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    COURTING DISASTER


    Nothing in Joey Tall’s life is for real. Not his name, the background he supplied to his bosses at The Gates, or the energy and good health he exudes. None of it is true. And no one can ever know what’s really going on. Ever. Unpacking his secrets would truly end his life. Insult to injury, the incredibly handsome LAPD officer who’s been hitting on Joey is a dream come true. But no way in hell is he letting a cop into his life. He doesn’t have a death wish, and tempting fate is the last thing Joey’s going to do, no matter how much he yearns for a man he can’t have.
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EVERYONE LOVES THE BOYS OF BRIGHTON

“I loved this book and I love this town. I hope there’s going to be more.”

—Melissa Lemons on Gabe

“An amazing read that was filled with lust, love, crazy hot sex, danger, action and so much more This is the first book I have read in this series but I will definitely be reading more in the future.”

—Gay Book Reviews on Sam’s Soldiers

“I was crazy impressed that the author made me teary over the ending of a relationship that I shouldn’t have even been invested in. I didn’t yet know these characters yet the author made me hurt for them. That takes some mad writing skills!”

—Love Bytes Reviews

“Jesse and Royce together have my heart. Jesse has it all by himself.”

—The Book Junkie Reads on Jesse

“So much action, intrigue, drama and angst for the long awaited story of Grady and Ben. This was worth the wait. Sexy and sweet. I can’t wait for the next.”

—SamD on Grady

“I knew this one would be my favorite to date! There was something about Vincent that said awesome then came Tristan.”

—Booky on Vincent

“This installment of the Boys of Brighton was so good! I loved Shadow and Randy ‘s story I was hooked from the first page to the last. This book was definitely worth the wait!”

—AG on Shadow

“I have loved this series from the very first story and this holiday novella is simply perfect. We get a glimpse of all our couples and what is happening in their lives while the holidays explode around them. I cannot wait for more!”

—bookobsessed on The Holidays

EVERYONE’S NEWEST LOVE – THE GATES OF HEAVEN

“Having read the entire Boys of Brighton series, I was eagerly awaiting Saint’s story and it was so worth the wait. I enjoyed every word. I am always amazed by authors that bring characters to life so much that you can hardly wait for the next story. Cannot wait for Finn and Miguel to have their turn. While I’m waiting I’ll reread the Boys of Brighton series!” —Debbie Kay on Saint

“Ms. Tasia has done it again! This is Saint's story, for readers of the Brighton Boys, you'll know he needs a break! After being forced to become a plastic surgeon by his father, he rebels by assisting people in 3rd world countries, which puts him in the position to be kidnapped and tortured. You really feel for him, that's for sure! Max is the perfect man for poor Saint's battered soul, not that he doesn't have his own issues! Overall, this was engaging, steady paced and chock full of all the feels!” —Avid Reader on Saint

“Finn and Miguel stole my heart. This is a great Sunday afternoon read. Finn's character jumped off the page as his story developed through each chapter. I loved reading his truth and watching him and Miguel find their home in each other.” —K.A. Brown on Finn

“Another tale from the Gates of Heaven, another two brilliant MCs we get to know very well. I loved both the plot and the characters, all their emotions and insecurities on full display. All the descriptions and world building were very vivid, providing a great background for an emotional story of self discovery and developing attraction.” —AL on Finn

“James...what can I say. I couldn't put it down. This is my first book in the series, so it definitely can be read and enjoyed as a standalone, but it will not be my last. Now I'm going to read the previous stories. Solid writing with a gripping style, characters that are right up my alley, and the kind of chemistry I love in my romances. What more do you need for a great reading experience.” —cinnamon on James

“This is really a great series and I def recommend it. I loved James and Ross, it was a rough start for the two, but they worked it out. I can't wait for more, love everything M. TASIA writes!” —TammyKay on James
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  JOEY


  Prologue

Joey wiped down the bar as he watched the party get under way. Detective Ross was still recovering from his gunshot wound, but it had been over a month since he’d been released from the hospital. Each time Joey had seen the detective, he’d looked better than the time before.

Joey had been working at The Gates as a bartender for the last six months, and he loved his job. The bosses were honest and fair. The rest of the staff seemed to be working out fine, and Marian had taken Joey under her wing.

“Hey, Joey, can I have that bottle of champagne for Ross, please?” Finn asked from the other end of the bar.

“Sure, boss. I can bring it over to the table along with glasses if you’d like. Oh, and I’ll bring some sparkling apple juice for Becca.” Joey tilted his neck back. He had to look up at most people who worked at The Gates. With him being five foot five, it felt like he had a permanent crick.

“You’re an angel. You think of all the scenarios. Thank you,” Finn praised before walking back to his group of friends.

There were people in suits, police officers popping in and out to give their best wishes, and a group that looked better suited to the country than the city. The whole bunch was happy to have Ross still living in the world beside them.

He couldn’t blame any one of them. Ross had always been a straight-up guy. Treated people with respect and had always said hello to Joey when the detective came to The Gates.

Joey couldn’t help but be a little bit jealous, and he felt horrible for it. He couldn’t think of a single person who would do the same for him. Especially if they found out what’s wrong with him, and who he really was, or more to the point, his family lineage.

That was why he began bartending. It was the perfect job. No one really noticed the person slinging drinks. Customers would talk about their lives and their woes to their heart's content, and not one had asked Joey about himself.

Well, maybe the bosses, but they were running the place and needed the information when he was hired. Joey had given them the bare minimum, but they never pried deeper than the initial background screening, and since he wasn’t really who he said he was , it was all good. He’d felt terrible deceiving them, especially since they’d made it clear that they were there for him if he needed them.

But he’d changed his name for that exact reason: anonymity and acceptance. Joey was not part of the life his family had forged and stolen. Never had been and never would be. He’d sworn it standing over his mother on her deathbed, and he would sooner die before breaking that oath.

Joey wrapped the bottle of Dom Perignon with a starched white napkin then placed it in the standing ice bucket. On a tray, he put sparkling apple juice and half a dozen champagne flutes and then headed over to the tables. He never thought to uncork the champagne. Typically, one of the guests wanted to do it, and frequently enjoyed the show of the cork popping out with a distinctive noise.

The restaurant had been shut down for the occasion, which Joey didn’t mind. It would be a quiet shift before he had to go home. He pushed down that sick feeling he often got at the thought of returning to his empty, shoebox-size apartment.

“Ah, here we go. It’s not a celebration without champagne,” Saint announced as Joey set the bucket alongside the table, then took the glasses and apple juice off the tray and placed them on the table.

“Do you mind opening that for us, Joey?” Finn, his other boss, asked.

“I thought you might like the honor, boss,” Joey suggested.

“You’re a part of The Gates crew, have at it. Did you bring yourself a glass?” Saint was always so generous.

“No, sir.” Joey could feel the warmth of acceptance seeping into his sore bones.

“Well, let’s open that up, and then you go grab yourself a glass,” Finn said.

The smaller boss was terrific. He never gave out orders unless it was for your own good, and typically, Joey didn’t catch on until after the fact. Joey liked and respected Finn, and worked twice as hard to please him.

“Yes, sir,” Joey agreed. The bosses used to try to get him to call them by their first names, but he’d refused, and, thankfully, they stopped trying. His mother taught him to respect those who worked hard and made a good and honest life for themselves.

Joey removed the foil and muselet from around the top of the bottle and cork. He wrapped a cloth around the top of the bottle and began pulling while he turned the cork. He could feel their stares, which made him shake a little. However, it must have been enough to lose control of the cork, sending it about ten feet across the room and straight into the head of one of Ross’s fellow police officers.

Joey stood frozen to the spot, his heart beating frantically. “I’m so sorry.” Holy shit. He’d ruined the party. Now the cops would notice him, look into his past, and he’d be fired. Yep, he was paranoid.

After a few agonizing moments, Ross broke out laughing. “That’ll teach you to keep your eyes open, Webb.”

Officer Webb laughed, and so did the rest of the people in the room. Thank God. Joey quickly set the bottle down.

“I’ll get you some ice for your head.”

He raced back to the safety of his bar, grabbed a plastic bag, and filled it with crushed ice. When he turned around, he found Officer Webb had followed him and was now standing on the other side of the bar with a glass of champagne in his hand.

Joey wrapped the bag of ice in a clean towel and handed it to his victim. “I’m truly sorry. I don’t know what happened.” Of course, he knew what happened. He’d been the center of attention and lost his shit, once again.

The officer smiled, which lit up his entire face. “Call me Sam, and don’t worry about it, accidents happen. This is for you.” Webb handed him the glass of champagne

“I was nervous.” Why did I say that?

“I could tell. I’m guessing you don’t like standing out.” Sam’s deep voice could melt butter, which made Joey even more nervous.

Was he that obvious? “No. I’d rather stay back.”

“Someone as handsome as you in the background, that might be near impossible and a damned shame,” Officer Webb said. “Thanks to your lucky shot, it’s given me a reason to talk to you.”

Joey could feel his cheeks warming, and he knew he was blushing. I’m such a child. His birth certificate might say he was twenty-eight, but his stature led people to believe he had barely broken eighteen.

Sam took the ice pack and held it to the side of his head before reaching into his freshly pressed navy shirt pocket.

“I’ll let you make it up to me,” he said, then placed his business card on the polished bar top. “Let me take you out for coffee sometime, and we’ll call it even.”

“How is that making it up to you if you’re the one paying for the coffee?” Joey asked.

Sam smiled, and Joey could feel his heart speeding up once again. “Because you’ll save me from drinking my coffee all alone. Think about it.” Sam winked and turned to rejoin the party.

Had Officer Webb asked him out on a date? Wouldn’t that send dear old Granddad Bishop into convulsions? Joey tucked the card into his pants’ pocket, poured the champagne down the sink, and went back to cleaning the bar.

He sure as certain was interested, but that coffee rendezvous could never happen. Joey had to keep his secrets safe, and dating a cop was the absolute wrong thing to do to assure that continued to happen.

Besides, Joey’s days were numbered anyway.

But, as his mom used to say, there was no harm in dreaming.


  Chapter One

Joey placed the glass tumbler on the bar counter, dropped in a sugar cube, a dash of bitters, a lemon twist, and a touch of water before grabbing his pestle and muddling the ingredients into a paste. Next, he grabbed the whiskey and poured out two ounces, filled the tumbler with ice, another splash of water, and stirred it well before adding an orange slice and a maraschino cherry.

He took the cocktail and napkin over to the end of the bar and set it down in front of an older man who’d been coming in five days a week at eight in the evening ever since Joey had begun tending bar here.

“Here’s your old fashioned, Mr. Kennedy,” Joey said. “Hope you’re not still in the doghouse with Mrs. Kennedy?”

“You know, son, I should move in there full time at this rate,” he grumbled good-naturedly before picking up his drink and taking a sip. “Ah, now that’s a proper drink.”

“Thank you, sir,” Joey acknowledged before grabbing his cloth and wiping the stray water droplets off the polished wood bar top. “Call me if you need a menu.”

Mr. Kennedy raised his glass in salute and went back to his LA Times. Joey glanced around the lounge, checking on each of his remaining five guests. Though still early in the evening, his shift was coming to an end.

As he typically did, Joey had offered to stay until closing, but Saint had already allowed him to stay late three days this week, so the answer had understandably been no.

Along with the no came a healthy dose of concern from the bosses. Finn had always been kind to Joey, and so had Saint, the owner, for that matter. However, only Finn seemed to have the ability to see straight through him. As if he knew what Joey was thinking. Which was terrifying, if it’d been really true.

Finn had stated, and not for the first time, that he worried Joey was overworking himself. Considering he’d already racked up over fifty-two hours this week, and still had another shift to go, Joey could see his point. Joey’s fatigue was weighing on him, sure, but not more than it usually did, at least not enough to stop him from working and getting the OT. He wasn’t sure how to explain to the bosses that The Gates had become his safe place. The place Joey felt the best and most comfortable. Plus, he needed the money.

It didn’t matter, and he doubted anyone, other than the bosses, even cared where he was and what he was doing. Getting ready to wrap it up for the night, he went to restock the coolers, cut up a few more lemon wedges, and wash down his work area.

The intricately carved wood panels mounted behind the bar had always attracted him, and he’d find himself staring at them. Joey would often wonder
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