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      Aidan O’Brien is not looking for a wife, no matter what his baby sister has planned for him. For some reason, Mackenzie believes her older brothers all need wives. That only when they are married and settled will they butt out of her business. And Mack has picked out a woman for each of her four brothers.

      However, Aidan has no intention of marrying a successful singer/songwriter. Lila Adams is not the same girl he remembers from high school. Her pictures have been splashed across the tabloids and her reputation is in question.

      Lila can’t believe the nerve of Aidan O’Brien dragging her back to Crystal Lake, PA for her father’s funeral. The father who disowned her fourteen years ago. And she wants nothing to do with Aidan, although she once had feelings for him. But that was a long time ago. She needs to get back to LA and her career before Aidan starts digging into her life.

      Lila is keeping secrets from him, Aidan is sure of it, and he’s determined to find out what they are. But before he can do that, he must protect her from a deranged stalker. A stalker who wants her dead.

      [image: ]

      Want to know when I release a new book?  Signup for my newsletter.
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          Aidan:  Fiery

        

      

    

    
      “Turn your siren on,” Aidan told Grady as they approached the gate of the convention center just outside of Pittsburgh.”

      Grady shot him a cold stern look.  “Are you trying to get me fired?”

      “Hurry, turn it on,” Aidan said again, ignoring Grady’s comment.  He then smiled inwardly when his soon-to-be brother-in-law did as he’d asked.

      The line of cars began to move to the outer lanes, allowing them to pass freely and head to the front of the line.

      Aidan slapped his knee with gusto.  “See, I told you it would work!”  The gate attendant stuck his head out of the booth.  “Flash him your badge.  Tell him it’s an emergency.”

      Grady scowled at Aidan, but flashed his badge.  Without having to say a word, the gate bar lifted and they were allowed to pass.  Rather than park in the designated spots, they parked in a spot close to the entrance doors reserved for emergency vehicles.  The minute Grady cut the engine Aidan pushed his door open and started to get out of the patrol car.

      “In case you’ve forgotten, I have no jurisdiction here,” Grady complained.  “I’m a cop in Crystal Lake, not Pittsburgh.  And I was serious earlier.  If my captain finds out about this I could lose my job.”

      Aidan waved a hand as Grady got out of the car and joined him on the concrete walk.  “Technically, you’re not in Pittsburgh.  And you’re not going to lose your job.  The O’Briens have way too much clout in Crystal Lake for that to happen.”

      “Yeah, well, my last name isn’t O’Brien.  And even if it were I don’t like throwing my weight around.”

      “You’re marrying my sister, Sullivan.  After Saturday, you’re one of us, whether you like it or not.  So get used to it.”

      They entered the glass doors, pushed through the throng of fans and headed toward the ticket takers.

      “Just flash your badge again.  Look serious.”

      Aidan noticed Grady shake his head in disgust but he didn’t disappoint.

      Aidan nodded at the man taking the tickets.  “Which way to the dressing rooms backstage?”

      “Uhhh,” the man hummed then pointed to his left.  “That way.  Is there a problem?  Should I call security and get someone to back you guys up?”

      “No, we’ve got it.  We’re trying to be discreet,” Aidan said.  “But thanks.”

      Grady swore but kept up with him as he headed through the crowds.  The men were equal in height, probably close in weight too, though Aidan knew Grady was more muscular.  He was a cop and an ex-Marine.  Those guys knew how to stay in shape.  Although Aidan ran each morning and used his home gym whenever he had the chance, he’d never done a military workout.

      Grady flashed the badge again at three guys who were posted near the opening to go backstage.  They headed down two flights of concrete stairs and down another hallway.  The sound of the opening band playing onstage echoed through the hallway, the pounding of the drums reverberating in the air.  There were two uniformed security guards standing outside one of the dressing room doors and none at the three other doors.  They were definitely looking for the guarded door.  Aidan nodded at Grady, who flashed his badge again.  But this time it didn’t work.

      “Where do you two clowns think you’re going?” the taller of the two guards asked.

      “We’re here to give Lila Adams an urgent message,” Aidan said.

      “Oh, I’ll just bet you are,” the shorter of the two men taunted with a sneer as he stepped forward.  He wrinkled his big nose.  “Let me guess.  You love her and you’re not leaving until she agrees to marry you.”  The two guards shared a laugh.

      Aidan didn’t laugh or crack a smile.  Assholes.

      The taller guard rammed a finger toward Aidan.  “Take a hike.”

      “Look,” Aidan said, pulling a business card from his wallet, “just give Lila this and ask if I can see her for a few moments.  It’s about her father.”

      The guard moved forward, coming face to face with Aidan, and narrowed his eyes.  “I said ‘take a hike.’”

      But Aidan refused to back down.  He didn’t come all this way and risk Grady’s job, just to be turned away by two rent-a-cops.  Lila hadn’t returned any of his calls the past two months or the past few days.  So when he’d read in the paper that morning she was performing near Pittsburgh tonight he’d decided to come see her in person.

      “Her father is dying.  In fact, he may not make it through the night.  Please, just give her my card.  I’m sure she’ll remember me.”

      The guard continued to stare at him.  The shorter guard with the big nose tapped the taller one on the shoulder.  “Maybe he’s telling the truth, Jay.  It wouldn’t hurt to take his card and find out.”

      Jay looked at him like he was crazy.  “Yeah?  You take it in.”

      The short man took the card from Aidan and tapped on the steel door.  It opened and he disappeared behind it.  A few minutes later, he came back and handed Aidan his card.  “They don’t know you.”

      “Did you tell Lila her father was dying?”

      “Are you nuts, man?  You think they let me speak to Lila Adams?”  He shook his head in amazement.  “And if they won’t let me speak to her, there is no way you’re getting at her.  Now go away.”

      Aidan was fuming.  He turned away from the guards as if to leave and then lunged toward the door.  But it was locked.  The guards were suddenly on him, yanking at his arms.  Aidan spun around and managed to plant a fist in the shorter man’s face.  He fell to the floor and held his bleeding nose as he moaned in pain.

      Jay reached for his baton, but Grady was faster and came to Aidan’s rescue.  He knocked the baton to the floor, caught the man’s arm behind his back and held it until the man looked like he was about to pass out.  Then he gave him a hard shove toward his rent-a-cop buddy.  “Sit down and don’t move.”  He kicked the baton out of reach.

      Grady zoomed in on Aidan.  “What the hell?”

      “Thanks for having my back,” Aidan said, ignoring him.  “Can I see your badge a minute?”

      “For what reason?”  Grady asked with a skeptical look.

      Aidan held out his hand.  “I’m not going to hurt it.  I just want to see it.”

      Grady handed it over, and before anyone could stop him, Aidan pounded on the heavy steel door.  When it opened, he flashed Grady’s badge in the big black man’s face and pushed his way inside, leaving Grady in the hallway with his mouth open.

      Two barrel chested men came to join the first one.  “What the fuck’s going on?” one said.  These guys were obviously Lila’s bodyguards.

      Aidan held the badge higher.  “I need to see Lila Adams.  It’s urgent,” he said.

      The one standing in front of Aidan scratched his bald head.  “Yeah?  Well, Jade said Lila doesn’t want to see you.”

      “Who the hell is Jade?” Aidan asked, only just now checking out his surroundings.  There was a gray canvas curtain separating the small area where he and the three bodyguards were from another area.  A card table had been set up and it looked like the men had been playing poker and munching on sandwiches and soft drinks.  Aidan knew Lila was somewhere behind that curtain.

      “Jade is Lila’s personal assistant.  And if she says no, then the answer is no.”

      “Do I have to get a warrant to get through that curtain,” Aidan threatened as if he were a real cop.

      The man laughed.  “Do you really think I’m stupid enough to think that piece of tin is real?”

      Aidan frowned.  He turned the badge around, studied it.  Of course, it was real.  Wasn’t it?

      “Yeah, get a warrant,” the man said, “and until you do don’t come back here again.”

      Aidan sighed and was about to leave when he heard crying and shouting.  Two women.

      “I can’t do this, Jade!  I can’t do it any longer.”  It was Lila.  He hadn’t heard her voice in years, other than on the radio, but it was her.  He was sure of it.

      “Just eat this, and you’ll feel better.  I promise,” another woman said.

      “No!  Please!  Just leave me alone.”

      Aidan pretended not to hear the exchange and said, “Well, I guess I’ll come back when I have that warrant.  Sorry to have bothered you.”  The two barrel-chested men shook their heads and took their seats at the card table.  Although they looked ridiculous sitting in the small folding chairs because their muscular bodies were much too big.

      Aidan moved to the side as the black man still standing pushed the steel door open, expecting him to exit.  Aidan purposely dropped Grady’s badge to the floor then bent forward as if to pick it up, but instead he ducked under the bodyguard’s arm and rushed past him.

      “Hey!” the man shouted as Aidan flew through the curtain.  There was a huge mirrored wall in front of him.  On the vanity counter sat a tray of sandwiches and fresh fruit as well as several floral arrangements.  The scent of the flowers attacked his nose.  It smelled like a funeral parlor.

      A biracial woman in her late thirties or early forties with hair poking out from her head at every which angle turned around, a shocked look on her face.

      Aidan pushed past her and toward the blonde sitting on a small sofa, her head bent forward.  She wore a skimpy black outfit with fishnet stockings and red stilettos.

      “Lila?” Aidan said, ignoring the commotion behind him.

      She lifted her head and looked at him with sad lonely eyes, just as two of the men grabbed him by the arms and started dragging him away.  Her hair hung past her shoulders in honey colored waves.  She had several layers of makeup caked on her face and eyes.  Her lips were painted a dark red.  Stage makeup he knew, but it looked ridiculous on her.  It made her seem harsh, like a make believe reproduction of the real Lila Adams he once knew.  Her arms and shoulders were thin.  She could stand to gain about twenty pounds.  Did the woman ever eat?

      Apparently recognition had started to register within and she opened her mouth slowly.  “Aidan?”

      He couldn’t answer, was too busy struggling to hold his position while the men managed to get as far as the curtain with him.

      She stood, walked toward them on shaky legs, looking confused as if she’d just awakened from a bad dream.

      The biracial woman with the crazy hair, who Aidan assumed was Jade, tugged at Lila’s arm.  “Stay back, Lila.  They’ve got him.  No one is going to hurt you.”

      “Let him go, Keith!” Lila hollered over the ruckus.  “I said let him go!”

      The bodyguards stopped pulling at him, but didn’t let go of his arms.

      Jade looked alarmed.  “Lila, do you know that man?”

      “Yes.  I mean, I used to know him.  Aidan, what are you doing here?”

      He spoke between ragged breaths.  “You haven’t bothered to return any of my calls . . . the past few months . . . so I decided to come see you in person.  About your father.”

      Her chest rose and fell with her breathing.  Her face turned hard like stone.  And her eyes narrowed into thin slits.  “What about him?”

      “He wants to see you, Lila.  Didn’t you get any of my messages?”

      She shook her head slightly, glancing at Jade.  “No.”

      Jade bit the inside of her mouth then said, “Lila doesn’t want anything to do with that man.”

      Aidan looked at Lila for confirmation, but she refused to meet his gaze.

      “He’s dying, Lila.”

      She looked up at him finally.  Her mouth opened as if she were about to say something then she closed it again.  She took an unsteady step backward.

      Jade grabbed her arm and led her back to the sofa to sit.  “Let me get you some water.”  She turned her attention to Aidan.  “Look what you’ve done,” she bristled, grabbing a bottle of water from the mini fridge beneath the makeup counter.  “She’s about to go on stage, and now you’ve got her all worked up.”  She went to Lila’s side, handed her the water.  “Here you go, sweetie.”

      Lila loosened the cap on the bottle but didn’t drink.  She looked up at Aidan again.  “What’s wrong with him?”

      “Cancer,” Aidan stated.  “It started in his pancreas and spread pretty much throughout his entire body.  The doctors don’t expect he’ll be around much longer.  In fact, he may not make it through the night.  But he wants to see you.”

      Her eyes widened and glistened with tears, but then she seemed to sober.  She met his accusing gaze without flinching.  “My father disowned me a long time ago.”

      Disowned her?  First he had heard about that.  Jim Adams had said he hadn’t heard from his daughter since she’d left town.  He’d also said he had done and said some things he wasn’t proud of, that he could have been a better father, but he’d never said he had disowned her.

      Aidan shrugged free from the large beefy hands that had been holding him in place.  “Lila, we don’t have much time.  If you want to see him before he passes you need to come with me now.”

      Not waiting for Lila to speak, Jade cut in.  “Did you not hear me?  She’s about to go on stage.”  She shot daggers at Aidan.

      “Lila?” Aidan queried, ignoring Jade completely.

      “The show must go on,” Lila said as if she were in a trance.

      Was she on drugs?  Drunk?  He’d heard her arguing with Jade.  “I can’t do this, Jade.  I can’t do it any longer.”  He wasn’t sure what it had all been about, but it sounded as if she didn’t want to perform.  “Are you okay?” he asked.

      She nodded.  “Just a little tired.”

      “What am I supposed to tell your father?”  He couldn’t believe Lila could be that selfish or cruel to the man who had raised her.  That she wouldn’t want to be by his side during the last hours of his life.  To make peace with him, or at least say her goodbyes.

      “Tell him his whore of a daughter has won a total of five Grammies.  Tell him I made it in spite of him telling me I wouldn’t.  Tell him . . .”  She didn’t finish her sentence.  Her eyes rolled back in her head and her head slumped to her shoulder.

      “Get a doctor!” Aidan shouted at the beefy man Lila had called Keith.  But the man didn’t move.

      Jade sat down beside Lila, took the bottle of water from her hand and patted her cheek.  “She’ll be fine.  She just needs to eat a little something.”

      Aidan narrowed his eyes at the personal assistant.  Seriously?  “Where did you get your medical degree?” he asked.

      “The doctors have already been here.  They said she’s a little anemic, dehydrated and overly tired.”

      “And they didn’t suggest she go to a hospital?”  He couldn’t believe it.

      Jade scowled at him.  “She just has to finish this tour and then she can rest up for a few weeks.  She’s going to be fine.”

      Lila came to and blinked.

      “Here, drink this,” Jade said, forcing the bottle to her mouth.

      Lila drank two swallows then pushed the bottle away.

      “And so you’re going to shove her out on that stage and expect her to perform?  In her condition?” Aidan protested.

      “I think it’s time you left, Mr. O’Brien.”  Jade sounded as if she meant business.

      Aidan blinked.  “You know my name.”

      “Yes, I know your name,” she said, standing and throwing her hands on her hips.  “All those stupid messages you’ve been leaving the past few months.  And your sister calling to see if Lila wanted to escort you to some nobody’s wedding last month.  What is wrong with you people?”

      Aidan was dumbfounded, but it finally started to make sense.  Jade hadn’t given any of those messages to Lila.  Jade was also probably the one who pretended to be Lila and had left a message for his sister Mackenzie saying she was coming home for a wedding, to be his date, several weeks back.  He hadn’t been surprised when she didn’t show, but at the time he couldn’t understand why she would have said she was coming when she had no intention of doing so.  But if his suspicions were accurate, and Jade was responsible, the woman had probably just wanted the phone calls to stop.

      He glanced between Jade and Lila, who was staring up at him.  “Sorry to have bothered you,” he said and turned to leave.

      “Aidan?” Lila said.

      Aidan pivoted around to face her.  Waited for her to say something.

      She glanced at Jade then back at Aidan.  “Never mind,” she said quietly.

      “Two minutes, Ms. Adams,” one of the bodyguards said to her.

      Aidan noticed Lila nod as if her head weighed three hundred pounds.  She glanced at Aidan once more then ignoring him, pushed to her feet.

      She was never going to make it.  There was no way in hell she was well enough to perform.  She took one step then another and just when she was about to pass him, Aidan noticed a tear in her eye.

      Aw, hell.  It was going to cost him but he elbowed both body guards out of the way and lifted Lila into his arms.  “Don’t fucking try to stop me!” he told them.  He pushed past the men, through the gray curtain and out the steel door.

      Grady was in the hall waiting for him, the two guards outside still sitting on the floor with their backs propped up against the tiled wall.  Aidan hurried past Grady, Lila in his arms.  “If anyone tries to follow us, shoot them,” he said.

      “What the fuck!” Grady shouted, walking backward while trying to keep up with Aidan, his gun drawn and pointing in the direction of the three beefy guys who looked ready to chase them down.  “You never said anything about kidnapping.”

      “Sorry,” Aidan yelled.  “It just sort of happened.”

      They ran up the concrete stairs and out a back entrance.  “Wait over there,” Grady said, pointing to a row of dumpsters.  “Stay out of sight.  I’ll go get the car.  And where’s my badge?”

      “Yeah, about that . . .” Aidan shouted over his shoulder as he ran toward the dumpsters with Lila in his arms.  “I think I left it inside the dressing room.”

      He heard Grady swear and was pretty sure his voice could be heard a mile away.
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      On the drive back to Crystal Lake, Aidan sat in the back of the patrol car with Lila.  She slept, her head resting on his lap as they rode along.  He stroked her back, her shoulder, her arm.  She hadn’t fought him when he’d picked her up and run out of the dressing room with her, or when he’d put her into the backseat of Grady’s car.

      It was as if everything was surreal to her.  She’d barely spoken other than to ask who Grady was.  The minute they were on the road, her eyes had drifted shut and Aidan guided her head to his lap.

      That was nearly two hours ago.  In less than five minutes Lila Adams would be back in Crystal Lake.  Back to the hometown she swore to never return to again.

      Lights flashing on the patrol car, Grady pulled into the emergency entrance of the hospital.  Aidan slid along the seat with Lila in his arms and got out.  “She needs medical attention,” he said to the nurse who had come to greet them.  The nurse was tall and thin, late twenties maybe, with dark hair pulled back in a wrap.

      “Apparently she’s dehydrated and anemic,” Aidan said, repeating what Jade had told him.  “Not sure if there’s anything else wrong, but she seems awfully tired.”

      “Where are we?” Lila said, opening her eyes as Aidan laid her on a gurney near the door.

      “We’re at the hospital.  You’re home.”

      She blinked up at him.  “What hospital?”

      “Crystal Lake Community.”

      Her eyes widened and she tried to sit.  Aidan pressed a hand to her chest.  “You’re going to be fine, Lila.  Just try to rest.”

      Lila pressed her lips into a firm line, but closed her eyes.

      The nurse whose nametag said Shelby looked at the patient again and then met Aidan’s eyes.  “Oh my God!  That’s—“

      “Shhh,” Aidan whispered with a finger to his lips.  “Let’s try to keep her identity confidential for now.”

      “Oh, of course, Mr. O’Brien.”  The woman apparently knew who he was.  “My lips are sealed.”

      But this was Crystal Lake.  Within the hour everyone would know Lila Adams was back in town and had been admitted to the hospital.

      “And once she’s able to see her father, I want to know.  She’ll want to talk to him.”

      The nurse looked up at him and smiled sadly with a slight shake of her head.  “I’m sorry,” she whispered without explaining.  “About an hour ago.”

      Aidan swore silently.  He’d promised Jim Adams that morning he would bring his daughter home to say goodbye.  But they were too late.

      “I’m going to take her back to see the doctor now,” Shelby said.  “You’ll need to check in with Admissions and fill out some paperwork.”

      Aidan walked over to the Admissions window and sat down.  He blew out a long frustrated breath.  Jim had always been distant.  He’d traveled quite a bit so Aidan had really only gotten to know him recently.  He’d said once, “I wonder if things would have turned out differently if Lila had stayed in town and married you, Aidan.”

      Of course Aidan had just made light of it, saying, “Yeah, I wonder.”

      Recently, he had watched Jim’s six-four, two-hundred-thirty pound frame shrivel to one-hundred sixty pounds, if that, in a matter of months.

      Aidan was handling the man’s estate.  Jim had left a personal letter for his daughter.  Aidan had no idea what was in the letter, and it wasn’t any of his business, but he would see that she got it.

      “Mr. O’Brien?”

      Aidan snapped out of it and faced the gray haired woman on the other side of the sliding glass window.  “Sorry, what did you say?”

      “I asked if you could tell me the patient’s name.”

      “Yes.  Lila Adams.”

      The woman began typing on her keyboard then stopped and met his gaze with a questioning look.

      “Yes, that Lila Adams.  But we’re trying to keep her identity a secret.”

      “Of course.  I understand.  Birthdate?”

      Aidan shook his head.  “I’m not sure.”

      “Social security number?”

      Another shake of his head.

      “Blood type?”

      Aidan tilted his head and gave her a blank stare.

      “Do you know if she has insurance?”

      “Does it really matter?” he asked, annoyed.  “She’s Lila fricking Adams!”

      The woman raised her brows in a stern fashion.

      “I’m sorry.  I just found out her father died.”

      “Yes, I heard,” she said with a sad look.  “I know you and Mr. Adams were close.”

      He dragged a hand over his face.  “I’m sorry I can’t help,” Aidan said.  “Once Ms. Adams has rested, I’m sure she’ll be able to answer the rest of your questions.”  He got up and headed to the waiting area just as Grady walked in from outside.  He had gone to park the car.

      “Everything okay?” Grady asked.

      “Jim Adams died about an hour ago.  We were too late.”  He sat down on one of the blue and plum striped chairs near the window.

      “I’m sorry.  I should have driven faster.”  Grady took a seat beside him.

      Aidan waved a hand.  “It’s not your fault.  Even if you had, we wouldn’t have made it in time.”

      “How did Lila take the news?”

      “I didn’t tell her.  She was half asleep when they wheeled her back to Emergency.”

      Grady leaned forward, placed both his hands on his knees and blew out a frustrated breath.

      “You don’t have to wait around.”

      Grady shrugged.  “I’m not doing anything tonight, but I should call Mackenzie, let her know I’m back in town.”

      Aidan nodded and watched as Grady got up and stepped outside to make his call.

      The waiting area was empty until a fraught looking elderly woman whose husband had just been taken to Emergency complaining of chest pains sat down across the way.  She took out a pen and started filling out some forms on a clipboard.  Aidan nodded at her.

      Grady came back a few minutes later, shaking his head.  “Your sister is asking me about flowers for the wedding.  How the hell should I know which ones will look best on the tables?  I don’t even know the difference between a hydrangea and a peony.”

      Aidan lifted his brow.  “Are those some kind of flowers?”

      “I guess so.”

      Aidan gave a low chuckle.  “Sullivan, I don’t envy you one bit.”

      “Thanks for the support.”

      “Hey, I’m paying for the wedding, giving the bride away.  What more do you want?” he asked, splaying his hands wide.  “Maybe you should ask Owen.  He’s your best man.  Though I highly doubt he’ll be much help.  Learning about horticulture was never on his list of priorities.”  He dug in his pocket and pulled out a check.  “I almost forgot.  This is for you.  Go pick out a nice ring for Mackenzie.”

      Grady stared at the check and shook his head.  “I can’t take that.  I have a little money saved.  Don’t worry, I’ll find something that looks tasteful.”

      “After what you put her through, she deserves a nice ring.  Something a little more extravagant than tasteful.”

      “I can’t take your money, Aidan.”

      “Consider it a loan.”

      “It’ll take me twenty years to pay you back,” Grady argued, shaking his head again.

      “Take your time.  I’m not going anywhere.  And besides, I don’t need the money.”  He leveled him with a look.  “Take the check.”

      “Is this what being married to Mackenzie is going to be like?  Having to put up with your bullshit the rest of my life?  Throwing money my way when you don’t think I can afford something?”

      “Yep.  Pretty much.”

      Grady’s cell buzzed and Aidan watched as he looked at the display.  “Shit.”  He swiped his finger across the screen.  “Sullivan.”  He blinked several times.  “Yes, Captain.  No, sir.  Yes, sir.”  He pressed a hand to his forehead.  “We didn’t exactly kidnap her, sir.  We just escorted her back to town to see her dying father.  No, I wasn’t getting lippy with you.  Yes, sir, you got it.  Your office, first thing in the morning.”  He ended the call and shot Aidan a look.

      Aidan winced and shrugged.  “Sorry.”

      Grady glared at him.  “I’m probably going to get suspended again, thanks to you.”

      “Then you might need this,” Aidan said, flashing the check in front of Grady’s face.

      “You’re right, O’Brien.  Give me that damn check.”
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      Aidan and Grady sat in silence until Dr. Robison came out through the double doors that led to the Emergency area.  Aidan recognized the woman as the one who had treated his sister a month or so ago.  Both men got to their feet.

      “How is she?” Aidan asked.

      “She’s dehydrated and fatigued, but she’ll be fine with a little rest.  When’s the last time she’s eaten a decent meal?”

      Aidan shrugged.  “I have no idea.  I’m sure she’s had a pretty hectic schedule lately.  Can I see her?”

      “Just for a few minutes.  They just moved her to a private room.  They’re getting her settled in right now.  Follow me.”

      “I’ll wait for you here,” Grady said.  “Give you a lift home.  I wanted to see Mackenzie anyway.”

      “Thanks,” Aidan said and then followed Dr. Robison.

      “You’ll want to go down that hall and take the main elevators to the fifth floor,” she said, stopping and pointing.  “Room five fourteen.”

      “Thank you.”

      A nurse was just finishing taking Lila’s vitals when Aidan stepped into the room.  An IV bag hung from a metal pole and was attached by a tube to the back of Lila’s hand.  She was wearing a hospital issued gown, an ugly cotton print thing.  A complete contrast to the black skimpy thing she had been wearing when they arrived.

      Lila noticed him standing there but didn’t smile or invite him to come closer.  She simply stared at him, her heavy makeup smeared across her cheeks.

      “Excuse me,” Aidan said as the nurse was about to leave.  “Can you bring her something to clean her face?”

      “Sure.”

      He met Lila’s gaze and took a few steps toward her.  “How are you feeling?”

      “Why did you bring me here?” she snapped the minute the nurse left the room.

      “Because you were sick.  You needed help.”

      “You could have taken me to a hospital near Pittsburgh.  You didn’t have to drag me all the way back to Crystal Lake.”

      “You’re right,” he admitted with a note of impatience.  “I brought you here so you could make peace with your father and say goodbye.”  He looked down at the floor then back at her again.  “I’m sorry, Lila.  We were too late.  Your father passed away about an hour before we got here.”

      She didn’t say a word.  She just stared at him as if he hadn’t spoken.  Maybe she needed some time for the news to sink in.

      “Is there anything I can do?” he asked, feeling totally helpless.

      “Like what?”  Her voice seemed full of venom as well as sarcasm.

      “I don’t know.  Do you want me to call anyone?”  When she didn’t answer, he added, “Would you like some company?  I can sit with you for a little while if you’d like.  At least until they kick me out.”  He smiled.

      “No.  I’d like to be alone, if you don’t mind.”

      “Oh, sure,” he said, stiffening.

      “Wait.  I could use a phone.  You dragged me out of my dressing room and now I don’t have a phone, a purse, a change of clothes, or anything.”

      “Lila, you could barely stand,” he said, explaining his actions.  “And that damn assistant of yours wanted you to go out on stage and put on a concert.”

      She lifted her chin defiantly.  “Jade was only doing her job.”

      Yeah, right.  The woman probably got a cut of the proceeds.  “I can get you a cell to use while you’re here for the next week or so.  And some clothes to wear.”

      Her eyes grew large.  “I’m not staying here,” she protested.  “I’m in the middle of a tour.”

      “But what about your health?  Your father’s funeral?”

      “I’ll be fine.  I just need a good night’s sleep.  Tomorrow I should be back to normal.”

      Was she freaking kidding?  “And the funeral?”

      “What about it?”

      Aidan stared at her like he didn’t know her.  Actually, he didn’t know her anymore.  She’d been a teenager and full of dreams when he’d known her, had last seen her.  Fourteen years had passed since then.  She was a woman now.  Famous.  And apparently she didn’t give a damn that her father had passed.

      She hadn’t asked one question about Jim.  How long was he sick?  Had he suffered?  Did he ask about me?

      “How did you get so cold?” he asked.

      “You don’t know me.  You don’t know anything about me.  So don’t judge me.”

      “You’re right.  The Lila I knew was a sweet girl.  She used to laugh.  Smile.  She wasn’t a hardcore bitch.”

      “Get out,” she said, raising her hand and pointing to the door.

      “Gladly,” he said, backing up a step.  “Welcome home, Lila.”  He made sure she hadn’t missed the sarcasm dripping from his tongue.
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      Lila stared at Aidan O’Brien’s back as he retreated from the room, leaving her to face her demons alone.  She’d had a huge crush on that guy longer than she could remember.  She would sometimes lie in bed at night and wonder what her life would have been like had things gone differently.  Would she and Aidan be married with a family?  Would she be happy?  Would he?

      She sighed regretfully.  Things were what they were, and there was no room in her life for Aidan.  Besides, she didn’t need his judgmental attitude, his ridicule or his help.

      Right now all she needed was to be left alone.  And then once she got a good night’s sleep she’d call Jade.  Jade would fix everything, get her back on track.  Jade not only worked for her, took care of things, but she was her best friend as well.  Even though Jade was ten years older.

      They’d known one another since the day Lila had arrived in L.A. as a scared teenager and needed a place to stay.  Jade had offered her help, found somewhere safe for her live.

      They had hit it off back then and had been inseparable ever since.  Jade was practically family.  Lila smiled, thinking about her.  But as her eyes grew heavy with sleep she couldn’t keep thoughts of sexy hot Aidan O’Brien from intruding into her tired brain.
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      Lila was shocked when she’d looked at the clock hanging on the wall the next day and saw that it was after eleven.  The sun was shining brightly into her room.  She had slept close to thirteen hours.  Amazing.  She couldn’t remember the last time she had slept that long.  But she had apparently needed the rest.

      She picked at her tasteless breakfast and forced herself to eat as much as she could stand.  The eggs were cold and rubbery but the yogurt was edible.  The toast was dry and hard, but she ate it all and rinsed it down with a cup of tea.  She saved the apple for later.

      She needed to rebuild her strength or Dr. Robison— was that her name?—was never going to release her.  Not that the hospital could hold her against her will.  But she didn’t need to read in the tabloids about how sickly she was and yet she had refused to get help.  The media moguls had already tagged her as being anorexic, a drug addict and an alcoholic.  She didn’t know who the reporters trashed more.  Britney Spears, Lindsay Lohan or herself?

      Just as she pushed the tray away a pretty woman with long auburn hair came bustling into the room, carrying several shopping bags.  “Hi!”  She gave Lila a bright smile.  “I’m Mackenzie.  But you can call me Mack if you’d like.  I brought you some things.”

      “Do I know you?” Lila asked tentatively.

      “Oh, I’m sorry.  I’m Aidan’s sister.  Mackenzie O’Brien.  Only my last name will soon be Sullivan.  I’m getting married next Saturday.”

      Lila nodded.  “I didn’t know Aidan had a sister,” she lied and saw Mackenzie’s smile disappear.  Actually she not only knew he had a sister, but she knew Mackenzie had a twin brother.  His name was Owen, if she remembered correctly.  And Aidan had two other brothers as well.  Connor and Hunter?  Yes, those were their names.

      Then, feeling like a snot for pretending not to know anything personal about Aidan, she sighed and relented.  It wasn’t Mackenzie’s fault her brother was a bully.  “Congratulations.  You must be excited.  About your wedding, I mean.”

      “Of course I am.  I’ve been in love with Grady Sullivan since high school.  I can’t believe we’re finally getting married.”  Mackenzie looked as though she might start jumping up and down she was so happy.

      Lila forced a smile.  “So, what’s all this?” she said, glancing at the shopping bags.

      Mackenzie smiled back.  “Well, Aidan said he brought you here last night and you didn’t have time to grab a change of clothes.  So the minute the stores opened this morning I barged right inside the mall and picked up as many things as I could in thirty minutes and brought them straight over.  Aidan had given me his credit card.  I couldn’t believe how much fun it was shopping, knowing I didn’t have to pay for any of it.”  She laughed.

      Mackenzie held up a linen sheath similar to the yellow one she wore.  A classic conservative looking number in black.  “I thought this might work well for the funeral.  And I have jewelry and all kinds of accessories if you need to borrow anything.  You know,” she said as she appeared to be thinking, “my mother’s pearls might look nice with it.”

      She rummaged through another bag, dragged out a white ruffled silk blouse and a bright pink skirt and swung them in front of Lila.  “I thought this blouse was so darn cute.  And it was on sale, so I couldn’t resist.”

      She spread several more items across the bed.  A pair of jeans, night clothes, three bras and several pairs of panties were among them.  Then she piled a few shoe boxes on the bed.  “Wait until you see these killer shoes!”

      Lila was dumbfounded.  “How did you know my sizes?”

      “Aidan told me.”  She tore the lid off one of the boxes and pulled out a four-inch pair of caramel colored pumps and held them up for inspection.

      “But how would he have known?”

      “I . . .”  Mackenzie frowned then scrunched up her nose.  “I don’t know.  I assumed you had told him.  I mean he even gave me your bra size.  Thirty-two B.  Surely you must have told him that, right?”

      Lila didn’t answer as her temper rose.

      Mackenzie froze.  “Did I buy the wrong sizes?”

      “I’m sure the sizes are just fine, but the nerve of your brother.  I don’t even wear stuff like this,” she said, pushing the ruffled blouse out of the way with disgust.

      Mackenzie stared at her openmouthed then said, “Well, if you don’t like something it can always be exchanged.  Although I doubt there are any department stores in Crystal Lake who sell the kinds of things you were wearing last night.  At least not according to Aidan’s description of your outfit.”  She lifted her chin defiantly.  “I’m sorry if you don’t like my taste.”

      Lila stared at her in despair and blew out a frustrated breath.  She wasn’t used to people being nice to her just for the sake of being nice.  People usually had a motive.  “No, Mackenzie, I’m the one who is sorry.  You have wonderful taste.  It’s just that Aidan had no right to assume I wanted his help.  That man is so infuriating.  He just took it upon himself to bring me back here.  Crystal Lake, Pennsylvania is the last place on earth I ever wanted to see again.  And now he’s sending his baby sister to pick out my clothing.”

      “Oh.  I see.”  Mackenzie started gathering her purchases.  She folded them neatly and returned them to the bags.  “Well, once your father’s funeral is over, you can get back to doing whatever he dragged you away from.”

      “I’m not staying for the funeral, Mackenzie.”

      Mackenzie’s eyes widened.  “But, he’s your father.  You have to stay.  You need to be here.”

      “Says who?  I’m a big girl.  Besides, my father disowned me when I was eighteen.  I don’t owe that man anything.”  She gritted her teeth, swallowed the lump in the back of her throat.

      Mackenzie sat down on the edge of the bed, took Lila’s hand and rubbed it as if they knew one another.  As if they were friends.  Lila had no choice but to move her legs over a little, giving the woman some room.  “Aidan said you had told him once you and your father used to fight quite a bit about your career plans.  Your dream to be a singer.  But I know your father regretted the way he had treated you.  He and my brother had become pretty close the last several months.  He told Aidan he was ashamed of the way he had behaved.  That he
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