frowned. “I told you I wanted you to meet my family. My mom, my grandma. I told them all about you, they were wondering where you were.”

“Oh God, I’m so sorry.” She buried her face in her hands. “It’s just… I have something to tell you and I don’t think I can do it.”

“Babe, you’re really starting to spook me.” He peeled her hands away from her face and she reluctantly opened her eyes. “Just tell me—you’re married, you’re dying, you’re really a man named George?” She gave a watery laugh and he squeezed her fingers. “Whatever it is, just say it.”

“Okay.” She drew in a deep breath, closed her eyes and it all came pouring out in a mad rush of words. “I used to come watch you play. I used to come to every show and I was bigger than I am now and I doubt you even noticed me at all but there it is. And I know this is really weird but I didn’t want you to know I used to be sort of like one of your groupies because I didn’t want you to think I do this a lot or that I just like you because you’re a musician because I don’t. Like you just because you’re a musician, I mean. I really like you a lot, I could possibly, maybe, probably, be in love with you but I’m not sure because it’s only been a week and I don’t know where this is all going but wherever it’s going, it’s not because you’re a musician. Or because I used to be a groupie. Kind of.”

She ran out of breath and out of words and just sat there trying to breathe with her eyes still closed.

“Wow,” he said, and she winced because she couldn’t tell by his tone of voice if it was a good wow or a bad wow. “You’ve been holding that in all week, huh?”

She nodded. “Pretty much.”

“Feel better now that it’s out?”

“Sort of,” she said. “I’m still pretty nauseous, but that’s probably because I ate the burgers that caught fire in the microwave.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, that might do it. Nina, look at me.”

She did, reluctantly opening her eyes to peer up at him. He was watching her with amusement. Well, at least it’s not revulsion, she thought. “What?”

“I recognized you the first day when you ran into me and knocked yourself out in the rain.”

Her eyes flew wide open at that and her jaw dropped. “What?”

He laughed, tapping her under the chin, and she snapped her mouth shut. “I remember you coming to the shows, you and your girlfriends.”

She finally found her voice, although it came out scratchier and squeakier than usual. “You do?”

His expression softened and he reached up a hand to cup her cheek. “Of course, I do. I remember packing up in this hole in Trenton. You were leaning against the stage, your blue eyes staring up at me and you said ‘thank you’.” He smiled. “How could I not remember that?”

“Oh, God,” she moaned, and closed her eyes again. “I’m so embarrassed.”

“Embarrassed?” he asked, the surprise in his voice enough to have her opening her eyes again. “Why? I love that memory. Those years were so hard, playing gig after gig in dive bars for peanuts. Knowing people liked what I was doing made it easier to keep going.”

“But…” She fumbled for something to say. “But…I didn’t think you knew who I was.”

“I knew.” He smiled. “You never seemed to hang around long, though. Every time I went to find you after a show, you were gone.”

“I just…never thought you’d be interested.” She waved her hands vaguely. “There were always all these women hanging around, throwing themselves at you.”

He shrugged, sheepish. “I was twenty-six and stupid. I thought the bigger the boobs, the better the girl.”

She rolled her eyes, feeling the knots in her stomach loosening at the humor of the moment. “Boy, were you wrong.”

“I don’t know about that,” he mused. He eyed her chest lasciviously. “These are pretty substantial and you’re the best girl I know.”

She giggled, poking him in the shoulder. “Jackass.” Then she sobered. “Tony?”

“Hmm?”

“It really doesn’t bother you?”

“What, that you knew me before?” He shook his head. “Not in the least. Does it bother you that I’m not the big rock star I planned to be?”

“Of course not,” she said. “I like you for you.”

“I like you for you, too.” He took her hands again. “Look, I don’t know where this is going either. But I know we’re good together, and I know I want to keep seeing you. I want to see if we can make something more out of this. And I still want you to meet my family.”

“Really?”

“Absolutely.”.

“I’m sorry I bailed on you tonight.” Her lips twisted wryly. “I guess I just got scared and insecure, thinking if you knew I had hung around like a love-sick puppy five years ago, you wouldn’t find me attractive now.”

“Well, you were wrong,” he said, taking her lips in a soft kiss. “I find you amazingly attractive now. And I found you amazingly attractive then. Sexy,” he kissed her check. “Adorable.” He kissed the other cheek. “Loveable.”

She sighed, settling into his embrace and twining her arms around his neck. “This is one time I can say I’m so glad to be wrong.”

He chuckled. “I wish you’d stayed to hear the show. You missed your song.”

She pulled back, frowning in confusion. “My song?”

He nodded. “The one I played for you this afternoon? It has lyrics now. I was hit by inspiration while I was waiting to do the sound check. It’s called ‘Nina’s Song’.”

“Oh.” She blinked back tears. “Oh, that’s the sweetest, most romantic thing anyone’s ever done for me. Will you play it for me?”

“Now?” he asked, pulling her closer and nuzzling her neck.

“Well, maybe later,” she sighed, tilting her head so he could reach the sensitive spot behind her ear.

And much later, he did.


Epilogue

Five Years Later

Nina kicked open the door of the beach house with her sneakered foot and dropped her bags. “Wow, this place hasn’t changed at all.” She started to step inside, then squealed with surprised delight when she was snatched off her feet.

“What’re you doing?” she gasped, her hands coming up to grasp Tony’s neck as he swung her up into his arms.

“Carrying my bride over the threshold,” he said, and did. He let her slide slowly back down once they were inside, keeping her within the circle of his arms and taking her mouth in a lingering kiss.

When he lifted his head, she shook hers. “Babe, I was your bride four years ago. Now I’m just a wife. The old ball and chain, the old lady—”

He laid a finger on her lips. “You’ll always be my bride,” he insisted, and she felt herself go all gooey inside.

“Aww.” She rose up on her toes to kiss him, moaning when it turned heated. “I should check on the kids,” she murmured, and felt his lips curve against hers.

“I called home when we stopped for gas,” he said, chuckling. “Jack was running around naked, and Ginny was telling Auntie Julie that he was just following his bliss and would get dressed when his bliss got tired.”

She laughed. “Julie will never want to watch the twins again after this.”

“She did mention renewing her prescription for birth control,” Tony said, and Nina laughed harder. “But enough about Julie, and as much as I love the kids, enough about them, too.” He pulled her in close. “This weekend, I just want to think about what a wonderful, sexy, wife I have.”

“That’s all, huh?”

His smile turned smoky. “Maybe not quite all,” he rumbled. He hoisted her back into his arms and headed for the stairs. “I hope you’ve been taking your vitamins, woman. You’re gonna need them.”

Nina giggled, so full of love and lust she thought her heart might burst with it. She reached back and pinched his ass, laughing out loud when he nearly dropped her in shock.

He scowled in mock sternness. “Sass like that might get you a spanking,” he growled.

“Really? Well, just in case one wasn’t enough,” she mused, and did it again.

“This is going to be a hell of a weekend,” he said, and took the stairs two at a time.

It’s a hell of a life, she thought. And I’m a hell of a lucky girl. Then she was flying through the air to bounce on the bed, her very determined husband coming after her, and she stopped thinking all together.

THE END
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