
  
     
  


  
     


    Stay For Me


    


    


    


    Tam DeRudder Jackson

  


  
     Stay For Me


    Copyright 2023 Tam DeRudder Jackson


    All rights reserved


    


    This publication in its entirety nor any part of this book thereof can be reproduced, stored in, or introduced into a retrieval system or transmitted in any form, electronic, physical, or mechanical, or by any means. This includes recording, photocopying, or storage in any informational system without the prior written permission of the copyrights holder, except for the use of brief excerpts in a book review.


    


    This is a work of fiction. References to events, places, people, brands, media, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to events, places, brands, media, incidents, or people living or dead is purely coincidental.


    


    Editor: Nikki Busch Editing


    Cover Design: Steamy Designs


    Formatting: Damonza.Com

  


  
     



    


    In loving memory of my parents,


    Frank and Sharon DeRudder.


    

  


  
 [image: top]     Chapter One


    Olivia


    Seeing him again was inevitable.


    I just didn’t expect it to hurt this much.


    Ten years ago, Garrett Phillips made a decision. Fine. Maybe I helped him make that decision, but that’s beside the point. He chose to go with “his boys” and leave me in the dust of a ratty old tour bus. The memory gripped my heart, sharp pain lancing through it, and I gasped in a breath. Curling my hands over the back of my chair, I stared at the man on the screen in front of me. There he was, looking ridiculously hot in an Armani suit that fit him like he owned the company. Unlike “his boys” who showed up on the red carpet—again—wearing cheap T-shirts beneath their five thousand dollar suits, he actually wore a silk dress shirt and a tie. He’d cut his hair since the last time I Googled him. Short looked good on him.


    Who was I kidding? I’d liked his hair any way he wore it. Sometimes, like now, I could still feel his thick, coarse mane sliding through my fingers. On cue, that thought led to what we’d been doing the last time I had my fingers in his hair, and my body flashed fire.


    “You okay, boss? You look a little flushed,” Jeremy Rowland, my assistant said. “Would you like me to grab you a water?”


    I blinked, and the world righted itself again. Wrapping my hand around my mic, I nodded. “That would be great. Thanks.”


    Blowing out a long breath, I willed myself to let go of the past. Garrett Phillips managed Balefire, the biggest rock band on the planet, but tonight, it was my job to make sure the bad boys of rock ’n’ roll behaved on live television. Or, at least, I could control the narrative with quick, creative editing if the situation called for it. Judging from what I’d seen when I studied previous Grammy productions in preparation for directing this one, Balefire could, and likely would, cause a ruckus at some point in the show. I needed to be ready.


    If life were different, I might have coordinated with Garrett, had his help in making sure his boys played nice for national TV. I might have had him.


    Squeezing my eyes shut, I willed my mind to focus, to stay on point for the task at hand. I was well aware that landing the job of directing the Grammys—a woman at thirty-three—was a monumental deal. I landed the gig because I was a rock star director and producer in my own right, something I needed to remember. If I wanted to run a large studio someday, which had always been the goal, I couldn’t blow my first big chance. Especially not for a man who couldn’t wait to start his dream, even if it meant leaving love behind.


    “Here you go, boss.” Jeremy handed me my water and glanced at the screen in front of me. “Wow! Is that Balefire?” The awe in his voice revealed a true fan.


    “All four of them with their ladies.”


    “No doubt they’re going home with hardware tonight. They’re legit!”


    Arching a brow, I reminded him where we were and what he was supposed to be doing.


    “Sorry, Olivia. Sorry.” A sheepish smile slipped over his features. “It’s just—it’s Balefire.”


    Like that explained everything.


    Which it did. Damn it.


    It was difficult to hear my colleague over the screaming fans lining the red carpet. Staring at the screen and listening to the commentary through my headphones told me all about what an incredible job Garrett had done as a manager, making Balefire into a household name all over the world. The band sold out arenas wherever they played. Every one of their albums had gone platinum, except for their first one, which only hit gold. No doubt, the players were stunningly talented musicians and song writers in their own right, but they never would have come this far without the shrewd management of one man. To my disgust, my eyes strayed back to Garrett.


    Though each member of Balefire escorted a beautiful woman, no one was holding onto Garrett’s arm. Somehow, being on his own made him even more dangerous. Somehow, it would have been easier to see him again in person for the first time in ten years if he’d been with someone. Questions swirled through my head. Was he with someone but choosing to go solo tonight? Was he single? Was he still anything like the excited and exciting young man with stars in his eyes who left me behind to chase a different dream? Google never divulged these details, which left me to speculate.


    “Zoom in on Cristy Valor and Adam Tron, please,” I directed into my mic. Immediately, all the feeds switched from the entire band to the bass player and the pop diva who’d joined Balefire during their last tour. With Tron’s tall, dark good looks and Cristy’s blond pixie cut and delicate features, the two made a stunning couple. Add to that the story of how her Be Valorous Foundation to put an end to child marriage came to be, and the two of them would be a massive draw during the ceremonies.


    On cue, our red carpet commentator stepped over to them.


    “Thank you, Natasha, for asking,” Cristy said. “It’s the goal of the foundation to make it illegal for any girl younger than age eighteen to marry for any reason in any state in the US. Since only adults eighteen and older can divorce, it seems only right that only adults can marry. Anyone can help our cause by joining the Be Valorous Foundation.”


    Natasha turned her mic to Tron. “I understand Balefire is part of the foundation?”


    “One hundred percent.”


    He stared into Cristy’s eyes with his heart in his.


    “Hold the camera on them. We need this,” I said into my mic.


    When Cristy turned away from Tron’s stare, I instructed the camerawoman and Natasha to move on to Parker Malone and Jennifer Hartwell, two major movie stars who attended the Grammys as presenters, more so to be seen than anything else. We gave them two seconds and moved on to Lady Gaga who put on a show as only she could. The woman was every director’s dream.


    On it went until all the stars took their seats in the cavernous space of the Crypto.com Arena, more widely known as the Staples Center. I hadn’t seen Garrett during rehearsals, which wasn’t exactly a surprise. The band didn’t need their manager with them when they rehearsed, I supposed. Balefire would play their song with Cristy Valor, the one currently tearing up the charts, as one of the first songs to open the show. Later on in the production, they’d be playing their number one hit, “Fire Me Up,” one of their other songs with several nominations. The band was a musical juggernaut. As Jeremy rightly speculated, they’d win multiple awards tonight, no doubt.


    Another certainty popped into my head. Garrett would be at the after-parties, the ones that, as director of the show, I was expected to attend. Any other time, I’d relish the opportunity to hang out with so many major musicians. But the idea of seeing Garrett again left a Gordian knot of gargantuan proportions twisting in my stomach.


    Knowing this would be my only moment of calm for the next three hours, I finished off my water in one long swig when we cut to commercial and opening credits. Pulling in a long breath, I held it, pasted on my best smile, and spoke into my mic. “Okay, folks, this is where shit gets real. Let’s make this one the most memorable events of the season.”


    🎵


    “That’s not the song they rehearsed, boss,” my assistant director communicated as Balefire took the stage for their second song.


    “I can hear that. I can also hear how incredible this song is. Seems like they’re debuting something new, and we’re recording it first. Do not—I repeat—do not cut the sound. Set the timer back one second for censoring if we have to, but keep that feed rolling.”


    As Balefire antics went, debuting a new song live on the Grammys was tame. I had to hand it to them; it was a hell of a statement. The rumors of the band breaking up had run rampant since Cristy Valor joined their tour last summer and again when it came out that she and Adam Tron were an item. But this anthem to the importance of brotherhood and the strong bond the band enjoyed shot down all the rumors. Not that I believed journalists in the tabs would be deterred from spreading them. The band probably didn’t believe one song would end the rumors either.


    Afterward, Parker Malone and Jennifer Hartwell stepped out onstage together to announce the vocal event of the year. I doubt anyone was surprised when they opened the envelope and said, “Balefire with special guest Cristy Valor.”


    “Did you like that little tune we played just now?” Blu Connolly asked as he held his Grammy statue up. “This kick-ass lady”—he pointed at Cristy Valor—“is a blast to work with. But she’s not breaking up Balefire.”


    “Thank you guys for inviting me to your party,” Cristy said. “And thank you for supporting me and the Be Valorous Foundation.”


    Adam Tron pulled her in for a one-armed hug and a lingering kiss to the side of her temple. Like every other woman watching, I imagine, I couldn’t help but swoon a little at the casual way he showed the world how much Cristy meant to him.


    Garrett used to be sweet like that too.


    As soon as that thought intruded, I shook my head to send it packing. The days of caring affection from my college sweetheart were long past. I had a job to do, one I was determined would make me a sought-after director for every music-related production in Hollywood. I couldn’t let a long-ago love distract me from the ultimate goal.


    🎵


    More than anything, I wanted to slide into a chair, put my feet up, and let the final applause wash over me. Of course, that wasn’t an option.


    “That’s a wrap. Great work, everyone. Thank you.”


    “Nice job, boss.” Natasha’s voice was the first I heard in my headset, followed by Jeremy, several members of the camera crew, and the team sitting in front of the monitors in front of me in the control room. When the final credits rolled, we shut off our mics, took off our headsets, and let out an unprofessional whoop! Not since my days as a member of the crew for our college theater productions had I done that.


    Like lifting a lead cape off my shoulders, the pressure released, and I could breathe for the first time in months. Closing my eyes, I absorbed the good will of my team. Then the thought of ratings intruded, and the pressure dropped on me again. At least I could breathe for a minute.


    “Olivia, the car is waiting outside. Time to bask in the glow of your success,” Jeremy said with a smile.


    Nodding to the rest of my team, I followed my assistant out of the studio to the waiting town car. The first stop was the producers’ party. As the biggest party of the night, it stood to reason that Balefire would be there, which meant Garrett would be there as well.


    Time to face the music.
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    Garrett


    Lucky for me, the band had won three Grammys this year. Quite a feat for a rock ’n’ roll outfit in a genre that filled stadiums but didn’t wow critics. Didn’t mean I wasn’t still on probation with them. Ten years of managing these boys to the heights of fame and fortune, and they wanted to jettison me. For what? For love? They had all the women in the world at their feet. What could possibly be the draw of settling down with one?


    I snagged a flute of champagne from a passing waiter and made my way over to the band where they were posing for photos, their hands full of statues.


    “Get in here, Garrett. Show off with us,” Blu said, a big grin on his face.


    I stepped over to where they stood in front of a screen and looped my arm over Blu Connolly’s shoulders. Out of the original members of the band, surprisingly, Blu had been the most forgiving. After everything that went down, I’m not sure I deserved that, but I’d take it.


    Right as the camera’s flash went off, I turned my eyes to my guys and raised my glass to them. The move was deliberate, of course, immortalizing my devotion—and my pride—in their accomplishments. When the pics hit the tabs and the band saw them, they’d have to see that everything I’d ever done had been for them.


    After the photographer had his fill of Balefire, he motioned to his assistant who scurried off in the direction of Bruno Mars. Taking that cue, I carefully herded the band, now numbering eight with all their women, to a spot where we could talk for a minute without having to shout at each other over the din of the party revving into overdrive.


    “You guys want to pack around that hardware all night?” I indicated their awards. “Or do you want me to see to it that they end up in your car?”


    “Maybe we should grab one of those trolleys”—Dakota nodded at a nearby drinks cart where waitstaff were busy filling glasses with champagne—“and push our statues around with us.” He laughed uproariously at his idea while Jack Whitehorse rolled his eyes. Jack seemed to be the only person who was able to simultaneously jerk Dakota Perri’s chain and calm him down. It was fascinating to watch.


    Ever the steady one, Adam Tron said, “Let’s put the bling in the car.”


    With a nod in his direction, I pulled out my cell and shot off a quick text. Things hadn’t quite turned out the way I envisioned when we took on our first intern. Annabelle Stewart had been an incredible asset—and someone I’d wanted to know much better—yet now she sported a monster diamond on her left hand courtesy of Dakota Perri and no longer worked for Balefire. But she showed me how great it can be to have someone on the road with us to handle all the minutiae while I concentrated on the big picture. As if by magic, Landon Berg, our new intern, stood beside me.


    “What do you need, sir?”


    “I need you to take the band’s hardware out to the town car.”


    He nodded.


    “And stop calling me ‘sir.’”


    “Sir Garrett, the wonder manager,” Dakota said. His tone was playful, but his eyes, as always these days, were watchful.


    With a shrug and smirk in his direction, I returned my attention to my assistant. “You’ll have to figure out a system for ferrying the bling in and out of parties since I imagine this bunch will want to show off everywhere we go.”


    “Damn straight we will,” Blu said. “We aren’t Grammy virgins, but somehow, these feel even bigger than the first one we won.” He hugged his fiancée, Ashleigh Baker, close to his side and smacked a kiss on her cheek, making it obvious what he was on about.


    As I watched his antics, the champagne in my stomach soured.


    Right there. That was the problem. My boys were no longer mine.


    For now, I still managed the band, but their women managed each of them. With the exception of Jack’s wife Clio, I’d made mistakes with all of those women, mistakes the guys were still making me pay for. Somehow, I’d never found the words to convince them that everything I did had been for them, for their success. Because without them, where did I belong?


    🎵


    Celebrities crowded around the band, Parker Malone and Jennifer Hartwell being among the hangers-on. Jennifer had made it no secret she wanted Balefire to write a song for their upcoming movie. Guess she thought if she hung around the band enough and brought it up every time she saw them, she’d get her way. There had been a time when I would have suggested they do as she wanted, and they would have listened to me. Now they ran everything by their women first. I had the distinct impression that Clio and Ashleigh didn’t like Jennifer much, so the jury was still out about a song for the soundtrack. Didn’t seem to deter Jennifer in the slightest.


    “You know, after all your success tonight, boys, it wouldn’t be a surprise if the song you write for our movie ends up nominated for an Oscar,” she said, eyeing each Balefire member in turn. “Something to think about.” She tipped her flute of champagne up and took a delicate sip.


    “We’ll talk shop later, babe,” Dakota said. “Right now, it’s time to par-tay!” He wrapped his arms around Annabelle, lifted her, and swung her around, making a spectacle as usual. When he smacked a kiss on his lady’s lips, I rolled my eyes and turned my head.


    That’s when I saw her.


    Olivia Carter.


    All the activity in the room slammed to a halt as I worked to breathe.


    Ten years spun away as I took in the understated silver sheath dress that showed off her long, lithe body to perfection. There had been a time when I’d loved exploring that body with my lips and tongue, listening to her soft moans of pleasure. Her chestnut hair was piled on top of her head in some sort of loose braided affair that left a few tendrils to kiss her neck. Lucky curls. Though she listened attentively to whatever the suit she was with was saying, she held herself slightly aloof. Olivia never did let herself get too close to anyone—not even me. Not even after she told me once that she loved me.


    Reality slithered over me. She didn’t love me. Or at least not enough to come along for the thrill ride that the band and I made into Balefire. The thought put the brakes on my libido.


    This business ran on gossip, and I’d heard at various times over the years that she’d gone into directing and producing. Looked like she made good since she’d directed tonight’s major event. Before I could walk over to say hello, she excused herself from the suit and wandered over to chat with Chris Stapleton, lifting her glass to his success at the show tonight. While I tried to figure out a polite way to interrupt them, Blu waved his hand in front of my face.


    “Hey dude, you can pick up a lady later. Right now, we have a producer to see.”


    “I thought you guys said you weren’t talking shop tonight.”


    “The idea of an Oscar changed our minds.” He smirked. “Come on, ‘sir,’” he mimicked my intern. “Let’s go make a deal.”


    Wrapping me in a headlock, he tugged me along with the rest of the band.


    Away from Olivia.


    Away from the past.


    🎵


    At some point during the night, the parties all blurred together. Too many glasses of champagne, too many shots of Jameson, and my five-hundred-dollar silk tie ended up around the neck of some B-list actress. The wannabe I left in my bed this morning said something about being in commercials, but I was paying more attention to her rack. Crass and caveman, I know, but she was the one who kept drawing attention to it, sticking her tits up in my face, leaning them against my arm, running her finger along the edge of her dress where it rested a breath above her nipples. Being young and definitely single, I took advantage of what was on offer. It’s one of the perks of my job. Sue me.


    A visual of an elegant brunette flashed in my mind, hauling me up short. There was a time when the only woman I wanted in my bed was Olivia Carter. Seeing her for a minute at that first party reminded me why. No, she wasn’t stacked like the girl I left snoring between my sheets this morning. And she didn’t scream like a damn banshee when I made her come. She stretched that long body like a beautiful cat and purred when I touched her. She wrapped her endlessly long legs around my waist and arched up into me, commanding me to love her with everything I had. Even now, I could almost feel her low sounds of pleasure humming through my chest, urging me on while she gave me mind-blowing orgasms I’d never experienced with anyone else.


    She demanded my respect, and I was only too happy to give it to her.


    Guilt washed through me at the way I left the girl in my bed. Pulling out my cell, I made a quick call to the front desk of the hotel. I couldn’t help my latest one-night stand with her Hollywood dreams, but hopefully, the simple gold bracelet and the words on the card would make her feel special.


    The next item of business was business. As though I’d summoned him with my thoughts, Landon Berg appeared at my table.


    “The hardware is packed for easy transport to the press conference, sir. Also, Bailey advised me to have pitchers of a special concoction sent to each of the members of the band, so I’ve done that.” He stopped and stared at the drink in my hand. “You already did that?”


    “Not yet. Since I usually roll out of the sack a couple hours ahead of the boys, I have a smoothie made up for me at the bar.” I took a sip of the vile green creation our head roadie, Bailey Saunders, introduced us to years ago and wondered at how the sour, earthy taste of the stuff had started to grow on me.


    “It smells terrible. Sorta slimy like pond scum. What’s in it?” Landon asked.


    “I have no idea, but it works wonders on a hangover. Twenty minutes after finishing a glass of this, and you feel like a million damn dollars.” I grinned. “Now about the press conference. Did you send over the list of off-limits questions?”


    “I did, sir. I got the impression the tabs are going to ask them first.”


    His fidgeting made me laugh.


    At his quizzical expression, I said, “That’s your first lesson in managing a press conference. Dangle something they interpret as juicy in front of the tabs and let the boys take care of themselves.”


    “You set them up on purpose?” His cartoonish stare cracked me up again.


    “Not at all. We decided on those questions together, so the band knows exactly what’s coming. Since you took care of them with the hangover cure, they’ll be on top of their game.” I winked over the top of the glass and took another pull of my smoothie. “The press conference will be another Balefire show.”


    Landon nodded as he pulled out his iPad and tapped in a few notes. The guy was always taking notes. I liked that about him, how he studied the business, studied how I managed the band. The only exception I noticed was that he stayed on the fringes at the parties. He drank Cokes like water and never left a party with a girl—or a guy.


    “So what’s the deal with you?” I asked.


    He glanced up from his iPad. “Sir?”


    “You’re twenty-three years old, college educated, and normal, as far as I can tell. You’re good-looking enough to draw attention from people at the after-parties, but you never take advantage of what’s on offer.” I leaned back in my chair. “You’re working for a rock ’n’ roll outfit. The parties and the people who attend them are some of the perks.”


    Red tinged his high cheekbones, and he cleared his throat a couple of times. “I’m married, sir. Happily and totally committed.”


    I arched a brow at his naked left hand.


    “We, my wife and I, decided that me wearing my ring while I worked for the band might make things awkward, so she’s got it at home.” He glanced at his hand, drawing my attention there as well. Now that I studied it, I saw the faint tan line where a ring had been. “But since all the members of Balefire are married or engaged or whatever, it seems that was an unnecessary precaution.”


    I snorted. All my boys being mothered up was a sore spot for me. Rationally, I knew it was bound to happen at some point. But the longest any of the original members had been with a woman was once about eight years ago when Blu picked up a groupie in Houston and she crisscrossed the country with us for a month before he encouraged her to stay behind in Chicago. Otherwise, in a decade of touring, it had been an ongoing stream of parties and women, and I wasn’t ready for it to end. Discovering my new intern was married landed a blow I didn’t anticipate.


    “So, uh, how long you been married?”


    Landon smiled the same smile I’d seen on Jack’s, Blu’s, Dakota’s, and most recently, Tron’s faces. A man in love. Suddenly, Bailey’s magic green smoothie wasn’t doing its job so well.


    “High school sweethearts. We married at the end of our freshman year of college.” He pulled up a photo on his phone of a pretty brown-skinned woman with braids clear to her ass. “She’s in graduate school studying to be a physician’s assistant. Since she’s putting in wicked-long hours, we thought it would be a good time for me to do this internship.”


    He scrolled through his photos and held up his phone to show me the two of them at their college graduation. They made a striking couple, he, a tall Scandinavian and she, a Black woman almost matching him in height. Together, the two of them would turn heads wherever they went.


    “This business is hard on marriages. I hope you know that.”


    Landon grinned. “Izzy and I are solid. It was actually her idea that I go without my ring on this internship. She got a kick out of some of the videos I shared with her last night.” He gazed fondly at the pic on his phone then shoved it back in his pocket. “After the press conference, we pack up and head back to Denver. Is that correct?”


    “Yeah, that’s the plan.” I finished off my hangover cure and tried to figure out when I’d lost confidence in myself. At one point, when I wasn’t much older than Landon, I believed I could rule the world. I could keep the girl and live the rock ’n’ roll life: if not like a rock star, then at least like the next best thing. Somewhere along the line, though, that changed. How the hell had that happened?
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    Six months later


    Olivia


    I ran the numbers again, sat back in my chair, and groaned. Then I slapped my hand over my mouth and checked to see that my office door was firmly shut. It wouldn’t do me any favors if anyone, even my assistant, discovered exactly how red the bottom line of my fledgling production company was. If I didn’t find a cash infusion ASAP, my company was going to take a digger and maybe stay buried—another Hollywood dream turned from stardust to ash.


    After my huge success directing the Grammys, I thought I’d finally made it, that work would come calling. Not that I was so naïve that I wasn’t out there hustling, taking meetings, picking up the tab at obscenely expensive lunches, attending cocktail parties in heels that threatened to leave my calves in permanent spasms and my toes in a perpetual state of numb. Yet I’d only managed to score a couple of independent music videos for some midlist players, nothing that would get me noticed by directors who could make my career. I knew when I chose this business what I was letting myself in for. But after nearly ten years, I thought I’d be several rungs farther up the ladder.


    That glaring blank on my accounts receivables page where a payment should have been mocked me, and I jabbed my finger down hard on the keyboard to close the program. For several minutes, I stared at the framed photo of my favorite getaway back in Colorado. I’d always thought someday I’d own that mountain cabin and the ten acres of forest surrounding it. A derisive laugh slipped out of me. I’d thought I’d own that cabin already and be a studio head by now. The trajectory I set for myself should have put me on the pinnacle of movie success. Yet here I was, still scrambling to make music videos for B- and C-list musicians. Turns out, those didn’t pay the bills any better now than they did when I first started in the business. I needed a big break, and I needed it now.


    A hard rap on my office door was my only warning before my assistant, Jeremy Rowland, breezed through. I flipped the page to a blank document right as he stepped in front of my desk.


    “Hey boss, I got something for you.”


    He handed me a printout of an email with an unmistakable flame logo at the top. The way he sort of caressed it as he let it go twitched a smirk from my lips.


    “You could have just forwarded it, you know.”


    “But Olivia, it’s from Balefire.”


    “You think I should frame it or something?”


    From the look on his face, I shouldn’t have let that giggle escape. Sometimes I forgot exactly how big the band had become. Then I remembered the way Jeremy fan-girled all over them the night of the Grammys and I composed myself.


    “Thank you, Jeremy.”


    Instead of his usual efficient exit, he waited expectantly in front of my desk. When I raised a brow in question, he gave me the universal hand gesture for “go on,” and I figured out he wanted me to read the email right then, which meant he’d already read it.


    As I scanned down the page, the words stopped making sense. I laid the page on my desk and ran my finger under the lines, forcing myself to slow down and read every single word. Balefire wanted to make a video for the theme song for Parker Malone and Jennifer Hartwell’s new movie. Balefire wanted to make the video with my production company. The caveat was that it had to be done during the next month while they were on hiatus from touring—and Garrett Phillips was to have a hand in writing it.


    What the hell?


    I read that last part a third time and the sign-off at the end. The email came directly from Garrett himself. No cc to him from an assistant. A fourth read confirmed what the first three times through already told me as I heard his voice in my head. Though the words on the page said he wanted to collaborate with me on a music video, his voice said that after all these years, he wanted to spend time with me, which made no sense. My heart dropping into my stomach to do the backstroke at his words made even less sense.


    “So? We’re doing this, right?” Jeremy bounced on the balls of his feet like an overeager puppy waiting for his mistress to throw his favorite toy. “We’re going to make a video with Balefire?”


    “I don’t know, Jeremy,” I hedged.


    He cleared his throat. “Um, boss, it’s not like we’ve been making videos on an hourly basis here.” The expression on his face made me cringe.


    Guess I hadn’t been hiding the issues with my company as well as I thought. But after everything that happened at the end of our relationship, how can I even entertain working with Garrett? Involuntarily, my gaze slid to my computer where those awful numbers seemed to glare at me from the blank screen like some cartoon version of doom, and I knew what I had to do.


    “Do you want me to email Balefire that we’re in?”


    Guess I hadn’t hidden my response to my predicament well either.


    I folded the page and slid it into a file in my desk. When I glanced up, I burst out laughing at the look of horror on my assistant’s features. “What?”


    His finger shook as he pointed to where the email had disappeared into my desk. “Th-that’s from Balefire. And you mangled it.”


    “If you’re going to be any help to me at all with this project, you’re going to have to figure out how to deal with the band without freaking out over every little detail related to them. Are you up for that?”


    He shot a fist in the air. “Yes! I knew you couldn’t pass this one up. I knew it!”


    “Answer the question, Jeremy.”


    With a shrug, he tugged at the cuffs of his shirt and ran a hand over his hair, like that would make him look cool and in control. “Sure, sure. I’m totally up for keeping my shit together around the band.” The flaming red tips of his ears said otherwise.


    I bit down on my lips to hold in my first response. “I’ll have to take your word for it, I guess.” Waking up my computer, I opened my email to a new document. “I’ve got this, Jeremy.” At his dejected expression, I added, “If you could contact Hartwell Studio to request the usual information about the movie and let them know we’re working with Balefire on their video, that would be super.”


    With a marginal improvement in his disposition, he nodded and walked out of my office, leaving it to me to stand and close my door.


    Instead of sitting down at my computer again, I stared out at the city below, cars moving at walking speed, people coming and going into the bistro across the street, clouds obscuring the horizon. My thoughts wandered to the last time I’d seen Garrett. Not on the red carpet or onstage at the Grammys, but the last time I’d spent time with him. We were walking the pavement at Venice Beach, laughing at the antics of street performers. All the while, we both tried to figure out how to make our life together work while the impossibility of that grew into a gulf between us that rivaled the Pacific gently lapping at the shoreline.


    I’d been accepted into Pepperdine’s law school, and Garrett had signed a five-year contract with Balefire. He’d booked shows for them at midsize venues all along the West Coast for a three-month tour. On paper, that should have worked for us. I met him on multiple weekends wherever the band was playing. But I fell behind in my studies, and by the end of the tour, I wasn’t meeting up with him on the weekends.


    Until they hit LA and I flew down to see him.


    Those first months on the road with the band changed him, made him happy in a way I’d never seen him. Gone were the suits he hated, replaced by jeans, T-shirts, and leather vests. Gone were the designer shoes, replaced with lace-up boots—steel-toed boots, he told me, to protect his feet when they were loading and unloading equipment from the bus. Gone was the ill-fitting corporate sheen, replaced with a carefree excitement that vibrated off him. If anything, hitting the road with Balefire released the inner Garrett, showing me a man I wanted even more than the one I met in a coffee shop a lifetime before.


    But I had a dream too.


    When he booked the band for a six-month tour through the Midwest and Mid-Atlantic states, I knew we were at a crossroads. I couldn’t take that much time off from school, and he couldn’t fly out to see me even when the band was traveling between shows. Plus, I’d seen the groupies at the venues Balefire played. Those women were determined to be with the band, including Garrett. When they discovered he was the manager, some of them zeroed in on him even more than they did on Dave Brubaker—the original drummer, Blu, Tron, and Dakota. He assured me he had no interest whatsoever in those women, but he was hot, and his charisma attracted people to him. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t worry about being replaced—at least for a night or two—while he was on the road.


    Then came the video Dakota sent me. He thought it was a lark, but there was nothing funny about the smile on Garrett’s face before a woman giving him a lap dance poured champagne down his throat. Dakota said they’d packed a small venue of about five thousand people and someone from Attitude Records saw them. After their celebration, and a detour back to Denver to stow the tour bus, they were flying to LA to sign the papers. Balefire was on their way to the big time, and it was all because Garrett knew exactly how to manage the band. Wasn’t I proud?


    That feeling of my heart swimming in my stomach hit me then because I knew Garrett and I were over.


    Today, I had to decide what that feeling meant and how I was going to work closely with Garrett Phillips over the next month. They say you never really get over your first love, but for the sake of my company—and my sanity—somehow, I had to make sure I’d extinguished that old flame for good.


    🎵


    The eyewatering sum the band offered my production company for their video should have been my first clue something was up. It was roughly the equivalent of five music videos with full orchestras and a raft of professional dancers. Even if Heart Strings Productions had been running in the black for years, I would have been a fool to pass up that kind of money, let alone the opportunity to work with the biggest rock band on the planet.


    Still, something about how the contract seemed to show up out of the blue with its short time frame and big budget had my Spidey senses tingling. There was more to this video than the band wanting to work with the team that created the best Grammys production in the last five years. Though my interactions with Jeremy told me I hadn’t been as circumspect at work as I’d thought concerning the financial health of my company, I knew no one outside of it had any idea I was floundering. After all, business credit cards took care of spendy lunches with the music execs who loved them. Maybe the reason behind Balefire’s sudden interest in working with me was some sort of payback for taking Garrett from me back in the day? But why now? I’d started Heart Strings Productions two years ago and sent information to all the major bands—including Balefire—about our music video interests and capabilities, but they didn’t bite—until now. Something weird was up.


    Then I remembered hearing about a scandal with the band recently. Pulling up Google, I scanned through the archives of TMZ, and there it was: the Cristy Valor-Adam Tron story. But as I read through the articles and watched a few of the videos, it was obvious there wasn’t anything scandalous about the band, or at least nothing more scandalous than their usual antics. After all, they had a reputation as the rowdy boys of rock ’n’ roll, a reputation I knew from firsthand experience they’d cultivated with hard partying and women. They might have found their sound from listening to Godsmack, Shinedown, and Metallica, but they found their touring persona in Mötley Crüe.


    If anything, the articles were trending toward the guys in the band settling down, a trend that started when Jack Whitehorse replaced Dave Brubaker on the drums. From what I could see, each of the band members was married, engaged, or in a serious relationship. And they were all in for supporting the Be Valorous Foundation, Cristy Valor’s organization committed to ending child marriage in the US. No scandal there.


    Still, my skin tightened when I reread the contract. Even though the terms were fair, the work 100 percent in our wheelhouse, and the time frame doable considering our current wide-open schedule, I couldn’t quit the feeling something about it wasn’t on the up-and-up.


    A light rap on my door alerted me to Jeremy a second before he poked his head into my office. “I thought you could use a pick-me-up. Here.” He handed me a venti go-cup. With a smile, I popped the lid off and let the heavenly smell of dark, rich coffee waft over me. As I let the first sip of hot Americano with the perfect amount of cream slide over my tongue, he said, “You’ve been hard at it for hours. Anything I can help you with?”


    I sipped more coffee, replaced the lid on the cup, and set it aside. Turning my computer screen toward him, I said, “This seems perfectly legit. But something about it is bothering me.”


    Jeremy inclined his head. With his brows somewhere near his hairline, he couldn’t have made his opinion of my worry any more clear. Still, he pulled up the chair opposite me and settled in to read. He might have been a production assistant, but he was whip-smart, and I trusted him. It was this contract with Balefire—or more honestly—with Garrett that had me second-guessing myself. I sat back and left him to it as I savored my coffee and sifted through my memories to figure out what I was missing in this scenario with Balefire.


    I was halfway through my Americano when Jeremy glanced up from my screen. “I’m not a lawyer, but I don’t see anything in this contract that’s different from any other contract you’ve agreed to since you brought me on board.” He glanced back at the screen and set the cursor to highlight a section. “Except for this part where you’re required to work with the band’s manager on the script and the preproduction. That’s a bit weird.”


    With a shrug, I said, “Balefire’s a megaband. Apparently, they want to control as much of the production as possible.” I turned the screen to face me again. “But you’re right. That part is a little strange. Maybe that’s what was bugging me.”


    No maybe about it. Per the terms in the contract, I had to work closely with Garrett to produce the video. The way my heart hitched at seeing him on the red carpet at the Grammys and again when I read the initial email that started this project told me he was the center of my trepidation about working with Balefire. Why is it necessary for me to work with him at all beyond agreeing to the contract to produce a music video? He was their manager, not their dad, for crap’s sake.


    “Olivia?”


    I finished off my coffee and tossed the cup in the trash can beside my desk. “Time to go to a preliminary movie screening.” Pasting a smile on my face, I shut down my computer and grabbed my messenger bag and phone. Holding my office door open, I matched Jeremy’s raised brow with a superior one of my own and followed him out of my office.

  


  
 [image: top]     Chapter Four


    Garrett


    “It’s going to be fun seeing Olivia again. Wonder if she was airbrushed in those party pics we saw or if she’s really aged that well?” Dakota shot a shit-eating grin my way as he settled the strap of his axe over his shoulder. “’Cause that woman is smokin’ hot.”


    Some idiot took a photo of me staring at Olivia at a Grammy after-party the night Balefire won. Ever since, the guys would not let up about hot she was. But Dakota’s assholery about her was the worst. In all the years the band and I had been together, I’d never had a clue the guy could hold a grudge the way Dakota Perri held one.


    So I’d royally fucked things up for him with Annabelle for a while. After everything settled down and was sorted out, I owned it. A year later, they were still together. Hell, they were engaged, damn it. No long-term harm done.


    “How long till you lose the attitude, Dakota?”


    “Tsk, tsk, tsk. You’re a bit touchy today. Been a while since you got any?” The unholy gleam in his eyes had me grinding my back teeth.


    “This last tour was your biggest one yet. Packed stadiums all over Asia. Again.” I crossed my ankle over my knee and picked up my iPad from where I’d set it beside me on the comfy suede couch. “You’re welcome, by the way.”


    Of all the amenities
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