
        
            
                
            
        

     
 

A Driven World Novel
 
 
KATHLEEN KELLY
 
 
 

 



Table of Contents
 
 
Introduction
Dedication
Prologue
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Chapter Thirty
Chapter Thirty-One
Chapter Thirty-Two
Chapter Thirty-Three
Chapter Thirty-Four
Epilogue
Acknowledgments
About the Author
Also Written by K. Bromberg
 



 
Powerful
A Driven World Novel
Kathleen Kelly
 
 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons living or dead are entirely coincidental.
 
© 2020 KB WORLDS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
 
No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.
 
This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. 
 
Published by KB Worlds LLC.
 
 
Editing by: Swish Design & Editing
Proofreading by: Swish Design & Editing
Formatting by: Swish Design & Editing
Cover design by: Esther E. Schmidt
 
Published in the United States of America
 



Introduction
 
 
Dear Reader,
 
Welcome to the Driven World!
 
I’m so excited you’ve picked up this book! Powerful is a book based on the world I created in my New York Times bestselling Driven Series. While I may be finished writing this series (for now), various authors have signed on to keep them going. They will be bringing you all-new stories in the world you know while allowing you to revisit the characters you love. 
 
This book is entirely the work of the author who wrote it. While I allowed them to use the world I created and may have assisted in some of the plotting, I took no part in the writing or editing of the story. All praise can be directed their way. 
 
I truly hope you enjoy Powerful. If you’re interested in finding more authors who have written in the KB Worlds, you can visit www.kbworlds.com
 
Thank you for supporting the writers in this project and me. 
Happy Reading,
K. Bromberg
 



Dedication
 
 
To my husband,
Infinity + 1
 



Prologue
 
 
I grew up in a small town. 
Boothbay Harbor, Maine. 
It even sounds small, doesn’t it? Population two thousand one hundred and thirty-one.
My father and his father before him were all fishermen, and that’s what I was supposed to do. Only I had bigger dreams. 
Love has a way of disrupting the path to our dreams. I refused to let my heart rule my head. Athena nearly broke me, and I almost didn’t leave. She was my high school girlfriend, my best friend’s sister. They were like family, and everyone thought Athena and I would get married, and I’d become a fisherman.
Athena knew my heart. If it weren’t for her, I never would have pursued an acting career. If she’d been the same age as me, I probably would have taken her with me. But she wasn’t, Athena still had two years of high school to finish. I tried to make the long-distance thing work. Well, I tell myself I did. 
It’s ancient history.
It was seven years ago.
Now, I’m standing in my home in the Los Angeles hills looking out over the city. In my hand is an invitation to Ares Boswell’s wedding. Ares is Athena’s brother and still my best friend. Their dad, Dean, is a huge Greek god fan. Ares goes by TB, a nickname I gave him in grade school. TB would never get into fights, so I started calling him Teddy Bear which eventually was shortened to TB, much more fitting than the God of War. 
“Babe, where are you?”
Clad only in a bikini and looking every inch the Hollywood superstar is my current girlfriend, Sophia Thorne. 
“Hey.”
“Hey, yourself, handsome.” Sophia kisses me and wraps an arm around my waist. “What do you have there?”
“It’s an invitation to TB’s wedding.”
“Oh, right, right… you’re best man?”
“Yeah.”
“When are we going?”
TB and his wife to be, Ashlea, don’t like Sophia. They think she’s a fake, all teeth, boobs, and zero personality. Sophia’s smart, she’s playing the game to get ahead. We are both cast in Andy Westin’s latest film, Powerful. It’s how we met. 
I draw in a deep breath, wondering how I’m supposed to tell her she’s not welcome.
“I have to ring Clementine! There’s a dress she’s making which will make me look fabulous. I’ll ask her to make you a tie to match.”
“Sophia, I’ll be wearing whatever the bride tells me to wear.”
A small frown creases her picture-perfect face. She nods once, then a smile appears. “Ahh, yes. But for the photos of us, you could change ties.” Her hand goes to my chest, and she kisses me. “That’d be okay, wouldn’t it?”
Sophia’s hand travels down my body, and she strokes my cock through my trousers. Crushing my mouth to hers, I deepen the kiss, all thoughts of the wedding disappearing. With her constant stroking, I’m rock hard. I grab the flimsy material of her bikini bottoms and rip them from her body.
Sophia laughs and backs away from me. “You only get me if you agree to wear the tie, babe.”
With a growl, I advance on her, nodding. “I’ll wear the tie.”
 



Chapter One
 
 
Athena
 
“I look like a pink marshmallow in this dress.”
“No, you don’t,” admonishes my mother.
“We both know I do.”
Dad walks into the room, and tears instantly rim his eyes. “Oh, Athena, you look beautiful.”
“Told you,” replies my mom as she hugs Dad.
“You don’t think I look like a pink marshmallow?”
Dad shakes his head. “Nope.”
Turning around, I scrutinize myself in the mirror. “I don’t know…”
“Athena Boswell, you look beautiful, and there’s nothing to be done about it anyway. This is the dress Ashlea picked, and she picked it for your body shape. Don’t you think it shapes her bosoms perfectly, Dean?”
“Mom!”
“Your mother is right.” Dad kisses Mom on the top of her head and pats my arm. “You are a vision.”
I groan and do a half-turn to look at the back of this light pink, chiffon monstrosity. Mom’s right, I have no choice, and it was nice of Ashlea to consider my body shape. Mom says I have an hourglass figure. That’s code for big ass and big boobs. This dress does accentuate my boobs while giving my ass a slimmer look. 
“Does the bow on the back have to be there?”
With a sigh, my mother pushes Dad out of the room and places her hands on my shoulders. “It’s not your day, it is Ashlea’s. And the bow is staying.”
My mom has always been the practical one. Dad is the caring, loving, over-the-top one. I nod and do a twirl.
“Okay, okay. I’ll tell Ash it’s divine.”
“We just need to hem it, and it’s done.”
Mom unzips the dress and helps me get out of it as I try not to impale myself on any of the pins she has in it. I’m pulling on my favorite t-shirt with my author logo on it and am about to pick up my shorts when she stops what she’s doing and levels a look at me.
“What?” I ask, instantly thinking I’ve done something wrong.
“I’ve been worried about you.”
“Why?”
“Kris.”
Kris fucking Livingston.
My one and only love.
The boy who broke my heart and went on to become a Hollywood superstar. The man I can never get away from—he’s in commercials, magazines, even on billboards. Kris’ handsome face is everywhere. 
I pull on my shorts, avoiding my mom’s gaze. “I’m fine.”
“Athena.”
The softness in her voice has me looking into her pretty hazel eyes. I got Dad’s dark green eyes, but I always wished I’d gotten Mom’s.
“I’m okay.”
Mom reaches out and takes my hand in hers. “It’s okay not to be. I know Kris hurt you.”
“We were kids, Mom. It was a stupid high school thing. I’ve moved on.”
“So you say.”
Mom lets my hand drop and moves the dress to her sewing table. I want to tell her I’m not okay. I’m dreading seeing Kris. I made myself stop looking him up on social media sites years ago, but somehow, every now and again, I catch myself googling him. I know he’s seeing Sophia Thorne—blue eyes, blonde hair, perfect smile, and they look so good together as they walk down the red carpet, arm in arm.
“Athena?”
I’m still standing in her sewing room staring at the dress on the table. I glance up at her.
“Do you need anything else from me?” I ask.
“No, love. Are you sure you don’t need to talk?”
“Kris made his decision, Mom. Sure, it hurt, but he’s with someone else now.”
“Uh-huh. Yep. That’s true. I like Kris, always have. But honey, you are my daughter, and it’s written somewhere that I’m always going to be on your side. If you feel that you need to hit him over the head and dump him in the bay, I’ll help.”
I burst out laughing and throw my arms around her.
“Thanks, Mom.”
 



Chapter Two
 
 
Ares/TB
 
It’s early Friday morning and only a week until I get married to Ashlea Lynch. I still can’t believe I got so lucky. Boothbay Harbor is a picturesque town where fishing is the primary source of employment, but I was fortunate enough to be a wiz in the kitchen. So, after high school and then a brief stint at culinary college, I came home and opened Small Delights Café. I’m right near the dock where the boats come in, so my seafood is always fresh, and I only use local produce. It’s a way to give back to the community and keep others around me employed.
“Yo, boss!” yells Shannon, my best waitress.
Shannon is easily six feet tall with bright red hair, tattoos, and always dresses like a 1950s pin-up girl.
“What?” I yell back as I have orders to complete in the kitchen.
The door to the back bursts open, and Shannon looks more excited than I’ve seen her in a while. 
“Guess who just pulled up in a bright red Audi Spyder?”
I groan. It has to be Kris, my best friend and superstar.
“Santa?” 
“What? No! It’s Kris Livingston, and I think he has Sophia Thorne with him.”
Shannon is moving from foot to foot in excitement.
“Ahh, right. Don’t you have customers to serve?”
Shannon pokes her tongue at me. “He’s your best friend, right?”
“Yes, Shannon, we’ve been over this.”
“I know, I know… I just can’t believe that you know Kris Livingston.”
“Well, he wasn’t “Kris Livingston” when I knew him.” I make air quotes around his name. “He was just Kris, my best friend from grade school.”
“I still can’t believe he grew up here in this little town.” Shannon shakes her head as though being born here is a complete travesty.
Wiping my hands on my dishcloth, I walk out the front of my café and find Kris surrounded by people, signing autographs with Sophia Thorne, looking every inch the perfectly made-up celebrity doing the same.
Kris looks up at me and smiles. “Hey, TB!”
“Hey, Kris.” I give Sophia a nod and wish he hadn’t bought her. “You’re early.”
Kris nods as he poses for photographs. “Yeah, they’ve made some allowances in filming. I told Andy about your wedding, and he did some scouting around and found the Wiscasset Speedway, so they’re going to film some shots of me on the track there.”
“Andy?” 
Kris smiles. “Andy Westin.”
The famous director, the one who gave Kris his big break in the movies. 
I nod. “Cool. Well, when you’re done here, come on in. I’ve got a coffee and a sandwich with your name on it.”
“Gluten-free, I hope?” chirps Sophia.
“Sure, that, too,” I reply with fake happiness. 
The woman rubs me the wrong way. Sophia Thorne is the original ice princess. She only smiles when there’s a camera pointed at her, and she uses Kris like her own personal trophy to flash at everyone. They do make a great-looking couple, both blonde with blue eyes and work in the same industry. I guess I hoped he’d find someone with more substance to them, someone like Athena. In high school, they were inseparable. I always hoped they’d find their way back to each other. Funny how things work out. 
 



Chapter Three
 
 
Athena
 
I’m supposed to meet TB for coffee. It’s such a beautiful day that I’m walking from Mom and Dad’s house. I have my head down thinking about our conversation. Mom knew how much Kris hurt me. The first year he was gone, he came home every few months. It was always a surprise. The following year, in February, he was supposed to come home for my birthday, but he’d gotten his first big break in an Andy Westin film. 
Kris never came home again.
Kris didn’t call.
If it weren’t for TB, I would have driven to Los Angeles to find him. But that’s what hurt the most, he told TB he wasn’t coming back, and he never bothered to tell me. TB kept telling me it wasn’t a serious relationship, that Kris and I were too young, that it was never going to work, and who knows maybe it wouldn’t have. 
“Hey, pretty lady! Why so down?”
I look up to the happy, smiling face of Deputy Todd Roth.
“Hey, Todd, I’m not, just thinking about life, the universe, and everything.”
“Wow, that sounds super serious.” Todd is one of my closest friends. He’s tall, dark, and handsome with a body he works hard to keep in shape. The only problem is he’s gay. Not many people know, and it’s not my story to tell, but more than one girl in town has lusted after him.
“Nah. I’m going to Small Delights.”
Todd jumps in the air and claps his hands. “Oh, my God! You’re going to see Kris Livingston, too?”
“What? He’s here?”
Todd wraps an arm around my shoulders and begins walking me faster. “Yes, he’s in town, and he’s at your brother’s café. Just about the whole town is there. I’m on my way for crowd control.”
I lock my legs, Todd stumbles forward, turns, and looks at me.
“Nope, not going.”
“It’s been seven years, Athena. Time to see him. Personally, I can’t wait to see him,” says Todd with a waggle of his eyebrows.
“Fine, you go. Tell TB I’ll catch up with him later.”
Todd grabs my hand. “Don’t be a pussy.”
“Yep, that’s me. You go fawn all over him. I’m going home to wallow in self-pity and hope he’s grown a second head or warts or something.”
Todd grins. “Walk with me to the end of the street. If you don’t want to go any further, I promise I won’t make you.”
TB’s café is opposite the shoreline and a great spot for tourists. Mom and Dad live up the hill with an expansive view of the bay. My home is situated further up the road and around a bend. It’s tucked into the side of the largest outcrop in town. You can’t drive up to it, the garage is at the bottom of a path that leads up to the house. I love it. I rarely get visitors, apart from Todd and my family, and I have the best view of the bay,
“I have to go that way anyhow, but I’m not going in, okay?”
Todd holds out his arm, and I link mine through it.
“Chicken.”
“Todd,” I say with a warning in my voice.
“Okay, okay.”
We walk in silence. When we get to the end of the road, I look to my left. In the distance, I can make out Kris and what looks like the whole town surrounding him.
“Wow, he’s tall,” purrs Todd.
“Oh, stop it. You’re tall and good-looking.”
Todd kisses me on the cheek. “If only you were a guy.”
This makes me smile. “Sex change, I could do it.”
Todd bursts out laughing and kisses my cheek. “You’ve gotta be you, and I’ve gotta be me. Now, off with you while I go handle Kris Livingston.”
“Don’t you mean handle the crowd?”
“It’s kind of the same.” Todd tips his hat and walks toward the café.
Kris looks up, and for a moment, our eyes lock. My stupid hand automatically comes up, and I wave at him, but he doesn’t respond. He looks away, and I quickly walk in the opposite direction toward my home. 
I am such an idiot. 
Why did I wave?
 



Chapter Four
 
 
Kris
 
My heart stopped. There she was, Athena, in the distance, kissing the deputy who’s walking toward me. And she waved. Everything inside me felt like I’d been electrocuted at the sight of her. The thought of her being with someone else angers me, even though I have no right. After all, I did bring Sophia with me, although I should have left her at home.
I should have waved back. 
Why didn’t I wave back?
“Okay, folks, move back. Let’s give Mr. Livingston some room.” 
It’s the deputy who was kissing Athena. The crowd moves back a step, and he touches me on the arm, propelling me forward toward the café doors. Plastering a big ole smile on my face, I shake his hand.
“Thank you, deputy?”
He places a hand on his hip. “Todd, Todd Roth, and you’re welcome, Mr. Livingston.”
“Please, call me Kris.”
“Yes, thank you, deputy. Lord knows how we’d be able to make our way through this crowd,” says Sophia in her most sarcastic tone.
The smile on the deputy’s face falters for a moment. “You’re more than welcome, Miss Thorne. I hope you enjoy your stay in Boothbay and bless your heart.” He tips his hat at me, smiles, gives TB a wave, and moves off down the street.
Sophia flashes her best smile and walks into the café like she’s the most important thing on the planet. She stands just inside the door, looking around while she waits for someone to seat her.
Placing a hand on her waist, I lean in and whisper, “It’s not that kind of place. Just take a seat and try not to make a scene.”
“Do I ever?” Sophia replies sweetly.
Before I can answer, TB thrusts a paper cup full of hot coffee in my hand. “Hey, man, good to see you. Is that Missy Webster out there? Wow, in high school she hated you. Look at you now.” 
TB slaps my stomach causing me to reflexively suck it in and spill my coffee. 
“Hey, hey, hey! Be careful of the movie star,” I tease.
“Pfft. Some movie star, your last flick was shit.” TB turns and smiles at Sophia. “So good to see you again. Sit. What would you like to drink?”
“Oolong tea, please.”
“Ooh, what?”
“Oh, black tea will do.”
“TB, don’t tease Miss Thorne like that. You know we have oolong tea. I’ll go make it, you catch up,” says Shannon with a big smile.
Sophia nods and regally sits in the window so everyone can see her and take their pictures.
“Babe, wouldn’t you rather sit in the back?” 
“No, Kris, I want to sit here in the sun and enjoy the view.” 
I nod, smile, and turn my attention back to TB.
“It was not a shit flick, it was nominated for a Golden Globe. What’s the plan?”
“It was one of those artsy films. It sucked. And Kris, you weren’t supposed to be here until next week. You’re early.”
“I’ve got some downtime between projects. Thought I’d catch up with you, your mom and dad, and my father.”
“Athena?”
I squint at him and put my hand on my hip. “Yeah, and Athena.”
“Athena, she’s the high school sweetheart, right?” asks Sophia as she saunters over and possessively drapes an arm around me.
“Oh, they were way more than that,” replies TB dismissively as he sits at a table. “Inseparable is what they were. I swear my dad nearly made Kris marry her when he found them in her bedroom.”
“Well, it was a long time ago,” counters Sophia.
“Yeah, I guess. Athena’s moved on anyhow. She’s a New York Times best-selling author, and she’s won a stack of literary awards. Our girl made a life for herself.”
Our girl.
It’s how we used to talk about her when we were kids. It wasn’t until Athena turned fifteen that I took any notice of her. Up until then, she was just TB’s kid sister. I still remember the day everything changed. We were all at a bonfire, and Tommy Baker was walking Athena down to the beach. I was sitting opposite them, and as the night wore on, I started to see Athena in a different light. She stood, pulled her top off over her head, looked at me, smiled, burst out laughing, and ran for the water with Tommy on her heels. 
I’ve never moved so fast. I pushed Tommy over, grabbed her by the waist, and we went swimming. Athena had me hook, line, and sinker after that night, and Tommy Baker never forgave me. 
“How many books does she have out now?” 
TB smiles. “Over twenty. Not that I’ve read them. Romance isn’t my thing.”
The waitress comes back with a pot of tea and a cup on a tray.
“Shannon, is it?” I ask her.
“Yes,” she squeaks out excitedly.
“Sorry to be a pain, but could we get that in a to-go cup?”
Her face falls, but she quickly recovers. “Of course. Coming right up!”
I raise my eyebrows at TB.
“She’s a fan. I think she thinks it’s funny that I know you, and you came from such a small town. I think Shannon thought you were hatched in LA.”
“It’s certainly where he began his life, so almost the same,” replies Sophia.
TB frowns at her. “So long as he doesn’t forget where he came from.” Sophia looks confused. “You know, so he stays grounded. No one likes a stuck-up snob who forgets about his friends and the place he grew up.”
Sophia smiles warmly at TB. “Kris would never do that. After all, we’re here, aren’t we?” Venom drips from each word. She reminds me of a snake, cold-blooded and ready to strike.
Shannon returns with a paper cup. “Here you go, Miss Thorne.”
Sophia takes the cup but doesn’t look Shannon in the eyes as she says, “Thank you.” 
“TB, we’re going to check into the Sea Shore Motel. We’ll catch up later, yeah?”
“What? You’re not staying with your dad? If he doesn’t have room, I’m sure we could fit you in or Mom and Dad can.”
“No, no, no!” says Sophia quickly. “We don’t want to impose.” Sophia kisses my cheek. “I’ll meet you in the car, darling.”
I watch her retreating figure as she leaves. “I know she can be demanding, but underneath she’s got a heart of gold.”
“Oh yeah, I’m sure it’s gold-plated.”
I quirk an eyebrow and look at him sideways. “Plated?”
TB shrugs. “Anyway, get settled in. Come to Mom and Dad’s for dinner tonight.”
I nod and look back at Sophia. “Will Athena be there?”
“Who knows. Athena is pretty busy. Does six sound okay?”
I look at my watch. “Yeah, six is good.”
“Is that a Rolex?”
I chuckle. “Yeah, I got it as a gift from the studio for that artsy movie you didn’t like.”
“Nice. Still a shit movie.”
Pushing TB, I head for the door. When I get to it, I turn. “See you at six.”
“Just you?”
“We’re a couple, TB. Play nice.”
“See you at six,” he replies with a grin.



Chapter Five
 
 
TB
 
You ever do anything that you know you’re going to get your ass kicked for? 
I told Athena to come to Mom and Dad’s for dinner and said it was just a family thing. 
Just us.
Athena is going to throttle me when she sees Kris and Sophia sitting at the family dinner table. She’s never gotten over him. Sure, she’s been on dates, but no one seems to stick. I thought once she got her degree in journalism, Athena would find someone. 
But that was before the attack. 
After that, she came home, bought the house up on the hill that you have to be a billy goat to get to, and she became a recluse. Writing books is the only thing she does, and she doesn’t even go to book signings. I know she gets invited to them since I follow her on Facebook. Athena’s fans adore her, and her publisher is more than happy to pay for her to go, but she always declines. 
I think life is too much for her some days. First, Kris left, and then she got attacked, and it feels like she stopped trying. Athena celebrates each book release with Mom and Dad and occasionally Todd, but that’s it. She has to want more out of life 
Athena is only twenty-five. I’m twenty-seven, but I’ve traveled, and I’m lucky enough to have Ashlea who loves to travel too. Ash has family in India, and they’re wealthy. She talks about having bodyguards and security systems when she goes there. It’s hard to believe when she’s fair-skinned with long curly red hair. They are flying over for the wedding and should arrive next week. 
“Ares Boswell, are you listening to me?” 
I look up, and Ashlea is in front of me, hands on hips and a smirk on her face.
“Of course, babe.”
“What did I say?” I look at her and shrug. “You know you just agreed to move to the moon and open a café?”
“Sorry. I was thinking about Athena.”
Ashlea sits on my knee and drapes an arm across my shoulders. “Does she hate the dress?”
“What? No. I’m worried about her and Kris coming face to face.”
“It’s been seven years.”
“I know, and I may have lied and told her tonight’s dinner was just us, no Kris and Sophia,” I reply sheepishly.
“You did what now?”
“She wouldn’t have come otherwise.”
Ashlea stands and picks up her cell phone. “You can’t ambush her like that, it’s not fair.”
“What are you doing?”
“Texting her to bring a date.”
I bark out a loud laugh. “Oh, and who’s that going to be? Athena doesn’t date.”
“Forewarned is forearmed.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means Athena is a big girl and can take care of herself.”
I stand and put my hands on her shoulders. “I know that, babe. But Athena doesn’t really have a life. She spends most of her days cooped up in her house, writing. I wish she did things, had a partner, was in love.”
“You can’t project your life onto hers. Athena is happy. Yes, she gets lonely, but she’ll find someone when she’s ready, not before.”
I nod, not wanting to argue with my bride-to-be before the wedding. Athena stopped living two years ago. It’s like she gave up on the world.
“You ready?” I ask.
“How do I look?” asks Ashlea as she does a twirl. 
“Perfect.”
“Pfft!”
“To me, you always look perfect. Now, get in the car, woman.”



Chapter Six
 
 
Athena
 
Kris and the Ice Queen are going to be at dinner. 
I stop breathing as I read the text message again. Goddamn Ares. I flop onto my bed and look at the ceiling. I can’t go to dinner now. My cell begins to ring, I hold it up, and Todd’s face is staring back at me. I hit the little green icon and put it to my ear.
“Hello, Todd. How is my bestest buddy tonight?”
“What do you want?” he asks suspiciously.
“You rang me, remember?” I say sweetly.
“I was just checking on you.”
“Todd, remember that time I went with you to see that movie, Love Simon?”
“Yes,” he replies, drawing out the word.
“Would you say you owed me for that?”
“Athena, you said it was a good movie and you wanted to see it, too, if I recall.”
“That’s true, and I did, but I need your help. What are you doing tonight?”
“You asking me out?”
“Sort of, I need you to come to dinner at my parents’ house.”
“Okay, I love your parents. What’s the catch? Why are you inviting me? It’s not like I haven’t been there for dinner before.”
I suck in a breath. “Kris and what’s-her-name are going to be there.”
Todd’s laughter filters down the line. “You want me to go as your date?”
“Please? I’ll love you forever.”
“You know I love you, yeah? But this isn’t going to be a full-service date. I don’t do girls.”
“Todd! I can’t believe you said that!” I screech through laughter.
“Just making it clear.”
“Do you think you could pretend to be my date as in a date-date just for tonight?”
“As in a love interest?”
I sigh. “Please? I’m not sure I could go without you for support.”
“Hmm… okay, but if Kris Livingston suddenly swaps teams, I’m ditching you.”
I smile into my cell. “It’s a deal, but what about the friendship code?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, I wouldn’t date any of your old boyfriends. It’s a rule.”
“Honey, I’m pretty sure none of my old boyfriends would date you either.” Todd pauses, and then I hear a tut-tut. “Although Harry might have. You would have liked him.”
“I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t have as he hurt you. It’s the code.”
“Right, the code.”
“Meet me there at six?”
“Six? That’s like twenty minutes away.”
“Yep.”
“Honestly, Athena, I need to shower, and I’ll pick you up seeing as this is a date. And I’m still ditching you if Kris swaps teams. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
Todd doesn’t wait for me to say goodbye. He ends the call, and I’m left feeling slightly better at the thought of facing Hollywood’s hottest couple.
 
***
 
Todd arrives on my doorstep with slick-backed damp hair at ten past six. He has one of those styles where it’s long on top and short on the sides. I swear he uses more hair product than I do.
“You’re late,” I chastise.
“How do I look?”
Todd does a twirl. He’s wearing jeans, a white short-sleeved shirt, and black loafers. With his tan and his hair, he looks perfect.
“You look good, but we’re late. Mom abhors tardiness.”
“You only gave me twenty minutes! It takes time to look this good,” snaps Todd theatrically.
I close my front door and put my hands on his chest. “I need Deputy Todd tonight, not normal Todd.”
“Too gay?”
“A little. Could you rein it in a touch?”
With a flick of his head, Todd agrees. “Just because it’s you.”
I kiss him on the cheek, and he takes my hand as we traverse the pathway down to his car.
“One day, you’re going to break your neck on this.”
“Nah, I used to visit the lady who owned this before me. I’m used to it.”
Todd gives me a disapproving look and shakes his head.
“What do I need to know about tonight?”
“Nothing. Be the attentive boyfriend, just for tonight, and that’s it. I told Mom you were coming, and she said she always cooks too much, so it’s fine.”
“I like your mom and dad.”
“They like you, too.”
“Have you told them?”
“About you?” Todd nods. “No, it’s no one’s business but yours.”
We get to the end of the path, and Todd opens the door to his cruiser.
“You brought your work car?”
His face goes a nice shade of red. “Yes, I’m on duty.”
“You’re always on duty. Why didn’t you bring Betty?”
Betty is his 1972 light blue Citroen. 
“This is more manly.”
Laughter bubbles up out of me. “There’s nothing wrong with Betty.”
“I know, but this makes a statement.”
“You sure it wasn’t just so you could remind Kris he’d met you earlier?”
Todd’s face goes a deeper red. “Just get in the car, woman.”
I giggle and slide in. “Yes, officer.”
 
***
 
It’s a short drive to my parents’ house. When we arrive, Todd gets out and runs around the cruiser to open my door, then he links his arm through mine.
“Stop grinning like a kid,” I chastise him. “Remember, you’re my date.”
“Right! Right!” he replies, trying to look serious.
“You’re hopeless. Come on, Romeo, let’s go have dinner.”
Dad opens the door to the house. “You’re late!”
“Sorry, Dad. My hair took longer to dry than I thought. We’re only fifteen minutes late.”
Dad shakes his head at Todd. “Women, hey?”
“Yes, sir, they take forever.”
I scowl at Todd grinning at me, and we go inside. I lead the way into my parents’ dining room. Sitting at the table are TB, Ashlea, Mom, Kris, and Sophia. Mom has all the women on one side of the table and the men on the other. Todd is sitting next to Kris and looks like he’s about to explode with excitement.
I sit and smile at Kris. “Hey, Kris, you look good.”
“Hello, Athena.” He smiles then gestures to Sophia. “Athena, this is Sophia.”
“Hello,” I say cheerfully. “Kris, Sophia, this is Todd.”
“Ahh, deputy, we met earlier today at the café, yes?” purrs Sophia.
“Yes, ma’am. I was there for crowd control.”
Sophia’s laugh tinkles through the dining room. “Ma’am? Please call me, Sophia.”
“Sophia,” repeats Todd. “Did you have a nice drive down? Was it comfortable in that car? It’s a Spyder, yes?”
Kris turns slightly to talk to Todd. “We flew into Portland. It’s just a rental. The studio arranged it. And yes, it’s comfortable. So, you’re the town’s deputy? How many do we have these days?”
“It’s just the Sheriff and me. Not much happens in Boothbay, but you know that.”
“Indeed,” replies Kris as he locks eyes with me. “TB says you’re an international best-selling author?”
“That’s right, our girl is a best seller,” booms Dad.
I nod as words fail me under Kris’ scrutiny. 
“Now that everyone is here…” Mom looks at me. “Let’s dig in.”
“Sorry, Mom.”
Mom smiles at me. 
“Sophia, I do hope you like seafood?” asks Mom.
Sophia’s head snaps in her direction then back to Kris. “Kris!”
“Oh, shit.” Kris looks at my dad. “Ah, sorry, Mr. Boswell.”
“It’s okay, Kris, you’re not fifteen anymore, you can say shit. I’m sure you all say worse,” responds Dad as he ladles Mom’s paella onto his plate.
“Kris,” hisses Sophia.
“Is there a problem?” I ask.
“I’m allergic to shellfish.”
Kris stands. “I’m so sorry, Mr. and Mrs. Boswell, I forgot.”
“Nonsense, don’t worry. There’s plenty of vegetables, corn, peas, potatoes, and carrots,” says Mom.
Sophia stands. “No, I’m sorry, Kris should have told you. They’re all carbs. We’re starting a new movie in a few weeks, and I need to stay in shape.”
“So, you’re both going?” asks Todd.
“I can cook something else?” says Mom.
“Mom, you spent most of today on this. No one expects you to go back into the kitchen,” interjects TB with attitude.
Kris glances down at him and nods. “TB’s right. Sophia, I’ll drop you back to the motel, you can order room service, and I’ll come back here to discuss the wedding. How does that sound?”
The room goes quiet. 
Dad is frozen mid-air putting another cob of corn on his plate as we all stare at Sophia.
Her lips turn down at the corners, but she soon smiles at my mother. “I’m so sorry to be a bother, Mrs. Boswell. Perhaps we could do this another time? Kris, of course, you can drive me back, and yes, you should definitely catch up and get all of the wedding stuff out of the way. It’s going to be a big week. Ashlea, it’s so good seeing you again and you, Todd.”
Sophia heads for the front door, and we all look at Kris. “I’ll be back. Don’t wait.”
“Kris, I’m pretty sure the motel doesn’t have a restaurant attached. What are you going to do?” I ask.
Kris scrubs a hand over his face and through his blond locks, and suddenly, he looks like the boy I fell in love with. 
“I’ll figure something out.”
Kris walks out of the house, and we wait until we hear the car drive away before any of us speak.
“What a bitch,” says TB.
“Ares! You will not talk that way at your mother’s table,” says Dad.
“You told Kris he could say shit.”
“I was trying to be cool, but I am not that cool.”
I can’t help it, I burst out laughing as does everyone else.
“Wow, she’s a piece of work, isn’t she?” asks Ashlea.
“You can’t blame her. Poor dear, she does look like she hasn’t had a decent meal in a while. Kris should have told us.” That’s my mom, always the peacekeeper.
“Bet he did it on purpose, so she’d go back to the motel,” says TB.
“He wouldn’t do that.”
“Aw, here we go. Why are you defending him, Athena? The guy left you.”
“The guy left this town, and I just happened to be in it. He wanted to be an actor, you can’t do that here.”
“Whatever,” says TB with a flick of his wrist.
Todd clears his throat. “This is really good paella, Mrs. Boswell.”
Mom smiles widely at him. “Thank you, Todd. How was work today?”
And just like that, the conversation is diffused as Mom and Todd discuss the events in our small town. Mechanically, I fill my plate, grateful that Sophia and Kris have departed.
Dad leans in. “Are you okay, buttercup?”
I nod. “Yeah, Dad.”
“He looks the same, only older.” I nod, not wanting to talk about Kris. “He was a fool and look what he ended up with.”
I look up to his kind face, and Dad winks at me.
Laughing, I smile widely at him. “I love you, Dad.”
He pats my arm then looks down at his plate. “Betty, can we eat?”
Todd starts coughing. “Are we waiting?”
“Heavens no. He might not come back, let’s eat,” replies Mom.
I wink at Mom and then look at TB. “Do you realize that soon you’ll be an old married couple?”
Ashlea’s face goes all soft, and she looks at TB, a loving smile on her lips. “Yes, we will.”
“We will not be an old married couple. We will be a hot, young, married couple.”
Ashlea grabs his face and kisses him.
“All right, that’s enough, you two. I’m trying to eat,” teases Dad.
“It’s really good, Mom,” says Ashlea.
Mom’s face goes red, and her eyes become bright with tears. “I get a new daughter.”
“Aww!” says Todd with his fork paused mid-air. “That’s so sweet.”
Mom nods and looks down at her plate. She’s always been the practical one, so seeing this kind of emotional display is completely out of character.
“Mom, are you okay?” I ask.
“It’s nice having all of my kids home.”
She’s talking about Kris. I guess it never occurred to me that she’d miss him too. He was an important part of our family for years. When his mother died, he practically moved in here and slept in TB’s room.
TB looks at me and raises his eyebrows. In return, I slightly shake my head and shrug. 
“How did the final fitting for your dress go?” asks Ashlea.
“Mom’s done. It looks fabulous.”
“Ashlea, she looks like an angel in it,” says Mom.
“Yes, she does,” agrees Dad. “Of course, you’ll be the shining light on the day.”
Ashlea blushes at Dad’s compliment. “I hope so.”
“Dad’s right, all eyes are going to be on you. Is everything organized?” I ask.
TB grabs Ashlea’s hand and raises it to his lips, kissing it. 
She looks at him and smiles as she answers my question, “Yes, we’re all set. We just have to get to the chapel on time.”
“I’ll be there waiting.” TB kisses her lightly, a smile on his lips as he pulls away and stares into her eyes.
It’s like there’s no one else in the room. They exist only for each other. Inside, I turn a shade of green. I’m happy for TB, and I never thought he’d find someone, but Ashlea is perfect for him. She calls him out on his bullshit, and she’s his biggest supporter. I’ve seen her do an all-day shift at the medical center, then work at the café at night when a waitress doesn’t turn up. And TB, well, he’d do anything for her. It’s all about give and take and being there for each other. I’m not sure I’ve ever had that.
 
***
 
Two hours later, and I’m in the kitchen putting everything into the dishwasher. Todd and my dad have disappeared into his workshop out back to look at Dad’s latest wood carving. It’s something he started the day he retired, much to Mom’s amusement. His works of art are definitely interesting. Mom has retreated into her sewing room, and TB and Ashlea are sitting on the front deck enjoying each other’s company.
“Do you need help?” 
I freeze. His voice runs over me like an old song, and my body responds to him like it always did. 
“Athena?”
I make myself stand tall, straighten my shoulders, turn around, and shake my head. Kris is standing so close, I could reach out and touch him. He places a hand to the back of his neck, an old tell when he’s feeling uncomfortable.
“Are there leftovers? Your mom’s paella is the best.”
“Y-You remember?”
The hand drops, and he places both of them in his pockets rocking back on his heels. “Of course, I remember. I remember everything, Athena.”
I cock my head to the side. “In the fridge.” I turn back around and continue stacking the dishwasher. 
The refrigerator door opens, and I hear him getting a plate out of the cupboard. When I turn back around, he’s pouring himself a glass of milk.
“I’ve missed this.”
“Mom’s food?”
Kris shakes his head, holds up his hand, and makes a circle in the air. “No this... this house, the people in it, the food, the town, and most of all… you.”
I swear my heart is beating so loudly that everyone in town can probably hear it. I’m staring at him standing there in jeans, a white shirt, and a black jacket, and I feel like that seventeen-year-old girl again, totally enamored with the only boy who ever made her feel like she was precious.
Todd walks in and clears his throat. “Athena, love, are you ready to go?”
Love?
Todd places both his hands on my shoulders, blocking my view of Kris. “I have an early shift tomorrow, and didn’t you want to finish those last chapters of your current book?”
“Y-Yes, yes, I did.”
Todd kisses my forehead and drops his hands, taking one of mine in his, then he turns around and smiles broadly at Kris.
“Nice meeting you, Kris. Athena has told me a lot about you.” Todd smiles at him and holds out his hand.
Kris grasps it, and I can tell this is not a friendly handshake. Both men plaster fake smiles on their faces.
“Nice meeting you, too,” replies Kris.
They break the handshake, and Todd smiles down at me. “Come on, buttercup, time to hit the road.”
I glance at Kris who looks taken aback at Todd using Dad’s nickname for me.
“See you, Kris,” I mumble as Todd drags me from the room.
“Bye, Athena.”
I don’t look back, instead keeping my eyes fixed straight ahead. TB and Ashlea are still on the front deck when Todd drags me out there. 
“Night you two, I’m taking Athena home.”
“Night, Todd,” they say in unison.
I give them a wave as I somehow make it down the stairs and into Todd’s cruiser.
Todd says nothing on the way home. I glance at him. He’s gripping the steering wheel so hard his knuckles are white, and his mouth is in a straight line. When we arrive at my home, he turns off the cruiser and jogs around it to open my door. 
“Thanks for the lift home.”
“I need a coffee, and you’re going to make me one.” 
Todd goes ahead of me and strides up the path. I watch his retreating form and have no choice but to follow him. When I get to the door of my home, it’s open, and I follow the noises into the kitchen.
“You should lock your doors.”
“I know everyone in town.”
“And everyone in town knows you live alone. Lock your doors.”
“Yes, Deputy Roth.” Todd hands me a cup of hot, steaming tea. I take a sip. “Ahh, peppermint, thank you. Do you want to tell me why you’re so mad?”
“He’s an asshole.”
“Kris?”
“Yes, Kris Livingston. He’s a self-assured asshole. An asshole who thinks he’s got you wound around his little finger.”
I take another sip of my tea and move to sit on my big, comfy armchair. I had it made, it’s dark red with overstuffed arms and envelops me when I sit in it. Tucking my feet under me, I look up at Todd, who has calmed down and sits on the sofa.
“I was unprepared for how I’d react. We never said goodbye, and he’s here, and I guess I have some unresolved feelings…” my words trail off, and I wave a hand in the air. “It was a long time ago.”
“Okay, let’s recap. The asshole, aka Kris Livingston, left you seven years ago. No phone call, no note, nothing.”
“I know that.”
“Hush. Fast forward to tonight. The asshole—”
“Please stop calling him that.”
“Nope. Now, be quiet. The asshole waltzes back into town with a girlfriend, and you fall at his feet. He says a few nice things, I miss you, Athena, etcetera, etcetera, and you forgive him,” Todd pauses then raises his voice. “For ripping out your heart and treating you like garbage! Does that sound about right?”
I’ve never known Todd to raise his voice at anyone.
I purse my lips together and nod. “Sounds about right, but you shouldn’t call him that.”
“Athena, I love you, and you’re my closest friend, but this guy, this guy treated you badly. He doesn’t deserve you. You deserve so much better than that, and the fucker nearly crushed my hand.”
“When you shook hands?”
“Yeah.” Todd flexes his hand twice. “Okay, so new plan of action. I am now your boyfriend. You are not going to be alone with the asshole at any time. You will remain strong, and if he wants you, he’s damn well going to have to earn you back. You are not something to be thrown away. You are precious.”
That one little word brings tears to my eyes. I shake my head as a tear trails down my cheek. Quickly, I brush it away.
“I’m sorry, Athena, I didn’t mean to make you cry.”
“No, Todd, you’re right. H-He just made me remember what it was like to be young and in love, but I’m not seventeen anymore. I think I’ve been waiting for him to come back. Todd, you’re gay, you can’t be my boyfriend.”
Todd smiles. “No sex, no extracurricular activities, but while this guy is in town, I’m all yours.” Todd does jazz hands and flicks imaginary locks over his shoulder.
Laughing, I nod. “Okay. Will you be my plus one for the wedding?”
Todd puts both of his hands to his chest. “I thought you’d never ask! What color are you wearing?”
“Pink.”
“Great. I get all of my pink ties together and go to your mom’s house tomorrow and make sure one of them matches.”
“How many pink ties do you have?”
“Girl, I am a proud gay man. Well, sort of. I have a multitude of colors of pink. One should match, if not, I’ll ask your mom to make me one.”
“You’re never going to get a boyfriend if you pretend to be mine.”
“One problem at a time. Right now, let’s concentrate on you.”



Chapter Seven
 
 
Kris
 
I’m standing outside my dad’s house. It’s ten in the morning, and if he’s not at the docks, he should be home. Sophia is waiting in the car. I didn’t want her to come. My dad and I have lots of issues, and I wanted to handle him alone. But Sophia said she’d be bored and well, a bored Sophia can be a spiteful Sophia. It was just easier to bring her along. 
“Isn’t he home?” calls out Sophia.
I turn around, my hand raised in a stop gesture, and she scowls at me. Sophia is also out of the car. With a sigh, I turn back around and rap my knuckles twice on the old front door. The paint is peeling off in places and needs to be sanded down, much like the front of the house. Every summer he’d make me do the front door. Looking at it now, it looks like it did when I left, so he hasn’t done anything to it.
I’m nervous. 
Turning around, I head for the street. I have the gate open when I hear the front door creak on noisy hinges. Looking over my shoulder, my old man is standing there staring back, but instead of the scowl he always wore, his face breaks into a smile.
“Kris, is that you?”
I let the gate go. It falls back against the rock-lined path that leads up to the house, and I hold up a hand and wave. “Hey, Dad.”
He comes out of the house further, his hand raised to shade his eyes. I feel Sophia by my side, hand entwining with mine as she pulls me toward the only blood relative I have left. Dad maneuvers around Sophia and engulfs me in a rib-crushing hug. 
“I n-never thought you’d come back.” Surprisingly, his words are thick with emotion.
“TB is getting married. I’m the best man.”
Dad pulls away from me, wiping his eyes as he does.
“Right, right. Yeah, he’s marrying that nurse from the medical center. Nice girl, always polite.”
Sophia clears her throat, and Dad looks at her as though he’s only just realized she’s there.
“Dad, this is Sophia Thorne.”
He holds out his hand, and Sophia places hers in his and holds on with her other hand. I’ve seen her do this a thousand times, it’s an old trick to make people believe she cares.
“Mr. Livingston, it’s so nice to finally meet you.” Her words are saccharine sweet, and inwardly, I cringe and wish she wasn’t here.
“You’re that actress I’ve seen on TV.”
Sophia smiles warmly at him. “Yes, I’m an actor just like Kris.”
Dad glances at me, the barb from Sophia correcting him isn’t lost on him. I wait for him to say something, but all he does is turn his lips down at the corners and look at me.
“Do you want to come in, son? I know you’re probably busy.”
“Nonsense! We came here to visit you. Of course, we want to come in,” replies Sophia.
Dad nods and leads the way into my family home. I pull back on Sophia’s hand, letting him get ahead of us.
“Be nice,” I hiss.
In return, Sophia smiles, pulls out of my grasp, and walks into the house. I rub the back of my neck and look up at the sky. 
I should have left her at the motel.
With a sigh, I venture into the house. Not a home. It was never that for me. The Boswell’s house is home. This was just a place where I existed. No love. No encouragement. Just a bitter old man. It hasn’t changed. The brown sofa still has plastic over it, the carpet is worn and threadbare in places. It needed to be replaced when I was young. The walls are the same cream that used to be white. It still looks like it did the day my mother died. It’s like he got stuck in time. Dad never moved on. They should have buried him the day she died for he stopped living that day too.
“Would you like a drink?” he asks, looking at me hopefully.
“Coffee?” I reply knowing full well he’ll have a pot on.
“Just made a pot,” Dad says cheerfully. “Sophia?”
Sophia goes to speak, and I talk over her, giving her a stony glare, so she knows not to argue with me.
“She’ll have coffee too, black no sugar.”
“Shall we go into the dining room?” asks Dad as he opens the door.
This was my mother’s favorite room. Apart from cleaning it, we never used it.
“Sounds delightful,” says Sophia.
I grab her by the elbow, stopping her.
“We don’t have to,” I say to my father, knowing that it brings up sad memories for him.
“It’s okay, son, your mother would have approved of us using it.”
I nod and follow Sophia into the room. The carpet in here looks brand new. Everything in here looks that way. Sophia sits at the dining table, the dark wood gleaming. It’s a traditional rectangle table with ornate legs and ten chairs with white padded seats around it. It was my mother’s pride and joy, she loved to entertain. It all stopped the day she died. Sophia takes everything in, and I say nothing as I wait for my father to come back with coffee.
“This room is exquisite.” 
I look down at Sophia. I wonder if my mother would have approved of her? Probably not, all flash and no substance.
“My mom had good taste.”
“Is that you?” Sophia asks, pointing at a picture on the wall.
I nod. It’s a family portrait. I’m sitting in a chair with Mom and Dad standing either side of it, all of us smiling. It was a different time. Less than twelve months after it was taken, our worlds were torn apart.
Dad walks into the room holding two coffee cups. “Kris, could you get the coasters?”
I walk to the matching sideboard, it too gleams in the light. Opening the drawer, I pull out three coasters. I bet without looking, I could tell you what is in every drawer in this room. It’s like a shrine to her. I would sometimes come in here when Dad was at work, just to feel close to her again. It was the only room that seemed to have her in it. Placing the coasters on the table, I look at my father, and he smiles.
“I’ll be right back.” He puts our coffees down and hurries back out of the room.
I sit opposite Sophia, leaving the head of the table for Dad.
“Make sure you use the coaster. Dad probably hasn’t used this room since I left.”
“Why?”
I shake my head, partly not wanting her to know and not wanting to talk about it. Dad rushes back in with his coffee and a plate of cookies. I immediately stand, open a drawer on the sideboard, and place a lace doily down so the plate doesn’t mark the table.
“Thank you, son.”
“This is a lovely room, Mr. Livingston.”
Dad’s smile falters, he nods once and sits.
“Kris’ mother,” he says by way of an explanation without looking at either of us. “How long are you in town for?”
“We leave Monday after the wedding.” I take a sip of the coffee that he’s put sugar in. I haven’t had sugar in my coffee for years. I grimace at the taste but say nothing.
“Maybe we could spend some time together?” 
Staring into his eyes, I don’t see the man who would tan my hide for a sideways glance but a lonely old man. He was forty-five when he married my mom. I came along three years later, which makes Dad seventy-five. I don’t think he ever wanted children, but he couldn’t say no to Mom. Growing up, he often made me feel like an intruder as he wanted her all to himself. Mom was fifteen years younger than him. He adored her, and I know she loved him. She loved us both.
“I’ll try, but TB has got lots planned with the wedding.”
Sophia scoffs. “Really? It’s the first I’ve heard about it. From what you’ve told me, it’s not much of a wedding. Not by our standards, anyway.”
I can feel the blood in my veins begin to boil. Sophia is a selfish brat and has no concept of how I’m feeling. 
“I’m sure we can make time for you, Mr. Livingston.”
Sophia looks at me and blanches. Whatever I’m feeling is clearly projected on my face.
Dad looks at me then back at Sophia.
“I understand if you’re busy, son, I don’t want to impose.”
Turning my head toward him, I put on my best actor’s face and smile. “I’m sure we can make time, Dad. TB will understand.”
“Ares Boswell will probably have you pretty busy.”
“Ares?” asks Sophia.
“TB,” I reply. “I’ll make time, Dad. You’re not working today?”
Dad chuckles. “No, son. Petey lets me out on the boat once a week if the weather is good. I’m retired. I still help out around the docks most days.”
“Petey Route?”
“Yeah, I sold him the boat three years ago. I got old.”
The boat. 
The boat I was supposed to take on after he retired.
The boat I fucking hated.
I loathed being on it and detested the work even more.
He never understood. 
Dad was always at me to follow in his footsteps like he did and his father before him. The sea was not the life I wanted. Dad would make me go out with him every chance he got, and it only made me hate him and the boat more.
“Well, they say you’re only as old as you feel,” interjects Sophia.
“I feel about a hundred.”
Laughing, I nod. “Yep, there are days I feel the same, Dad.”
He clears his throat. “I’ve seen all of your movies. Athena takes me. She’s also bought all of them for me as gifts. She’s a good girl.”
“You’ve seen all of them?” I ask incredulously.
“Of course, you’re my son, and I’m proud of you.” Dad shifts uncomfortably in his seat as though this admission is a sign of guilt. “Have you seen Athena?”
“Yeah, we got in late yesterday. Mrs. Boswell invited us to dinner.”
“Pfft! Is that what it was?”
“Sophia, I’ve apologized for that.” I look back at Dad. “She was there with a Deputy Todd something?”
Dad laughs. “Ahh, yes, Deputy Roth. He’s nice enough, I guess if you like that kind of man.”
Before I can ask him what he means, Sophia cuts me off.
“Are you invited to the wedding, Mr. Livingston?”
“Yeah, I am. I wasn’t going to go, but with you two here, I think I will. Ares invited most of the town. Biggest event we’ve had all year.”
“Why do you call him Ares?” asks Sophia.
“It’s his God-given name, not the one this guy here christened him with,” says Dad with a grin.
“Dad’s a purist.”
“Not really, I just always liked his name. It’s a strong name, and it suits him. And Athena, with everything she’s gone through, well, Dean Boswell chose well for her, too.”
I shift uncomfortably in my seat, thinking he’s referring to me leaving.
“What do you mean by that?” asks Sophia.
I frown at her and shake my head slightly. Dad is oblivious to my discomfort. He puffs out his cheeks, takes a sip of coffee, and looks at Sophia.
“Athena went off to college, got a degree in journalism, and we all thought she’d go onto bigger and better things. She always had a way about her, she was fearless when she was younger, but after she was attacked, well, it was like she withdrew from the world. I know talking to Dean that she’s done well for herself as an author, not that she’d tell me that, she’s humble. But Athena lost some of her spark after that.”
I lean forward, my hands gripping the mug in my hands with a ferocity I didn’t know I possessed.
“Athena was attacked?”
Dad raises his eyebrows and nods. “Yeah, happened about three years ago. I don’t know all the details, I just know she came home, bought old Mrs. Hume’s home, and she’s never left.”
“How badly was she hurt?”
“Kris, it was years ago. What does it matter?” asks Sophia.
“It matters because I’ve known Athena my whole life. She’s family. Why wasn’t I told?”
“Kris, you,” Dad glances at Sophia and shrugs. “Well, son, you left. And you didn’t exactly keep in touch.”
I stand. “Yeah, but I talk to TB every month, and he never said anything.”
Dad looks up at me. “I guess he figured you didn’t care. From what Dean told me, you didn’t so much as say goodbye to her. You just never came back.”
He’s right.
I left Athena.
I left this town, and I didn’t look back.
“I’ve gotta go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“I’m down at the docks tomorrow helping Petey out.”
I shrug. “I’ll come help out, too.”
Dad reaches for one of my hands, turns it over, and shakes his head. “These are soft. Dock work will chew them up.”
“I’ll wear gloves. What time?”
“And what am I supposed to do tomorrow while you’re off working?” asks Sophia.
“Go shopping, do a tour of the town, you’ll be fine.” I look back at Dad and repeat myself, “What time.”
“I’m normally down there at six.”
“You’re slipping, it used to be five.”
“I told you, I got old.” 
Dad stands and embraces me, pats my back once, then steps back with his hands in his pockets. 
“See you at six. Come on, Sophia, I need to get to the hardware store and get some gloves.”
Dad chuckles, and I smile at him.
“It was nice meeting you, Mr. Livingston.” Sophia rises and holds out her hand.
“Ahh, yeah, you, too.” He glances at me, disapproval written all over his face.
Well, he was always a good judge of character, except where I was concerned. With me, he had blinders on and couldn’t see me for the person I was becoming. Maybe with time and wisdom, he can now see I’m exactly how I should be, how I was meant to be.



Chapter Eight
 
 
Athena
 
There’s a walled garden to the right of my home. The wind from the ocean can cut right through you in winter, so the wall helps prevent it, and in summer it provides shade from the sun. I love it. It’s my oasis away from the world. I even have an old wrought iron gate that makes a loud creaking sound whenever I enter. I always feel like I’m stepping back in time. Not that anything out here is old. I have an outdoor lounge and table in white that I spend many hours sitting at when I write. The ground is old cobblestone pavers with moss growing in the crevices, and the plants in pots out here are lush with most of them flowering, scenting the air with their blooms.
I’m lost in my writing. This one is a thriller, and I’m about to kill off the bad guy. When I write, I’m able to shut out the world. I have the radio on, but I don’t hear it. The only thing I hear are the voices in my head. Sometimes they are loud, and right now, the bad guy is about to get what’s coming to him.
“Athena?”
I jump, startled by his voice.
“Kris?”
“Yeah. Can I come in?” 
He’s looking through the gate, taking everything in. I stand and pull on my sheer, long white coat. I’m wearing shorts and a tank top, and although it’s see-through, it will make me feel like I have more clothes on than I actually do.
As I move toward him, Kris smiles, and then I hear Todd’s voice in my head, ‘you are precious.’ Opening the gate, I usher him into my sanctuary. 
“What brings you here?”
Kris moves past me and looks around. “Was this always here?”
“No, I had it built when I bought the place.”
“Smart, the wind must howl through here.” He touches one of my plants. “Must have made it hard to grow things.”
Sitting back at the table, I close the lid on my laptop. I’ll kill off the bad guy later.
“It used to. The walls keep the wind out and make it easy to grow things.”
“It’s beautiful.” Kris looks around my sanctuary. “You have a gap in your wall?”
“Yes, it’s so I can go out and stand at the bluff. I like to go out there and watch the storms come in.”
“Can you show me?”
“Sure.” 
I walk barefoot between my walls with Kris close behind. The cobblestones give way to grass, and when we get to the bluff, I have a wooden bench cemented into the ground with a fire pit a few feet away.
Kris squats in front of my firepit. “Do you use this often?”
“Yeah, it’s nice to sit out here. Only I’m out of wood at the moment.”
Kris stands and looks out over the ocean. “The water here is so clear. It’s not like that back home.”
“LA is home now?”
Kris smiles and nods. “Yeah.” Closing his eyes, he tilts his head back as though he’s soaking up the sun.
“What brings you out here?”
The smile fades, and Kris looks back at me, those piercing blue eyes pinning me on the spot.
“I caught up with my dad today. He’s different.”
I sit on my bench. “Not really. He misses you, he’s damn proud of you. Whenever you have a new movie out, he rings and asks me if I’d like to see it.”
Kris grins and sits beside me, his arm going across the top of the bench and resting on my shoulder.
“So, you’ve seen all of my movies?”
I laugh. “Yes.”
Kris picks up a length of my hair and twists it between his fingers.
“Athena, I—” Abruptly, he stands, and one hand goes to the back of his neck, betraying his nervousness. “I owe you an apology.”
Yes, he does.
I cross my legs and look out at the ocean, desperately wishing I could avoid this conversation, but at the same time, knowing there is a lot to be said.
“Athena?”
I look up at him and realize I’ve been waiting, waiting for him to come back. And now he has, but with a brand-new girlfriend. 
Is there really anything left to say?
Puffing out my cheeks, I let the air out of my lungs and smile up at him. “I need a tea. Do you want a drink?”
Without waiting for an answer, I stand and walk back into my house, going straight to the kitchen. I pull mugs out of the cupboard, fill up the kettle, and stare out the window. I know he’s followed me inside. There’s part of me that wants to rage at him, but it’s been seven years, and a lot has happened in that time.
“Athena, I’m sorry. The way I left, it wasn’t right. Hell, TB punched me in the jaw for it. I wish he’d done worse.”
Slowly, I turn and face him. Kris is standing near my kitchen island staring at a picture on the wall. It’s of him, TB, and me. We’re laughing, both of them have their arms slung over my shoulders. It was a million years ago.
“TB hit you? He never told me that.”
Kris gives me a lopsided smile. “Yeah, he drove all the way to LA, punched me, and got back in his car. He tried to drive away, but his car died. It was like divine intervention.” Kris laughs more to himself as he moves closer toward the photograph. “This was taken the summer before I left.”
I nod. “Yeah, down at Pemaquid Beach.”
His smile broadens, and his gaze comes to me. “That was the summer TB was chasing Tracey Hennessy.”
I burst out laughing. “Yes! The queen of free dinners, lunches, and twisting TB around her little finger.”
Kris puts both his hands on the counter and leans forward. “Did he ever close the deal?”
Laughing harder, I shake my head. “No. He caught her with Tommy Baker, and that was that.”
Kris is laughing now too. “Tommy Baker? The guy who I was always beating off you with a stick?”
My laughter ceases, the smile falls from my face, and I turn and go back to the kettle. 
“Tea or coffee?”
“Coffee, black.”
I feel like I’ve been sucker-punched. Kris kept all the boys away, not just Tommy. He made me believe we’d last forever. The bright lights, big city, and his desire to succeed killed all of that. I make his coffee and my tea, then turn back around to find him studying me.
“Do you want to sit on the sofa or go back outside?”
“How about we enjoy the sunshine?”
“If you’ll open the door?”
Kris moves ahead of me and swings the door wide, allowing me to pass through but not before I brush up against him. Tingles travel from my arm to my most sensitive regions, and I stumble, spilling the hot drinks.
“You okay?”
I laugh nervously. “Yes, just clumsy.”
The gate to my walled garden is open, so I go back to the original spot I was in when Kris arrived. I put the mugs on the table and move my laptop well away from them. The last thing I need is to spill something on it, especially since I haven’t backed it up in ages.
Kris sits opposite me and eyes the laptop. “What are you working on?”
“My latest book. It’s a thriller with a romantic twist.”
“Could I read it?”
I shake my head. “Strictly for women.”
“Why?”
I smile. “Because the hero falls madly in love with the heroine at first sight and does everything in his power to stay with her.” I take a sip of my tea. “It’s fiction. Not real life. It’s an escape for every woman out there who’s life isn’t exactly the way she planned it.”
Kris goes silent, sips his coffee, and nods.
“Like my movies.”
“Yeah. What’s the new one you’re about to start?”
“It’s called Powerful, directed by Andy Westin.”
“Ahh, the man who took you away from Boothbay Harbor.”
Kris nods. “I owe him a lot. If it weren’t for Andy, I wouldn’t be where I am today. He opened a lot of doors for me.”
“I’m not surprised, you’re a very good actor.”
“High praise from Miss New York Times best-selling author.” I shrug at him and feel my face burn up. “What happened to journalism, uncovering the truth, and setting the world on fire?”
I stare intently at my mug and shrug again. “Didn’t you know true journalism is dead? No one cares about the truth. I prefer my made-up worlds and the comfort of my home.”
“Dad said you were attacked.”
My throat closes up as those words hang in the air. I’ve put the pain of what happened to me walled off in my mind, and I have no desire to talk about it or bring any of those walls down. Damn Leonard Livingston for telling his son. I made TB promise never to tell Kris.
My voice comes out strained. “It was a long time ago.”
“Is it why you’re still here? You wanted to see the world, Athena.”
Pursing my lips together, I nod and look up at him. “I will see the world, I’ve got plenty of time.”
“You don’t want to talk about it?”
“Kris, we aren’t friends anymore. I don’t know what we are, but that part of my life is private. I don’t talk about it. And like I said, it was a long time ago.”
He frowns, nods, and takes a sip of his coffee. “You ever wonder what would have happened if I’d never left?”
Every day.
Shaking my head, I say, “Life happens. You either get on with it or you stagnate.”
Kris raises his eyebrows. “I guess.”
I smile at him. “Enough talk about the past. What’s your movie about?”
His face instantly changes. Kris is more animated, and the smile is unfiltered. “I play a race car driver, Skip Torrens, whose mentor is killed in a fiery crash, and I need to overcome my demons to get back behind the wheel, win the girl, and win the race.”
“Sophia plays the girl?”
The care-free attitude disappears, and Kris frowns. “Yeah, she’s the mentor’s daughter. It’s a good role for her.”
“Anyone else I know going to be in it?”
“Maybe.”
“Oh, so mysterious,” I tease.
“Colton Donavan is a technical adviser to the movie.”
“No! He’s so good-looking. Have you met him? And why doesn’t he have the same surname as Andy Westin?”
Kris nods. “Yeah, I’ve met Colton and his wife.” Athena laughs. “Colton was adopted.”
I chuckle. “Damn, all the good ones are taken, and I didn’t know that.”
Kris stands. “Well, you’re not a true fan, then.” Kris chuckles. “Thanks for the coffee and for hearing me out.”
“You’re leaving?” 
To my own ears, I sound pathetic. I want him to stay, to listen to him speak and find out all about his new life, but compared to him, I’m still the same girl living in the same town.
“I’m going out with Dad in the morning to work on the docks.” Kris holds up his hands. “These are no longer used to manual labor, so I need to get some gloves.”
“Petey doesn’t make your Dad do very much. It’s more so he feels valued. After you left and he had no one to take over the boat, he was kind of lost.”
“I was never going to go into the family business.”
I stand. “I know that. I remember all you wanted was to get out of this town. You were always too big for Boothbay and everything in it. Your dad gets it, too, even if he won’t say it out loud.”
There’s an awkward silence between us. Kris sighs and moves toward the gate. I follow a little behind not wanting to get too close.
“Athena?” Kris turns, and I stop moving.
“Umm?”
“You were the only thing in this town I would have stayed for. It’s why I never came back, it is why I never called. If you’d asked me to stay, I would have. I wasn’t strong enough to leave you and this town, but you had big dreams, too. I thought you’d be better off without me.” His words come out in a rush.
My mouth falls open, and I take a step back. “Is that what you tell yourself?”
“What?”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Kris. The difference between us is I would have done what it took to make us work where you, you just did what it took to make you work.” He looks so surprised I could laugh. “I have a life, a boyfriend, family, friends, and a home I’m proud of. Can you say that? Can you honestly tell me you’re happy with Sophia and your life in LA?”
Kris closes the gap between us, his face only inches from mine. “At least I tried,” he says through gritted teeth.
“Keep telling yourself that.”
His arm moves quickly as he wraps it around me and crushes his lips to mine. Kris’ tongue forces its way between my lips, and his other arm cups the back of my head. My body feels like it’s smoldering, slowly coming to life and turning into a fiery inferno.
“Am I interrupting something?” 
I push Kris away and stumble backward, ashamed at my lack of control and furious that he’d be able to produce this kind of emotion from me.
“Todd!” I practically shout.
Kris stares at me, turns, and avoids Todd’s gaze as he strides away.
Todd smiles, looks over his shoulder, then back at me. “One day! He’s been here one day, and you folded like a cheap suit.”
“I-I…” Words fail me. I shake my whole body, trying to regain some composure.
“You slut.”
“I am not!”
Todd bursts out laughing. “No, you’re not, but honey, the way that man just kissed you, he’s got it bad for you.”
“He does not!”
“I might be gay, but I know what lust looks like, and if I hadn’t walked in just now, do you think you’d have stopped him?”
“Yes. No. Maybe? Ugh! I don’t know.” Throwing my hands in the air in frustration, I let out a sigh.
Todd looks so smug as he shakes his head and makes a tut-tutting noise. Then he places his hands on my shoulders.
“Next time he turns up, and yes, there will be a next time, you ring me immediately. It was pure luck I was driving by and saw his car. Unless, of course, you want to be alone with him?”
“He’s not mine anymore.”
“No, sweetheart, he’s not.”



Chapter Nine
 
 
Kris
 
Fuck it all to hell!
If the boyfriend hadn’t turned up, I would have kept going. The way she responded to me was just like it was when we were kids. No woman has ever made me feel the way Athena can. I thought as time wore on that it was merely a case of first love, and I was looking back on it with rose-colored glasses, but with my cock as hard as a rock from one interrupted kiss, I know that’s not the case. The feel, scent, and taste of her are better than I remembered.
Parking the car in front of the hardware store, I climb out and slam the door behind me, frustration and anger surging through me.
“Kris! How does it feel to be back in your home town?”
It’s then I realize a swarm of media is surrounding me. I put on an award-winning smile and give them a two-fingered wave. Cameras click away as more of them throw questions at me. I hold up my hands, trying to appease them.
“No doubt, you know I’m back home to celebrate my best friend’s wedding. I would appreciate it if you could give me and the happy couple some privacy while I’m here.”
“Is it true that you and Sophia Thorne are here to get married as well?”
“Absolutely not. I’m here for Ares Boswell who is marrying the lovely Ashlea Lynch. He’s a lucky guy. Yes, Sophia is with me, but this is not a double wedding. I mean, come on, guys, we haven’t been dating that long.” I chuckle and shake my head.
“They say love knows no bounds, and time is meaningless when it comes to true love.”
Laughing harder, I shake my head. “In this case, love does have bounds. If and when I get married, I promise to let you all know.”
“Are the press invited to the wedding?”
“No, this is a small, private affair.” 
Smiling broadly, I shake my head and walk into the hardware store. Unfortunately, I am followed by more than one of them.
“Well, if it isn’t Kris Livingston,” booms the owner of the store, Mr. Roberts.
“Hello, sir.”
“Good to be back?”
“Yeah, it is. I’m going to be—” I stop and look at the crowd around me and decide I don’t want them following my every movement. “Gloves, I need gloves.”
“Aisle three.”
I look over my shoulder at the press and shake my head. 
Mr. Roberts narrows his eyes at them and, in a very loud voice, says, “Unless you folks are going to buy something… out!”
Leaving him with them, I stride down aisle three to inspect the gloves. I need a heavy-duty pair. When I find the ones I need, I grab two pairs and take them up to the counter. Mr. Roberts looks them over before ringing them up.
“Helping your dad out tomorrow?”
“Yes, sir.” I lean over the counter and say quietly, “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t say where.” I cock my head backward to indicate I’m talking about the media.
Mr. Roberts taps his nose and holds out the card reader to me. Pulling out my wallet, I tap my card and head for the door. 
“Do you want your receipt?” he yells at me.
“No thanks, Mr. Roberts. Good seeing you.”
What started out as ten reporters has now grown to twenty in the parking lot. They could ruin TB’s wedding by being intrusive. I climb into the car, dial my personal assistant, Gabby, and drive away.
“Hey, boss, how goes it?” asks Gabby in her usual upbeat voice.
“The press is here, a lot of them.”
“And?”
“Gabby, this is a small wedding, not a paparazzi free-for-all. Can you arrange some security to keep the vultures at bay?”
Her tinkling laugh filters down the line. “Well, you can thank Sophia’s people for that. The rumor is you’re getting married.”
“Fuck it all to hell. Sophia started that?” I grip the steering wheel tighter.
“Yep, afraid so. How is she?”
“She’s good. Gabby, can you fix this?”
“Sure can. Security, a statement from us, but you’re going to have to give them something.”
I scrub a hand over my face. “Like what?”
“How about some photos of you two all dressed up before the wedding? That should help with some of them.”
“But not all?”
I’m driving past TB’s café and decide to pull into the parking area out front. 
“Nope, some will want those exclusive photos, you know that.”
“Gabby, lots of security, please.”
“You got it!” 
She ends the call, and I get out of the car and walk into the café. I can see TB working out back, so I make a beeline for him.
“Hey, brother, how’s your day?” asks TB cheerfully as he opens an oven.
“The press is here.”
TB raises his eyebrows at me. “And?”
“And they’ll try and crash your wedding.”
He pulls a cake out of the oven and puts it on the stainless-steel worktable in front of him. “If you ruin Ashlea’s wedding day, I’ll never forgive you.”
Picking up a cookie from his worktable that’s fresh out of the oven, I take a bite and shake my head. “I’m organizing security, but it could get messy.”
“Fix this, and you owe me three dollars for the cookie.”
Nearly choking on the cookie, I splutter, “T-Three dollars?”
“Yes, three dollars. It’s a good cookie, isn’t it?”
It is a good cookie, but I don’t want to admit it to TB, so I shrug. 
“When are rehearsals?”
“Tomorrow night at the chapel and dinner afterward at the yacht club.”
“Oh, fancy,” I tease TB. “Why then?” 
“I know it’s tradition, but Ashley didn’t want to have it the night before the big day. My petal wants to look her best, and the yacht club… well, nothing but the finest for my bride.”
The kitchen area is spotless. The tables gleam, and the floor is clean enough to eat off. TB takes pride in his work. 
“I went to see Athena.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah, Dad told me she got attacked?”
TB stops what he’s doing, and with his hands on his hips, he looks at me. “She didn’t want you to know. She made me promise not to tell you.”
“What happened?”
TB frowns, then continues pulling another cake out of the oven. “Not my place to tell you.”
“For fuck’s sake, you’re my best friend.”
“And Athena is my sister. Ask her.”
“I did.”
This stops him in his tracks, and he scrutinizes me. “Ahh, she didn’t tell you.”
I shake my head. “Nope.”
“Can’t blame her. I’m still not going to tell you.”
“You suck.” 
The waitress, Shannon, comes bustling into the area. “TB, I need some help out front, we’ve been inundated with customers.”
Glancing over my shoulder, I see the press has taken up residence at all the available tables. Smirking at him, I swipe another cookie from the bench and begin to walk backward out of the café. 
“Hey! That’s six dollars now.”
I shrug. “I’m good for it. Besides, they’re all here for me.”
“They could be here for my world-famous chowder.”
I laugh, and Shannon frowns at me. 
“It is very good. You should try it,” says Shannon as she goes back out the front.
I follow her, and the cameras all flash at once.
“Okay, okay,” I say loud enough that the whole café can hear me. “You are all going to order something off the menu, on me, and take as many pictures as you want, but if any of you ruin my best friend’s wedding, you’ll never get another photo of me again. Understand?”
One of the photographers laughs, so I pin him with a look.
“Ever. I will only do photoshoots, and I swear, I will wear a paper bag over my head… every. Single. Time. I’m in public, which includes the Oscars. You, especially you, will never get another candid photo of me again.” 
The photographer sits further back into his chair, smirking at me.
“So, you’re going to wear a paper bag on your head when you go out to dinner?” he says smugly.
“You bet your ass I will, or I’ll have dinner delivered to my home. Try me. See how far you get,” I reply with ice in my tone.
He shifts uncomfortably in his seat under my gaze.
“Kris, you have to know this is a big deal. The rumor is it’s you who’s getting married,” says a female reporter.
TB bursts out laughing. I shake my head at him and look back at the pack of hyenas.
“I give you my solemn word, I am not getting married.”
“We’ve had it confirmed from a reliable source,” says another.
I hold up my hands. “You guys follow me everywhere. Have you seen me go to Tiffany’s or any other jewelry store?”
“You could have had it delivered,” counters another.
I raise my eyebrows, shake my head, and look around the room. “To get married, I’d have to be in love. I’m not getting married.”
“What about Sophia Thorne?”
I frown, shake my head again, and pin the reporter with a look. “I’ve only been with Sophia for a few weeks—”
“Three months,” says another.
“Fine, three months. I like her, she’s my girlfriend, we have a good time, but we aren’t anywhere near there yet. I swear on my mother’s grave.”
The room goes quiet, and a few of them exchange glances. I look over my shoulder at TB whose arms are crossed, and he nods at me once.
“Okay, so order up big. Tomorrow night we are going to be going to the yacht club. Sophia and I will pose for photos at the marina for a half-hour at five o’clock. It’ll be beautiful, the sun will be setting, and you can ask us anything.”
“Anything?” asks a pretty female.
“Yep, anything.” I smile widely at the room. “I might not answer, but you can ask.”
This draws laughter from a few of them. 
I look at TB. “We good?” 
“You still owe me six dollars.”
“I’ll take that as a yes.”
I stalk out of the café and get in the car. The drive to the motel is a short one like everything else in this town. When I arrive, Sophia is dragging one of her suitcases out the door. She stops giving me a withering look, then proceeds to go back inside, I’m assuming to get her other one. Taking in a deep breath, I let it out slowly then get out of the car. She meets me in the doorway, her other bag in her hand.
“What are you doing?” I ask with resignation in my voice.
“Leaving.”
Sophia places one hand on her hip and kicks it out, looking extremely angry. Reaching up to touch her, Sophia blanches and takes a step back, indignation on her features.
“Don’t you dare.”
“Why are you leaving?”
“You announced to the world that you aren’t in love with me!” screeches my charming girlfriend.
I turn, walk outside, grab her bag, bring it back into the room and slam the door.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
Smiling at her, I sit on the chair near the door, elbows on my knees. “Did you or did you not have your people leak that we’re getting married?”
“What?” Sophia is trying to look confident, but there’s a tremor to her voice.
Leaning back, I steeple my fingers and cock an eyebrow.
“I did it for us,” Sophia roars.
Laughing, I shake my head, and in this small motel room, it seems to echo around us. Sophia flops on the bed, staring at me as though she’s only seeing me for the first time.
“You did it for you.” I sigh and sit forward. “And I get it, I do, but this is something you should have run past my people and me. I like you, Sophia, what we have is—” And I stop. I want to say good, but it’s not.
“I think the word you’re looking for is great. Fantastic. Fabulous.” Sophia’s pretty face is twisted in anger.
“The sex is good.”
“Fuck you, Kris.” A tear rolls down her cheek, and she brushes it away.
“We’ve only been seeing each other for three months. No, I don’t love you. But in time—”
Sophia cackles like a witch and shakes her head. “We both know you’ll never love me. I don’t know if you can love anyone.”
I move to sit on the bed next to her and take her hand. “How about we get through this week, and you can announce to the world what a horrible bastard I am and dump me. You can say whatever you want, within reason, and I won’t deny or confirm a thing.”
“You’d do that?” Her mouth turns up on one side, a smile in the making.
“If you’ll stay.”
“Done.”
If nothing else, Sophia is a survivor. 
“I’ll get the room next door, it connects to this one. No one will know.”
Sophia shakes her head. “Someone will know.”
“I know the owner, no one will know.”
Sophia nods, stands, and puts her suitcase on the bed. “I’ll unpack while you do that.”
I’ve always known Sophia was using me as a stepping-stone, but I had no idea she could be this cold. Standing, I make my way out of the room and head for the manager’s office. Hopefully, he’ll be willing to keep his mouth shut, so the whole world doesn’t discover this secret.
 
***
 
It’s amazing how well I slept, not sharing a bed with Sophia. For the past two months, I’ve survived on three or four hours of sleep, but last night, I got eight good hours, which tells me I need her out of my life. Sophia is a professional, so working with her on Powerful shouldn’t be a problem. It’s four thirty in the morning, and I’m dressed with my new gloves on heading to the docks. It’s only a short walk from the motel, so I decide to leave Sophia with the car. 
Opening the door to the motel, the cool morning air mixed with the smell of the sea hits me, and I realize how much I’ve missed it. After our little discussion yesterday, I decided I needed to leave Sophia alone, so I went out and purchased a pair of overalls and a black t-shirt. Somehow, Armani on the docks doesn’t seem appropriate. Not that anyone down there would know a brand name if it hit them in the face, and they don’t need to. These are honest, hardworking folk who do a hard day’s work seven days a week if need be.
My father is already on the docks helping unload the catch from the night before. Joining him, I grab the rope he’s pulling on and help him lift the crate onto the docks. They have a full load. It should take the better part of two hours to get it ready for transport.
“Thought you weren’t getting here till six?” 
Dad’s face twists into a grin. “I don’t feel old today. Besides, I knew you’d get here early, couldn’t have you beating me.”
“Hey, Kris,” yells out Petey from the deck.
“Petey.”
“Your dad said you might be joining us. Breakfast at Scrumpies?”
Scrumpies is a bar slash diner the fishermen of Boothbay have been eating at for as long as I can remember.
“What about Small Delights?” 
“Nah, TB doesn’t like us coming in and stinking up his café. I reckon he thinks it’s too hard to get the smell out of his pretty seats.”
Smiling at Petey, I nod. “Sounds like TB. Scrumpies it is.”
Dad pats me on the back and points to the pulley. “Undo the rope so we can get the next one.”
“Yes, sir.” 
I cast my old man a look, his cheeks are red from the early morning air, and there’s a sparkle to his eyes that wasn’t there yesterday. Dad loved the sea, loved the work. For me, it was a means to an end. I worked whenever I could to save money to leave. 
For the next hour, we work in silence. Dad gives directions, and I do as I’m told. Not that I need guidance, it’s only been seven years, and I grew up on these docks. Occasionally, one of the guys will give me a hard time, and we exchange profanities, but the work has to be done so everyone buckles down and does it. The smell of fish has permeated my clothing. As a teenager, I hated it, but now I’m enjoying the hard work that the smell represents. 
Dad grabs the latest haul, pulls, and I jog around the crate to help him. For an older man, he has the strength of someone much younger. Reaching for the rope, I pull hard. There’s a snapping sound, and the line breaks, sending the crate down on Dad’s foot. He yells and tries to push it off, but nothing is going to move it.
“Petey!” I yell as I look around for something to lift the weight off him. 
From the tone of my voice, everyone on the dock knows something has gone wrong. Petey is next to my father, and I look at him helplessly. 
“Forklift!” barks Petey.
I nod and run to the end of the dock to get it. The keys are in the ignition, and I drive it toward my dad at the fastest speed possible, which is pathetically slow. Once I reach Dad, I place the forks under the crate, and once I’m sure it’s entirely on them, I lift. I don’t want to do further damage to his leg by moving the crate forward instead of up. Petey helps my dad out of the way, and I lower the catch back onto the dock. 
“Dad, are you okay?” I ask as I run toward him and Petey.
“I’m fine. Get my boot off.”
Kneeling in front of him, I shake my head. “No. We need to get you to the hospital to see how much damage is done.”
“I’m fine, Kris. Get my fucking boot off,” orders Dad with pain in his voice. 
“For fuck’s sake, Lenny, do as you’re told for once. Kris is right, and you know it.”
“I do not need to be told what to do by you, Petey,” bellows Dad.
“Can you walk?” I ask, ignoring both of them.
With his arm slung around Petey, Dad tries to take a step and winces.
“I’ll call an ambulance,” I state.
“Like fuck you will! I’m fine.”
“Dad, you can’t even walk.”
With lips pressed together and his eyebrows drawn into a harsh line, Dad pins me with a glare. It reminds me of my youth, except I’m not a kid anymore, and Dad no longer scares me. I put his other arm over my shoulder, and with Petey’s help, we get to his old blue faded truck. Another dock worker opens the passenger door, and we get Dad into the passenger seat. 
“Let me know,” says Petey as I jog around the truck.
“I’ll be fine,” reiterates Dad.
“I will,” I reply with a shake of my head.
Dad lets out a loud huff and glares at me. Starting the truck, I head for the hospital.
“Where are you going?”
“Lincoln.” It’s the nearest hospital.
“No. Take me to the medical center. I’m not going to that place. Your mother died there.” His voice is hard.
“Dad, you need treatment.”
“Please, son.”
There’s a tone to his voice I’ve never heard before—pain mixed with sorrow. Stopping the truck, I pull over and look him in the eyes. 
“Please.”
I nod, turn the truck around and head for the medical center. Parking out front, I look at my dad. His eyes are shut, and he’s breathing hard.
“We’re here. Wait in the truck while I go get help.”
Dad doesn’t open his eyes, he only nods. Jogging into the medical center, I head for the counter. Ashlea is there laughing with one of her co-workers. She looks up at me, and the smile disappears from her face.
“What’s happened?”
“Dad, a crate dropped on his foot. I wanted to take him to the hospital, but he won’t go.”
Ashlea nods and disappears behind a wall only to reappear closer to the door with a wheelchair. 
“Come on, Kris, I’ll need your help getting him into the chair.”
 
***
 
For two hours, I sat in the waiting room. At first, I checked my messages, then I read one of the magazines, which had a lot of inconsistencies about me. Finally, I began to pace and stare daggers at the receptionist. At first, she smiles at me, but now she’s shifting uncomfortably in her chair and trying very hard not to meet my eyes. I’m about to give her a piece of my mind when a hand lands on my elbow. Whirling around, I come face to face with Athena.
“What are you doing here?”
“Your dad had them ring me.” Her hand grabs mine, and she tugs me out through the doors into the late morning sun. “And Ashlea thought you might need the company.”
After everything I’ve done, the way I treated her, she still comes to make sure I’m all right. My whole body is tuned into her touch. It’s like a burn that makes its way up my arm and straight to my cock. 
The sun is gleaming off her hair, highlighting the natural streaks of blonde through her light brown. When I left, she was a girl, and now she’s a woman. I know I’m staring at her, I know I’m holding her hand a little too tightly, but I can’t seem to form words or tear my eyes from her.
“Oh, good, you found him.”
Turning, I find Deputy Todd, smiling at us, and Athena removes her hand from mine. I feel her loss instantly and want nothing more than to punch Todd.
“Yes.” Athena smiles at him, and he drapes an arm around her shoulders. “Have they told you anything?”
My gaze is locked on his arm. I don’t like it. I don’t want him touching what’s mine.
“Kris?” 
Shifting my eyes to Athena, I see nothing but concern on her beautiful face.
The hand that she held tingles. I shake it and place it on the back of my neck, rubbing the skin there.
“No, I was just about to talk to the receptionist when you walked in.”
Athena nods. “Okay. How about you wait here in the sunshine, and I’ll go find out?”
“No, it’s okay.”
Athena shakes her head. “I know you well enough to know when you’re stressed. Let me do this for you.” Her hand goes to Todd’s stomach in an all-too-friendly gesture. “Why don’t you and Todd get to know each other. I’ll be as quick as I can.”
“Okay, honey,” beams Todd.
I want to punch him in the face so that he never smiles at her again, but instead, I put both hands in my pockets and nod. Athena smiles, moves out of his arms, pats me on the arm like I’m a lost puppy, and goes back into the building. I watch her walk away, but when I look back at Todd, he’s watching me.
“She’s a great girl,” says Todd, drawing his eyebrows together.
“Yes, she is.”
“Too good for you.”
I take a step back and smirk at him. “Is that so?”
Todd takes a step toward me. “Yep. Athena deserves better than you. Hell, she deserves better than me. But at least with me, I’m not going to dump her the minute things get tough or greener pastures appear.”
His meaning is crystal clear, and part of me knows he’s right, but I know her.
“Back off, Todd.”
“Or what?”
Todd pulls himself up to his full height, squares his shoulders, and his mouth goes into a firm line. I smirk at him and close the gap between us. We are chest to chest, but I’m still a good few inches taller than him. Anger radiates off my very being. We stare at each other, dislike and distrust permeating the air.
“Um, do you two need a room?” 
Both our heads snap in the direction of Athena’s voice, and simultaneously, we step back from each other. Athena has a smirk on her face, moves between us, grabs Todd’s hand, and looks up at me.
“Your dad is ready to go. He’ll need to stay off his foot for a good long while, but you can take him home.” She turns her head to Todd. “And you can take me home.” Athena looks back at me. “See you tonight at the rehearsal dinner.”
Todd glares at me, and the two of them walk hand in hand back to his police cruiser where he opens the door for her, turns and waves at me, then he gets into the car. My gaze rests on Athena, who looks happy. The anger that threatened to overwhelm me moments ago dissipates. 
“Mr. Livingston?” I turn my head toward the voice, it’s the receptionist. “Your father is ready to go. The doctor would like to have a few words with you before he does.”
I nod and look back to where Athena was, but the cruiser is pulling away, and she’s no longer visible. 
“Thank you,” I say as I scrub a hand over my face. “Lead the way.”



Chapter Ten
 
 
Athena
 
“Holy mother! Did you see me? Did you see me all up in his grill?” Todd practically shouts at me.
“It was a bit hard not to. What the hell was that all about?”
“He smelled bad.”
Laughter erupts from me. “He was on the docks with his dad. They were probably helping one of the boats pull in their catch.”
“The guy thinks he’s got dibs on you. I was just making it clear that he isn’t good enough.”
“Okay, did he say he had dibs on me?”
Todd glances at me, a smirk on his face. “No, but it’s a guy thing, I could tell. So, I set him straight. I told him he wasn’t good enough.”
“For a moment there, I thought you two were going to come to blows.”
Todd nods, his head moving up and down so fast he reminds me of a bobble head. “I know, right? Me in a fistfight over a girl.” Both of us laugh. “I-If only my dad could see me now.”
From the little I know about Todd’s family, they try extremely hard to accept his lifestyle, but they always hope he’ll find a nice girl and get married. As far as I know, he’s never taken a man home to meet them. 
Todd stops his cruiser at the bottom of the hill to my house. “What time tonight?”
“What?” I ask.
“I heard you say rehearsal dinner. I am your pretend boyfriend, I should be there.”
“The rehearsal is at five at the chapel, then dinner at the yacht club.”
“Do you need me to come to the chapel and fight Kris for you or meet you at the club?”
I smile broadly at him. “I think with my family around, I’ll be able to handle myself around Kris. So, the yacht club?”
Todd nods. “Remember, you’re my pretend girlfriend, I don’t do cheaters.”
“You don’t do girls, full stop.”
Todd waves a hand in the air at me. “Pfft! Technicalities. What time?”
“Dinner reservations are at six.”
“See you then, girlfriend,” replies Todd with more pizazz than usual.
Laughing at him, I jog up the stairs to my home. Seeing him and Kris facing off against each other was kind of funny. The last time I saw that look on Kris Livingston’s face, I was fifteen. But I’m not fifteen anymore, nor am I so easily won over.
 



Chapter Eleven
 
 
Kris
 
Dad is sitting in the truck next to me. The doctor said at least six weeks off his foot, and thankfully, it’s not broken only badly bruised, and he has to keep it elevated.
“You okay, son?” Glancing at him, I nod. “You’re quiet.”
“Sorry, Dad. Just a lot on my mind. How are you feeling?”
“Old. I’m sorry I wrecked our time together.”
With eyebrows raised, I glance at him again. His eyes are downcast, and he’s twiddling his thumbs.
“Dad, you didn’t do it on purpose, and you didn’t wreck our time together. I’m still here.”
Pulling into his driveway, I turn off the truck and swivel in the seat to look at him. His lips are in a hard line and turned down on one side. Dad lets out a puff of air and turns his head to look out the window.
“Yeah, but I can’t do anything with you now. I can’t even help Petey on the docks. I’m useless.” Dad’s voice cracks. Shaking his head, he goes to get out of the truck. 
Placing my hand on his shoulder stops his movement. “Dad, I know we haven’t been close these past few years, but I’m here. We’re both trying. I’ll be here until next Monday, but I’ll be back. We’re filming some shots at the speedway on Sunday morning, and then filming doesn’t start properly for another month. I can stay for that long, and then you could come with me to LA?”
“Wiscasset?” replies Dad, still not looking at me.
“Yeah, Wiscasset Speedway. Andy Westin found it, and it’s only a half-hour away, so I can come home every night.”
Dad looks over his shoulder at me. “You’d stay here with me?”
“Of course.”
His face goes a deep shade of red and turns away again, nodding. “You can have your old room.” Dad’s voice is thick with emotion.
I chuckle. “I think I’m going to have to replace the bed.” Dad nods and opens the truck’s door and swivels to get out. “Wait! Let me get your crutches.”
“Pfft.” 
Dad slides out onto the ground as I scramble out of the truck, grabbing the crutches out of the back as I hurry around to his side.
“Jesus, Dad,” I say as I thrust the crutches at him.
Dad looks up at me. “You really going to stay?”
I nod. “If that’s okay with you?”
“What about your girlfriend?”
Looking him in the eye, I shake my head. “Just you and me.”
Dad nods and puts the crutches under his arms and slowly makes his way to his front door. 
“Where are your keys?”
“What for, son, it’s not locked.”
That’s the difference between living in LA, and here. In LA, everything is locked up tight as a drum, but here, there’s no need. Everyone here looks out for each other, but in LA, it’s a select few who have your back. I’m lucky to have Andy and Dottie Westin in my life, they’ve been a grounding influence. For them, family always comes first. And family is the one thing I’ve been neglecting.
Following Dad through the house, I get him propped up in bed with a pillow under his foot when I hear someone knocking on the front door.
“Who could that be?” asks Dad.
“I’ll go find out. Wait here.”
“As if I can go anywhere.”
Shaking my head, I leave the room. Standing on the other side of the front door is Betty Boswell.
“Hello, Kris. Ashlea phoned. Is your dad okay?”
“Ahh, yeah, Mrs. Boswell, he’s in his room. Do you want to see him?”
Mrs. Boswell smiles and pats me on the arm. “Of course, dear. Why don’t you make a cup of coffee for all of us, and I’ll go sit with him?”
She makes it sound like a question, but it’s more of an order. Mrs. Boswell goes to Dad’s room while I make coffee. As I walk back down the hallway, coffee cups in my hands, I hear them talking, so I stop to listen.
“You know he never really got over her.”
“I know, Leonard. But he made such a mess of it.”
“Yes, he did. I think he’s like me, though, only one true love for him.”
Mrs. Boswell laughs. “I did hear a rumor that you were spending time with Elizabeth Monroe.”
“It’s different. There will only be one Olivia.” 
“She was a beauty.”
“Inside and out. Just like Athena. Do you think she’s happy?”
“I think she’s made the best of it. Do you remember how she used to be? Then when she was… well, she’s never been the same. But she seems to love writing. I just thought she’d leave here with Kris, and they’d conquer the world together. Funny how things work out.”
Feeling like a peeping Tom, I make a noise and walk into Dad’s room.
“Ahh, one sugar each, isn’t it?”
“That’s right, son.”
“Thank you, honey.”
I put Dad’s on his bedside table and then give Mrs. Boswell hers.
“Do you think you could watch him while I go get changed?”
Mrs. Boswell wrinkles up her nose. “To be honest, the pair of you could use a shower.” She looks around the room. “Leonard, where do you keep your sheets?”
“Why?”
“Kris is going to help you into the shower, I’m going to change the bed linens, and then you are going to rest.”
“All due respect, Betty, I don’t need you to change my sheets or my son to help me in the shower.”
“Smelling as you do, you’d best do as you’re told.” Mrs. Boswell looks up at me. “Be a good lad and help him into the bathroom.”
Being ordered about isn’t something I’m used to, but no one messes with Betty Boswell. 
“Come on, Dad. Mrs. Boswell is right. We stink.”
“Now, Kris, I didn’t say that.”
Dad puts his good foot on the floor and slowly lowers his injured foot down. “You might as well have, Betty,” growls Dad.
Mrs. Boswell smiles at me and shakes her head.
Dad places his arm around my shoulders, and we awkwardly make our way down to the family bathroom. When we enter, I’m surprised to see it’s been completely remodeled.
“Dad, when did you do this?”
The bathtub which had the shower over it has been removed, all the walls are covered in white subway tiles. There are grab handles on the walls and there’s no step into the shower. It makes it easy for anyone with a disability to be self-sufficient. 
Dad sighs. “Hurt myself last year, and Athena got the people in to do this.” He waves his hand around the room. “She figured I’d have a hard time getting in and out of the bathtub.”
“She did a good job.”
“Yeah, and she paid for it. Little minx wouldn’t tell me how much it was.”
First, Athena gets attacked, and now my dad has had some sort of accident, and I didn’t even know. I point at the toilet and motion for him to sit. Begrudgingly he does, and I remove his work boot and sock followed by the medical boot.
Dad touches my shoulder. “Thank you, son. I’ve got it from here.”
“You sure? I don’t mind helping.”
Dad smiles as tears well in his eyes. “I’m old, but I’m not that old. Now, get.”
“Okay, Dad. I’ll get you some pajamas to change into. Yell out when you’re done.”
I close the door behind me and go back into his bedroom where Mrs. Boswell has already put the clean sheets on and is bundling up the dirty ones for the wash.
“I’ll put these in the machine but won’t turn it on just yet. Are you going to go change?”
“Yes, ma’am. Just waiting on him to shower before I go, in case he needs help.” Mrs. Boswell nods and goes past me. “Why didn’t anyone contact me about the bathroom?”
She stops and looks over her shoulder at me. “Why didn’t you know?” 
There’s no accusation in her voice, it’s merely a question, one I don’t have an answer to. Mrs. Boswell continues on, and I’m left feeling like a horrible human being. I wanted so badly to make it in the movie industry that I neglected everyone around me who was important to me, who is important to me. A pounding on the front door draws me out of my self-recriminations as I go to it.
“Hey, Kris. Does your dad need help?” asks Ashlea.
“What are you doing here?”
“I left work early. Doc doesn’t mind.” Ashlea pushes past me. “Is he in his room?”
“No, in the shower.”
“Kris!” yells Dad as if on cue.
“Coming!” Ashlea smiles at me. “Could you go and grab him some fresh pajamas? They’re in the top drawer of his dresser.” As I take a step away from her, Ashlea grabs my hand.
“Do you need help with him in the bathroom?”
I frown. “I don’t think he’d like that.”
Ashlea shakes her head. “I’ve been your dad’s nurse before. It’s not a problem.”
“How about this time you grab the PJs, and I’ll make sure he’s decent?”
“You know I’m a nurse, right?”
“I can see why TB is marrying you.”
Without waiting for an answer, I go in to help my father.
 
***
 
I’m back at the motel sitting on the bed with a towel wrapped around my waist. Dad is with Mrs. Boswell and Ashlea, and they told me to take my time. Sophia opens the door between our rooms and walks in.
“Do you know how to knock?”
“Oh, please, you don’t have anything I haven’t seen before.”
“Sophia,” I reply warningly.
Ignoring me completely, she sits beside me on the bed. “Where have you been?”
“With my dad. He hurt himself, and I’ve been at the medical center with him.”
Sophia’s hand rests on my knee, and she turns into me, so her breast is on my arm. “Are you okay?”
Tilting my head to look at her, Sophia reaches up with her other hand to cup my face, then she moves in to kiss me.
I stand and walk toward my suitcase on the floor. “I’m fine, and my dad will be, too.”
“Oh, don’t be like that.” Looking back at her, she’s leaning back on one arm while the other undoes the top button of her blouse. “I’ve been so bored.”
“Did you hear me say my dad got hurt? I have to get back to him. There’s a nurse with him right now.”
I don’t feel the least bit guilty that I haven’t told her it’s Ashlea. 
“What about me?”
When I turn around, she’s undone another button and is pouting.
“Masturbate?” Sophia stands and scowls at me “Besides, we are going out tonight, the press will be there. I thought you’d want to get ready?”
“What time?”
“Yacht club at six.”
“What are you wearing?” I point to a long-sleeved white shirt and light blue pants that I have hanging on a hook. “Fine, I’ll wear that white dress with the low back.”
“Whatever.”
I pull out the clothes from my suitcase that I’m changing into—jeans and a black V-neck t-shirt. 
“How long will you be at your father’s?”
“If he’s okay, I’ll leave him at five, come back here and change then go to the chapel. Do you think you can make your way to the yacht club?”
Sophia’s lips turn down, and she fixes me with a stare. “We had a deal. Happy ever after until I say so. How’s it going to look if I go to the yacht club by myself?”
“Sophia, my father is hurt. What do you want me to do?”
Sophia walks toward me, places her perfectly manicured finger on my chest, and drags it down my body. “Keep up your end of the bargain.” Then she tugs on my towel, lets it fall to the floor, and stalks out of the room, slamming the door shut behind her.
Well, at least she left. I change quickly, rap on the door between our rooms, and then open it. Sophia is sitting on the bed glaring at me. I toss the keys to the rental car at her, and she catches them in one hand.
“At least you can turn up in style. I’ll be waiting in the parking lot, so we can walk in together. I’ll tell the press you had errands to run. No one will be any the wiser.”
Sophia licks her lips. “They better not be.”



Chapter Twelve
 
 
Athena
 
I’m wearing a red dress that clings to my body and six-inch black heels that I’m not sure I can walk in. Todd helped pick out my outfit, and from the way Dad’s eyes opened when I arrived, I’m not sure if I look good or slutty.
Walking into the chapel, TB is up talking to the priest. Keeping my eyes glued to him and not my feet, I walk up the aisle. He turns and smiles, then lets out a wolf whistle.
“Dang, sis! You look good.”
“Hush, TB, you’re in church,” admonishes Mom.
The smile that breaks out on my face is so huge it hurts. I do a twirl for him, manage not to break my neck, and continue up the aisle where TB kisses my cheek.
“Thanks, TB. I thought because we were going to the yacht club, I should dress appropriately.”
“Definitely not a church dress, and I think he’ll like it,” responds TB.
“Who?” I ask, feigning innocence.
TB shakes his head and winks. “I guess no one.”
The priest, Father Daniel, clears his voice. “Is the bride far away?”
“No, sir. There was a medical emergency, and she wanted to check on a patient before she came here.”
“Ahh, yes, I heard about Leonard.”
Father Daniel is probably twenty-five, maybe twenty-eight but definitely under thirty, and to hear him call Mr. Livingston by his first name seems strange.
“Poor Mr. Livingston,” I say.
Father Daniel is also the town’s gossip, he knows everything. “Oh, you heard? Just terrible that a container dropped on Leonard’s foot. It’s not broken, but he’ll have to stay off it for a while.”
I look from him to TB, a smirk on my face as I’ve stolen Father Daniel’s thunder by knowing about his juicy piece of gossip. “Mr. Livingston is okay. He’ll be fine in a few weeks.”
“No one’s fault. The rope gave way. Kris was there and took him to Ashlea,” replies TB.
Mom puts an arm around me. “He’s fine. Leonard even asked about you.”
“You’ve been to see him?”
Mom nods. “Ashlea phoned me. I thought Kris could use the help, but he had everything under control. He’s a good lad.”
TB barks out a laugh. “He’s not a lad anymore and not so good either.”
“Kris!” hisses Mom. “Remember where you are.”
Father Daniel looks pleased with himself, no doubt thinking about who he can share this little spat with.
“I’m sorry I’m late,” yells Ashlea as she bustles up the aisle looking flustered. 
And running behind her is Kris looking very tanned and handsome in a white shirt.
“Sorry, my fault, I asked Ashlea to give me a ride.”
“Where’s your car?” asks Mom.
Kris comes to a complete stop about five feet from me, his eyes travel from the tips of my shoes to the top of my head, a smile splitting that gorgeous face of his.
“Kris?” says Mom.
Without taking his eyes from me, he says, “I left it with Sophia so she could get to the yacht club.”
I feel like someone poured ice water over me at the mention of her name. The moment between Kris and I is lost, so I give Father Daniel my complete attention.
“Where do you need us, Father?” I ask.
He claps his hands together. “Where are your parents, dear?” he asks Ashlea.
“They’ll be here on Thursday night. Dad has some club meeting he couldn’t miss.” Ashlea rolls her eyes and smiles.
“Well, okay then. TB, you’ll be where you are. Kris, you will be on the other side of him, yes that’s right.” Kris stands next to TB. “Ashlea, you’ll walk up the aisle and stand where you are right now. When you get here, Athena will be waiting for you, and you’ll pass off your bouquet to her.” Father Daniel beams at all of us. “Then we recite the vows. Now, there are two ways we can do this. You can face each other—”
“I want that,” interjects Ashlea.
“Right, so TB, you’ll be facing Ashlea.” I giggle, and Father Daniel nods at me. “The bride always gets what she wants.” 
“Damn straight,” agrees TB.
“If you get stuck, look to me at any time, and I’ll help. After all, it’s what I’m here for.” Father Daniel looks from Ashlea to TB, but neither of them are looking at him, they only have eyes for each other. “Now, repeat after me…”
It’s at this point I realize Kris is smiling and staring at me. The world falls away as I become mesmerized under his gaze. Vaguely, I can hear Father Daniel talking, TB and Ashlea reciting their vows after him, but it’s Kris that I’m tuned into. The way his white shirt fits him, showing off his muscles underneath, and how even with a look, he can reduce me to an emotional puddle. I love the way he smiles at TB when he pretends to lose the ring, and the way he’s looking at me right now as if he knows how he’s affecting me, knows that I’ve always been his. When Kris mouths ‘I do,’ all the air in my lungs seems to disappear.
“Athena? Athena?” repeats Father Daniel. I swiftly look at him. “This is where you pass the bouquet off to Ashlea, and they’d leave the church, okay?”
“Okay,” I squeak out.
Ashlea hugs me. “Thank you so much for doing this with me. You are the best sister-in-law ever.”
I pull back and look at her. “Soon-to-be sister.”
Ashlea’s eyes well up with tears, and she nods while TB puts a comforting arm around her.
“Trust me, honey, she’s not so great. She’s been my sister forever, and I know.”
Laughing at TB, I shake my head. “You don’t know how lucky you’ve been.”
“She’s right, TB, our girl, is one of the best.”
Our girl.
It was a running joke all through high school that no one messed with me as I was their girl. Even after Kris left, the local boys kept away from me as TB would warn them off. He’s never done that with Todd, maybe he knows Todd doesn’t like girls?
“Does everyone know what they have to do come Saturday?” asks Father Daniel.
“Show up on time, say a few words, give my bride a ring, kiss her, and then run away. Sound about right?”
Father Daniel smiles and shakes his head. “Yes, TB, that sounds about right. One last thing… I’ll have a microphone so everyone in the church can hear you but speak up. This is your day, and everyone who you’ve invited and a few who will sneak in, only want the best for you. So, make sure they can hear you. It is a day to be celebrated with those you love the most and God.”
“Yes, Father,” replies TB as he gazes adoringly at Ashlea.
“Dinner!” announces Dad as he claps his hands together. “Father, are you joining us?”
“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
TB hands over his car keys to Kris. “I’m going with my bride. Can you drive Athena?”
“It’s fine, I can walk,” I reply.
TB looks down at my feet. “Not in those shoes, you can’t.”
Kris nods. “It’d be my honor.”
Mom smiles at me, and we all move to the front of the church.
“Mom, can’t I go with you and Dad?”
“Honey, that would leave poor Kris alone. What if he got lost?”
“Mom, the yacht club is in the same spot it was in when he left.”
Dad chimes in, “Don’t be rude, Athena. Show Kris the way. Besides, we’ll have Father Daniel in our car.”
He makes it sound like they don’t have room. Their car can comfortably fit five people. Kris holds out his arm to me, and we leave the church arm in arm. The whole time, I’m concentrating on where to put my feet, so I don’t fall over and make a fool of myself. Kris opens the car door, and I slide into the passenger seat, relieved not to have embarrassed myself. Kris jogs around to his side of the car with a smirk on his handsome face.
“What?” I ask.
Kris chuckles. “I’ve never seen a woman so intent on walking a straight line.”
“You try walking in heels.”
His smile widens. “Can’t be that hard.”
“Just drive the car, Livingston,” I mutter.
Kris shakes his head, and instead of taking the direct route to the yacht club, he turns and heads up toward the bluff.
“We’ll be late.”
“So, let’s be late. You and I haven’t had a real conversation since I got here.”
The thought of being alone with Kris scares me a little, and then Todd’s voice enters my head and reminds me I’m precious. He parks the car at what everyone in town considers to be lover’s lane as it looks out over the ocean. As soon as Kris turns off the car, I open the door, walk around to the front and lean against the hood. Kris joins me, placing his hand right next to mine. A little self-conscious, I cross my arms over my chest.
“I’m sorry.”
I move over a little putting some distance between us and look at him. “What for?”
“Leaving as I did. I know I hurt you. I know I was a coward.”
Sighing, I wrap my arms around myself tighter and look straight ahead. “It was a long time ago.”
Kris lightly touches the side of my face with his knuckles, brushing them along my jawline. “Not that long ago.”
As much as I want to give in to his touch, I push off the car and take a step forward away from him. “It’s ancient history. I have Todd and live here, and you have Sophia and live in LA.” I look at him and smile. “You’re this successful actor adored by millions, and I’m happy here.”
“It was never about being adored. All I wanted to do was work as an actor and make enough money to live comfortably. And I always thought I’d come home one day.” Kris stands beside me. “I guess I thought I’d come home to you.”
Staring straight ahead, to keep my resolve, so I don’t give in to him, I reply, “You left it too long.” Turning, I walk back to the car and open the door. “Come on, the others will be waiting for us.”
Kris holds onto the car door while I buckle my seat belt.
“I’m not giving up on us.”
I’m reasonably sure my heart stopped beating as he closes the door and walks around the car to the driver’s side. Kris drives us to the yacht club. When we get there, reporters are all over the place.
“Goddammit, I forgot.”
“Forgot what?”
He twists in the seat, brushes my hair from my face. “I promised Sophia a photo opportunity with the press. You know, not everything is as it seems. And Athena, I’m not done with you yet.”
My heart does a flip, and my stomach feels like it’s filled with butterflies. Kris gets out of the car and jogs toward the marina, leaving me alone. Opening the door, I slide out and carefully walk across the parking lot. It’s not until I hit the docks that I see Kris and Sophia posing for photographs with the ever-present media, lapping it up. My heart stops, and those butterflies now feel like rocks weighing me down. A hand snakes around my waist, startling me. I yelp and try to move away.
“Jesus, Athena, calm down, it’s me, Todd.” He takes one look at my face, and his other arm wraps around me. “What’s wrong?” he whispers.
“I was beginning to believe him.”
Todd pulls back to look into my eyes. “Who?”
I look over my shoulder and stare at Kris and Sophia. “Him.”
Todd follows my gaze, his arms fall away, and he grabs my hand. “Head up, chest out, and smile. We are going to walk into the club, and you are going to look like you haven’t got a care in the world. You’ve got this.”
“I’m not so sure I do.”
Todd gently squeezes my hand and more forcibly repeats, “You’ve got this.” With a slight tug, he propels me forward. “Smile,” Todd hisses quietly.
With my eyes glued to Kris, I smile, grip Todd’s hand for dear life, and walk into the club. TB and Ashlea are on the far side of the room, and with Todd’s help, he guides me to them.
“That is the scariest fucking smile you’ve ever given me. What did I do?” asks TB when we finally reach him.
“What do you mean?” 
“Athena, you look like you want to kill me or worse. I’m sorry I made you come with Kris. I won’t do it again, I promise.”
Scowling at him, I cock my head to the side. “Make sure you don’t do that again.”
“I won’t, I won’t,” he replies, emphatically, arms held high, then he looks to Todd. “Glad you’re here.”
Todd smiles with his arm around me and leans into TB. “You made her come with that low-life?”
“What in God’s name did he do?” TB shakes his head. “And Kris isn’t a low-life.”
“He didn’t do anything.” I shake my hair and mutter, “Except for bringing the Ice Queen.”
TB bursts out laughing. “Ah, now I get it.”
Todd leans in again. “I’m sure you don’t.”
Frowning at Todd, I grab his hand. “Come on, I need a drink. Do you want anything, TB?”
“For you and the deputy to chill out?”
I stick out my tongue and walk to the bar.
Ashlea puts a hand on TB’s arm. “Hey, Athena, I’ll have a soda, please.”
She looks up at him as though he put the moon in the sky. There is nothing but adoration on her pretty face. I give Ashlea a smile, scowl at TB, and walk away.
“Your brother can be a dick,” whispers Todd.
“I know, but he’s my brother, and I’m the only one allowed to call him that.”
Todd barks out a laugh. “Fair enough.”
“Damn, Athena, you look good!” booms Tommy Baker from behind the bar.
“Thanks, Tommy. Could I have a diet Coke for Ashlea, please?”
“Sure thing, and what about you?” he asks as he gives me the once over.
Todd says, “She’ll have a glass of bubbles, and I’ll have a Shiner Bock.”
Tommy looks from Todd to me. “Oh, didn’t see that happening.”
“What exactly?” asks Todd.
“You drinking a beer? Sure you don’t want bubbles, too?”
“If I’d wanted bubbles, I’d have ordered bubbles.”
I sigh. “For fuck’s sake, Tommy, do your job.”
Both men look at me. Tommy’s smile fades to a scowl as he pulls down glasses and begins to get our drinks.
Turning around, I take in the club. The carpet is red, and the walls are wooden as the original owners wanted it to feel like the inside of a yacht. Tonight, it feels like one big cliché. Mom and Dad wave at me from a table in the back, and I wave back. There are not many people at the yacht club tonight, and those who are, are friends. Except for a few people who I assume are press or came here to get a glimpse of Hollywood’s hottest couple.
“You want this on your father’s tab?” asks Tommy.
“No, I’ll pay for it,” replies Todd.
Picking up my bubbles, I throw it back and nearly choke on it. Spluttering, I look at Todd, who laughs at me, shakes his head, and slaps me on the back.
“Get the lady another.”
Tommy grins, pours another, and hands it to me. “We aren’t in high school anymore. Take it easy, okay?”
I nod, take a sip, and smile. “Thanks, Tommy.”
The noise volume in the club increases, and I turn to see Kris with Sophia walking in. Some of the locals walk toward them as do the newcomers. I groan and look at Todd.
“Let’s go sit with Mom and Dad.”
“Whatever you want, princess.”
“Who’s the princess?” quips Tommy.
Locking eyes with him, I state. “You always were a dick, Tommy.”
His eyebrows go up, eyes bulge, and his mouth drops open. Todd bursts out laughing, holds out his arm to me, and I link mine through it. 
“Okay, princess,” says Todd with a grin on his face. “Smile, shoulders back, tits out, and let’s own this floor space.”
Clutching his arm for dear life, I navigate my way to Mom and Dad’s table, successfully managing not to break my neck or stumble.
“Shit,” I hiss. “I forgot Ashlea’s drink.”
“All good, I’ll go back and get it. It’ll be worth it to see if Tommy has shut his mouth.”
I look up at Todd. “How does he know?”
Todd shrugs. “Who knows? I don’t care. It’s not like it’s a secret. I just don’t announce it to everyone. To me, it’s a non-issue. I am who I am.”
I put my drink on the table and hug Todd. “And you are wonderful,” I whisper, then standing back I take in his outfit. “Your light purple shirt brings out your brown eyes perfectly.”
“Lavender. It’s lavender. Have I taught you nothing?”
I giggle and nod. “Right, deputy, lavender.”
Todd grins, kisses my cheek, and goes back to the bar. 
 
***
 
The entire night I do my best to ignore Kris. I answer his questions when he directs them to me, but I’m actively trying not to engage him in any conversation. Todd has kept his arm around me, and from a distance, we look like a happy couple. It’s late, and Todd squeezes my knee under the table. Glancing at him, he tilts his head slightly, the universal code for it’s time to leave. 
Standing, I hold up my glass and look at TB and Ashlea. “To the happy couple, may the sea be calm and still, may the fish be aplenty, and your home forever full of love, and lastly, may your troubles be nil.”
“Here, here!” Todd stands and also holds up his glass.
Walking around the table, I put an arm around TB and Ashlea. “Love you both, but it’s way past my bedtime. I kiss each of them on the cheek and look at the table, avoiding Kris’ eyes. “Night, everyone.”
Todd holds out a hand to me, and we walk out of the club.
“Thank the seven seas that is over.”
“Aww, come on, it wasn’t that bad,” replies Todd.
I stumble as we hit the parking lot. “Pfft! And did you have to park miles away from the front door?”
Todd laughs. “Not my fault you wanted to look all hot in your six-inch heels and figure-hugging dress.”
Grabbing onto his shoulder, I lean on him as I remove one shoe and then the other.
“Oh my God, this is heaven,” I breathe as I flex my toes onto the hard surface.
“Need me to carry you, princess?”
“Nope, I’m pretty sure I could race you there now.”
With a shoe in each hand, we walk back to the car.
“You okay?” asks Todd.
“It’s been a weird night. I just want to go home and sleep.” Holding up the shoes as we walk, I continue, “And burn these.”
Todd opens his car door, and I slide into the seat. The drive home doesn’t take long, and we sit together in comfortable silence. Todd pulls up and goes to turn the car off, and I place a hand on his shoulder.
“No, don’t. Go home, sleep, you’ve got work tomorrow. I’ll be fine.”
“You sure?”
“Yes, Todd.” Leaning over, I kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you for tonight. And you looked very smart in your lavender shirt and gray pants.”
“Charcoal.”
I laugh and nod. “Right, charcoal.”



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Kris
 
Athena didn’t so much as spare me a parting look on her way out of the yacht club. Next, to me, Sophia didn’t even bother with small talk spending most of the night either talking on her phone or messaging on it. To say Sophia has gone cold toward me is an understatement. She played the devoted girlfriend in front of the cameras, but as soon as there wasn’t one pointed at us, she didn’t even try to talk to me. Even when I drove us back to the motel, Sophia got out of the car and didn’t look back, her phone already attached to her ear. 
A knock at the door surprises me. I crack it an inch and see Todd on the other side, so I open it fully and look at him. He has both hands in his pockets and rocks back on his heels as though he’s nervous.
“What can I do for you, Todd?”
“I, ah, knocked on the room next door, and Sophia told me to try this room. I think I need to talk to you.” 
Turning around, I sit on the end of the bed, and he sticks his head in, hands still in his pockets, looking a little lost.
“Come in, take a seat.”
Todd closes the door and sits on the only chair in the room while I lean forward, elbows on my knees, hands clasped, and wait for him to speak.
“Y-You’re not sharing a bed?”
“No.”
Todd looks around nodding, and finally his gaze comes back to me.
“What do you want, Todd?” 
“Athena…” he pauses. “Do you care for her? Or is she just a plaything you want back?”
I unclasp my hands, look at the floor, and take a deep breath. The air here is so much cleaner, I can taste the salt, and I’d forgotten how good it is just to breathe.
“She still cares for you.”
My head snaps up, and I narrow my gaze on him. “I’m not so sure about that. You and she seemed mighty cozy tonight.”
Todd shakes his head slightly and smiles. “No. But that’s a story for another time. I noticed that you and Sophia weren’t exactly getting along.”
He lets the sentence hang there, waiting for me to respond. Drawing in another breath, I sit up straight and rub the back of my neck. 
“We aren’t together. I mean, we were, but we’re not now. I’m letting her end it publicly, so she saves face.”
His eyebrows raise, and he makes a strange noise as he sucks in air. “Oh, right.” Todd nods. “Is that normal? I mean, is that how you do things in LA?”
I shake my head. “No, but Sophia is a carefully constructed animal, I mean actor. I’m letting her break it to the world.”
“But you were the one who broke things off?” I nod. Todd leans back, eyes fixed on me, purses his lips, and asks, “Do you still care for Athena?”
My lips turn down, and I shrug. “I never stopped caring, Todd. But I’ve fucked things up pretty badly.” 
Todd nods, I guess he probably knows her better than me now. 
“Do you know what happened to her?”
Slowly I shake my head. “I asked and—”
“She avoided the conversation.”
“More or less,” I admit.
Todd stands and begins to pace. “If I tell you, you have to keep it to yourself. Athena is a very private person. Are you friends with her on Facebook?” I shake my head. “It’s a completely different persona. From what I can gather from her Mom and Dad, it’s what Athena used to be like… fearless.”
I smile as I remember a different time. “She was. Hell, she’d do things on a dare that I wouldn’t even attempt. When we were younger, she got me into so much trouble. I was always covering for her.”
Todd laughs. “You know her parents knew that, right?”
I quirk an eyebrow. “Did they now?”
“Yeah, her dad talks about you three a lot. Told me that you and TB were always keeping her out of trouble.” Todd sits down. “I think it’s part of the reason she never got over you. I think Athena was always waiting for you to come back and make it better.”
I wince at the thought of Athena being hurt and for me being the cause. Staring down at the blue carpet, I suck in a breath.
“Tell me what happened to her.”
Todd nods once. “You know she got a job with a network to cover a story in New York?”
With a heavy heart, I look up at him and shake my head. “No. I don’t know anything. I did my best to distance myself from her. Todd, I know I sound like a selfish prick, and I am, but if I’d kept tabs on Athena, I wouldn’t have been able to stay away. She was all-consuming, and I wanted out of this town so badly, I needed to prove myself.”
Todd looks at me and leans back. “Didn’t TB keep you updated?”
“No. He told me if I wanted to be with Athena, then I needed to do just that. I’d ask about her, and all he’d say is she’s fine.”
Todd frowns and cocks his head to the side. “I’m a shitty best friend, Athena is going to kick my ass.”
“Best friend?”
“Yeah.”
“So, you’re her boyfriend and her best friend?”
Todd narrows his gaze. “Something like that.” 
“Right.” There’s something he’s not telling me, but I have a feeling he will in time. 
Todd continues to stare at me, and just when I think he’s decided not to tell me Athena’s story, he folds his arms across his chest and stares at the carpet.
“She got a job working for a network, I forget which one. You have to understand that she worked hard just to get that job. There were a lot of people vying for the position, but they picked Athena. I mean, who wouldn’t? She’s smart, beautiful, and took risks. Do you remember that expose a while back on the elite who were using underage girls as sex slaves? Athena was the key to that coming to light. It was why they gave her the assignment that nearly killed her.”
I remember that story. It was everywhere. Many of the world’s rich and famous got tied up in that mess. Some were jailed, others took their own lives, and some fled to countries with no extradition. I had no idea Athena was instrumental in bringing that sordid mess into the public arena.
“Athena helped with that story?”
Todd gives a slight nod. “Athena was the one who found out about the girls, but she was new, so they gave it to a seasoned reporter. But that story opened the door to many more.” Todd unfolds his arms and scrubs a hand down his face. “She’d only been with them a short time, but she was so desperate to prove herself that she took risks. The next story took her to New York. Athena was undercover, trying to expose a drug ring. Except somehow, they found out who she really was.” Todd looks up and locks eyes with me. “They had her for three days. The things they did to her, I’m amazed she survived. Athena was…” Todd stands, puts his hands in his pockets, and looks out the window, “… raped, they took turns with her.”
My stomach lurches, and I run for the bathroom. I’m heaving, but nothing is coming up. Todd is beside me, turns on a faucet, and hands me a wet washcloth. With my hand resting on the toilet, I slide down to the floor. Todd fills a glass with water and holds it out to me. 
“I didn’t know.” The words come out strangled, and I’m finding it hard to put a sentence together as I take the offered glass. I drink it all down, but I can’t look Todd in the eyes. “I-I didn’t know.”
“No one knows. I’m betraying her confidence. Not even her parents or TB know. I only know as I’m her friend and not a threat. Athena doesn’t date. Athena doesn’t leave this town. Athena stopped living, but tonight, when I saw her in that dress and heels, I knew she wanted to live again.” I glance at him, then the floor. “She still cares for you, but if what I told you is too much for you to handle, then fuck off now. Athena deserves better.” The harshness of his tone and the conviction that is absolute in his meaning, wash over me. 
Can I handle what happened to her?
Am I man enough to help her?
Will she even want help from me?
Then I replay his words in my mind, I’m her friend and not a threat.
“I’m confused. Are you her boyfriend or only a friend?”
Todd holds out a hand to me. “Think you can keep your dinner down?”
“Yeah, it was a shock, that’s all.”
Leaving the glass on the floor, I grab his hand and let him pull me up. For a moment, I think I’m going to vomit, so I bend over and put my hands on my knees and breathe deeply.
“I’m gay.”
My head snaps up so quickly, I nearly do lose my dinner. “What? Does Athena know?”
Todd chuckles. “Yes, Kris, she knows.”
Closing my eyes, I nod. Of course, she knows. I’m an idiot. All I could see was this good-looking guy who seemed to have it all together and was with the one thing in this town I wanted, the one woman I’ve always loved. 
Straightening up slowly, making sure I don’t feel nauseous, I give him a small smile. “Athena chose well when she picked you to share her story with. And I promise not to tell her. I’ll let her tell me when she’s ready, but why didn’t she tell her family?”
Todd turns and leans against the sink, crossing his ankles. “She knew TB would want to kill them, and she said she couldn’t handle the looks from her parents if they knew. Athena told them she was assaulted, apparently coming home black and blue. And afterward, she had plastic surgery to remove the scar on her side.”
“Scar?”
“Yeah, one of them sliced into her ribcage. Athena couldn’t look at it without the memories flooding back, so she had it removed.”
“How long have you known Athena?”
With a tilt of his head and a smile, Todd says, “I came into her life two years ago, not long after she had the surgery. She’s come a long way since then. We met on the beach.”
“Did they catch the bastards who hurt her?”
“Two ended up dead when the police raided the building, one died in prison, and the other one is serving two consecutive life sentences. He’ll never get out. They got him for murder, kidnapping, and drug offenses.”
Todd leaves the bathroom, and I follow him out, holding the washcloth to the back of my neck. He sits in the chair, and I regain my position at the end of the bed.
“Why’d you tell me?”
Todd points at me. “You’re famous. If you want Athena, it has to be all of her. She may not be ready to tell you what happened to her, but we both know if a reporter starts sniffing around, they’ll find out, and all of Athena’s secrets that she’s spared her family from will come out. It’ll hurt her, hurt them, and I need to know you’re not going to run again. Athena will need you to be there for her, to have her back.”
There’s no anger in his voice, only concern. He genuinely cares for Athena, and he’s right, letting her back into my life will mean all her secrets will become fodder for the press. 
“How did she keep this from her family?”
Todd shakes his head and lets out a breath. “She told them and everyone else she’d been mugged. That they beat her up and stabbed her.”
“How did she explain being missing for days?”
“They didn’t know. Athena gave her boss specific instructions that if anything happened to her, her family wasn’t to be notified. She constructed a story in the hospital, and everyone went along with it. Athena was emotionally traumatized, fragile, and she couldn’t deal with her family’s grief, let alone her own. She came home, she healed, but Kris, I need you to hear this…” Todd’s eyes bore into mine, “… Athena has never dealt with what happened to her. If you want her in your life, she’s going to have to, and, man, you’re going to have to be a better fucking person. You can’t cut and run because if you do, I swear, I’ll shoot you myself.”
There’s a conviction in his voice, and I know he means every word. For a moment, all I do is nod, then I stand and hold out my hand to him. Todd cocks his head to the side and grasps my hand.
“I swear I won’t run this time. I swear I’ll protect her.”
Todd stands. “No, Kris. No more protecting her. Athena needs to face this head-on. I’ve tried to get her to go into therapy, and she always says no. It’s like that time away from here never happened. She has it in a box and never opens it. Kris, you’ve got to get her to face it.”
“How?”
Todd shrugs. “I think the first course of action should be for you to get her to tell you. When you’ve done that, she needs to tell her family, and after that, lots of love and care.”
My suitcase is in the corner of the room. I walk to it, throw it on the bed, and then begin throwing my clothes into it.
“You’re leaving?”
“My dad. I need to take care of him.”
Todd smiles. “Something tells me your dad is perfectly capable of looking after himself, but it’s nice that you’re going to try.”
He opens the door and looks at me over his shoulder. “You know I meant it when I said I’d shoot you.”
I smile. “I know.”



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
Athena
 
It’s Wednesday morning, and I’m taking Ashlea to a spa, then we are having lunch. Ashlea and TB live together, so as of tonight, she’ll be moving into my cottage with me. I don’t think they’ve spent any time away from each other since their first date. It’ll be interesting to see how TB copes without her. We’re meeting at TB’s café. I’m walking along the road when Kris’ bright red car speeds past, he brakes sharply, sending smoke into the air and makes a U-turn.
Suddenly, self-conscious, I look down at my dress. It’s a simple floral pattern, mostly pinks, and I’m wearing white flip flops. My hair is up in a ponytail, and I have no makeup on as I didn’t see the point with it being a spa day. Kris pulls up alongside me, grinning, looking far too handsome.
He winds down the passenger window and pulls his sunglasses down so I can see his eyes. “Hey there, gorgeous, need a lift?”
I shake my head. “Nope. I’m only going to Small Delights. It’s not far.”
Kris pouts. “Come on, Athena, let me drive you, please?”
Reluctantly, I open the door. “Okay, but no speeding.”
Kris nods and smirks as he pushes his sunglasses back up. “I promise.”
With a scowl, I get into the car. “I mean it.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And no detours.”
“You spoil all my fun.”
I give him a sideways glance. “I find that hard to believe.”
Kris smiles and slowly drives to the café. “Is this pace okay?”
A loud horn blares from behind us. “No!”
Kris grins and accelerates. The speed he’s traveling is way too fast for this sleepy town. As he gets to Small Delights, he brakes, turns the wheel, and somehow manages to park in the one spot out the front without hitting anything.
“Kris!”
Calmly, he turns off the car, pulls his sunglasses down, and winks at me. “Yes, my sweet, Athena?”
Laughter bubbles up out of me. “Jerk.” He feigns hurt. “You’re lucky you didn’t hit anyone.”
Kris shakes his head. “Nah, I’ve been trained by Colton Donavan, and he’s a good teacher. You were perfectly safe, I promise.”
“Colton Donavan, seriously?”
“Yeah, Andy Westin, the director for my next film, Powerful, said it would be beneficial for me to learn a few things. So with Colton and some of the stunt guys, I’ve been doing an offensive driving course. The things those guys can do with a car is nothing short of amazing.”
There’s a tap on Kris’ window, and we look up to see Todd standing there. Kris signals that he’s getting out, and Todd stands back. I scramble out of the car.
“Todd! Buddy, pal, how are you?” asks Kris exuberantly as he throws his arms around Todd.
Todd’s eyes bulge out of his head as he stares at me. I laugh and shrug,
“Kris, how fast were you just going?” 
Kris holds Todd at arm’s length. “My man, you know I wasn’t looking, but I’m pretty sure I was under the speed limit.”
“And the spinning tires, and the sideways way you parked the car? How about that?”
“Well, that was precision parking. Wasn’t it, Athena?”
I laugh some more and nod. “Um, I’m going to let you two sort this out. I have a date.”
Both men snap their heads in my direction. 
“A date?” asks Todd.
“With who?” asks Kris.
Grinning from ear to ear, I walk into the café. Ashlea is behind the counter serving, and the place is packed. There’s not an empty seat to be found. I walk past her and out to the kitchen were TB and Shannon look a little flustered. TB’s face is red, and Shannon’s usually perfectly coiffed hair is slightly mussed.
“Need help?”
“Yes,” mutters Shannon.
“No, we are fine,” replies TB firmly.
I put my hands on my hips and raise my eyebrows. “You don’t look fine.”
“He’s being unreasonable! With all these outsiders here for the wedding, we are not coping, but will he employ more people? No!” thunders Shannon.
TB’s face goes redder, he purses his lips, and I just know he’s about to lose his cool.
“Okay! I’ve got this.”
TB and Shannon both look at me.
“How?” asks Shannon.
“What?” asks TB.
Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I call Mom. “Hey, Mom.”
“Hello, honey.”
“TB needs help in the café, and I need to steal Ashlea for a spa day. Can you help?”
“Of course, honey, do you think he needs Dad, too?”
“Oh, yeah, you should see how frazzled Shannon is.”
“Oh, dear! We are on our way.”
I look up at TB, who throws a dishtowel in my face. “I had it under control.”
“No, you didn’t,” counters Shannon as she smiles widely at me.
TB gives her a death stare, Shannon shrugs, and goes out the front with two plates of food.
“You shouldn’t treat her that way. One day she might leave.”
“Shannon loves me. There’s no way she’d leave, and we were fine.”
“Your steak is burning?”
“Oh, fuck!” 
TB pulls it off the stove and throws it in the sink, and he rests both hands on it, shoulders slumped. I place a hand on his arm. 
“What’s going on?”
“Kris and Sophia are good for business. The kind of business we only get at peak season and the extra money will go a long way to making it a perfect honeymoon for Ashlea. Instead of having to be careful, she can do whatever she wants.”
“You’re an idiot.” We both turn around to find Ashlea there glaring at us. “I know we aren’t there yet, but for better or worse, remember? I don’t need a fancy honeymoon. Ares Boswell, all I need is you.”
“Ares?” 
She smiles. “I was going for the dramatic effect.”
TB closes the gap between them and embraces her. To give them some privacy, I go out the front. Shannon smiles at me as she takes an order from a customer. Kris walks in, and the noise volume goes down as people stare at him. He doesn’t seem to notice as he makes a beeline for me.
“Hey, so do you want to have dinner?”
“Did Todd give you a ticket?”
Kris grins and shakes his head. “Nah, let me off with a warning.” The tell-tale sign he’s nervous rears its head as he places a hand to the back of his neck and rubs. “Dinner?”
“I don’t think so. I’m moving Ashlea into my house this afternoon. It’s a girls’ day.”
“I could get takeout for three?” Kris puts his hands in his pockets. “And how are you moving her?”
“Ashlea has a car. And I don’t know…”
Ashlea comes out and throws an arm over my shoulders. “You don’t know what?”
“I was going to bring takeout over tonight, but Athena’s not sure.”
“You paying?” asks TB.
Kris nods. “That was the plan.”
“Good, takeout for four, and my woman likes Thai food.”
“Your woman?” asks Kris incredulously.
Ashlea kisses TB’s cheek and smiles. “Yeah, his woman.”
“Okay, enough,” says Shannon. “You.” She points at TB. “Back in the kitchen. Athena, grab a pad and start taking orders. Don’t forget to write the table number down, and you,” she points at Kris. “Behind the register taking payments. Ashlea, you get to go help in the kitchen. Get to it!” orders Shannon.
Strangely, we all do as we’re told. Fifteen minutes later, Mom and Dad walk through the door. Mom comes over to me and takes my pad and pen, and Dad goes in to relieve Kris.
“Thanks, Mom.”
She smiles warmly. “Oh, honey, it’s my pleasure.”
Mom takes over, and I grab Kris’ hand and walk him out to the kitchen area, which is now under control thanks to Ashlea’s calming influence on TB. 
“Come on, Ashlea, we need to go.”
“TB needs me.”
I slap Kris on the chest. “That’s what he’s here for. Kris, you are now TB’s kitchen bitch.”
“What?” Kris widens his eyes.
TB chuckles. “I like the sound of that.”
“Come on, Ashlea. Mom’s out front, and if TB needs help, she and Kris can swap. Kris, if you just do as TB says, everything will be fine. TB, if you keep your cool and listen to Shannon, everything will be fine.”
“How did Shannon get to be in charge?” asks TB.
“Well, I am the best-looking one here,” teases Shannon as she hangs up more orders.
“I thought that was me,” replies Kris.
Shannon turns, licks her lips, and holds her hand to her forehead. “You are indeed a sight to behold, but honey, you’ve got nothing on this.” Shannon runs her hands down her sides and throws her head back. “You feel me?”
We all laugh, and Kris winks at Shannon. “You have a point.”
“Well, yes… yes, I do.” Shannon turns and sashays out of the kitchen.
“She’s a hell of a waitress,” states TB.
“Yes, she is, and that’s why Ashlea and I are leaving.”
“Do you think you’ll be okay?”
TB kisses her on the forehead. “We’ll be fine.”
Ashlea hugs him, kisses him on the lips, and I drag her from the café. We just hit the sidewalk when Kris comes out.
“Wait!” We stop and turn to look at him, but he’s staring at me. “We’re still on for tonight, right?”
I look at Ashlea, who nods.
“Sure, Thai takeout for four.”
Kris leans in, grabs my hand, and kisses me on the cheek. “Great, see you then.”
I’m standing on the sidewalk watching his back when Ashlea leans in. “You should close your mouth.”
“What?” I swing my head in her direction. “My mouth was closed.”
“Sure, it was.”
“We’re going to be late. Let’s hustle.”
 
***
 
Ashlea and TB are out near the fire pit, and I’m making margaritas when Kris knocks on my door.
“It’s open,” I yell out.
“Does anyone lock their doors in this town?”
“No need to,” I reply. “Margaritas go with Thai, right?”
Kris puts the plastic bags holding our food on the kitchen counter. “Margaritas go with everything, I think.”
“Where’s Sophia?”
“She’s at the motel.”
“Oh…” is all I say as I stare at him.
Kris gives me a tight smile and looks around the room. “Yeah, we’re not together anymore, but for appearances, she’s staying as my date. I’m sure next week Sophia will be in tears in front of a camera telling the world what a bastard I am.”
“Are you?” I blurt out.
Kris shakes his head. “No.” He begins unpacking the food. “I never loved Sophia, and she sure as hell didn’t love me. I liked her, but it wasn’t serious.”
“Didn’t you live together?”
“No, she stayed over a lot, but we were never living together.”
“Right.”
Kris stops what he’s doing and stands next to me, his hand covers mine. “You can ask me anything, and I will answer you honestly.”
Feeling overwhelmed at his sincerity and close proximity, I move away. 
“Do you think we should eat out by the pit, or should we get them to come inside?” I ask in a deliberate attempt to change the subject.
Kris smiles. “The food will be cold in no time if we eat out there. What about your garden? It’s protected from the wind, isn’t it?”
“Good idea. I’ll get plates while you get TB and Ashlea.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
Kris is gone long enough for me to get four plates out and the cutlery. When he walks back in, he looks concerned.
“What’s wrong?”
“They aren’t out there.”
I put down the glass in my hand and frown at him. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, they aren’t out there.”
“Call him,” I say.
Kris pulls out his phone and dials TB. “Man, where are you both?” A smile goes across his features, and his whole being seems to light up. “Your sister is going to kill you, you know that, right?” Kris nods his head. “Right, later.” Kris slips his phone into his pocket.
“Are they okay?”
Kris nods. “Seems TB snuck Ashlea back to his place for some alone time.”
Suddenly, I realize I’m alone with Kris, and he’s single.
“Stop looking at me like that. I promise I had nothing to do with it.” Kris opens one of the takeout containers. “But I am hungry, and we have enough food here to feed an army. Let’s eat.”
Not knowing what to do, I put away the extra plates and cutlery. 
“Athena?” I stop what I’m doing and look up at him. “I can go if you want.”
“What? No. It’s fine, really. I, uh, I’m just…”
Kris waits for me to finish, his head tilted to the side as he stares at me intently. He has this way of making me feel like I’m the most important person on the planet, and the way he’s looking at me right now brings back a whole lot of different emotions. Lust being one of them.
Slowly, he moves around the counter, his hands find mine, and our fingers intertwine. He rests his forehead to mine.
“It’s just dinner. Nothing more.” I’m lost in his piercing blue eyes. “And I am starving.” I lick my lips, and his eyes go to my mouth. Kris closes the gap, a hair’s breadth away from me. “Are you hungry, Athena?” he whispers.
Pressing my lips to his, Kris increases the pressure, and his hands leave mine to travel up my arms, then back down and rest on my waist. He pulls me closer to him, and my arms encircle his neck, my hands gripping his hair as my tongue dips into his mouth. Kris moans, and one of his hands goes to my ass as he crushes me to him. Tilting my head to the side, his tongue touches mine, and we kiss passionately.
My body is on fire, the electric feeling between my legs intensifies, and I want him so badly. Kris picks me up and puts me on the kitchen counter, knocking some of the food onto the floor. I spread my legs and pull him into me, tugging at his belt, trying desperately to get it undone.
Just as quickly as this began, Kris stops and backs away from me. I’m wet, breathing hard, and confused. His breathing is ragged, and from the bulge in his pants, I know he wants me.
“Are you sure?” he asks.
The air seems to be fueled with electricity, and I nod.
“Say the words, Athena.”
“I’m hungry.”
Kris grins, reaches down, and undoes his belt while I shimmy out of my panties. The only noise in my home is our heavy breathing and the sound of him kicking off his shoes and letting his jeans hit the floor. He comes back to me, kisses the side of my mouth, trails kisses down my neck, and then comes back to take possession of my mouth. His fingers loop under the straps of my dress, and he eases them over my shoulders, then kisses his way down to my breast, where he sucks on my nipple, taking it into his mouth. Clutching the back of his head, I moan his name. 
Kris straightens, picks me up, and I wrap my legs around his waist. The feel of his cock so close to my entrance excites me even more.
“Which room is yours?”
“First one on the left.”
There’s no more talking as our hands explore each other. I’m reveling in the feel of his body pressed so close to mine, but I need more, I need to feel all of him. Reaching down, my hands go up under his shirt. Kris puts me on the bed, and in one swift movement, pulls his shirt over his head and reconnects his mouth to mine. My hands cusp his face as his hands move down to pull my dress up and off me.
Then he stops. I’m sitting on the edge of the bed, naked, and he’s standing before me—all six foot five of him, tanned, sculpted, perfect. Kris drops to his knees, spreads my legs, and kisses me. His hands go to my ass, and he pulls me to the edge of the bed. Where his body touches mine, it feels so good like a fire that burns from within my soul. His lips leave mine as he kisses down my neck, and his fingers brush the lips of my vagina. I gasp, and he pushes me back. Kris lifts one of my legs and kisses the inside of my knee. His eyes never leave mine as he kisses his way to my clit.
With my heels on the edge of the bed, I spread my legs further. This is not the clumsy lovemaking of our youth. This is a man who knows how to bring a woman to the edge and beyond. Entwining my hands in his hair, I hold him in place as I grind into his eager mouth. Kris sucks and licks, and just when I think I’m about to shatter, he stops and does something else. He brings me to the edge so many times, only to stop. 
“Please,” I beg.
Kris rises over me, pulling one of my nipples into his mouth. “Please, what?”
“Kris, I’m so close.”
“How close?” His finger rubs on my clit, and I grind into it, unable to control the fire within.
“I need you.”
I close my eyes and concentrate on his hand, but again, he stops. My eyes fly open, and he smiles at me.
“How hungry are you, baby?”
“I’ll do anything.”
A smirk appears on his face as he inserts a finger into me, and a moan escapes me. “More?”
“Yes,” I purr as I ride his hand. 
The smirk is replaced by something ravenous as he slowly lowers his mouth onto my clit while moving his finger in and out of me. Within moments, my body feels like it’s exploding as my orgasm washes through me. Kris sucks and laps until I’m spent. I feel like my whole body is liquid fire. Briefly, he leaves the room, and I push myself further up the bed. I hear him come back in, his kisses start on the inside of my leg, his tongue licks my slit, and then he works his way back up to my mouth. 
I wrap a leg around him and feel his long, hard cock nestling at my entrance. Kris kisses me while his hands stoke the fire that has dimmed but not burned out. Kris tweaks a nipple between a finger and thumb, and I arch up. He rocks back, so he’s kneeling on the bed, he spread my legs and reaches under me, pulling me closer. With his cock only inside me an inch, he slowly pushes it all the way in then just as slowly pulls it back out, my body stretches and adjusts to his length and girth. Kris does this a few more times, then slams into me. I gasp at this new onslaught, relishing in the feel of his cock inside me.
“Athena?”
“Yes?” I pant.
“Are you okay?”
His question confuses me. 
Maybe I’m not doing enough?
I plant a foot in the bed and switch positions with him, now I’m on top. Kris’ hands go to my hips as he moves me at a punishing speed. The angle his cock is at elicits a new orgasm that takes me by surprise. Riding him harder and harder as it crests, I convulse around him. Kris groans and yells my name, his eyes shut, the veins in his neck bulging as I give him the release he so richly deserves.
“Stop, stop, stop,” Kris begs.
And slowly, I stop my movements. He opens his eyes and smiles.
“Swear to God, you are going to be the death of me.”
It’s my turn to smile. “Ditto.”
I lay on top of him, and he encircles me with his arms, his fingers drawing shapes on my back. For a while, we stay like that, him embedded in me and me listening to his heartbeat.
“Babe, are you asleep?” whispers Kris.
“No,” I whisper back.
“Can I stay?”
I go up on elbows and look down at him. “Will you make me a tea in the morning?”
Kris grins. “I can do that.”
“You can stay.” 
Leaning down, I kiss his lips and move to the side, sliding off him. Kris groans, but he has a satisfied smile on his face.
“The bathroom is straight across the hall.”
“You want me to shower first?”
“If you want.”
Kris smiles and sits up. “Your wish is my command.”
It’s not until he’s fully standing that I realize he’s wearing a condom.
“Ahh, that’s where you went.”
He looks down and nods. “I wasn’t sure if you were on the pill and better to be safe than sorry, right?”
“I’m glad one of us was thinking.”
Kris pads out of the room, and I hear the shower start. Putting on a robe, I go out to the kitchen and pick up the food that spilled onto the floor, thankfully none of it escaped the containers it was in, so no clean up. He has enough food here for more than four people, so I pick chicken satay sticks, yellow chicken curry, a pad thai noodles, and some rice and divide it on to two plates and put one of them in the microwave. 
Kris comes up behind me, wrapping his arms around me. “Whatcha doing?”
“I’m hungry.”
“I’m not enough for you?”
I giggle. “You are more than enough.”
“Go shower. I’ll finish up here. You want the rest in the fridge?”
“Yeah.” I twist in his arms and kiss him. 
Kris deepens the kiss and walks me backward until I hit the kitchen cabinets.
“Woman, do you know what you do to me?”
“I think I’m starting to.”
“Run before I take you again.”
Kris kisses my forehead and lets me go. I wander back down the hallway and into the bathroom. Catching my reflection in the mirror, I smile. It’s been too long since I’ve had sex. While I stare at myself, I try to recall the last time. It was with Kris in an old shack on the beach that we used to sneak out to. I take off the robe, and my eyes instantly go to the skin on my ribcage. Immediately, I avert my gaze and shake my head. 
Not tonight.
I will not let those memories tarnish tonight.
Sucking in a deep breath, I turn on the shower. Stepping under the warm spray, I let the water wash those memories away, leaving me in the present and feeling sated.



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
Kris
 
Athena is curled into my side while I trace circles on her back. Her body responds to me like no other woman ever has. It’s like she was made just for me, or maybe it’s because I’ve loved her since we were kids. Todd’s words come back to haunt me. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to get her to open up to me. I know I have to before some asshole in the press breaks the story. 
It’s early hours of the morning, the sun only just beginning to break through the darkness.
“What’s up?”
I look down at Athena, who’s looking up at me.
“You snore.”
I’m grinning at her, and she lets out a yelp and slaps my chest.
“I do not!”
“Yeah, you do. You sound like a freight train.” 
Athena shakes her head, “Nuh-uh.”
“Oh yeah, and don’t get me started on the drool.”
“Kris!” shrieks Athena.
Laughing, I hold up my hands. “I’m kidding… mostly.”
Athena smiles. “You promised me tea.”
“Woman, the sun is barely up, and you want a tea?” She nods. “Okay, baby. How do you have it?”
“I want peppermint tea and just hot water.”
Sitting up, I place my feet on the floor and stand. My cock is awake and up. Athena crawls across the bed, grabs it, and puts it in her soft, warm mouth. She swirls her tongue over the tip, teasing the nerves there. I gasp at this unexpected pleasure. Needing to see her face as she blows me, I twist her hair into a ponytail and hold it with my fist. My other hand cups her face as I move in and out of her mouth. Athena begins to hum, and the sensation causes my balls to tingle. She reaches up and pushes me away. I still have hold of her hair. Athena repositions herself, so she’s sitting on the edge of the bed, spreads her legs, grabs my cock, and pulls me back into her mouth. Tilting her head back, she looks up at me, and I watch as she pleasures herself while sucking on my cock. 
I’m close, but this isn’t what I want. I want to bury myself inside her and feel her pussy convulse around my cock, and I want her to moan into my mouth as she comes. Sharply, I pull her head back, and Athena gasps, eyes wide, and I think I see fear there.
“As much as I want you to blow me, I’d rather be inside you.”
A smile breaks out on her beautiful face.
“Okay, baby.”
Putting my lips to hers for a quick kiss, I release her hair and ask, “How would you like it?”
Athena crawls back up the bed. “Come here, lover.”
With my body covering hers, I push into her tight, wet pussy. Athena arches her neck back and moans. I link my fingers with hers and move in and out. 
“Athena, look at me.”
Looking at me through her lashes, she smiles. “I see you.”
“Keep your eyes on me.”
“I always see you.”
Increasing my speed, Athena matches me thrust for thrust. She begins to buck wildly and chews on her bottom lip. Bending down, with eyes open, I swallow her cries and watch as she lets go, and her orgasm washes through her. The feel of her pussy convulsing around my cock tips me over the edge, and I lose myself in her. Breaking the kiss, I put my forehead to hers and keep on pumping inside her until I’m spent. Athena cups my face, her thumb brushes over my lips and arches up, kissing me.
“I could wake up like that every day.”
“You’d have to move to LA.”
The smile falters, and she draws her eyebrows together. “LA?”
“Yeah, it’s where I live.” I kiss her nose. “If you want to wake up like this every day, you’d have to move there.”
Pulling out of her and away, I sit on the end of the bed and look at her in her bedroom mirror. Athena sits up gazing out the bedroom window. She shakes her head and looks down at her hands.
“I think you promised me a tea.”
“But I could give you so much more than that.”
She looks up and stares at me in the mirror, then smiles. “Right now, I’d settle for a tea.”



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
Athena
 
Two nights of bliss. We haven’t left the house, but it’s Friday, the day before the wedding, and Ashlea and Mom are waiting for me at my parents’ house. Ashlea wants to make sure my dress is perfect, and she wants a trial run in hers. We’re doing the dress, the heels, the veil, everything. She was supposed to move in with me, but TB couldn’t be without her. But it’s the night before the wedding, and Mom has put her foot down, either Ashlea moves in with me for the night, or she stays with them. Wisely, she chose me.
“Penny for your thoughts?” asks Kris as he puts a cup of tea in front of me.
“I can’t stay, and you have to go.”
“Can I drive you?” I nod. “I have to check in on Dad, but I can come back later?”
“No, lover, you can’t. Ashlea will be here, remember?”
A smirk appears on his handsome face. “If you could be quiet, she’d never know.”
I take a sip of the pomegranate tea he’s made. “Where’s the fun in that?”
Kris chuckles, his eyes twinkle with mischief. “It’s that, or you sleep alone, and there’s no fun in that.”
We’re sitting in my walled garden, the sun is shining, and I don’t want to leave, nor do I want Kris to go, but family and the wedding have to come first. I stand and run a hand across his shoulders. 
“Come on, lover, let’s go.”
“Do you have a to-go cup?” Kris asks as he picks up my teacup.
“Yeah, I think so? In the overhead cupboard next to the microwave.”
Wandering back into the house, Kris goes into the kitchen, and I go into my bedroom to grab my handbag. When I come out, Kris has a photograph and a piece of paper on the kitchen table. As I get closer, he holds out my tea and gestures to them.
“How long were you in New York for?”
For a moment, I stop breathing. My eyes go to the offending documents, and I feel my throat close. 
“W-What?”
He holds up a picture of me at my job in New York, my colleagues surrounding me. It feels like a lifetime ago—I’m smiling. It was taken after my first big story broke before I was attacked. I’d forgotten it was even in the cupboard. I’d forgotten I had kept it.
Kris is searching my face, his eyebrows draw together in concern. “Athena?”
I take the picture and the paper and put them back in the cupboard. 
With my back to him and my hand frozen on the closed door, I mentally shake myself and say, “It was a long time ago.”
“You looked happy.”
“How did you know it was taken in New York?” 
Slowly, I turn around, and he shakes his head. “The name, the name of the company, was on the piece of paper. Their offices are in New York.”
Cocking my head to the side, my lips turn down. “They have offices all over the country.”
Kris crosses his arms. “But their head office is in New York. Athena, why are you being this way?”
“Sorry, not all the memories from New York are good ones.”
Kris walks toward me and places his hands on my hips. “Babe, you can tell me anything, you know that, right?”
Anything?
No.
This man still sees the girl he fell in love with at seventeen—the girl who was only his. 
She doesn’t exist anymore.
I plaster the fake smile on my face that I’ve gotten so good at showing everyone and nod. Reaching up, I place my hand on the back of his neck and run my fingers up and down it.
“I know that, lover.” Mechanically, I kiss him then pull back slightly. “Mom and Ashlea are waiting. We should go.”
“You never talk about it.”
“About what?”
“New York. I know you did well there and then came home? I know you were attacked. What happened?”
I push on his chest and walk around him to grab my bag. “Now is not the time.”
Kris turns around. “When?”
“Never. It’s not important. Can we go? I’m already late.”
Kris nods. “Okay, babe. But one day, we are going to have to talk about it.”
Somehow, I manage to smile and nod while I head for the front door. Briskly, I walk down the path to his car, not paying attention to my surroundings. When I stand beside his Audi, a flash goes off, and I realize there’s a man with a camera standing there.
“Care to comment on your relationship with Kris Livingston?”
Kris appears beside me and gives me my forgotten tea as he opens the car door, then holds out a hand to the man in a stopping gesture. “No comment.”
“She’s pretty, Kris, and the locals tell me you two used to be an item. It’s Athena Boswell, isn’t it?”
“Get in the car,” orders Kris, then he looks back at the man. “I told you, no comment.”
Kris slams my car door and stalks around the hood of the car, staring daggers at the man who’s still taking photographs. When he gets into the car, Kris starts it, revs the engine and peels out of my driveway in a hail of gravel.
“Was that necessary?”
His jaw is clenched, and a nerve is jumping in his neck. “I can’t protect you if I don’t know everything.”
“What are you talking about?”
“New York, Athena, I’m talking about New York.”
Throwing my hands in the air, I say, “There’s nothing to know. I had a job there. That’s it!”
Kris accelerates and has me at my parents’ house in half the time it usually takes. He comes to a screaming halt and turns and looks at me.
“You’ve built this little world here, Athena, but that guy and more like him are going to put you under a microscope. Just by being with me you—”
I open the car door. “Well, that’s easily fixed,” I shout.
Getting out of the car, I’m on the top step when Kris reaches me, grabbing my hand. 
“Stop,” orders Kris.
Dad opens the front door and comes out. “What’s going on?”
“Nothing, Dad.” I look down at Kris and wrench my hand out of his. “Absolutely nothing.”
Then I turn and walk into the house.
I can hear Dad and Kris talking outside, but I keep going, heading for Mom’s sewing room. She and Ashlea are sitting down talking. When I enter, they both look at me, smiling, but whatever they see causes them both to stand.
“Honey, what’s wrong?” asks Mom.
“Are you okay?” Ashlea moves to put an arm around me.
“Kris, he, I mean…” words fail me, and before I understand what’s happening, the tears fall. 
“What has he done now?” asks Mom with venom in her voice.
Unable to speak, I shake my head. Mom squeezes my arm and stalks out of the room. 
“Oh, dear,” whispers Ashlea as she watches Mom leave. “What happened?”
I shake my head. “N-Nothing. I’m fine, really.”
“This is not what fine looks like, Athena. Tell me.”
I can’t. 
I can’t.
I can’t.
This is my mantra that I’m chanting over and over in my head, all the while I’m crying and shaking my head from side to side. If I tell Ashlea, she’ll tell TB, and then he’ll tell Mom and Dad. Everyone will know. And then I won’t be okay. I’ll have to face what happened, and I’ve done very well keeping it all hidden—secret, my secret. The voices outside grow louder, and I realize it’s Mom.
Brushing the tears off my face, I run toward the front of my family home. Dad is between Mom and Kris.
“You will not do this again!”
“Mrs. Boswell
“Don’t you dare! Do you know what happened to her last time?” Mom points at him. “No, you don’t. I love you like a son, Kris, but you are not mine. I will not let you pull this shit again. So, I’m asking you, are you leaving?”
“Betty, calm down.”
“Oh, for God’s sake, Dean. Do you remember how she was? Do you?” yells Mom.
I’m hanging back in the hallway listening.
“It’s not about me leaving, Mr. and Mrs. Boswell. I want Athena to come with me to LA to build a life, but if she does…” Kris’ words trail off.
“They’ll find out what happened to her in New York,” whispers Dad.
“Oh my God, no,” replies Mom in the same hushed tone.
I feel Ashlea’s arms around me, and I look at her face. She’s crying, and it’s then I realize they all know.
“Y-You knew?” I choke out.
Ashlea nods. “TB went to New York the moment you went missing. Your boss told him you didn’t want us told. He…” Ashlea pauses and looks beyond me. “We hoped that one day you’d share. No one wanted to push you, honey, but as time wore on, we all understood you just wanted to forget. So, we never asked you.”
My legs buckle, and I slide to the floor. Ashlea follows me down all the while stroking my hair. 
“Oh, honey.” I feel Mom holding my hand and then rougher hands that I know are my father’s. 
The tears keep coming, and they turn into sobs as my family does their best to comfort me. When I finally can see through my tears, Ashlea, Mom, Dad, and Kris are all sitting on the floor in the entryway with me. All of us are crying. This whole time I thought I’d protected my family from my worst nightmare, but they were right there with me. 
“Why didn’t you ever say anything?” 
“Oh, honey, you were broken inside and out. You needed time to heal, so we let you do that. Sweetheart, if you never wanted to talk about it, that’s okay, we love you,” replies Mom.
“I’m so sorry.”
Dad rubs my leg. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”
Finally, I look Kris in the eyes. “Did you know?”
“I found out recently.” I close my eyes and shake my head as more tears flow, then I feel his hands on my face. “Open your eyes, babe.” I shake my head. “Athena, open your eyes.” By their own volition, my eyes fly open. “Nothing has changed, you’re still you.” Shaking my head, Kris wipes my tears and nods. “You’re still you.”
“He’s right, honey,” agrees Mom.
Dad makes a noise, gets up on his knees, and grabs my hand. I’ve only seen my dad cry a few times in my life, and it breaks my heart to see him this way.
“You are the same perfect human being that I helped create and bring into this world. Those animals got what they deserved.” Dad makes a sobbing noise as he drags in more air.
Looking at the people I love most in the world, I see that although I thought I was going through this alone, they’ve been suffering right along with me.
 
***
 
Maybe it was ten minutes, maybe it was hours, my family sat with me in that hallway until I couldn’t cry anymore. Ashlea took me home, and we talked about all of it. Every grisly, horrible detail. Now, I’m curled up in bed, numb from letting it all come out. There’s a knock at my door, and as much as I don’t want to face anyone, I know I have to.
“Yes?”
The door opens a foot, and Kris sticks his head in. “Want company?”
I shrug, not knowing how I feel. 
He pushes the door open, and in one hand he has a chocolate bar and the other a cup of tea. “I bring gifts.”
As though I can’t help it, I smile. “I like gifts.”
Kris comes into the room and kicks the door shut. “Well, I have the best gift. Me.”
I laugh as he places the tea next to me on the bedside table, walks around it, kicks off his shoes, and lies next to me. Kris opens the chocolate and breaks off a piece putting it into his mouth.
“Hey, I thought that was mine?”
“I told you I’m the gift.” 
He breaks off another piece.
“Have you heard the law about not getting between a woman and chocolate?”
Kris pops the chocolate into his mouth. “That’s a real thing?”
I pull the bar out of his hand and put it on my side table. “Fuck, yes, it is.”
He trails a finger up my arm. “You okay?”
I nod.
“Can I do anything?”
Picking up the chocolate, I smile. “This is good.”
Kris kisses my arm. “Want me to stay?”
“Not sure I’m good company.”
“Is Ashlea here?”
“Yep. Guess she’s in the guest room.”
“Have you eaten?”
“No.”
“Okay, I’m going to go rummage through your fridge and cook something, and you and Ashlea are going to either sit out by the firepit or in your garden.” Kris kisses my arm again and stands. 
“Kris?”
He turns, one eyebrow raised. “Hmm?”
“How can you want to be with me?” It comes out strangled, my voice is alien to me.
Pursing his lips, Kris sits on the bed beside me and it dips, I roll into him, encircling him with my body. Kris brushes the hair on my face.
“Athena, it’s the other way around. I left you. You have no idea how grateful I am that you let me back in, that you made it easy for me. You could have let me twist in the wind. I really believed you and Todd were an item. You could have let me leave believing that, but instead, you took another chance on me, and, baby, I’m not fucking this up.”
I’ve never seen him so serious. His eyes bore into mine, and he strokes my hair.
“I’m not talking about that. I am talking about—”
Kris holds a finger over my lips. “Do not even let that enter your pretty little head. I’m sorry for what happened to you. I want to rain hurt down on those men. But if that hadn’t happened, you would have found a Todd.” He smiles and shakes his head. “Well, apart from the gay part, you would have found a man and settled down. I haven’t been a monk in LA—”
“That’s different.”
“You’re right, it is. You were forced, and one day you and I are going to sit down and talk all that out, but know it doesn’t change how I feel about you. It doesn’t even enter my head. To me, you’re perfect.”
I want so badly to believe him. 
Closing my eyes, so I can’t see the depth of his emotions, I say, “It was my fault.”
I hear his intake of breath and feel the absence of him as he moves away from me, and I wait, eyes closed for him to speak, and there’s nothing. Counting to ten in my head, I open my eyes, and he’s there, kneeling on the floor with those piercing blue eyes, staring at me with so much compassion.
“There’s nothing you can say that will ever make me believe it was your fault. Those animals are the ones I blame. Not you, never you.”
Nodding, I sit up. “Do you want some help in the kitchen?”
“Nope, I want you to get Ashlea, grab a bottle of something out of the fridge, and go outside. Relax, you two have a big day tomorrow.”
“Oh, shit, tomorrow.” Raising a hand to my forehead, I groan. “Do I have to go?”
“Yep, you’re there for the bride, I’m there for the groom. It’s our job to make sure they make it to the chapel on time.”
Kris stands and opens my bedroom door. Ashlea is on the other side, her hand raised as though she’s about to knock.
“Kris?”
“Hey, Ashlea, we were just coming to get you. I’m going to cook you two a meal, and you two are going to drink a bottle of something outside.”
“Who’s looking after TB?”
“Right now, his dad. But when I’m done here, I’ll go check on him.”
Ashlea smiles, then looks at me. “Seems like he’s got it all sorted.”
Walking toward her, Kris moves out of the way, and I embrace her. “He does. Let’s go see what’s in my fridge.”
Ashlea beams at me. “I am hungry.”
“Not thirsty?” I ask.
“Your taste in wine sucks.”
Kris makes a noise then bursts out laughing. 
Ashlea nods. “It’s true.”
“Well, you ladies best go look and see if there’s something in there you both might like.”
Rolling my eyes, I drag Ashlea out to my refrigerator. She opens it, and there are six bottles of Moët Champagne on the door.
“Yay!” cries Ashlea.
“Did you do this?” 
Kris smiles and nods. “And I may have lied about cooking you something.”
I cock my head to the side. “What have you done?”
“Hiding in your oven are takeout containers from the Thai place in town. I was going to try and pass it off as my own.” 
He rubs the back of his neck and looks sheepish. The only word I can think of to describe him is adorable. Throwing my arms around his neck, I kiss him.
“Thank you.”
“So, you’re not mad?”
“I’m totally mad,” interjects Ashlea.
We both look at her.
“Why?” we ask unison.
“You have a fridge full of bubbles, and I’m getting married tomorrow. There’s no way I can drink that much.” Ashlea throws her arms in the air. “It’s not fair!”
Disentangling myself from Kris, I hug Ashlea.
“We can have one bottle.”
Ashlea gives me a sideways glance. “Yeah, I guess.”
Kris laughs. “Okay, ladies, I’m outta here. I have a groom to look after.” He puts his hands in his pockets. “Walk me to my car?”
“Sure.” Turning to Ashlea, I ask, “Are you okay to serve everything up?”
“I’ll start with the bubbles, then work on the food.”
Shaking my head, I grab Kris’ hand, and we walk down the path to his car.
“You know this path is a death trap.”
“You sound like Todd.”
Kris shrugs. “Doesn’t make him wrong.”
“Just because you two have a penis doesn’t make you right,” I counter.
“Whoa! You’re using the penis card? It’s got nothing to do with that, it has to do with this path is dangerous.”
We hit the bottom of the stairs, and I wind a hand around his neck. “There’s no other way up to my home. I’ve installed lights for night, the stairs have been prepared, there’s not much else I can do.”
Kris looks up the hill, and his lips turn down. “I’ll think about it. There’s gotta be something.” 
His gaze comes back to me, he smiles and cups my face.
“See you later?”
Kris tilts his head back, exposing his neck and laughs. “Yeah, babe, I’ll be back.”
“What’s so funny?”
“I’m just happy you want me back.”



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
Kris
 
The café is closed, but TB is in the kitchen cooking us breakfast. It doesn’t seem right on one of the biggest days of his life, but he said he needed to keep busy. I’m sitting on a stool near his stainless-steel worktable that’s in the center of the room. The bell above the door to the front of the cafe sounds, and we both stop talking and look in that direction. Shannon walks in, her red hair is perfectly styled.
“I thought I’d find you here.” 
Shannon grabs another stool and sits next to me.
“What are you doing here?” asks TB as he flips over a piece of bacon.
“I knew you’d be a bundle of nervous energy, and as your female best friend, I wanted to be here for you.”
“Female best friend?” I ask loudly as I stare at TB.
Shannon shrugs. “Well, you’re his male best friend, but you haven’t exactly been around. He needed a friend.”
TB puts his spatula on its side and taps it repeatedly on the grill. “Ashlea is my female best friend.”
Shannon giggles. “Yeah, keep telling yourself that. Okay, so the wedding is at eleven. Is your suit pressed?” TB nods. “Do you have the ring?” she asks, looking at me.
“There’s a ring?” I ask straight-faced, leaving my mouth open.
“Oh, I get it, you think you’re funny.” Shannon puts her hands on her hips and tries to look mad.
Reaching out, I squeeze her arm. “Be cool. I have it.” I tap my imaginary top pocket.
“What do you want for breakfast, Shan?”
“Pancakes, and does he have it?” 
TB turns and shakes his head. “Not yet. It’s safe and sound at Mom and Dad’s.” TB points his spatula at me. “Stop teasing her.”
“See, I told you I was his best friend,” whispers Shannon then louder, “Did Ashlea’s parents arrive?”
“Yep. They are staying with Mom and Dad.” TB looks at me. “How’s my sister and bride-to-be?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I reply, feigning innocence. 
Shannon giggles. “It’s a small town.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
TB puts bacon on a plate and puts it on the table in front of us.
“It means that Shannon probably knows more about you than you do at this point. So, spill it, Shan, what do you know?”
Shannon picks up a piece of bacon and takes a bite. “Well, you aren’t staying at the motel, Mr. Mortimer told Mrs. Monroe, who’s seeing your dad, that you moved out. And Mrs. Monroe told my landlady that your clothes are at your dad’s but that you haven’t spent a night there. And, of course, Sophia has been seen around town without you. So, the natural assumption, knowing your past history from TB…” she smiles at him, “… is that you’re staying with Athena.”
I sit back and look from Shannon to TB. “My dad is seeing someone?”
“Funny. Nice try at avoiding a conversation.” Shannon grabs another piece of bacon.
Leaning over, I too grab a piece and shrug. “Athena and Ashlea are fine.”
Shannon laughs and points at TB. “Told you! You owe me ten dollars.”
“You made a bet?” I ask.
“Yeah.” TB nods, puts down his spatula, and places his hands on his hips. “So, you’re seeing my sister again?” There’s an edge to his voice, a protectiveness.
“It’s more than that. It’s always been more than that.”
TB’s face slowly transforms into a smile. “About fucking time you pulled your head out of your ass.”
“I’m sorry.”
TB nods. “You should be.” Then he picks up his spatula and turns back around.
“Aww, did I just witness a guy moment?” Shannon has her hands together next to her face and tilts her head, the picture of innocence. “You two are so special.”
I shove her. “Shut up.”
“Yeah, Shannon, shut up,” replies TB in a sing-song voice.
The bell for the door goes off again, and then we hear, “Anyone here?”
“Out back,” yells Shannon.
Todd wanders in, dressed in civvies. “Good morning.”
“Hey, Todd. Breakfast?” asks TB.
“Nah, I’ve eaten. You all ready for today?”
“I wish the day would hurry up. All this preparation is killing me,” replies TB.
“Really?” I ask.
“Yes. I love Ash, and I want her to have her perfect day but me? I’d be happy if the day were over, and we were off on our honeymoon.” He waggles his eyebrows up and down. “Are you still right to drive the girls?”
“Yep. Where is the honeymoon?” asks Todd.
TB smiles and gestures to me with his thumb with a flick of his hand. “My best friend here paid for us to go to Hawaii. He has a house there.”
“Oh, fancy,” chimes in Shannon.
Feeling my face burn, I shake my head. “It was part of a negotiation for a movie. It’s not that big a deal.”
“Okay, well, see you at the chapel.”
“You’re picking Ashlea’s dad, Devon, up from Mom and Dad’s house, too, yeah?”
Todd smiles. “Yep, I’m picking him up an hour before the girls. Just in case there’s some sort of issue, and he can help solve it. I promise to have everyone to the chapel on time.”
TB looks relieved. “Thanks, Todd, you’re the best.”
“Sometimes, all a girl needs to calm her is her dad.” Todd looks at me. “How’s Sophia getting to the wedding?”
“Aww, shit,” I mutter.
Todd laughs. “You forgot about your girlfriend?”
“My ex-girlfriend, and I wouldn’t say I forgot, I simply—”
“Oh, you are in trouble with a capital T,” teases Shannon.
I stand. “Shit. Gotta go, TB, but I’ll be back.”
TB laughs. “I understand, Mr. Hollywood.”
“Don’t be a dick.” I pat Todd on the shoulder. “Catch you all later. I’m off to appease the Ice Queen.”
“Ice Queen?” asks TB innocently.
I stop and point at TB. “Don’t tell me you don’t call her that behind her back, I know you.”
Turning back around, I walk out of the café and head for the motel. Like everything in this town, it’s not far to walk. The sun is shining, and honestly, they couldn’t have asked for a nicer day for their wedding.
The car I rented is parked out the front of the motel, so at least I know she’s still here. There’s also a pack of media waiting around, and thankfully, a team of security guards waiting outside. The media begins snapping my picture as I approach.
“I’m guessing she’s in there?” I ask one of the guards as I approach.
“Yes, sir, Mr. Livingston. Go on through.”
I rap my knuckles on the door, and it swings wide. Inside are three other people all fussing around Sophia who’s sitting on a chair in the middle of the room.
“You’re here!” says the guy who opens the door.
He’s six-foot, black, wearing eye makeup and has dreadlocks down to his ass.
“I am,” I reply as I enter the room.
“Oh, Kris, darling. This is my team who makes me look fabulous,” coos Sophia.
“I’m Judy, so nice to meet you at last.”
“I’m Justin, and the big hunk of man who opened the door is Claude.”
I do a sort of half-wave at them and put my hands in my back pockets. “Hello, nice to meet you.” 
Sophia has rollers in her hair, and Judy is painting her nails. 
“What time are you picking me up?” asks Sophia as she watches Judy.
“About that.” I smile at everyone in the room. “I’m obviously going with TB.”
Sophia’s head snaps in my direction. “What about me?”
“Sophia, I am the best man and—”
“Of course, I forgot about that,” says Claude as he taps a finger to his lips. “No matter. I’ll take you, and that way I can make sure you look fabulous right up until you enter the church.” He turns, winks at me so only I can see, then turns back around and claps his hands. “This is going to be epic!” 
“But Claude, he’s supposed to take me.”
“Sophia, he is the best man, the press will expect him to be with the groom. Come on, darling, what happens if your lipstick smudges? I’m sure he’s good at some things, but I’m betting makeup isn’t one of them.” He has his hands on his hips and is slightly bent over as he talks to her as though he’s talking to a child.
“Fine.”
Claude claps his hands again, then looks at me. “Now, I took the liberty of bringing you a tie that matches Sophia’s dress. This you will put on after you’ve had photographs taken with the happy couple. We’ve arranged for you two to have some happy snaps taken two hours after the wedding down on the beach.”
Sophia makes a noise, and Claude rolls his eyes and looks down at her.
“The carpet?”
“Yes, Sophia, I told you there will be a carpet for you to walk on, so you don’t get sand anywhere you don’t want it.”
Sophia smiles at him, and he shakes his head at her like she’s a demented child.
“Well, looks like you’ve got everything under control, Claude.”
“You have no idea,” he replies cheerfully.
I look at Justin. “You must be the hairdresser.”
“I certainly am. Claude and I run a boutique in LA, Style and Glamor. He does the makeup, and I make you look fabulous.”
With a hand on his hip and the other on his chest, Claude says, “I believe that’s my job?”
“It’s all our jobs,” interjects Judy.
“And you’re all doing great.” They all look at me. “Okay, well, I’ve gotta go. Good luck, and I’ll see you at the chapel.”
Claude sighs and puts both hands on his chest as he looks all romantic.
“Good. See you there,” replies Sophia, without looking up.
A frown creases Claude’s face as he looks from her to me, then he shrugs and walks over to the door to see me out.
“Thanks, Claude.”
“You’re welcome, I’m used to handling queens,” then more quietly, he whispers, “drama.” And mouths ‘queens’ again.
I grin at him and walk out to the ever-present press.



Chapter Eighteen
 
 
Athena
 
Ashlea is wearing an ivory lace wedding dress. It has an off-the-shoulder neckline with long sleeves, the bodice fits her perfectly then falls to the floor. The dress is simple and elegant, much like the woman who is wearing it. Manda, from the local hairdressers, has tamed her red curls that now hang down her back, swept off her face by the pearl tiara she’s wearing. With the dress, her hair and makeup, Ashlea is a vision. I pale in comparison, which is how it should be on a bride’s wedding day.
“Do I look okay?”
Shaking my head, I smile. “No. You look far better than okay. You are beautiful.”
“Stop it.”
Ashlea looks at herself in my full-length mirror and smiles. “I feel pretty.”
“You look it, honey. Now, I’m off. Do you two need anything else?” asks Manda.
“No, thank you, Manda. You did an awesome job,” I reply.
Manda looks from me to Ashlea. “It was my pleasure. See you both at the chapel.”
I walk Manda to my front door and then go to the refrigerator and pull out a bottle of Moët. The sound of the cork popping has Ashlea walking down the hallway and into the kitchen.
“I thought we could both use something to calm our nerves.”
Ashlea nods. “Yeah, but I’m not nervous, I’m excited.”
Pouring us both a drink, I hold up my glass and say, “To you and Ares, may today be the start of your new lives together, and may there be more happy days than bad.”
Ashlea picks up her glass, “Amen.”
“Can you sit?” I ask.
Ashlea nods. “Yeah.”
“Take the big chair, it’s more comfortable.”
Just as Ashlea is about to sit, the photographer, Henry, walks into the room.
“I thought you left?”
“No, no, no. Getting photos of the bride getting ready is just the beginning.” He looks around the room. “Okay, ladies, how about we go outside to the garden?”
“Can I finish my glass of bubbles first?” asks Ashlea.
Henry plucks the glass out of her hand and shakes his head. “Not in here. Come on, you hired me to do a job, and I’m doing it.”
“Henry, you’ve got photos of me practically naked. I need that drink.”
“Those are only for you and TB to look at. I promise not to share them. Trust me when I tell you, he’s going to love them.”
“If he doesn’t kill you for taking such intimate photos of his bride, he might,” I tease as I hold open my front screen door.
Henry shakes his head and looks down at Ashlea. “Come on, daylight’s fading.”
“It’s early.”
“So, humor me,” replies Henry, holding out his arm to her.
Ashlea grasps it, and we all move out to my walled-in garden. Henry has set up a chair, and he guides Ashlea to it. For the next half an hour, he takes lots of photographs. Then he moves us out at the bluff with nothing but the ocean behind us. Thankfully, the wind is mild and doesn’t ruin Ashlea’s or my hair. A loud wolf whistle pierces the air, signaling Todd and Ashlea’s father’s arrival.
“Perfect timing,” mutters Henry as he picks up another camera.
Todd walks out to us. He’s in a charcoal suit, white shirt, and pink tie, which is a perfect match for my dress.
Touching it, I laugh. “We match.”
“Well, as your date, I had to. Besides, it’s what a boyfriend would do.”
Henry is clicking away, taking pictures of us, so Todd and I start posing for the camera, and soon Ashlea and her father join in. 
“All right,” says Henry. “That’s enough. Now I want some serious shots of the bride and her dad.”
Grabbing onto Todd’s hand, we walk back into my home while Henry does his thing.
“Do you want a glass of champagne?”
“I thought you’d never ask.” Todd smiles. “You look beautiful. That dress really suits you.”
“You don’t think it’s too pink?”
Todd chuckles. “It’s a wedding, you can never be…” he does finger quotes in the air, “… too anything.”
Laughing, I hold out a glass to him. “When do we leave?”
Todd looks at his watch. “Another ten minutes. So, sit, relax, and tell me you’re okay.”
“You know?”
“I know.”
Taking a seat in my red overstuffed chair, I take a sip of champagne. “Seems everyone knew about me.”
Todd lets out all the air in his lungs with a whooshing sound and sits on my sofa. “Are you okay?”
I nod. “Yeah. I really am. It’s a relief to have it all out in the open, and Kris, well, Kris is wonderful.”
Todd quirks an eyebrow and swallows half his glass. “I don’t know if I’d go that far.”
Smiling, I say, “He’s changed.” Leaning forward, I put the glass down on my coffee table. “And yet he hasn’t at the same time.”
“What does that mean?”
“I guess we are the same but older and wiser.”
Ashlea bustles back through the front door and points at me. “I need one of those.”
Rising immediately to my feet, I go and get her a glass. Ashlea takes the barest of sips and lets out a sigh.
“Are you okay?”
She looks at me. “My parents aren’t like yours. My dad is trying to tell Henry how to do his job. I swear I’m about to kill him.”
“Sit down, and I’ll go fix this. It’s my job on your day.” I glance at Todd. “Keep the bride happy.”
“Yes, ma’am!”
Walking out to the bluff, Ashlea’s dad is in a loud conversation with Henry, not allowing him to speak by talking over him.
“Enough!” I yell. 
Both men look at me.
“I will not have my daughter’s day ruined by this, this… this incompetent buffoon.”
Henry’s mouth falls open, and then he swings his head in my direction. 
Holding up my hands, I smile at him. “Henry, why don’t you go into the house and have a glass of champagne? We have to leave soon.”
Henry scowls at Ashlea’s dad and strides away without a word.
When he rounds the corner of my walled garden, and I can no longer see him, I address Mr. Lynch. “You need to take it down a notch, Mr. Lynch. Henry isn’t charging TB and Ashlea for his time today. The only thing they’ll need to pay him for is the prints.”
“But—”
“No buts! Henry has been taking pictures for years. He’s won awards, and we’re lucky to have him. Now, this is Ashlea’s day, and right now she’s upset because you are ruining it. Not Henry. So, get your ass inside and let’s make her happy.”
He opens and closes his mouth several times as though he wants to say something, but the words don’t come. So, I hold out my arm to him, Mr. Lynch clears his throat, links his arm through mine, and we head into the house.
 
***
 
Todd pulls the car up in front of the chapel. A few locals who weren’t invited to the wedding are waiting outside to see the bride along with a ton of security guards and press. 
“Oh my God, why are there so many people here?” 
“It’s okay, Ash. They just want a glimpse of you.”
Todd gets out of the car and jogs around to open the door. First, Mr. Lynch gets out, then me, and finally the bride. Ashlea smiles, and I walk around her to make sure her dress is perfect. Todd kisses me on the cheek.
“I need to go and get seated. Remember, shoulders back, tits out, and smile.” With a wink, he jogs into the chapel.
Mr. Lynch makes a harrumphing noise and looks at his daughter. “Although I don’t approve of his vernacular, he has a point.”
I grin at Ashlea. “See you in there. I’ll be at the front, and I’ll save you a spot.”
“Athena?”
“Yes?”
“Thank you. You’ve made my day perfect.”
“It’s not over yet. We haven’t even gotten to the good part.” 
Squeezing her hand one last time, I go and stand at the door to the chapel. The music starts, the guests all stand, and I begin my walk down the aisle. My bouquet is a smaller version of Ashlea’s. It’s a cascade of mostly white flowers with a pink rosebud dotted throughout, Ashlea’s is primarily pink roses with white rosebuds. It’s a literal waterfall of flowers that come to a point.
Slowly, I walk down the aisle, taking in the gorgeous decorations around the room. The wooden bench seats gleam, and the pink and white flowers hanging on the end of them have filled the small chapel with their fragrance. Everyone is smiling, and you can feel the love. My parents are in the front row, and Dad has a hanky to his face as he watches me walk down the aisle. Father Daniel smiles at me, and I walk toward him. My gaze lands on TB, whose smile is huge, then it lands on Kris. He’s not smiling, he looks like he’s in shock. He visibly shakes himself and then nods at me and winks. I feel a blush creep up my neck and heat my face.
The chapel’s volume goes up, and I know from the look on TB’s face that Ashlea and her dad have entered the chapel. TB is looking past me, but Kris, his eyes are glued to me as I take my place at the front of the congregation. 
When Ashlea arrives at the front, she turns to me and gives me her flowers, then spins back around to take TB’s hands in hers. My brother has never looked so devoted. The smile that passes between the happy couple is nothing short of the embodiment of love they share.
“Will everyone please be seated?” asks Father Daniel. He waits for the murmurs to die down, then begins. “We are here to celebrate the union of Ares Boswell and Ashlea Lynch. Today, as we create this marriage, we also create a new bond and a new sense of family, one that will undoubtedly include all who are present here today.”
My eyes move past the happy couple as Father Daniel speaks, and I find myself lost in Kris’ blue eyes. Just like the rehearsal, I’m mesmerized by him. It’s not until the crowd begins to clap that I realize the wedding is over. TB is kissing Ashlea, and everyone is cheering. Ashlea breaks the kiss, her pretty face infused red with embarrassment. Father Daniel guides us over to sign the wedding certificate and where Henry takes many photographs. Mom and Dad both have hankies to their eyes, and even Mr. and Mrs. Lynch look a little misty.
“You look beautiful,” whispers Kris.
Kris and TB are wearing black suits and white shirts. TB’s tie is the same color as Ashlea’s dress, and he has a white flower in his lapel, whereas Kris’ tie matches my dress, and he has a pink flower. They both look very handsome.
Kris kisses me on the cheek, and then he hugs TB. “Well, done, man. You did good.”
“Thanks for standing up there with me.”
Kris holds out his arm to me, I link my arm through it, and we walk out of the church to a waiting Henry who organizes where everyone should stand on the steps so he can take a group picture. There’s no time for much talk as we are whisked away by Henry to various locations. I had no idea that your face could hurt so much from smiling. Unfortunately, the press and the security guards are also with us everywhere we go, so I have no alone time with Kris.



Chapter Nineteen
 
 
Kris
 
Athena has never looked lovelier than she did as she entered the chapel. It was like seeing an angel walking down the aisle. With the light behind her, she looked ethereal, slowly coming to life as she walked toward us. We’ve had no time together alone as Henry takes so many photographs that it’s worse than a photoshoot for a movie. 
Finally, with a grin on his face, Henry nods and looks at us. “That’s a wrap!”
“Oh, thank God,” says Athena with a laugh. “Is anyone else’s face hurting from smiling?”
“Yep,” agrees Ashlea.
Unfortunately, the press is also here, snapping away and filming us. 
“Time to celebrate my bride,” announces TB as he kisses Ashlea.
Ashlea pulls away. “Time to celebrate us.”
Athena moves closer to me as she watches the happy couple, without thinking, she links her hand with mine and rests her head on my upper arm.
“Aren’t they sweet?”
“Sickly,” I reply with a laugh.
TB shakes his head at me. “Jealousy is a curse, brother.”
We all laugh and head for the car. 
“How’d we do?” I ask Henry.
His face goes a little red as he fiddles with his camera. “I know I take a lot of pictures, but it’s important to get the right shot.” Henry looks back through the lens of his camera. “And you never know when that’s going to be.” He snaps a picture of Athena and me.
“Enough,” pleads Athena. “I need food and drink.”
“Me, too,” chimes in Ashlea.
“You heard my bride, she needs sustenance. Let’s wrap this up,” orders TB.
 
***
 
The parking lot of the yacht club is full. The whole area has been bombarded with press and film crews. Apparently, they are all still hoping I’m getting married. As I emerge from the car, many of them shout at me, but I ignore them as I help Athena out. Her hair is pulled off her face but hangs down her back in loose curls, the dress is very pink and holds her ample bust up and highlights her hourglass figure. The little makeup she has on accentuates her natural beauty, and when she smiles at me, my heart skips a beat.
I should never have left her.
My heart has always belonged to Athena.
“What?”
I smile at her. “You look beautiful.”
A blush creeps up her neck, and she leans into me, her floral-scented perfume washes over me. “Thank you.”
With her arm linked through mine, we walk into the yacht club. Athena stares straight ahead, no doubt concentrating on not falling over, but I only have eyes for her. Henry is trying to take pictures around the press and looking very frustrated as he trips over someone. 
The inside of the club is decorated with fairy lights, and sheer white curtains cover the walls giving it a romantic vibe. Everyone stands as we enter and claps. With Athena’s hand held in mine, we take our positions at the bride and groom’s table and wait for them to enter.
TB enters the room first and steps to one side, clapping as Ashlea enters the room. She goes red and looks down at the floor, then her smile lights up her face, and TB grabs her hand and brings it to his lips.
Holding their joined hands in the air, he shouts, “Meet Mrs. Boswell!”
The room erupts as everyone cheers, then the music starts, and TB twirls Ashlea around the dance floor.
I lean over to Athena. “I thought the dancing came later?”
She smiles and looks at her brother. “TB has always walked to the beat of his own drum. And besides, he’s been practicing with Shannon for weeks.”
“Ah, the female best friend.”
Athena giggles. “She’s told you that, too?” 
Pulling her close, I kiss her lightly.
“People are watching.”
I shake my head. “No, babe, they aren’t. They’re watching the happy couple. Want to join them?”
“Oh, no. This is strictly a bride and groom moment.”
“Such as it is.” 
Turning around, Sophia stands behind us, boredom plastered across her face.
“What it is, is nice, Sophia,” I reply.
With a shake of her head, she gets between Athena and molds herself to my side. “You promised me some photos.” Her hand rests on my stomach in an intimate manner. “Let’s get this godawful tie off you.” Sophia holds up one that matches her dress. “This one isn’t so gauche.”
Athena’s mouth drops open. “You’re changing to match her?”
“Babe, it’s just for the reporters outside.”
“Babe?” Sophia begins to laugh. “She’s who you threw me over for?” Laughing louder, Sophia moves away from me. “Come on, babe, time to work.” 
“You’re not going to pose with her, are you?”
Placing my hands on Athena’s shoulders, I shrug. “I made a deal.”
Athena moves out of my grasp. “Right, right, well… off you go then.” Her tone is cold and impersonal, her face shows no emotion.
“Athena—”
“No, it’s fine, really.” With her lips forming a smile, she moves away from me and heads for the bar.
Fuck.
This is not what I wanted on today of all days.
Growling in frustration, I join Sophia outside, pulling my tie off as I walk and stuffing it in my pocket. Sophia hands me the tie, and I loop it over my head and around my neck. She batters my hands away and ties it for me.
“Oh, stop being so melodramatic. Your high school girlfriend will be fine. She’s waited this long for you, I’m sure she won’t mind waiting a little longer.”
Sophia places her hand in mine, smiles, and moves toward the throng of reporters.



Chapter Twenty
 
 
Athena
 
The smile I’m wearing is all for show as I order bubbles and make my way back to the bridal table. TB and Ashlea have taken their seats, and when I get to them, I lean down and kiss both their cheeks. 
“Do you two need anything?”
“Water,” replies Ashlea. Her face is flushed.
“I’ll second that. Who knew that dancing could be so good for getting the heart rate up?”
Ashlea leans in and kisses him. “I love you, Ares Boswell.”
“Not as much as I love you, Ashlea Boswell.”
“Dear Lord, I think I’m going to be sick.” 
TB gives me a withering look. “Go get the water, woman!”
Walking up to the bar, Tommy Baker smiles at me. 
“What can I get you?”
Looking over my shoulder at TB and Ashlea, I say, “Water for the oh-so-happy couple.”
Opening a refrigerator, he places two bottles of water on the bar.
“Do I detect sarcasm in that tone?”
Shaking my head, I grasp the bottles. “Not from me, never.”
Tommy bursts out laughing, and I go back to the bridal table. TB swipes a bottle and grins at me.
“You are the bestest sister ever.”
“I second that,” replies Ashlea as I hand over a bottle to her.
TB looks around the room. “Where’s Kris?”
Smiling sweetly at him, I answer, “He and Sophia are having photos taken.”
“Now?” asks Ashlea.
“Yep, apparently, it couldn’t wait.”
Sitting next to Ashlea, I look around the room. Todd waves at me, and I smile back at him. Picking his way through the tables, he crouches down next to me.
“You okay?”
“No, Kris left to go have photos taken with Sophia. And he changed his tie.”
Todd laughs. “It’s nothing. Did you see the way he was looking at you in the church? I’m surprised God didn’t strike him down.”
“Stop it.” I burst out laughing.
“Girl, you stop it. That man is in love with you.” The air whooshes out of my lungs, and I shake my head. “Of course, he is.”
“N-No. He’s, he’s…”
“He is what?”
Shaking my head, I feel tears prick the backs of my eyelids. “C-Can’t do this now.”
Todd frowns and pats my leg. “Okay, honey. Keep it together. How about we take a trip to the ladies’ room?”
Todd stands and pulls me to my feet, then escorts me into the ladies’ room. He pushes each door open to make sure we are alone, then turns to me. “What’s going on?”
“I don’t know. I think I’m just feeling…” I pause as I search myself for the answer, “… jealous.”
“Of who?” Todd throws his arms up in the air. “Not Sophia? Jesus, Athena, he never looked at her the way he looks at you.”
“Really?”
Todd pulls me into the warmth of his body. “Yes, you idiot, really.”
The door to the ladies’ room opens, and we immediately separate. Todd smiles, taps on the counter, and looks at the woman.
“Everything in here appears to be in order.” Then he nods a couple of times and walks out.
The woman smiles and says, “I was young once, too, but it’s kind of early in the festivities to be making out in here.” She pats my arm and goes into a cubicle.
I stumble outside to a waiting Todd. His face is red, and we both start to laugh.
“You know she thought…” I begin to say.
“Oh, yeah. My reputation is ruined,” Todd replies dramatically. “Come on, you loose woman, let’s get you back to your table.”



Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
Kris
 
As Sophia and I walk back into the yacht club, she stops me and smiles. Tilting my head to the side, I wait for her to say something, and when she doesn’t, I go to walk away, but she tugs on my hand. Turning back to her, Sophia cups my face and kisses me hard on the lips. Wolf whistles sound throughout the room, and I pull away from her in disgust.
Pouting, she uses her thumb to wipe off her lipstick, then leans in smiling. “I’m not feeling well. You can make my apologies to the bride and groom.” Sophia turns to walk away, then stops and looks over her shoulder at me. “Have fun with your high school sweetheart, it’ll never last.” Then she winks and walks away.
I watch her leave, shake my head, and walk toward the bridal table. Athena looks shocked, TB looks fit to be tied, and Ashlea has a vice-like grip on his arm.
Sitting down next to TB, he levels me with a furious glare. “What the fuck was that?”
“What the fuck was what?”
“You’re kissing another woman in front of my sister?”
“No, that was Sophia kissing me and trying to stir up trouble, which she’s done, going by your reaction. TB, you know me.”
Squinting his eyes, he leans in. “Yeah, I do, and I remember how you left.”
Shocked, I sit back in my chair and stare at him. Slowly, TB lowers his gaze, purses his lips, and sits back.
Flicking his eyes to Athena then back to me, he asks, “What are your intentions?”
“Fuck me, TB. What is this, the fifteenth century? My intentions?”
Leaning in again, TB nods. “Do you care for her at all?”
I lean in too, our noses almost touch, and I whisper, “Care for her?” I shake my head. “No.” TB moves back an inch. “It’s far more than that. It always has been. I’ve loved Athena since I was seventeen years old but now? Now it’s so much more.”
His eyes widen, and a grin slowly spreads across his face. I think I’ve won him over, then he scowls at me.
“And Sophia?”
“The Ice Queen by any other name means nothing to me.”
TB thumps me on the back and laughs. “About time you got your head out of your ass, and that Shakespeare shit won’t work on her or me. Now, get over there and profess your love lest she find another.”
“Thought you said that Shakespeare shit wouldn’t work?”
“Some of us have a talent, and some don’t.”
Smirking at him, I look past him to his sister, who’s doing her best to smile at the people around her while she keeps an eye on both of us. Standing, I move around the happy couple and hold out my hand to her.
Athena looks at my hand, then up at me, then back to my hand. 
“Dare you,” I whisper.
Turning her head slightly, she frowns and then puts her hand in mine.
Pulling her to her feet, I smirk. “Still fearless.”
Tilting her head up, Athena says nothing and allows me to guide her to the dance floor. A slow song comes on, and I pull her into me. Athena is stiff in her movements, looks beyond me, and the smile on her face is anything but friendly.
“Tell me, Athena, are you hungry?” I whisper into her ear.
Sharply, she pulls back from me, eyes wide.
Crushing her to me, I run my chin up her neck. “For I am ravenous.”
Athena stumbles, but I hold her to me.
“Please let me go.” 
Her voice sounds pained, and I immediately move away from her. Tears well in her eyes, she turns from me and stalks for the exit. 
Todd comes up to me, his face a mask of fury. “What did you do?”
“To be honest, Todd, I have no idea.”
His anger melts away, and he points at her retreating back. “Well, get a move on. Go chase her. Do you know nothing of women?”
“And you do?”
Hands on his hips, he leans forward. “Well, clearly better than you.”
Scowling at him, I jog outside to find Athena moving quickly away from the club. Numerous cameras flash, and I’m left standing there wanting to go after her but not wanting to drag her into the world I’ve created for myself.
“Kris, is Sophia okay? She left the reception early?” someone shouts.
With my eyes on my prize and my hand to the back of my neck, I answer, “Sophia Thorne and I are no longer a couple. She was gracious enough to come to the wedding with me but decided she couldn’t keep up the pretense any longer.” My gaze goes to those in front of me as they shout questions. “I wish her all the best, and we are, of course, still good friends.”
With that, I turn on my heel and go back inside.



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
Athena
 
It’s Sunday, and after our argument last night, my bed is empty. The whole house is empty. And normally, that’s enough, but now that Kris has blown up my life again, I don’t want to be alone. My cell begins to ring. Looking at the screen, it’s Todd.
“Hello, Todd.”
“I’ve been calling you all night.”
“I know, I’m sorry. Did you get my text?”
“Yes, but I was worried.”
“Yeah. Sorry?”
“Did Kris catch you?”
I shake my head. 
“Athena?”
“No, I’m guessing he was with Sophia.”
Todd makes a clicking sound. “You know I wasn’t a fan of his at the beginning, yes?”
“Yes, and you were right.”
“Oh, stop it. I was wrong. You overreacted last night. A blind man could see he loves you.”
“Pfft!” I throw back my covers and sit up. “Please. You love me, my family loves me, but Kris? No.”
“Do I have to come over and beat you senseless? You’re acting like a slighted queen, and I don’t mean royalty. Kris told the world last night that he and Sophia were over. Is that something that he’d do if he wanted her? Use your head!” 
“What?”
“He told that pack of vultures last night that they were through. Go find him, ask him for yourself.”
I stand and look at myself in the mirror. “Thank you, Todd.”
“Thank me when you sort this mess out.” He ends the call. 
Todd is right, I overacted. 
I pad into the bathroom and do what I need to do, then get dressed. I’m going to find Kris and apologize. He told me Sophia meant nothing to him, and I let jealousy cloud my judgment. 
Opening my front door, the sun shines down on me, instantly making me feel better. Walking down the path, I make the short walk to Kris’ motel. I’m relieved to find no reporters hiding in the bushes. Small Delights is open, and I wave at a less-than-perky Shannon who’s serving the locals coffee. TB employed a short-order cook to look after it while he and Ashlea are away.
Finally, I reach the motel, and I knock on the door to Kris’ room. I can’t hear any signs of life, so I knock louder. I’m wearing jeans, flip flops, and a simple white V-neck tee, my hair is loose and free, and the only thing to give away my nervousness is the small amount of makeup I’m wearing.
“Hey, Athena!”
I turn around and see the motel owner, Mr. Mortimer, walking toward me.
“Hey, Mr. Mortimer.”
“You looking for Kris and Ms. Thorne?”
I smile at the tone of his voice in reference to Sophia. Clearly, he doesn’t like her much either.
“Yes, Mr. Mortimer. Are they here?”
He shakes his head, dislodging his glasses, so he pushes them back up his nose. “They checked out this morning. Yeah, they got in that fancy car and left.”
My stomach drops to my feet. “They left? Are you sure?”
“Yep, that Ms. Thorne said she was glad they were going home to LA, and Kris said he couldn’t wait to drop her off and for life to get back to normal.”
Tears well in my eyes, and I nod at him. “R-Right. Umm, okay, I’m going then. Thank you.”
I stumble as I move away from the motel and find myself heading toward Kris’ father’s house. Once there, I knock on the door. I’m surprised when my mom answers and opens it.
“Mom?”
“Honey, what’s wrong?”
“Is Kris here?”
Mom steps out and embraces me. “No, honey, I was just checking on Leonard. Leonard said he’s gone off to do some film or something. Didn’t Kris tell you?”
Shaking my head, the tears disappear, and the sadness is replaced with rage. “He left me again!”
Mom takes a step back. “Athena, why don’t you call him?”
“Me call him? Why, so I can be humiliated all over again?” Throwing my hands in the air, I walk in a circle. “I’m such an idiot. I fell for it all again. Jesus, after everything we shared. Everything. He left?” I stop walking and look my mother in the eye. “Well, two can play at that game.”
“Athena, what does that mean?”
I start walking backward. “It means, Mom, that maybe it’s time I left here, too.”
Twirling back around with a new sense of direction, I pull out my cell and dial my publisher as I head for home.
“Hello? Athena? You do know it’s Sunday?”
“Yes, I know. Were you asleep?”
“Ahh, yes, but that’s okay. Have you finished the new book?”
“Yes, Raquel, I have. Well, sort of.”
“That’s a no.”
“It’s almost done, okay?” 
“Why are you ringing me?”
“Is the offer to come to New York and do that book signing still available?”
“The book signing that’s set for next weekend?” she asks with attitude.
“I get it, it’s late notice, but I’m coming. So, you might as well try to get me in.”
I hear her rustling papers. “It’s too late to do a preorder for your books.”
Breathing hard as I’m practically running, I say, “I don’t give a fuck. Let’s just give them away. I’ll stay the whole fucking day. I will pose for photos, I’ll talk to whomever you want.”
Raquel makes a clicking noise. “Will you have a sit down with a studio exec on Monday or Tuesday.”
“Tuesday works. If that’s what you want me to do, yes.”
“What are you doing? Jogging?”
“Something like that.”
“Well, fuck me, Athena, if exercise makes you want to leave that town of yours, I’m all for it. When will you be here?”
“I’m leaving now.”
“What?”
“I’m packing a bag, and I’m leaving now. I’ll ring you when I land in New York.”
“Wait! You’re going to be here all week?”
“Yes, that’s the plan.”
Not that I have a plan, I have no idea what the hell I’m doing.
“Okay, I have a sit down with one of the guys from Multi-Media to pitch a book for a screenplay. How about we get you in on that meeting, too?”
“Fine, whatever. See you soon.”
I hang up and increase my speed for home. It’s been just over three years, but I think it’s about time I left this town.



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
Kris
 
The drive to Wiscasset Speedway takes about half an hour, but with Sophia sitting next to me, it feels like an eternity. We’re still in the car, but I can see the end in sight. I wanted to talk to Athena this morning, but with time constraints, it wasn’t possible. After last night and her reaction to Sophia, I need her to know there’s no other woman for me. Unfortunately, today I’m filming for my upcoming movie, Powerful. It’s only promotional shots of me in a car and maybe some with Sophia, but it’s important that I be there on time and act like a professional. Andy Westin is the man who gave me my big break in Hollywood, and I owe him a debt of gratitude. The real filming begins in a month.
“I can’t believe you told the world we were through!” thunders Sophia for the hundredth time.
“I’m sorry, you left, and I didn’t have a cover story ready. Come on, Sophia, I’ve apologized for this.”
“It wasn’t part of the deal. I was supposed to be the one to break it to the world, not you.”
“I know.”
Sophia growls at me in frustration. “Don’t you dare yell at me! Now, I look weak while you look like a stud.”
Bringing the car to a screeching halt, Sophia gets out, slams the door, and walks toward Andy Westin. It’s amazing to watch, she’s a hell of an actor. The frown turns into a smile, and I watch as she shakes Andy’s hand, gestures in my direction with a laugh, and then moves on, no doubt telling him it’s a lover’s quarrel.
I get out of the car and wave at Andy. His son, Colton, moves to stand with him, both looking concerned. Colton is wearing a driver’s suit. These are fire retardant, so he must have already been doing laps, or maybe he’s just prepared, but knowing him, he will have checked out the surface of the track.
“Hey, Andy, Colton.” I shake each man’s hand.
“Trouble in paradise?” asks Andy.
“We’ve decided to call it quits, and I promised Sophia she could tell the world, but shit happens.”
Andy looks surprised, and Colton laughs. 
“So, the picture of you kissing another woman in today’s paper had nothing to do with it?” asks Colton with a wolfish grin.
“Photo?”
Colton bends and picks up a paper from the table. Athena was right, someone was watching. The picture is of us at the bridal table with Sophia looking down on us with disdain.
“In my defense, we had broken up before that picture was shot.”
Andy purses his lips and nods. “Is it going to affect filming?”
“No, Andy, we’re both professionals. It could make the post-production interviews interesting.”
“Well, they say any publicity is good publicity. I’ll get you two to sit down with the promotions people, so we are all on the same page. We can’t have a scandal hurting the box office sales.”
Colton smiles at his dad, then focuses on me. “You ready to take a lap around the track?”
“Yeah, can’t wait.”
Colton points toward a trailer. “Let’s get you changed. Can’t have you hurt before production even starts.”
“Is there anything I should know?”
Colton shakes his head. “We’re taking this slow.”
“Colton, I’ve done the driving course. I’m ready.”
He chuckles. “This is a bit different. Don’t make me black flag you on your first run.” Colton opens the door to the trailer. “Besides, Dad only wants promotional shots for the film. The real driving will happen later. And I think he wanted to spoil Mom with a trip away.”
“Women, the things we do.”
Colton quirks an eyebrow at me. “Anything you want to talk about?”
I shake my head and climb up the stairs into the trailer. Colton waits outside while I change into the white driver’s suit. It’s embellished with patches from the fictional team sponsors or, in our case, the companies who paid to have their logos in the movie. I step out of the trailer and see Colton and Andy looking through a camera lens. As I approach, both men stop what they are doing.
“We think this spot here is the best place to get a shot of you coming down the track and then around the bend.”
“Okay, what do you need me to do?”
One of Andy’s assistants comes rushing over. “First, we need to get you into makeup. Andy, we need some photos of Sophia and Kris before you start filming.”
Andy looks at the assistant with disdain. “The sooner we get the filming out of the way, the sooner I get back to Dottie.”
Dottie is Andy’s wife, and it’s nice to see after all their years of marriage that they still love each other. I hope that one day I can look back on my life with Athena and still feel the same way. 
The assistant nods. “Fine.” Then she points at Colton. “Make sure that face of his stays exactly the way it is now.” Her gaze flicks to me. “Perfect.”
Andy makes a harrumphing noise and moves away. 
Colton bursts out laughing. “Come on, Mr. Perfect, let’s get you in a car and warm up before we start filming.”
 
***
 
The next two hours are spent with me driving around the track while the camera crew gets shots of me—some with a helmet on, some without. I do get to give it some gas and go around the track at what I thought was a pretty good pace until Colton takes the wheel with me in the passenger seat. The man is one with the machine. It’s impressive to watch and feel the power of the car handled by one of the best.
Colton and I are leaning on the hood of the car when Andy walks toward us, his face flushed, his lips in a hard line. I’ve never seen him so angry.
“We’re done for today.”
“Did I do something wrong?”
Andy shakes his head. For an older man, he’s in good shape and almost the same height as me. I glance at Colton, who shrugs.
“If I let him go too fast around the track, say so.”
Andy looks at his son, his lips turn down, and he fixes me with a look. “It’s not that. We got some good footage, and I’ll need some stills of you, but Sophia will not be joining us for the rest of the production.”
“Whoa! Andy, I told you I can work with her. It’s not a problem. Please don’t let our personal differences sway you.”
He shakes his head. “Your relationship with Sophia Thorne has nothing to do with me.”
Confused, I look from Andy to Colton and see something pass between them.
“Care to fill me in?” I ask as I push off from the car, feeling slightly angry.
“I have never, in my entire career, pressured an actor into working for me in an unethical way, and I will not be accused of it now. I’m not a predator.”
My anger fades as Andy’s words sink in. 
“What the fuck?” asks Colton.
“That woman tried to force herself on me, and when I wouldn’t comply, she then said she’d slander me with accusations of sexual advances. It’s a good thing you and she are no longer dating, or this whole production would be without me as a director.”
Holding up both hands in surrender, I say, “She’s been under a lot of stress. Things came to a head last night. Andy, she’s not herself.”
“Kris, the problem is I think this is who she’s been all along. It’s not the first time she’s tried something like this. George Hunt hinted that Sophia could be a viper.”
Colton bursts out laughing. “Isn’t George gay?”
George Hunt is a director with a swag of Oscars under his belt, but he is very gay.
One side of Andy’s mouth goes up in a half-smile. “Yes, he is. I’m just lucky that I had the mic on, and the whole production crew heard Sophia’s lies.”
“Jesus,” I mutter.
“Indeed. Did you like Loretta Reed? She was who I originally wanted for the part, but you were seeing Sophia, and the studio thought she was a better fit. I should have gone with my gut.”
Placing my hands on my hips, I look down and mentally go through Loretta’s movies. She’s an up and coming and would be a good fit.
“We read together a while back for Pascal Lorenzo’s film. She was easy to work with.”
“You haven’t fucked her, have you?” asks Andy.
His candor throws me for a moment. “No, I have not.”
“Good, let’s keep it that way.” Andy looks around. “We’re done for today. See you in a month, providing Loretta is available. I’ll get her details, and we can have a sit-down.” Andy holds out his hand. “You did well today.”
Taking his outstretched hand, I shake it and nod, then I do the same with Colton.
“Thanks for today, man. It was fun.”
“The real work will begin when production begins. Keep fit, take care of yourself, and keep away from vipers.”
I chuckle and head for the trailer. Once inside, I find Sophia there, looking distraught.
“Hey.”
“What do you want, Sophia?”
“He’s booting me off the film because… because I—”
“Because you made a pass at him. What the fuck were you thinking? He’s been married to Dottie for ages.”
“I was looking to trade up,” states Sophia matter-of-factly.
“Well, how’s that looking for you now?”
Standing, Sophia straightens her blouse and looks at me from underneath her long lashes. “I made a mistake. Is there a way to fix this and us?”
Shocked to my core, I finally see her for what she is, a soulless entity who will use anyone to get what she wants.
“No, Sophia, you’ve fucked yourself on this one. Now, get out.”
Her mouth drops open, then she straightens her shoulders and pushes past me out of the trailer. One thing is for sure, Sophia is a survivor. This will only be a minor setback for her.
 
***
 
The drive back to Boothbay is much more pleasant without Sophia nagging at me. I feel lighter knowing she’s out of my life for good. I hadn’t realized how much I didn’t want to work with her was affecting me. I park at the bottom of Athena’s home and jog up the path. Her phone has been off all day, and I need to hear her voice. When I get to her door, I try to open it, but it’s locked, so I knock. There’s no response.
“Athena!” I yell out as I knock again.
Nothing.
The gate to her walled-in garden is also locked with a padlock, which is weird since Athena never locks anything. Unperturbed, I drive to her parents’ house, but they aren’t home either. TB and Ashlea are off on their honeymoon, so I can’t check with them where she is. The only person I can think to ask where Athena is, is Todd at the police station.
As I open the door, the woman at reception is someone I went to school with. She was a couple of years ahead of me, and I smile at her.
“Julia?”
“Oh my God, Kris!” she shrieks.
Julia runs around the desk, through the gate, and hugs me. “It’s so good to see you.”
“Ah, thanks.” She has that crazy look in her eye that some fans have, so I disentangle myself from her and ask, “Is Todd here?”
“Todd?”
“Yeah, he’s a deputy here, right?”
“Right.” Julia throws her arms in the air and nods profusely. “Yes, yes, he is. Let me just see if he’s in.”
With a huge grin, she walks backward through the gate. The police station still looks the way it did when I was a kid—same gray walls, same setup. Not that I was dragged in here very often, but as kids, we were always in trouble for bonfires on the beach. The sheriff didn’t mind too much when it wasn’t peak tourist season, but when it was, he got a bit cantankerous. He didn’t want any of the tourists getting hurt and affecting the tourist industry. What he could never understand is the tourists liked hanging with the townies to see if they could score with us.
Todd appears at the far end of the building. I wave, but he walks toward me, hand on his gun, face masked in anger.
“Todd?” 
“Don’t you Todd me! Have you come back to gloat?”
I’m bewildered.
Shaking my head. “Todd, I don’t know what your issue is, but I’m looking for Athena.”
“You’re looking for Athena?” Todd raises his voice.
“Yes, Todd,” I reply forcefully.
He cocks his head to the side and frowns. “Wait, you didn’t leave?”
“No, I didn’t leave. Where the fuck is Athena?”
My stomach turns to stone as I dread what he’s about to say.
“Athena is gone. She thought you left with Sophia Thorne this morning. So, she left…”
I shake my head and try to understand what he’s saying.
“What the fuck? Where did she go?”
“New York.”
I rock back on my heels. The one place she’s afraid of, and that’s where she goes? It doesn’t make sense. “Why there?”
“Her publisher is there. They’ve been trying to get her to go for a book signing and to discuss a deal with a studio for one of her books.”
“Why did she leave?”
Todd moves his hand off his gun. “She thought you left with Sophia as in left, left if you get my meaning.”
Scrubbing a hand over my face, I let out a frustrated growl. “I didn’t tell her. I didn’t tell her we were filming at Wiscasset Speedway. Things got heated between us last night, and I had to be out there early this morning. This explains why she isn’t answering her fucking phone.”
Todd reaches out and pats my shoulder. “Shit, sorry, man.”
“No, I can still fix this. I can go to New York. Do you know the name of her publisher?”
“Nope, but I have one of her books.”
Todd turns and walks back the way he came. I watch impatiently as he goes through a desk and comes back with a book that is dog eared. Opening it up, he points to some words inside the front cover.
“Write Well Publishing.”
Taking the book off him, I double-check the name. “Thanks, Todd. Can I have this?”
“Sure, it’s one of her first books. It’s a romance.”
“Aren’t they all?”
Todd shakes his head. “No. Haven’t you read anything of hers?”
Feeling like I’ve let her down, I shake my head. “No.”
“I want it back, she signed it for me. Read it. It’s not bad.”
“Thanks, Todd.” Turning around, I run for my car.
 
***
 
The next available flight isn’t until eleven o’clock. In between trying to call Athena and waiting around, I read Athena’s book. It’s called Lost. It made USA Today’s bestseller list, and the more I get into it, the more I realize it’s about us. Skipping to the end, I read the last chapter where she’s given them a happily ever after.
This time, I’m going to give Athena the happily ever after she’s looking for.



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
Athena
 
The plane lands, and my heart accelerates. What the hell was I thinking coming to New York on my own? I’m sucking in air and trying to calm my nerves when the airline steward approaches me. “Are you all right?”
“Y-Yes. I think so?” 
I feel foolish and afraid. I’ve let my emotions get the best of me, and right now, I’m not sure how to get myself under control. She looks over her shoulder to another member of the crew then back to me.
“You can get off the plane now.”
I stand and look up and down the length of the cabin. There’s no one else left on board.
“I’m so sorry.”
She gives me a tight smile, and I move down through the cabin. I’m terrified. I can’t do this. Standing outside the plane is an older woman shifting from foot to foot. When she sees me, she makes an excited sound and waves at me frantically.
“It is you!”
“It is?”
“You’re Athena Goddess! You’re my favorite author.”
Athena Goddess is my pen name. I smile awkwardly at the older woman. “Yes, I am.”
“I knew it. I told my Harry it was you, but well, he doesn’t read you, so he has no idea.” She links her arm with mine and guides me down the walkway. “I’m Harriet Golding. We’ve come in a few days early so I could do some shopping here in New York. Tell me you’re here for the signing. I didn’t see your name on the list, but you must be here for it. Aren’t you?”
“Yes, I hope so. It’s sort of last minute.”
Harriet slaps my arm. “They’d be foolish not to have you. I can’t wait to tell my friends. Oh, can we get a selfie together?”
Not waiting for me to say anything, Harriet lets me go and rummages through her handbag until she finds her cell phone.
Holding it up above her head, she says, “Smile.” Harriet takes a half a dozen shots and then looks at me. “Do you want to pre-approve them before I put any in the Facebook group?”
“Facebook group?”
“Yeah, the signing group.”
“Oh, ah, no… I’m sure you’ll pick the best one.”
Harriet nods. “It’s why I take them like that, not that you need it, but us older women need the proper camera angle to look our best.”
The woman’s smile is infectious, and my fears slowly melt away as she walks arm and arm with me to collect our bags.
“Do you have a dinner planned with any of your fans?”
“It was kind of last minute.”
Harriet waves a hand at me. “Oh, you have to. It’d be such a treat. What hotel are you staying at?”
“I’m booked in at The Langham.”
“Oh, fancy! Harry and I are at the Hampton Inn, it’s not far from you.”
“Wait, your name is Harriet, and your husband’s name is Harry?”
Harriet laughs. “Yes. It’s a long story, but it’s how we met. Years ago, we went to a dance, and they put us in alphabetical order. Harold and Harriet. You could put that in a book.”
Still holding onto me, Harriet drags me toward an older gentleman who I assume is Harry.
“Harry! It is her, I told you so.” Harriet waves frantically at him.
“Let the poor woman go, Harriet.” Harry holds out his hand. “Harry Golding, pleased to meet you.
“Athena,” I reply as we shake hands.
“How are you getting to your hotel?” asks Harriet.
“I think they’re sending a car for me?”
I go to bend to pick up my bag off the carousel when Harry reaches around me and drags it off.
“My Harry is a gentleman,” gushes Harriet.
“Thank you.” 
Harry smiles at me and moves to grab their bags off the carousel too.
“Well, see you on Saturday.” Harriet hugs me. “And think about a dinner?” Her eyebrows are up, and she looks so hopeful.
“Well, what if we just go for dinner. You could come to my hotel?”
“Oh, Harry, did you hear that? Athena Goddess wants to have dinner with us!” 
Harriet has both hands on her chest, and you’d think she just won the lottery. Harry is behind her and shakes his head, looking slightly frazzled at his wife.
Looking around the airport, I see a man holding a sign with my name on it.
“How are you two getting to your hotel?”
“Shuttle,” replies Harry.
Harriet frowns and shrugs. “He might be a gentleman, but he’s a cheap gentleman.”
“Frugal. They want a small fortune for a cab, the shuttle is cheaper.”
“Why don’t you come with me?”
Harriet squeals, and Harry looks pleased.
“Yes, yes, yes. Thank you so much,” gushes Harriet.
Harriet once again links her arm with mine, and we walk toward a man who’s holding up a sign that says Goddess.
“Ms. Goddess?”
“Yep, that’s me. Is it all right if we drop my friends off at the Hampton Inn?”
“Of course.”
The driver grabs my bag, and we follow him outside to the limousine.
“The last time I was in a car like this was when we got married.” Harriet looks at Harry, and I think she’s about to burst with excitement.
The driver puts our bags in the trunk, and we begin the journey from Newark Airport to our hotels. It shouldn’t take more than thirty minutes but that, of course, depends on traffic. 
Harriet has no problem filling in the time with endless questions about my books, me, and anything else she can think of. She’s adorable, and her love for my works is humbling, I think Harriet knows my characters better than I do. By the time we get to the hotel, she’s organized a dinner with twenty of her book friends and me on the Thursday night before the signing.
As I climb out of the limousine, Harriet follows and hugs me tightly. “Thank you so much. You have no idea how excited I am to meet you.”
I’m pretty sure everyone in a ten-foot radius can see how excited Harriet is to meet me. 
“No, thank you for organizing the dinner. I’ll see you then.”
Harriet kisses my cheek, giggles, and climbs back inside the car. The driver gets my bag out of the trunk, and I smile at him.
“Thank you for driving them.”
“It’s my pleasure, Ms. Goddess.”
I nod and walk into the hotel. It’s very lavish, and a member of the staff instantly welcomes me. “Welcome to The Langham. How may we be of service?”
Someone must have been looking out for me to have put Harriet in my path. It’s not until now that I realize I’m alone in New York, but unlike the terror that threatened to engulf me on the plane, I’m at ease. 
Smiling at the staff member, I say, “Athena Goddess to check-in.”



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
 
Kris
 
It’s past midnight by the time I land in New York. The book, Lost, is definitely about us. Sure, she changed the names of the people in it and the place, but the language Athena used in the book is us. The way the hero describes her to all his friends as ‘my girl,’ there’s no doubt in my mind. It’s a good read, poignant. The hero realizes he screwed up toward the end of the book and does everything in his power to win the girl, which is exactly what I’m going to do.
I don’t have any luggage, so I walk from the plane to the taxi rank. Before I get into a cab, I check my messages on my cell to see where my assistant has me staying. 
Climbing into the first available cab, I say, “Ritz Carlton, please.”
“Holy shit, you’re Kris Livingston.”
Smiling, I nod. “You got me.”
“Wow. Nice to meet you, man. I’ll have you there in no time.”
The cabbie asks me a few questions, and I’m happy to answer them even though I’m wiped. Thinking about Athena and why she would run to this city of all places, I can only assume she must be either furious or not thinking straight. 
Even at this early hour of the morning, New York is alive. The streets are filled with tourists and locals alike. When the cabbie stops out the front of the hotel, I pay him and also tip him fifty dollars.
“Oh, wow, thanks, Kris. That’s super nice of you.”
He’s obviously a New Yorker with his thick accent.
“All good. You have a safe night, yeah?”
“Always do.”
As I walk into the hotel, I try Athena’s cell one more time, and it goes straight to voice mail.
“Babe, I need you to call me back. The time doesn’t matter. I’m in New York.” I close my eyes and picture her face. “Athena, call me back.”
As I enter the hotel, the night staff recognizes me, but they are used to famous people or people who like discretion.
“Mr. Livingston, nice to see you. I’m Tyson, if I can do anything to make your stay more pleasurable, please let me know.”
Opening my wallet, I hand over my credit card. “Tyson?” He nods expectantly. “Could you send someone out to buy me some clothes?”
“Certainly, sir. If you would please just write down what you require, we’ll do it immediately.”
“Thank you. Is room service still open?”
“Yes, Mr. Livingston, it’s twenty-four hours.”
I nod, and Tyson hands over my room key and a piece of paper. There are only a few things I need—jeans, a black t-shirt, and underwear. The rest I can get myself after I’ve spoken to Athena. Tyson holds out his hand, and I give him my requests. He glances at it and nods.
“We will add this to your room.”
“Thanks, Tyson, you have a good night.” 
I begin to move away from him.
“Mr. Livingston?” I stop and look back. “Do you require these tonight?”
“Nah, man, I’m tired. I’m going to order room service, then sleep. But if they could have it to my room by eight, I’d appreciate it.”
“Very good, sir.”
 
***
 
The Ritz Carlton overlooks Central Park. My room is on the twentieth floor where my assistant has booked me a suite. Last night, I barely noticed the view, but this morning as daylight filters in through the windows, it’s beautiful. Picking up my cell, I check my messages, nothing from Athena. There’s a knock at my door. Rolling out of bed, I put on a bathrobe and answer the door.
“Good morning, Mr. Livingston. We have the items you requested.” 
Tyson walks in with another staff member, and they put three bags on the coffee table in the living room.
“Thank you.”
“Would you like to make sure they are to your liking?”
Shaking my head, I say, “They’ll be fine.”
Tyson does a slight bow, and they both leave the room. I dial my assistant, Gabby.
She answers on the third ring. “Kris, it’s five o’clock in the morning.”
“Aww, shit. Sorry, Gabby.”
“Buy me a present in New York, and you’re forgiven.”
I chuckle into my cell. “Deal. What did you find out?”
“Well, there’s some woman on Facebook who has pictures of Athena and herself all over some group page. She says Athena is staying at The Langham.”
“You’re the best.”
“Don’t forget my present.”



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
 
Athena
 
I ordered room service for breakfast. The thought of facing people right now fills me with a sense of dread. My cell phone is dead, and I left my charger at home. The front desk sent up a cord, so it’s now charging beside the bed. Picking up the hotel telephone, I dial my parents.
“Hello,” my dad answers.
“Hey, Dad.”
“Athena? Thank God. Why are you in New York?”
“How did you know I was in New York?”
I hear his sharp intake of breath. “Are you okay? Do you need me to come? Has Kris found you?” He fires the questions at me one after the other, barely stopping to take a breath.
“Dad, I’m fine. My publisher is here. I have a meeting with them today. Is Kris here?”
“With Raquel?”
“Yes, Dad. Did you say Kris is here?”
I hear mumbled voices, then Mom gets on the line. “Athena, honey, we’ve been so worried.”
“Mom, I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not. Has Kris found you? He must have phoned us a dozen times last night.”
I glance at my cell phone. “My phone died, and I didn’t have a charger. The hotel just brought one up, so it’s on charge now. I didn’t mean to worry you.”
“Honey, are you okay?”
“Yes, I’m fine. Did Dad say Kris was here?”
There’s a pause, and then she says, “Honey, he didn’t leave you. Kris was filming for that new movie of his. He didn’t leave you.”
Mom’s words settle into my soul. 
He didn’t leave me.
“Athena?”
“I’m here, Mom. Do you know where he’s staying?”
“The Ritz Carlton.”
“I’m sorry I worried you.”
“Your father has his bags packed, do you need him to come?”
I smile to myself. “No, Mom. I’m okay. I should have told you what I was doing, but I was just…”
“Angry.” 
I nod. “Yeah. Kris and I had a fight over Sophia, and I lost my temper.” I tuck my hair behind my ear. “Then when I went to apologize, Mr. Mortimer at the motel said Kris and Sophia had checked out. So, I assumed they’d gotten back together.”
“No, honey. The photographer sent through a few shots of the wedding this morning. I’m going to send one to you. Are you sure you don’t need us?”
“I’m fine. There’s a book signing this weekend, and I’ve already met a fan who has organized a dinner for me to attend. She’s lovely, you’d like Harriet.”
“Harriet?”
“Yeah, she and her husband, Harry, came with me to the hotel. In a way, they looked after me. They seem like good people.”
“I’m so relieved. When do you have a meeting with Raquel? And when are you coming home?”
“I have today to myself. Tomorrow Raquel has meetings planned, and I was supposed to ring her when I landed.”
“You haven’t done that?”
“No, my cell died, remember?”
“If you’re sure you’re okay, I’ll let you go.”
“Yes, Mom. I’ll be fine.”
“Wait! Your dad wants a word.”
Mom must have put her hand over the receiver as I can only hear muffled voices.
“Athena, I-I want you to have a good time,” says Dad, but it feels strained as though he wants to say more but isn’t.
“I love you, Dad.”
“I love you, too, buttercup,” his words come out thick with emotion.
“I’ve got to go.”
“All right, buttercup. Call us tonight.”
Dad ends the call. I can picture them hugging each other and Mom trying to comfort him. My father is a big man, but he’s a softie underneath. Picking up my phone, I have fifteen messages and ten texts. All of them are from Kris except for one text from Mom. I open that, and it’s a picture of Kris and me. There’s nothing special about me, I’m staring straight at the camera smiling, but Kris is looking at me with so much love and devotion, you’d have to be blind not to see it. And I guess that’s what I’ve been. I couldn’t see for looking, and I was looking in the wrong place.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
 
Kris
 
I’m standing in the lobby of The Langham. The hotel manager keeps telling me that there’s not an Athena Boswell staying here, but I know it’s not true. Right now, I’m eyeballing him, trying to will him to give me her room number. The fucker wouldn’t even take a bribe. 
“I understand the privacy of your clients is paramount, and believe me, if I ever decide to stay here, I’ll remember that, but she’s my girlfriend, and I need to see her.”
“And we at The Langham look forward to the day that you do stay with us, but I’m sure, Mr. Livingston, you wouldn’t check in under your name.”
A fucking lightbulb goes off over my head as I understand what he’s trying to say.
With my hands on the desk, I hang my head then look him in the eye. “Athena Goddess.”
Why the fuck didn’t I ask for her pen name earlier?
“Ah, yes, Ms. Goddess. I’ll dial her room now.” He nods and gives me a tight smile.
Scrubbing my hands over my face, I close my eyes and look up at the ceiling of the lobby. It’s a nice hotel. Someone taps on my leg, and I look down to find a child. He might be five.
“Are you Kris Livingston?”
“Who wants to know?” I ask with a grin.
“I’m Robert.”
“Good name. Bobby for short?” The kid shakes his head. I look around the room, and apart from the odd on-looker, I can’t see his parents. “Where’s your mom?”
“Heaven.”
Fuck.
The honesty of children.
“Your dad?”
Robert points to the check-in counter where a man is arguing with the staff, his face is bright red.
“So, are you Kris Livingston?”
I nod. “Yeah, Bobby, I sure am.”
“Cool! I saw The Time movie.”
I frown down at him and raise my eyebrows. “You saw The Time?” 
It’s an R-rated movie with lots of violence and sex. It’s not meant for children.
“Yeah! My dad let me watch it with him.”
Crouching, I ask, “How old are you, Bobby?”
“I’m seven and a half.”
It’s funny, the older we get, the more we cling to the age we are, no halves or months. But when you’re under twenty-one, it’s always important.
“Do you know what R-rated means?” He nods with a big grin on his face. “So, you know that means you shouldn’t have watched The Time, yeah?”
“But my dad was there.” 
Robert sucks in his bottom lip and shrugs.
“I know. But sometimes we grown-ups screw up, and your dad screwed up.”
His eyebrows come together, and he pouts at me. 
“Robert,” yells his dad.
I stand and hold up a hand and point down. At first, he’s angry as he walks toward us, but the closer he gets, I can see the anger bleed out of him as he recognizes me. I hold out my hand, and he takes it in his and pumps it up and down, his lost son forgotten.
“Kris Livingston. You’re Kris Livingston!”
Smiling broadly, I nod and look down at Robert. “Bobby and I were just saying hello.”
“He said you screwed up, Dad.”
The smile falls off his face, and he stops shaking my hand. “How’s that now?”
Pulling my hand out of his grip, I gesture to Bobby. “Bobby told me you let him watch The Time. I only pointed out that it’s R-rated, and he shouldn’t have watched it.”
He frowns and smacks his lips together. “Who the fuck are you to tell me how to raise my kid?”
“Whoa! Buddy, mind the language in front of your son.”
Roughly, he grabs Robert by the arm and pulls him behind him. “His name is Robert, and you can fuck off.” 
The man’s voice is loud enough that the whole lobby is now staring. He drags his son out of the hotel, and I’m left standing there feeling like an asshole.
“Mr. Livingston?”
I turn, and the hotel manager is there. 
With my lips pressed together, I put my hands in my pockets and rock back on my heels. “Yep?”
“Ms. Goddess isn’t answering her phone.”
“Fuck it all to hell,” I mutter, hand to the back of my neck as I rub it furiously.
Shaking my head, I pull out my cell phone and dial Athena. It rings three times, and the line goes dead.
Shaking my head and holding out my cell to the manager, I say, “She hung up on me.” I’m so angry I could throw the device across the room. Turning sideways, I look the man in the eye. “Can you believe that? She hung up on me! I travel here in the middle of the night because she’s the most important person in the world to me and she hung up. On. Me.” 
I’m bending at the waist and glaring at the hotel manager, who keeps his cool and only nods. Then he tilts his head and stares past me. Twisting my head, my gaze lands on Athena, who’s smiling.
“I’m the most important person in the world to you?”
“W-What?” I splutter.
“You said, I’m the most important person in the world to you?” Athena takes a step toward me.
Nodding, I continue to stare at her. She’s wearing jeans, a black blouse, and a pair of Chucks. If you didn’t know better, you’d think we dressed the same on purpose.
“Am I?”
“Depends. Are you ever going to answer your fucking phone?”
Athena launches herself at me, and I catch her. She wraps her legs around my waist, and my hands go to her ass, holding her up.
“Am I?”
“You fucking know you are.”
With her eyes open, Athena kisses me, sucking on my bottom lip. “You mad?”
“What’s your room number?”
“Nuh-huh. I want to go shopping and explore New York.”
“Later. What’s your room number?” I repeat.
“Kris, come on. I’m here all week.”
A camera flash goes off, and we both turn and look at the man who yells, “Thanks, Kris!” as he snaps more pictures before running from the building.
“Fuck.”
“Was that bad?”
I kiss her nose and shake my head. “They’re going to expose you to the world.”
“They’re going to expose Athena Goddess to the world. Athena Boswell is a nobody. Athena Goddess has a following, and they’re going to exploit that.”
And she’s right. My small-town girlfriend is nothing compared to a USA Today bestselling author. 
“Hmm, I think we should celebrate. Room number?”
Slapping me on the shoulder, Athena tries to get me to put her down. 
“Put me down.”
“Room number?”
Athena throws her hands in the air. “Kris!”
“Excuse me, Mr. Livingston, Ms. Goddess, but I believe the view from Ms. Goddess’ room on floor twenty, room fifteen is spectacular.”
Grinning, I nod and begin walking.
“That’s not fair!”
“I don’t know. You get me.”
With a cocky smile, I continue to the elevators.
 
***
 
“We need to talk.”
Four words a guy never wants to hear. Lowering Athena to the bed, I kiss her lightly on the lips and then sit beside her.
Her head is down, and her hair is hiding her face from me. “I lost my temper over Sophia.”
Reaching up, I tuck some of her hair behind her ear and shake my head. “No, you lost your temper with me, and that’s okay.”
With tears in her eyes, she looks at me. “I made such a scene. I stormed out. She just made me so mad.”
“Sophia has a special way about her.” I make a clicking sound with my teeth. “And to be fair to you, I did leave once before, no explanation, no nothing.”
“You’re not supposed to be defending me, I’m trying to apologize.”
I shrug. “You don’t need to apologize.”
“You followed me.”
“Where you go, I go. It’s the way it has to be.”
Athena smiles and wipes her face. “I’m glad you’re here.”
“Bad memories?” I ask.
She shakes her head. “Not really. To begin with, yes, but I met a reader as I got off the plane, and she didn’t give me a chance to be alone or afraid.”
“A reader?”
“Someone who reads my books, a fan. She told me I was her favorite author. And she arranged a dinner with some other readers for Thursday night. You could come?”
“Where you go, I go,” I repeat with a smile.
Athena threads her fingers with mine. “What do you want to do today?”
“Stay here and make love, but I have a feeling you want to explore.” Athena nods once. “Well, let’s go explore.”
“We could go tomorrow?”
Giving her a sideways glance, I stand. “There is something we need to talk about.”
Athena straightens up and slowly rises. “What’s that?”
“The press will find out who you are. They always do. Are you going to be prepared for the questions about your rape?”
Athena’s knees give out, and she flops back down on the bed. Her face has gone white, and I feel like a bastard for even using that word in front of her. Kneeling, I take her hands in mine.
“I-I don’t know.”
I kiss her fingers. “It’s something we need to go through so we both say the same things.” I look up at her. “So you are covered.”
Athena nods. “Do you want to know?”
No.
No, I never want to know.
I don’t want to have those images floating around in my head.
But I love her, and if I genuinely do, then I need to face her nightmares with her.
“Only if you want to tell me.”
Athena stands and pulls me up. “This isn’t a conversation I want to have in the bedroom.”
We sit on the sofa, me with my back up against the arm and Athena with her back against my front with her body between my legs. 
“Comfortable?” 
She doesn’t answer my question, she holds my hand to her lips and begins to speak. “I was undercover pretending to be a party girl, trying to get close to the head of the cartel. I was stupid…”
My arm goes across her chest, and I lean down inhaling the scent of her hair as she pours out the whole horrid story. 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
 
Athena
 
Exhaustion takes over as I sit nestled in his arms. It feels good to have talked everything out, even if, at times, it felt like I was going to split apart from the inside. Through it all, Kris held on, he cried with me and let me talk until I couldn’t talk anymore. 
Protected in his arms, we lay like that for the longest time. Kris trails his fingers up and down my arm. I listen to him breathing, wishing we could stay like this forever. Then my stomach lets out a loud growl, and I feel him laugh.
“Hungry?”
“Depends… are we talking about food? Like real food?”
Again, I feel his body shake with amusement. “Yes, Athena, real food and a walk through Central Park.”
I twist, so I’m facing him. “Can you do that?”
With a smirk, Kris answers, “What? Walk?”
“Funny.”
“I’ll buy a baseball cap.”
Moving off him, I shake my head. “Will that work?”
“Sometimes it does.” Kris puts his feet on the floor. “Come on, let’s go shopping.”
Hand in hand, we walk out of the hotel. There are a few paparazzi outside, and Kris happily smiles at their cameras.
“Kris, who’s the woman?” yells one.
“Athena Goddess, author.”
“How long have you known her?” asks another.
“My whole life.” Kris kisses me then looks back to the paparazzi. “Now, fellas, we’d appreciate some space.”
“You got it,” says one, and Kris gives him a two-fingered wave. “We’re here for Oprah, anyway.”
Kris laughs. “Happy hunting.”
He walks up to a street vendor and buys a black cap with the initials NY embroidered on it in white and a pair of black wrap-around sunglasses.
“See now, I’m incognito.”
“What about me?”
“Who’s going to recognize you?”
Right on cue, Harriet and Harry walk toward us.
“Athena!” yells Harriet as she waves enthusiastically. 
Kris chuckles and goes back to the vendor, “I’ll have another cap and another pair of sunglasses.”
“Oh, Athena, it’s so good to see you,” gushes Harriet.
“You only saw her last night,” reminds Harry.
Harriet slaps his arm playfully. “Hush now. So, Athena, what are you going to do today?”
Kris hands me a cap and some sunglasses and then takes my hand in his. “We’re going to go for a walk through Central Park.”
“Harriet, this is Kris. Kris, meet Harriet and Harry.”
Kris shakes hands with them. Harriet is polite, but she only has eyes for me.
“What are you doing for dinner tonight?”
“Well, Kris has a special night planned, but we’re still on for Thursday, yes?”
Harriet looks a little upset, but Harry puts his arm around her and pats her arm. “That’s fine, Athena. Come on, Harriet, let these two enjoy their walk.”
Harriet nods and kisses me on the cheek. “See you Thursday night.”
Harry waves as he drags his reluctant wife in the opposite direction.
“She didn’t even look at me.”
“Well, I am her favorite author.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
 
Kris
 
Hand in hand, we walk into her publisher’s offices. Athena is wearing a red pencil skirt with a matching jacket and a white silk blouse. We went shopping yesterday, and I bought an assortment of Athena-approved clothing. I’m dressed in jeans, a white t-shirt, and a blazer, the type with patches on the elbows. She says it makes me look distinguished.
“Why are you here?”
“Raquel wanted a sit down with Multi-Media to discuss making one of my books into a movie.”
“Which one?”
“Like you’ve read any of my books.” Athena grins at me.
“I’ve read some. Come on, which one?”
“Ms. Goddess?” A woman in a black suit approaches us. “Ms. Storm said to put you in her office. She’ll only be a moment. If you will follow me?”
Absently, I hold Athena’s fingers to my lips and kiss them as we are shown through the building to her publisher’s office. When we get there, the woman in black looks at me.
“Jesus! You’re Kris Livingston.” She goes back and forth between Athena and me. “Are you endorsing the book for a movie?”
I hold up my hands, but Athena answers, “No, no, no. Nothing like that. Kris is my, well, he’s…” 
Seeing that she’s having a hard time giving us a label, I finish her sentence, “I’m her boyfriend. I’m here for moral support.”
The woman nods, raises her eyebrows, and looks at Athena. “Smart.”
She winks, then leaves the room.
“Boyfriend?”
“Should I have said lover? Consort? Fuck buddy?” I tease.
“Boyfriend sounds so…” she looks around the room, “… high school?”
I chuckle. “Fine, I’ll introduce myself as the guy who’s loved you your entire life. The guy who’d wither away and die without you. The guy who’s totally and utterly in love with you.”
Athena walks closer to me with every word I speak. When I’m finished, she has her body pressed to mine, and I have her beautiful face cupped in my hands.
“I like the sound of that,” she whispers.
“Well, I am an actor, I make everything sound good.”
“Say it again.”
“I. Love. You.”
Athena kisses me hard, walks me backward until my back hits the wall and doesn’t stop.
The door to the office opens, and someone clears their throat.
“Um… Athena?”
Athena turns around, and I wrap an arm around her waist.
“Hello, Raquel, good to see you.”
“Do you want the room?” asks Raquel with a knowing smile.
Athena pulls me forward. “Raquel, this is…” Athena looks at me. “This is my Kris.” She smiles and looks back at Raquel. “This is Kris Livingston.”
“Oh my God. Are you interested in the book, too?” Raquel shakes my hand and gestures for us to sit. “You’d be perfect for the lead.”
“No, Raquel. Kris is here for me, not for the book.”
Raquel gives Athena a sideways look and nods. “Sure. I get it. You’re playing hard to get. Okay, okay. Well, Gerald is in the boardroom. So, let’s get you two in there.” Raquel stands and winks at me. “Follow me.”
Slowing Athena down, so we are further behind Raquel, I whisper, “What book are you pitching?”
“Lost.”
I stop dead in my tracks, stopping Athena mid-stride. “Lost?” I repeat.
“Yes.”
“You’re making our story into a movie?”
Athena’s eyes bulge. “You’ve read it?”
“Yes, I’ve read it,” I reply indignantly as I place a hand to the back of my neck. “To be fair, Todd may have lent me his copy.”
Pursing her lips together, she smiles at me. “So, you’ve only just read it.”
“It was good, but it’s our story, isn’t it? Except you gave them a happy ending.”
Touching my chest and grabbing my other hand, Athena looks up at me. “We’re getting our happy ending. Right here, right now.”
“Um… Athena?”
We both stare at Raquel. “Are you coming?”
Athena smiles and drags me forward. Sitting in the room is a man who’s doing his best to look bored. I’ve met his type many times before—the producers, the directors, the fellow actors who treat you like you’re nothing. I don’t get treated like this anymore. Recognition goes across his face, and the boredom disappears replaced with excitement at having me in the room.
“Kris Livingston?”
He holds out his hand, and I grasp it in mine. “Yes, and you are?”
“Gerald Anderson, Multi-Media.”
I let go of his hand and look at Athena. “This is the woman of the moment, Athena Goddess. New York Times, USA Today best-selling author and keeper of my heart.”
Gerald shakes her hand and looks at Raquel. “Well, aren’t you a keeper of secrets.”
“Oh, this is all Athena, and has nothing to do with me,” replies Raquel.
“Okay, Athena, tell me about your book.”
I stand and kiss Athena on the top of her head. “I’ll be right back.” Then I point at Gerald. “And whatever he offers you, it’s worth twice that much.”
Raquel bursts out laughing. “That’s my job.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
I wink at Athena and walk out into the hallway shutting the door behind me. Reaching into my pocket, I pull out my cell phone and dial Andy Westin.
“Hello, Kris.”
“Hey, Andy, do you have a minute?”
“Of course.”
“I’m in a meeting with Multi-Media about a book called Lost. It’s written by Athena Goddess. It made all the lists.”
“Hang on, I’m putting you on speaker.” There’s a noise, then he comes back on the line. “What’s the book called?”
“Lost by Athena Goddess.”
“I’ve read that, Andy. Hello Kris,” chimes in Dottie.
“Hey, Dottie, did you like it?”
“Hmm, yes. Better than Sparks.”
“Why are you telling me this, Kris?”
I begin to pace up and down the hallway. “Multi-Media is looking at it. I think it could be an incredible movie, and I want the lead but only if you direct it.”
“Ballsy. Let me read it. Dottie, do you have a copy?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Okay, I’ll read it, and if I think it’s worth my time, I’ll call you back.”
Laughing, I say, “I look forward to your call.”
“Ballsy.” Andy hangs up, and I walk out to the front to the waiting area. Athena doesn’t need me to hold her hand. She’s a strong, independent, powerful woman. With Raquel, they’ll work out a deal. They don’t need me.
After an hour, Athena finds me with a huge grin on her face.
“Where have you been?”
“Right here, waiting for you.” She puts her arms around my waist, and I rest my forehead to hers. “How’d it go?”
“There are a few things to work out, but I’m pretty sure they want it.”
With her hand clasped in mine, I take her outside into the sunshine. Athena holds her face toward the sun’s rays closing her eyes.
“I asked Andy Westin to weigh in.”
Athena’s eyes fly open. “Why?”
“You’ll need a good director, and if he says yes, I want the lead.”
“Kris, I don’t need you to do this for me.”
“No, Athena, I’m doing this for us. Where you go, I go, and if I can help in your journey along the way, I will.”
Athena does a little dance and throws her arms around me. “Yes!”
“What was that?” I ask, laughing.
“What?”
“Was that like an interpretive dance?”
Scowling, Athena puts her hands on my chest. “It was a victory dance.”
“Hmm, needs work.”
“Oh, hush.” She kisses me and lets out a contented sigh. “What do you want to do today?” Athena asks.
With my fingers clasped around her back, an idea forms. “What about if we go shopping?”
“We did that yesterday.”
“Yeah, but I have something special in mind.”
“Hmm, I like the sound of that.”
Releasing her, I thread my fingers through hers. “Come on, New York is an amazing city, and I want to buy you something.”
“I’m intrigued.”
“All will be revealed.” I wave my hands in front of my face, and Athena laughs.
Pushing my hair out of my eyes, we walk through the streets. New York is one of those cities where people rarely make eye contact. If you do happen to catch the attention of someone, they normally try to sell you something. It can be anything from a CD to a t-shirt or a bus ride for the tourists. People rush past, it’s one of those cities that never sleeps. You can be up at two o’clock in the morning and find a Starbucks and conversation. 
With Athena’s hand held firmly in mine, we walk toward Rockefeller Center. A man dressed in an orange sarong holds out a flower to Athena, she reaches out to take it. I pull her hand down and shake my head.
“If you take it, you have to pay for it.”
“Really?”
Laughing, I nod. “Yep. Eyes down or on me, and don’t take gifts offered to you from strange men. Didn’t your mother teach you anything?”
Athena laughs. “Right. Eyes on you.”
Raising her hand to my lips, I kiss it. “That’s right, babe, on me.”
Athena pulls her hand out of my grasp and shoves me. “You’re so full of it.”
Taking her hand again, I nod. “Here I was thinking I had you fooled.”
“Nope, this time, I’m in this with both eyes open, and we have history, so I know what to expect.”
Stopping her, I take both her hands in mine. “I’m not that guy.”
“What?”
“I’m not that guy anymore. You’re not that girl. This, what we have right now, feels right. I want you with me. Always.” Athena goes up on her tiptoes and kisses me. “That means one of us has to move.”
“Are you asking me to move to LA with you?”
“Or I can move to Boothbay, but I’m not doing the long-distance thing. I want you with me.”
The smile she gives me lights up her face. “Kris, I can work from anywhere.”
“So that’s a yes?” 
She hasn’t realized it, but I’ve walked us into a store. 
Athena nods and kisses me. “Of course, it’s a yes.”
“Oh! How wonderful!” Both of us look at the saleslady in the store. “They say it happens in here all the time, but you two are my first.”
Athena frowns, bringing her eyebrows together. “Pardon?”
“My first proposal.” The woman claps her hands and gives us a crisp nod.
“No, no, no,” Athena shakes her head and looks around Tiffanys. “Kris?”
Taking her hand lightly in mine, I shrug. “I’m not letting you go. I want you with me. Why not make it official?”
Athena cocks her head to the side. “Official?”
Dropping down onto one knee, I take her hand in mine. “I’ve loved you since I was seventeen years old. I should never have left you. I’ll never leave you again. Athena Boswell, will you marry me?”
Tears form in her eyes, and I hold my breath waiting for her answer. “Do you promise never to leave me again?”
“Never again.”
She squints at me, tilts her head, and just when I think Athena is about to say no, she nods. “Yes.”
I stand and cusp her face. “Yes?”
Athena nods and smiles. “Yes,” she replies firmly.
“Yay,” says the sales lady clapping her hands. “So, a simple solitaire? Or a princess cut?”
“Anything she wants.”



Chapter Thirty
 
 
Athena
 
“Anything she wants.” 
He sounds so confident, and the way he’s looking at me like I’m the most important being on the earth, I feel precious. 
“Do you have an idea, my dear?” asks the saleslady.
Looking into Kris’ eyes, I answer, “Show him the princess-cut ones.” Reaching up, I touch his face. “You know me, you pick.” Rubbing his jaw, Kris looks uncertain. “Doesn’t matter what it is, I’ll love it.”
The saleslady smiles. “Mr. Livingston, why don’t you look around while I get your fiancée’s ring size?” She takes me by the arm and guides me away while Kris looks like a lost puppy. “Would you prefer a single diamond, or do you want other stones in the setting?”
“I don’t mind.”
Clearing her throat and patting my arm, she says, “It’s best to give him some guidance. Would you like colored stones in the setting?”
I shrug. “I’ve always like tanzanite. But honestly, anything he picks will be fine.”
“Well, tanzanite gives me something to work with.”
I watch Kris as she shows him around the store. Occasionally, he glances at me, and right now, he’s tilting his head from side to side as though he’s trying to decide. Finally, he nods, and the saleslady looks incredibly pleased with herself.
Hopping foot to foot, I impatiently wait as the saleslady puts the ring into a box and one of those cute little blue bags—something every girl wants. Kris dangles the bag in front of me then holds it behind his back as he pulls me in close with his other arm. 
“Let’s go to city hall and get a license and get married tomorrow.”
Barking out a laugh, both my hands flutter to my throat. “But what about our families?”
“I want you to have my name. I want to tie you to me, Athena. I need you to know you’re the one for me.”
My insides melt at his words, and I nod while tears spring from my eyes. Kris Livingston has always been the man for me, and now he finally realizes I’m the woman for him.
 
***
 
I feel like Alice in Wonderland, and everything is topsy-turvy. I’m dressed in a simple white dress that ends just above my knees. I have on a pair of glittery gold six-inch heels that will probably kill me before the day is out, but I had to have them. Kris and I decided to get married at city hall, but we’ll have another ceremony later with our family and friends. This ceremony is just for us, a celebration of our love. Kris said he didn’t want me walking to city hall, so he’s hired a car. I’m waiting in the lobby for him.
He’s a little late. I’m tapping my foot and pacing. He’s been gone for nearly two hours, and he’s not answering his phone. I’m nervous, but every time I look at my engagement ring, a thrill runs through me, and I know he wouldn’t leave me again. The princess-cut diamond with a pear-shaped tanzanite on either side, sparkles in the light. I find myself holding it in the sunlight and marveling at how beautiful it is. 
“Miss Goddess?”
I turn to a member of the hotel staff. “Yes?”
“Is everything all right? Can we do anything?”
“I’m waiting on my boy… fiancé.” Smiling, I continue, “He’s running a little late.”
“Would you like us to call him?”
“No, I’m sure he’ll be here.”



Chapter Thirty-One
 
 
Kris
 
Gabby, my assistant, for whatever reason, organized for me to hire a car from the East Village. I’m standing in line when a guy comes up to me. He’s looking me up and down, nodding and smirking.
“You’re that movie star, Kris something.”
I nod. “Yep.” I hold out my hand. “Kris Livingston.”
“Yeah, yeah, that’s it. Livingston.” He shakes my hand. “What brings you to New York? You working on a movie?”
“No. Nothing like that.”
“Like what then?”
He’s not in my world, in fact, he didn’t even know my name. The guy is dressed in jeans, a dark red silk shirt, and a long leather coat. He looks more like a pimp.
“I’m getting married.”
His mouth drops open. “Married? To that Athena Goddess?”
Shuffling back a step, I give him the once over. “How do you know, Athena?”
Flaring his nostrils, he lifts his chin. “Saw you in the paper.”
“But you didn’t remember my name?”
Holding his hands out to his side, he shrugs. “I’m into chicks.”
“Right. Well, you have a good day.”
The guy spits on the sidewalk and laughs. “Yeah, you, too.” He points to the reception desk. “Drive safe and tell Athena I said hello and wish her all the best.”
He’s weird. I turn my back on him and proceed to the desk. “Hello, I have a car on order.”
“Certainly. What name?”
It’s so refreshing to find someone who doesn’t know me. It’s another reason I love Athena so much, she doesn’t see the movie star, she sees me.
“Livingston.”
Candy runs her finger down a list and finds my name. “Ahh, yes, here you are. Do you have any identification, Mr. Livingston?”
Pulling out my wallet, I hand over my driver’s license, and she fills out the forms.
“It’s a good thing you preordered. Your car is in spot twenty-five. There’s an envelope with your name on it on the windshield. Thank you for choosing Speedy Car Hire and have an awesome day.”
I tap the keys on the counter and smile. “Thank you.”
I put my license away and saunter over to the car. Written in big letters on a manila envelope is Livingston. Subtle. With a shake of my head, I pull it out from under the wiper and get into the car. As I drive out of the lot, I see the guy in the red silk shirt. He’s wiping his hand and gives me a grin and a two-fingered wave. Some fans are just weird.
Checking the time, I’m a little behind schedule, so I give the car some gas. Weaving through the traffic, I quickly make my way through the cars. Coming up, I need to make a right-hand turn, so I put my foot on the brake, and nothing happens. I pump my foot up and down on the pedal, but the car’s not slowing. Fear fills me as I grip the steering wheel, my training from Colton Donavan kicks in, I can make the bend. I move over to the far lane so I can take the curve. Turning the wheel, the car starts to slide. It’s then I see the woman running to cross the road. If she keeps going, I’m going to kill her. I jerk the wheel in the opposite direction for a moment. The car sort of skips, and then it flips over and over and over. Metal and road grind together, the airbags go off, I’m upside down, and it feels like the car is sliding forever. The noise is overwhelming. Suddenly, the car stops, jerking me sideways, my head connects with the window, and the world goes black.



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
 
Athena
 
Three hours I’ve been sitting in this lobby, waiting for Kris and our new life to start. He’s left me again. Like a fool, I believed his broken promises. Pulling my cell out of my clutch, I check the messages. There’s nothing from him. Standing, I walk toward the elevator, time to change and go back to being the Athena who’s happiest on her own. 
“Ms. Goddess?” I turn, and Tyson, the hotel manager, is standing behind me.
“Yes?”
“Have you seen the news?”
I shake my head. “No, I haven’t.”
The man’s face pales, his gaze darts away from me, and he taps his lips repeatedly. “It’s all over the news. Kris Livingston has been in a car crash. It…” he pauses and grabs my shaking hand, “… it doesn’t look good.” My knees give way, and Tyson quickly moves to support me. “I’ve got you, Ms. Goddess.”
Somehow, he gets me to a seat as I try to take in deep breaths of air. I slap my face repeatedly to gain some clarity. When the world stops spinning, I look at Tyson. “What hospital?”
“The media is saying New York-Presbyterian ER.”
On shaking legs, I stand. “Could you call me a cab or a car service?”
Tyson signals to one of his workers who comes rushing over. “Find a car for Ms. Goddess, she needs to get to the NYP ER.”
With his hand on my arm, Tyson guides me through the front doors to the waiting cab. As I climb in, I try to smile at him. I need to thank him, but he’s barking orders at the cabbie as he slams my door shut, then we are moving. I’m confused, scared and full of guilt. While I was running Kris down, he was maybe fighting for his life. 
Closing my eyes, I concentrate on my breathing. There’s nothing in my stomach, but I can taste bile at the back of my throat. 
In and out.
In and out.
If he dies, I’ll never forgive myself. I should have known something was wrong when he didn’t answer his cell. I should have known something was wrong when he was three hours late. Why did I immediately jump to the wrong conclusion?
The cabbie comes to a halt, and I open my eyes. The world is too bright.
“We’re here.”
Going through my clutch, I pull out a fifty-dollar bill, thrust it at the driver, and get out of the cab. I stumble in these ridiculous heels but manage to stay upright. There’s a lot of media outside—film crews, press, paparazzi. I navigate through them all to get to the doors of the hospital. The emergency room is wall to wall with people. Pushing my way through the crowd, I get to the reception desk, and there’s a glass barrier between the staff and me. An older woman looking at a computer screen ignores me as I stand there staring at her.
After a moment, I bend to talk into the slot in the barrier. “Excuse me?”
She flicks her eyes up to me and then goes back to what she’s doing. 
Tapping on the glass, I repeat, “Excuse me?”
Tired eyes meet mine. Her lips go into a hard, firm line. “Yes?”
“Ma’am, my fiancé was in an accident, his name is Kris Livingston.”
The woman’s face breaks into a smile, and she nods her head. “Yeah, and I’m married to George Clooney. Security!”
A big burly man comes over and grabs my arm. “Another one. Take her out, we’ve got no time for crackpots tonight.”
“Wait, I have proof.” Pulling my cell out of my clutch, I go to my text messages and show the man the picture of Kris and me at the wedding. “See.” And I hold up my engagement ring.
“Honey, that’s a nice photo, but if you really were engaged to Kris Livingston, it would be all over the media. I’m sure he takes selfies with lots of pretty girls.”
Pulling my arm out of his grasp, I say, “We only got engaged yesterday. Kris is twenty-seven, he was born in Boothbay Harbor, Maine. His dad’s name is Leonard. Kris’ mom died when he was—”
“Lady, these are all things that you can find on the internet.”
He grabs my arm again and begins to drag me from the building as we get outside, a camera flash goes off. 
“It’s Athena Goddess! She was with Kris Livingston yesterday,” yells a reporter.
The security guard swears, gives me a hard look, and drags me back into the hospital and up to the reception counter. “This one’s the real deal.”
The older lady looks at him, her lips turned down. “You sure?”
“Yep, the vultures outside recognized her.”
“Take her through.”
Pulling me around as though I’m made of nothing, I’m dragged through the hospital.
“Can’t you tell me how he is?” I ask.
“Not for me to say. My job is to keep the crazies out and keep everyone calm.”
We get in an elevator, and he takes me up to the ICU. When the doors open, he points at another reception desk. 
“They should be able to help you. God’s blessings, Ms. Goddess.”
The doors close, and I walk toward the desk. A woman looks up at me and smiles.
“Hello, I’m looking for Kris Livingston.”
“Are you family?”
“I’m his fiancée.”
The woman leans back and gives me the once over. 
“Have you called his father?”
The woman shakes her head. “The only person we’ve spoken to is his personal assistant.”
Pulling out my cell, I begin to dial Mr. Livingston. 
“You can’t use that here.”
With my finger poised over his number, I look at her. “I need to call his dad.”
“Come with me.”
Thinking I’m being taken to a room to call his dad, so I don’t interfere with their equipment, I follow her down a long hallway. Instead, she takes me into a room full of equipment. There’s a body attached to all of these machines. The breath in my lungs leaves my body in a gasp as I realize the body is Kris.
“Oh my God,” I whisper as I rush to his side.
There’s bruising to one side of his face, and his hair has been shaved off. His chest goes up and down, rhythmically with one of the machines. Holding his hand, I give the nurse tearful eyes.
“What the hell happened to him?”
“Car accident. I’ll get the doctor for you. Wait here.”
I’m left alone in the room. The only noises are the sound of the machines and my labored breathing.
A woman in a long white lab coat comes in and smiles at me. “I’m Dr. Elizabeth Young.”
“I’m Athena Boswell.”
“And you’re his fiancée?” I nod. “I was expecting Sophia Thorne.”
“They broke up.” Holding Kris’ hand, I ask, “Is he going to be all right?”
“Mr. Livingston suffered a head injury, so we’ve put him in an induced coma.”
“He’s going to be all right, isn’t he?” I ask as the tears begin to fall.
Dr. Young puts her hands in her lab pockets and purses her lips. “Only time will tell. At this point, it’s really up to him.” 
 
***
 
It’s been two weeks. 
Today they are bringing Kris out the coma. Mom, Dad, TB, Ashlea, and Mr. Livingston are here. I’ve never prayed, bargained, or wished for anything so much in my life as I have for Kris to wake up. We’re in the waiting room. I’m standing looking out the window but not really seeing what’s there. My arms are wrapped around myself as I send up another prayer for Kris.
TB puts his arm around my shoulder. “You look like shit.”
I know I do. There are dark circles under my eyes as I can’t sleep, and if I eat, it just makes me feel worse, but I don’t want TB worrying about me, so I smile at him.
“Thank you so much. You’re the picture of health and happiness. Marriage agrees with you.”
“He’s going to be okay.”
My throat closes, and I nod. 
Please, God, let him be okay.
TB moves away from me, and I glance at his profile. He too looks drawn and tired. Turning around, Dr. Elizabeth Young is standing in the waiting room, eyes on me. I look at her expectantly, and she drops her eyes to the floor. Her hand goes to the stethoscope at her neck, and she looks almost defeated. I take a step toward her, and her eyes meet mine.
“He’s not waking up.”
Mr. Livingston makes a sound like a wounded animal, but I don’t understand what she means. I take a step toward her. 
Dr. Young lifts her chin and says, “It’s not unusual, sometimes it can take up to a week. We need to give him time.”
“What aren’t you telling us?”
Dr. Young shakes her head. “You know everything I know. You can go in and see him now.” 
She leaves, and I look at the others. Mr. Livingston has his head cupped in his hands, Mom and Dad cling to each other, and Ashlea has her arms wrapped around TB. None of us move, none of us speak. I nod my head and rock back and forth. 
“Mr. Livingston, let’s go see Kris.”
“I can’t.” He draws in a ragged breath. “I don’t want my last memory of my son to be him lying in a hospital bed. I won’t.” He looks at me, his chin trembles, and his shoulders shake. “I won’t!”
Mom immediately goes to him and wraps an arm across his shoulders. “Don’t you say that, Leonard. Our boy is going to be fine. Don’t you dare think that way.” Mom lets out a strangled sob as they cling to each other.
Feeling like my feet are made of concrete, I walk into Kris’ room. Nothing has changed, the machines are all still here keeping him alive. Even though he can’t see me, I smile down at him and kiss his forehead.
“Hey, lover, it’s time for you to wake up now. We all need you to wake up.”
 
***
 
Three weeks.
Mr. Livingston won’t come in and see Kris, he refuses to. He sits in the waiting room with drooped shoulders and stares at his hands. Mom is the only one who can get him to talk, and I’ve noticed he won’t look at me. I think he blames me. 
Gabby, Kris’ personal assistant, has been taking care of all of us. I catch her staring at me from time to time, and then she’ll look away.
Does she blame me too?
TB and Ashlea have gone back home. Both needed to get back to their jobs. I ring them every morning and night to let them know how Kris is doing. Occasionally, he’ll squeeze my hand or his fingers will move or his eyes twitch, but he’s not waking up. The doctor said it’s early days, but I’m beginning to lose hope. 
Why isn’t God answering my prayers?
 
***
 
Four weeks.
Andy and Dottie Westin are coming to visit Kris today. It’s the early hours of the morning, and I’m in the bathroom trying to get makeup to cover the dark circles under my eyes. Staring at myself in the mirror, I think I’ve done an okay job. I think I look better. The hotel staff at The Langham have been exceptionally good to us. They keep the press away, but as time wears on, there are less and less of them outside. Mr. Livingston refuses to speak to them, and I’ve become the face of the family. Not a job I particularly want. Gabby said I should only do what I feel is right, but I have to protect the family, and Mr. Livingston isn’t coping. He’s never liked big cities and for him, it’s very claustrophobic and impersonal. Every day, he’s a little worse as he waits for Kris to wake up.
There’s a knock at my hotel door, and I go to answer it. Standing on the other side is a man that I would guess is in his sixties, fairly tall with a woman behind him. Both smile at me.
“Athena?”
“Yes?”
“I’m Andy Westin, and this is my wife, Dottie.”
Tears form, and I move to one side to let them in, but Dottie puts her arms around me and holds on tight. We stand like that in the doorway for what feels like an eternity. The makeup that I so carefully applied runs down my face.
“Andy, order some coffee.”
Dottie takes my hand and walks me over to the sofa and sits beside me. 
“I hope you don’t mind us coming here. We just wanted to make sure you were all right.”
“I’m so sorry. It’s been a rough couple of weeks.”
“Oh, honey, it’s been a rough month.”
A month. 
A fucking month, and he still hasn’t woken up.
Wiping my face, I stand. “I’ll be one minute.” 
Rushing into the bathroom, I wash my face and remove the makeup. Taking a deep breath, I walk back into the living room area.
Dottie and Andy were talking but stop as I come back into the room. 
“Are you okay?” asks Andy.
“Of course, she’s not, dear.”
Andy quirks an eyebrow at his wife, then looks back at me. “Is there anything we can do?”
I shake my head. “No. I’m so sorry about that.” I wave my hand in the air and shrug. “Maybe if he hears your voices, he’ll remember he has a job to do and wake up. Maybe today will be the day.”
Andy places his hands on my shoulders. “Maybe. He’s young, he’s healthy, you just have to have faith.”
 
***
 
Five weeks.
Five weeks of holding his hand, reading my books to him, and still Kris refuses to wake up. The doctors can’t explain it. They keep telling me, there’s no reason he won’t wake up, but still, he doesn’t. I’ve yelled, I’ve pleaded with him, but he’s still the same.
Dad had to go home. Mom moved into my hotel suite, and Mr. Livingston still won’t see his son, but he won’t go home either. He sits all day and some of the night in the waiting room, just staring. The longer Kris stays asleep, the more I can see Mr. Livingston fade away. The only person he talks to is my mom or the hospital staff. The press no longer follows us around, they’ve all but disappeared.
“Athena?”
I look up, and my mom is looking down at me. “Yes?”
“Come on, honey, time to eat.”
“I’m okay, you go ahead.”
“Athena,” she repeats forcefully.
“I’m fine. I’m not hungry.”
With her hands on her hips, she lashes out, “Athena Boswell, you do as you’re told. Now, get up and get your ass out of here now.”
“You just said ass.”
“Damn straight, I did. Move,” orders Mom.
I kiss Kris on the forehead. “I’ll be back soon. Don’t go anywhere.”
Mom takes my hand and walks to the waiting room. 
“Leonard, get up. We’re going for lunch.”
“I’m okay.”
“It wasn’t a suggestion, Leonard. Get up.”
Mr. Livingston stands, Mom holds out her hand, and he grasps it. Like lost children, we hang onto her as she guides us outside into the sunshine and takes us to a restaurant down by the waterfront. When we enter, the maître de welcomes us. “Hello. Name, please?”
“Boswell,” replies Mom, and I’m surprised that she has a reservation.
The table is in the sun overlooking the water. Mom positions herself between us at the table so that Mr. Livingston and I are facing each other. The older man looks at me, then out to the view, and I do the same. Seeing his pain reflected back at me is torturous.
Mom picks up a menu. “They say the seafood chowder here is very good.”
“Won’t be as good as TB’s,” says Mr. Livingston.
“Probably not, but I’m going to try it. Leonard, Athena, pick up a menu and order food. It’s on me.”
“You’re not paying for my food, Betty.”
“Do as you’re told, Leonard.”
“Betty—”
“Stop! I’m paying. You’re both eating even if I have to order you food and force-feed you. Since we’ve been here, you’ve both lost weight. Neither of you are sleeping well, and Athena, I won’t have you blaming yourself anymore for Kris’ accident. It was an accident.” Mom reaches out and puts her hand over mine. “And Leonard, I won’t have you blaming Athena anymore either. Your son loved her, and she loved him. Respect that.”
Leonard fidgets in his seat and looks at me. My brows come together, and I look at Mom.
“Loved?” I shake my head. “No, Mom, I love him as in he’s still here. I love him, Mom.”
Mom’s eyes well up with tears. “Oh, honey, I know you do. We all do. But honey, it’s been five weeks. He should have woken up by now. You both need to face the facts.” Mom puts her hand over Leonard’s. “You both need to stop this emotional rollercoaster you’re on. Kris wouldn’t want that.”
Mr. Livingston puts his hand to his face and nods as tears roll down his cheeks. My mouth goes dry as I let Mom’s words sink in. She thinks Kris is gone, but I know he’s not. I know he is still in there. He just needs to open his eyes.
“He’s not gone, Mom.”
“I know that, honey.”
As I stare into her eyes, I can tell she’s just trying to placate me, to ease me into a new way of thinking, but I won’t. I can’t think he’ll never wake up.
“Would you like to start with drinks?” asks a waitress who’s face pales when she takes in our distressed appearances. “I can come back…”
“No,” replies Mom. “Three brandy’s, straight up, and we’re all having the chowder to start.”
The waitress nods and walks away.
Taking in a deep breath, Mom says, “Order some food. Look at your menus.”
She pats both our hands and picks up her menu, staring at it intently. Mr. Livingston does as he’s told, but I sit there, staring at Mom trying to think of the right words to say to her. In the end, nothing comes, so I look down at the printed words. The waitress comes back with our drinks, and Mom holds her glass in the air.
“To Kris, may he wake up soon.”
“To Kris,” says Mr. Livingston.
I nod and take a sip of the brown liquid. It’s fruity with a hint of oak and burns as I swallow it. Mom downs the whole glass, and Mr. Livingston smiles at her and does the same. I take another sip and another until the glass is empty. My stomach feels warm, and it’s the closest I’ve come to feeling something other than sadness in weeks.
Mom puts her hand in the air and clicks her fingers. “Waitress!”
“Mom,” I cry, reaching for her hand.
“It’s fine, Athena. We could all use another one.”
The waitress comes over. “Yes?”
“Could we all please have another, and could you please keep them coming?”
“Of course, madam.” The waitress backs away.
I’m sitting there with my mouth open, staring at Mom. She shrugs and points to my menu. Like a child, I do as I’m told.
“Leonard, what are you ordering?”
“The steak?” he replies, unsure of himself.
“Perfect. I’m having the Caesar salad. Athena?”
“Mom, I’m not sure I can eat.”
“You’re eating something. Have the Caesar salad, too.”
I nod as I know she’ll just keep at me if I don’t order something. When the waitress comes back with our drinks, Mom gives her our main meal orders as well.
“Mom, why are we here?”
“Kris isn’t waking up, and you two can’t stop living. Maybe it’s time we all went back home?”
Rage surges through me, and I clench and unclench my hands as I feel my face infuse with heat. “What?”
“You could come back on the weekends. Leonard, it’s not good for you to just sit in that waiting room, and honey, you have a book to write, you have deadlines.”
“You want us to forget about Kris?” My blood pounds in my ears as I stare at her.
“No, honey. Never that. Look at Leonard.” My gaze flicks to the older man. “He’s dying right along with his son. He needs to get back home and get into a routine. Dad and I will bring him here every Friday and take him home on Sunday nights, but you both can’t stop living. We don’t know how long this is going to go on. Kris wouldn’t want that.”
Mr. Livingston looks pained and torn which means he wants to leave but feels guilty about leaving his son. I can’t, no, I won’t leave Kris.
“Mom, I’m not going anywhere. I can write in the hospital. Mr. Livingston, what do you want to do?”
The older man looks at my mom then back at me. “I’m staying, Betty. I know you mean well, but he’s my only son. I only just got him back. But you’re right, I can’t spend all day every day in that waiting room.” He puffs out his cheeks. “I’ll do better. I’ll sit with him and read to him like Athena does.”
“You know I read to him?”
He nods. “I do look in from time to time. I’m just having a hard time opening the damn door. Maybe you could help me with that?”
This is the most Mr. Livingston has spoken to me in five weeks. Mom smiles, perhaps this was her plan all along? The waitress puts three chowders down in front of each of us. 
“Enjoy.” Slowly, she backs away from the table. I’m thinking we look crazy to her.
“I’ll make sure there are two chairs in there from now on. Sometimes the orderlies take them out.”
Mr. Livingston nods at me, and we smile at each other.
“Eat,” orders Mom.
It does taste good, but it’s nowhere near as good as TB’s. When we are done, I look at my mother. Like me, she has dark circles under her eyes and might be a little thinner. She catches me looking at her and smiles.
“Is the food okay?”
“Yeah, Mom. It’s good.”
 
***
 
Six weeks.
We take turns in the hospital now. Mom flew home and comes back on the weekends, sometimes TB or Ashlea come too. My new normal is to get up, eat breakfast with Mr. Livingston, and drive him to the hospital. Then, if it’s not my day to spend with him, I simply go up with his dad, kiss Kris, and go back to the hotel and try to write. If it’s my day to be with Kris, I still have breakfast with Mr. Livingston, but he stays at the hotel. Many of his friends from Boothbay have come to stay and keep him occupied. I was always a recluse, so I’m grateful for the alone time, even if I prefer to be alone with Kris.
Today is my day with Kris. I’m reading him book five in my series about a family, a group of brothers. This one is about Jamie MacKenny, he’s a farmer with a secret. I’ve gotten to know the staff at the hospital fairly well. Kris’ situation is unchanged except that they’ve moved him to a different floor in the hospital.
“Hey, Athena, what book are you reading him today?” asks Nurse Sue.
“Spark of Time, it’s book five.”
“Lord, you can read quickly! Takes me forever to read a book. How many have you read him now?”
I smile and shrug. “A few.” I ask this same question to whoever is on shift, and each time, I hope they’ll give me a different answer. “Any change?”
Sue shakes her head. “I’m afraid not.” She reaches out and touches my arm. “You have a good visit. The doctor will be along soon.”
Trudging into his room, I do what I always do and kiss his forehead. “Good morning, lover. You ready for book five?”
There’s a knock at his door and Gabby, his P.A., is there.
“Oh, look, Kris, it’s Gabby.”
Gabby frowns and walks into the room. “Hey, Athena.” She glances at Kris. “Could we talk?”
“Sure, pull up a seat.”
Gabby shakes her head. “If it’s all right, I’d like to talk downstairs in the cafeteria?”
I kiss Kris again and leave the book on a table that’s near the window. “Sure.”
Gabby rubs her arms the whole way down on the elevator ride, and when we get to the dining area, she sits without getting a drink or food.
“I’m going to get some tea, do you want anything?”
“Coffee.”
“Right, you LA people practically have it running through your veins.”
Gabby nods and gives me a tight smile. Going up to the counter, I get the drinks and make small talk with Lucy on the register, then head back to Gabby. 
“No sugar, right?”
Gabby nods and takes a sip of the hot liquid, then wraps both her hands around it and stares at the cup.
Sitting opposite her, I take a sip of my peppermint tea and say, “You’re leaving.”
Gabby’s eyes meet mine, and she opens them wide in surprise. “How did you know?”
“You’ve been here, Gabby. You’ve shared stories about Kris with me. I think I know you a little bit.”
“It’s just if he doesn’t wake up.” Gabby runs a hand through her hair. “I mean, I feel like I’m taking advantage of him. The money keeps coming in, but I’m not doing anything to earn it. It doesn’t feel right.”
Reaching out, I touch her arm. “It’s okay. But don’t feel guilty. You’ve kept the press at bay. You’ve been there for me. I understand.”
Gabby bites her bottom lip. “It’s just… I’ve been made an offer from another actor, and as much as I love Kris, he might never wake up.”
Her words shock me to my core. I sit back in the seat and shake my head. “Don’t say that.”
Gabby hunches over her coffee and locks eyes with me. “It’s been six weeks, Athena. Surely, you’ve thought about that?”
“N-No.” Looking to the side, I shake my head. “Don’t talk like that.”
“The doctor said there’s been no improvement. I know Kris loved you. He asked me to make sure his home in LA was ready for you, he got me to get you your favorite teas and bath soaps, but Athena, he’s not waking up.”
Standing, I avoid her gaze. “Good luck in LA. Thank you for everything you’ve done.”
I walk away from her and this godawful conversation that everyone wants to have with me. I’m the only one in the elevator, and a man yells for me to hold it. I do, and he gets in and smiles at me.
“Thanks.”
“Not a problem.”
“How’s Kris?”
Great, a fucking reporter. “No comment.”
“Pretty nasty accident he had. I heard the brakes failed?”
I glance at him—dark complexion, jeans, white shirt, and a long leather coat. “No comment.”
“I’m not a reporter.” He reaches across me and hits the stop button on the elevator, and an alarm begins to ring. “I’m Luis Rivera, Roberto was my brother.”
Terror grips me, and I drop my tea as I move away from this man. I’m up on my tiptoes in the far corner, unable to breathe. Roberto Luis was one of my attackers.
“You were supposed to be in the car. Did you really think you could come to New York, and we wouldn’t find out? Did you think we’d forgotten?” He puts a hand on either side of my head and moves into me, so his face is an inch from mine. I turn my head to the side trying to put distance between us. He laughs. “I want you to think about my brother and what you took from me and mine and know it was us who took him from you, and that we will never let you be happy. And we will never forget.”
He runs his tongue up the side of my face, he laughs again, and hits the button starting the elevator again. The doors open, and he steps out. “You have a good day, Athena, and I’ll be seeing you again soon.”
The doors shut, and I’m blinking rapidly, trying to catch my breath when the doors open again. I run for Kris’ room, but my movements are jerky and uncoordinated. Stumbling through the threshold, I find Kris still hooked up to machines and begin to sob. 
This is my fault. 
Mr. Livingston was right. 
It’s my fault.
Rushing to his bedside, I pick up his hand. “Please, wake up, Kris. Please. I need you. Baby, please wake up.”
There’s nothing, no eye movements, no hand squeeze, nothing. He’s motionless as the machines breathe for him. Pulling out my cell, I dial my mother.
“Hey, honey, is everything okay?”
“Mom,” I cry.
“Athena, is Kris okay?” 
“He’s fine. Mom, I’m coming home.”
I hear her sharp intake of breath. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, Mom, I’m sure.”
“Okay, honey, you need to do what’s best for you.”
I nod and realize she can’t see me, and I don’t know why I’m not telling her about the man in the elevator, but I can’t get myself to say the words.
“See you soon.”
“Okay, call me from the airport.”
 
***
 
Seven weeks.
Mr. Livingston came home with me. I didn’t tell anyone about the man. Todd has pushed for an explanation, but I can’t talk about it. The only thing I did was ask Gabby as her final act as Kris’ P.A. was to get her to hire a security team to guard Kris. She did, four people watch him in six-hour shifts. 
My life went back to the way it was. I have dinner with my parents, I visit Mr. Livingston, and Todd takes me out occasionally. The only thing that’s changed is I now have locks on my door, and I see shadows everywhere.
And this incredible sense of loneliness has crept into my soul. Mom, Dad, TB, and Ashlea take turns on the weekends taking Mr. Livingston to see Kris, but I don’t go.
My fault.
The engagement ring is in my jewelry box. Occasionally, I take it out and admire the beauty and love what it represented, but that love is now tarnished by my past.



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
 
Kris
 
The light is so bright. I open my eyes and shut them again, only to try and look through them half-open. My throat feels weird, and as I reach up, there’s something on my face.
“He’s awake!” yells someone. 
A man leans over me, his eyebrows drawn together. “It’s okay, Mr. Livingston, someone is coming.” He tilts his head, so I’m staring at his chin as he talks to someone else. “He’s awake.”
“Move,” says another voice.
A woman stands over me. “Kris, I’m Dr. Elizabeth Young. We’re so happy you’re awake. You’ve got a tube down your throat. It was helping you breathe. I’m going to remove it, but I need to undo a few things first.”
“He’s awake?” asks someone I can’t see.
“Yep, let’s get this tube out of him.” 
Another female face comes into view and smiles, then the tube is pulled out of my throat. I cough and splutter as it comes out of my mouth. My throat is sore, they press a button, and the bed moves into an upright position.
“Don’t try to speak,” orders Dr. Young.
She thrusts a cup of water at me, and I gratefully take a sip. Looking around the room, there’s the doctor, a nurse, and a big guy, but I don’t know any of them.
“A-Athena?” I whisper.
The doctor glances at the nurse then back to me.
“Kris, you’ve been asleep for a long time. Don’t try to speak, give it time.”
Shaking my head, I ask in a whisper, “How long?” 
“Ten weeks.”
With a shaking hand, I reach up and touch my head. The movement is jerky, and my body feels alien to me.
“Take it slow. Your body will have to learn how to do everything again.” I scowl at the doctor, and she repeats herself, “Take it slow.”
My arm falls back on the bed. I clench and unclench my hand, and the movement isn’t fluid. I scowl at it. The doctor moves the sheet, exposing my leg, takes a pen out of her pocket and runs it up the sole of my foot. My body jerks in response.
“Good.”
“Athena,” I whisper, and the word grates on my throat.
“How about we call your father?”
I’m so tired, but the one thing I know is I want Athena. I shake my head and try to speak again.
“Okay, Kris, we get it, you want Athena.”
The doctor looks at the nurse, and she gives her a slight shake of her head. I don’t understand why Athena isn’t here, but she’s the only one I want to see.
“Don’t.” Both look at me. “Tell anyone I’m a-awake.”
“Kris, your family will want to know.”
I shake my head, close my eyes, and fall back asleep.
 
***
 
Two days later, and I wake up again. The same big man is in the room positioned near the door reading. 
“Hey,” I whisper, and my throat doesn’t feel as sore.
He looks up and smiles. “Hello, Mr. Livingston, I’m Clive.” He gets up and moves toward my bed. “You’re probably wondering who I am.” I nod. “I was hired by Gabby Turner. There are four of us, and we work on six-hour shifts to make sure fans or press don’t sneak in here to snap a picture of you and to ensure you are safe. We work for a company called Triple Threat Security.”
I nod, it makes sense to hire a security company. 
“Athena?” I ask.
“She’s not here. I asked one of the nurses about her. Your Athena hasn’t been here for some time. The nurses like to gossip, they said she went home.”
I shake my head as none of what he said makes sense. “She wouldn’t.”
Clive shrugs and looks at the floor then up at me. “Your dad will be here on Friday. He normally brings visitors, too. So, you can ask them.”
“What day is it?” My throat burns, and Clive picks up a cup with a straw in it and puts it to my mouth. The liquid soothes my throat.
“It’s Thursday.”
“Take me home.”
Clive frowns and shakes his head. “Not sure I can do that, Mr. Livingston.”
“It’s Kris, take me to Athena.”
Clive’s lips turn down, and his eyebrows go up. “You’ve just woken. I’m not sure if medically, we can even move you. You’ve been in a coma for ten weeks, Kris. I heard the doc say you’re probably going to have to learn how to do everything again.”
“I don’t care.”
Clive smiles. “Let me get a nurse.”
“Clive—” 
“Yeah, yeah, roll with me here.”
Clive leaves, and I let my head fall back, raising my arm. It shakes, and the once-easy movement exerts far too much energy. With a groan, I let it fall back. Clive walks back in with the nurse from the other day.
“Hello, Kris, Clive tells me you want to leave?” I nod. “Kris, your body is still recovering.”
“I’ll pay someone to look after me.”
“I understand you want to see your loved ones, but your dad will be here tomorrow night. He normally stays for the weekend.”
I shake my head. “Athena.”
She looks at Clive. “We can’t stop you from leaving, but for your own health, you should stay. You have a catheter.”
In a raspy voice, I say, “I’ll pay you to come with me, you and Clive.”
She smiles at me like she’s humoring a small child. “Let me get the doctor.”
I shake my head. “Does anyone know I’m awake?”
“No, but—”
I hold up a hand, and she falls silent. “Athena.”
“We could call her and get her to come here?”
Again, I shake my head. “I’ll pay you a year’s wages if you travel with me. I made her a promise. Please.”
Clive moves closer and looks at the nurse. “Sue, is there any kind of life-threatening reason he can’t go?”
“You mean apart from the fact he only just woke up from a coma?”
Clive winks at me. “A year’s wages, Sue. Does that go for me as well?”
“Anything to get me to Athena.”
“I say, let’s do it. If something goes wrong, we’ll check him into a hospital.” 
“I don’t know…” Sue chews on her bottom lip.
“Your kid has been wanting to do that school trip. You’d have enough money to pay for it,” replies Clive charmingly.
“I’ll pay for that, too.”
Both look at me.
“Let me get the doctor first, and we’ll go from there.”
 
***
 
After much arguing, they let me sign myself out. Clive, on my behalf, hires a private plane to transport us to Boothbay Harbor. I sleep most of the way there. It’s the early hours of Friday morning when we arrive at Wiscasset Airport. Clive carries me from the plane to a waiting car even though I’ve regained some use of my legs. Nurse Sue has taken good care of me the whole trip and is fussing over me. Turns out she’s a single mom, and her parents are looking after her son while she escorts me. 
I’m tired, sore, and my body won’t do what I want it to do, but I have to see Athena. When we arrive in Boothbay Harbor, it’s only five o’clock in the morning.
“Clive, small detour. My father’s house is just up here. He’ll be awake, he always is this time of day.”
“Anything you want, Kris.”
My father’s home is on the waterfront, and we have to drive past Athena’s to get to it. I look up at her house on the bluff, but it’s obscured by trees and lack of light.
The big black SUV parks out the front of my father’s house, and I see the light on inside. “Go knock on his door.”
Clive nods, puts the car in park, goes through the rickety gate, and knocks loudly on the door. After a moment, my dad opens it. I watch as his head snaps back at the sheer size of Clive, then recognition for the man alights his face. I can’t hear what they are saying, but Clive points to the SUV, and I hit the button to roll the window down.
Dad’s eyes connect with mine. One hand goes to his chest and the other goes to his mouth, then he’s pushing Clive out of the way and running to the car. 
“Kris!” His arms come through the open window, and he’s trying to hug me through it. “You’re awake.”
Clive gets between Dad and the door. “Mr. Livingston, if you’ll just move back?” asks Clive as he opens the door to the SUV. 
The minute the door is open, Dad is there, pulling me into him.
“Mr. Livingston?” asks Sue. “Could you just move back a bit?”
Dad looks at Sue, then his penetrating gaze lands on me. “Should you be out of the hospital?”
“I’m okay, Dad. I needed to get to Athena.”
“She hasn’t been to see you.” Dad looks at my chest. “I think you broke her, Kris.”
Tears spring to my eyes, and I nod. “I-It’s why I came.”
Dad backs up and shuts the door. “You get him to her. Maybe then they can both heal.” My father shakes Clive’s hand and steps away from the vehicle. “I’ll be along later. Get comfortable. Look after yourself and our girl. I’m ringing the Boswells.”
Dad turns around and jogs back into the house. Clive turns the car around. When we arrive at Athena’s, I look up the pathway to her home. 
“That is a fucking death trap.” 
Clive looks up and agrees with my assessment by nodding.
“Clive, you never met Athena, did you?” 
“No, I was hired after she left.”
“Sue, did you meet her?”
“Yes, she was there every day. She met most of the medical team who took care of you.”
I glance up the path. “Clive, with your help, I can make it up the path.”
“It would be my pleasure.” Clive opens the door and helps me out. Standing on shaky legs, I slowly put one foot in front of the other.
“This is going to take a while.”
“Who the hell lives like this?” asks Clive as he looks up the hill.
“Athena.” A smile forms, and I shake my head. “You ready?”
“I’m coming,” announces Sue.
“Good, ‘cause I think I’m going to have a heart attack getting up there.”
Sue shakes her head and positions herself on one side of me. “Come on, Clive. Let’s do this.”
It takes the better part of half an hour to reach the top of the hill. Clive knocks on the door, but there’s no response.
“You gotta be kidding me? We made it all the way up here, and she’s not home?” asks Clive with a shake of his head.
The side gate is unlocked, and I gesture with my head. “Through there.”
Clive and Sue help me through the gate. 
“Okay, you two, take a seat.”
“You can barely walk,” states Sue.
I grin at her. “Nothing is stopping me from getting to Athena.”
“Right, so muscle atrophy is all in your head?”
With my lips set in a firm line, I walk, or should I stay stagger, to the hole in the wall that leads out to the bluff.
“Any minute now, he’s going to run,” says Clive with a chuckle.
Making it to the wall, I lean against it and hold up my middle finger to Clive.
“Hey, there’s a lady present.”
“I think you deserved that, Clive.”
I hear Clive laugh, but I don’t turn around. With determination, I make it through the wall and see Athena out at the bluff, just past the fire pit. The wind has caught her hair and blows it sideways. She has her arms wrapped around herself as she stares out at the sea.
With renewed strength and my eyes fixed on my prize, I walk, limp, and stumble out to her. The wind masks my movements, or maybe it’s because she is so caught up in her own thoughts, either way, I’m glad she doesn’t see me. I sit on the bench near the fire pit and watch her.
After some time, she drops her head and turns around.
Athena is almost to me when I say, “Where you go, I follow.”
Her head snaps up, eyes wide, and she runs the short distance to me. Athena launches herself, her arms wrap around my neck, and her legs straddle my lap.
“You’re real?”
Cupping her face, I kiss her. “Did you miss me?”
“How are you here?” Her eyes search my face.
“I had some help.”
“When did you wake up? Who helped? Does your dad know?”
I hold a finger to her lips. “None of that matters.”
Athena looks past me. “Who are they?”
Not taking my eyes off her face, I say, “The big guy is Clive, and the woman is—”
“Sue.”
“Yeah.” I grin at her. “She offered to help me. Well, sort of.”
Athena climbs off me and looks me over. “Are you okay? Should you be out of the hospital?”
“That’s why Sue is here. My body isn’t working quite the way it should.”
Athena stands. “Let’s get you inside.”
“Will you help me?” I push off the bench seat, and she puts one of my arms over her shoulders.
Clive comes jogging out and grabs my other arm. With their help, I make it back inside and into Athena’s bed. 
“I just need to rest.”
“Is he okay?”
Sue smiles at Athena. “He checked himself out of the hospital. But yes, in time, he’ll be fine.”
“Should I call a doctor?”
“No, you shouldn’t.” Everyone looks at me. I pull back the covers on one side of Athena’s bed. “Join me for a nap?”
Athena looks at Sue, who shakes her head. “We’ll be in the next room. Yell if you need us.”
Sue pushes Clive out of the room and closes the door.
“I still can’t believe you’re here.” Athena nestles in next to me.
“I made you a promise. I said I’d never leave you, and I aim to keep it.”



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
 
Kris
 
It took another six months to recover fully. Some days my left leg won’t work like it’s supposed to, and I use a cane. We stayed in Boothbay while my body healed. Apart from learning how to do everything again, I suffered no permanent damage. Once my hair grew out, the scars there were concealed.
Athena is at the bluff, wearing a white dress and her hair blowing in the wind, staring out to the ocean. She has her arms wrapped around herself and doesn’t hear me approach even though today I’m using the cane.
I put my arms around her, and she jumps then settles back into me. “Penny for your thoughts?”
“I’m just thinking about how lucky we are.”
I laugh and hold onto her tighter. “Well, I’m lucky I’ve got you.”
Athena twists in my arms. “Nope, I’m lucky I’ve got you.”
I kiss her lightly and look beyond her to the ocean. “You ready to leave?” I glance down at her, and she nods. 
“I’m going to miss this.”
“We can come back.”
“Is Clive ready?”
Clive moved into Athena’s spare bedroom after Sue left. Athena wouldn’t let me let Clive go. The big man didn’t have any family attachments, so he was happy to stay. 
“Yo! You two ready to hit the road?” yells Clive.
“I’ll be glad when we get to LA, so he has the guest house, and we get a whole house to ourselves.”
Athena giggles. “Some privacy would be good.” Athena waves at Clive and looks up at me. “Let’s do this.”
“You sure you’re ready to become Mrs. Livingston?”
Her eyes sparkle as she links her arms around my neck. “Yes, lover. Where you go, I go.”



Epilogue
 
 
The papers are filled with pictures of Kris Livingston and his bride Athena Goddess. I ball it up and throw it in the trash. Anger flows through my veins. I thought that guy was as good as dead. She doesn’t deserve to be happy. Not considering she was the reason my brother got taken from me. 
No more fucking around. No more working in the shadows. I’m going to attack her head-on. I’m going to take her husband first, and then for my brother and my family honor, I’m going to put her in the ground. 
The cartel has a long arm, and even though she’s moved to LA, we have connections there too. It’s only a matter of time before I destroy Athena and everything she loves. The cartel is powerful, so much more than a movie star and his whore.

 
 
THE END
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Disclaimer: The material in this book contains graphic language and sexual content and is intended for mature audiences, ages 18 and older.
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Sign up for my newsletter.
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Connect with me on Bookbub.
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Add my books to your TBR list on my Goodreads profile.
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Click to buy my books from my Amazon profile.
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FACEBOOK
Click here
 



Also Written by K. Bromberg
 
 
Driven
  
Fueled
  
Crashed
  
Raced
  
Aced
  
Slow Burn
  
Sweet Ache
  
Hard Beat
  
Down Shift
  
UnRaveled
  
Sweet Cheeks
  
Sweet Rivalry
  
The Player
  
The Catch
  
Cuffed
  
Combust
  
Cockpit
  
Control
  
Faking It
  
Resist
  
Reveal
  
Then You Happened
  
Hard to Handle


cover1.jpeg
DRIV WORLD NOVEL






images/00002.jpg
7)0W61”f btl





images/00001.jpg





