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by Robin Kaye








Kaye's debut is a delightfully fun, witty romance, 

making her a writer to watch. 

—Booklist






Kaye's portrayal of modern romance  

against the background of an old-fashioned,  

gossipy extended family rings true, and Nick's  

efforts to wow Rosalie with fabulous home  

cooking are endlessly entertaining. 

—Publishers Weekly






The main characters in this all-around  feel-good read have so much personality  


they almost jump off the page. 

—Romantic Times, 4/5 Stars

Overall this was a snappy, funny, vivid,  

and romantic story. I had a wonderful time reading it, 

and can't wait for Robin Kaye's next release. 

—All About Romance






Romeo, Romeo is a rollicking romance  

that's sure to please even the most discerning  reader. Robin Kaye's flair for giving the  


mundane a dramatic twist brings every  

character—even the dog!—off the pages. 


—Romance Reader at Heart




If you're looking for a sweet, light, straight-up  contemporary romance, I'd highly recommend this one. This is one novel I'll reread again and again. 


—The Book Binge




Kaye's writing is a refreshing change from the  

typical contemporary romance… I highly  

recommend this read to all romance lovers. 



—I Just Finished Reviews




The sparks between the hero and heroine light up the pages and create a believable motivation for them to work through the conflicts that get thrown their way. 


—Alpha Hero Reviews




Wonderful, Laugh-Out-Loud Humor, a sexy  

and precious love story with twists and turns until  

the very end. Do Not Miss This Treasure!! 

—Single Titles



Kaye's writing is just about perfect for this kind of 

story, as she balances… romance, sex, and family, all 

of which come together with ease. The result is the 

totally irresistible Romeo, Romeo. 

—A Book Blogger's Diary






The author has crafted this story line so well  

it's easy to relate to the players and fun to read. I  

adore her writing style and found this a great  

book from first page to last. 

—The Romance Studio






Debut author Robin Kaye strikes gold in  

Romeo, Romeo—and deserves to have her name  

added to your favourite new author list. 

—Book Loons






The author does a wonderful job of drawing  

large Italian families and two passionate people  

who fall in love… I found Romeo, Romeo to be a 

quick, entertaining, and easy read. 

—RomanceNovel.tv






Robin Kaye's Romeo, Romeo is sensational! I loved 

everything about this novel. The story, characters, and 

writing are all five-star material. 

—Crave More Romance






Delightfully funny and wonderfully romantic,  

I stayed up all night to read this book! 

—Night Owl Romance



Romeo, Romeo is witty, sexy, and just a downright  

fun read. With great characters that actually have 

personality and seem to pop off the page and a story 

line that… never gets old. 

—Armchair Interviews






I'm adding Robin Kaye to my "must read" list! 


—Revisiting the Moon's Library




Romeo, Romeo is author Robin Kaye's fabulous debut into the romance genre… I would heartily recommend it to contemporary romance readers who are yearning for a touch of something sweet and romantic that will 


leave them with a smile on their face. 

—What I Am Reading




If you enjoy fun, lighthearted stories that incorporate 

a lot of humor with some more serious situations, then 

be sure to pick up a copy of Romeo, Romeo—you 

won't be disappointed. 

—Romance Junkies






Robin Kaye is a wonderful author  

who has a fabulous writing style that sucks you  

in right from the beginning. 

—Queue My Review






Reading Romeo, Romeo was like finding  

a new best friend… I am definitely keeping  

an eye out for Kaye's next novel! 

—Love Romance Passion
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A sensational story that sizzles with sex appeal. 

—The Long and Short of It






Robin Kaye has proved herself a master  

of romantic comedy.

 —Night Owl Romance






A delightful read that I highly recommend. I  

laughed out loud at the witty dialogue  

and antics of all the characters. 

—The Romance Studio






For those who enjoyed Romeo, Romeo, there's a  

good chance you'll like this one even more... a fresh 

and fun voice in romantic comedy. 

—All About Romance



I didn't miss a single breathtaking word of  

this fine novel. Readers will be hooked on  

Too Hot to Handle. I know I was! 

—Romance Junkies






If you like Janet Evanovich, you will enjoy Robin 

Kaye. This book is an easy victory for Robin Kaye and 

I look forward to more of her accomplishments. 

—The Burton Review






Robin Kaye is a master at romance, and her  

second novel is even better than the first. 

—Armchair Interviews






A romantic story that will have you laughing  

and crying… From page one, Robin Kaye  

captures your attention. 

—My Two Blessings






Ms. Kaye has style—it's easy, it hits the spot and it 

has everything that you need to get caught up  

in a wonderful romance. 

—Erotic Horizon






This story sizzles with sex appeal, as does Dr. Mike 

Flynn. This book had me laughing so hard,  

I could not put the book down. 

—Deb's Desk






I very, very highly recommend this book to all  contemporary romance readers and anyone who  wants to fall into a beautiful, sensual love story. —Book Reviews by Bobbie





in





ROAIN


KAYE



Copyright © 2009 by Robin Kaye


Cover and internal design © 2009 by Sourcebooks, Inc.


Cover photo credit line © Punchstock





Sourcebooks  and  the  colophon are  registered  trademarks  of  Source


books, Inc.





All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form 


or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage 


and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied 


in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from its 


publisher, Sourcebooks, Inc.





The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are 


used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely 


coincidental and not intended by the author.





Published by Sourcebooks Casablanca, an imprint of Sourcebooks, Inc.


P.O. Box 4410, Naperville, Illinois 60567-4410


(630) 961-3900


FAX: (630) 961-2168


www.sourcebooks.com















Printed and bound in the United States of America


QW   10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1


"From your parents you learn love and laughter and 

how to put one foot before the other. But when books 

are opened you discover that you have wings."

 —Helen Hayes






This book is dedicated to my parents. My father, Richard J. Williams; my mother, Angela Orlando Feiler; and my stepfather, George Feiler, who always inspired and fed my love of books and laughter. Thanks for giving me wings.











Chapter 1






REBECCA LARSEN SHOULDERED OPEN THE DOOR OF HER new Park Slope apartment and surveyed the wreckage. A pizza  box  lay open on the coffee table, containing the  remnants  of  a  sausage  and  mushroom  pizza  of indeterminate  age.  By  this  point,  Becca  was  on  her last nerve. Her cat had shrieked for the entire trip from Philadelphia to Brooklyn, and as Becca gazed about the room, she began to feel a sensation akin to entering the Twilight Zone.


Annabelle,  Becca's  best friend, sister-in-law,  and resident of the apartment until two weeks ago, wasn't a neatnik by any stretch of the imagination, but Becca had never seen her leave this much of a mess. Empty beer bottles littered the remaining space on the coffee table,  and  a  pair  of  very  large  shoes  lay  underneath. Men's  shoes.  Becca's  sense  of  unease  escalated.  It definitely  looked  as  if  there  was  a  man  living there. Yep, the XXL fleece hoodie thrown on the couch was her  first  clue;  the second  was  the  singing  that came from  the  direction  of  the  bathroom  seconds  after  the hiss of the shower started. 


Becca  grabbed  the  baseball bat she found leaning against  the  wall  by  the  closet  and  skulked  to  the bedroom. The bed was unmade, which wasn't startling, but  the  collection  of  men's  jeans  hanging  off  every surface as well as  a mess  of  jockey  shorts and socks  on  the  floor  certainly  was.  Not  as  much,  though,  as the voice coming from the shower. It was a rich bass baritone,  and  if  she wasn't  mistaken, he was  singing an old '40s tune. God, who sings songs from the '40s? Whoever  it  was  had  a  smooth,  smoky,  sexy-as-hell voice that was hot enough to make a woman melt like chocolate in  a two  thousand-degree  kiln.  The guy in the shower had one hell of a voice. Too bad he was also going to have one hell of a bruise. 


She  spent  some  time  thinking  about  whether  she should hit him while he was in the shower or wait until he got out. He'd gotten through the first stanza of his song and the whole chorus before she decided to wait until he  emerged.  The shower  curtain  might  severely curtail the speed at which the bat would hit, and then there was the problem of proper aim.


Pushing the door open with the end of the bat, she watched  the steam roll toward her and  bring  with  it the  scent  of  yummy-man.  A  man  who smelled  like that at any other time would have her following him just to  get  a  whiff.  His  scent  was  clean,  with  citrus and spice overtones that made her mouth water. The body  that  stepped  out  of  the  shower  bare-ass-naked stole the breath from her lungs, the attack plan from her memory, and made her thankful she was a woman who could appreciate the human form because she'd never  seen  one  finer.  Her  eyes  wandered  back  to his face just in time to see the corner of his full lips lift to form a grin. If looked at separately, each part of  his  face—the  Roman  nose,  sapphire  blue  eyes, curled  spiky  black  eye  lashes—was  almost  pretty, but something about the way they fit together and the  addition of his five-o'clock-shadow-before-noon, stole the prettiness  from  his  face  and made it  arrestingly gorgeous. He was the Sicilian version of a Greek god. He had to be the most beautiful man she'd ever seen in person, and as a sculptor, she'd seen more than her fair share of beautiful people. Too bad she disliked him. 






Rich Ronaldi looked over his shoulder to find his sister's best  friend  staring  wide-eyed  at  his  bare  ass.  Well, maybe it wasn't only his ass she stared at because when he turned, she got a load of the full monty.


Becca rested the end of the bat she carried on the floor. "Excuse me, but what the hell are you doing here?"


Rich had never been the shy type, but the women who got a load of him in the buff were usually invited to do so. Becca, Miss prim-and-proper-ice-princess, wasn't. He wished he knew where the damn towels were. He'd just moved in, well, in a figurative sense of the word. He'd stayed  there for a  few  days,  and he had  a  towel somewhere, but knowing  himself,  it was on  the floor along with his dirty socks and underwear.


If he'd known she'd be coming by, he'd have kicked them into the closet or at least under the bed. But then, Becca  was  the  last  woman  he'd  expected  to  darken his doorstep. He had no clue why, but since their first meeting, he got the distinct impression she wasn't overly fond of him. "How did you get in here?"


Becca  didn't  seem  to  grasp  the  fact  that  standing naked in front of a woman who wouldn't normally give him the time of day is not the most comfortable thing to  do.  She  didn't  turn away  or  hand  him  a towel, not  that there was one at hand. He brushed past her into the bedroom, saw a towel hanging off the footboard of his bed, and quickly tied it around his waist. The only reac tion he saw from Becca was a blink.


"I used my key. What are you doing in my bedroom, taking a shower in my bathroom, which is conveniently located in my apartment?"


Rich let out a laugh. "Hold on. I'm the one asking the questions here. This is my apartment. I'm leasing it from Rosalie and Nick." 


She crossed her arms, the action pulling her baggy sweatshirt taut across her chest. A chest he forgot she even had. When he realized he was staring, he returned his gaze to her face and found her rolling her eyes. 


"You're impossible. So is your story since I'm sublet ting the apartment from Annabelle. It was her apartment, and now it's mine. You need to leave."


She  looked  like one  of  those sexy Anime  cartoon characters. She was tall, just a few inches shorter than his own 6'3", and thin with long, long legs and short, choppy, platinum blonde, perpetually tussled hair that gave  her  a sexy as hell,  just-been-fucked  look.  Rich mimicked her stance, careful not to spread his legs wide enough  to  dislodge the towel, though it would  serve her  right if he did. "You're wrong. Rosalie and  Nick own the apartment. They rented it to Annabelle, who has since moved out. I moved in. If anyone is leaving, it's you."


"Well then, we have a problem. Because as of right now, I'm living here."


"Not with me, you're not."


"Exactly."


He  waved  his  arm  to  encompass  the  whole  apart ment, and  the  whole mess he  had scattered  across it. "Possession is nine-tenths of the law."


"The  only  possession  I  see  here  is  your  mess. Everything I own that's not in storage is now in the living room, so, in that respect, as in others too numerous to count, you come up…" She looked him up and down with a critical eye. "…decidedly short."


Rich had half a  mind to whip off his towel just to show  her  how  very  short  he  wasn't.  He  was  a  man comfortable with his body and his um… size. Shit, he'd never had any complaints in that department, and from the look in Becca's eyes when she ogled him—and it was an ogle—she didn't have any complaints either. He was  sure  she  was  just trying  to get a rise out of him, which she wouldn't. She wasn't his type. 


No, Rich's  type was a  woman like  his  girlfriend, Gina:  a  little  bombshell.  She  was  all  black-haired, copper-eyed, and built like a woman. She was a barely five-foot  package  of  pure  TNT.  Gina  dressed  like  a woman. You'd never find her wearing an old sweat shirt five sizes too big and a pair of low-slung baggy jeans. "Shit." He looked at the clock. He was going to be late. He was meeting his dean at the Harvard Club and then heading uptown for a date with Gina. "I don't have time to talk about this. I have somewhere to be. Why don't you go out to the living room and let me get dressed. I'll call Nick and Rosalie on my way and find out what to do about this mess. You can spend the night  tonight  because  I have  other  plans,  but  I  have to tell you, babe, you're gonna be looking for another place to rent."


Becca  pulled  her  cell  off  her  jeans  and  flipped  it open. "I'm not leaving until after I've spoken to Mike and Annabelle. We'll see who'll be combing Craigslist for a place to hang his mess. And let me tell you, babe, it's not going to be me."


Rich didn't bother to wait for Becca to leave before reaching for his towel. Thankfully, she stormed out and slammed the bedroom door  behind her. Rich found a clean  pair  of  jockeys  and  pulled  them  on  wondering what else could happen. He went to the closet, ripped the plastic  off  his  dry  cleaning,  and  slid  on  his lucky shirt—the  blue  one  everyone  said  matched  his  eyes. He looked around for his favorite pair of 501s, stepped into them, and while he buttoned the fly he scrounged around for clean socks. He had to go for the emergency pair of red socks he'd gotten for Valentine's Day last year. He hated them but kept them in his gym bag for emergencies.  It  looked  as if  he had  to wear  his  boots to hide the damn socks, and sometime in the next day he either had to do figure out how to do laundry, find a laundry service close by, or go to his mother's. He tried to remember if he picked up the last of his laundry he left there. After stuffing his wallet in his back pocket, he slid on his watch and ran his hand through his hair. Perfect. Well, perfect except for the temporary lodger banging around in the next room. 






Becca paced the apartment waiting for Rich to dress. The man was completely exasperating. Moving to Brooklyn meant  she'd  be  the  only  single female  in  a  gaggle  of couples. The payoff for overlooking all that togetherness  was that  she'd  be  close  to  her newfound  brother,  her best friend turned sister-in-law, and her little niece- or nephew-to-be. She could always sneak out of whatever stifling function she was talked into and escape to her own apartment if  it  got  to be  too  uncomfortable. She just didn't expect to be stuck moving in with the only other unmarried person she knew in Brooklyn. The fact that Rich Ronaldi had played a starring role in all her fantasies since the day she met him only added to the numerous reasons that he was the last man she wanted to be alone with. He was a regular menace.

When he stepped out, he'd gone from Mr. Wet-and Wicked  to  Mr.  Urban  Chic.  He  wore  great  boots, perfectly  faded  jeans that  lovingly  hugged  his thighs, ass,  and  well, everything  else a pair  of  well-designed jeans is supposed to hug. She turned her back on him and stepped into the kitchen. "Do you want some coffee before you leave?"


Rich shook his head. "I'm late as it is, and as much as you try to be the lady of the house, you're not. Making coffee isn't going to change that, Becca."


The  way  her  name  rolled  off  his  tongue,  dripping with  sarcasm  and  something  else  she  thought  it  best not  to  consider,  made  her  want  to  call  the  cops  and have him thrown out. But if she did that, she'd have to prove residence, which she couldn't. She'd also have to explain to Annabelle why she'd had Rich thrown in the clink. Becca tossed a filter in and counted the scoops of coffee hoping it would help in the same way counting to ten did. 


Nope, no luck there. She measured the water, filled the machine, and was still as angry as ever. 


Rich followed her to the kitchen and was now leaning on the breakfast bar staring at her. "I need to go. I'll be back late, if at all. Feel free to help yourself to anything in the kitchen. Stay the hell out of my things. We'll get this mess sorted out, and you can be on your way first thing in the morning. I don't think Gina would look too kindly on you staying with me." 


Becca  didn't  bother  holding  back  her  laugh.  "Oh yeah,  she's  got  a  lot  to  worry  about  there.  Get  over yourself Richie. The only thing I'm interested in is my apartment."


Rich  plucked  a  leather  jacket  off  the  back  of  the kitchen chair, went to the door, and picked up his keys. "Sorry to tell you this, babe. But that old saying, blood is thicker than water, is just as true today as it was when the Germans penned it. Of course, the Italians have taken it to a new level." Rich winked. "Don't wait up." 






Rich  walked  up  the  steps  of  the  Harvard  Club  and headed toward the bar. He didn't belong to the presti gious club, but Craig Stewart, his old friend and new boss, the dean of psychology at Columbia University, did. Rich stood in the doorway of the bar and looked for Craig.


The  two  had  a  long-standing  lunch  meeting  there once a month. It began when Rich had been one of Craig Stewart's doctoral candidates. Even while Rich taught at Dartmouth, he'd fly down  to the city every couple months and always met with his mentor and friend. 


When  Rich  had woman or job troubles, Craig was the first one he'd call for advice. Thankfully, Craig was  quick to help him out of the last mess he found himself in. Now Craig was not only a friend and a mentor, he was a boss.


"Rich, over here."


Rich nodded and worked his way past several tables to the bar. Craig stood a few inches shorter, quite a few years older, and about fifty pounds heavier than Rich. Rich accepted the beer Craig pushed toward him as he tossed his jacket on the back of his stool. "Thanks. I'm sorry I'm a little late. It was a family thing. It couldn't be avoided." He held up his glass, and then took a long drink from it. "How are you?"


"Good. I saw your research on schools was cited, and you were quoted in the science section of the Times this morning. You didn't mention the Times had picked up on your work. Congratulations." 


With  everything  going  on  that  morning,  Rich  had completely forgotten about it. "I'm sorry. I should have said something, but I can't take all the credit. There were two other co-authors."


"Yes, but the article said the researchers were led by you. It's good for you and good for the department." He slapped Rich on the back. "I'm proud of you. But I have to say I've been a little disappointed that Emily and I haven't seen you at the house. We saw you more when you were up at Dartmouth."


Rich always got along well with Craig's wife, Emily. But now that Craig was his boss, Rich wasn't sure exactly how to treat the relationship. "I've just been busy trying to get things set up the way I like them, moving into my new place, getting my office settled, ordering new books for next semester. You know how it is."


"That I do. I invited Jeff Parker to join us in about a half hour. I know you met at the faculty mixer, but I thought since you're both new to the faculty, you might want  to  get  better  acquainted.  He's  got  a  great  jump shot, and I know you're big on basketball."


Jeff was the professor in office next to Rich's. "Sure." 


Craig took a sip of his drink and set his glass down. "I heard from your old dean yesterday."


Rich had just taken another swig off his beer and tried not to choke on it. "Oh?"


"He wasn't too happy with the way you left things with his daughter."


As if he hadn't made that crystal clear during the last six months of Rich's tenure at Dartmouth. "Shit, Craig. She's a grown woman. How the hell was I supposed to know she was my dean's divorced daughter? Darcy has a different last name, and thank God, she looks nothing like her daddy. If she did, I wouldn't have got in bed with her in the first place."


"I understand, Rich. I do. But don't you think you're getting a little old for this? Even you have to admit that your serial dating has brought nothing but trouble to you your entire life. First, there was that problem with the law."


"Hold on, I was seventeen. And that had more to do with stripping cars than with my dating life."


"Still, it was your girlfriend who turned you in."


"Yeah,  but  I  turned  my  life  around.  I  did  my  six months of hell in military school. I paid my time, and my record was expunged. You would never have known about it if I hadn't told you."


Craig rested against the back of his stool. "I still can't believe  you  live  the  way  you  do  after  going  through  military school for even six months. Your place always looks like a frat house after a weekend party."


"Which is why I spent most of my time in military school  in  the  brig.  I  could  never  get  a  quarter  to bounce on the bed after I made it. Then I got nailed for paying someone else to shine my shoes, buckles, and iron my uniforms."


Craig  laughed.  "That  explains  how  you  remained  a slob. Still, you're a thirty-four-year-old man. Aren't you getting to the point where you want to settle down?" When Rich looked at him with what he was sure was a blank, confused expression, Craig continued. "Have a committed relationship, maybe get married, and have a few kids? Isn't that what you want?"


"Where are you going with this?"


"I  just  thought  that  since you're back  home  now that you might want to reevaluate your life. You have a great opportunity at Columbia if you play your cards right. You're on the right track, but you can't afford another problem like the one you had at Dartmouth. You're exactly where you want to be. Now you can look forward to having more of a personal life. You know,  settle  down,  have  a  committed  relationship, get married."


Rich looked into his beer. He wasn't sure if this was his friend, the happily married man, or if it was his boss, the  dean  of  Columbia's  psych  department,  speaking. Still,  since  Rich  was  working  his  way  toward  a  full professorship and tenure, he didn't want to do anything to screw up his future. He could get away with leaving one Ivy League University on less-than-good terms, but not two. "As a matter of fact, I've been seeing someone  here for some time. She's the reason I stopped seeing Darcy in the first place. Now that we're both in the city, I was thinking of taking the relationship to the next level." It made sense. Gina was great. She was a lot of fun, easy on the eyes, good in bed. What more can a guy want?


"I'm glad to hear it. You can bring her to the benefit dinner Emily has been nagging me to drag you to. She hasn't seen you since you moved back."


"Sure, we'd love to go. I've yet to meet a woman who doesn't love to dress up and do the town."


"Great. The benefit is in two weeks. I'll get the tickets and let you know all the details later."


Just then, Jeff Parker joined them. 


Craig  stood  up  and  Rich  followed  suit.  The  three shook hands and went to the club room for lunch and psych  department  talk.  Still,  it  was  better  than  the conversation Jeff's arrival put an end to. Now, if only Rich knew which Craig Stewart he had that conversation with: his friend and mentor, or his boss.






Rich knew something was wrong when he entered the apartment Gina  shared  with  her  sister  and  brother-in law.  The  way  Gina's  brother-in-law,  Sam,  a  big  cop with a bad attitude, stared at Rich made him want to run in the opposite direction. What was it with people not liking him on sight? 


Rich smiled, doing his best not to fidget. His experi ence with cops made him uncomfortable to say the least, and Sam didn't seem thrilled to have his sister-in-law mixed  up  with  an  ex-juvenile  delinquent.  Although his record was expunged, the fact that it was expunged  didn't look good on the background check Rich was sure that Sam ran on him. "Beautiful day, huh?"


Sam just stared.


"The leaves are changing, I'll bet the Park is gonna be crazy today with everyone taking in the fall colors."


Rich  found  himself  taking  a  step  back  when  Sam shifted his weight. "Is Gina ready to go?"


Sam crossed his arms and Rich wondered where the man found shirts to fit over his huge biceps. He looked like the incredible  hulk without the whole green skin thing happening. 


Tina, a slightly younger version of her sister, Gina, entered  the  room,  took  one  look  at  the  situation, and stood between him and Sam. Rich fought the  urge to cross himself. 


She poked Sam's chest. "Sam, stop this." She turned to Rich. "Sam and I are going out for a little while."


Sam held Tina's coat for her. "We'll be close by and could stop back any moment. Understand?"


Rich nodded. "Okay, but we're not staying—"


"Yes, we are." Gina teetered in on her four-inch heels and all but pushed Sam and Tina out the door. "Give me an hour before you send the SWAT team in, okay? Tina, maybe  you  should put  a  leash  on him or  something." She shut the door behind them and locked it. "Sit down, Rich. We need to talk."


Nothing good ever came after the words, "we need to talk." Rich examined his actions over the last week and wondered if it was something he'd done that caused the I'm-so-not-happy-to-see-you look on Gina's face, and the way she kept her back up as if she was trying to steel herself against God only knew what.


Rich  sat  on  the  couch  and  watched  Gina  pace  the room while he tried to figure out the problem. Before he'd moved down a few months ago, Gina would visit him  in  New  Hampshire  once  or  twice  a  month.  She never wanted to go out because she had an aversion to any place that wasn't New York, so they stayed at his place, usually in bed, which worked for him. Come to think of it, since he'd moved back to New York, he and Gina  didn't  do  much  together  that  wasn't  horizontal either. Maybe that was the problem.


She continued pacing, and he had half a mind to grab her and haul her onto his lap. Whatever she had to say couldn't  be  as bad as  all  that. After  all,  they'd  never really had any problems. He closed his eyes and cursed silently. They must have had some problems since she was obviously working up the courage to do something. Rich had a strong feeling it wasn't going to be something he'd enjoy. He'd lived with his two sisters long enough to know that women had all sorts of problems with the men in their lives that the poor slobs were never privy to. Maybe if Gina had said something, he could  have avoided  whatever  this  was.  Gina  turned  and  crossed her arms under her breasts, which always had the same effect on Rich. 


"Richie." 


He pulled his gaze away from her abundant cleavage and brought it to her face. 


Gina rolled her eyes. "I'm not cut out for this."


"This?"


Gina  nodded.  "Yeah,  this…"  She  motioned  from herself to him and back again. "I didn't sign up for a rela tionship. It was different when you lived in Maine—"


"New Hampshire."

"Whatever. We saw each other once or twice a month for a day or two, and it was fine." She blew her inky bangs off her forehead. "This full-time girlfriend thing. It's  just  not  working  for  me.  It's  too  much  pressure. You're everywhere. And well, since you live here now, it's really killing my social life."


Rich stood. "Social life? You have a social life?"


"Because of you, no. I don't."


"Good."


"Good? You think that's good?" Gina said something in  Spanish  that  even  after  four  years  of  taking  it  as a foreign language, Rich couldn't make out. 


He  figured  it  had  something  to  do  with  God  and possibly death. Maybe it was better he didn't know the exact translation. "Look, Gina. Why don't we just talk about this? What's the problem?"


"You."


"What about me?"


"Pretty  much  everything.  It's  nothing  personal, Richie.  You're  a  nice guy.  I  liked  it  when  you  were just  someone I  slept with  whenever we  got  together. You're great in bed, and well, that's always been fun. You know?" 


Rich nodded. Yeah, he knew. 


"Now you're talking about relationships, and well, I like you, but let's face it, you're just not relation ship material."


"I'm not?"


Gina shook her head. "You're like a little boy. You expect every woman you know to clean up after you, cook for you, and do your laundry. I'm surprised you've  learned to cut your own meat. Face it. You're a mama's boy.  You don't  need  a girlfriend.  You  need  to move back in with your parents so your mother can take care of you. I'm not interested in being a maid with benefits. I want more, and you're not it."


Rich  stood. "Hold on, Gina. Give  me  a  chance. I can change."


She  laughed.  "Come  on,  Richie.  You're  hopeless. You've  been  treated  like  a  prince  since  birth.  Your mother thinks you're the Second Coming. I'll bet she still does your laundry."


"I  can  change.  I'm a  grown  man.  I'm  intelligent.  I have  three  post-secondary  degrees.  I'm  sure  I  could figure out how to do laundry."


"Sure you can. If that's what you want to do, go for it. But don't do it for me. I'm sorry, Richie."


When Rich left the  apartment,  he  saw  Sam  leaning against the wall in the hallway with his arm around his wife. Tina shrugged as if to say that's the way things go sometimes, gave him a sad smile and a wave. Rich nodded and turned toward the elevator. He just wanted to go home and do an imitation of Brian Wilson holed up in bed for a week or two, eat bags of Sara Lee biscotti, and watch cartoons and hockey on TV. He couldn't believe he'd been dumped. He'd never been dumped before. Well, except for  that time  when he  was seventeen  and  his  girlfriend slept with his best friend, Nick Romeo, and then snitched to the cops, which led to his and Nick's arrest for grand theft auto. But the only reason she did that was because she found out he was about to dump her first. Women. 


What was he going to do now? He was supposed to show up at some charity thing two weeks from today  with  a  woman  on  his  arm  to  prove  to  his  dean  he's respectable,  stable,  and  in  a  committed  relationship. Fuck, he had  to get Gina  back because there was no way  he  could  find  another  girlfriend  and  establish  a committed relationship in the next two weeks. He was good, but not that good. Besides, how hard could it be to turn into relationship material?


He stuffed his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket, pulled up his collar, and headed into the cold fall wind toward the subway and home. That's when he remem bered that Becca was at his place. Great. Just what he needed. Another woman who thought he was worthless. Shit. He couldn't even go home so he went to the next best place, his home away from home—DiNicola's.






Becca moved her cat, still in his carrier, from the living room into the spare room. While he slept, finally, she cleaned  her  new  apartment  and  made  a  strategy  for getting rid of the unwanted man in her life. She had a feeling it would be difficult. But then, over the years, she'd learned that nothing worthwhile was easy. 


She jumped at  the  sound of the intercom buzzing. Shit, she  wasn't  sure  what  she  should  do.  For all  she knew it was Richie's girlfriend, Gina, at the door. Richie said she wouldn't be happy to find out that Becca was staying there. On the other hand, it might be a fast way to get rid of Rich Ronaldi. She smiled as she pressed the button for the intercom. "Yes?"


"It's Rose Albertini, Richie's aunt."


Becca  leaned  her forehead  against the  cool  plaster and buzzed Aunt Rose in. She looked in the mirror and  pushed  the  hair  off her  forehead wishing  she'd had  a minute to clean herself up a little. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door. Becca had met Aunt Rose twice before—once  at  Annabelle  and  Mike's  engagement party, and then, of course, at their wedding. Annabelle always said Rose was scary, but the little old lady who walked  in  carrying  a  lasagna  didn't look  the  least  bit scary. "Oh, it's'a you. I thought I recognized the voice. Not too many got your accent."


"Accent?"


"Yeah, you know, you sound like you talk with your teeth clenched. That's'a no good for your jaw. It'll give you pain as you age. Mark my words."


Rose walked past Becca into the kitchen, popped the lasagna into the oven, and turned it on. "You take'a this out  in  forty-five  minutes  when  it'sa  nice  and  bubbly. Leave the foil off for the last few minutes to brown the top a little if'a you like. I put'a the gravy and the cheese in the Frigidaire. You heat the gravy and make sure you save the leftovers. I made enough for you and Richie. He'll be hungry after tonight. You take care of him, eh?"


"I hardly think that I'm—"


"Ah, you don't like my Richie, do you? My Richie— he's'a good'a boy, you'll see. Spoiled, but good." She rubbed her hands together as if she were wiping away any  argument  and  looked Becca  over  from bottom to top. "You too skinny. Mangia, mangia. My Richie, he don't like skinny girls."


"Mrs. Albertini—"


Rose waved her hand. "No, you call me Aunt Rose. You're practically family." She moved toward Becca, reached for her face, and kissed both cheeks. "You'll  like  my  lasagna.  Later,  when  you  want,  I  teach  you to cook.  Put  some meat  on those  skinny bones." She looked away and shook her head. "Aye, yi yi, you and Richie,  you  got  a  lot  to  work  out.  But  don't  worry, you're good for him, and when he grows up, he'll be good for you too."


"I'm  sorry  Mrs…  I  mean,  Aunt  Rose.  Rich  and  I aren't… we don't even like each other. Honestly, you've got it all wrong."


"Like? Who said anyting about like? You think me and my Vito liked each other?" She laughed. "You don't need to like each other. Well, not at first." She waved her hand.  "It'sa  the  fire  you  like.  The  rest, you  learn to live with, and then to love. You listen to your Aunt Rose." She tapped her temple. "I know what I know."


The only thing that Becca knew as she followed the old lady out of the apartment was that Aunt Rose needed some  serious  therapy.  Still,  the  look  she  gave  Becca when  she  tapped  her  temple  gave  Becca  the  willies. Becca could see what Annabelle meant. 


The old lady turned and raised her hand. "No need to thank me. Just take care of my Richie. You're a good'a girl. Skinny, but that won't last."


"It won't?"


"No." She kissed Becca again. "A little meat on your bones and you'll be a beauty. You Catholic?"


Becca shook her head. "Presbyterian."


"Ah well, I guess you can convert. Eh?"


"Convert what?"


Aunt  Rose  just  patted  her  cheek.  "You're  going  to be fine. You wanna watch your cat though. Somethings a'no right with him."


Becca grinned. "No kidding. Thanks for the lasagna, Aunt Rose."


"Prego, ciao."


Becca  watched  Aunt  Rose  through  the  window. Tripod's yowl had her rolling her eyes. Aunt Rose was right about one thing. There was something definitely wrong with Becca's cat. She wasn't sure if it was that he lost  one  of his hind  legs  or it was  his  personality problem. Probably  both.  After  checking  to  make  sure the dog door that Rosalie's dog, Dave, used was locked and dead-bolting the door to the garden, she let Tripod explore his new home while Becca changed the sheets on the bed. She'd be damned if she was going to spend the night on the couch, or God forbid, on that torture rack of a futon in the den. No, if possession was nine-tenths of the law, Becca was going to possess the memory foam mattress. That was for damn sure. Rich could just take his pick of either the couch or the futon; she'd even be nice and leave him a pillow and a blanket.












Chapter 2






"AW SHIT. WHAT HAPPENED TO YOU? YOU GET DUMPED again?"


Rich  looked  up  from  searching  for  answers  at the  bottom  of his  Scotch glass  to  find  a  fuzzy  Vinny DiNicola  staring  at  him.  Vinny  was  a  bear  of  a  man with dark hair and a unibrow that reminded Richie of a prickly black caterpillar, only bigger. He wore a white cook's coat over black and white checkered pants, both splattered  with  the  special  of  the  day.  The  only  thing about Vinny that had changed since Rich was a kid in trouble was his hairline. It was receding, badly.


Rich tossed  back  the  rest  of  his drink and slid  the glass  toward  Vinny.  "This  is  the  second  time  in  my whole life I've  been  dumped.  It's  not like  it  happens every day."


"And every time you do get dumped, you end up at my bar. At least this time you're not underage." Vinny filled Rich's glass and slid it down the bar to him. He poured himself four fingers of Jack Daniels, raised his glass in silent toast, and drank most of it before slam ming  it  down  on  the  bar,  punctuating  the  act  with  a satisfied "Ahhh…"


Rich just gulped down more Scotch and thought about calling it quits. The drinking, not his life or anything. He was depressed, sure, but more than being depressed about losing Gina, he was depressed about what she'd  said. Rich waited until he had Vinny's attention. "Do you think I'm relationship material?"


"Not for me, you ain't."


Rich tried to focus on Vinny. Yes, he was definitely getting drunk. He could tell because he actually had to concentrate to get the glass to his mouth. When you have to aim for your own  mouth, chances are, you're well on your way to oblivion. "Shit, Vin. You know what I mean. Gina said I wasn't relationship material."


"Yeah, well, she's got a point."


Rich  was  looking  at  Vinny,  but  if  that  was  Vinny talking, he wasn't moving his lips, and he was throwing his voice. Rich turned his head in the direction of the voice and saw his brother-in-law Nick sitting beside him.


Nick grabbed Rich by the back of his neck and gave it a shake before giving him a shoulder bump. "Mona called, said you needed some male bonding time, what ever the fuck that means. She said I had to get my ass over here. This had better be good. I was home, curled up  with  my  wife and  my  dog,  watching the Islanders trounce  the  Cunucks."  He  shot  Rich  a  look  that  was somewhere between a smirk and a grimace and reached across the bar, grabbed the remote control, turned on the Islanders game, and muted the volume. 


Vinny  poured  Nick  a  drink.  "Gina  dumped Richie and said he wasn't relationship material."


Nick nodded. "Smart girl."


Rich went to smack Nick but forgot he had his elbows on  the bar  and  was  resting  his head  on  his  hands.  He remembered just before his face hit the bar. 


Nick  grabbed Rich's left  arm,  and  Mike,  his  other brother-in-law, grabbed the right.


"Hey, Mike. When did you get here?"

"Just  now.  Nick  called  me. Said you  were  in  deep shit and needed some medical advice." Mike nodded to Vinny with the same expression Nick wore. 


Nick gave Rich a tug. "Yeah, like how to get your head out of your ass."


Rich slid off the barstool. "My ass isn't in my head."


Mike laughed. "Sure, whatever you say." 


His brother-in-laws helped turn him around. "Where are we going?"


Nick pushed Rich forward. "Vinny's office. Drunks are bad for business."


"It's a fuckin' bar. Bars encourage drinking."


"Drinking yes, drunks no." Mike opened the door for them.


The  next  thing  Rich  knew  he was sitting in  a  hard chair with a cup of coffee in his hand. He aimed for his mouth  again  and  forgot  the  content  of  his  cup wasn't Scotch. It was hotter than hell. Shit!






Vinny looked over his boys and laughed. It wasn't long ago that Nick and Mike were both in the same place Rich was. Of course, they did it at different times and over different women, but still, they both came to DiNicola's to get plowed. 


Vinny took another sip of his Jack and tried to remember that saying about the course of true love never running smooth or some such crap. But come to think of it, Nick and Mike had both been a whole lot more  upset  about losing the women they loved than about why they'd been dumped. Maybe Rich didn't really love Gina after all. 


Rich  moved  to  stand,  but  Mike  put  a  hand  on  his shoulder and pushed him back down into his chair. "I gotta get Gina back. I'm supposed to have a date with my dean to show that I'm a responsible guy and involved in a committed relationship."


Vinny put his feet up on his desk and pulled his office bottle of Jack out of his bottom drawer to refill his glass. "Why  do  you  want  Gina  back  if  you're  datin'  your dean?" He took a sip. "You think that's smart? Ever hear that saying, don't shit where you eat?"


Mike laughed. "I thought your dean was a man."


Nick almost spit out his Jack Daniels. "Oh yeah? This is almost worth missing the game."


"I don't have a date with my dean. I have to bring a date to this charity thing my dean invited me to. I gotta get Gina back in the next two weeks, or I'm screwed. But she says I'm not relationship material. What's a guy got to do to be relationship material?"


Vinny was right. Rich didn't love Gina. He just needed her to look settled so he could keep his job. Hell, Vinny should do this shit for a living. Was he good or what? 


Mike  sat  down.  "Well,  you  have  to  think  of  the woman you love before you think of yourself."


Nick  leaned against  the desk  and  took  a sip of his Jack.  "If  she's  anything like  Lee, you  have  to  do  her laundry, clean up after her, cook, make sure she eats." He paused. "Oh, and bring her coffee and chocolate in the morning. Believe me, your life will be much more enjoyable if she starts her day with caffeine and choco late. Sex works too."


Rich  looked  appalled  and  squeamish,  like  the  first time a guy has to go to the store to buy tampons. 


"Yeah, that's good." Vinny nodded. "Mona likes it when I rub her feet. You know? She's always wearing those spiked heels of  hers,  and  though they  make her legs look great, they're hell on her feet."


Rich groaned. "You gotta be kidding."


"Vinny's right." Mike nodded. "Plus, feet are erog enous zones."


Nick  smiled.  "Everywhere  is  an  erogenous  zone if you're talking about Lee."


Rich was incredulous and looking a little sick as he eyed one brother-in-law and then the other. "Hold on, those are my sisters you're talking about. I don't want to hear this shit." He slumped in his seat. "I don't know how to do laundry. Or cooking. Why can't I just feed them Mama's leftovers? I guess I could have her come over and clean the apartment."


Nick shook his head. "You can't have your girlfriend clean your apartment and expect her to think you care about her. That doesn't scream 'marriage material.'"


Rich  tried  to stand only  to fall  back  into  his  chair. "Shit, I know that. I was talking about Mama. I'll call her to clean the apartment."


Mike laughed. "Your mother cleans your apartment?"


Nick  joined  him.  "Yeah,  she  probably  does  his laundry too."


Rich looked from one to the other. "Yeah, so?"


Vinny tried not to laugh, but really, Rich was a total putz. "Oh shit, he's serious. Boys, he's got a lot of work to do. He has to figure out how to take care of himself before he can take care of somebody else."


Nick nodded. "Yeah, he's got to learn how to cook, clean, and take care of a woman."


Rich sat up a little straighter. "I'll just hit the book store  on the way  home.  They're open  late.  I'll find a book on cooking and cleaning. Like a Martha Stewart training manual for men. How hard can it be?"


Vinny took a deep breath and tried to break it to the schmuck  real gentle-like. "Richie, this  stuff  you  ain't gonna learn out of a book or fancy classroom. This is the kind of thing you can only learn by doin'. You see what I'm sayin'?"


Richie's mind wasn't moving at the usual light speed, but it wasn't moving slowly either. "You can help me then, right Vinny?"


Vinny backed up a little and held up his hands. "Sorry Richie. Between the restaurant and my family, I ain't got time to help you out."


Nick crossed his arms. "Don't look at me. I have my hands full taking care of business, Rosalie, and Dave. I don't have time to whip you into a Domestic God."


Mike took a step back. "Me either. Between setting up the practice, Annabelle's pregnancy, and remodeling the brownstone, the last thing I need is an apprentice. Sorry bud, you're on your own. You'll just have to learn to become a Domestic God the same way we did. Trial and error." 


Richie shook  his head.  "I don't have  time to  learn by trial and error. I need a coach. Where can I find a Domestic God coach?"






Becca ignored the light shining through her closed eyes and tried to block out the morning. Her nose peeked out over the covers and was cold, but  the rest of  her felt  as if she was sleeping up against a furnace. There was nothing she loved more in life than warmth, and for the first time in  ages,  she  was  blissfully warm. Life was good. She smiled as she turned her face into the pillow hoping to block the light so she could sleep longer, but what she found instead was hair. "Oh, God, no." 

"Oh, yeah."


Becca was sleeping on someone, a very big someone, a very big, naked someone with… "Oh, God." She was draped  over  Rich  Ronaldi, who had  one hand  on  her ass, and the other on her leg, which was, at the moment, thrown over his… "Oh. God."


Rich rolled over on top of her, his morning erection pressed hard against her thigh. Of course it was the first time in over two years she'd slept with a man and come in close contact with anything that didn't require four AA batteries. Her body knew the  difference  and was doing its own version of a happy dance. Her heart beat a mile a minute, her breathing was ragged, and her every nerve ending was on red alert. 


"Oh baby, you feel so good."


Becca's  brain went  straight into  panic  mode. This was a disaster. The man talking in his sleep on top of her had a girlfriend and was the last person in the world she'd  sleep  with  under  any  circumstances.  What  she didn't understand was how he got into bed with her in the first place. She knew she'd been exhausted, but she should have felt the bed move or something, right?


She  pushed  against  his  shoulder,  and  he  didn't budge. His eyes were closed, and under the five o'clock shadow, or in this case, the six o'clock shadow, his lips formed a satisfied smile, like a little boy who had just  found  his  favorite  Hot  Wheels  car.  She  tried  to  pry herself out from under him, but he was two hundred pounds of dead weight. 


He nuzzled his nose in her neck, and her traitorous body responded. It didn't seem to matter that her body had no right feeling the way it felt or reacting the way it did. Every time she moved, it made things worse, and harder. Not to mention more difficult. 


She was either  going to have  to  wake  him, which, under the circumstances, would be unbelievably embar rassing, or wait for him to roll off her. 


Rich smiled and thanked the dream gods for giving him such a gift. He took a deep breath and wondered what they called the scent she wore. It was earthy and rich, with a touch of musk and maybe patchouli mixed with hot, wet woman. He kissed her neck, his lips tasting her skin. It all felt so real—the heat of her body surrounding him, the noises she made, the way she whispered, and the bite of her nails on his shoulders… 


He shifted his hips and pulled her long legs around him. 


"Rich! Wake up."


"Oh baby, I am up."


"Good, then get the hell off me."


"What?" Rich opened his eyes and saw Becca's eyes green with anger and dark with arousal. He may be more than half asleep, but he was awake enough to know he wasn't the only one turned on. Of course, all it took was the thought that he'd almost had sex with someone who hated his guts  to  deflate  him.  "What  the hell  are  you doing in my bed?"


That's when she hit him. Hard. "It's my bed, and I locked you out."


Rich didn't remember coming home last night, much less being locked out of his own bedroom. "I told you to stay out of my stuff. My bedroom is my stuff." God, all this yelling was doing nothing for his blaring headache. He'd  forgotten  she  was  even  in  the  apartment.  Rich rolled off her, taking the covers with him. He didn't do it on purpose, but he wasn't sorry he did. Wow. Who knew that was hiding under the butt-ugly sweatshirt and baggy pants? Damn, with a body like that—


"Do you mind?"


"Not at all." Rich remembered how she gave him a long once-over yesterday when he was bare-ass-naked. He took his time doing the same. So he wasn't much of a gentleman. Shoot him.


Becca  scrambled  off  the  bed  and  grabbed  the  first piece of clothing she could put her hands on, his blue shirt. What was it about a woman in a man's shirt and nothing else? Hell, she might as well have been wearing a French maid costume for all the good it did. Seeing her standing there naked was less of a turn-on than seeing her naked under his shirt. He groaned and bunched the covers over his lap as he sat trying to cover any evidence of his raging hard-on. Christ, he was going to hell. He wasn't sure what he did wrong, but it looked like she was about to tell him. Loudly.


He held up his hand. "Before you go off and yell at me, let me just say that I had no idea you were in my bed when I passed out in it last night. I didn't even remember you were here in my apartment, and I'm sorry—" The look she shot him said she wasn't buying it. Neither was he.  "Okay,  maybe  not  sorry,  but  I  sure  as hell  didn't know that what I was dreaming wasn't a dream. I mean  what were the chances that you, someone who wouldn't give me the time of day, would spend the night cuddled up to me? That wasn't a dream, was it?"


Becca  shook  her  head  but  didn't  say  anything. He  couldn't  believe  it.  She  was  left  speechless  and blushing—everywhere. The longer he looked, the redder that porcelain skin of hers turned. He couldn't help but smile. There were definitely worse ways to wake up. He was just glad she wasn't the violent sort. He rubbed his shoulder that was sore from her punch. Okay, he was glad she wasn't armed.


Becca  held  his  shirt  down  around  her  thighs;  the movement gave him a great cleavage shot. Christ, was she trying to kill him?


"This  was  obviously  a  big  mistake,  and  well,  you didn't mean it, and I certainly didn't mean it. So why don't we both forget it ever happened."


Rich let  out  a  bark  of laughter that  made his  head feel as if it were splitting in two. He took his head in his  hands  to  hold it  together just  in  case  it wasn't  his imagination. "You can do whatever you want, but I have a feeling I'm going to remember this one until the day I die. Sorry, sweet-cheeks." 


"You're insufferable." Becca turned an even darker shade of red. The look on her face was priceless. 


"And you're quite the morning person, aren't you?" Who knew a pissed off princess could be so hot. And to think he thought she was an ice princess. Maybe that was what she wanted everyone to think. But standing there wearing nothing but his shirt, Rich saw there was nothing cold about her. Damn. She gave Rich a whole new appreciation for his lucky shirt.


Becca  stormed  into  the  bathroom  and  slammed the door. He'd never be able to wear that shirt again without picturing her in it. Maybe  he  should  have it bronzed. He stood, grabbed a pair of jeans off the floor, pulled them on, and decided to go shirtless to remind her she was wearing his shirt and to piss her off. He remembered how she'd checked him out the first time they met at Annabelle and Mike's engagement party, claiming she was an artist and checked everyone out the same way. He didn't buy it, just like he didn't buy the  size  comment  yesterday.  He'd  been  around  the block enough to know when a woman liked what she saw. It was clear Becca Larsen just didn't like that she liked it, and the thought of making  her a little more uncomfortable was too good to pass up. Just for shits, he left the top button of his jeans undone. Rich scoped out  the  room.  Lying  on  the  dresser  was  a  matching panty and bra set. Bingo. 


Damn,  Becca  wasn't  a  plain  white  cotton  kinda woman either. Rich smiled when he pictured her wearing the little  scrap  of  satin  and  lace  and  thanked  God  for his great imagination because chances were, he'd never get to see her out of her big, baggy, ugly-as-shit clothes again. That was a real shame.


Rich  leaned  against  the dresser  holding  her  under things. He knew he was pressing his luck, but hell, he really enjoyed pissing Becca off. It just became his new favorite hobby. 






Becca spent the last ten minutes brushing her teeth, finger combing her hair, and doing her best to calm down. She  washed her face and tried to wash the feeling of his body on top of hers from her memory bank. God, why did he have to feel so damn good? Probably because the only male she'd had on top of her in the last two years was Rosalie's dog, Dave. And as sweet as Dave was, and as much he seemed to enjoy sucking on her toes, Rich had it all over him. Hell, a man like Rich had it all over ninety five percent of the male population. That is, if personality wasn't a requirement. Unfortunately for her, it was. 

She couldn't believe she slept all wrapped up with him like that. How did that happen? And why couldn't she seem to get her hormones under control? 


Maybe she should start dating again. Whatever loser Mike, Annabelle, and Rosalie saw fit to fix her up with couldn't possibly be a worse choice than Rich Ronaldi. 


"You had better be dressed because I'm coming out." She  opened  the  bathroom  door  to  find  him  standing there in a pair of Levis, and nothing else as far as she could  see,  and  she  looked,  though  she  really  didn't want to think about the reason behind her interest in his apparel. She couldn't help but notice that he'd left the top button of his jeans hanging open, and there was no telltale elastic waistband showing to disprove her initial conclusion that he was going commando. All she saw was a treasure trail of dark hair running over a full six pack  of hard  abs  straight down  to  the  button  fly,  and from the fit of his pants, it looked as if he was happy about something. She just wasn't sure if it was because he stood there holding her underwear or because she still wore nothing but his shirt. 


She stomped up to him and ripped her lingerie out of his hands. "Do you mind?"


"You wearing my shirt?" He crossed his arms. "Not at all."


"You're  really  pushing your luck, Ronaldi. If  you don't get out of here right now, the next time you sing in the shower, you'll be singing soprano. Get my drift?"


"I'm just trying to be of service." He scratched his chest, gave her a nod, and sauntered out of the bedroom as if she hadn't just threatened to unman him. 


"Sure you are."


Becca  took  a  long,  hot  shower  and  wondered  if cold showers only worked for men. Thankfully, there were simpler and more enjoyable ways to solve that problem. God knew  she  needed to  do something  to get  her  mind off Rich Ronaldi  and  the  fact  that  she was essentially an embarrassingly horny, born-again virgin.  Not  that  the  born-again  virgin  thing  was planned.  It  wasn't.  She  didn't  swear  off  sex  until marriage  or  anything.  She  just  swore  off  sex  until she  found a  guy she  thought would  be an  improve ment over her Battery Operated Boyfriend. A battery operated boyfriend was reliable, well, as long as you had batteries. Although the reliability was a definite plus, it didn't hold you all night long, and it certainly didn't  keep  you  warm.  She  got  the  holding  and  the warming  part  of  the  deal,  just  not the  sex  part.  Not that she wanted to have sex with Rich. Okay, she was attracted to his body, but the attraction ended there. Unfortunately, her hormones didn't seem to give a flip that he was as far from a dream date as a guy could get when it came to personality. God, how depressing. 


Tripod sat on the edge of the tub waiting for Becca to turn off the water, and if she wasn't fast enough for his  taste, he'd yowl. Tripod could make a Siamese in heat seem quiet. 


"Okay, okay, I'll get out." She turned the water off, and Tripod  jumped into  the  tub with  her, chasing the last of the water to the drain before rolling around the wet tub. 


Becca closed the shower curtain and peeked out into the bedroom finding it empty. At least Rich hadn't snuck back in. She locked the door before dropping her towel and dressing. She threw on her favorite lie-around-the house clothes. They may have looked like sweats, but they were cashmere. The tank, the drawstring pants, and the sweater wrap felt like a heavenly, decadent secret. She  was  finishing  up  her  makeup  by  the  time  Rich rapped on the door. 


"Are  you about  done in  there?  I'd  like to  take my shower sometime today."


Becca opened the door giving a silent thank you to Tripod for hurrying her along. "You didn't mention a time limit."


She  strolled  past  him  and  headed  for  the  coffee only to find it cold. It was the same coffee she'd made yesterday. "You couldn't make coffee?"


Rich stuck his head out the door. "The only coffee I make is instant. It's safer that way."


"Safer?" Her question never reached its destination. He'd  already  left.  He  was  taking  a  shower—oh  no. Tripod. She ran for the bedroom and just turned toward the bathroom door when she heard Tripod yowl. 


"What the… Ow! You little son of a—"


Becca  was  through  the  door  before  she even  real ized it. A very naked Rich was wielding the toilet bowl  brush like a sword. It was like that movie Groundhog Day,  only  today, he  was  the  one  armed.  And a  very unhappy, wet Tripod was under the back of the toilet bowl, hissing. 


"Don't hurt him." 


"Hurt him?" Rich dropped the toilet bowl brush back into its holder and turned on her. "He bit me!"


Becca tried to move toward her cat, but Rich seemed to  take  up  the  entire  bathroom.  He  was  large.  "You sprayed him."


"How was I supposed to know there was an attack cat in the bathtub?"


Well, she had to give him points for that. She really should have told him that Tripod was out and about. But after this morning she had a hard, no, make that a  difficult time  thinking  of  anything but  waking  up draped over  Rich. Hell,  the  way  things  were going, she spent more time with him naked than dressed. Not that  she  was  complaining.  His  abs  were  nicer  than that Cuban figure model's back in freshman year. She wondered if she was in over her head here. Just about the same time she noticed that she'd allowed her eyes to  linger, she  saw  Tripod  was  staring  too.  Since  the cat was known to jump really high, even after the loss of his leg, it would probably be a good idea to cover certain  things  up.  She  rolled  her  eyes.  Yeah,  from the looks of things, it was already up, so it definitely needed cover. 


Becca  pulled  a  towel off the  rack and  handed  it  to Rich. "You might want to put something on until I get Tripod out of here. You wouldn't want him to bite more than just your calf."


Rich wrapped the towel around his waist. That did nothing to change the fact that her mouth had become as dry as the Sahara during a hundred-year drought and that a few other places on her body seemed to have the opposite problem. 


Rich  cleared  his  throat.  "Why  don't  you  get  your animal out of the bathroom so that I can shower?"


"I would, but the thing is, Tripod doesn't like to be picked up when he's in attack mode."


"Attack  mode,  huh?  He  sounds  like  he's  as  much trouble as you are."


So,  okay,  Rich was  up  by  four  in  this  unfortunate exchange. "He  didn't mean  to hurt  you. You startled him.  He likes to play in  the  water, but not while it's running, unless it's the toilet or the faucet where he can stay relatively dry."


"You might have mentioned that, or that you let some wild cat out in my apartment."


"Tripod isn't wild. He's a Bengal."


"A what?" 


"A  Bengal.  It's  a  breed  of  cat  that's  a  second or  third  generation  cross  between  an  Ocelot  and  a domestic shorthair. 


"Like I said, wild." 


Rich looked at the back of his calf, and Becca saw where Tripod had broken the skin. "He's up to date on all his shots."


Rich didn't say anything. 


"Tripod's  not  your  everyday  house  cat.  Bengals are usually larger and I think more beautiful than your average cat. They have a pelt instead of an ordinary cat's coat. They love water—"


"No shit."

Becca nodded. "They're great hunters…" Probably not something she should really talk about now. "And they're smart. And since they're sometimes bred with Siamese, they tend to be a little loud, and well, Tripod's more temperamental than your average kitty."


"Is the attack cat persona part of the breed, or is it just him?"


Tripod's crouch got more pronounced; he was all set to pounce. Becca hissed, and Tripod put his butt back down on the tiles. "I don't know. I think it has more to do with him missing a leg than his breed. I found him on the side of the road with a broken ankle—he'd been hit by a car. I took him to a vet, and they couldn't save his leg. I don't know what he was like before the accident." 


"And you kept him?" 


Becca shrugged. "He grows on you—"


"Like mold."


"Look, I'm sorry. Let me get his toy, and maybe if you step out of the bathroom, I can get him to come out."


Becca  went  to  get  the  birdie—which  was  nothing but a bunch of brightly colored feathers tied to a string on  the  end  of a bamboo  pole.  She always thought of it as fishing for kitties. It worked like a charm. Tripod followed the birdie, his butt bouncing like it was on top of  a  pogo stick.  Once they  got out  into  the  bedroom, Becca  let  Tripod  catch  and kill  the  "bird"  while Rich kept a wide berth and snuck into the bathroom, locking the door behind him.


"Good  going,  Tripod.  If  he  kicks  us  out,  I  don't know what we're going to do. Do you think furnished apartments  are  rented  month-to-month  to  people  with  disabled kitties?" Tripod answered her with his meow that sounded more like the word "noooo" than anything else. He used it every time he wanted her to stop some thing or if he was answering a yes or no question in the negative. Most people would think Becca was crazy, but after spending a few months living with Tripod, she was sure he knew exactly what he was saying. 
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