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      Nadine Court was a hot mess.

      

      After crashing and burning in spectacular fashion during her debut tour with her band Court’n Jacks, Nadine had gone to rehab to get her…ahem…stuff in order.  Now she was ready to try again and hopefully, this time, they might actually finish the tour without her ending up in hospital and on the front page of every country music website in the world.  Which was why it was a very, very, very bad idea to get involved with her therapist… former therapist.

      

      Gabe Rousso had thought he had contained his attraction to the feisty violinist.  That was until that last session when an innocent kiss on the cheek had turned into something a whole lot hotter.  He wasn’t technically her therapist anymore, which was why he’d accepted her invitation to see her perform for the first time since her breakdown.  He shouldn’t have gone… but he did and of course that had led to more compromising of his closely guarded ethics.  She was a weakness he couldn’t afford and a temptation he couldn’t resist.

      

      This is a standalone romance - no cliff-hanger!

      

      *This is a ‘Too Hot to Handle’ romance on the Emma Lea rating scale - These are definitely 18+ reads and contain graphic sex scenes and high level swearing – not for the faint of heart.

    

  


  
    
      For my husband.

      You are the Gabe to my Nadine.
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      “Hey Doc,” Nadine said as she flounced into the room and made herself comfortable on the sofa.

      Her denim skirt was so short that as she crossed her legs, he was given a glimpse of the bright purple lace underwear she wore.  Gabe cleared his throat and dragged his eyes away from the scene.  She was going to be the death of him.

      He shifted in his seat, trying to hide the bulge in his slacks.  “Good morning Nadine,” he said, thankful that his voice didn’t betray the effect she had on him.  “You know you can just call me Gabe.  I’m not your doctor, I’m your therapist.”

      Nadine rolled her eyes.  “I know,” she said.  “You’ve told me that every session for the last six weeks.  I like calling you Doc.  It’s hot.”

      He stopped himself from rolling his eyes in return.  It was true; they had the same disagreement every time he saw her.  She might think it was hot to call him Doc, but he didn’t.  It just reminded him that she was off-limits - not that he didn’t already know that.

      “So, this is our last session, right?” she asked, looking at him with the hint of a smile on her lips.

      He shifted again and crossed one leg over his knee, resting his MacBook on his lap to hide the evidence of his attraction.  “That’s right,” he replied.

      Nadine had done a stint in rehab and came to him on recommendation of one of her doctors.  This was their final session before he would give her the all clear to return to performing with her band.  Having her as a patient had been a sweet form of torture.  He had never before had such a visceral reaction to one of his patients and he was relieved that he would no longer be subjected to her skimpy outfits and outrageous flirtations.  It wasn’t because he didn’t enjoy them; rather, that it was becoming harder and harder to keep his hands to himself whenever she was in his office.  It was only his strict sense of propriety that had kept him on the straight and narrow, not that Nadine hadn’t tried her hardest to tempt him.  He knew it was a deliberate ploy on her part to shift the attention off what was going on in her life.  Unfortunately, that didn’t make it any easier to stave off her advances, especially when he was undeniably attracted to her.

      “So, what do you want me to talk about today?  I could tell you about the dream I had the other night.  You were in it—”

      “No,” he said, cutting her off perhaps a bit more abruptly than he meant to.  He’d sat through a retelling of one of her dreams before.  She tended to enjoy trying to shock him with as many explicit details as she could.  He was nowhere near mentally prepared for another one of those, especially if he was in it.  He had enough fantasies in his own head without adding hers to them.

      He cleared his throat again.  “Maybe you could tell me how you feel about finishing your therapy.  Do you feel confident in your decision to rejoin your band?”

      Her whole demeanor changed.  Nadine looked down at her lap and played with the frayed ends of her skirt.  The sexual confidence that she wore like armor fell away and in its place was a vulnerable woman who made his heart clench.  He didn’t like seeing her so unsure of herself, but it was part of dealing with her issues.  She needed to embrace her vulnerabilities instead of covering them up with bravado and innuendo.

      He watched her as she wrestled with answering his question.  He didn’t try and lead her into answering; he just sat and waited, giving her the time she needed.  He found silence sometimes worked when probing questions did not.

      “You know we’ve been playing together in the studio,” she said, her voice soft.

      “I do,” he said.

      “It’s been good,” she said.  “You know I love to play, but…”

      He waited, giving her the time she needed to find the words.  He knew it was hard for her to express herself honestly.  She’d been lying to not only herself, but to everyone around her for so long that it was easy for her to slip back into it.  It was her default coping mechanism. One that she had developed after losing her parents in tragic circumstances.  It was also the reason she had broken down during the band’s tour this last summer.  There was only so much denial the mind could cope with before it demanded to be heard.

      She heaved a sigh.  “But they’re all treating me like I’m made of glass.  I see their concerned looks and they bend over backwards to do just about anything for me.  It’s weird.  The other day I told Jace I couldn’t play until I had a grape soda.  He drove to the fucking 7-Eleven to get me a grape soda.  I didn’t need it, I was just being a bitch and yet off he went.  They think that if they don’t bend over backwards to keep me happy that I’m going to flip out again and instead, all their pandering makes me want to slit my wrists.”

      He didn’t react.  He knew she was trying to get a reaction out of him.  Nadine was many things, but suicidal was not one of them.  This was her trying to prove her point.  She wanted him to get angry with her, just like asking Jace for the grape soda was meant to rile him up and incite a fight.  He had discovered that about her.  She liked to fight and argue and yell.  He couldn’t deny that the fierceness she had about her was one of the things that attracted him most.

      “Have you spoken to them?” he asked.  “Have you told them how you feel?”

      She glared at him, her blue eyes snapping.  She tossed her head and her dark hair flipped over her shoulder exposing the bright purple streak that was hidden underneath the mass of dark mane.  When he didn’t react to her challenge, she dropped her eyes again.  “They don’t understand.”

      

      How was it possible that this man knew her so well?  They had only met six weeks ago and in that time, she had tried everything to get under his skin.  Yet there he sat, completely composed like he was untouchable.  She’d worn this skirt in particular just to see if flashing her panties at him would finally crack his hard exterior, but nothing.  Instead he was able to find all her soft spots and poke at them.  He knew exactly how to get under her skin and she felt at a distinct disadvantage, a feeling that she hated to acknowledge.  For years she had been able to fool people - well, until it all came crashing down around her ears - but not for one minute had she been able to fool Gabriel Rousso.  He saw beneath the façade that she had carefully built around herself and it made her feel a vulnerability that she didn’t like and yet… there was something about him that made her feel safe.  Despite the way he exposed all her failings, she knew that she could trust him with the most secret parts of herself and that he wouldn’t hurt her.  He was always gentle with her, but not in the way that everyone else around her was.  He didn’t walk on eggshells hoping to keep her calm.  No, he pushed her buttons, but he did it in such a way that gave her a safe place to express herself.

      “They don’t understand? Or you don’t think they will understand and therefore you haven’t tried to explain it?” he asked.

      She growled her response.  He smiled, just for a second, but she saw it and it did things to her.  Things that she had been trying to ignore.  Yes, she flirted with him.  She went out of her way to be overly provocative around him but that had nothing to do with the feelings he stirred up inside her.  Her come-ons were all about deflecting, it didn’t take a psych major to know that, but under all of it was something else.  She liked him.  She liked him more than just the way a woman should like her therapist.

      “Fine,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.  “I haven’t explained it to them in so many words.  I was just sort of hoping that things would go back to normal.”

      “You thought that if you behaved like a brat then your brother would go back to treating you like a brat?”

      She shrugged her shoulders in response.  What could she say?  It was true.

      “Why?” he asked and she darted a look at him.

      “Why what?”

      “Why do you want him to go back to treating you like a child?  Wasn’t it that very thing that made you act out in the first place?”

      “Well, yeah,” she agreed reluctantly, “but that’s how Jace and I communicate.  I do something stupid and he rails on me and tells me I’m being stupid and then we move on.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a very healthy way to communicate,” he said.  “Don’t you think it’s time for you to move into a more adult way of relating to your brother?”

      She pushed up from the sofa, no longer able to sit still.  She needed to move and her hands itched to have her violin and bow in them.  She needed to feel the strings under her fingers and feel the weight of the instrument in her arms.  Whenever her life had been in turmoil the one constant had been her music, until she had fucked that up too.

      “But it works for us,” she said, pacing the office.  Her hands reached out to touch the little trinkets that decorated his office, flitting from one thing to the next but not really taking any of it in.  Meanwhile Gabe just sat and watched her.  She could feel his eyes on her as she moved around the room.  He didn’t try and stop her or get her to sit down.  He didn’t tell her to stop touching his stuff.  She wondered what he would do if she picked up the tiny porcelain deer and threw it at the wall so that it smashed into a million pieces.  Would he react then?  She lifted the deer and felt the weight of it in her hand.  It would be satisfying to throw it and see it shatter.  It would be even more satisfying if it made Gabe jump up and yell at her.  She wanted to break his calm demeanor, she wanted him to react.  But she knew he wouldn’t, even if she broke his precious deer statuette.

      She put the little figurine back on the shelf and turned to him.  He looked at ease, sitting in his chair and watching her with cool, unreadable eyes.

      “Do you really believe that?” he asked.

      She stared at him, trying to work out how he had read her mind.

      “Do you really believe that the way you and Jace communicate works?” he clarified for her, and she felt her shoulders fall just a bit.  He couldn’t read her mind and part of her was disappointed.

      “It’s been working for the last fifteen years,” she said.

      “Has it?” He cocked an eyebrow at her in challenge.

      She walked around the sofa and plopped back down in it with a resigned sigh.  “No,” she said.  “It hasn’t.”

      He smiled then.  A real smile.  A beautiful smile that lit up his face.  Her simple admission had made him happy and knowing that she was responsible for that look of pleasure on his face made her tummy flip over.  She squeezed her thighs together.  It wasn’t just her tummy that was affected by him.

      

      Gabe signed the piece of paper from Dre Studios releasing Nadine from further therapy obligations.  She watched him eagerly and he took a little longer than necessary just so that he could keep her eyes on him.  It was really quite silly and entirely immature, but he wanted to prolong the time they had left.  Nadine wasn’t cured; she would need more therapy and he would recommend that to her, but he also knew that he couldn’t continue to be her therapist.  Not if he wanted to keep his own sanity.

      He handed the form over to her and she took it reverently, reading over the words that said he believed her ready to return to performing.

      “I think it would be good for you to keep seeing someone,” he said, “perhaps just once a month.”

      She looked up at him.  “You?”

      He shook his head. “Not me,” he said, and he couldn’t help but notice the way her face fell just a bit.  “There are other therapists in this office that I can recommend.  Maybe one of the female psychologists would be suitable?”  That was a purely selfish move on his part, not that he didn’t think his female colleagues wouldn’t be good for her, just that he didn’t want any of his male colleagues to be alone in the same room with her.  He knew they would be professional, but he also knew Nadine would try all the same tricks with them that she had tried with him and the cave-man part of his brain didn’t want to share her with them.

      She tucked the form into her bag and then stood, raising her arms above her head in a stretch that lifted the hem of her skirt to almost indecent levels.  It also had the fortunate - unfortunate - effect of raising the hem of her tank top and exposing her firm, flat belly.  He wanted to reach out and run his hands over the exposed skin and feel the softness of her.  He swallowed the growl and tore his eyes away, looking back down at the laptop in front of him.  Damn it all to hell.  The woman had gotten under his skin.

      With a deep sigh, he stood too, busying himself with putting his laptop back on his desk and surreptitiously adjusting himself so that his erection wouldn’t be obvious to her.  When he was suitably appropriate, he walked over to where she stood and smiled down at her.  She turned her face up to him and a sweet smile tilted her lips.

      “Thanks Doc,” she said.

      He fisted his hands at his sides in order to stop them reaching for her.  He had never crossed a line with a patient before and up until this point he had never thought he would.  There was just something about her that drew him.  He wanted to feel her body pressed up against his.  He wanted to taste her lips and hear her moan his name.

      “It’s been a pleasure,” he said, his voice low and scratchy.

      Her eyes darkened as she looked up at him.  They were only inches apart and it wouldn’t take much to lower his head and kiss her.  It would be wrong, but it would be oh-so easy to do.

      She pressed up on her toes and placed a soft kiss on the corner of his mouth.  The simple touch undid him and he couldn’t stop what happened next even if he tried.  His hands reached for her, pulling her into his body and he captured her lips in a searing kiss.  She melted against him without a moment’s hesitation and he groaned low in his throat.  She wound her arms around his neck and parted her lips, her tongue licking into his mouth and sliding against his.  Electricity coursed through his body.  His brain was screaming at him that what he was doing was wrong, but he couldn’t stop.

      Without losing contact with her mouth, he walked them towards the door of his office until she was pressed up against it.  He leaned into her body and rubbed his aching hard-on against her.  He felt her shiver and heard the soft moan as she rocked against him.  She lifted her legs and wrapped them around his waist.  He could feel the wet heat of her core as he ground himself against her.  Her hands threaded through his hair and tugged.  He lifted his head and looked down at her.  She returned his gaze with lust-soaked eyes, her lips swollen and wet from his kisses.  He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against hers.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this,” he whispered.

      “I don’t care,” she whispered back, using her grip on his hair to tilt his head back up so she could see his eyes.  “I want this,” she breathed.  “I want you.”

      He growled and captured her lips in another demanding kiss.  Their tongues tangled and teeth clashed as the kiss heated up.  He rocked into her, wanting the few layers of clothing between them to disappear, but not moving his hands to make it a reality.  He knew he had to stop but he just didn’t want to.

      A discreet beep from his computer reminded him that his next patient was waiting.  With a groan, he pulled his mouth away from hers.  She looked up at him with desire and trust and need - all the things that spoke to him.  He wanted to satisfy her desire; he ached for her trust and he wanted to fill the need he saw in her eyes, but he couldn’t.  Not here.  Not now.  Probably not ever.

      He kissed her once, lightly, on the lips and then pulled away from her.  Her legs slid down from around him, but neither of them stepped away.  Neither of them willing to break contact.

      “We can’t do this,” he said softly, reaching up to cup her cheek and slide his hands into the thick hair that he had dreamed about wrapping around his hands.

      “Maybe not here,” she said, “and maybe not right now, but we can definitely do this.”

      He searched her eyes.  He wanted to tell her yes, but something held him back.

      “I have a gig tonight,” she whispered, stretching up to press little kisses on his neck and jaw.  “Come and watch and then maybe we can have a drink after.”  She found his lips with hers and kissed him thoroughly, scrambling his brain for a moment.

      “Nadine,” he said on a groan, but she just smiled up at him.

      “I’ll see you tonight,” she said, “at Dirty Moe’s.  We go on at nine.”

      She slid out from where he had her pinned to the wall and he felt the loss of her.  He leaned against the wall for a moment trying to regain his composure before he turned to see her straighten that tiny little skirt and fluff her hair out.  She looked like she had been thoroughly ravished and he had a mild panic that everybody in the waiting room would know what they had just been doing.  The problem was he liked the way she looked.  He liked that he had been the one to put that smile on her face and that flush in her cheeks.

      “Good bye Nadine,” he said, his voice rough.

      She winked at him.  “See you tonight, Doc.”
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      Dirty Moe’s was crowded.  Gabe pushed his way through the people looking for a table and cursing himself for even being there in the first place.  He should’ve stayed away, but the pull of Nadine was too strong.  He wanted to see her again even if it was from a distance.  He didn't have to approach her after the gig, she wouldn't even have to know he was there.  He was there simply because she intrigued him and he wanted to see her first performance.  He was just being a good therapist, making sure she coped with such a huge step…he was also lying to himself.

      The truth was that after that kiss in his office, he couldn't get her out of his mind.  The rest of his day had been shot to hell.  He hadn't been able to concentrate on anything his patients said, not that any of them seemed to notice.  He had replayed the whole thing over and over in his mind.  He ruminated on the way she felt as he pressed her up against the door.  He felt again the touch of her lips on his and remembered the taste of her as he had devoured her mouth with his.  His whole afternoon had been spent reliving those few stolen moments and trying to hide the very prominent response to the images. He'd had an iron-spike cock all day and he knew there was no relief in sight, especially when he looked up and saw Court’n Jacks taking the stage.

      Nadine took her spot and he couldn't drag his eyes away from her.  She wore tiny little purple, sparkly shorts.  Tight, sparkly, purple shorts.  Short shorts.  Tiny, tight, sparkly, purple short shorts that looked painted on. Little tiny shorts that left her legs bare.  With an unreasonable amount of effort Gabe raised his eyes.  Above those very distracting shorts she wore a sheer white shirt and underneath that shirt - whose buttons were undone down to her navel - she wore a black sparkly bra.  Gabe swiped a hand over his mouth to make sure he wasn't drooling.  Thank God she hadn't worn anything like that to therapy or he would have had a heart attack.

      He looked up to her face and he saw something that he hadn't seen in all the hours he'd spent in his office with her.  He saw life.  She had told him how music made her feel and he'd seen the way it lit her up when she talked about it but that was nothing to actually seeing the real-life results.  She glowed.  She stole his breath.  He had always thought she was beautiful, but seeing her up on stage with her violin clutched in her hand, he finally saw the real Nadine and she was absolutely stunning.

      He fought his way forward, needing to be as close as possible to her.  She hadn't seen him and he still wasn't sure if he wanted her to, but he needed to be closer.  He reached the front and squeezed up against the barricade that separated the crowd from the stage.  Dirty Moe’s wasn't a big venue but they did showcase some pretty impressive talent and they knew to keep the crowd back from rushing the stage.  Court’n Jacks wasn't exactly world famous, especially after their aborted summer tour, but they were still popular enough to draw a decent audience.  Enough of an audience to warrant a security guard or two who patrolled the no-man’s land between the barricade and the stage.

      The lights dimmed and her violin rang out in the dark.  He closed his eyes as the music floated around him.  It was beautiful and tragic as only a violin can be and he took a deep breath.  Despite living in Nashville, he wasn't exactly what you would call a country music fan.  He didn't hate it, but he wasn't exactly up with all the current artists.  After his first meeting with Nadine, he had sought out her band on iTunes and there was something about it that spoke to him.

      There was a pause in the music before the full sound of the band crashed into existence accompanied by a bright flash of lights that lit the stage.  The crowd responded loudly and Gabe was jostled by those around him.  He opened his eyes and they sought her out immediately.  He couldn't help but zero in on Nadine as she played.  The look on her face was transcendent.  He had never seen her look more at peace or more beautiful.  Her eyes were closed in utter bliss and he thanked whatever fate had engineered him being there to witness it.  Whatever else was going on in her life, music grounded her.  She had told him.  She had tried to explain it but he had never really understood.  He didn't have a musical bone in his body and although he enjoyed music, it was more for background noise than anything else.  Seeing her in her element, it all clicked into place for him.  Being in rehab and then the extended therapy had taken her away from the one thing that could heal her.

      She opened her eyes and as if she could sense his presence, she looked right at him.  Nadine smiled and he felt it all the way to his groin.  He was already painfully hard just from watching her, but knowing she saw him and that his being there made her happy only made his problem worse.

      He wanted her.  He wanted her more than he could ever begin to understand. And if he was reading the look in her eyes right, she wanted him just as much.

      Fuck.

      He was screwed.  There was no way he could walk away from her.  It didn't matter that it was the ethical thing to do.  He had crossed that ethical line this morning when he'd pushed her up against his door and kissed the shit out of her.  He needed another taste of her and even though it might very well end up with him burning in hell, he couldn't walk away.  Not now.  Not after seeing her like some fierce avenging angel as she played her heart out for him.  He was doomed and he didn't give a shit about the consequences.

      

      Nadine couldn't believe how nervous she was.  It felt like her first time, which brought a smile to her face.  Her first time had been so long ago that she couldn't even remember it.  She had been playing in front of audiences from the time she was old enough to play.  Growing up in a musical family sort of made it a given.  Both her parents were musicians and had been in a folk band.  A folk band that had anywhere between five and fifteen members, depending on the gig and the availability and mental stability of the members.  Her earliest memories were of the big yellow school bus that they had travelled around in from gig to gig.  That was before it all went terribly wrong.

      Nadine closed her eyes and pushed the disturbing thoughts from her mind, letting herself get lost in the music.  Music never lied to her and it never let her down.  It was the one constant in her life and sometimes she thought it was the only thing she could rely on.  Music never left her.

      She felt his eyes on her.  Nadine didn't know how she knew it was Gabe, but the weight of his gaze on her was unmistakable.  He'd come.  She wasn't sure he would.  As much as she had wanted him there, she hadn't really believed that he could get over his hang ups enough to accept her invitation.  A smile played over her lips and she opened her eyes, looking straight at him.

      God he was gorgeous.  She had been attracted to him from the first moment she had walked into his office.  Gabe was nothing like the guys she normally dated.  Nadine had a reputation for liking the bad boys and Gabe was anything but a bad boy.  He wore wool slacks and Oxford business shirts.  She'd even seen him in a tie once.  She usually went for guys in ripped jeans and ragged t-shirts with tattoos and piercings.  She doubted that Gabe had a mark on his virgin skin or even owned a pair of jeans that had so much as a pulled thread in them.  But none of that mattered.

      She had felt a connection with him as soon as he had reached out to shake her hand.  The electricity had zipped through her body like lightning and left her breathless.  And yet he had stood there with a smile on his face like nothing had happened.  She had spent the next six weeks trying to break through his cold exterior…no, cold was the wrong word.  He was far from cold.  But he did have an aloofness about him that held him apart.  She had wanted to get behind that wall and ruffle his feathers.  Finally today she had and oh my god! The boy had untapped heat.  It was in the way he had taken control of the kiss and pushed her up against the door.  It was the feel of the hard monster in his pants as he rubbed against her making her wet and desperate for him.

      And now here he was and by the look of him she was going to get to plumb those hidden depths and tap into that latent heat.  She suppressed a shiver as the song ended and the crowd roared.

      She felt the adrenalin spike and it had always fueled her sexual appetite.  It was one of the things she had worried about coming back to the stage.  She didn't want to fall back into old habits.  If she had learned anything in rehab and therapy, it was that she needed to make new associations in her brain.  Right now she had destructive patterns and the trick to keeping her life on the straight and narrow would be to change those patterns to healthier ones.

      But Gabe was here and he was looking at her like he could eat her up.  She couldn't suppress the shiver that coursed through her at the thought.  She dimly heard the snare drum as Vanessa counted in the next song and she lifted her violin to her chin, her eyes not leaving his.  He was here and that could only mean one thing - he wanted to finish what they had started earlier today.  She wanted that too.

      With a secret smile, she closed her eyes and played.  It was so good to once again have the music pour out of her.  Playing in the studio was one thing, but there was something so much more about performing on stage.  The energy of the crowd transferred to her through the air and she breathed it in.  She felt alive the first time in so long.  The cells in her body came awake and everything just felt more - louder, brighter, hotter.  It was a feeling of power and one that scared her.  The natural high that she got from playing music was too close to what she imagined her mother felt during one of her ‘episodes.’  The pull towards it was addictive, but the fear held her back from totally abandoning herself to the feeling.  The rehab doctors had told her that she didn't have the same issue - she wasn't bipolar like her mother - but how could she be sure?  She had seen the way her mother had been in her manic states.  The perpetual happiness and over-the-top optimism.  When she performed she felt like that, like she was flying, like nothing could bring her down.  Wasn't that the same thing?  Wasn't what she felt just the early stages of the mental illness that had ultimately taken both her parents?

      She took a deep breath, once again pushing aside the tumult of emotions.  The doctors had assured her it wasn't the same and she had to believe them.  If she didn't trust their diagnosis then she would end up right back where she was over the summer and that was the last place she wanted to be.  She was determined not to mess up the band’s second chance.

      She opened her eyes again and met the steady gaze of Gabe.  Seeing him there calmed her.  It helped her to relax and find her Zen in the music.  She could do this and then, when it was over, she would celebrate with the gorgeous man standing in the front row fucking her with his eyes.

      

      Gabe followed the muscle-bound, black t-shirted gorilla through the warren of backstage corridors.  The ticket Nadine had left for him gave him backstage access and before Gabe had had a chance to make a run for it, the security guard had pulled him from the crowd.  He still wasn't sure that he should even be there.  It was a completely different thing when he thought he could be anonymous, but the moment she had seen him any thoughts of leaving had vanished.  She would be expecting him.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket and he pulled it out to look at the screen.  Amaya.

      “Hello sister mine,” he said as he tried to keep up with the big guy who was surprisingly fast for his size.

      “Gabriel,” she said and he could tell she was smiling.  “Where are you?”

      “Believe it or not I am backstage at Dirty Moe's.”

      “What?”

      He couldn't help the grin that split his face.  “It's true.”

      Amaya was quiet on the other end of the phone - a feat in and of itself - and Gabe couldn't help but feel a little smug.

      “Who’s playing?” she asked after a while.

      Gabe hesitated.  “Court’n Jacks.”

      “Hmmm.  And the lovely Nadine isn't perhaps on the stage with them is she?”

      There was something decidedly disturbing about having a twin sister who could read you like a billboard.  Amaya was also a psychologist and worked in the same practice as Gabe.  They had discussed Nadine, in a professional way, when the musician first started coming to see him.  Of course Amaya had seen more than he was comfortable with, but that was her superpower.

      “It's her first gig back,” he said lamely.

      “And you’re there because…”

      He lifted a hand to rub the bridge of his nose and exhaled roughly.  It was a fair question, but one he didn’t want to answer, not honestly anyway.

      “We had our last session today,” he said, “and she invited me to come and watch her perform.”

      “So you’re just being a supportive therapist then?”

      “No,” he replied hotly, “I’m not her therapist anymore.”

      “You didn’t recommend she continue her sessions?”

      “Of course I did,” he said, exasperated with Amaya’s inquisition.  “I just suggested she see someone else.  Francis maybe, or Carol.”

      “But not me?” Amaya laughed.  “You’re going to hell,” she sing-songed.

      “Goodbye Amaya,” he said and heard the cackle of her laughter as he disconnected.

      The big guy in front of him stopped outside a door and opened it for Gabe.  He peered around the doorjamb to see the room packed with people.  He hadn’t expected that.  He thought that maybe he would get a chance to see Nadine alone.  He wanted to congratulate her on her performance and then make a hasty retreat.  Coming here was a bad idea.  Even if he entertained fantasies of the two of them getting naked, he really, really shouldn’t act on them.

      “You came!” Nadine’s voice broke through the hum of the gathered crowd and then she was there in front of him her arms raised and a big smile on her face.

      “How could I not come?” he asked her as she plastered herself against him and wound her arms around his neck.

      Instinctively he lowered his head and kissed her as if it were the most natural thing in the world.  As if they had done it a million times.  She returned his kiss eagerly and writhed against him like she couldn’t get close enough.  His arms wound around her waist and pulled her hard against him.  Yep.  He was going to hell.  In a hand basket.  His sister was right.

      Thoughts of his sister were enough to break through his lust-addled brain and he lifted his head.  She looked up at him with dazed eyes and if he thought seeing her on stage and in her element made her beyond beautiful, seeing her like this after just a kiss made her even more so.  He dusted a quick, chaste kiss on her mouth before pulling away.  She smiled shyly at him and a roaring protectiveness rose up in him.  He couldn’t let go of her completely and their hands tangled, their fingers weaving together.

      “Come and meet the band,” she said.

      He nodded, not able to make his voice work, and followed her as she tugged him through the crowd.

      The band was standing together in the near center of the room.  Nadine’s fingers tightened around his as they came to a stop in front of the group.  Eyes looked at him curiously.  One pair of eyes looked at him suspiciously.

      “Hey guys,” Nadine said, “I want you to meet a friend of mine.”  There was a slight hesitation as she said friend.  He understood her reluctance to call him her therapist, and not only because of the kiss that had just been witnessed by everyone in the group.  Most people didn’t want people to know they were seeing a therapist and if, as in Nadine’s case, their friends already knew, most people didn’t want to introduce their therapist to their friends.

      “Hi,” he said with a non-threatening smile and a casual wave.  “I’m Gabe.”

      There was silence from the group for a moment before the blonde one returned his smile and stuck out her hand to shake his.

      “Hi Gabe,” she said, “I’m Stevie and this is my boyfriend Nate.”

      Of course he knew who they were.  Nate Nash and Stevie Jacks had made headlines with the song they had produced with Nadine’s band in the summer.  There had been a bit of a media frenzy after it came out that they had once been a duo before Nate had left to sign with a record label without Stevie.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said, shaking both their hands.

      “I’m Vanessa,” the dark-haired one said.  She looked eerily like Nadine but he knew from their sessions that Vanessa was Nadine’s younger sister and that they were often mistaken for twins.

      He shook her hand and smiled.  “Nice to meet you.”

      “And this is my brother Jace,” Nadine said and her hand tightened in his just a little bit more.

      Jace looked at him, his mouth in a compressed line.  It was probably an unfair advantage that Gabe knew the history of this family.  He knew that Jace had raised his sisters and that even now that they were grown, he still watched over them like an over-protective father.  After what had happened with Nadine, he couldn’t exactly blame the other man.

      Gabe stuck out his hand and it hung there in the space with Jace making no move to shake it until Stevie nudged him with her elbow.  Jace took his hand and tried to crush it in a power play move.  Gabe didn’t let it rattle him.  He knew Jace was just looking out for Nadine and to him Gabe was a complete stranger.

      “Nadine told us about you,” Jace said, his voice a low growl.

      Gabe’s eyebrows lifted in surprise.  Maybe he wasn’t a complete stranger to them.

      “I told them how we met at the coffee shop,” Nadine rushed in to explain.  “And how you helped me when my car broke down.”

      He turned his head to look at her and she pleaded with her eyes for him not to call her out on her lies.

      “That’s right,” he said, turning back to Jace and clenching his molars together.

      Jace let go of his hand and Gabe shoved his bruised digits in his pocket.

      “So what did you think of the concert?” Stevie asked. It was a valiant effort to break the awkward tension that had descended on the group.

      “It was great,” Gabe replied truthfully, looking down at Nadine with a soft smile on his face.

      She beamed up at him and he pulled her closer in to his side where she seemed to fit perfectly.

      “Are you a country music fan?” Nate asked.

      “I am now,” Gabe replied not taking his eyes off Nadine.
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