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About the Book

Once in a lifetime can’t happen twice…or can it?

Garrett Steiner loves his grandmother. 

Really. 

But when she rents a billboard in the middle of Times Square, hoping to find him a husband, he isn’t so sure anymore. Bad enough everyone at the “Crossroads of the World” thinks he’s a joke—now his face is plastered all over the news. He’s already in enough trouble with the principal of his school, who isn’t thrilled to have a gay teacher. It might be two dateless years since his divorce, but no way is he going to answer any of the thousand emails he’s received. 

Except….maybe one. The long-haired man with the soulful eyes. 

After the devastating loss of his husband, rock star Remi Angel has hit rock bottom. His career is in shambles and he’s spiraling. Fast.

With the media ready for the next juicy scandal, he leaves the limelight behind to return to his roots and spend time with his beloved grandfather. Seeing Garrett’s billboard ad, Remi sends him an email, figuring nothing will come of it, but hey. At least he’s trying.

Except Garrett does answer, and when they meet, both feel that special spark. It’s terrifying yet wondrous, a combination of desire and hope mixed with fear. 

The fear of loving again.

Of coming alive again.

This wasn’t supposed to happen.

But anything can happen in a New York minute…even love.
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In a New York Minute

By Felice Stevens


Chapter One

“Please tell me you didn’t do it.”

Alternating between shock and shame, Garrett Steiner, cell phone pressed to his ear, stood in the middle of Times Square, gazing upward, wishing he could jump into the nearest manhole. Unfortunately, too many people crowded him on all sides. Dammit, where was a sinkhole to swallow a guy up when he needed one?

“Do what?”

His grandmother’s innocent tone didn’t fool him. Garrett knew better.

“Bubbe.” But his warning meant nothing.

“Yes, sweetheart? I was just thinking about you, and then you call. When I saw your name pop up, I told Evelyne, ‘Now, that’s a good grandson. I raised him right.’ ”

He squeezed his eyes shut and opened them, hoping he was wrong, but…nope. There it was, in neon lights so big and bright, he was sure people could see it all the way across the river in Brooklyn.

“I’m in the city, and I happen to be at the corner of Forty-fourth and Seventh, waiting for the light to change. I looked up and saw it. I can’t believe you did this to me.”

“I did it for you, not to you. There’s a difference. Every night you leave that school, go home, and go to sleep. On the weekends you come to see me. It’s not right for a young, handsome man to spend his time with an old lady. You need someone to share your life with.”

Garrett raised his eyes to the sky.

I love my grandmother. I love my grandmother.

“Bubbe. I had a husband. He left me and our marriage. I’m not interested in doing that again. I’m fine. I love my job and you, although this second, I’m not so sure about the you part.”

Her laughter tinkled in his ear. “Oh, you’ll forgive me once you find a new man. I’ll bet you already have dozens to choose from. We can start looking at the responses this weekend. It’ll be fun.”

There was no shame for what she’d done or even the slightest remorse. Once Rose Steiner decided something, there was no stopping her. She was a runaway train hurtling down the track at a breakneck speed with no brakes.

“The next time I see you, we’re going to have a discussion about boundaries.” His attempt at sternness was met with more laughter.

“Maybe not. You might have a hot date and want to tell me all about it.” She cackled. “Good night, darling.”

He ended the call and winced, still staring up at the huge, brightly lit billboard. Hopefully, no one would notice. After all, there were so many other things to capture people’s interest at the “crossroads of the world,” as Times Square was dubbed. The Broadway marquees, all the weirdos dressed in costumes, the restaurants…who would notice a giant billboard with his face on it, asking someone to date him? His heart sank.

Who was he kidding?

The faculty picture from his school’s website smiled at the thousands of people streaming by. A veritable rainbow of lights stood out in stark contrast to the night sky, but it was the words that made him cringe:

“Boyfriend Wanted. My grandson Garrett is looking for love. He’s Jewish, 37, and has a good job. Perfect husband material. Serious inquiries only.”

And then he heard it.

“Ohh, lookit that. Some dude’s grandma is tryin’ to get him a date.”

“No way. Holy shit. What a loser.”

“If my grandmother did that, I’d never speak to her again.”

“I bet the guy put her up to it.”

“He’s not ugly. What’s wrong with him that she needed to do that?”

“I think it’s sweet. Maybe we should find out if that gay guy who does your sister’s hair is interested.”

Fearing someone might see him and recognize his face if he stood there any longer, Garrett tucked his chin to his chest and serpentined his way through the crowds, not stopping until he was underground and waiting on the 2 train platform. His phone vibrated in his pocket, but he ignored it in favor of entering the train, which had rumbled into the station.

Making a beeline for the corner two-seater, Garrett was glad to see the subway car was relatively empty enough that hopefully, no one would choose to sit right next to him when plenty of other spaces were available. The doors shut, and the train pulled out.

There was no escaping the onslaught of texts, thanks to the geniuses at the mayor’s office who’d decided that riders couldn’t be without Internet underground, and with a sigh of defeat, he looked at his phone. His stomach dropped, but it had nothing to do with the rapid speed of the train.

His brother, Joel: Better you than me, little brother. Talk to you tomorrow. Don’t let her get to you.

His best friend, Anthony: Dude. You’re on the local news. Damn, Rosie is a genius. I wish I’d thought of the idea myself. Call me.

And then the last and worst, from the principal of his school: Mr. Steiner. Please stop by my office at 8 a.m. tomorrow.

Since there was nothing he could do about the last one until morning, and he had no burning desire to answer either his brother or his friend, he put the phone away and stared into nothing.

He didn’t know whether to be embarrassed, upset, or merely laugh it off as one of his grandmother’s silly antics. She was famous for them, the latest being her taking off for a cruise around the world with only her companion, Evelyne, for company. Not your typical behavior for an eighty-six-year-old, but Rose Steiner was anything but typical.

Despite his annoyance, his lips twitched, and he sighed out loud. “Bubbe, you never fail to surprise me, I’ll give you that.”

Aside from the wonderful things she’d done for both him and his brother, there had been the occasional shocking behavior. Nothing ever came close to the time she took a homeless woman into her apartment. It had become the yearly story told on Chanukah. Bubbe had been in a cab on Central Park South when she’d seen a woman standing in the snow, with no coat on. She’d stopped the car, and with a little coaxing, she was able to persuade the woman that she wasn’t going to abduct her and wanted to help. Bubbe took Evelyne home to the apartment on West 87th Street, and she never left.

Twenty-five years later, Evelyne remained her fiercely devoted companion, and though they couldn’t have been more different—Bubbe barely reached five feet tall, was fair-skinned, with flaming red hair, and had a Polish accent, while Evelyne was tall and dark-skinned with a slight Bajan accent and gray hair—the two women might as well have been sisters. Evelyne had helped Bubbe through his grandfather’s death twelve years earlier, while Bubbe had helped Evelyne prosecute the abusive ex she’d run away from.

He got off the train at Clark Street in Brooklyn Heights and walked the two short blocks through quiet streets to his apartment building. Once inside, he kicked off his shoes and sat in the darkness on the couch. Why bother turning on the light? He had nothing to see.

His friends had urged him to either move or redecorate, but he didn’t have the strength or the energy. Frankly, he was tired of listening to their advice. Despite his doubts, at Anthony’s wife’s urging, he’d set up a dating profile and gone out with a guy he’d thought was compatible. They both loved mystery novels, watching old movies, and trying foods from around the world. Ronnie had seemed fun; it hadn’t mattered that he looked very different than the picture. Garrett never judged people by their appearance. After all, he was far from model material.

But all through the meal, Ronnie kept making snarky comments—about the waiter, about other people in the restaurant, about the people he worked for. After a nonstop hour, it became tiring. The death knell was Garrett’s refusal to go home with Ronnie for “a nightcap,” which was said with a wink and a quick, shocking squeeze of his butt.

Even now, sitting alone, he cringed with embarrassment at the thought that someone might’ve seen. Was this the new norm of dating? Was he expected to have sex with someone on the first date? Garrett ran his hands through his hair. God, he was so out of the scene. Guess that was what happened when you met your first love freshman year of college and married them after graduating. You shut out the world and concentrated only on the two of you.

At least that was what he’d done.

Swearing not to go down that dark road again, he picked up the remote and switched on the television. The eleven o’clock news came on, and before he could change the channel, he saw it: the billboard with his face flashed on the screen. And so help him, like a disaster unfolding in front of his eyes, he couldn’t tear himself away. The female anchor started with a huge cheesy grin.

“And now our feel-good, fun story of the night.”

“No, Denise. It isn’t a fun story, trust me.” Unfortunately, she didn’t hear him and continued to prattle on.

“Boyfriend Wanted. A grandmother has put up a sign in Times Square in an attempt to help her grandson find a date. Isn’t that the cutest thing, John?” the female anchor gushed. “I’ll bet he gets tons of responses.”

“No, Denise,” Garrett growled. “It’s not the cutest thing.” John, her co-anchor, seemed less enthused.

“Hmm. I wonder how Garrett feels. I don’t know if I’d be so happy if my grandmother had put up a sign at the crossroads of the world, trying to get me a date.”

Denise’s eyes lit up. “Maybe Garrett would like to come on and tell us how he feels. Garrett, if you’re out there, give us a call.”

“Maybe not, Denise.”

He changed the channel to PBS, but not even an old Sherlock Holmes marathon could put him in a better mood. The fact that his phone wouldn’t stop buzzing didn’t help, and he decided to shut it off, take a melatonin, and try to sleep. One thing was for sure: when he faced Principal Harvey Pringle tomorrow, he’d better be sharp. The man already didn’t like having an openly gay teacher.

He got into bed and closed his eyes.

♪ ♪ ♪

“Good morning, Garrett. I saw you on the news last night.” Pringle’s secretary, Joann, greeted him with a smile as big as her teased, gray-blue hair. She’d been at the school for over fifty years and was a legend in the system, having started as a college aide at only eighteen years old.

Frustrated, he frowned. “I had nothing to do with that, and I’m going to see if I can get them to take it down.”

“But why? Maybe you’ll find someone nice.”

Struggling to keep from snapping at the older lady, Garrett shoved his hands into his pants pockets. “I’m okay. Is he in?”

She pursed her bright-pink lips. “Yes. In a mood too.”

What else is new?

His heart sank. “He asked to see me.”

She picked up the phone and spoke into it. Her eyes narrowed, and her mouth tightened. “I will, yes.” Then to Garrett, “He said your appointment was for eight, so you can wait.”

Of course he would be a dick. Pringle’s reputation was as a hard-ass, and it was rumored he’d been principal at four different schools previously because he couldn’t get along with anyone.

“Thanks, Joann.”

“Can I get you something, honey? I brought in muffins.”

“No thanks, I’m fine.” His stomach had been in knots since the night before, and he could barely choke down a cup of coffee.

Pringle made him wait exactly to the minute, and when the clock hit eight, Joann’s phone buzzed. She picked it up and shot him a glance. “Yes?…Okay, I will.” She tipped her head. “He’s ready. And don’t let the bear poke you. The kids love you, and you’re a great teacher.”

His smile was grim. “Well, thank goodness for unions, otherwise he would’ve fired me years ago.”

He straightened his tie, then knocked. Garrett rarely dressed in a suit and tie for work, and Pringle, of course, took note.

“Nice to see you professional…for once. Sit, please.”

He faced Pringle, wondering why the man hated him so much. Oh, right. He was a gay man. For some reason, that threatened Pringle.

Sorry, Harvey. Over-sixty men with a perpetual frown and a sweaty upper lip just don’t light my fire. You’re safe with me.

“Can you explain that piece I saw on the news last night?”

“Which one?” If Pringle wanted to be a dick, Garrett would make him work for it.

“Don’t test me. I’m talking about the billboard of you begging for a date. What on earth made you think that was a good idea? You’re a teacher of young children. They don’t need to be exposed to things like that.”

“Like what?”

Muddy brown eyes met his. “Children that age are impressionable. They need to concentrate on their studies, not their teacher’s love life, which, if it’s plastered all over the news, will be hard to accomplish.”

Doesn’t it hurt to sit with that stick so far up your ass?

Garrett kept his cool. “I doubt they’ll notice. Kids these days have a lot more to keep them occupied than a billboard in Times Square.”

Pringle snorted. “I’ve already heard buzzing about it in the hallways. If they didn’t see it last night, they’ll look it up online.” He bared his teeth in a hideous grin. “Remember, the Internet is forever.”

“I can assure you I had nothing to do with it, and I plan to call the company to get it taken down. I won’t let it affect my classroom at all.”

Pringle’s mistrustful gaze pierced through him. “See that it doesn’t. Consider this a warning.” Seething, Garrett nodded and waited. “That’s all, Mr. Steiner.”

Once outside Pringle’s office, he huffed out a relieved breath. It could’ve gone a lot worse.

“I don’t care if you say no, take it for later.” Joann pushed a muffin into his hands. “It’ll be okay. He’ll be on to his next victim soon enough.”

He couldn’t help but ask. “Why is he like this?”

She shrugged. “Ever since his wife left him, he’s been a bear. He’s a decent enough administrator. But once his marriage ended, he became impossible to deal with. I keep my distance most days.”

“No one would dare mess with you. Everyone loves you.” Impulsively, he kissed her cheek.

She snorted but turned pink. “Flattery will get you everywhere, Garrett Steiner.”

In a better mood, he left the administrative offices and joined the stream of students and teachers in the hallways. He caught a few side-eyes from people he didn’t know, but contrary to what Pringle had intimated, no student said anything. He’d almost reached his classroom unscathed but Anthony bounded into view, and Garrett’s heart sank.

“Why didn’t you answer my text?”

Anthony Alvarez was a bundle of energy, and sometimes just being in his presence exhausted Garrett. But when Ryan walked out on him, Anthony and his wife, Maria, took over and made sure he didn’t blame himself and become a hermit. They invited him for Saturday movie nights and Sunday brunches. Maria had any number of men on speed dial, waiting for him to say he was ready to date.

“What could I say?”

Anthony’s eyes sparkled like black diamonds, and his teeth flashed in a bright smile. “Man, Rosie is the best.”

“I swear, she shouldn’t be allowed out unsupervised. She won’t rest until I have a boyfriend.”

“Because she’s right. Two years you’ve been moping after that idiota.”

“And we were together for over fifteen years. So I don’t think that’s too long a time to mourn a relationship. Especially when I was blindsided.”

“I know it’s tough with your history together, but with all the shit he’s pulled, are you still in love with him?”

Am I?

“Maybe not in love, but it’s not that easy to wipe away so much of my life so quickly. All my memories of college—and nearly two decades of my life—are tied up with Ryan. If it were you and Maria, do you think it would be so simple? Would you just up and start dating?” He’d done whatever he could to make his marriage happy, and yet Ryan had still walked away. All their years together meant nothing to Ryan. And now Garrett was alone, the apartment as empty as if their marriage had never existed and they hadn’t shared almost half their lives together.

The abandonment was a wound that wouldn’t heal. He’d been left. Again. The death of his marriage had hit him hard, reminding him of the most painful part of his childhood—the loss of the two people who’d made up his world. And though the grief of his parents’ deaths had receded over the years, it roared into full force watching Ryan walk out, the aching sense of loss frighteningly similar.

When he was younger, he’d been through enough therapy to understand that it wasn’t his parents’ fault that they never returned, but it didn’t help the hollowness their absence left in his heart.

His eyes burned, and embarrassed over his outburst in the hallway, Garrett pressed his fingers to his eyes. “Please let me deal with it on my own.”

Anthony squeezed his shoulder. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to push you so hard.”

“Yeah, you did. But I forgive you.”

They walked as they talked and approached the hallway where their classrooms were located. Anthony’s was first, and they stopped outside. Of course, he wasn’t finished with his lecture and had to get in a parting shot.

“I know it looks awful now, but maybe this is the jump start you need. Just because Ryan became a coked-up asshole doesn’t mean you give up on ever dating again. Not all men are jerks.”

He thought about his date with Ronnie and the insinuation of sex without intimacy, or even friendship, and wasn’t so sure. “I don’t know. Anyway, time to get to work. See you at lunch? We’re free together today.”

“Yeah. Maria made you a little something special. She figured you might need it.”

“She’s the best.”

Anthony winked. “Don’t I know it. Bye.”

Garrett continued on to his classroom but paused before entering, overcome with memories.

Ryan was from a small town in the South and had fulfilled his dream of passing the bar and getting a job at a top entertainment law firm. Garrett remembered toasting to his success after he’d made partner at his firm, which had a glittering roster of stars, several brought by Ryan, thanks to Bubbe, who had connections in the garment and fashion industry from her years in the business. But Ryan had allowed the bright lights of the big city to swallow him up, and as the years passed, Garrett had spent an increasing number of his evenings alone, while Ryan hit up the clubs and parties with his clients. Of course Garrett had always been invited, but after attending a few where most of the time he stood off to the side, ginger ale in hand, while Ryan did the social scene of drinking and fast-talking, he chose to stay home. Besides, he couldn’t stay up past midnight. He had school to teach the next day.

After years of spending his nights eating solitary dinners and dealing with an increasingly distant husband, Garrett had shown up at an event Ryan hadn’t told him about but he’d found on his calendar. He’d discovered his husband in the bathroom, doing coke with several other people. From their state of undress, drugs weren’t all that was getting done. Ryan remained unrepentant, and given an ultimatum, chose partying over Garrett and walked away—from Garrett and their marriage. A year later, their divorce was final.

And now Garrett had to deal with his grandmother and her billboard. He knew he’d forgive her, and she did as well. It was impossible to stay angry with her, which was why she’d done it. Besides, who was he kidding? Would any sane person actually take that seriously? It wasn’t as if he were going to find the love of his life from a billboard ad. 


Chapter Two

“Remi? Wake up. I know you’re in there.”

Was it really possible to still be so drunk from the night before that the room spun?

Remi Angel cracked one eye open.

Apparently, the answer was yes. Yes, it was.

The clock next to the bed showed the time to be 2:14 p.m. He blinked. Damn, even his eyelids hurt. How the fuck had he managed that? Once the lazy circles stopped, he surveyed the scene in front of him: Pillows tossed on the floor. Sheets in sticky, wrinkled knots. Empty liquor bottles strewn about on the bed.

The latter explained the massive headache, as if someone were performing an archaeological dig inside his skull with a pickax.

Very slowly, he managed to sit up without falling over. Another plus. He rubbed his face, then pushed the tangled hair out of his eyes. He needed to brush his teeth from whatever had died on his tongue. Meanwhile, the pounding on the door continued.

Remi knew who it was: his manager, Bart. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and winced. More empty bottles lay scattered, and food was smeared over the once-shining floor. The suite he was in had several rooms, and as he picked his way over the plates and beer cans, he winced at the damage around him. Curtains hanging off the rods, chair legs broken, dubious discolorations on the carpeting. Peeking through a half-open door, he spied two naked bodies lying tangled together in a bed. He banged on the door, hoping they were alive. They both moaned and rolled over, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

“Time to get up,” he croaked and shuffled away.

Shit.

He didn’t remember any of it.

He made his way to the door and opened it to a very irate Bart. “About time. We have a situation.”

“A situation? What is this, Jersey Shore?”

Bart didn’t find his joke amusing. “I also don’t need to look at you naked. Go put some clothes on. We need to talk.”

Damn. Bart was never this annoyed with him, no matter how many scrapes he’d gotten into. Like the time he’d stripped to a jock while performing at the Hollywood Bowl and flashed his ass, or when he’d been caught by the Nevada state troopers racing his Ferrari in the desert outside Las Vegas at four a.m.

Or after Clarke died, and he’d locked himself away for a month, refusing to speak to anyone. No one had been able to reach him—not Bart, not his friend Noel, not his parents. Only for Grandpa Sol had he come out of his fog of mourning to rejoin the living.

“Okay, be right back.”

He retrieved his boxers, and after taking a quick piss, found Bart in the living room. Bart had picked up one of the overturned chairs and now sat at the table, which, Remi saw with a guilty pang, had puddles of liquid and cigarette burns etched into the once-gleaming wooden top.

“What the actual fuck happened here last night?”

Remi scratched his bristly chin. “Damned if I remember. I did my show at the Beacon and partied at a few clubs. Everything’s hazy after that.”

Bart’s smile was anything but pleasant. “Yeah, that I know since the paps were out in full force to catch you.” He opened his phone and turned it. Remi’s eyes widened at the screen. There he was in all his glory, emptying a bottle of tequila down his throat with one hand while holding another.

He winced. “That explains the woodpecker inside my head.”

“Then I was sent this,” Bart said grimly and set his phone on the table.

Remi stared at the video taken inside the suite. There had to be at least twenty people, none of whom he recognized aside from his friend and guitarist, Noel Valentine, who had a guy giving him a lap dance. Everyone was in various stages of undress, drinking and smoking. The video panned to girls dancing on the table while people threw money at them and cheered as they stripped off their clothes and got naked. He showed up, shirtless, with a joint in one hand and a bottle in the other. He took a swig, and when it came up empty, cursed and smashed it on the floor before stumbling to a table set up as a makeshift bar. After knocking over several glasses and a lamp, he found a full bottle and raised it to his lips. A young guy and girl appeared—Remi didn’t recognize them—and they tried to coax him to come with them, but he refused and pushed them away, the anger on his face obvious even with the graininess of the video. When they left, he rested his head in his hands, shoulders shaking. The video ended.

He pushed it away. “Enough.”

“No, it’s not. All the entertainment sites think you’re having a meltdown. They say you’re out of control and heading for disaster.”

“Maybe I am,” he muttered and scrubbed his face with his hands. “Or maybe it’s already happened. I can’t see the light anymore. It’s been all dark inside since the day Clarke died. I lost a piece of my soul forever.”

Bart rested a hand on his shoulder. “The drinking and out-of-control partying has to stop.”

“I know it’s a mess in here, but we’ll pay for the damages.”

“Not so easy this time. Do you know who those two people are?”

“Who?” He tucked his hair behind his ears. God, he needed a shower. He smelled like trash.

“The couple who disappeared into the bedroom.”

Remi shrugged. “No. Groupies, I’m assuming. They’re still here. I just woke them up.”

Bart’s eyes widened. “Great. Because her father is looking for her.”

“Her father?” Unease weighed in the pit of his stomach. “Who’s her father?”

Bart’s lips thinned to white lines. “Major General Ashburn. The Secretary of Defense for the United States.”

He gulped.

Crap.

“How the fuck should I know that? And why would her father be looking for her?”

“Because Celia’s only nineteen years old, you fucking dumbass.”

“Okay, I get it. It’s creepy. She’s young, but nineteen is legal.”

Bart raised his eyes to the sky. “My God, are you insane? You have the daughter of the highest-ranking military person in the government, who—in case that tiny, tequila-soaked brain of yours doesn’t realize it—still isn’t of age to drink. She didn’t come back to her dorm last night, and her roommate got worried. When her father couldn’t reach her either, that’s when the calls started going out. Leading to you.”

He hung his head. “I’m sorry. I got carried away.”

“Remi. That might’ve been okay when you were twenty-five. But you’re forty-one now. It’s not a good look for an aging rock star to be out of control and wind up with young naked girls in his hotel room, even if you’re not the one banging her.”

His stomach cramped. It was the first time Bart had ever called him that. Aging rock star.

“Nothing happened. Everyone knows I’m gay. And I haven’t been with anyone since right after Clarke died. I—can’t. The part of me filled with passion died when he did.”

The cultivated image of Remi Angel, the sensual and sexual singer of love songs, was a farce. He was shattered glass, too broken to ever be repaired.

“In these situations, the truth doesn’t matter. It’s all about public perception, and your image is shot to shit.”

“You don’t get it.”

Bart’s eyes narrowed. “No, you don’t. Keep this up, and you’ll have nothing left—no fans, no shows, no friends. No one remembers the ones who fade away because there are a thousand Remi Angels waiting to step into your shoes. This is a dog-eat-dog business, and you’re not doing yourself any favors.”

“So you’re gonna leave me too?” Remi swiped at his eyes. “Is that what you’re saying? That you’re ready to tell me it’s been a nice run but fuck off and have a nice life?” Bart had been with him from the beginning, and Remi couldn’t believe he’d up and leave.

“I would never say that to you. But if you don’t get your head straight, I don’t know if you’re going to make it, and I can’t stand here and watch you destroy yourself. It’s painful to see you getting worse each day.” Bart pushed away the hair covering his face to meet his eyes. “This last stunt has far-reaching consequences that I can’t pay off with tickets or cash or photo ops, Remi. Because not only is this girl Ashburn’s daughter, but her boyfriend, David, is Senator Trumble’s son.”

“Trumble? Where have I heard his name before?” Remi hoped his brain cells would start firing. Bart was right. He was slower on the uptake once he’d hit forty. Damn, he was tired.

“Trumble heads the Senate Intelligence Committee. One of the most powerful positions in government. You got mixed up with the wrong people, Remi, and I’m afraid you’re gonna have to pay the piper on this one.”

His brow furrowed. “What do you mean, pay the piper? They’re trying to blackmail me or something?”

“The record company is delaying the release of your next album.”

“What?” he sputtered. “The single’s all set to drop next week.”

With a mournful glance, Bart shrugged. “That’s also on hold. Indefinitely. You pissed off some powerful people, Remi.”

His stomach, already in distress from the night’s overindulgence, revolted, and he took off for the bathroom, making it in the nick of time. Finished, he splashed cold water over his face and gave himself a long, hard look in the mirror. Not a pretty sight. A far cry from the little boy who grew up holding his grandfather’s hand, helping him tend his vegetable garden.

Grandpa Sol wouldn’t be so proud of his “tiny twin,” as his parents used to call him. Those were the days—he’d grown up solidly middle class, living in the same house in Brooklyn his great-grandparents had bought after fleeing Nazi Germany, and Remi had spent his youth like most city kids, playing in the streets. One day he found a guitar someone had put out for the trash, and his grandpa helped him restring it. Remi had spent his time after school learning the chords, and eventually he started writing songs and playing for friends and then at school dances. Sometimes his grandfather would take out his violin and they’d play duets together. Music fed his heart and soul.

He’d never forget how proud his parents and Grandpa Sol were when he sold his first jingle for a commercial. Using his real name—Jeremiah Angelberg—it was a side gig he’d kept up through the years, the residuals providing a nice chunk of change. The songwriting and silly jingles kept him sane while Clarke had lain dying.

It had been too many weeks since he’d seen or spoken to Grandpa Sol. Remi’s parents had retired and moved to Florida to live in the condo Remi had bought them, but Grandpa chose to remain behind. He’d offered to buy a home for Grandpa in a senior development where he’d have access to full-time care, but was refused.

“My Judith is buried here, and what will happen to my garden? Besides, why do I want to go to a place where everyone’s old and looks like me? I’ll stay put right here, thank you.”

The best he could do was give Grandpa full-time help in the house, but that didn’t make up for his lack of calls or visits. Grandpa was nearing ninety, and Remi’s heart hurt at the thought of losing the person he loved more than anything.

At the sound of footsteps and whispers, he dried his face and left the bathroom to see David Trumble and Celia Ashburn walking out of the bedroom. Neither could look him in the face, and he said nothing as he strode past them to the front of the suite. He held the door open, and both rushed past him.

Over and out.

“Considering what all this hard partying is doing to your career, don’t you think it’s time to get into therapy and cut this shit out?” Bart asked from behind him. “I can see it’s taking a toll on you mentally, and one day, your body is going to give out as well.”

“No.” He scowled. “Hopefully, this’ll blow over in a couple of days.”

Bart snorted. “Fuggedaboudit. Ashburn is a hard-ass. He’s known for holding grudges, and Celia is his baby girl. His only child. He won’t let it die down that quickly.” He huffed out a sigh. “But you’re right in a way. Eventually, when the next juicy scandal hits, it’ll take your place because it always does. In the meantime, you need to get off this self-destructive path. We have to come up with a plan to rehabilitate you.”

“Am I that much of a problem?”

Bart met him straight on. “Yes. I know Clarke’s death is the reason, but the wild nights aren’t helping you recover or shine up your image as the grieving widower, even if you’re not the one doing it. People think you are, and you know perception is everything. I know you loved him, but he’s gone.”

“Ouch.” Shit, that was harsh. Bart had always been direct with him, but this was like a hot knife to the skin. “It’s been four years since he died.”

Pity clouded Bart’s eyes. “I’m sorry. I really am. He was a nice guy, even if I didn’t get to know him too well. But honestly, Remi? Is this the way you think you should commemorate his life?”

“Why not?” he responded, his heart shredded. “I don’t give a fuck anymore. You know what’s rich? Everyone thinks I’m banging groupies left and right, but I’ve been empty…hollow…there’s nothing left inside me. Six months after Clarke died, I got so lonely, I thought I’d die if I didn’t touch someone else. It was after a show in Austin. I met some guy in the hotel bar, took him up to my room.”

Bart grew red. “Remi, you don’t need to tell me this.”

But he couldn’t stop. The floodgates were open, the dam broken, and it all spilled out in a torrent of misery.

“I couldn’t get it up. All I could do was cry. And the saddest thing about that night? I hated the guy afterward, but I hated myself more. He was perfectly nice, but I couldn’t wait to throw him out, and I spent I don’t know how long in the shower scrubbing myself.” He rubbed at the wetness in his eyes. “So let them come at me, I don’t care. Nothing can be worse than seeing the man I love wither away and die right before my eyes. Nothing. I wish it could’ve been me. He was too good to die so young.”

Bart left his seat to put an arm around him. “I know he was. But you’re dying inside now, and that hurts me. Maybe going back to therapy will help?”

The heavy weight of his hair hid his face. “No. All the doctor told me was that time will heal, but it hasn’t. He told me to start dating—”

“Like I did.”

“But what’s the point? I’ll never fall in love again. I’ve had my joy.”

“Joy comes in all forms. You’re still young. You can have a life with someone else.”

“I wasn’t going to do this forever. We had plans, Bart. A house where he could write his books and I could garden and
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