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RESURRECTION

A Rock Solid Romance







KARINA BLISS





No more rock stars. Ever.




Lily Hagen has done that scene to death. Her new career in early childhood education is way more rewarding and she deals with far fewer tantrums. Then a stolen sex tape is posted online and her future is in jeopardy. She needs to get away from the paparazzi and the only place that offers refuge is the world she swore never to return to: the music world. Fine.




A few months—tops. That’s all she needs to get her life back. And keeping her hands off gorgeous Moss McFadden? Should be easy since they’ve always avoided each other.




Being an outsider suits him just fine…




Moss McFadden may be a rising rock star, but he’s quite happy to keep everyone at arm’s length. Until Lily needs help, that is. They strike a deal that puts them in closer proximity than is good for his equilibrium. Still, he can keep his growing fascination with her in check.




Or can he?




Because when she lends him a hand in a life-changing situation, all his defenses are shot. And as he goes down in a wave of longing, he wonders if she just might be his salvation.
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Chapter One




Tonight marks the unofficial debut of T-Minus 6, a new band set up by the three former proteges of controversial rock legend Zander Freedman.

Moss McFadden (guitar), Seth Curran (drums) and Jared Walker (bass) came to fame two years ago when Rage frontman Zander Freedman used a reality-show format to repopulate his megaband.

Rage’s new lineup was wildly successful, with sellout concerts worldwide, but it all fell apart when a lip-syncing scandal and vocal issues ended the flamboyant frontman’s singing career.

The trio is playing a mystery gig somewhere in LA to showcase tracks from their forthcoming debut album. Social media is buzzing as Rage fans try to guess the venue, but will their music be any good?

Bassist and songwriter Jared Walker has proven talent, Grammy-nominated for a song he wrote for his wife. Drummer Seth Curran and axeman Moss McFadden might be respected by their musical peers, but in accepting a lead singer’s role, McFadden is taking a massive gamble. Inevitably comparisons will be made to his mentor, whose voice was truly one in a generation.

Will McFadden, Curran, and Walker be able to write their own story or will their efforts end as a JarJar Binks-style fuckup footnote in Rage’s turbulent history?

—LA Times





Chapter Two




Moss McFadden was resting his forehead against the cold mirror in the tiny backstage washroom when Dimity Graham, the band’s manager, banged on the door. “Ten minutes.”

His stomach spasmed, but the only thing left in it was terror. And that wasn’t going anywhere.

He reminded himself that there were a mere five hundred people to boo him off stage. Rage concerts had pulled sixty thousand. Yeah, and you threw up then, too. Hands shaking, he splashed water on his clammy face, and rinsed his mouth clean. In the mirror above the basin, his normally olive skin was so pale the stubble looked like dots of black ink. When he opened the door into the dressing room, Jared was still sitting on the couch, manically color-coding M&M’s and then chewing them by the handful. His bass guitar was propped beside him, and his palms were streaked red and blue. Not even M&M’s could withstand Jared’s nervous sweat.

Seth was pacing the small room, scowling at the floor. One of his drumsticks fell out of his back pocket, and he picked it up on the next pass without breaking stride. They were all fighting nerves, and without their former lead singer bouncing in, radiating confidence to defuse the tension, they had to find another way to deal with them.

Alone is good. “I need some air.” He headed for the exit.

“Don’t go far,” Dimity cautioned, handing him a bottle of chilled water and two breath mints. “Five minutes until you’re on.”

“What are you, the talking clock?”

Her blue eyes narrowed. Only twenty-seven, she had the strategic vision of a general, and the patience of a drill sergeant, at least where Moss was concerned. “I could try to be understanding, but it won’t end well.” She tossed her blonde ponytail. “Suck it up.”

His stomach rolled and he clutched the water bottle against it protectively. “Watch your word choice.”

“Moss,” she called after him. “You will come back.”

He didn’t answer, shoving aside the bolt on the fire door and stepping into the service alley. One bulb was out, the other flickering. LA’s concrete jungle was releasing its daytime heat, and he pressed his back against the brick wall, seeking warmth as he gulped the chilled water and popped the breath mints. Breathed in the mimosa of trash, gasoline and mortar and felt his stomach settle.

Darkness always soothed him.

When he’d been a sixteen-year-old on the run from Child Protective Services it had been his only friend. Earnest citizens and officialdom were at their busiest in daylight hours. Night offered cover and opened up escape routes—

Light flooded the alley as Dimity opened the fire door. Clearly, she didn’t trust him not to run either.

“The Times article triggered this, didn’t it? I thought it would fire you up.” That was the difference between them. Dimity loved adversity; Moss had been its bitch too many times.

“What’s the worst that can happen?” she persisted when he didn’t answer.

Seriously? He turned his head to look at her, all blonde ambition and Ivy League education. “I kill my music career, the one damn thing saving me from working a dead-end job. When I’m pumping gas or tending bar in a year, people will say, “Hey, didn’t you used to be…?”

“Moss.” Tentatively, she touched his shoulder. Dimity was as guarded as he was, openly showing affection solely to Seth and her dog. “You have us now.”

He shrugged free. “I’ll be sure to note that on my job application.” He was being an ass but he couldn’t help himself. Every fear he normally suppressed was riding him hard. “Talking me into lead vocals. What were you all thinking?” He pushed away from the wall. “What was I thinking?” As a lead guitarist he was used to attention, but not as the band’s anchor. He’d never been an anchor in his life.

The alley’s shadows called to him, tempting him to disappear. If darkness was his friend, hope was his bitterest foe. He fucking hated hope. And yet he was relying on that tiny wiggling squirming thing that wouldn’t die to explode into a performance that would kick-start not just his career, but the careers of his friends. “I don’t know if I can want something this badly again,” he admitted hoarsely.

“It’s been hard for all of us.”

“I’m not disputing that.” She couldn’t understand what it had cost him, as a self-protective loner, to give Rage everything and still not have it work out. It was a lot safer to revert to factory settings. Convince yourself that you never really wanted ‘it’ anyway—a home, a band, a dream.

“Hang in there.” The savagery in Seth’s voice made them both jump. He appeared in the doorway, auburn hair ablaze with the light behind him, his expression hard. “Just fucking hold on for the next hour, if not for me and Dimity and Jared, then for Jared and Kayla’s kids.”

When did I start collecting people I can’t let down? “If you want me inside,” Moss’s tone was equally savage as he accepted the inevitable, “then quit blocking my way.”

Unsmiling, Seth stepped aside. “We’ll kiss and make up later.”

“There’d better be tongue.” Shoving past him, Moss returned to the backstage dressing room, ducking as Jared fired something at him. A balled-up candy packet.

“I just ate my fucking body weight in M&M’s, thanks to you.” Disgusted, he wiped his palms on his jeans, leaving rainbow streaks on the faded denim. A blue smear marred his glossy black hair.

Moss’s despair grew. Dimity attempting empathy, Seth snarling, and Mr. Soulful covered in food coloring? Don’t tell me the end of the world isn’t nigh.

A tap on the door confirmed it. “You’re up,” a voice called.

Feeling as if he was about to face a firing squad, Moss stumbled to the middle of the room to bump fists with Seth and Jared.

“Let’s be gods, gentlemen.” Jared’s voice cracked as he voiced their former mantra for Rage.

“Right now I’ll settle for being a man,” Seth replied.

Moss glared at him. “Now your sense of humor returns?” He snapped his fingers. “Someone come up with a new mantra.”

Jared managed a weak grin. “Let’s not piss our pants?”

Seth laughed; Moss couldn’t. There was no reprieve for him this side of performance. His throat closed up. Assuming he could do more than squeak.

“Oh, for God’s sake.” Dimity yanked the door open. “Get out there and kick ass.”

* * *

“We have a surprise act for you tonight…”

The rest of the MC’s words were drowned out by a swell of applause and cheers.

The band had chosen The Comfort Zone for their first guerrilla gig because it had a reputation for showcasing future stars and they had history here, playing for other bands a few times when Rage was in hiatus. It was also Moss’s home from home. Gloomy and raggedy-edged, with an undercurrent of suppressed violence, the bar attracted outsiders who liked to push boundaries.

Tonight the crowd included music critics, vloggers, bloggers, a couple of producers, all hand-picked by Dimity. Knowing their manager, she was playing them off against each other. The band’s job was to wow these influencers. Hook, cause a stir, and start a revolution. For now, it was enough that Moss’s shaking legs carried him to the microphone, while he held his guitar across his body for protection.

The MC was still selling it.

“T-Minus 6 are giving us a taster of some of the new tracks on the album they’re releasing next month, and you’re the first in the fucking world to hear them…” More cheers. At least the crowd was primed. “…in advance of a concert tour early next year.”

Over four weeks the band would hit other small-but-hip clubs. Every one of the performances would be filmed to form the basis of a video for this song. With an effort, Moss avoided looking at the several cameras trained on him. Shit. In his nervousness he’d headed to his usual lead guitarist’s position instead of center stage.

“You might want to nudge to the right a little, mate,” Seth suggested behind him. Seated at his drum kit, wearing his usual shit-eating grin, the son of a bitch even played a drum roll as Moss strode across the stage, inciting laughter from the crowd.

He tried to match his bandmate’s ease, but his grin was a death mask. He cleared his throat. “It’s really great to be back in The Comfort Zone, in front of a discern—” His mic cut out.

He switched it off, then on, hating his trembling hands, then adjusted his earpiece. The venue’s techs started working frantically on the sidelines, tracking the problem to its source. Had the camera crew unplugged something?

Oh, fuck.

“Looks like our singer has a sound issue,” Jared said easily from his right. “Feel free to talk among yourselves until we sort it.”

If anything, the silence deepened as the crowd stared at Moss with a voyeuristic enjoyment. His legs wouldn’t stop shaking, he had to keep shuffling to hide it, and sweat beaded his forehead under the heat of the spotlight.

Fuck this. He started strumming, just to have something to do with his hands, not a song but an improvised riff that didn’t know where it was going. Seth picked up the beat, Jared added bass notes, and suddenly they had a melody, subversive and sly.

You have to make this work, there isn’t a life for you to go back to. Not one worth having.

On the sidelines the techs were still busy. Ignoring Dimity’s anxious face, Moss raised his voice over the meandering tune.

“So while we’re waiting, let me tell you about the name of the band…T-Minus 6. What the fuck is that about? When NASA is launching a rocket, takeoff minus six minutes is when they ignite the main engines.”

“You need a rocket under your microphone first,” yelled a heckler, and Moss forced himself to laugh with everyone else.

“T-Minus 6…” The mic buzzed on. Glancing sideways, he got a tech’s thumbs up. “…is the moment of truth when all the work pays off or the whole damn thing explodes.” He lifted a hand as a signal to Jared and Seth, and smoothly they all stopped playing. Hand raised, he waited. “Either way,” he said into the expectant silence. “We’ll be making a lot of noise.”

He howled the opening line of the song into the void, unaccompanied. Then he dropped his hand and the three of them unleashed a sonic boom of sound. Their first number was a statement of intent. We’re not going smaller than Rage. We’re going bigger. He couldn’t hear how people responded, but he could see it. Open mouths, wide eyes. He held his nerve. This was where he trusted his bandmates completely. When they were making music together.

They’d chosen songs that would showcase their unique perspectives. Jared’s tenderness as a husband and father, Seth’s fearless zest for life, and Moss’s dark cynicism.

Seth had written the lyrics to this one. It was his love song to a powerful woman and Moss sang it as the war anthem it was. Loud and passionate, defiant and sexy, with a dark seam of tenderness.

Meet me on the battlefield, baby, let’s bloody ourselves on love.

The music pulsed through the crowd, heads began to nod, limbs twitched.

If Zander’s voice had been a cathedral, Moss’s was an industrial warehouse—strong, with the beams exposed, the dirty end of baritone with tangled emotions and bare wiring. Raw. Jared and Seth added layers of tenor brightness in the chorus. By the second verse he’d forgotten his nerves in performance, had shoved his guitar around to his back, and was lost in the music.

The plan was to perform two high-energy numbers, then ease the crowd to earth with Kayla’s Song, Jared’s Grammy-nominated ballad for his wife, before ending the set with Moss’s subversive take on a love song.

But this one had to blow the minds of crowd and critics alike. First impressions mattered. He hit the last note and it fell into a silence that stretched as endlessly as his father’s last breath. Moss’s heartbeat sped up—as it had then, working twice as hard for both of them. And as he waited with bowed head he had the same thought.

Don’t abandon me. Please. This is the only home I know.





Chapter Three




The Comfort Zone was just as Lily Stuart remembered it.

Estrogen and testosterone mingling with intent. The beautiful crazies looking to score—sex, excitement, drugs, a celebrity. The band was already playing in the adjacent main bar and loud ricocheted off the walls as their song reached its crescendo, the singer’s howl sending a prickle down her spine—apprehension, intensity, excitement, an odd kind of energy. Whatever it was she didn’t like it.

For a moment, she nearly turned around.

Last time she’d visited as Stormy Hagen, she’d been waved through a VIP entrance on Zander Freedman’s arm—platinum blonde, big-breasted and brandishing her sexuality like a golden ticket.

That was how the women in her family defined success—finding a guy with money to take care of them. “We might not be blessed with brains,” her mother said, “but we are lookers.” Leaving out the part where keeping the guy seemed beyond them. Lily was investing in a different currency now, and this wasn’t her stage anymore.

But Dimity expected her support and this was their only chance for a best friends catch-up. She’d flown in from England this morning with the family she nannied for. Tomorrow they’d fly to Martha’s Vineyard for two weeks, with only a two-night stopover at Disneyland on the return journey. Shaking off her jetlag, she adjusted her tortoiseshell glasses and headed toward the music.

From the dismissive way his gaze flicked over her, the bouncer guarding the entrance to the VIP bar didn’t think she belonged either.

“Hi Warren, good to see you again.”

He returned a weary look that suggested a dozen people had already tried the “We’re friends!” gambit and failed to get entry. “No one gets in once the gig starts.”

“Dimity said she’d left a pass for me.” She showed him the text on her cell.

His eyes bugged as he did a double take. “Stormy?”

“I, ah…stopped wearing contacts.” Among other things. His gaze dropped to her much smaller breasts. “Yeah, I changed those, too.” He looked as horrified as if she’d lopped the penis off Michelangelo’s David. “It hits all the breast men hard,” she added, not unsympathetically.

Warren’s bull neck reddened. “Sorry I didn’t recognize you. It’s been a long time.”

She let him off the hook. “I’ve been working as a nanny in England for a year.”

“Wow.” He was desperately trying to keep his gaze on her face. “Quite a lifestyle change from dating rock stars.”

“Way fewer tantrums, that’s for sure.”

He laughed.

“Sounds as if the band is well underway.”

“Yeah, you better get in there if you want to catch their final song.” He thrust out a meaty hand. “Good to catch up.”

“Thank you.”

She could sense his disbelieving stare following her into the gloomy interior. A glance over her shoulder confirmed it. Maybe she could have applied heavier makeup and worn something more glamorous than a flesh-covering jersey dress, but she was making a statement. A personal one.

She was no longer Stormy Hagen and sexiness was no longer something she traded in. Like any recent convert she was finding it hard to find a middle ground. Who am I? What do I wear now? How do I express my femininity?

Applause rocked the house as she found a seat at the bar, near empty because people were pressing forward to get closer to the stage. A good sign. As she ordered an orange juice a guitar riff started and she swung on her stool to see Moss at the microphone, eyes closed as he channeled intensity into the first line of the next song.

If I’m so bad for you, baby, why do you keep coming back for more?

An overhead spotlight accentuated the shadows under his cheekbones and added mystery to the deep-set eyes under the arch of midnight brows. He’d grown his hair since she’d last seen him, and it hung straight and blunt-cut to the line of his stubborn jaw. He’d tucked it behind his ears, which would have given him a glossy, sleek look, except for the stubble that had nothing groomed about it. His was a face of contrasts, brutally handsome in the way of ancient marauders who’d picked up a few refined genes thanks to generations of pillaging defenseless villages.

Your lips tell me no, but your arms won’t let me go.

He opened his eyes. Cat’s-eye green. And just as penetrating. She shifted uneasily on her stool, though he couldn’t possibly see her.

Is it lust or is it love? Run away and we’ll never know. His gaze had always unsettled her; made her feel she’d snagged the attention of a carnivore. Like the men her mom would bring home—like Lily’s father probably, though she’d never known him. A man whose restless hunger was so deep-rooted, no woman was ever going to keep him satisfied, let alone tied to the porch. She knew Moss’s type too well. He would take and he would go.

The male bartender returned with her juice, and took her money with a professional smile. Loving that her looks no longer riveted men’s attention, she swung on her stool to catch the rest of Moss’s performance.

I’ll make one night last a lifetime…let this big, bad wolf in.

Count the bite marks tomorrow, babe. Tonight, we’re all about sin.

And there would be bite marks. When they’d moved in the same circles, Moss had reminded her of a kid gorging himself in an adult candy store. Others might view that as taking full advantage of a hit-the-jackpot opportunity; she’d seen someone who was worried that at any moment it would be taken away. Children who grew up neglected could never get enough as adults. Which was probably why she’d always been uncomfortable around him. She didn’t need reminding where she’d come from.

Believe me it’s true, I could fall for you.

She had to hand it to him though. If you wanted to carve your name in rock, you had to find real and true, and he sang with a husky melancholy that made a woman want to draw his head to her breast and tell him everything was going to be okay. That was the dangerous myth of hard rockers. They sang of love as if it was all they hoped for, but were wrecking balls when it came to fidelity and commitment.

Unfortunately, she’d once been one of those women who thought a warm smile and kind heart could change a bad boy.

She’d grown up in small-town Kansas and started modeling to supplement her earnings waitressing. Money was tight at home with two younger sisters at school, and Lily and her mom—when Dee Dee was working—both on minimum wage. At seventeen, she’d fallen in love with the photographer for a discount fashion catalog, Rob, who persuaded her to move to LA to “grow our careers.”

For the next two years she’d covered their rent by waitressing. It was Rob who talked her into implants. “You’ve got a pretty face but you need tits to match the hips if you want swimsuit and lingerie jobs.” The surgery was so successful that within six months, Rob had “sacrificed” his career to manage hers.

By the time Lily met Zander Freedman at a music video shoot, Rob had come out of the closet, and all her free time was spent on maintenance—manis, pedis, root touch-ups, skin treatments, lip plumpers, lash and hair extensions, exercise and dieting. But she had looks that made even rock icons stumble over their imaginations.

She’d fallen for the lead singer of Rage because his smile had promised shelter.

Turning her back on the stage, she sipped her orange juice. These days she saved herself.

* * *

By the end of the final chorus of Lead Me Into Temptation, half the crowd was dancing and some had picked up enough of the chorus to sing along. This time, there wasn’t a moment of shock before the applause started. This time Moss took the hoots and hollers of appreciation as the band’s right, and bowed. For one bright and shiny moment, he belonged.

Jared hooked one arm around his neck as they clattered, triumphant, offstage. “You did good.”

“Yeah?” The bassist had the best musical instincts of anyone. Moss’s relief was so great that, momentarily, he felt sick again.

“Yeah.” Jared mussed up Moss’s hair the way he did with his kids before releasing his arm lock. “And you handled the tech fail like a pro.”

“I came pretty close to breaking your new mantra…” He waited until Jared lifted dark brows, then added dryly, “Pissing myself.”

His bandmate laughed. “You and me both. Next time we’ll adopt Dimity’s if we can’t come up with better.”

Their manager was waiting in the side wings. “Nice job,” she told Moss with the crispness she hid behind when her emotions ran high. “Even I found you sexy, and I sleep with the sexiest guy in the band.”

“And don’t forget it.” Seth joined them, drenched from an impromptu drum solo, and tried to rub his sweaty face against his fiancée’s like a big tabby tiger.

“No!” She got a grip on his red hair and yanked but he only laughed and grabbed her fist. Bending his head, he kissed her passionately.

“Get a room,” Moss said, but he felt the same adrenaline surge. The euphoria—fuck, he’d missed this.

Seth lifted his head. “Good idea.” He started dragging Dimity backstage and ran into the bar’s owner.

“We need to book a gig while I can still afford you.”

“We’ll talk tomorrow,” Dimity promised as Seth continued to haul her away. “Guys, Stormy’s waiting for me at the bar, can you look after her for ten minutes?”

“Fifteen,” Seth corrected.

Moss grinned. “My pleasure.”

Stormy Hagen was a rock star’s wet dream, and he’d had a serious case of trophy girlfriend envy when he first met her. After she and Zander had ended their relationship she’d started serial dating, still choosing guys way above Moss’s pay grade.

Jared caught his arm to stop him leaving. “I’ll follow when I’ve called Kayla.” His wife and kids were visiting family in their hometown. “Don’t hit on Stormy in the meantime.”

“Who are you, her father?”

“Her friend.” Stormy had looked after Jared and Kayla’s kids on Rage’s final tour. “She’s a civilian now, leave her be.”

“What about our friendship?”

“Good point. For the sake of our friendship, leave her alone. She’s just got her head straight. The last thing she needs is you on a performance high trying to hook up with her.”

Moss tried to look hurt, but his bandmate was right. No sensible woman should come near him. “You’re making me sound shallow.”

“As my kids’ paddling pool. Come to think of it, Lily—that’s the name she’s going by—isn’t your type anymore.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Jared’s cell rang, stopping him from answering. He glanced at caller ID and his face lit up. “Hey babe, we killed it.” Moss headed for the bar, looking for Stormy. He liked to wind up his friends but however physically attractive he found Zander’s ex, he had no intention of doing anything about it. For one, she was too sweet, for two, she disliked him. And for three, she’d been hurt enough.

Though on Rage’s final tour leg, she’d shown intriguing signs of toughening up. On the private jet to London, when Jared and Kayla’s little monster Maddie had stopped by Moss’s seat demanding his attention, he’d been hungover and in no mood. “But your nanny can sit next to me.”

Stormy had rolled her eyes. “Bad boys are so last week.”

It was the first time he’d heard her anything other than pleasant. He’d liked the bite in her tone. He was a knockoff, a phony, and they both knew it, same as they both knew she was sweet and humble, because when you came from poor you became so damn grateful for any opportunity to step up. It had always irked him that he could see her dreams painted on a big pink helium balloon over her head—she and Zander, twin souls, with marriage, kids, and rocking chairs on the porch come the sunset years.

The surprise wasn’t that Zander had dumped her, but that their relationship had lasted as long as it did. Nearly eighteen months with the most driven, selfish, restless talent in rock was some achievement, though Stormy probably didn’t think so. It had been clear to Moss that they were wrong for each other on almost every level. You might as well throw water on a hot fat fryer. From what Dimity had said—yeah, he’d asked—Stormy was happier now. And he wanted to see how that looked on her.

“Hey, Moss, you were insanely good.” Chloe, a sexy brunette and club regular, grabbed his arm. They’d hooked up in Rage days and she had a very talented mouth. Her interest confirmed his success on stage—Chloe only picked up guys who were up-and-comers. Only a week ago she’d stared straight through him.

“Thanks.” Removing her hand, he smiled and moved on. Despite walking around the bar twice he couldn’t spot Stormy…Lily. Clearly, she wasn’t here. On the second pass one of his former suppliers offered him a line of coke, which he refused. No point indulging in habits he could no longer afford—financially or mentally.

His gaze settled on two women beckoning from the bar. Long-legged and hungry-eyed, with white teeth bared in admiring smiles, they were dressed for sexual conquest in full warpaint and figure-hugging minis. As he headed in their direction they parted like the Red Sea to make space for him, cramming a bespectacled woman into the corner.

In the dim light, her shoulder-length hair was neither brown nor blonde. She wore little makeup and a shapeless dress that skimmed her knees. Alongside the glamour girls she looked downright nun-like, but maybe that was her kink.

His cell beeped a text. Dimity.

Roy from Rolling Stone is raving about the performance. Wants to interview the band ‘in the moment’. Get back here.

Orders never sat well with him. He re-pocketed his cell. He’d done all the hard work he was going to do tonight; right now he was after easy.





Chapter Four




“Ladies, can I buy you a drink?”

“You sure can.” The woman Lily thought of as Shiny Blonde tossed her mane of hair, jostling Lily’s arm in the process. Juice slopped over the rim of her glass and she thrust it forward to avoid splattering her dress.

“There’s someone behind you,” she heard Moss caution.

Shiny Blonde shot a cursory glance over one gleaming shoulder, simultaneously moving to block Moss from Lily’s sight. “Oops, sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Lily said, mostly amused, but the other woman—a New Yorker, by her accent—had already turned away. Briefly, she considered standing on her barstool and identifying herself, before edging out of the kill zone, staying within earshot for entertainment.

“You guys were great out there tonight.” The brunette with Shiny Blonde took advantage of her friend’s brief lapse in attention.

“Thanks.”

“Hot,” she added. “Sexy as hell. And I’m Kim, by the way.”

“You’re making me blush, Kim-by-the-way.”

Grinning, Lily dried her fingers with a cocktail napkin. Moss was well aware of the effect he had on females. Bless his entitled little rock-star heart.

“And I’m Vicky who likes to party.” Shiny Blonde layered so much husky into her voice, she should be hauling a sled in Siberia.

The bartender plonked another orange juice in front of Lily and jerked his head in Moss’s direction. “He says it’s to make up for the spilled drink.”

Since Lily wasn’t dazzling Stormy anymore that left…manners. Who knew? Surprised, she glanced over, but Shiny Blonde still blocked her view. “Tell him thanks.” Her cell chirped from her bag. Retrieving it, she saw a text from Dimity.

Won’t be long. Did Moss find you?

She kept her response truthful. All good, see you soon.

“So, those lyrics…let’s make memories.” Beside her, Shiny Blonde leaned forward, probably to give Moss a look at her impressive cleavage. “You open to new ones?”

“Depends what kind of memories you’re looking for.”

“X-rated, of course.”

Lily turned a laugh into a cough. Over Shiny Blonde’s shoulder, Moss’s green eyes suddenly pinned hers.

For a moment she thought he recognized her, but he returned to his conversation without missing a beat, unlike her heart, which missed several. Damn, the guy could still unsettle her. Maybe she wouldn’t tease him about this later.

Another ten minutes of flirting and the deal was done. Unsurprisingly, Shiny Blonde won. Lily had noticed on tour he liked the tough chicks, the scalp collectors. As they walked past to the exit, she chanced another glance. Moss’s hand was on the upper curve of Shiny Blonde’s rounded ass, staking a temporary claim. Hers was buried in the pocket of his jeans.

She turned to the bar to see Kim-by-the-way staring disconsolately into her drink and stopped finding the situation so funny. Someone always got their feelings hurt. “You lucked out there,” she offered, and the brunette glanced over.

“What?”

“I went home with him last week.” She spaced her hands five inches apart. “Teeny-tiny.” Sorry, Moss, but feelings matter.

Kim said suspiciously, “You don’t look his type.”

Lily beamed. “That’s a sweet thing to say.”

The other woman picked up her bag. “Weirdo,” she accused as she left, passing Dimity, who was approaching from the other direction.

As Stormy, Lily had made few female friends. The platinum hair, fake tits, and collagen-enhanced pout encouraged other women to view her as competition, a phony, or a sell-out. Zander’s PA had fallen into the last camp. Until Lily understood how precarious the position of a bombshell was—newer models were coming onto the lot all the time—she lived with it. After a childhood of benign neglect, there was a thrilling kind of power in being admired, flattered, paid for, and pampered. And Zander’s emotional unavailability was something she’d grown up with. She knew how to be an underappreciated support act.

Turned out Dimity had some experience of that, too. Funny what commonalities brought people together. Waving to catch her friend’s attention, Lily braced herself for the usual reaction she got from people seeing her for the first time since her make-under. Blankness, dawning recognition, followed by shock. Yep, all there.

“You were the person who suggested I match my outsides to my insides to get what I wanted,” she reminded Dimity when she was within earshot. A job working with children. A man who wanted to settle down. A regular life.

“There is such a thing as too real. Are you wearing any makeup? No, don’t hug me.” Lily ignored her. Dimity might act like the queen of mean girls but underneath her tough exterior lived a Rottweiler with a heart of gold. For a beat, maybe two, her friend returned the hug, then wriggled free. “Enough mushiness.”

Lily laughed. “I thought you might have mellowed now you’re in love.”

“No, I’m as heartless as I always was,” Dimity said, but when Seth joined them a few minutes later, Lily saw that wasn’t true. Everything about her friend softened as she smiled at her man.

Tears prickled her eyes—she was a romantic—but she removed her glasses and blotted them surreptitiously against Seth’s T-shirt when he gave her a hug. No need to ask if he was happy. He’d always had the sun god thing going on but when he looked at Dimity he was in danger of becoming radioactive. “My fiancée mentioned you’d ditched the implants,” he said, holding her away to smile into her eyes. “You look bloody great.” One of the Kiwi’s many gifts was non-judgment.

She replaced her glasses. “I feel great.”

“Congratulations on passing your GED.”

“Thank you, Seth.” He was such a nice guy. And perfect for Dimity. She’d conquer the world and lay it at his feet, while he provided an emotional haven.

“We left Jared holding the fort with Rolling Stone magazine while we grab Moss for a band interview. Isn’t he with you?”

“No. He…ah…left with a new friend.”

“Left?” Frowning, Dimity turned from ordering champagne. “He can’t have seen my text.”

An image of Moss glancing at his cell flashed through Lily’s mind. It seemed safer to say nothing.

Dimity was already on her phone. “It’s going to message… Moss, where the hell are you? This is important.”

Seth pulled out his cell. “Let me try.” He switched it on and paused. “He already sent me a text.” He read it aloud. You and Jared will be better at saying all the right things.

Dimity’s blue eyes narrowed. “That’s a bullshit excuse.” Pulling a face, she looked at Lily. “I’m so sorry, but I have to go placate the music journalist.”

Seth laid a hand on his fiancée’s shoulder. “Stay and have one drink at least—I’ve got this.”

Dimity hesitated, some silent communication passed between them, and she nodded.

Wow, the control freak delegating? This man was seriously good for her.

“Lily, we’ll catch up another time.” Seth bent to kiss her goodbye. “You can meet our fur baby.”

“I feel like I already know Madeleine through the puppy pictures Dimity posted on Instagram. She’s getting quite maternal.”

Dimity shuddered. Her baby phobia was funny and real.

“I caught her holding Rocco’s hand at Christmas,” Seth confided. Rocco was Jared and Kayla’s nearly two-year-old.

“He grabbed me,” Dimity protested. “That toddler’s got a grip like a wrestler.”

Lily exchanged smirks with Seth.

“Don’t do that,” Dimity warned. “I am not cute.”

“Punish me later, Honey B.” With a wink, Seth left for the interview.

As Dimity paid for two flutes of champagne, Lily said curiously, “Moss is giving you a hard time?”

“Heard that saying, ‘You can bring a horse to water but you can’t make the stubbornly independent ass drink’?”

She tried not to laugh and failed.

“Shut up.” Dimity’s lips twitched as she handed Lily a glass. “In me that quality is charming.” Her amusement fading, she added gloomily, “I even tried empathy tonight. It didn’t work. Not one of my talents.”

“It’s not surprising he has an issue with authority,” Lily reminded her, “given his background.”

“Well, he needs to brush the chip off his shoulder and start seeing the benefits of teamwork. Anyway, enough on wrangling rock stars, tell me about this new course you’re doing.”

“It’s an online degree program in Early Childhood Education.” Lily couldn’t keep the excitement out of her voice.

“You’ve achieved so much in a year.” Dimity beamed like a proud mama. “Especially considering you’ve been nannying fulltime.”

“It’s amazing how much energy you free up when you don’t have to inspire men to take care of you.” To say she was ambivalent about her former self was an understatement. She added shyly, “I’m actually quite good at studying…who knew?”

“I did,” Dimity said. “I only have smart friends.”

“Thank you for pushing me.”

“Much as I’d love to take all the credit, it was probably the platinum hair dye that was impairing your learning.”

“Still can’t take a compliment, can you, skinny bitch?” Lily said fondly, as they tapped champagne flutes.

“No, I can’t, Suckerlips. Wait…” Dimity peered closer. “Did you stop getting collagen shots?”

This woman had eyes like a hawk. “Yes, and put on a stone. I no longer live on salads or spend more than ten minutes applying makeup and I feel a million bucks. No one makes assumptions about me based on my looks anymore…except that I’m a nerd maybe,” she added hopefully.

“Is that what that awful dress is about?” Dimity shook her head. “We nerds can still wear makeup and be beautiful, FYI.”

She ignored that. “Eventually I’ll have my own childcare center and the experience to handle your type A kids.” Saying it aloud made her giddy. Little Irene Lily Stuart, too scared to put up her hand in class for extra help, working in education.

Dimity nearly choked on her champagne. “Seth and I are nowhere near ready to have that conversation yet.”

“Of course not,” Lily soothed. “You have to conquer the rock world first.” She suspected her friend was desperate to overcome her fear of babies, because their complete helplessness unnerved her. And Dimity hated being unnerved. Diplomatically, she changed the subject. “What’s the latest on the wedding?”

“We’re working with immigration.” She and Seth had hoped to marry quickly, but with Rage disbanded, the New Zealander’s US work visa needed careful handling. “Listen, I have something to tell you and I don’t want you to freak out.”

“Okaaay.” If Dimity was afraid to tell her something it had to be bad.

“I got an email from Travis Calvert this morning, asking if I knew how to contact you.”

Make that very bad. Dating Rage’s original guitarist, to punish Zander for breaking up with her, had been the worst rebound decision she’d ever made. “What did you reply?” she asked carefully.

“I told him not to hold his breath.”

Lily swirled the champagne in her glass until it made a whirlpool. “That’s a shame. I’d love him to hold his breath.”

Dimity nodded approval. “I knew I could bring out the bitch in you if we became friends.”

People generally described Lily as sweet and nurturing. She was still that person—mostly—but she’d toughened up with brutal self-honesty. Which was why she was uncomfortable in this place. She didn’t want to remember that once she’d been Shiny Blonde, but without the smarts to stop herself getting hurt.

Dimity’s cell beeped a text. “Damn. The journalist wants to schedule a photo shoot. Why don’t you come with me? I can introduce you to some cool people.”

For a moment she misheard ‘cool’ as ‘cruel.’ Wow, this place really was throwing up bad memories.

She’d always felt a phony among the cool kids, trying too hard, caring too much. Pretending to be someone she wasn’t. Equating attention with affection.

“Thanks, but the kids will be up at five-thirty. And this…” Lily’s gesture encompassed her surroundings. “This isn’t my world anymore.”



Chapter Five


“Stormy…it’s Travis.”

Two weeks later, Lily dropped the Mickey Mouse backpack she was filling with toddler supplies and stabbed at the ‘end call’ button like a recovering arachnophobe squashing a spider.

Seconds later her cell beeped a text. We need to talk.

Unfortunately, cockroaches were harder to kill. No interest. Zilch. How did you get this number?

Dimity passed it on.

She chewed the inside of her cheek, her unseeing gaze on Henry, aged three, who was crawling commando-style under and between the hotel beds instead of settling to his morning nap. If Dimity had surrendered her number, this wasn’t just important. It was dread-inducing important. Arming herself with anger, she hit redial.

Travis picked up on the first ring.

She didn’t bother with a preamble. “Just tell me it’s not an STD.” They’d used condoms, but she’d been so wasted in the week they’d hooked up, maybe her recent medical had missed something.

He huffed out a laugh. “That’s harsh.”

Even his voice made her skin crawl. “No, harsh was leaving me stranded in Vegas.” This man represented the rock bottom of her old life. She moved to the window, looked down on the happiest place on earth, and lowered her voice. “What do you want?”

“Remember that sex tape we made?”

Her relief was as enormous as her contempt. “You’ve confused me with another hook-up.”

“In Vegas, we got high and we made a sex tape,” he persisted.

Unconsciously, she wrapped her fist in the hem of her purple T-shirt. “I would never have agreed to that.”

Through the gauzy curtain, she looked down toward the hotel pool where her employers were entertaining their nine-month-old and four-year-old. Lily had been catching up on kids’ chores while she waited for Henry to crash. Up at five a.m., he was normally out cold by now.

“Babe, it was your idea.” He was getting impatient now. “We were both pissed after arguing with Zander and we did more drinking, more pills. You said it would be fun to make a sex tape and send it to him. It starts with us both mooning the camera and yelling, ‘This is for you, asshole.’”

All she could dredge from her memory was Travis’s anger the next morning, when he’d accused her of still being in love with her ex. It was the truth. Hungover and sick, she’d been too dehydrated to cry when he’d stormed out of their hotel room. It hurt remembering how many poor decisions she’d been making then.

“I kept it,” he said, when she didn’t respond. “You never followed up so I figured you were cool with it.”

Visual evidence of how low she’d sunk after Zander dumped her? “Not cool,” she managed. “Not cool at all. Destroy it.” She struggled to keep the panic out of her tone. Stormy was a skin she’d shed. “Now, while I’m on the phone.”

“I can’t. My cell was stolen last week and—”

“You stored a copy on your phone?” She groped behind her for the bed and sat down.

Henry stuck his head out from under the bed base and gave her a cheeky grin before disappearing again.

“It gets worse,” Travis said grimly. “Today it was uploaded to the Internet.”

The blow was so annihilating that she put a hand over her heart to check it was beating. When she was seven, she’d stayed overnight at a school friend’s farm—this was before people stopped their kids playing with Dee Dee Hagen’s daughter—and witnessed the casual slaughter of half a dozen chickens. Mesmerized, horror-stricken, she’d watched their headless bodies flap and convulse around the yard and asked her friend’s dad, “How come they don’t know they’re dead yet?”

“I’m trying to get an injunction to have it taken down, but you know how these things play.”

She did. When she and Zander broke up, the press had been vultures, picking over every aspect of their relationship, following her into markets and the gym, chasing heartbreak shots. This would grow and grow until there was no oxygen left in the air.

Henry was trying to stuff his teddy bear into the backpack she’d dropped. Teddy’s bright button eyes peered up between his furry legs. Oh God, people are going to watch the most shameful episode of my life. Removing her glasses, she lay down on the bed and pressed her face into the pillow, her new life folding like a house of cards.

Travis was still talking. “It’s likely to go viral when the press get hold of it. I thought you should know.” He paused expectantly. “Stormy…you there?”

She turned her face free of the pillow. “I think I would have preferred the STD.”

After the call ended she couldn’t seem to get up. Henry pottered around happily, bringing her gifts that he laid by her face…a piece of giant red Lego, his shoe, his sister’s pacifier. When he tired of the game he crawled onto the mattress with her and cuddled close, clearly thinking they were going to nap together. Blindly, she rested her face on his silky curls, listening to him suck his thumb until he fell asleep.

It isn’t fair. The thought chased its tail around her head. Not when she’d worked so hard to reclaim her self-respect. Not when she’d finally found her meaningful life.

You dated Travis to hurt Zander. Maybe this is karma? No, that was victim thinking and she didn’t do that anymore. Her days of being a passivist were over. No one deserved the kind of public humiliation coming her way.

Henry murmured in his sleep, reminding her that she wasn’t the only one affected by this. Falling apart was a luxury she couldn’t afford. The press would be trying to track her down the moment they discovered the tape.

Rolling off the mattress, she found her glasses, buried under the pillow and jammed them on. I have to protect this family. With shaking hands she checked her schedule for the coming weeks, then took a deep breath and made her first call.

* * *

“We’ll weather this,” Lucinda—Lady Spencer-Fleming—said ninety minutes later when Lily met them in the hotel foyer with Henry to go to lunch. The thirty-five-year-old tightened her hold on the active baby on her lap. “We Brits are good at weathering weather. Anyway, we’re returning to England the day after tomorrow.”

“British journalists are worse than Americans,” Lily reminded her.

The gutter press had run stories when she’d started working for the Spencer-Flemings a year earlier, calling her the au PAIR instead of the nanny. They did so love their clever word play.

Are Lord and Lady Spencer-Fleming our most eccentric peers? They’ve employed Stormy Hagen, best known for modeling saucy calendars and dating rock ‘royal’ Zander Freedman, to look after their children.

They’d illustrated it with a five-year-old topless shot with two Union Jacks artfully hiding her nipples. Oh yeah, they’d had fun. She resisted the urge to press her fingers to her temple. And that would be nothing to this. Travis had been lead guitarist in Rage for close to two decades before the band imploded and Zander went on to reinvent it. The two men hated each other.

Zander was in the headlines again thanks to his biographer fiancée’s tour memoir, and a stalker siege a couple months back. So his ex-girlfriend bumping uglies with his bitterest rival wouldn’t sink unnoticed into the swamp.

Lucinda didn’t look convinced.

“The paparazzi will follow me every time I leave the house,” Lily explained. “We’re talking parks, markets, nursery school. If you keep me on, your morals and your fitness as parents will come under the microscope. They’ll approach your neighbors for their opinions, your friends, your newsagent. They’ll take photos of your kids.” Lucinda was shaking her head, so Lily turned to James. Like her, he was a pragmatist.

“It’s not bloody fair,” he said.

Over by reception a stocky guy started fiddling with a camera and Lily tensed, but an elderly woman joined him and they carried on to the elevators.

She returned her attention to her employers. “I need to leave before the story breaks and the press track me here. The good news”… Oh, yes, let’s accentuate the positive…”is that there’s a reputable agency who can send a nanny to cover the remainder of your stay.”

She handed Lucinda a piece of paper with the number. “This doesn’t have to ruin Disneyland for the kids. I feel terrible for the short notice but you don’t want to be connected with me. Luckily few people know what I look like now, or that I’m using my father’s surname, so you can tell everyone that I stopped working for you before Christmas. That will create a buffer for you.”

She glanced over to the atrium fountain, where their two older children were dropping a coin in the water and making a wish. Please let this be a bad dream I can wake up from.

“And delete all recent photos of me with the kids.”

James nodded. He owned a tech company, so if anyone could cover her digital tracks he could. “What about money? We can—”

“Thanks, but I have money.” She didn’t mention how little. The surgery had taken most of her savings. “I’m so sorry for bringing trouble to your door. I’ll also talk to a British agency about finding you a permanent replacement.”

“Don’t be silly,” James said stoutly. “You’ve become part of our family. We want you back when this settles down.”

“Thank you.” They’d probably change their mind if they watched the tape. But she didn’t have time to grieve. She had to leave before the press connected blonde, buxom Stormy with brunette, bespectacled Lily. “I need to pack.”

Lucinda blinked away tears. “Do you have a place to stay?”

Keep it together, Lily told herself. Just a little longer. “A friend is picking me up.” Travis had to divulge the truth to Dimity to get Lily’s number and she’d immediately phoned with an offer of help.

I thought the days of being the dumb broad who needed rescuing were behind me.

With a monumental effort, she concentrated on the task at hand. “I’ve told Bree,”—the four year old—“that I’m visiting my mom and to phone me whenever she wants.” At least being on holiday with her parents would ease the transition. The other children were too small to miss her for long. The loss is all mine. “Obviously, that goes for you too.” Excusing herself, she returned to her room to pack then ticked off her most unpleasant task by calling her mother.

“So I guess this means the press are gonna come knocking on my door again,” Dee Dee said with such relish that Lily felt sick. Her mother’s favorite show was Keeping Up with the Kardashians and her own life had been a white trash version of it, with roughneck boyfriends, screaming matches, and repo crises. She’d strutted around like queen of the coop when Lily had dated Zander. “The neighbors can take that and shove it up their disapproving asses.” She’d then advised Lily to ditch contraception. “Once you’ve had a kid with him, you’ll never have to work again.”

All evidence to the contrary in her own case. Of her three daughters, only one had a father who’d accepted any financial responsibility and he’d been smart enough to pay expenses directly until he’d won custody. For the first time Lily was glad she didn’t share a surname with her sisters; they wouldn’t suffer repercussions from this. Not that they were close. Polly had turned to religion as an antidote to her childhood and cut all contact; Susan lived with a biker gang.

There was a sucking sound as Dee Dee dragged on a cigarette. “Do you think that bastard slipped something into your drink? We could sue.”

So much hope when dollars might be involved. “I wasn’t drugged.” The last thing Lily needed was her mother stirring up more publicity. “The sex was consensual.”

“Don’t talk all fancy now you’re working for lords and ladies.”

“Travis didn’t make me do it, Mom.” There was no point admitting she couldn’t remember agreeing to a video; she didn’t doubt consent. “But neither of us meant for it go public. I’m just giving you a heads-up so you’re not caught unawares if anyone comes looking for me or asking questions.”

“I won’t stand by and let anybody bad-mouth my sweetest girl.”

Exactly what I’m afraid of. “And I appreciate it,” she lied. “But you usually end up losing your temper.” Her mother always made a bad situation worse. The only filters Dee Dee Hagen employed were in her hand-rolled cigarettes.

Which was why Lily hadn’t told her about the breast surgery, or shared recent pictures. Her mother had created enough fuss when she’d confessed to darkening her hair.

“Norma Jean would never have become Marilyn Monroe if she’d stayed a brunette, honey.” And might have lived beyond thirty-six if she had, Lily had thought at the time. But you didn’t argue with Mom, who saw herself as a morality tale for her girls—not to work harder or make better choices, but to be more cunning about how they gamed the system.

“I hate that you’re being exploited like this, honey.”

The unexpected support made Lily’s throat tighten. “Thank you, Mom, it’s tough.”

“Is it worth getting an agent? There must be some way to make money off it. I’m thinking of Kim Kadashian…and who was the other one, years back? She had a city name. London, Sydney…Paris!”

Many people finished calls with family feeling restored and supported. Lily hung up exhausted and demoralized. Her mother hadn’t even suggested coming home. In Dee Dee’s mind, even fame’s poor cousin, notoriety, was an opportunity Lily should be staying in LA to take advantage of.

* * *

Three hours after she’d taken Travis’s call, Lily was climbing into the soft leather passenger seat of Dimity’s BMW coupe outside the hotel’s entrance. Waving to the Spencer-Fleming family, she said through a gritted smile, “Drive.”

Dimity hit the accelerator. The moment they were out of sight, Lily broke down.

“Sorry.” Removing her glasses, she groped for tissues in her bag.

“I’d cry too,” Dimity said grimly.

“Crying solves


































OEBPS/Images/cover.png
a ROCK SOLID 8N





