

[image: Rise]




  	
	    
	      Also by Karina Bliss

	    

      
	    
          
	      a ROCK SOLID romance

          
        
          
	          What The Librarian Did

          
        
          
	          Rise

          
        
          
	          Fall

          
        
          
	          Play

          
        
          
	          Redemption

          
        
          
	          Resurrection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Lost Boys

          
        
          
	          Mr Imperfect

          
        
          
	          Mr Irresistible

          
        
          
	          Mr Unforgettable

          
        
          
	          Mr. Undeniable

          
        
          
	          The Lost Boys: A Complete Romance Series 4 Book Box Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Special Forces

          
        
          
	          The Soldier's Wedding

          
        
          
	          The Rescue Mission

          
        
          
	          Bring Him Home

          
        
          
	          A Prior Engagement

          
        
          
	          Special Forces: A Complete Military Romance Series: 4-book Box Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Outback Bachelor Ball

          
        
          
	          Woo Me

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Kiss Me, Santa

          
        
          
	          Stay

          
        
          
	          Rock Solid Rockstar Romance Series Boxset (Books 1-3)

          
        
          
	          First Loves: A First in Series Collection

          
        
          
	          Christmas, With Love: Two Holiday Novellas

          
        
      

      
    
    








RISE

A Rock Solid Romance







KARINA BLISS





“You have the ability to make controversial characters sympathetic. Maybe I just want to be understood.”




Acclaimed literary biographer Elizabeth Winston writes about long-dead heroes.




So bad-boy rock icon Zander Freedman couldn’t possibly tempt her to write his memoir.




Except the man is a mass of fascinating contradictions—manipulative, honest, gifted, charismatic and morally ambiguous.




In short, everything she seeks in a biography subject.




When in her life will she get another chance to work with a living legend? But saying yes to one temptation soon leads to another.




Suddenly she’s having heated fantasies about her subject, fantasies this blue-eyed devil is only too willing to stoke.




She thought self-control was in her DNA; after all, she grew up a minister’s daughter.




She thought wrong.




Outside your comfort zone is the only place worth living…




Rock star Zander Freedman has been an outlier—many would say an outcast—for most of his life.




But there’s no disaster he can’t overcome, from the breakup of his band to the inevitable damage to his reputation.




His Resurrection Tour is shaping up to be his greatest triumph—if his golden voice holds out.




Contracting a respected biographer is simply about creating more buzz. Elizabeth’s integrity is the key to consolidating his legacy as one of rock’s greats.




All the damn woman has to do is write down what he tells her. Not force him to think.




Or encourage the good guy struggling to get out.

And certainly not make him fall in love for the first time in his life.




Turns out he is scared of something: being known.





Dedication




This book is for all the readers who asked for Zander’s book, particularly Lakiesha Morgan (the first!), and SB Sarah and Sizzling Book Chat participants: RenneK, MeganT, ChelseaS, JuliaB, Erin, Taylor and JanLo, whose enthusiasm proved the tipping point.




And last, but never least, to Trevor, who always supports me whether there’s a dollar in it or not. And many times with a dollar. I love you.








I’m currently working on more books in the Rock Solid Romance series. If you’re interested in new release updates and work-in-progress excerpts, you can sign up to my newsletter here.

http://karinabliss.com/contact/





Chapter One




After all the illicit drugs he’d accessed so easily over seventeen years as rock’s bad boy, it struck Zander Freedman as ironic he couldn’t renew a legal prescription.

Everything had been going well until the young Canadian doctor opened his laptop and cross-checked the drug register, catching Zander in the lie that his steroid use was occasional.

“The drug isn’t designed to be taken long term because it’s systemic.” Over the top of the monitor, his gaze skated from the silver padlock on the heavy link chain around Zander’s neck to the tattoo peeping above the V of his powder-blue Hel-lo Kitty! T-shirt, clearly unable to reconcile the contradictions. “It affects the whole body.”

Zander leaned back into the hotel suite’s maple wood chair, resisting the urge to tell him that despite dropping out of high school he understood big words. And had an honorary doctorate in risk management.

“You may already have noticed changes in mood, appetite and sleeping patterns?”

“The only thing that would give me insomnia is disappointing fans.”

The other man didn’t take the hint. “Long-term use could lead to stomach ulcers, weight gain and osteoporosis.”

Zander replaced his late father’s Stetson on his shock of blond hair. Reminding this prairie town medic they had a commonality. The world-famous rock star and the Calgary doctor were both good ol’ boys. “I’m aware of that.” Did he think it was an easy choice for Zander to compromise his health? “But these steroids were prescribed by an otolaryngologist as part of a voice treatment program.” Someone more qualified than some Podunk med school grad making a hotel call.

Adjusting his spectacles, the medic checked his screen, the laptop at odds with the polished surface of the eight-person dining table Zander would never use. He took the biggest suite for spaciousness, not utility. “Six months ago,” the doctor pointed out. “None of these follow-up prescriptions have come from a specialist equipped to properly examine the larynx.”

“Because I’m never in a city long enough to see anything beyond the airport, hotel and stadium.”

If he wasn’t so goddamn tired, Zander would have noticed his stash depleting before he’d left the US, and rung his Beverly Hills specialist for emergency supplies. But he hadn’t expected to need the steroids so often, not when he’d been doing everything else right.

They’d become his dirty little secret. It couldn’t get back to the tour promoters or the press that his voice was giving out. As far as his entourage was concerned, Zander was getting a vitamin shot.

“Steroids may reduce vocal cord inflammation, but continuing to perform back-to-back concerts doesn’t allow any recovery time.” The specs, the earnestness, the schoolboy haircut made the guy a dead ringer for Harry Potter. “It’s like running a marathon with a hamstring injury. You could be doing further damage.”

Don’t you know who I am? The words trembled on the tip of Zander’s tongue like drops of holy water, given that for two years he’d been teetering on the brink of, “Don’t you know who I was?”

But rock-star egotism wouldn’t serve him with Dr. Do-Good, who still needed to be nailed by his principles a few times before he realized that—in the real world—dilemmas more often came down to the lesser of two evils. “Soon as this tour leg’s over, I’ll rest my voice.”

“And when will that be?”

Zander tallied. Today Calgary, tomorrow Toronto…two days after that Vancouver. “I’ll return to LA on Wednesday.” That gave him a week off before the band flew to New Zealand and Australia.

“If you need repeated courses there could be an underlying problem.”

“Like you said, I’ve been running marathons. Thirty-five concerts to date.” When lightning struck, you had to plug in and ride it, because it wouldn’t last. No one knew that better than he did.

“Before any further prescription, it’s essential you see a laryngologist for a stroboscopy.”

“It’s the weekend,” Zander coaxed. “No one but rock bands, check-out operators and babysitters work on a Saturday night. Speaking of which,” he segued into charm as effortlessly as he changed chords, “have you got tickets for tonight, Doctor? What’s your first name?”

“James. Unfortunately, I work unsocial hours too.”

“Well, James, let me give you a couple anyway. You must have friends—a girlfriend—who’d appreciate them. I’ll ask my PA to include some backstage passes.”

“Are you trying to bribe me into a prescription?”

“Only if it works.” Zander flashed his best smile. Even on a bad day he could muster charisma like a cowboy herded longhorns. It was a gift, along with his voice; everything else he worked like a dog for. “C’mon, James. Seventy thousand of your fellow Calgarians are expecting me to rock their socks off in six hours. I need that script.”

The medic smiled back. “Look, I understand that steroids seem an easy way to produce an improvement, but—”

“Let me correct a misconception here.” With an effort, Zander held his friendly smile. “Steroids are the last resort. For my voice, I’ve given up alcohol, smoking and recreational drugs. For my voice, I don’t drink coffee, eat spicy foods or chocolate. For my voice, I drink gallons of water to stay hydrated and gallons of green tea for the antioxidants and flavonoids.” And wasn’t that a misnomer. “These days even my bloodstream can’t have a trace of free radicals.”

“While all that’s excellent,” James nodded approvingly, “you really need to take a break.”

“Yeah, and spend more time with family, find a better work/life balance and strive for world peace.” Zander lost patience. “Let’s leave La La and deal with reality. If my voice gives out tonight, seventy thousand disappointed fans will tweet and blog their disappointment, casting doubt in the minds of those considering buying tickets for the next thirty-five concerts. The press will prick up its hyena ears and start questioning my stamina for a long tour. I’ve labored too long and hard to let some kid with the ink on his Hippocratic Oath still wet decide he’s saving me from myself. So sign the fucking script and let me do what I do best. Make my fans happy.”

“Outbursts are a side effect of long-term steroid use,” the doctor said mildly.

Zander stared him down. “I’ve always been an asshole. Ask anybody.”

Though lately, he’d been testing better manners because being an asshole had nearly killed his career and before anything else, he needed this life. Nothing compared to making love with his voice to a stadium of people. And having that love returned, many thousands of times over. With an effort he corralled his temper. “Look, I accept you’re only doing your job, but don’t stop me doing mine.”

James considered. “I’ll give you a prescription for the three remaining concerts only. Get your vocal cords checked out as soon as you return to LA.”

Zander stuck out his hand. “Deal.” They shook.

“And yelling at people won’t improve your voice.”

“Yeah, but I feel better.” He scrawled his own note and gave it to the other man. “Here. Give that to the security guard outside, he’ll arrange for tickets.” James blinked in surprise and Zander shrugged. “An unfortunate by-product of clean living is noticing when you’re an asshole.”

Regrets, little imps with pitchforks, had started jabbing at his conscience. Regrets he used to drown in alcohol, stupefy with marijuana, flick off with a hit of coke.

After the doctor left, Zander dispatched the concierge to the pharmacy across the street and paced his suite’s living room, irritated by the way the carpet smothered every footfall. Zander liked making noise.

After weeks on tour, even a luxury penthouse felt stifling. But outside this door, he belonged to everybody.

The concierge returned with his prescription. He tipped him, then pocketed the container. Problem solved, still Zander couldn’t shake a sense of unease. Retrieving his cell, he speed-dialed his PA.

“Dimity, it’s me. Can you make an appointment with that otolaryngologist I saw pretour for a checkup. What’s his name?”

“Rimmer.”

“Yeah, day after we arrive in LA.”

“Okay. Are you nearly ready to leave?”

He rubbed his eyes, gritty from fatigue. “What have we got on again?” Concert tours involved a lot more than the gigs. In every city there was a deluge of supporting promotion—media interviews, meet and greets with fans, public appearances.

“A CTV interview, the van’s already waiting downstairs.”

“Give me five minutes.”

“I’ll notify security.”

Crossing the plush carpet, he picked out a jacket from the selection lined up in his closet—faded denim, sheepskin collar. It was cold outside compared to California, no matter that the locals considered it a warm spring. He shrugged on his jacket and glanced in the hallway mirror. Thank God they’d do makeup.

Far from adding weight, he’d lost it through the rigors of touring and the daily gym workout that kept him fit for ninety minutes of athleticism on stage. He’d started using steroids preshow when he noticed his voice was taking longer to recover. Consumed by the multiple CEO tasks of driving his Resurrection Tour, he’d been able to ignore his gradual dependency.

He couldn’t afford a misstep, not when the tour was finally gaining momentum and even the most vociferous music critics were grudgingly conceding that Zander Freedman might just pull it off.

The reality show following his rebuild of Rage had been rated the third most popular show last year, the single he’d written for his repopulated band hitting number one across the US. Love or hate him, he was “hot” again, his star power almost as high as it had been before the original band’s breakup, and ticket sales were reflecting that flash-flood popularity.

But it wouldn’t last if he didn’t deliver musically. His reputation as a giant of rock depended on this tour and he was gambling everything on its success.

He exited the room. To his surprise, Luther waited in the hall. In his dark suit, the big New Zealander stood out amongst the leathers, tatts and denim of the rock world. “So everyone’s clear you have a real badass,” the former military specialist had said when it was suggested he dress to fit in.

“We got a problem?” Zander queried. On tour, his head of security normally left the day shift to his staff.

“The cleaner on this floor reported her key card missing. It’s probably fallen among dirty laundry, but…” Luther shrugged. “They’re recalling everyone’s cards for recoding.” He swiped his access card across the service elevator and it rattled open, bringing the chill of unheated utility areas. They stepped inside.

“Hold the elevator.” A woman carrying a bundle of towels hurried over.

Luther barred entry. “Please take the next one, ma’am.”

Zander waved him aside. “It’s okay.”

Flashing him a grateful smile, the woman moved to stand beside him, but Luther inserted himself between them. The bodyguard punched the lift button and the doors slid shut. “What floor, ma’am?”

“Where you’re going is fine,” she said breathlessly.

Briefly Zander met Luther’s eyes in the reflective door. My bad.

“Can I have your autograph…please… I’m such a huge, huge fan.”

“Sure,” he said easily. “Soon as we’re out of here, I’ll find a pen.”

“I have one.” Hastily dropping the towels, she started opening her bag. Luther’s hand closed over hers in a vise.

“Let’s wait until we’re outside.”

“Oh, you’re worried about security. Sure.”

She craned over Luther’s shoulder to look at Zander. “I would never hurt you.”

“Good to hear.”

“Ma’am,” said his bodyguard. “Can I see your staff ID?”

“I would never hurt you because I love you,” she assured Zander, her voice vibrating with intensity. “I love you so much.” With a choked sob, she tried to push past Luther.

“Ma’am, please step away.”

“I know that sounds loopy,” she said desperately, “but honestly, if you got to know me.” Stymied by Luther’s body, she craned a hand over the bodyguard’s shoulder. “Please, one touch, that’s all I ask.”

But Zander had had too many years of having lovelorn fans try and shove their tongue down his throat.

Instead he spoke very quietly. “What’s your name?”

“Mary,” she gasped, eyes shining. “Mary Constable.”

“Mary,” he said. “I’m sorry I just farted.”

She blinked.

“I suffer terrible gas. Let’s hope the doors open before we all suffocate.”

“What…oh…but,” she gulped. “I don’t mind.”

“It’s all the prunes I’m eating,” he confided. “Anything to avoid haemorrhoids again. Ever had piles, Mary?”

“No!”

Luther’s lips twitched.

“If you ever do, I recommend a ring cushion post-op.” The elevator stopped. “Well, here we are.” The doors opened and he stepped out, smiling. “So let me give you that autograph.”

Bemused, she retrieved a pen and a carefully folded picture of Zander from her bag, watching as he scrawled a message and signature across it. He returned both with a stern look. “Now give Luther the key card you borrowed, Mary, and scoot before the hotel presses charges.”

She wavered, reluctant to give up the dream, and because he of all people understood that, Zander let rip a burp to help her along. “I can taste last night’s burritos in that one,” he said companionably.

Luther gestured for the card. “Ma’am, you’ve got five seconds.”

Removing temptation, Zander exited into the service alley where an armored Chevy Express van rumbled quietly, its side door open. Dimity was already inside, her long blond hair falling forward as she tapped something on her hand-held organizer. Smooth tanned knees curved gracefully under a black leather mini and her blue leopard-skin print blouse exactly matched her steely gaze.

She’d hit on him at a Hollywood party shortly after his brother had dropped the bombshell that he wouldn’t be rejoining Rage following rehab. His other bandmates had said that without Devin to buffer Zander’s ego, they were done. While the twenty-four-year-old was getting her purse, he’d had a rare moment of self-disgust.

Was this his future? Existing on cheap shots of hero worship from younger and younger women? He owned the Rage brand, he was the front man. There was nothing to stop him auditioning new musicians. Like Lot’s wife in the Bible, he only turned into a pillar of salt if he looked back at failure.

When Dimity returned he’d said, “Honey-pie, I just remembered a previous appointment to rebuild my career.”

To which she’d replied, “Let me help you with that.”

Turned out Miss Dimity Prescott had declined a place at Harvard in favor of a modeling career after a scout spotted her at Bloomingdale’s. It wasn’t working out. The camera saw a single expression—the bracing stare of a former class president.

She’d finished her pitch with “Harvard’s loss could be your gain.”

How could he not hire a woman with balls like that?

Zander slid into the seat beside her, nodding to the driver.

“It’s days like today,” Dimity grumbled without looking up from her organizer, “I wish I’d settled for lying on my back. At least I would have gotten some rest.”

“Darlin’, no woman rests in my bed.” Zander frowned as he glimpsed his schedule on the screen. “And if I’m the slave driver, how come you’re always cracking the whip?”

Dimity was smart, she was sassy and she took care of business allowing Zander to concentrate on the big picture of world domination.

The front passenger door opened and the van sank several inches as Luther got in, six three of solid muscle. He didn’t attempt to read Zander a lecture, which was precisely why he’d been promoted.

As the van pulled into traffic, Dimity brought Zander up to speed. “The interviewer, ‘Blackie’ Blackburn, is up-and-coming,” she said. “So he’ll probably throw in a few sensationalist questions for ratings.”

“I’m all for ratings.”

“Also some drama with Moss last night.” The lead guitarist was reveling in his newfound fame. “He was in a hot tub with a groupie, slipped and cracked his head on the rim. He went to Emergency, got five stitches and will be fine to play tonight.”

“Then we’ll let it go.”

At the outset, Zander had said he wouldn’t interfere with his protégés’ antics offstage unless they affected their on-stage performance. Still, he might suggest to Moss that he adopt a more wholesome vice, like ambition.

“We do have one fire to douse,” Dimity said as the van stopped for a red light. “Your publisher called. George told them you fired him yesterday.” George was the second music journalist the publishing house had supplied to help Zander write his memoir. “Max wants you to phone him immediately to discuss how this affects your November deadline.”

“He knows damn well I haven’t written a word. Did you contact Elizabeth Winston?” He’d employ his own damn writer.

“I did,” Dimity put her organizer aside. “She listened very politely, said, ‘Tell my brother he’s hilaaaarious’ and hung up on me.”

“What?”

“She thought I was a joke caller.”

“Get her on the phone.” Grabbing a chilled water from the cooler, Zander leaned against the leather headrest and laid the bottle against his throat.

“It’s ringing,” said Dimity, handing him her cell. He heard a foreign ring tone, then the line clicked.

“Hello?” he said in response to heavy breathing. Zander glanced at Dimity. “Does she moonlight as a phone sex oper—”

An infantile shriek pierced his eardrum and he thrust the cell away from his ear. “What the f—”

“Give it to me, Marshall,” hollered a girl’s voice.

There was the sound of a tussle, then another shriek, fading into the background. Dammit, if she had kids she wouldn’t be able to spend the next four months with him.

“Sophie Griffin speaking,” a child said with breathless officiousness. Zander returned the cell to his ear.

“I’m trying to reach the biographer Elizabeth Winston. Is this the right number?”

“Yes.”

He waited. And waited. “So can I talk to her?”

“Who’s speaking, please?”

For chrissake. “Zander Freedman.”

“Aunt Liz-a-bith,” the kid bellowed in his ear. “It’s Sandy Free something.”

One corner of his mouth lifted. “Pump up the pretour publicity in New Zealand,” he told Dimity. “The under-fives don’t know me.” Not Dr. Winston’s kids, then.

“Look, the joke’s gone far enough,” a woman said, exasperated. “It’s only funny the first—”

“It’s Zander Freedman,” he interrupted. “And if you don’t recognize my voice after the overexposure I’ve enjoyed over the past year, then we really do have nothing to say to each other.”

Silence.

“Hang on,” she said. “Sophie, you two can have a cookie from the jar. But only one each.” Even from the other side of the world, he heard the thunder of small feet. “So it’s true,” she said slowly. “You want me to ghostwrite your memoir?”

“Not exactly. You’ll share cover credit.”

There was a pause. “Mr. Freedman, you do know my three previous biographies have been of historical figures, don’t you?”

“And the Stonewall Jackson book won the history category in last year’s Pulitzer Prize and made you famous in literary circles. Wanna actually be famous, Dr. Winston?”

Her laugh matched her voice, crisp as a green apple. “I don’t think I’d cope with the world knowing the color of my underwear.”

“White complements my perma-tan.” The Calvin Klein billboards had injected much-needed cash into his tour fund. “Okay, let me redefine fame in terms you’d appreciate. Imagine having your book read by more than a few thousand people.”

“This is your pitch, to insult me?” But her tone remained good-humored. She set her own worth; he appreciated that.

“Hell no. I’m a big fan.”

“Uh-huh. And you came across my books how?”

“I have an interest in military history and my Kiwi sister-in-law sent me a copy of A Fighting Faith for Christmas.”

“Now I get it. Rachel set me up.” They both worked at Auckland University.

“LightBrigade,” he said.

“You’re kidding me.”

Zander smiled. “I’m returning you to my assistant now. She’ll authorize a pass to the Auckland concert in two weeks. Let’s talk.”





Chapter Two




Ten minutes later, Elizabeth hung up the phone and laughed out loud. The kids came running, Sophie clutching the cookie jar. “Wha’ happened?”

“I fell into another dimension.”

Uncomprehending, Sophie giggled, her baby brother a couple of beats behind, cookie crumbs coating his drooly mouth. Kids were always open to glee; Elizabeth loved that about them. But not now, when she’d spent half an hour lulling them into calm with stories. She itched to reread her e-mail correspondence with LightBrigade but there wasn’t time.

“Sophie, you want to get the sand saucer while I clean up your brother? We need to get going.”

“Uh-huh.” Her niece’s fairy wings bounced as she ran to the dining room table.

Marshall squealed when Elizabeth cleaned his face with a damp washcloth—he was enamored with testing his vocal range. Lightly, she pinched one chubby cheek. “Can you believe a rock legend wants a lit chick to help write his memoir?”

He answered with another loud shriek.

“I know,” she agreed. “It’s insane.”

Since her book had won the $10,000 Pulitzer Prize for history—the only category open to a non-US citizen—many interesting things had happened.

She’d sold another thousand books, earning an extra three grand in royalties (pretax and post her agent’s fifteen percent).

US universities had expressed interest in her proposed lecture tour next year.

She’d appeared on breakfast TV, where she’d attempted to make Stonewall Jackson’s Protestant faith and its influence on his soldiering palatable to viewers shoveling down toast and cereal before racing into their day.

But this…

What Elizabeth knew of Rage’s front man she’d gleaned in the waiting rooms of doctors, dentists and hairdressers where she speed-read gossip magazines.

And he’d also been in the local news because New Zealand claimed him through his Kiwi mother, in the way of small countries eager for a bigger presence on the world stage.

Zander Freedman certainly had that.

In an interview about his upcoming birthday, he’d responded to the inevitable plastic surgery question with, “Hell yeah. When I die, I want my corpse so full of preservatives, in a thousand years archaeologists will say I was a pharaoh.”

“Do you think Pat will let us look at Rollo in the box?” said Sophie.

Elizabeth came back to earth fast. “No, honey, and please don’t ask him.” The little girl held the sand saucer they’d spent the morning preparing. Petals nudged weeds in a mishmash of color.

“But I’ve seen dead birds before. Daddy let me hold one.”

Elizabeth crouched to eye level. “Yes, but Rollo was Pat’s pet—his special budgie friend—so it might make him sad to open the box.”

“Rollo was my friend too. He took seed out of my mouth.”

“And that’s why you’re invited to his funeral. But let Rollo rest in peace, okay?” A fairy wing had twisted out of shape, Elizabeth straightened it.

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Okaaay!”

Elizabeth’s last stop was the kitchen, where she plated the rock cakes her younger sister, Belle, had left cooling on the tray before she and husband Hayden left for the building site to paint. Elizabeth was housing them until their new home was finished, theoretically six weeks ago; but wet weather had delayed the project.

The cakes were still warm and when she covered them with cling wrap it fogged over. “Kids,” she called, “we’re ready to Rollo.” Stop it. But she was still buzzed by the call.

Marshall tottered in. Balancing the plate in one hand, she picked him up. He made a grab for her grandmother’s amethyst beads and she shook her shoulder-length hair forward to hide the matching clip-on earrings, already numbing her lobes.

Rollo, rest his budgie soul, had gone head-bobbin’ crazy every time he’d seen them, which was why she’d worn them with her funeral outfit, a modestly-cut black dress and ballet flats suitable for grass.

Elizabeth followed her niece to her elderly neighbor’s front door.

Of course she’d refuse Zander Freedman’s offer.

She was an academic specializing in historic wars of independence. In her leisure time, she wrote historical biographies of morally complex, intelligent people. She wasn’t remotely interested in an egotistical rock showman whose profound utterances included, “Life’s like a line of coke. Best taken in one hit.”

Both kids took turns pressing the bell and eventually they heard a shuffle down the hall and the door opened. Patrick Malone was a small Irishman, hoar-frosted with age and as lean as the greyhounds he used to train. In his lined face, with its tufted gray brows, his deep-set blue eyes startled because they were as bright and clear as a baby’s.

Ill-fitting dentures made his mouth appear slightly concave and he wore a felt Fedora of a deep mossy green decorated with three mallard feathers. His ears, large for his narrow face, were slightly pointed. “Leprechaun blood,” he told children.

“Well, well,” he said, looking at Sophie. “Tis a fairy princess come to Rollo’s funeral.”

Sophie, suddenly shy, held out the sand saucer, her free thumb stealing to her mouth.

“Thank you, my darlin’.” Pat accepted the soggy sand saucer as carefully as the crown jewels. “We’ll put it on his grave.”

“Where’s Butterball?” At four and three-quarters, Sophie was deeply interested in the consequences of bad behavior.

“In the doghouse,” Patrick said solemnly.

“But she’s a cat.”

“I was speaking metaphorically, muirnin. She’s shut in the laundry, contemplating her sins.” He reached out to touch Marshall’s cheek, but the toddler remained intent on Elizabeth’s beads. “We can’t have the perpetrator of the crime running loose through the proceedings.”

“Because she kilt Rollo?”

Hands full, Elizabeth nudged her ghoulish niece with her hip as a reminder to be kind.

“She was only doing what came natural,” Pat said, “but she’d never have caught him if the bell hadn’t fallen off her collar and me not noticing. However, blame won’t bring Rollo back, so you must give Butterball a pat when we let her out after the service. You look beautiful, Elizabeth. Rollo would have appreciated the effort.”

“That’s what I thought,” she said.

He was sad for all his Irish whimsy, sad and old and the house behind him gloomy and dark with the smell of newspapers kept too long.

“Come in,” he invited. “We’ll get the service underway.”

In procession they passed through the long narrow hallway to the rear garden. En route Elizabeth deposited the rock cakes in the kitchen, noting at a glance the mugs and crystal tumblers unwashed in the sink, a tea towel over them for her benefit. No plates or cutlery to suggest he was eating. The bread bin was empty, so was the fruit bowl. She’d grocery shop for him later.

He’d been her neighbor for two years and Friday nights they drank Irish whiskey together and talked of wars and his dead wife, and when Elizabeth’s family tried to set her up on dates she’d say, “I already have a boyfriend,” which delighted him.

She’d spent five years abroad, in the States and England, and in her absence her siblings had launched into marriage and mortgages. Having witnessed their domestic dramas, it mystified Elizabeth that they were so set on her joining their ranks. Her family was now down to the dregs and scrapings of their single male acquaintances in the faint hope that someone would “stick”.

Elizabeth didn’t want to be stuck.

Rollo’s shoe box casket and a Bible sat on a bench next to the vegetable garden, recently cleared for autumn.

Pat gave Sophie a gardening trowel and she dropped to her haunches and dug the grave next to the silverbeet, her fairy wings bobbing as she worked. Her baby brother grabbed clutches of dirt and threw them until Elizabeth distracted him with a box of clothes pegs.

She sat on the wooden bench beside Pat. “Are we too much for you?” she asked quietly.

“No, it’s important to celebrate life when you’re burying your dead. Thank you for bringing them.” In the sun, his hands seemed transparent, the blue veins tangled labyrinths. “I’m almost as heartbroken over that bird as I was over my dear wife,” he added. “Am I pathetic, Elizabeth?”

“No, Pat,” she covered his fingers with hers. “You’d had him what…ten years?”

“Eleven. He was due to pass over, but not like this.” He swallowed convulsively.

She’d heard her neighbor’s cries of distress yesterday morning and run over, then had to turn the hose on the cat before Butterball released the bird’s body. The old man had been trembling and distraught.

“Done it.” Sophie stood, the sequins on her wings a shower of sunlit sparkles.

Gently, Pat placed Rollo’s casket in the hole, then everyone took turns throwing a trowel of earth. Sophie patted the grave flat and jammed a stick cross behind the sand saucer.

Elizabeth read a Bible verse and they sang “All Creatures Great and Small,” while Marshall chewed solemnly on a clothes peg.

“How will you know not to plant stuff over Rollo?” Sophie asked.

“Well darlin’, I will plant over him. Better compost to compost than ashes to ashes, I’m thinking, and there’s no need to stop being useful simply because you’re dead. He’ll grow a fine crop of broad beans over the next few months.”

“What a shame we humans have too many heavy metals to be useful in the same way,” Elizabeth commented. Growing up a minister’s daughter made her comfortable with death’s varied rituals.

“You’d best scatter mine at sea then, when the time comes,” Pat said.

“Not for a while yet, though, Pat.” In his company, she always picked up his Irish lilt. “For you, heaven can wait.”

* * *

It wasn’t until Marshall was napping and Sophie sat glued to a Dora the Explorer DVD that Elizabeth had time to search her e-mails.

Her correspondence with LightBrigade had begun six months earlier with a thoughtful compliment on her book, and evolved into an ongoing conversation on how eighteenth-century figures utilized religious faith in war.

LightBrigade’s arguments were muscular, provocative and challenging and she enjoyed the parries and feints of their online encounters.

After rereading their correspondence, she googled images of Zander Freedman. Shoulder-length blond hair razor-cut for a just-got-out-of-your-bed effect. The gold stubble on his strong jaw framed a beautiful mouth—collagen enhanced? Verging on forty, he passed as early thirties—Botox?—except for very light-blue eyes whose cynical expression suggested they’d done the rinse and repeat cycle in life’s washing machine once too often. A physique stolen from a professional athlete. Definitely body work. And in every picture he wore the mantle of unconscious arrogance that came from being rock royalty for nearly two decades.

She paused on a black-and-white shot of his face with only his eyes left in color. Something about the composition—angel face and demon-blue irises—both attracted and repelled. Was that the photographer’s intention? Elizabeth met that mocking gaze and thought, there’s nothing this man wouldn’t say…wouldn’t do.

Reconciling LightBrigade’s comments with Zander Freedman was impossible. Was that why he’d mentioned the link, to arouse her curiosity for a meet?

Elizabeth did a mental calculation—nine thirty p.m. in New York—and texted her agent.

Zander Freedman wants a lit biogr 2 assist with memoir. Has asked me.

Ha…luv it Franny replied a few minutes later.

Serious.

!!!! But no!… Right?

Elizabeth sharpened some pencils on her desk.

Five minutes later her cell rang. “Honey,” said a New York twang. “You have gravitas and he’s all helium.”

“Except for that voice, Franny.”

“Yeah, he can sing, but the guy’s a fame junkie. Instead of letting one of the world’s greatest rock bands rest in peace, he reforms Rage with a bunch of twenty-somethings. He should have changed the band’s name to Men To Boys.”

Frances Lamb was not only a great agent, but a fifty-something rock chick. “And there’s nothing the original band members can do about it because the brand’s his,” she continued. “Zander’s brother collapsed onstage with alcohol poisoning and nearly died, so what does the insensitive bastard do? Negotiates with a liquor company to use their greatest hit to score an ad campaign. Fortunately, the deal fell through. No real fan of Rage—and I’m one of their biggest—considers this latest incarnation anything but a tacky money-maker.”

“Didn’t you go to the new band’s concert last month?”

“Only to be in the mosh pit when Zander screwed it up.”

“And did he?” she said curiously.

“He was as brilliant as ever,” Franny conceded. “But that doesn’t make him right.”

“Here’s the thing.” Elizabeth stared at the John Trumbull painting on her screen saver. “I live much of my life in the past. I can’t tell you most of the ministers in New Zealand’s current government or memorize my car’s number plate. I’m someone who has to write down all her pin numbers and takes until March to remember she’s in another year. And yet through some extraordinary osmosis, not only do I know who Zander Freedman is, but I know who he dates, who he feuds with and the color of his underwear. That makes him interesting. That makes me curious.”

“By all means go meet him; you can get me his autograph. Just keep in mind that he fired his last two biographers. The second only yesterday.”

“Oh.” Now Elizabeth felt silly.

“I know the publisher who commissioned the memoir,” Franny confided. “He says working with Zander Freedman is like trying to herd cats. Big cats. Don’t put your hand through the bars is all I’m saying.”





Chapter Three




Torrential rain pounded the soft-top of the VW Beetle Cabriolet, all but drowning out the labored squeal of windshield wipers. Hunched over the steering wheel, Elizabeth peered through the deluge for a road sign.

The Western Springs turnoff loomed and she realized the traffic backed up a kilometer in the slow lane was also heading for the stadium. Flashing her indicator she slowed down, hoping for a let-in, but these rock fans had no patience for a queue jumper.

An impatient toot sounded behind her. Increasing speed, she overshot her turnoff and glanced anxiously at her watch. Thirty minutes until she was due backstage for her interview with Zander Freedman.

Taking the next exit she doubled back through suburban streets, gauging her proximity to the stadium by the increasing density of parked cars and people, swathed in raincoats, trudging along the footpath.

Zander’s assistant had mailed her a pass to the stadium’s lot, but getting anywhere near it would take forever, so she squeezed between a van and a BMW, parked and grabbed her fold-up umbrella. Rain assaulted her the second she opened the door. She staggered as the wind inverted her umbrella and she had to wrestle it into shape before joining the trickle of concertgoers.

The trickle became a stream, the stream a river of people, spilling from the footpath onto the road, causing even more traffic chaos. Umbrellas of all colors jostled for space as the crowds merged at the stadium. Rain saturated Elizabeth’s leather mules so they squeaked and itched with every step and the water wicked up her cream linen trousers. She could feel her underwear getting wet. Twice more, her flimsy umbrella inverted.

And yet there was something thrilling in this great march under leaden, pouring skies, the bass beat of the warm-up band almost a call to war. Mentally, Elizabeth filed a couple of sensory details for a battle description.

At the turnstiles she said, “I have a pass,” and started hunting in her handbag.

“No pass, no entry,” said the gum-chewing collector.

“I have it somewhere.” Digging in the deep pockets of her trousers, she noticed ink had leached into the white linen. Great, just great. She pulled out a sodden piece of paper and unfolded it carefully. “Here.”

The guy peered at the pulpy sheet. “Lady, this could be a receipt from a parking meter.”

“Wait.” She pulled out her cell and retrieved her e-mails. “Look, here’s my correspondence with Dimity Graham, Zander Freedman’s PA.”

“I’m gate security, sweetheart, her name means nothing to me.”

“Okay, who’s in charge of you?”

He switched on his walkie-talkie. Someone came. Then someone else. Finally a vast black umbrella approached on a pair of shapely legs balanced on heels so high they could have aerated the entire cricket pitch at Lord’s.

The rim tilted to reveal a pair of pissed-off blue eyes in a beautiful face. “You’re late. And I told you gate six.”

“The traffic made it impossible to park closer. I’m sorry.”

“Save your excuses for Zander, assuming he’s still got time to see you.” As fastidious as a cat trying not to get its paws wet, Dimity picked her way back across the puddled concrete. “Goddamn, my shoes will be ruined!”

Since this was indisputably true, Elizabeth said nothing.

The PA cast her a sideways glance under lashes sweeping enough to act as their own umbrella. “You look younger than the picture on your website. It gives the wrong impression. Update it.”

“What impression?”

“That you had a relative take a snap against backyard shrubbery.”

Elizabeth blinked.

“Thought so,” Dimity said. “If you end up working for Zee, I’ll put you in touch with a professional photographer.”

“I have been meaning to update my site.” She didn’t add, “but I never have time,” because she suspected this self-possessed young woman kicked time’s butt.

They passed several security cordons where Dimity flashed her pass, taking an entrance behind the stadium, then turning almost immediately into a basic office. Chair, desk, laptop, coat rack, potted plant and coffeemaker. Opening the door to an adjoining powder room, Dimity yanked a hand towel off the basin. “Let’s dry you off before you meet Zee.”

“I’d appreciate that.” Elizabeth stood in the doorway, reluctant to drip on the carpet squares. “I don’t suppose you’ve got any spare trousers?”

The younger woman assessed her tall figure.

“Not in an eight…that translates to twelve here, right? The inflated sizes are enough to put you off clothes shopping.” She handed Elizabeth the towel. “I nearly had a heart attack when a sales assistant said I’d need a six.”

That puts me in my size twelve place. Resisting the urge to tell the skinny blonde she’d be less prone to cardiac arrest if she ate a decent meal, Elizabeth patted her face and hair dry, before blotting her sodden trousers. Twisting, she glanced over her shoulder. “Is my underwear showing?”

“Navy gingham under white linen.” Dimity frowned as she stepped out of her ruined heels and lost six inches of height. “What were you thinking?”

“That I’m overdue for laundry.” Ruefully she examined the ink stains on the front pocket. “These pants are probably headed for the rubbish.”

“Soak the stain in milk.”

“Thanks for the tip.” Digging a comb from her bag, Elizabeth dragged it through her tangled curls, then checked her appearance in the bathroom’s small mirror.

Rain had washed the foundation off her freckles and created mascara crescents under her eyes. Her lashes had reverted to their natural red gold and were practically invisible. Well, it couldn’t be helped. She used toilet tissue to clean up as best she could.

“Most of my makeup won’t work with your coloring, but here.” Dimity produced a watermelon pink lipstick.

“It will clash with my red hair.”

“Trust me.”

And what do you know, she was right. They smiled at each other, sharing a female moment.

“Are you married?” Turning to her desk, Dimity started searching through papers. “You didn’t mention a husband in your website bio.”

“Single.”

“FYI, Zander doesn’t get involved with anyone in his employ—ever—so if you’re seeing this as an opportunity to get close to him… You’re smiling, but you’d be surprised how many withdraw their applications at this point.”

“I haven’t applied for anything,” Elizabeth clarified, “and we historians get more excited over dead people.”

“So do necrophiliacs.”

Elizabeth laughed. “I promise not to jump your boss.”

“We’ll see,” was the cryptic reply. “I practically dropped my panties in his lap within ten minutes of meeting him.”

Some flicker of distaste must have shown on Elizabeth’s face.

“You disapprove,” said Dimity.

“That depends on whether he used his fame to exploit you.”

“I went to the party to seduce him; I’m not some innocent. It worked out better for both of us when he decided to hire me instead. Zee has good instincts. Let’s see if they’re accurate with you.” Her tone was doubtful.

They were of the same mind then.

“Here.” Dimity pulled some papers from the pile. “I need you to sign a confidentiality agreement. Nothing you and Zander discuss today is to be repeated to media or used for commercial gain.”

“Is this really necessary?” Elizabeth accepted the document reluctantly. “Our meeting’s very informal, more of a fact-finding mission.” She wondered if she’d misled Zander by agreeing to meet when she had no intention of accepting the job.

Dimity produced a silver pen. “It’s open on the page you have to sign.”

Elizabeth flipped to the first page.

“We haven’t got time for this.”

“I’m not signing anything I haven’t read.”

The blonde gave a long-suffering sigh, but Elizabeth took her time before scribbling her signature.

“Now we really need to hurry.” Dimity led the way out. “Are you nervous?”

“No… Why?”

“Most people are, meeting Zee.”

* * *

The business end of the stadium was a rabbit warren of long echoing corridors, punctuated by big men leaning against doors. Security, Elizabeth guessed. Everyone else they passed scurried, intent on some backstage task.

Dimity opened a door. “In here.”

Half-expecting a throne room, Elizabeth was disappointed. Though large, the changing room she stepped into was like any sports locker room. Concrete block walls of a scuff-marked white. A red couch and two matching director’s chairs filled one corner, a glass coffee table held water bottles and a bowl of bananas.

The air was as warm and damp as a wet washcloth, and redolent of herbal tea. Her nose picked up ginger and honey accents with an overbite of hair spray. On the other side of the room, large bulbs blazed around a mirror silhouetting the half-naked man sitting in front of it with his knees splayed and his hands resting on black jean-clad thighs.

A brunette with delicate features, in a purple muscle tee and denim cutoffs wielded a blow-dryer over dancing strands that shone like polished silk. I wonder what shampoo he uses, was Elizabeth’s first thought.

Her gaze dropped to the tattooed chest reflected in the mirror. Outstretched angel wings followed the sweep of his collar bone, the tips disappearing over his shoulder, while the lower feathers curved over taut pecs.

An intriguing choice for a man so very, very far from angelic.

“She got caught in traffic,” Dimity hollered over the hum of the hairdryer. “Have you time for this now or would you prefer to wait until after the show?”

“Oh, I can’t stay,” Elizabeth called apologetically. “It’s my sister’s birthday dinner.”

“Then let’s talk now.” A nipple ring glinted as Zander swung in his chair and stood. Now the mirror lights were a halo around his bare shoulders. He smiled.

Elizabeth considered herself an intelligent person. When she’d started kindergarten she’d already been reading six months. She had a BA, MA and PhD in history. Her house was full of books and even the washroom had pithy sayings framed on its walls for the edification of anyone sitting on the toilet.

And yet she hadn’t factored charisma into Zander Freedman.

Theoretically, she understood the guy had to have something to explain why people didn’t simply tell him to take a running jump when he behaved like a douche.

Intellectually, she appreciated that he was “hot” having been listed—twice—in People magazine’s “Fifty Most Beautiful People On The Planet,” and three times as Holy Roller’s “World’s Sexiest Rock Star.” To her mind, it was superficial and meaningless drivel even when conscientiously allowing for her self-protective bias as a lanky “ginga.”

But his smile of welcome was so dazzling she nearly flung up a hand to deflect it.

Yes, there was arrogance and ego and a whole lot of entitlement in that smile, but his charisma was a sonic boom breaking the sound barrier. Sex appeal emanated like a force field that practically bounced off her ovaries.

“Dr. Elizabeth Winston, welcome.”

An involuntary shiver tickled down her spine. His tone had the same combination of gravel, sex and sweetness that characterized his singing voice. He could probably drawl a shopping list and make it seductive.

Her writer’s brain scrambled to find words to describe the impact even as she simpered, as giddy as any schoolgirl. Out of the corner of her eye she caught Dimity’s smirk. Closing her mouth, Elizabeth stepped forward. “Nice to meet you,” she croaked, holding out her hand.

Crystal blue eyes bathed her in charm as warm as a tropical lagoon. “We’re pen pals, we can do better than that.”

Zander drew her into a hug. Her nose squished into a smooth, muscled shoulder and her outstretched hand ended up pressed against a rock-hard thigh—at least that’s what she hoped it was. She wasn’t a woman who flustered easily, but as Zander released her she felt a blush scorch her cheeks.

Behind her, Dimity snickered.

The rocker’s gaze slid over her damp clothes and she half-expected them to steam in its wake. “You’re wet,” he said, concerned.

Instinctively, she covered the ink stain on her pocket, resolving not to turn and flash her gingham underwear. “My umbrella blew out and parking was difficult and—” She stopped babbling. “I’m sorry if I’ve upset your schedule.”

“It makes things tight, but I can give you twenty minutes.” He gestured to the couch. “What would you like to drink…wine, beer, champagne?”

“Hot tea, please. Milk, no sugar.”

He looked at Dimity.

“I’m on it.” She left with the hairdresser, who did a final tweak of Zander’s hair as she passed—possibly because she could. Elizabeth had an urge to touch all that shimmering softness herself.

I am more sensible than this.

Gingerly, she backed up and perched on the edge of the couch. Her trousers would leave a wet patch on the fabric, but maybe Zander was used to that.

His stomach was so flat and hard there was nothing to stop her eye skating down to his low-slung black jeans.

“Mind if I finish dressing while we talk?”

Guiltily, she raised her eyes and was stunned by another blue-orbed bolt of charisma. “Of course. I mean, sure go ahead. Great tattoo by the way.” I was looking at that, honest.

“Berlin, last year. A Resurrection Tour needs a guardian angel.” He turned to pick up his shirt and she took the opportunity to stuff her libido into the bottom drawer of her priorities.

“Let me clarify something straightaway,” she began. “I’m not the right person to write your book.”

“That’s a damn shame.” He shrugged on a soft-collared shirt of red silk, so light it seemed to waft onto his body. “I’ve kinda got my heart set on you.”

One crooked smile opened that bottom drawer. Elizabeth slammed it shut again. “There are a number of reasons why a collaboration won’t work.”

“Let’s hear ’em.”

“Firstly, I have a job.”

“New Zealand’s academic year runs February through November,” he said, “and is made up of two semesters. The first finishes June thirtieth, a month away.” Zander fastened the bottom two buttons of his shirt and began rolling up the sleeves. The golden hair on his forearms glinted. “Given there are three weeks of holiday before the second semester starts, that gives your faculty seven weeks to find a replacement. You take a sabbatical and return for the next academic year.”

He—or Dimity—had done their homework. Elizabeth tried not to feel special. “Secondly,” she said, “your publisher’s deadline is only six months away, that’s too short a time frame.”

“Not if you stay with me in LA and join the band on the next tour leg. We’ll interview every day, hell, you can shadow me if you need to. You’ll have nothing to do but devote yourself to the book. No cooking, no laundry…” He gestured to the ink stain, “…You’re still frowning.”

“I researched my last book for two years before I even began writing.”

“Your subject was dead.” He picked up a silver hoop from the mirror stand and threaded it through his left earlobe. “Think how much easier it will be to just ask.”

She chuckled.

Zander threaded two more earrings above the first. “All you have to do is write down my reminiscences and shape them into a bestseller.”

“Because bestsellers are so easy to write?”

“With a star subject, sure. Why else would the publisher pay me a five-hundred-thousand-dollar advance?”

Elizabeth stared. “You got five hundred thousand dollars to write your memoir?”

“No, I get a million; the other half is on delivery of the manuscript.”

“Wow,” she said weakly.

Zander studied her. “And your name could be on the cover.”

She started to laugh.

“Too obvious? But unlike the devil, I don’t require worship.” He grinned. “At least not from you, Dr. Winston. I read your backlist and thought, ‘Shit, this woman can write,’ then it hit me. An award-winning literary biographer working with a pop culture icon. It’s intriguing. Gives the book a point of difference. I still get a prickle on the back of my neck thinking about it.”

She experienced the same prickle. Crazy.

He dropped a chain over his head, solid silver links with a cross, then casually added a couple more of varying thicknesses. “I see this book as an opportunity to talk directly to my fans. Remind them why they still love me. So they keep buying my music. Going to my concerts. Continuing our dance of codependency… No, that’s too negative… What’s the word I’m looking for?”

“Symbiosis.”

“There you go.”

“A mutually beneficial relationship between two species.”

“You had me at symbiosis.”

He was trying to charm her and, oh boy, was it working. But some species shouldn’t intermingle.

“Since we spoke I’ve been reading rock biographies,” she said. “The style is very different from mine.” The majority had left Elizabeth queasy, anecdotes of gratuitous sex and willful self-destruction by men whose emotional development had stopped in adolescence. Some described deprived childhoods, but fame had only given them the opportunity to wreak emotional havoc on an epic scale.

Zander turned from the mirror. “I’m sensing you’ve already made up your mind here.”

“I probably have,” she admitted.

“Then why come to see me?”

“I wanted to meet LightBrigade.”

His impatience dissolved into a sly grin. “My library has first editions of both Jefferson and Franklin’s autobiographies.”

“Now that,” she conceded, “is tempting.”

“Are you concerned about your literary reputation? Jumping into the mosh pit of commercialism with a rock star?”

“If writing was my primary source of income I’d have to consider whether I’d be diluting my brand.” She smiled. “But as you pointed out during our phone call, my readers are relatively few.”

“But we’re quality,” Zander reminded her. He fastened a couple of chunky silver bracelets on his wrist and slid a skull ring on the index finger of his left hand. He now wore more jewelry than she owned.

“Besides,” she added, “if I made literary awards the goal I’d start writing for glory, instead of from passion. And if your work isn’t feeding your soul, then what’s the point of it?”

His brow creased; he looked at her as though trying to make her out. If the rocker was using Botox, then he was between shots.

“Is one of your objections religious?”

Now that was unexpected. “How so?”

“You’re a preacher’s daughter. Sex, drugs and rock ‘n’ roll might fall outside your comfort zone.”

Preacher’s daughter. The American term sounded so much more fire-and-brimstone, Bible-thumping fun than minister’s daughter. “It’s a misconception that clergy kids grow up wide-eyed innocents,” she said. “All types of people came through the parsonage. I’m not easily shocked, though you might startle me.”

He grinned. “Now you make me want to try.”

I like him, she thought, surprised. His self-deprecating humor hadn’t come across in print, but clearly Zander Freedman was in on his own joke, which suggested his reprobate persona was partly a construct—for privacy or self-protection?

Dragging a director’s chair opposite, he sat and leaned forward, resting his forearms loosely on his knees. His shirt gaped open and the angel’s wings reappeared in all their dark-etched glory.

“What’s your dream, Elizabeth? Hell, that’s a mouthful. Liz.”

“Dream? And I prefer Elizabeth.”

“Imagine that money’s no object, Lizzy. I added a syllable because I’m a guy willing to compromise. What would you do?”

The spark of annoyance that he wouldn’t use her name shielded her against his sex appeal. “I’d take six months sabbatical, go to the States and research my next project, Alex.”

Zander’s eyes narrowed, then he smiled an angel’s smile to go with the wings. “And what’s your next project, Eliza? Three syllables, that’s more than meeting you halfway.”

She returned an angel smile of her own. “The four chaplains, Alexander.”

He was momentarily distracted. “A quartet of Chaplin impersonators?”

“Four US Army chaplains of different faiths. In World War Two, they gave away their life jackets to save others when their troopship was torpedoed. As the USAT Dorchester sank, they linked arms and stood on the deck singing hymns.” She got a lump in her throat thinking about it.

“A heroic story that deserves to be told,” he agreed cheerfully. “I’ll pay you eighty grand American, and throw in two percent of royalties. Take a longer sabbatical and devote yourself to researching these paragons.”

Elizabeth swallowed. “That is a very good offer.”

“Because I don’t want another writer, Elizabeth. Notice I’m using all four syllables? I want you.”

“The most important quality of a biographer is empathy.” She tried to find a diplomatic way to put this. “I’m not sure I can find a way into your personality.”

“Because I’m a tantrum-throwing, self-indulgent egomaniac?”

She nodded.

“At points in my life that’s been true,” he conceded. “But I’m also the CEO of an eighteen-year-old mega-conglomerate called Rage and an award-winning songwriter. I’ve lived a big life and my mistakes are to scale. I can’t change the past and I’m proud of being a survivor in this business.” His expression mellowed to soulful. “You have the ability to make controversial characters sympathetic. Maybe I just want to be understood.”

The logical side of Elizabeth’s brain suggested he was playing the poor little rock boy card to appeal to her softer side. Unfortunately, her softer side melted all over it.

Zander seemed to sense her weakening because he leaned in for the kill. “Stonewall Jackson might have been a brilliant military tactician and a devout Christian, but he was also on the wrong side of the slavery debate. Yet you made me appreciate that within the confines of his faith and his society he tried to be honorable. He looked after whoever he was responsible for, be they his soldiers or his slaves.”

“Zee looks after his slaves too,” Dimity commented, returning with the tea.

“You’re not helping,” he said.

Glancing at her dazed expression, Dimity smiled with a “told-you-so” waspishness that stung Elizabeth out of her stupor.

“My God, he’s good,” she marveled. “How long before immunity kicks in?”

The blonde passed her the mug of tea. “When you realize his heart’s not in it.”

“Hey, Doc.” Zander snapped his fingers under her nose. “We’re the ones supposed to be bonding here.”

“May I be blunt?”

“Knock yourself out.”

“I have a mortgage, a job and a professional reputation to safeguard. And you’ve already fired two writers.”

“The first was more interested in trying to sleep with groupies, the second in sleeping with me.”

About to say, “But weren’t they both men?” Elizabeth stopped herself. “Okay.” The tea was weak and almost cold. Even Dimity wasn’t perfect. She put the mug down. “I’d require a ‘no-fire’ clause in our contract.”

Zander’s full mouth tightened briefly. “Okay, as long as it goes both ways. We both commit. I won’t lie, I am demanding.”

“I’ve been living with two preschoolers for three months. I expect I can handle a rock star for five.”

Dimity stared at her, so did Zander.

Elizabeth waited a beat. “Joke.”

“Dimity,” he said, still staring at Elizabeth. “Am I doing the right thing here?”

“I don’t know,” said his PA thoughtfully. “But it’ll be fun finding out.”

“A tip, Dr. Winston,” he suggested gently. “The secret to handling me is not comparing me to toddlers. Even as a joke.”

“If I take the job, I’ll bear that in mind.”

Zander rolled up his left pant leg to fasten a loose buckle on his boot and Elizabeth glimpsed a nicotine patch on his calf. The hint of vulnerability fascinated her. For all his fame, he was only human, subject to the same hurdles as everyone else.
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