
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Be careful what you wish for. It could end up killing you.

	 

	 

	Dax Franklin walked away from his marriage a few years back thinking that it would save Jory Carters’ career, a career he had fostered himself. Years later, when Dax hears that Jory is in a coma, he comes back, realizing he has never stopped loving him.

	Jory needs rehab, but his manager boyfriend has other plans. Dax is willing to help Jory through his struggle with alcohol and drugs, but it must be Jory’s decision.

	Is the memory of what they once meant to each other enough to save Jory from himself, or will his status as an international star prove stronger?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	The screen door opened. Susan Carter stood there, holding a mug of steaming coffee in her hand. She put it down in front of him and pulled her cardigan around her. “Getting colder,” she said, taking a seat opposite him on the lawn swing.

	Dax sucked in some of the frosty air. “You’re right. Winter is coming.”

	Susan reached over and covered his hand with hers. They didn’t speak.

	“When he recovers, I want him to come home for a while,” she said. “He used to love sitting out here on summer evenings, especially after the porch was screened in, no bugs, you know.”

	Dax met her gaze. He watched the tears fill her eyes. “He’ll sit here again,” he insisted. “I know it.”

	“Ben called me.” She made a face.

	Dax didn’t comment.

	“He’s not happy you’re back.”

	“I know.”

	“You are still married. Ben can’t prevent you from being there. You could keep him away from Jory if you wanted. You could—”

	“Susan.” Dax interrupted. “Jory chose to be with Ben. They live together now. I have no right to prevent him from being there with Jory.” Dax sat back in his seat and closed his eyes a moment.

	“He’s the reason Jory is in a coma.” Susan’s voice shook with anger and she let go of his hand. “He pushed him too hard, Dax, just like he did with you.”

	Dax raked a hand through his hair. He was exhausted, both physically and emotionally. He hadn’t felt like this in a long time, not since his days of touring with the band. The flight had been long, and there were delays. He’d been frantic, worried about Jory, desperately combing the internet for any news.

	Jory Carter has fallen off the stage during a homecoming concert in New York.

	He’d tried reaching Susan, but there was no answer at the house, and he didn’t have her cell phone number any longer.

	At the hospital, he met only with frustration. He couldn’t get anywhere near the front desk. Security guards and reporters surrounded the hospital. Dax had been delegated to the hallway for two hours before he spotted Jory’s mother hurrying down the corridor, a tissue bunched in her fist.

	Dax elbowed his way through the reporters who had descended on her like a pack of starving wolves. With the sunglasses, beard, and baseball cap, he hadn’t been recognized. He managed to finally pull her off into one of the washrooms, barricading the door behind them.

	He removed the hat and sunglasses. She looked stunned when she realized who had hold of her arm. “Dax?”

	Dax braced himself, not sure how she would react to seeing him again. After a few seconds, she burst into tears and put her arms around him. “Dax, oh Dax, thank God you’ve come.”

	Susan released him. “There are so many questions, but there will be time for that later.”

	“How is he?” Dax scanned her face.

	“In a coma. He fell off the stage, hit his head. They don’t know if he’s going to ever wake up.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “He was exhausted, Dax. And he’s been drinking, too, a lot. I’m sure he is headed the same way—”

	He swallowed.

	She squeezed his arm. “You know when you left without a word, Jory was devastated.”

	“I was convinced it was for the best at the time.”

	“Thanks to Ben.” She met his gaze. “Ben wanted Jory for himself. He would have done anything to get rid of you because Jory would have moved heaven and earth for you. He loved you so much, Dax.”

	Dax noted the use of the past tense. “I was in a vulnerable state. I didn’t want to hurt Jory’s career. Mine was over, but his was just beginning.”

	“Whatever possessed Jory to get romantically involved with that man?”

	That was the one thing he didn’t want to get into. “I need to see Jory, but I can’t seem to get anywhere near him.”

	“You are still legally married.” Susan sniffed. “They have to let you see him.”

	When the swarm of reporters was finally whisked away by hospital security, Dax made another attempt to see Jory.

	“You’re Dax Franklin.” The nurse gasped. “You haven’t changed except the hair is shorter and you have a beard. Oh my God,” she said, putting her hand over her mouth, “I love you.”

	He gave her a faint smile. “Thank you. Can I see Jory now?”

	She nodded, leading him down the hallway. She was chattering all the way about what songs she had loved and how everyone thought he was dead.

	“I’m not dead,” he said, pausing at the intensive care room she took him to.

	She came closer. “It was so romantic, your wedding. I couldn’t believe it, Dax Franklin and Jory Carter, two of the hottest—”

	He put up a hand. “Can we talk about this later?”

	The young nurse nodded. “Of course. That’s his manager in there, Ben Lennox.” She drew closer, whispering, “His boyfriend now.”

	“Yes, I know who he is,” Dax said, thanking her, then walking into the room.

	Ben Lennox was standing by Jory’s bedside. He was fit, well dressed, tanned. He’d bleached his hair out to a sandy blond and had added a nose stud. Forty going on twenty.

	When Ben saw Dax, he took a step back. The look on his face was not one of welcome. “Susan said you were back. You don’t need to be here.”

	“Hello, Ben,” Dax said, his gaze going to Jory, lying there with an oxygen mask fixed over his face, hooked up to all kinds of things. Dax closed his eyes. This was a nightmare.

	“You have no right to be here now.” Ben pointed at him.

	Dax held up his left hand, indicating the gold band on his ring finger. He’d never taken it off. “I could ask you to leave, Ben.”

	“Jory and I are together now,” he said. “We’re a couple.” He took Jory’s motionless hand. “We tried to find you. Jory wants a divorce so that we can get married.” Ben glared at him. “Now, that may never happen.”

	“I was easy enough to find,” Dax said, coming closer to the bed.

	Ben let go of Jory’s hand. “He’s over you. He has a new life now. He won’t want to see you. I’ll look after him.”

	Dax nodded. “I see you’ve done a bang up job, Ben, making sure he was taking the right pills to keep him going, had the finest whiskey, the best cocaine.” Dax met his gaze.

	“What happened to you, Dax, was all your doing, none of mine. You were the hottest rock star on the planet, and you threw it all away by getting wasted every night.” Ben shook his head. “That’s all on you. The only decent thing you ever did in your sorry, miserable life, was to leave Jory. Why don’t you go back to wherever you were and to whomever you were fucking, and leave Jory and me alone?”

	Dax stopped listening. He stood looking down at the man he loved, a single tear rolling down his face. Jory was so still, lying as if already dead. He should have stayed. He should have been around to protect Jory from Ben. He leaned over and kissed his forehead, smoothing back some of his hair. “I’m here,” he whispered.

	“Touching,” Ben said. “Just remember, you’re his husband in name only. As soon as Jory is on his feet, we’ll be serving you with the divorce papers.”

	Dax turned and looked at him. “If Jory comes out of this and he wants a divorce, he’ll have it, but he will be the one to ask me, not you.”

	Ben muttered something and walked out of the room.

	Dax turned to look at Jory again. He leaned down and whispered into his ear. “You’re going to come out of this, baby. You’re going to be all right. I love you. I never stopped.” He kissed him gently on the cheek. “I’ll be back.”

	Susan insisted Dax come home with her. They returned together to the house where Jory had grown up. Dax ate sparingly. No appetite. He sat outside on the lawn swing, drinking endless cups of coffee. Susan urged him to sleep. He tried. Sleep just wouldn’t come.

	He mulled around Jory’s room, staring at the old posters of his former self on the wall, dressed in leather, holding his guitar. They had laughed about those posters after they’d gotten together.

	“I’ve always been in love with you,” Jory had told him one night as they lay in Jory’s bed at his mom’s. They’d come for a visit, and Susan insisted they stay there, huddled together in Jory’s three-quarter bed.

	Dax stared up at his own image on the ceiling, teasing Jory about jacking off as he looked up at it.

	“Damn right, I did.” Jory cuddled closer. “And now I’ve got the real thing. So, get to work.”

	Dax closed his eyes and got up off the bed, a sob at the back of his throat. He came downstairs. Susan was sitting on the sofa with a photo album on her knee.

	“Look,” she said, moving the album so Dax could see, “your wedding photos. It was so windy that day on the beach. Look at my hair.”

	Dax glanced at the photo. Susan stood in between Jory and himself, big smiles, hugging.

	“Your hair looked great,” Dax said. He’d been halfway to being plastered and they’d only been married two hours. He’d passed out on their wedding night. Jory had forgiven him, but he’d been disappointed. Jory had this thing about not fucking until they were legal. It had driven Dax nuts, having to wait for Jory to be completely his. But when Jory finally gave himself totally, he couldn’t get enough. God, they’d had the best sex.

	“Dax,” Susan said, “I’ve lost you.”

	“Sorry.” He shook himself. He didn’t want to look at those pictures. “Did Jory tell you he wanted a divorce? I wouldn’t blame him if he did, I was just wondering if he ever mentioned it?”

	“No, not to me,” she said. “After you left, he fell into a deep depression. He went on tour, and it seemed he just wanted to work, work, work. Ben took advantage of his vulnerability, caught Jory on the rebound.”

	Dax recalled when he’d first heard that Jory and Ben had hooked up. He’d tried to avoid reading the celebrity news for a long time. Then he saw their faces plastered on a magazine in Canada at the grocery store. Jory is over Dax, says manager, Ben Lennox is the love of his life. It had hit him like a bolt of lightning—god, anyone but Ben Lennox.

	Susan was still talking. Dax focused on her words, putting his feelings aside. “I couldn’t get him to even say your name, Dax. He never spoke of you. I guess there was too much pain.”

	There was a long silence between them.

	Susan met his gaze. “Did you ever think to pick up the phone and tell Jory you were all right?”

	“I didn’t think it was a good idea, thought it would derail him, thought if I heard his voice, I wouldn’t be able to help myself. I’d get on the first flight I could and fly back to him. He deserved his shot at fame without me to complicate things.”

	“Dax, I truly believe it was hard for you to leave him, and that you thought you were doing it for Jory, but Jory thought you’d deserted him. You were sick. You left the hospital against the doctor’s orders. Jory came back to tell you that he was putting the tour on hold to be with you and you were gone. No note, nothing. He was absolutely devastated.” Tears ran down her face.

	Dax bit into his bottom lip. “I know I hurt him deeply. I don’t expect him to forgive me. I was vulnerable and easy to manipulate, confused. I thought I was doing the right thing, and the more I got away from the cameras and the circus of what my life had become, the less I wanted to come back to it. You’re right, leaving Jory broke my heart.”

	“If this hadn’t happened, if Jory wasn’t in that coma, would you have ever come back?”

	He didn’t know the answer to that. He took a deep breath.

	“Ben is wrong for Jory, and you know it. You know it better than anyone, Dax.”

	He nodded. “Yes, but if Jory wants to marry Ben,” Dax said finally, “I can’t stand in his way.” He met Susan’s gaze. “No matter how you feel about Ben, Susan, it has to be Jory who decides.”

	She looked away.

	He knew she wasn’t pleased with his answer. “I’m going to spend the night at the hospital with Jory,” he said. “I’ll wait until Ben leaves.”

	“I’ll drive you.” She got to her feet. “I want to see him again.”

	 

	Jory remained in a coma for more than three weeks. Then one morning, he just woke up.

	Dax had spent most nights there, asleep in the chair, holding his hand, only leaving when Ben showed up. He’d go back to Susan’s, take a shower, sometimes sleep a bit and eat. Then he’d come back to stay at Jory’s side.

	When Dax saw Jory’s eyes open, he let out a cry. “He’s awake!” He went to tell someone at the front desk.

	The nurses came rushing in, and a few minutes later, the doctor was there, looking into Jory’s eyes with a light and asking him questions.

	“What’s your name?” the doctor asked.

	“Jory Carter,” he said. His gaze kept straying to Dax, who stood a few feet away.

	The doctor glanced at Dax, then at Jory. “Do you know who that is?”

	“My husband, Dax Franklin.”

	Dax smiled at him.

	Jory looked away.

	“Looks good,” the doctor said to Dax. “We’ll have to do some tests to make sure. I’ll be back.”

	Dax waited until the doctor had left the room, then moved closer to the bed. “How do you feel, Jory?”

	“Like I’ve been run over by a truck,” he said, looking at him. “It’s really you.”

	“Yes,” Dax said. “It’s me.”

	“You look, holy shit, you look so fuckin’ beautiful,” he whispered, his eyes bright with tears. One rolled down his cheek. “Healthy. Are you all right?”

	“I’m not drinking if that’s what you mean. It’s been over two years now.”

	“I hate you,” he whispered, then turned his head away.

	Dax nodded, swallowing hard. “Okay, you’re entitled to. I didn’t come back to give you grief, Jory. I heard about the accident and—”

	“Thought you’d have to plan a funeral?” He looked at him again, smirking.

	“Don’t even joke about that shit.”

	“Well, you’re still the executor of my will so I guess you’d have to do that shit.”

	“Well, there’s no need now. Listen, I know you’re with Ben. I’ve tried to give him his time with you.”

	“What a gentleman you are,” Jory muttered. It sounded like a sneer.

	“Do you want to marry him?” That was tough to ask but he had to know.

	“Hell, no,” Jory said. “I’m not doing that again, ever.”

	Dax nodded. “Okay but I’ll sign the—”

	Just then, Ben came running in. “Baby, oh God, Jory, I’m so happy to see you awake.” Ben leaned down to kiss him.

	Dax left the room. He went to sit in the waiting room. The stress of the last few weeks had been the greatest test of his sobriety. He hadn’t wanted a drink, and that was a miracle.

	Three years ago, he’d almost died. In fact, the doctors told him that it was his last chance to get sober.

	You’re young and strong, Dax, but you’re not immortal. If you don’t stop drinking now, in a few years, you’ll be dead.

	As he’d lain there in that hospital room, he couldn’t help but wonder how in the hell he’d gotten to this place. He had everything he could possibly want, fame, fortune, music awards, and love. God, Jory was the best thing that had ever happened to him. He’d done all he could to get him that record contract and now his career was taking off. And even with all that, he couldn’t stop drinking. There were the drugs, too. He’d smashed up several cars, forgot to show up for concerts, and said stupid things to reporters and in front of cameras. It seemed that he was always under the influence.

	It took him time to realize that it was a disease, one he’d inherited from his father, who died when Dax was five. And then there was Ben. The first thing you learn in therapy is that you, and you alone, are responsible for your drinking. He could blame the life, he could blame his friends, and he could blame Ben. But he couldn’t change them. He could only change himself.

	He’d always avoided drinking too much because of his dad. And he’d never taken drugs, not until Ben gave him those pills that night in Detroit. He was seventeen and the band was on the threshold of success. They were opening for some big-name rock group and Dax was super tired. Their schedule had been insane. He felt as if he couldn’t get up on that stage anymore. It took so much energy. He should have said no, refused to take what Ben offered.

	Ben said the pills were harmless, caffeine, he’d said. So, Dax took them with a bit of liquor to wash them down with. The combination of whiskey and uppers gave him a high like no other. Ben always had what he needed when he needed it. As their success grew, so did the pressure. Sex with strangers, all night parties, and arenas filled with screaming fans, it eventually left him feeling empty. The high he got on the stage was replaced by the high he got from drugs and booze. It wasn’t until he met Jory that he began to feel as if his life had meaning again.

	He shook himself. He didn’t want to think about the past but here he was, right back in the muck. News had gotten out that he was back and spending his time at the hospital. Suddenly he was hounded by reporters again. The headlines screamed Dax Franklin has come back from the dead to declare his love for Jory. Who will Jory choose? So far, he’d managed to avoid answering any questions.

	The gossip rags proclaimed, love triangle, what will Jory do now that his hunky, ex-rocker husband, has come home? Will Dax resume his career? Is he still strung out? What is he doing here? Fans say they belong together.

	Photos of their wedding five years ago were plastered all over the covers of magazines and on television talk shows. People who’d known him, former members of the band, a woman claiming she’d been Dax Franklin’s housekeeper. God, the list went on and on. They all had something to say about him and Jory.

	Susan arrived in the waiting room. She was so happy about Jory being awake. She hugged Dax. “He’s going to be all right.”

	“I know. That’s wonderful news,” Dax said.

	“The doctor will come in to talk with us in a few minutes,” she said. “Dax, listen, I need your support.”

	He narrowed his eyes.

	“Ben wants to take Jory back to LA. I want him to come home for a little while. Ben can’t take care of him properly and I want to be with him now.”

	Dax shook his head. “It will be up to Jory, Susan.”

	“Will you stay a while longer?”

	“Ah, Susan, I—”

	She put up a hand. “Don’t say anything yet. It’s just that he’s going to need to go to drug therapy. Who better to support him through that, than you?”

	“Is that for sure?” Dax quirked an eyebrow.

	“He had traces of illegal substances in his bloodstream when they brought him in.” Susan chewed her nail. “The life, you know, he’s got a drug and alcohol problem. Ben doesn’t help.”

	Ben walked in. He looked over at Susan. “Did I hear my name?”

	Susan looked away.

	“Jory is going to be fine now,” he said to Susan, ignoring Dax. “They will release him in a few days, I think. I’ll hire a full-time nurse and—”

	Susan began to protest but then fell silent as the doctor walked in. He was a short, white-haired gentleman with glasses. He looked at Susan and Dax. “He’s lucky,” the doctor told them. “I’d like to keep him for a day or two more, run a few tests, then I’ll discharge him. He does need a drug counselor.”

	Ben interrupted. “I’m hiring a nurse, and I’ll get him the best LA has to offer. He needs to manage his drinking.”

	The doctor looked at him. “No, Mr. Lennox, he needs to stop drinking altogether and doing hard drugs. He needs counseling, rehab.”

	“Of course, that’s what I meant,” Ben muttered.

	“Ben,” Susan said, “I want Jory to come home.”

	“Home? LA is his home,” Ben objected. “He’s not a little boy anymore, Susan. He’s twenty-four years old.”

	“He needs a break from that world, and you won’t have a lot of time to spend with him,” Susan insisted. “You go on tour with your other singers. It would be better if he were away from those influences for a while.”

	“It would be best if Jory kept his distance from the party crowd for a while,” Dax said. “I could be his sponsor if he stayed. He could do this as an out-patient.”

	Ben was livid. “You, sponsor Jory? Fuck you,” he muttered. “That’s never going to happen.”

	“It will be up to Jory,” Dax said in a calm voice.

	The doctor looked at Dax. “I think that’s an excellent idea, Mr. Franklin. If you can get Jory to agree, I’ll set it up here at the hospital. The sooner we get started, the better. You people work it out.”

	The doctor walked out. Susan followed, wanting to continue the discussion with the doctor.

	“Are you really serious?” Ben hissed at Dax like a snake. “There is really no need to waste your time here. Do you want to help Jory, or fuck him?”

	“Long way to come just for a fuck, don’t you think?” Dax shook his head. “I offered to help, that’s all.”

	“All you’ve managed to do is upset him.”

	Dax met his gaze. “If that’s true, I’ll leave. All Jory needs to do is tell me to leave. I’ll go.”

	“Good,” Ben muttered. “The sooner, the better. Jory is coming home to LA.”

	“Is that the best for him, or for you?”

	“You being here is making everything rain shit,” Ben grunted.

	“If you are so secure Ben, so sure that Jory loves you, why are you freaking out about me coming back here?”

	“When Jory met you, he was innocent, only seventeen. He was enthralled by that rock star persona, the tight leather pants, and the guitar riffs. He didn’t know who you really were inside. Now you’ve got nothing to offer him. You’re just a washed up, has been.”

	Dax smiled at him. “And what were you enthralled by when you offered to manage the band, Ben, when you tried to get me to give you a blow job in the back of the tour bus when I was seventeen? I wasn’t famous then.”

	Ben’s face paled. “Fuck... you,” he sputtered. “You’re a liar. You were a full of yourself two-bit guitarist who was just lucky to have a pretty face and a tight little ass.”

	Ben’s words had no power over him anymore. Dax just laughed.

	“Now I’m going to see about setting up things for my man when I take him back home in a few days.” Ben looked at his phone. “Enjoy these last moments with him.”

	“You’re going to have a fight on your hands, Ben. Susan won’t have it.”

	“Susan can go to hell, and so can you.” Ben stalked out, almost knocking a nurse off her feet.

	Dax decided he should go to see Jory, find out what he wanted to do. If he were needed here a little while longer, he’d call Freda. She could run the club without him.

	Susan and Jory were deep in discussion when he walked in. He almost walked out again, but Susan heard him and turned to look at him. “Come here,” she said, holding out her hand.

	He took it and came closer, meeting Jory’s beautiful brown eyes.

	“Jory and I have been discussing a few things,” she said, standing. “Jory needs to make some decisions. I’ll leave you to talk.”

	They were alone. Jory looked at him for a long time before speaking. Finally, he said, “I guess you know Mom wants me to stay in New York.”

	“Yes. I think it’s a good idea, too,” Dax said.

	“Away from Hollywood.”

	“Yes.” Dax nodded.

	“Ben wants me in LA.”

	“It doesn’t matter,” Dax said. “It’s what you want, not Susan or Ben.”

	“Or you? What do you want?” Jory asked.

	“I want you to get well,” Dax said sincerely.

	“Mom says you’ll stay in New York at the house, support me through this shit.”

	Before Dax could reply, Jory put up a hand, adding, “I really don’t need therapy.”

	“Oh,” Dax said. “And how did you come to that conclusion?”

	“I can just stop. I overdid it, you know?” He lifted his shoulders in a shrug.

	“Sounds familiar.” Dax sat down in the chair beside the bed.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
QAT






images/image.jpeg





