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  PROLOGUE




  TWO MONTHS AGO . . .




  The man’s mouth kept moving but I’d long since tuned out.




  They weren’t paying me enough for this. Impossible. Day two on the job and I was ready to throw myself out a window. The music biz will be fun, they said. It’ll be glamorous, they

  said. They lied.




  “. . . is that so hard to understand? Am I getting through to you? An éclair is a long, chocolate-frosted donut with custard in the middle. Not this, this . . . round thing

  you’ve bought me. AGAIN,” the idiot thundered, jowls shaking.




  Over at her desk, his P.A. slunk further down in her seat, just in case he decided to make her the next target, no doubt. Fair enough. She probably wasn’t getting paid enough either. Only

  a masochist would enjoy this for under a hundred bucks an hour. Usually I tried to get temp jobs that lasted a couple of months or so. Long enough to make some money, short enough to avoid getting

  caught up in any drama.




  Usually.




  “Are you listening to me?” Fake-tanned flesh turned from orange to a startling shade of burgundy as his anger grew. If he had a heart attack, I wasn’t giving him

  mouth-to-mouth. Some other brave soul could make the sacrifice.




  “Miss . . . whatever your name is,” he said. “Go back to the shop and get me what I asked for this time!”




  “Morrissey. My name is Lena Morrissey.” I passed him a napkin, taking care not to touch him because a true professional always kept her distance. Also, the guy was just that

  repugnant. “And this is for you.”




  “What is it?”




  “It’s a message from the duty manager at the donut shop apologizing for the lack of long, tasty, phallic-shaped éclairs. Apparently they don’t get baked until later in

  the day,” I said. “Since you failed to believe me when I explained this to you yesterday. I thought you might be more inclined to believe it if it came from a higher authority in the

  donut world.”




  The poor perplexed darling looked from me to the napkin and back again.




  “His name was Pete. He seemed nice, you should call him if you need further verification. You’ll see I got him to write his number down there at the bottom.” I tried to point

  to the digits in question but Adrian snatched his hand back, scrunching the napkin into a ball of rubbish. Oh well, I tried.




  Sort of.




  Laughter burst forth from the corner of his office. A good-looking guy with long blond hair grinned at me. Glad Blondie was amused. I on the other hand was probably definitely about to get

  fired.




  Wait, was that Mal Ericson from Stage Dive?




  Fuck a duck, it was.




  So the three other men must be the rest of the band members. I tried to avert my eyes, but my eyes had other ideas. Famous people. Huh. At least I’d managed to see some up close before

  getting my ass canned. They didn’t seem particularly different from us normal human beings, just a little prettier, perhaps. Even with having sworn off men, their wow factor couldn’t be

  denied. The two guys with dark hair and fair faces were huddled together, flicking through some documents. They’d be David and Jimmy Ferris, the brothers. Ben Nicholson, the bass player and

  largest of them all, was stretched out, hands behind his head, fast asleep. Kudos to him. Not a bad method for getting through a meeting.




  Mal gave me a finger wave. “Lena Morrissey, huh?”




  “Yes.”




  “I like you. You’re funny.”




  “Thanks,” I replied drily.




  “Mal, buddy.” Adrian butted in. “Let me just get rid of this . . . woman. And we can finish up our business.”




  The corporate monster turned his beady little eyes back to me. “You’re fired. Get out of here.”




  And there you had it. Big sigh.




  “Not so fast.” Mal rose to his feet and just kind of swaggered on over. Talk about snake hips. “So you do admin-type shit here?”




  “I did. Yes.”




  He gave me an easy smile. “You don’t seem very impressed by me, Lena. Am I not impressive to you?”




  “Sure you are. I guess I’m just a bit busy getting fired right now to fully appreciate the magnitude of the moment.” Hands on hips, I looked him in the eye. He was cute and I

  bet that smile of his worked on lots and lots of women. But it wouldn’t be working on me. “Rest assured, later I’m going to freak right out.”




  He leaned against the doorframe. “I’ve got your word on that?”




  “Absolutely.”




  “I’m trusting you here.”




  “And I appreciate that, Mr. Ericson. I won’t let you down.”




  He gave me a huge grin. “You’re a bit of a smart ass. I like that.”




  “Thanks.”




  “You’re welcome.” Cocking his head, he tapped a finger against his lips. “You single, Lena?”




  “And you want to know, why?”




  “Just curious. Judging by the frown, I think the answer there is yes. And shame on my brothers everywhere for overlooking such a fine girl as yourself.”




  Quite a number of his “brothers” hadn’t overlooked me. They’d chosen to screw me over instead, hence the frown. But no way in hell was I telling him that.




  “Uh, Mal?” Adrian tugged on the thick gold chain around his neck as if it were a collar.




  “Just a sec, Adrian.” Mal gave me a slow looking over from top to toe, eyes lingering on the swell of my breasts. Big boobs, a lack of height, and childbearing hips ran in the

  family. My mom was exactly the same so there was really very little I could do about it. The lack of luck in love seemed more exclusive to me, however. Mom and Dad had been married nearly thirty

  years and my sister was about to be wed, not that I’d be attending. Long story. Or a short and shitty one, you pick.




  Either way, I was just fine and dandy as I was, flying solo.




  “I really think you could be the one, Lena,” the drummer said, pulling me from my thoughts.




  I blinked. “That so?”




  “It is. I mean, look at you, you’re so cute and cuddly. But what I especially love is how you’re giving me that go-fuck-yourself look from behind your foxy glasses.”




  “You like that, do you?” My smile was all teeth.




  “Oh, yeah. Big time. But you’re not for me.”




  “No?”




  “Sadly, not.” He shook his head.




  “Damn.”




  “Yeah, I know. You’re really missing out.” He sighed, slipping his hair back behind his ears. Then he looked over his shoulder. “Gentlemen, that problem we were talking

  about earlier. I believe I may have found a solution.”




  David Ferris looked from Mal to me and back again, his forehead creasing. “You serious?”




  “A hundred and ten percent.”




  “You heard her, she’s a secretary.” The elder Ferris brother, Jimmy, didn’t even look up from the papers. His voice was smooth, deep, yet deeply disinterested.

  “She’s got no qualifications.”




  Mal snorted. “Because all the ones with the fancy degrees have done such a fucking bang-up job. How many have you fired or run off now? Time to come at the problem from a new perspective,

  dude. Open your mind to the wonder that is Miss Lena Morrissey.”




  “What are you talking about?” I asked, mystified.




  “Guys, guys.” The asshat, Adrian, started flapping his hands about in a panic. “You can’t be serious. Let’s stop and think about this.”




  “Give us a minute, Adrian,” said David. “He isn’t easy to live with. Think she can handle it?”




  Jimmy snorted.




  “Yeah, I do,” said Mal, bouncing on the balls of his feet all excited like. He put up his dukes, as if for fighting. “Show me what you got, Lena. Knock me out. Come on, champ.

  You can do it. Put me against the ropes!”




  What a nutter. I swatted his teasing fist away from my face. “Mr. Ericson, you have approximately five seconds to start making sense or I’m out of here.”




  David Ferris gave me a small smile. Of approval, perhaps? I don’t know and it didn’t matter. This circus had gone on long enough. I had explanations to go make to the temp agency.

  Given this wasn’t the first time I’d butted heads with a jerk at a job, my hopes for forgiveness were low. I might have been asked to moderate my attitude a time or two. But really,

  life was too short to take shit. Let people walk all over you and you got what you deserved. I’d learned that the hard way.




  Shoulders slumping in disappointment, Mal sighed. “Okay, okay. Don’t play with me. See if I care.”




  He and David shared a look. Then David nudged his brother with an elbow. “Might be worth thinking about.”




  “She gives Adrian shit and suddenly she’s the one?” asked Jimmy. “Seriously?”




  “Mal’s right, she’s different.”




  Adrian made a small sound of despair. Petty or not, my heart thrilled to hear it. Perhaps today wasn’t a complete write-off after all.




  “Tell me, Lena,” said Mal, his grin splitting his face. “How do you feel about Portland?”




  “Doesn’t it rain there constantly?” I asked. In all honesty, the idea of heading quite that far up into the Pacific North West did not appeal.




  Mal groaned. “I know, lovely Lena, I know. Trust me, I’ve tried to get them to move back to LA, but they won’t budge. Portland’s where the Ferris bros be hanging these

  days. Even Benny boy’s settled in up there.”




  Ben, the bass player, opened one eye and gave us both a tired look. Then he closed it and went back to sleep.




  “C’mon, Jimbo,” said Mal, bouncing about on the spot again. “Help me convince her Portland doesn’t completely suck ass.”




  Finally, at long last, Jimmy sighed and looked up at me.




  What Mal couldn’t do to me, this one did with ease. Everything paused, apart from my pulse, beating loud behind my ears. The man was beautiful in much the same way as the stars. I could

  only look upon him with longing, he was so far out of my reach. Still, moments like these are meant to be momentous. Fate shifting beneath your feet should feel big. But instead of mood lighting

  and dramatic music, I got a cranky cold blue stare from a guy in a razor-sharp suit. Dark hair fell over his face and collar, framing the cheekbones of an angel but the jaw of a stubborn child.

  Every other discernible inch of him appeared to be fully grown male. The way he held his jaw, however . . . well.




  And the man might be pretty, but he sure as hell wasn’t nice. I’d met enough not-nice men to know. Trust me to find him attractive.




  So I frowned straight back at him.




  His glare went up a notch.




  I matched it.




  “Why, you two are getting along like a house on fire already! It’s like you’ve known each other for years. I think she’ll make you a wonderful live-in assistant,”

  said Mal. “Tell him, Lena.”




  “A live-in assistant?” I parroted, clueless.




  “Since when did I need an assistant?” Jimmy looked me over from top to toe, lips tight with obvious disapproval.




  “Since you can’t seem to keep a sobriety companion.” His brother returned calmly, a little coldly even. “But it’s your call. If you don’t want to give her a

  go, the record company’ll find you another companion. Someone suitable.”




  Jimmy cringed and the broad shoulders filling his suit curved inward. I almost felt bad for him. The guy might not have the sunniest of dispositions, but it wouldn’t hurt his brother to

  show a little support. Siblings. What could you do?




  “They gotta luck out and get someone you can stand being around eventually, right?” asked David. “You’re doing great, but we can’t afford for you to get off track

  now.”




  “I’m not going to get off track.”




  “We go on the road soon and your routine’ll be shot to shit. Sort of situation where you could fall back into old habits easily. You heard what that latest therapist said.”




  “All right, Dave. All right. Christ.” Despite his brother talking, Jimmy’s ice-cold gaze never left me.




  I stared back, unperturbed. It wasn’t my style to back down from a challenge.




  “I’ll hire her,” he said.




  I laughed. “Um, Mr. Ferris, I haven’t agreed to anything yet.”




  “But there are conditions,” Jimmy continued.




  Beside me, Mal thrust his fists in the air, making muted crowd-type noises. My comment seemed to have been overlooked entirely.




  “I don’t want you getting in my face all the time,” said Jimmy, staring me down.




  “One moment, please. So, you’re offering me a job as your live-in assistant?” I asked, just to be sure.




  “No, I’m offering you a trial period as my live-in assistant. Let’s say a month . . . if you last that long.”




  I could make it a month with him. Probably. The money would need to be good, however. “What does the position involve and what does it pay?”




  “It involves you not getting in my face and it pays double what you make here.”




  “Double?” My brows crept skyward.




  “You don’t report back to anyone about what goes on with me unless I go into meltdown,” he said. “Then you only talk to one of the guys in the band or our head of

  security. Got it?”




  “What sort of meltdown, exactly, are we talking about?”




  “Trust me, if it happens, you’ll recognize it. What was your name again?”




  “Lena.”




  “Tina?”




  “No. Lena. L-E-N-A.”




  Adrian made a faint gargling noise like someone was choking him. But it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was the way Jimmy Ferris’s forehead smoothed out. The anger or

  tension or whatever it was disappeared from his face and he gave me a thoughtful look. He didn’t smile. Didn’t even come close to it. But for just a moment, I wondered what it would

  take to make him.




  Curiosity was a killer.




  “Le-na,” he rolled my name off his tongue like he was trying it on for size. “Okay. Stay the fuck out of my way and we’ll see what happens.”




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  Jimmy was losing it.




  The hotel room door shuddered, something smashing loud against the other side. Inside, voices were raised, but the words were indistinct. Maybe I’d just hang out in the hallway for a

  while. It was tempting. All of this was my own damn fault, I should have been dust weeks ago. The facts were, despite the great money, me and this job didn’t mesh. Every time I opened my

  mouth to tell him I quit, however, the words disappeared.




  I couldn’t explain it.




  “Hey.” Ev wandered toward me in a simple black dress, her fingers twining nervously. Her blonde hair had been pulled back into an elegant chignon.




  “Hi.”




  “David’s in talking to him.”




  “Right.” I probably should have worn a dress too, gone traditional. The last thing I wanted was to publicly embarrass Jimmy on a day like today. Only November in North Idaho could be

  butt-chapping cold. For a native of warmer climates, they didn’t make tights thick enough to combat this sort of weather.




  The band and their entourage had been in Coeur d’Alene for just over a week and Jimmy’s mood had been black since our arrival. Worse even than normal. Mal’s mom had passed four

  days ago, losing her battle with cancer. From what I could gather, Lori had been like a surrogate mom to the Ferris brothers. Their own had apparently been little more than an oxygen bandit,

  abandoning them early. I’d only met Lori a couple of times. No one could dispute she’d been a beautiful soul.




  More muted shouting. Another thump.




  “Guess I shouldn’t have gone out for breakfast.” Coffee, French toast, and far more maple syrup than one woman needed, churned inside my stomach. Comfort eating sucked.

  “Thought I’d beat him back from the gym.”




  “You can’t watch him all the time.”




  “I’m paid to try.” I shrugged. “God help me.”




  “And if you did, he’d fire you for getting in his face. Just like he did all the others. Giving him some breathing room is a good thing.” Ev flinched, another almighty crash

  coming from within the room of doom. “Usually.”




  “Hmm.”




  Jimmy didn’t fire all five of my predecessors, some he gently coaxed into quitting. Or at least, that’s how he described it. But I didn’t bother to correct her.




  “David will calm him down,” Ev said, her voice absolute.




  It was sweet, the way she hero-worshipped her husband. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had such faith in a lover. David and Ev had gotten married one drunken night in Vegas six

  months back. It’d been splashed all over the media. Apparently, it was one hell of a story, though I hadn’t managed to hear it all yet. Ev had asked me to go out with her and her

  friends a couple of times, but I always made excuses. Not that I didn’t appreciate the gesture, it just didn’t feel right with me working for her brother-in-law.




  At any rate, dealing with Jimmy was my job. I gave Ev a small smile of apology and slid the room key through the lock. Time to don the hat of hard-assery which according to my ex, bless him,

  definitely fit.




  Slowly, calmly, I pushed open the door. Four feet from my face a glass smashed against the wall, shocking the absolute shit out of me. I in turn hit the floor, my heart going manic inside my

  chest.




  “Lena,” Jimmy bellowed. “Get the fuck out of here!”




  God damn mother-fucking rock stars.




  Seriously.




  Lucky I’d worn pants after all. Carpet burned knees would not have been nice. Also, the minute we got back to Portland, I was either finally quitting, demanding hazard pay, or both. No way

  was I making enough for this.




  “Throw one more thing, Jimmy, and I’ll shove my three-inch heel so far up your ass you’ll need a surgical team to extract it.” I glared up at him from behind my dark

  bangs. “Is that understood?”




  He scowled.




  I sneered.




  Same old, same old.




  “Are you all right?” David Ferris strode across the luxury suite, circumventing a broken side table and smashed lamp. He offered me his hand, helping me back up. Both Ferris brothers

  had looks, money, fame, and talent. Only one of them had any manners, however. Regardless of etiquette, my gaze stayed glued to the furious man on the other side of the room.




  “Fine. Thanks.” I straightened my skewed glasses.




  “I don’t think he’s on anything,” David said quietly. “Just having a bad day, you know?”




  God, I hoped Jimmy hadn’t taken anything. For both our sakes.




  “It’s a tough time for everyone, Lena.”




  “Yeah. I know.”




  Across from us, Jimmy paced back and forth, hands balled into fists. Normally, the man was a princess, a show pony, put together with perfection. Hair slicked back and designer everything. As

  eye candy went, his superior rock-god status made him ideal. I was safe to fantasize and indulge my libido while remaining well beneath his notice.




  (Sadly, my sex drive hadn’t died when I’d taken my vow of no men. How much simpler life would be if it had.)




  Today, however, Jimmy seemed all too human, only half dressed with his dark hair falling over the sharp angles of his face and matching stubble lining his jaw. His usual airtight control was

  nowhere in evidence. The state of him and the room was shocking. Nothing seemed to have been left unharmed. I must have looked like one of those clowns at the fairs, the ones you where you lob a

  ball in their mouth to win a prize. My head kept turning this way and that, trying to take it all in.




  “What a mess,” I muttered.




  “Want me to get Sam?” David asked, referring to the band’s head of security.




  “No, I got this. Thanks.”




  He narrowed his eyes. “I can’t imagine him doing anything, but . . . he’s pretty wound up. You sure?”




  “Absolutely. We’ll meet you downstairs.” Confidence was everything. I held the door open and he slipped through, giving me worried looks all the while. My fake smile apparently

  failing to appease.




  “Maybe I’ll hang around,” he said. “Just in case.”




  “You hired me to deal with him. Don’t worry. We’ll be fine,” I said, shutting the door on David and Ev’s frowning faces.




  Jimmy paced on, ignoring my presence.




  I took one deep breath, and then another. Nice and slow. Cool and calm. All of the usual pep talks whirled around and around inside my head. You didn’t need to be perfect to get a job

  done, you just needed to be motivated. And think what I might of the man, his well-being was my job, my priority. I would do my best by him. Glass crunched beneath my heels as I carefully made my

  way across the room. Around the toppled sofa and over the broken lamp. I didn’t want to guess what the bill for all this destruction would be. Security should have been up here already. Other

  guests must have heard the racket and complained by now, surely. Perhaps five grand a night bought some exceptional soundproofing.




  Jimmy flashed me a dark look as I drew closer. His pupils seemed okay, normal size. He slammed his ass down on a dining room chair, displaying irritability and aggressiveness but excellent

  coordination. Maybe he hadn’t taken anything.




  “What’s going on?” I asked, stopping in front of him.




  No sign of blood though his knuckles were scratched and pink, tender looking. Legs apart, he braced his elbows on his knees and hung his head. “Get out, Lena. I want to be

  alone.”




  “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”




  He grunted.




  “Isn’t this a little clichéd, trashing your hotel room?”




  “Fuck off.”




  I sighed.




  All right, so aggravating him probably wasn’t a good idea. I pushed my glasses further up the bridge of my nose, giving myself a chance to think. Time to try something new. The man only

  had on black suit pants, no shirt, no shoes. And as nice as his inked chest and shoulders were, he couldn’t go like that to a funeral. Especially not in this weather.




  “Jimmy, we’re leaving soon. You need to finish getting ready. You don’t want to be late, do you? That would be disrespectful.”




  No response.




  “Jimmy?”




  “I hate when you use that voice,” he said, still staring at the floor.




  “What voice?”




  “When you try and sound like my therapist. You’re not, so cut the shit.”




  With there being no right answer, I kept my mouth shut.




  Veins stood out in stark relief on the side of his neck and a sheen of sweat outlined the musculature of his back. Despite the anger, however, his pose was one of defeat. The man could be more

  than an occasional arrogant dick, but Jimmy Ferris was strong and proud. In the couple of months since I’d become his babysitter I’d seen him in all sorts of moods, the bulk of them

  bad. Never, though, had I seen him beaten. It hurt. And the pain was as unwelcome as it was surprising.




  “I need something,” he said, voice guttural.




  “No!”




  “Lena . . . shit. I can’t—”




  “You can.”




  “Just get me something,” he snapped.




  “I won’t do that, Jimmy.”




  He surged to his feet, face tight with fury. Every survival instinct in me screamed to step back, to run and hide. Dad had always said I was too stubborn for my own good. Even in my heels Jimmy

  towered over me, and the man’s favorite new pastimes were jogging and bench-pressing weights. The adrenaline surging through my system made sense, but Jimmy wouldn’t hurt me.




  At least, I was pretty sure he wouldn’t.




  “One fucking drink,” he roared.




  “Hey—”




  “You have no god damn idea what this is like. I just need one fucking drink to get me through. Then I’ll stop again. I promise.”




  “No.”




  “Pick up the phone and order it.”




  “You smashed the phone.”




  “Then get your ass downstairs and get me a drink.”




  I shook my head.




  “You work for me! I pay your salary. You answer to me.” He jabbed himself in the chest with a finger to emphasize the point. “Remember?”




  “Yes. But I will not get you a drink. Make all the threats you like.” My voice wavered but I didn’t back down. “That is never going to happen. Never.”




  He growled.




  “Jimmy, you need to calm down now.”




  His jaw tightened and his nostrils flared.




  “I don’t want to bring anyone else into this. But I’m reaching that point. So please calm down.”




  “Fuck!” The war he waged to control himself played out over his perfect face. With hands on hips, he stared down at me. For a long moment he said nothing, his harsh breathing the

  only sound in the room. “Please, Lena.”




  “No.” Shit, I did not sound convincing. I balled my hands up against my stomach, summoning up some strength. “NO.”




  “Please,” he pleaded again, eyes rimmed red. “No one needs to find out. It’ll just be between you and me. I need something to take the edge off. Lori was . . . she was

  important to me.”




  “I know and I’m sorry you lost her. But drinking isn’t going to help,” I said, scrambling to remember all the wise words I’d read on the Internet. But my blood

  pounded making it impossible to think straight. I might not be scared of him, but I was terrified for him. He couldn’t fail. I wouldn’t let him. “Drinking is a temporary fix

  that’ll only make things harder in the long run. You know that. You can get through today. You can.”




  “We’re going to put her in the ground.” His voice cracked and he slumped back onto the chair. “She fed us, Lena. When there was nothing at home, she sat Davie and me down

  at her table and she fed us. Treated us like we were her own.”




  “Oh, Jimmy . . .”




  “I-I can’t do this.”




  Apparently, neither could I. And to prove it, I stood there utterly useless, my heart breaking for him. I’d wondered what had happened to make him so hard. Of course I had. But I’d

  never imagined anything like this. “I’m so sorry,” I said, the words not even beginning to be enough.




  Truth was, Jimmy needed a therapist or a counselor or someone. Anyone but me, because I didn’t have a fucking clue how to handle this. The man was cracking before my eyes and watching him

  come apart felt like torture. I’d been so careful the last few years, sticking to the fringes and keeping to myself. Now suddenly, his pain felt like my own, tearing up my insides, leaving me

  raw. The room swam blurrily in front of me.




  What the hell was I still doing here?




  When I took the job, my instructions had been scarily simple. Glue myself to his side and never, on pain of death, dismissal, and whatever else his lawyers could think to throw at me, let him

  consume a drop of alcohol or an ounce of drugs. Not a single pill could be popped. Given he’d been clean of his own volition for almost half a year, it hadn’t seemed such a hard

  task.




  Until now.




  “I’m going to go find your shirt,” I said, blinking like crazy, doing my best to pull my shit together. Qualified or not, I was all he had. “We need to finish getting you

  ready and then we’re going to go.”




  He said nothing.




  “We’ll get through this, Jimmy. We’ll get through today, then things will be better.” The words tasted sour. I just hoped they weren’t lies.




  Still nothing.




  “Okay?”




  “Why did I say I’d talk at the funeral? What the fuck was I thinking?” He scowled. “The guys should have known this wouldn’t work out, not to put me in this

  position. I’m in no god damn condition to do anything. But Dave is all like ‘you say a few words, I’ll read some poetry. It’ll be fine.’ What bullshit.”




  “You can do this.”




  “I can’t.” He scrubbed his face with his hands. “If I’m not going to fuck up the funeral of the best person I ever knew, then I need a drink. One drink, then

  I’ll stop again.”




  “No.” I faced him down. “They asked you to speak because as much as they’d probably hate to admit it, they knew you’d do it best. You’re the front man. You

  don’t need a drink. Shining in the spotlight is what you do. It’s who you are.”




  He gave me a long look. So long, it got harder and harder to meet his eyes.




  “You can do this, Jimmy. I know you can. There isn’t a single doubt inside of me.”




  Nothing. He didn’t even blink, just kept staring at me. The look wasn’t unkind, I’m not sure what it was, apart from too much. I rubbed my clammy hands against the sides of my

  pants.




  “All right,” I said, needing to escape. “I’ll get your clothes.”




  Strong arms suddenly wrapped around me, pulling me in. I stumbled forward, only to be stopped by the hot face pressing into my stomach. His grip was brutally tight as if he expected me to fight

  him, to reject him. But I just stood stunned. His whole body shook, the tremors passing into me, rattling my bones. He didn’t make a sound, however. Something dampened the front of my shirt,

  making it cling.




  It could have been sweat. I had the worst feeling it wasn’t.




  “Hey.” None of the last two months had prepared me for this. He never needed me for shit. If anything, I inconvenienced him. We clashed. He tried to cut me down. I cracked a joke.

  The modus operandi had long since been established.




  The man clinging to me was a stranger.




  My hands hovered over his bare shoulders, panic bubbling up inside. I was most definitely not allowed to touch him. Not even a little. The one-hundred-and-twelve-page employment contract had

  been quite specific on the subject. Prior to this, he’d gone out of his way to avoid any and all contact, but now his arms tightened, fingers digging in. I’m pretty sure I heard my rib

  cage creak. Damn, he was strong. Just as well I came from sturdy stock, otherwise, he might have squeezed the life out of me.




  “Jimmy, I can’t breathe,” I wheezed.




  The grip eased a little and I stood there panting, my lungs working overtime. Thick arms remained around me. Clearly, I wasn’t going anywhere.




  “Maybe I should get Sam,” I said in a stroke of genius once I’d caught my breath. Their head of security most closely resembled a thug in a suit. But I bet he gave great

  hugs.




  “No.”




  Crap. “Or David. Do you want your brother to come back in?”




  His face shifted against me, moving first left and then right. Another no. “You can’t tell them.”




  “I won’t. I promise.”




  Silence rung in my ears.




  “I just need a minute,” he said.




  I stood rigid in his embrace, useless, a mannequin would have been as effective. Shit, I had to do something. Slowly, ever so slowly, my hands descended. The overwhelming need to comfort him far

  outweighed any threat of litigation. Heat kissed the palms of my hands. He felt feverish, perspiration slickening the hard contours of his shoulders and the thick column of his neck. My hands

  glided over him, doing their best to soothe.




  It was disturbingly nice, being needed by him, being this close to him.




  “It’s okay.” My fingers threaded into his thick dark hair. So soft. No wonder they hadn’t wanted me touching him, now that I’d started, I couldn’t seem to

  stop. I should have been ashamed of myself, feeling the poor man up at such a time. But he’d been the one to initiate contact. He’d grabbed hold of me seeking comfort and apparently,

  when it came to him, I had a scary amount to give.




  “What am I gonna say?” he asked, voice muffled against me. “How can I make a fucking speech?”




  “You say what she meant to you. They’ll understand.”




  He snorted.




  “No, really. Just talk from your heart.”




  He took a shuddering breath, resting his forehead against me. “To top it off, she called.”




  “She?” I gave the top of his head a sharp look. Damn it, he had seemed okay. Certainly not delusional. “Who called you?”




  “Mom.”




  “Oh.” This couldn’t be good news. Better than him imagining phone calls from the recently deceased, but still. “What’d she want?”




  “Same fucking thing she always wants. Money.” His voice was harsh and low. So low that I had to strain to hear him. “Warned her to stay away.”




  “She’s in town?”




  A nod. “Threatened to crash the funeral. Told her I’d have her fucking arrested if she did.”




  Hell, the woman sounded like a nightmare.




  “Davie doesn’t know,” he said. “That’s the way it stays.”




  “All right.” I don’t know how wise that was, but it wasn’t my choice to make. “I won’t tell him.”




  His shoulders hitched beneath my hands, his misery surrounding us like an impenetrable shell. Nothing else existed.




  “You’re going to be okay.” I bowed my head and hunched over, sheltering him with my body. My heart ached and emotional detachment was a dream. The compulsion to give to him was

  too strong. He was usually such a maddening man, so thoughtless and rude. Anger, however, made my job easier. When he behaved like an ass I could remain indifferent for the most part. These

  dangerous new feelings running through me, however, were soft and sappy, warm and weepy. No way could I afford to care this much.




  Crap.




  What the hell was happening to me?




  He gripped my rounded hips and turned his face up to me, unguarded for once. All of his usual sharp edges were dulled by pain and if anything it just made his beauty more obvious. I licked my

  suddenly dry lips. Fingers tensed and tightened against me and his forehead bunched as he scowled at the damp patch on the front of my blouse. “Sorry ’bout that.”




  “Not a problem.”




  He let go and my legs wobbled, weak at the loss.




  Intimacy fled and awkwardness rushed right in like a tidal wave. I could almost feel his walls slamming back into place. Mine were slower, weaker, damn them. Someone, somewhere along the line,

  had swapped my titanium for tinfoil, leaving me wide open and exposed. It was all his fault. For a moment, he’d actually stepped down from his self-imposed pedestal. He’d been real with

  me, shown me his fears, and I’d just sort of mumbled some vaguely comforting shit. Honestly, I couldn’t even remember what anymore. Little wonder he’d closed up on me again.




  Also, we were unnaturally close, positioned as we were. There were mere inches between us. Jimmy gave me a brief embarrassed look to enforce the fact, just in case I hadn’t noticed.

  Obviously he regretted this. I mean, he’d cried on the hired help, for Christ’s sake.




  “I’ll get your clothes,” I said, grasping at the first useful idea to enter my head.




  Blindly, I stumbled across the room. Thoughts and feelings were running rife through me, all of it a blur. I needed to talk to mom. Far as I knew, there was no history of heart ailments in the

  family. Leukemia took Uncle John. Grandma died due to smoking a pack a day. I think Great Aunt Valerie caught some strange fungal infection in her lungs, but don’t quote me on that. Mom would

  know for sure. Whatever my heart was doing, it couldn’t be good. I was only twenty-five, much too young to die. Probably about the right age to become a complete hypochondriac, however.




  I grabbed a shirt and tie from out of his walk-in closet in the monster-sized main bedroom. My room, on the other side of the suite, wasn’t bad. This room, however, put the Ritz to shame.

  Sheets, blankets, and pillows were strewn across the gigantic bed. Not from any crazy sex antics because as far as I could tell, the man was either asexual, abstaining, or both. Still, he obviously

  hadn’t slept well. I could just picture him, tossing and turning, his big strong body thrashing about on that large, sturdy bed. Completely alone with all his bad memories. And I’d only

  been in the room across from him, also alone and not sleeping particularly well. Some nights my brain just wouldn’t shut up or shut down and last night had definitely been one of them.




  I stood frozen, mesmerized by the tangle of sheets and blankets.




  Again, my heart did something strange. Something totally out of context. What happened between my legs was best ignored. I’m certain something in the employment contract outlawed any and

  all wetness on my part, especially if it pertained to one James Dylan Ferris.




  “Hey,” he said, appearing at my side, startling the crap out of me.




  “Hi.” I hesitated, a bit breathless again for some reason. Perhaps I should have my lungs checked too just to be sure. “You need a quick cleanup. Come on.”




  He followed behind me like an obedient child. The lights in the white bathroom were blindingly bright after all the emotional turmoil, dazzling me. Okay, what next? Bottles and tubes were spread

  out over the counter. Still my beleaguered brain offered up nothing.




  “We have to hurry,” I muttered, mostly to myself.




  I placed his shirt and tie on the counter, grabbed a facecloth and wet it. If I hadn’t already done my makeup, I’d have splashed my face with the bitingly cold water, let it wake me

  up from all this weirdness. Meanwhile, Jimmy stared off into the distance, his mind obviously far away once again. When I held up the cloth he didn’t react at all. Forget it, we didn’t

  have time for this, I’d do the job myself. The cold damp cloth made contact and he reared back, nostrils flaring.




  “Hold still,” I said, and embarked upon my first ever sponge bath. Basically, I scrubbed at him like a mad woman. I even washed behind his ears in my fervor.




  “Christ,” he mumbled, ducking to try and escape me.




  “Keep still.”




  Next came his neck, then his shoulders. I wet the cloth again and moved on to his chest and back, rushing through the process. It was best not to think, just to see him as Jimmy, my boss. Better

  yet, the body beneath my hands was stone, not real in the least, despite the goose flesh erupting all over him. Base desires didn’t matter when a job was at stake, surging hormones and

  emotions both could take a backseat. I could do this.




  “Okay. Shirt.” I picked up the thick rich cotton and held it open for him. He threaded his arms through, smooth skin brushing against the back of my fingers making tingles run up my

  arm. I fumbled my way through doing up the buttons. “We need cuff links. And I don’t know how to do the tie.”




  “I’ll do that.”




  “Okay.” I passed him the neat strip of black silk. All good, I just needed some air, the colder the better.




  Jimmy stepped around me, walking back into the bedroom. From the top of his dresser he collected a pair of silver cuff links and secured them to the sleeves of his shirt. Actually, they were

  probably platinum, knowing him. I could see tattoos peeking out from beneath the cuffs of his shirt and above the collar of his neck. There could be no disguising him as anything other than the

  rock star he was. He hadn’t been made to hide or blend, the man was much too beautiful for that.




  “Do you need anything else?” I asked, following him like a little lost puppy. My toes stretched and strained while my hands hung limp at my sides. No way did he need to know

  he’d made me jittery.




  “I’m good.” Socks and shoes waited at the end of the bed. He sat down, getting busy. His suit jacket hung over the back of a chair, a long black woolen coat folded atop it. We

  were fine, everything set.




  “You’ve got your speech?” I asked.




  The frown increased. “Yeah. It’s in my pocket.”




  “Great. I just need to get my bag and jacket.”




  His chin jerked and his gaze skittered over me. “You look nice, by the way.”




  “Ah, thank you.”




  “Just stating a fact. You look good.” He turned away.




  I, however, didn’t move. At first I was stunned at the compliment, but then for some reason, leaving Jimmy alone didn’t feel right. It niggled. What if he got upset again and I

  wasn’t here to talk him down? His sobriety was too important to risk.




  Lips fine, he studied the slowly drying patch on the front of my blouse. “You definitely won’t tell anyone?”




  “No. Never.”




  The air hissed out between his teeth and his expression calmed. “Okay . . .”




  I nodded, giving him a small smile.




  “Listen, Lena?”




  “Hmm?”




  He turned away. “There’s nothing in here, no pills or booze. I haven’t scored. I’ll do a spit test if you need it, and you can search the room . . .”




  “No, I know,” I said, perplexed. “If there was, you wouldn’t have wanted me to get you something and we’d currently be having an entirely different conversation.

  Either that or you’d be back in rehab and I’d be out of a job.”




  “True.”




  Neither of us said anything for a moment. I crossed my arms over my chest, my face stiff, tight with tension.




  “You can leave me on my own,” he said. “It’s fine, go get your stuff. Do whatever so we can leave.”




  “Right!” One of those false embarrassed little laughs startled out of me. Crap. I’d completely forgotten. “Yes, okay. I’ll get my stuff.”




  “Great.” He pushed a hand through his hair the same as he’d done maybe a dozen times a day since I’d come to work for him. It was nothing new. Immediately, however, my

  heart did the drop-and-squeeze thing again.




  No. NO.




  It couldn’t be connected to him, I refused to believe it.




  “Are you going?” His face skewed with annoyance and thank God for that. His open irritation relieved me no end, we were back to normal.




  “Yes, Jimmy. I’m going.”




  “Now?”




  “Right now.” I strode out, slamming the bedroom door shut behind me.




  I did not have feelings for Jimmy Ferris. What a ridiculous thought. He was a former addict. And while I admired and respected him for taking charge of his life and fighting that battle, I did

  not need to get involved with someone who’d barely been dry half a year. Also, Jimmy was not a particularly nice guy the bulk of the time. A general lack of interest in, and consideration

  for, everyone else inhabiting the planet was his go-to setting.




  But worst of all, the man was my boss.




  I didn’t have feelings for him. I couldn’t, no way. I’d fallen for unsuitable, unstable, and outright criminal assholes in the past, but I was done with that. Especially the

  asshole and unstable portion. There’s no way I had feelings for him. I’d really grown as a person and shit, right?




  I slumped against the nearest wall. “Fuck.”




  I took a deep breath, focused on the funeral.




  Things would get better.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  Things didn’t get better.




  Mal’s mom had apparently loved lilies. My head swam with the sweet rich scent. Seats had been saved for us down in the front with the family, which was fortunate, because the church was

  packed. It felt all kinds of awkward sitting with the Ericsons given I barely knew them, but that was where Jimmy wanted me. Security stood out front, putting the kibosh on any uninvited guests. A

  group of fans stood outside despite them and the weather. They’d called out to Jimmy, waving T-shirts and other shit to be signed when we walked in. I’d wanted to growl abuse at them,

  tell them to get a clue. Jimmy hadn’t given them the time of day. You’d have thought in the guy’s hometown, there’d be more respect for his privacy, especially at a time

  like this. Some people just didn’t think or it didn’t suit them to think. What they wanted was more important and screw everyone else.




  God, I hated people like that.




  Up front, the organ player pounded out a hymn and people sang along as best they could. Jimmy would talk next. His face still seemed paler than normal, a little gray even. The man might not be

  clinging to me, but he clearly wasn’t all right. I grabbed his hand, holding on even when he flinched back from the contact. The look he gave our joined hands was distinctly bewildered.




  “It’s okay,” I said.




  He gave up trying to free himself of me and started fussing with the knot in his tie.




  “Jimmy, you’re going to be great.”




  The song wound down. Mal turned to us and god, the man’s face. He looked devastated, eyes stark with loss. Anne, the drummer’s girlfriend, stood at his side, her arm wrapped tight

  around Mal’s waist. There’d been a hiccup with their great love affair a week or two back. It was good to see them together again, especially today.




  Mal nodded to Jimmy, giving him the signal, and it might have started out with me holding onto him, but now the situation had definitely been reversed. Fingers clutched mine, bruisingly tight,

  but he made no other move. He’d frozen.




  On my other side, David leaned forward, frowning. “Jim?”




  There was murmuring in the hall, the crowd growing restless. Up in the pulpit, the preacher stepped forward, craning his neck and looking out expectantly.




  Someone had to do something.




  “Let’s go.” I put my hand to his back and pushed. Hard.




  He blinked ever so slowly, like I’d woken him from a deep sleep.




  “Time to go, Jimmy. You’re on,” I whispered. “Walk.”




  Steps painfully slow, he moved out into the aisle. I followed, the weight of all those stares making the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. No matter. We walked side by side, my hand

  guiding him, never leaving his back. Up the steps and then on to the podium. I fished in his coat pocket for the speech, laying it out flat in front of him. There was whispering out in the crowd

  about our odd behavior. Screw them. Nothing mattered but getting him through today intact.




  “You got this?” I asked.




  He scowled. “Yeah.”




  I stepped to the side.




  For a moment his gaze searched the crowd, moving over David and Ev, Ben the freakishly tall bass player, and then Mal and Anne. Next he turned to me, his mouth a grim line but his eyes asking

  for something. I gave him a little smile, a discreet thumbs up. No part of me doubted he could do this. Whatever else he might be, Jimmy Ferris was special and complicated, beautiful and beastly,

  all rolled into one. A natural-born performer.




  His chin dipped infinitesimally in response and I let out a breath. He could do it, and he would.




  Still, I swear I could feel his pain bearing down on me, threatening to snap me in two. Some sort of empathy overload had begun back in the hotel room and now I couldn’t separate my

  feelings from his. Worse, I didn’t want to. He’d let me in whether he meant to or not and I couldn’t leave him alone with all this.




  Tomorrow I’d take a nice big safe step back. Today he needed a friend.




  “Hi,” he said, his deep strong voice carrying perfectly. “My name is Jimmy Ferris. I first met Lori Ericson when she let us start practicing in their garage.

  I was about sixteen at the time. Mr. Ericson wasn’t too happy with having us play there at first, but Lori talked him around. No one else would have us. To be fair, we made a hell of a

  racket. Barely a fucking . . . sorry, we barely had a clue what we were doing.




  “In summer she’d bring us out these big jugs of Kool-Aid. People that know me won’t be surprised to hear I used to dump about a quarter out, fill it up with this cheap vodka

  I’d talk one of the guys down at the liquor store into getting me.” He looked to his brother and David gave him a tight smile.




  “Anyway,” he said, clearing his throat. “This one time she came back in, busted me doing it. Didn’t matter that I was bigger than her. She grabbed me by the ear, nearly

  tore it off my head. Then she marched me outside and ripped me a new one. I was about an inch tall by the time she was done. Nice or not, Lori knew how to cut you down to size. And once she was

  done doing that, she calmed down and she talked to me. Just about general stuff. All sorts of things, really. But every time I went there from then on, she made time to talk to me, even if it was

  just for two minutes. Our own mom had taken off by then, so it wasn’t something I got at home. Now, I wasn’t Lori’s kid. I probably wasn’t even a kid she wanted around her

  kid. Still, she always made a point of giving that to me. She kept an eye on me and Dave, made sure we were clothed and fed, that we had what we needed. She cared when no one else gave a

  shit.” He grimaced, cleared his throat. “She cared when no one else did.”




  His fingers stretched then curled tight as he took a moment. “I’d like to tell you how I stopped drinking in Lori’s garage after that. That’s how the story should finish.

  But some part of me was an addict, I guess, even back then. I did stop for a couple of days, and I was real sneaky about it afterward. I couldn’t bear the thought of disappointing her. Maybe

  that makes it sound like she didn’t do that much, that she didn’t have much of an effect. But what she did was enormous. She was the first person I’d ever met who made me wish I

  was better. Was a good person. Could make more of myself. And that’s a power, right there. If you can get even a guy like me to want to be a better man, then you’re something

  special.”




  Jimmy carefully picked up the piece of paper in front of him, folding it back up. It didn’t matter, he didn’t need it. The poetry was in him, in the way he was baring his heart to

  these people. He stood tall, facing the crowd. His truth might not be pretty, but there was strength in his stance, pride. Warmth bloomed in my chest at the sight. A sense of satisfaction I

  hadn’t experienced in the longest time. Not that I’d made the eulogy, I know, but still . . .




  “This might seem a weird story to tell you,” he said, his voice measured and calm. “It certainly doesn’t make me look good. But I think it goes a long way toward

  explaining to you why Lori was so important. What made her so amazing was . . . she cared. She genuinely cared about people. And that’s as rare as it is beautiful. It’s why she’ll

  be so badly missed.”




  I scrubbed a tear off my face with the heel of my hand before Jimmy could catch me crying. Sadly, not fast enough. At least it wasn’t like I was the only one in a similar condition. Lucky

  the hall hadn’t flooded.




  He turned to me, face bereft of emotion. “Let’s go.”




  I sniffed. “Yep.”




  We walked back down to our seats, his hand at the small of my back this time, guiding me forward. Before we could reach them, Mal stepped out. Wordlessly, he put his arms around Jimmy. He

  gripped him tight, giving him a thump on the back in the way men do. It took Jimmy a moment to respond and thump him back. The organ player started up again and everyone rose to their feet around

  us. Voices filled the hall.




  I slid into the pew and retook my seat. Jimmy deposited himself next to me, the leg of his suit pants brushing against mine. I waited for him to grouse at me to move over, not that there was any

  room to be had due to of the sudden appearance of some woman’s handbag. But he didn’t. Honestly, after all the drama and emotional upheaval, sticking close seemed a good idea.




  For him, of course. I was fine.




  His gaze dropped briefly to where we connected before moving away. “You okay?”




  “Yes. You?”




  He made a noise. It sounded agreeable enough.




  “Good.” I settled my hands in my lap.




  Up in the pulpit the preacher started talking. Jimmy’s leg leaned a little more firmly against mine. He looked straight ahead, however, apparently unaware of what his thigh was doing.

  Nothing showed on his face. Maybe it was his way of acknowledging me, of saying thank you. Or maybe the man had a cramp. Whatever. A small smile curved my lips, my shoulders sagging with

  relief.




  We’d done it. We’d made it through.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  Huckleberry pie was the devil’s work.




  It had taken me two thin servings to be certain. But now I knew.




  I sat in the corner of the Ericsons’ living room, Ev on one side and Anne on the other. Empty plates sat in all our laps. The wake had been something else. Something involving food, good

  music, and almost everyone the Ericsons knew. A sad vibe had prevailed at first. Of course it had. But talking and quiet laughter had slowly permeated the space until it became more of a

  celebration of Lori’s life than a mourning of her passing. Now, five hours later, the crowd had begun to thin out. I smothered a yawn, blinking tired eyes. It’d been one hell of a day

  with all the emotional highs and lows.




  Mal knelt at Anne’s feet. His lush lips were understandably turned down at the edges. Not that I made a habit of checking out other women’s men’s mouths. Sometimes, however,

  these things were kind of hard not to notice.




  “Hey,” Anne said softly, placing her hand against his cheek.




  “I need a happy.”




  “What can I do for you?”




  “Tell me you love me.” He leaned in and she met him halfway, placing a gentle kiss on his lips.




  “I love you, Mal,” she said.
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