

    
        
          Ancient History

        

        
        
          Sophie Penhaligon

        

        
          Published by Sophie Penhaligon, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      ANCIENT HISTORY

    

    
      First edition. July 1, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Sophie Penhaligon.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201293536

    

    
    
      Written by Sophie Penhaligon.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Prologue

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

Epilogue

Sign up for Sophie Penhaligon's Mailing List

Further Reading: Weekend Arrangement

About the Author

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Prologue
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Athena Duncan wobbled slightly on her heels as she snagged a third glass of champagne from the passing server. She knew she probably shouldn’t, but she was enjoying the buzz it was giving her. Looking around at the assembled throng of aging academics, she realized it was probably the only buzz she would get that evening.

Her eyes scanned the room until she found the familiar figure of her father, renowned archeologist Dr. Hamish Duncan. Dressed in a formal suit for the launch of his latest book, she could see he didn’t look particularly comfortable, and was probably itching to get back into his worn jeans and favourite tweed jacket. He looked across at her as if he could sense her eyes on him and winked affectionately. 

Athena and her father had a bond that went beyond the normal father-daughter relationship. They were kindred spirits, both passionate about archeology and ancient civilizations. She had grown up following him all over the globe as he pursued his passion. Fluent in several languages, including Arabic and Greek, she could often be found playing with the local children, speaking in their native tongue. Her mother Konnie constantly complained at how rough and ragged Athena looked while they were on these trips, and she didn’t particularly enjoy them, but she adored her husband, and she knew when she married him she would also be marrying half the ancient world.  

Athena’s parents had met when her father was a struggling student on a dig in Crete. Konnie was a rare beauty, even amongst Greek girls, and they had quickly fallen in love and married within the year, much to her parents’ disapproval. 

When Hamish had secured a teaching position, they’d moved into their house in Oxford, which was only a short walk from the university. Konnie, who was an accomplished pianist and singer, gave music lessons from their home. They were wildly happy together, and five years later Athena came along, named after the Greek goddess of wisdom and war; a dubious combination, Athena thought. How could war ever be a wise choice?

She didn’t need to look around to locate her mother because she could hear the deep timbre of her sexy laugh, and she knew that if she followed that sound she would find her playing court to a group of fawning men. Konnie’s presence could fill a room, and she was the perfect counterbalance to her mild, unassuming husband. Approaching her fiftieth birthday, she was still a beautiful and vibrant woman who had been adored by men her entire life.

Athena was always surprised that her father never seemed jealous of this undying attention. During their frequent dinner parties he would smile proudly from his chair in the corner of the room, still finding it hard to believe his luck in marrying such a beauty. She came from a wealthy Greek family, who were none too pleased when their daughter took up with a poor scholar. Athena’s parents were both only children of older parents, so when her grandparents had died, there was no other family.

Athena’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a soft American voice. “Athena, how lovely to see you again.”

She spun around and found herself staring into the eyes of a seriously attractive man. Much younger than the assembled crowd of her father’s friends, this man was probably in his early thirties, with golden brown hair and a tanned complexion. His smile was broad, and Athena noticed how his eyes crinkled up at the sides. He extended his hand to her in greeting and she took it, feeling the warmth of his grip as he grasped her hand with both of his.

It took her a couple of seconds before she found her voice, and then she said, “I’m sorry. I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage. I don’t know who you are, please forgive me.”

He laughed softly. “No, I don’t suppose you do. It’s been quite a while. I studied under your father several years ago and I only met you once. You would have only been about sixteen at the time. I guess you left quite an impression on me, because I remember you distinctly. You look a lot different now, except your eyes, of course. They are the same as I remember them.”

As if to emphasize the point, he stared into her eyes with a bold intensity, and she could feel the heat rising to her face, wishing she had skipped that last glass of champagne.

“I was in Oxford for a couple of weeks, so I thought I’d take the opportunity to come to your father’s book launch. It’s been quite a while since I’ve seen him, and I thought it would be fun to catch up with him again. There are a lot more people here than I thought there would be. Obviously his book is a big deal.” 

Athena rarely found herself lost for words, but this man seemed to have the ability to steal them completely, and she blinked at him, open-mouthed, trying to think of something intelligent to say. 

He carried on regardless, seemingly unaware of the fact she had been struck dumb. “I believe you’re quite the archeologist yourself. Everyone I’ve spoken to here has had great things to say about you. Following in your dad’s footsteps by the sounds of it.”

She nodded and thankfully found her voice. “Yes, I’ve just completed my master’s and Dad and I are working on a book together about some of the artifacts he’s found over the years. I guess you must be in the field yourself. I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

“That’s because I didn’t give it to you,” he laughed. “I’m Jack Latimer, and yes, I teach archeology at Harvard and do a little work for the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston.”

Athena looked suitably impressed. “You know, for all the travelling I’ve done, I’ve never been to North America. I would love to check out the museum in Boston some time.”

“Well I don’t suppose we have many dig sites that would be of interest to someone who specializes in ancient Egypt. Anyway, I would love to spend some more time talking to you about the artifacts you and your father are going to include in your new book. Maybe we could have dinner one night before I head back?”

Athena looked disappointed. “That would have been great, but we’re heading to Crete tomorrow for a month. My parents have a villa, and we always like to spend as much time as possible there.”

He frowned. “Ah, that’s a real shame. It will probably be a while before I’m back this way again. A villa in Crete, eh? Your dad’s books must be selling well. I couldn’t afford a villa in Crete on an academic salary.”

Athena bristled a little at this. It seemed a bit forward for him to be making assumptions about their financial status. “My mother is from Crete. She inherited her parent’s property, so it’s nothing to do with what my dad earns really.” She tried not to sound annoyed, but his comment had rubbed her the wrong way.

He winced. “Sorry, that was a thoughtless comment. I’m just being a brash American.”

She relented, not wanting to offend him. “It’s okay, I’m just being a bristly Brit.” 

She was sad she wouldn’t be able to meet him for dinner and she didn’t want to lose the connection with him completely. She didn’t meet guys like this very often, and this was too good an opportunity to pass up. “Why don’t I give you my number, and then you can give me a call and we can chat over the phone.”

He nodded in agreement and pulled out his phone to take down her number. He was just entering it in his phone when they were interrupted by the familiar French voice of her godfather, Olivier.

“Dr. Latimer. I do hope you aren’t monopolizing my goddaughter. I know what you Americans can be like around beautiful women.”

Jack laughed. “That’s rich coming from a Frenchman. I was always under the impression that the art of seduction was invented by the French.”

Olivier smiled knowingly. “You would not be wrong there, my friend.”

Jack Latimer shook her hand with the promise that he would call her, and excused himself before heading off to speak to a group of people he recognized. 

Athena took Olivier’s arm and gave him a sharp sideways glance.  “I hope you weren’t intervening there Olivier. I almost had a dinner date.”

He frowned. “There’s something I don’t quite trust about Jack Latimer. He’s one of the new breed of archeologists. I always feel like he has a hidden agenda.”

“Well, I liked him, and I don’t get many dates. I don’t need another parent weighing in on my love life, or lack thereof. I have enough problems with my mother trying to set me up with the bearded wonders from my dad’s department.”

Olivier laughed. “I was just looking out for you, chérie. Anyway, your father is about to give his speech and I’m bored talking to all these ancient relics. I want you to come and sit with me and keep me company.”

Athena sighed. “You should have brought Marie-Claire with you. She would have kept you entertained.”

Her uncle snorted. “You know how she feels about this kind of thing. She’s probably at home happily smoking herself to death and watching lots of trashy television in my absence.”

“You two are like yin and yang.” Athena laughed. “Totally different, but together you are amazing. You complete each other, just like Mum and Dad.”

Olivier went to secure them two seats together, and Athena surreptitiously watched Jack Latimer as he made his way around the room. She couldn’t help but notice the looks he was getting from the females in his vicinity. He’s certainly raising some pulse rates, she thought to herself, mine included. 

She watched as he eventually approached her father and they greeted each other affectionately. Her dad certainly looked pleased to see Jack, and he gave him a warm hug. Jack pulled him off to one side as if he wanted to speak with him privately and Athena watched her father’s face change from a cheerful smile to a decidedly more wary expression, as if something Jack had said had bothered him. She couldn’t quite make it out, but whatever it was made her feel distinctly uncomfortable. All the while, Jack Latimer’s face hadn’t changed, and he was leaning in close to Hamish, whispering something in his ear. 

Her father nodded without smiling and indicated the small stage to Jack, obviously telling him he had to make his speech. Jack put his hand out and Hamish shook it, but the warmth of his expression had gone; it was all very odd. 

Suddenly Olivier reappeared, chiding her, “Come on Athena, I’ve found us great seats, but we’ll lose them if you don’t hurry up.”

They scurried off to take their seats in front of the small stage, beside Athena’s mother, who took her daughter’s hand lovingly, and they all watched as Hamish took the stage to tumultuous applause. 

Athena always loved to listen to her father give a speech. He was always able to weave in little stories and jokes, and his lyrical Scottish brogue was music to her ears. Tonight, though, he seemed distracted as he shuffled the papers on his lectern, glancing towards the back of the room, where she noticed Jack Latimer was standing. 

After taking a sip of water, he smiled and finally got into his stride, mesmerizing his audience, and Athena’s concerns were soon forgotten. He finished his speech with his thoughts about the ethical questions around the ownership of archeological artifacts, and how governments needed to take steps to safeguard archeological sites from looting and theft. It was a topic close to his heart, and many heads around the room were nodding in agreement.

The warmth of the applause was a tribute to how well-respected he was amongst his peers. Taking a seat at a table, he was inundated with people wanting a signed copy of his book and he had a smile and kind word for everyone who came to see him. 

Distracted by the charismatic Jack Latimer, Athena found herself scanning the crowd to see if she could locate him. She was disappointed to find him heading for the nearest exit, and realized she had missed her chance, but as he reached the door he spun around and found her looking at him. Shooting her a roguish wink, he turned on his heel and made his way out into the warm Oxford evening.

[image: Paragraph Squiggle outline]

THE NEXT MORNING, ATHENA was pacing furiously. “Mum, if you don’t hurry up we’re going to miss the flight,” she called up the stairs in frustration. Her mother had gone back up to change for the third time, and the airport shuttle driver who had arrived 30 minutes ago was looking decidedly hot under the collar. As usual, Athena’s father sat patiently in his chair, humming contentedly to himself as if nothing were amiss.

Finally, Konnie Duncan floated down the stairs in a cloud of Chanel No. 5 and a vibrant orange silk poncho. She smiled appeasingly at her daughter as she headed towards the door, whilst the exasperated driver tried to herd her into the van before she changed her mind about her choice of outfit again, but as she batted her eyes at him, his irritation seemed to magically melt away. 

Athena was a different kind of beauty. Her raven hair was long and naturally thick and wavy, and her skin was creamy olive brown. One would expect dark brown eyes to match her colouring, but they were actually a luminescent dove-grey, much like Hamish’s. 

Athena stared down at the outfit she had picked out for the journey; a pair of rather worn jeans and one of her father’s old shirts. Smiling wryly, she knew she shared her father’s dress sense, and without her mother’s constant interventions, they could both be mistaken for a couple of hobos. 

Athena hadn’t had many friends at school. She was different from the other girls and found it hard to fit in. Whilst her classmates were discussing the latest music or boys, she would have her head in a copy of the Iliad or studying hieroglyphs. It wasn’t until she hit university that she discovered like-minded friends. 

She, of course, followed her father into Classics at Oxford and immersed herself into her studies, easily getting through both her bachelor’s and master’s degrees. She continued to live at home, comfortable in the cozy cocoon her parents provided for her and unwilling to fly the nest, despite Konnie’s gentle persuasions.

The drive to Heathrow was less than an hour, but Athena was impatient to get there, and she drummed her fingers on her knees as she stared out at the usual endless traffic on the M40. The last two years she had spent studying for her master’s degree had been hectic, and last summer she had taken part in an extensive dig in Italy during her summer break, so there had been no time to get away to their family villa. She had hated being away for that long, so today she was impatient for the journey to be over. 

When Konnie’s parents had died, Konnie and Hamish had sold the family home, a grand but rather dated mansion in Heraklion, and had purchased a piece of land with stunning views of the Mediterranean. Hamish had set to work designing a magnificent stone villa with traditional styling, but with all the modern conveniences Konnie insisted on. She had allowed him to decorate it in his own taste, and it was beautifully minimalistic whilst still being a comfortable home. The terrace, with its expansive salt-water pool, was Athena’s favourite feature, and she spent hours reading on a lounger or swimming lengths. She knew it would be late by the time they arrived, so she would have to put off her swim until the next day.

[image: Paragraph Squiggle outline]

EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, Athena boiled the kettle for her tea and put on some coffee for her parents. She knew that her mother probably wouldn’t put in an appearance for at least another hour or so, but that meant she had time to enjoy a peaceful swim and bask in the early morning sun with her novel. As she threw open the French doors to the terrace, she drew in a deep breath. The cerulean blue of the ocean in the distance never failed to captivate her. Even at this early hour, the air felt warm and arid, and she breathed in the heady scent of the bougainvillea, whose large magenta blooms trailed haphazardly over the balconies. In their absence, the villa was well cared-for by an elderly Greek couple who lived nearby, and both the terrace and the pool were pristine, as always. 

Taking off her robe, she plunged into the unheated water, swimming underwater for half the length of the pool before surfacing, a little breathless from the chilliness against her skin. Getting into a rhythm, she swam effortless lengths up and down, allowing her stress to dissolve into the salt water. After several minutes, she climbed back onto the terrace and after toweling herself dry she lay on one of the loungers, allowing the early morning sun to warm her skin whilst listening to the contented murmuring of the bees visiting the nearby lemon tree. Her long, slim legs were already a beautiful shade of pale olive brown, and she was never concerned about burning in the sun. Naturally slender, her only curves were her full breasts, which were out of character with the rest of her athletic build.

She heard the soft footsteps of her father approach and she turned her head with an affectionate smile, shielding her eyes with her hand. Hamish bent down and kissed her briefly on the forehead before sitting down on the lounger next to her, placing his coffee cup on the small side table.

“I knew where to find you this morning, lass. Thanks for putting the coffee on. I really needed it after that journey yesterday.”

Athena looked across at her father. His gentle grey eyes were creased at the corners and his sandy hair was showing flecks of grey. He had never lost his Edinburgh accent, but it was much softer now than when she was a child. 

“We have time for a nice peaceful chat before your mother gets up this morning,” he continued. “What are your plans now you’ve finished your master’s? Are you still planning to go for your doctorate?”

Athena looked thoughtful for a moment. “I am, but not straight away. I would like to work for a while first and gain some experience. Also, you and I really need to get going on your next book. I’m really excited you’re letting me write this one with you. I can’t wait to start working on the stories of all the artifacts you’ve found over the years, it’s going to be amazing. I think we should use lots of anecdotes along with the history, so it appeals to a wider audience.”

Her father smiled at her enthusiasm. “Well, that’s a good idea, but I wouldn’t leave your doctorate too long. Too many people take a break from their studies and then never return to it.” 

He was silent for a while and then said, “Why don’t you spend some time with Olivier and Marie-Claire in Paris? You love it there, and I’m sure he could find you an internship at the Louvre. If he can’t pull strings, no one can. We can always work on the book when you come back. We have all the time in the world, love. You need to live a bit, spread your wings.”

She smiled in agreement and then watched her father’s expression change, as if he were deeply troubled. Something had been bothering him for the past few months, but she could not get to the bottom of it, and he had always brushed off her concerns telling her he was just busy at work. She knew it was more than that, as her easygoing father was never concerned about the job he loved so much.

“Dad, are you every going to tell me what’s wrong? And don’t tell me you’re busy. You and I both know that’s bullshit.”

He looked down at his coffee cup, as if it contained the answer to his problems. “You always were very perceptive, Athena. You are just like your mother in that respect. I could never get away with anything with either of you. I don’t want to involve you in this, my love. This is my problem and only I can solve it.”

“Dad, I’m not a child anymore. Maybe I can help.”

He shook his head sadly. “It’s not your place to help, lass. Let me deal with it. I promise you I will, and then everything will be fine.”

Athena opened her mouth to argue, but at that moment her mother appeared at the doors to the terrace. Wearing an exquisite coral wrap dress which accentuated her curves, she made her way towards the two of them, smiling in adoration. Konnie was a loving mother, a little overprotective in the way that most Greek mothers were, but immensely proud of her only child. 

“There are my two favourite people in the entire world,” she said in her dulcet-accented voice. “You should have woken me, Hamish. I didn’t want to sleep the day away.”

Her husband chuckled. “I tried, my dear. Several times if I remember correctly. I seem to remember you mumbling something rather inappropriate in Greek at me. I fled in fear of my life.”

Konnie rolled her eyes at her husband’s exaggeration. “Anyway, breakfast is ready. Why don’t you two come in and eat? I would really like to visit the Taverna Fantastiko today. The view is always amazing, and we haven’t been for so long.”

“That’s quite a drive,” Duncan grumbled.

“Which is why we need to get moving,” Konnie insisted. “Come on. I will not have your Scottish grumpiness while we are on holiday. Get your ass into gear, Dr. Duncan.”

Athena laughed at her parents' easy banter. Growing up, their home had been full of love and passion, and Athena hoped that one day she would meet someone with whom she could share the same connection her parents had. 

Later that morning the Duncan family all piled into their aging Toyota, which had been kept safely in the villa's garage over the winter. Hamish had been fussing about having the brakes checked, but Konnie laughed off his suggestion that they should take the car down to the local garage before their outing, complaining that they’d never get there.

The journey would take them on a winding road into the mountains, providing beautiful views of the ocean. The drop off was steep in some parts, and Konnie chattered away nervously about the amazing taverna and her memories of previous visits. Athena sat in the back, distracted by her own thoughts of a potential internship in Paris. After her father had suggested it that morning, it had sparked an excitement in her she hadn’t felt for a long time, and the more she thought about it, the more she decided it would be a great idea. 

Also, she hadn’t been able to get the image of Jack Latimer out of her head. She had given him her number, but he hadn’t returned the favour, and she wondered if he would contact her when she got back to Oxford. He seemed too good to be true, super hot and interested in all the things that she loved. It was a bit like finding a unicorn.

Athena was shaken out of her daydream by the angry honk of a car horn behind them. She turned to see a dark vehicle with its lights on full driving dangerously close. As Hamish turned a sharp curve in the road, the brakes on the Toyota squealed and a series of events unfolded that would change Athena’s life forever.
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Athena woke abruptly from an all too familiar dream, feeling the grief she had tried desperately to bury rear its ugly head again. It took a moment before she remembered where she was, and she watched the ceiling fan slowly revolve, consciously steadying her breathing. When she felt a little more together, she grabbed a tissue to wipe her tears, rubbed her face with her hands, and slowly sat up.

Her dream always filled her with questions that she didn’t want to think about. So many unanswered questions surrounded her parents’ deaths, and the fact that she’d never gotten to the bottom of what was bothering her father was stuck in her head in an infinite loop. 

She could see the morning light starting to seep through the heavy drapes, and the crushing emptiness she felt inside could not drown out the sounds of the street below as they drifted up to her open window. She could hear the metal shutters being raised on the flower shop across the street, and the tinkling of china cups as the local café set up their tables. Her apartment was situated in the Montmartre district of Paris; an area Athena had always loved. 

Positioned at the top of a steep hill with its ancient stone steps and ivy-covered buildings, it felt like a small French village set inside the bigger city. Pretty soon the street artists would be setting up their easels for the day, making sure they secured a prime position to attract tourists who wanted their portraits captured in pencil or charcoal. 

Athena loved that the entire area was immersed in art, from the statues that were scattered among the ancient streets, to the street performers who serenaded both locals and tourists alike. The district was steeped in artistic history, and the likes of Monet and Van Gogh once had studios in the area. 

On the weekends, Athena sometimes climbed up to the Sacre Coeur Basilica, which was the highest point in all of Paris. On a clear day, the view across the city was stunning, and she loved to mingle and enjoy the good-natured ambience of the people who were visiting, taking smiling photos of one another. 

Occasionally she treated herself to a ride on the colourful carousel, something she had enjoyed since she was a little girl. Regrettably, everything she did now was tinged with sadness and she found it hard to enjoy anything in the same way she used to. It was almost as if she were afraid to be happy in case it appeared that she wasn’t missing her parents, which of course she was, desperately.

Her godfather Olivier had been one of her parents' closest friends, and she had known him all her life. He had been a confirmed bachelor who had maintained a string of glamorous mistresses until he met the beautiful Marie-Claire, who had captured his heart. The couple spent most of their time at his small apartment on the Champs-Élysées, close to the L’Arc de Triomphe. 

Olivier’s apartment was located in a building above a street café and was small, but exquisite. Full of period touches, it was filled with wall-to-wall bookcases and smelled much like her parents’ home, old leather and red wine. The tiny galley kitchen was designed for maximum storage space and contained modern white units, in stark contrast to the rest of the apartment. 

Coming to Paris was supposed to be an escape for her. A place where she could forget her sadness and move on with her life, but there seemed to be reminders of her old life on every street corner, and the recovery she was hoping for continued to elude her. She wondered if she would ever be truly happy again, and how one even went about getting over something like this.

Athena stripped off her robe and nightgown and headed for the shower. It was still early, so the water should be good and hot; it wasn’t always. She stood under the scorching water for several minutes, allowing it to wash away the last vestiges of her bad dream, before lathering up her hair. When she was finished, she wrapped herself in the fluffy white towel and dried her long, dark hair.

Perusing the contents of her meagre closet, she pulled on a pair of dark jeans and a white shirt. Her French was pretty much fluent, and she tried to get into the habit of thinking in French while she was in the country. As a seasoned traveller, she knew how important it was to immerse yourself in the language and culture in order to fit in. She took another look out the window and surveyed the heavy grey clouds. Grabbing her raincoat from the closet, she made her way down to find breakfast at a local café.

Athena ordered a pot of Earl Grey tea and some croissants. She could never drink coffee first thing in the morning, and tea was a kind of calming ritual for her that reminded her of home. She looked at the beautiful bone china cup with pictures of peacock feathers and sighed as she took her first sip of the day. Parisian cafes were part of the city’s culture, and she was fascinated by the diversity of life she witnessed on a daily basis as she sat and enjoyed her breakfast. It looked liked the clouds were clearing, and she wondered whether she should have left her raincoat at home, but she had been caught out too many times by the unpredictable Parisian weather.  

After a relaxing breakfast, she made her way to the Gare Montparnasse, which was a good 10-minute walk. She hurried along, avoiding the tourists who were stopping along the way to admire the sights. As she approached the station, she thought how ugly it was with its concrete and glass facade. Utilitarian, she thought dismissively. She pulled her pass from her wallet and pushed her way through to the crowded platform. 

Disembarking at Louvre-Rivoli was like stepping into a different world. In stark contrast to Gare Montparnasse, this stop was an extension of the museum itself, with statues and exhibits featured in the large archways. As a child, Athena would have been happy to spend hours looking at these mini exhibits, frustrating her parents, who were always in a hurry to see Olivier. A short two-minute walk brought her to the museum itself. 

As she walked through the beautiful hallways, she breathed in the history all around her. She had the good fortune that her godfather Olivier was the director of the department of Egyptian antiquities at the Louvre, and he had found her a temporary, unpaid internship while she was in Paris. 

The department was vast and renowned as one of the leading exhibits of Egyptian antiquities in the world. Fifty thousand exhibits were displayed throughout thirty individual rooms, and it had taken her a long time to find her way around without getting lost. She had been in Paris for several months and was enjoying her job and the experience it was providing her with. Everyone had thought it would be an excellent place to escape to when tragedy had struck, and she could not face remaining in Oxford. 

Now, she wasn’t even sure if she wanted to return to Oxford, but she had no idea where else she would live. Although she loved Paris, she couldn’t see herself living there permanently. 

One place Athena could lose herself was in her work, and often hours would pass before she even wondered what time it was. Today, she was busy cataloguing some of the new exhibits that had arrived on loan. She was deep in thought and she twirled her hair with her pencil.

A male voice interrupted her train of thought. “Excuse me, mademoiselle, I think I have lost my mummy.”

It was a stupid joke she had heard a million times, and she raised her eyes to the pathetic loser who had delivered it, only to be met by the gaze of the most incredible man she had ever seen. Tall and slender, his hair was inky black and greying slightly at the temples. His eyes were equally dark, and he had fine, well-defined features. He could easily have passed as a member of the aristocracy. Athena gasped and stepped back. 

“I am sorry for my rather lame joke. I am looking for Olivier. I am Patrice, Marie-Claire’s brother, and I am guessing you are the famous Athena.” 

“Yes, that’s me,” she choked out, hoping her voice wasn’t too squeaky. 

“I can see why they named you Athena,” he whispered under his breath. Athena blushed and turned around to hide her confusion. 

“I will find Olivier for you. He is not too far away.”

“Don’t rush off, Athena. I find your company a lot more beguiling than that of Olivier.” But Athena was already through the double doors to one of the work areas. She didn’t feel she wanted to be under that man’s gaze a moment longer than necessary. 

She found her uncle wearing white gloves and examining some documents. He saw her approaching and smiled. “What has gotten you in all of a fluster Athena? You look quite rattled.” Athena felt ashamed that it was so obvious. 

“Patrice is here to see you.” 

“Ah, the great and mighty Patrice,” he said sarcastically. Athena wasn’t sure if he was pleased or not. “We are meeting Marie-Claire for lunch. Would you like to join us?” 

“No, thank you. I’m really not hungry, I wouldn’t do it justice.”

“My Athena, not hungry? I find that extremely hard to believe.” He was right, of course. Athena had the reputation for being able to eat most men under the table and still not put on a pound of weight. Her mother had been a little envious, but she was equally proud of her daughter’s good appetite and her athletic figure. Konnie, in contrast, was soft and round with sumptuous curves. 

Olivier looked a little concerned. “Are you sure, Athena? We will probably end up going somewhere really expensive and the food will be wonderful. Only the best for Patrice.”  

“I’m quite sure, thanks. I would rather just get on with this cataloging.”

“Okay, well make sure you take a break.” And with that, he kissed her warmly on both cheeks and headed out the double doors. 

Athena had no intention of going back out there until they had left for lunch, but she could observe them through the crack in the door. Patrice stood a good four inches taller than her uncle, and she watched as they greeted each other warmly and headed for the door. As he walked away, Patrice spun around and looked directly at the doors. Athena caught her breath and jumped back. Did he know she had been watching him? 

She felt her face burn and her stomach was churning, so she headed off to the bathroom to splash some cold water on her face.  She had packed herself a lunch this morning, so she would find herself a quiet spot and regain her composure. Stupid girl, she chided herself.  Fancy getting all hot and bothered over a man. Particularly one who tells crappy jokes.  Sitting at her uncle’s desk, she felt a little better as she tucked into her baguette. 

She had always loved Olivier’s desk. It was old and heavy and had a worn leather top. He kept it in a tidy and organized fashion, unlike her father, who could never find anything. On his desk were two framed photos. One was of Marie-Claire, who was posing a little like a model. She was making pouty lips with her hands on her hips. Tall and elegant with a chic, dark bob, she was the epitome of French style.  

The other was of Athena and her parents. Olivier had taken it the last time they had all been together in Paris. In the photo Athena would have been around 21, just before she started her master’s degree. Her parents stood proudly at either side of her, and Athena considered the contrast of her own tall and willowy figure next to her mother’s shorter, more curvaceous frame.  

She stared at the photograph numbly. It seemed such a long time ago now, like they belonged in a different lifetime. She tried to remember the sound of her father’s voice and the soft touch of her mother’s hand as she brushed the hair from Athena’s eyes, but it was all starting to get blurry now, like a distant memory. Athena worried that one day soon she would forget them completely. With that thought in her mind, large tears formed in her eyes and dropped onto the baguette she was holding. She reached for a tissue and sat back in the leather chair, taking a deep breath. She was trying to enjoy her time in Paris with Olivier and Marie-Claire, but sometimes she felt so alone. It was as if she were just marking time, waiting for life to start, or maybe to end. 

“Oh, for goodness sakes Athena, pull yourself together,” she said roughly to herself. “They are gone and they’re not coming back, so get used to it!” She walked over to the mirror on the wall.  Only a Frenchman would have a mirror on the wall of his office, she thought. 

She stared at her pale, tear-stained face and felt like she didn’t recognize herself anymore. That carefree girl that finished her master’s degree several months ago had gone, but who was this person in her place? Athena wasn’t sure, but she knew she didn’t like her that much. How dare her parents die and turn her into this miserable freak! She looked across at the desk and at Marie-Claire’s self-assured smile. I need to be more like her, she thought to herself, and she resolved to talk to her that evening.
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They had finished dinner, and Olivier was cleaning up in the kitchen. Marie-Claire and Athena moved to the main living area and sat together on the sofa drinking the last of their wine. Marie-Claire desperately wanted to smoke, but Olivier would not allow it in the apartment, and she didn’t feel like going outside, so she was tetchy. “I believe you met my wonderful brother today,” she said, grimacing. 

Athena nodded. It was easy to be calm now there was some distance between them. 

“He’s such a jerk, don’t you think?” Marie-Claire giggled. 

Athena wasn’t sure what to say. “I didn’t really speak to him much.”

“Well, you clearly made an impression on him.” 

Athena looked shocked. “Really?” she squeaked. 

“Oh yes, he rambled on about you the whole lunch. He kept prodding Olivier for information about you. Olivier eventually told him to shut up.” 

Athena giggled. It wasn’t like her uncle to lose his cool, but he was very protective of her. 

“What does he do for a job?” she asked.

“Oh, God knows.” Marie-Claire sighed. “It’s all very secretive. I believe he sometimes works for the French government and sometimes for the Egyptian government. I think it’s something to do with antiquities. Olivier could probably tell you.”

“Did you say Egyptian government? Why would that be?”

“Our father was Egyptian, and our mother was French, didn’t you know?”

Athena shook her head. She had no idea Marie-Claire was anything other than French, but she could certainly see how Patrice would have Egyptian blood in him. 

Just thinking about him was setting her heart racing, and she felt she needed to change the subject, so she jumped in with both feet. “I need your help, Marie-Claire. I want to be more like you.” 

The older woman looked at Athena, astonished. “Why would you want to be like me, Athena? You have everything. You are in the first flush of youth. God, I wish I were young again,” she said dramatically, slumping back on the couch.

Athena grabbed her hand. “Because you are beautiful, and self-assured and confident, and you always know what to wear.” Athena was aware she was gabbling, but she wanted to get this out before her uncle came back in from the kitchen.

Marie-Claire looked thoughtful for a while, and then she smiled. “I think you need to learn a little about French style,” she chirped. “Let’s go shopping!” Marie-Claire was obviously keen about this, and it filled her with new enthusiasm. “You cannot spend every day in that dusty museum. You will wither up and die. We will go shopping and we will have coffee and lunch. And I might buy a few things for myself,” she added. 

Athena beamed. This was going to be a new start for her. She was going to evict that sad and lonely girl she saw in the mirror today once and for all.
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ATHENA WAS UP EARLY the next morning. She was excited about her shopping expedition with Marie-Claire, but she was also quite nervous. They would probably visit some exclusive designer stores. What on earth should she wear? She couldn’t go in looking like a tramp, they’d probably throw her out. She riffled through her wardrobe, throwing everything on the bed as she rejected it. She was still staring at it all in hopeless desperation when Marie-Claire rang her doorbell. 

“Athena, you are not dressed!” she exclaimed. 

“I don’t know what to wear to go shopping,” Athena wailed miserably. 

Marie-Claire went to the bed and examined the options with pursed lips. “Goodness! You really do need to go shopping. Is this all you have?” Quickly she pulled out a pair of black pants and a fairly new white shirt Athena had bought for potential interviews. 

“Voila,” she exclaimed. “Now put it on and let’s go!” 

Marie-Claire certainly knew how to shop. Not only that, but she took great pride in teaching Athena how to put a wardrobe together that was stylish and fun. “You need to look your age, but you also want to look sophisticated and confident,” she purred as she was handing yet more items into the change room for Athena to try. 

Some of the stores they visited were works of art in themselves. Stepping into the Galeries Lafayette, Athena felt like she had been transported to another world. The store featured a huge 43-metre-high glass dome. It felt more like being in a cathedral than a store.

They had a wonderful lunch and Marie-Claire explained how Athena’s new wardrobe was going to look and what combinations she could make. This was a revelation for Athena, who had only ever bought single items she liked in the past. She never considered if she had anything else it went with. 

After lunch, they hit the makeup counters of the big department stores. The assistant explained to Athena about having a more subdued daytime look and then a more dramatic evening look. She applied makeup to Athena and held up the mirror for her to see. Athena was thrilled at the miraculous change in her appearance. “I have officially evicted the sad girl,” she murmured to herself. 

Marie-Claire also insisted on buying new clothes hangers for her purchases. “You cannot use those metal clothes hangers, Athena. They are quite disgusting, and they will ruin your clothes. Okay, I will take you home and we will organize your wardrobe.” 

Back at Athena’s apartment, they both put together the different options Marie-Claire had suggested using the items they had bought. Having a logical mind, Athena insisted on writing all the possible combinations in her journal and the occasions when she might wear them. 

Marie-Claire looked at her watch. “Oh my God, it is 6 o'clock. Olivier will think I am dead!” She put her arms around Athena and then kissed her on both cheeks. “I have had so much fun today. You are a beautiful butterfly, and you are just about to emerge from the cocoon you have imprisoned yourself in. Don’t forget to fly, my darling. I will see you soon!” And with that she was gone, and Athena was left surveying her haul. 

They had resigned most of Athena’s “too casual” looks into one of her suitcases and stashed it under the bed, so there was plenty of room for the beautiful new things. All in all, it had been a very expensive day, but Athena reminded herself that she didn’t need to worry about money. She had spent very little of the inheritance her parents had left her. The money was tainted with guilt and she had questions about it that she wasn’t allowing herself to consider at that time.

Also, Marie-Claire had cooed all day about investment pieces. The expensive trench coat, the navy blazer, those beautiful Italian shoes–all investment pieces that would last for years if she cared for them. 

Athena’s favourite piece had to be the little black dress they had acquired in a small boutique. When she looked at it on the hanger, she really wasn’t sure, but Marie-Claire had been insistent that it would be a hit. She knew her stuff. As soon as Athena put it on, she felt like a million dollars. It was beautifully tailored and slim fitting, hitting just at the knee. Paired with the expensive Italian shoes, Marie-Claire insisted it would take her anywhere from a night at the opera to an intimate bistro dinner. 

She wondered when she would have the occasion to wear all these beautiful clothes, but she was going to start by wearing some of them to work every day. It would lift her spirits and remind her that the “sad girl” was gone for good.  It was a step forward if nothing else. Perhaps if she kept taking these steps forward, she would find her way back to some sense of normalcy. Sometimes her grief felt like she was walking through thick fog without being able to find her way out.

The next morning, she was excited to get up and try out one of her fresh looks. She remembered Marie-Claire’s advice to not overdo it, but to go for sophisticated and classy. She picked out a beautiful white top, some grey pants, and an amazing pink cashmere cardigan that felt like a cloud when she was wearing it. She added one of the scarves they had purchased to pull everything together and tried out the “understated” version of the makeup. Sliding on a pair of oversized sunglasses, she threw her trench coat over her arm, and headed off for the Métro. She always headed into the museum later in the morning, so the train was not busy, and she stopped for a coffee before she had to start work.

She wasn’t being paid for her work and was really just a volunteer, so she didn’t have a start time. This year was intended as a voyage of discovery for her, and it was an amazing opportunity to be working at the Louvre. She realized how good it would look on her resume, and Olivier Fournier’s name was bound to open doors for her.  She sat at a table outside of her favourite café, where she could watch the world go by. Parisian life had always fascinated her, even as a young child. It was so vibrant and colourful, and she found the social interactions captivating; there was always so much to learn.

The sun was quite bright, so she kept her sunglasses on and turned her attention to the newspaper she found on the table. A refined voice grabbed her attention. “Good morning Athena, do you mind if I join you?” Athena shaded her eyes to see who was speaking to her, and to her horror she saw it was Patrice. She stared at him, dumbfounded. “Do you mind?” he repeated patiently. Thankfully, she found her voice. 

“No, I don’t mind at all.” 

“Thank you. I was afraid you still hated me because of the mummy joke yesterday.” 

“It is a bit of an old chestnut,” Athena laughed. 

“Old chestnut. What is that?” Patrice smiled. “It sounds like one of your intriguing English expressions.”

“You’re absolutely right. And there are a million more where that came from.” 

Athena felt a lot more at ease with him today. Her new look was definitely working wonders in the confidence arena. He ordered a coffee and sat down opposite her, blocking the sun, so she didn’t need to squint. Now that she wasn’t behaving like an idiot, she could observe him more closely. Observing people was what Athena did. She had learned so much over the years about perfect form and had studied “ideal” examples of sculpture and art. Now she transferred that knowledge to the faces of people she met, and in this instance the great and mighty Patrice, as her uncle had called him. 

“You look amazing today, Athena,” Patrice purred. “I thought how beautiful you looked yesterday, but today you are positively enchanting.” 

Athena blushed and looked down. Men had never complimented her in this way before. 

“I am sorry, my darling, I don’t mean to embarrass you. I just don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone who has quite this effect on me. Do you mind if I remove your sunglasses?” Athena shook her head, lost in the moment. Patrice reached over and gently took the sunglasses from her face. “There. That’s what was missing. Those eyes. I feel if I keep staring into those eyes, I could become lost forever.” 

There was something animal-like about Patrice, but Athena was finding it hard to place which animal. Was it a cat playing with his prey, or a snake? Athena tried to shake herself back to reality. Neither of those images was very complimentary, and she was sure someone who looked that good could not be a snake. Cats and snakes could both be dangerous in the wrong situation, she pondered.

She wondered how old he was. The streaks of grey suggested he was older than her. Maybe mid to late thirties, she thought. It was hard to tell, and she never was particularly good at guessing ages. She looked down at his perfectly manicured fingernails. This was a man who looked after himself. 

Feeling claustrophobic, she had the sudden feeling she had to get away. “It was lovely to see you again, Patrice, but I really have to go.” And with that she threw some coins on the table for her coffee, grabbed her trench coat and sunglasses and made a run for it, making a conscious note not to have coffee there again. As she retreated, she did not see Patrice’s slow, lazy smile, like the cat who got the cream. 

She rushed into the museum flustered and red in the face, and immediately felt foolish. Why was she allowing this man to have this effect on her? She was used to being around men in close proximity in her line of work, and she got on well with men generally. Admittedly, she did not have much experience with them intimately, but that was her choice, after all. 

She busied herself with her work, trying to put those confusing thoughts to the back of her mind. She wasn’t sure why he was so disconcerting, and it filled her with a combination of attraction and terror. Just the thought of it made her shiver a little. She was also aware that she felt more alive than she had done for a long time.

Glancing up from her work, she saw Olivier heading into his office with another man. Tall with sandy brown hair and dressed casually in khakis and a denim shirt, he looked somewhat familiar. They both disappeared inside, closing the door, and Athena turned back to her work, thinking no more about it. 

An hour or so must have passed and Athena looked up, distracted by what sounded like her uncle shouting. It was so unusual to hear him raise his voice and she looked across at his office with concern. She thought about the stranger she had seen entering the office with him and wondered if she should check if everything was okay. 

She started to walk in that direction with the intention of knocking and giving an excuse to talk to Olivier when the door suddenly opened, and he emerged looking a little red in the face. As soon as he saw Athena walking towards them he looked like he was making an effort to compose himself and he smiled at her.

“Is everything alright?” she asked with concern in her voice. “I heard you shouting.”

“Yes, yes of course,” he replied. “We were just having a lively discussion about a piece of research. You know how boorish I can be about these things.”

It seemed obvious that he was trying to conceal something from her, but she didn’t feel it was her place to question him about it, particularly not in front of his mysterious visitor who had not yet emerged from Olivier’s office. As the man came into view, it became apparent why he looked familiar.

“Of course, you already met Dr. Latimer in Oxford, didn’t you. I quite forgot.”

Jack Latimer stepped out from behind Olivier, and she took in his appearance. He was just as good looking as she’d remembered him. She couldn’t help but compare him with Patrice: one with his haughty, aristocratic good looks and this handsome American who was more like a diamond in the rough, both devastating in very different ways.

He shot her a sheepish smile that made his eyes crease at the corners. In some small way he reminded her of her father and the thought sent an unexpected knot of grief to her stomach.

He stepped forward and took her outstretched hand, looking into her eyes with a searing intensity. “Athena, it’s lovely to see you again. I’m so sorry I didn’t call you. I just didn’t know what to do after the accident. I was devastated. I’m so sorry, I can’t even imagine ...” His voice trailed off and he looked at her sadly.

Athena shifted nervously on her feet, unable to respond. She would prefer it if people didn’t offer their sympathies. It didn’t help, and it actually made her feel worse, not better. 

He looked thoughtful for a moment before he said, “It would be really good to sit down and have that dinner we’d planned. I’m in Paris for a couple of days. Maybe we could talk about some of the antiquities your dad collected and some of his research. I’m sure you were very familiar with his work, and you can tell me what you’re going to do about that book you were writing together. What do you think?”

Olivier broke into the conversation before she could respond. “That is completely out of the question, Dr. Latimer. She has been through enough already. I won’t have you dragging this up again and upsetting her. Hamish Duncan was my best friend and a good man. I won’t have his name sullied.”

Athena stood open-mouthed at this outburst. She had no idea what her uncle was talking about, but there was obviously some animosity between him and Jack Latimer.  She had known Olivier all her life, and she had never seen him quite that agitated. She looked at him with questioning eyes, but he merely frowned and shook his head, as if he didn’t want to discuss it. 

Jack looked a little irritated at her uncle’s intervention and opened his mouth as if he were going to say something, but then thought better of it and extended his hand to Olivier instead. “Thank you for meeting with me, Olivier. I hope there are no hard feelings, and that you understand that we are both on the same side here.”

Olivier took his hand somewhat grudgingly before Jack turned to Athena. “It was a pleasure to see you again, Athena. I sincerely hope it won’t be the last time.”

As he turned on his heels and walked towards the exit, Olivier let out a long sigh. “Please don’t ask me about this, Athena. I can’t tell you what my problem with Jack Latimer is, but just know that I am trying to protect your father’s memory and spare you from any more pain.” 

He looked anxious and continued to rant. “He comes charging in here with some ridiculous theory. It’s absurd.”

Athena felt cheated by his response. He was behaving in the same way her father had before he died, concealing things from her that she was able to cope with. It annoyed her that everyone treated her like a fragile child. She knew that she had been through a lot, but that wasn’t going away anytime soon, and it would be far better if she knew the truth about what her father had been withholding from her.

“Is there something I should know about my father?” she asked. “I know he was hiding something from me when he died, and I can’t help thinking it has something to do with the accident. You know what I think I saw that day.”

He looked at her with sadness in his eyes. “I knew your father better than anyone; he was an honest man. It doesn’t pay to dwell on things too much. What happened to your parents was a tragic accident, nothing more. You need to let things go and move on.”

She wished she were able to speak with Jack Latimer about this, but her uncle had dismissed him out of hand, and without his phone number she had no way of knowing how to contact him. She knew he worked at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, but it would be pointless contacting them, as he obviously wasn’t there at the moment and she seriously doubted they would give out his personal information.

In any event, she resolved to dig deeper into this. She knew what she had seen that day, despite Olivier’s doubts, and she wasn’t going to let it drop until she discovered the truth.
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As she left that afternoon, she was shocked to see Patrice sitting on a short wall outside. He had changed into more casual clothes, and the jeans and blazer made him look younger than he had earlier. Athena wondered if he had seen her and thought about heading back into the museum and heading out of the other exit so she could avoid him, but with that he turned his face directly to her and smiled, as if he knew she had been there all the time.

“Athena, I have been waiting for you.” She braced herself and walked down the steps towards him as if drawn by some strange magnetic force. “Are you hungry? Would you come and have something to eat with me?” 

Athena had to admit that she was hungry. “Okay,” she said cautiously, “but not for too long.” 

“My car is just around the corner, not very far,” and with that he grabbed her elbow and turned her away from the museum and towards the busy street. After walking for a short distance, Athena noticed a black limousine parked at the side of the road with darkened windows. “There is my driver,” he said. 

Oh my God, he has a limo and a driver, she thought. Who is this man? The driver shot out of the car when he saw Patrice approach and held the door open for them both to get in the back seat. Athena wasn’t sure she felt comfortable being confined in the back of the car with Patrice, but he was a gentleman, and they sat far away from each other, like bookends. He gave his driver instructions on where to go and soon they were embroiled in Paris traffic. 

Athena looked out the window and drank in the atmosphere of this beautiful city. Patrice also looked out of the window and did not make conversation. Athena allowed her breathing to settle, and she felt a little more comfortable. Soon they pulled up at the entrance of a chic bistro and Athena waited as the driver came to her door and took her hand to help her out. She thanked him and smiled, and he returned the greeting. Placing his hand in the small of her back, Patrice guided her into the bistro, where the owner and waiter greeted him warmly. He was obviously well-known here. “Monsieur Moreau. Such a pleasure to see you again! I have your usual table ready for you. Good evening, mademoiselle. So nice to see you too.” 

The owner led them to a corner booth, which was enclosed with a wall. The table was spacious, but very private. “Do you come here often?” Athena asked, already knowing the answer. 

“I have been coming here for years. The staff are very discreet, and the food is wonderful.”  

Athena wondered why discretion was a necessity, but she didn’t ask. The waiter brought water and menus, and Patrice ordered a bottle of wine. When it arrived, he tried a little, rolling it around in his glass before tasting it. 

He nodded his approval at the waiter who then turned to Athena. “Wine, mademoiselle?” 

Athena thought it was a little early to be getting into red wine, but she didn’t want to appear gauche, so she smiled and nodded. The menu was amazing, and Athena had trouble choosing. She normally ate a lot, but she was feeling nervous, so she just went with a salad. 

She looked across at Patrice as he drank his wine. “Who are you, Patrice?” she asked, a little too directly. He smiled at her question, clearly amused. 

“I am the answer to all your dreams,” he whispered teasingly. Athena felt the colour rise to her face. 

“I didn’t mean that,” she said. “I meant tell me about yourself.” 

“I know what you meant,” he said. “Why do you want to know? Is it important, or are you just making conversation?” Athena narrowed her eyes and looked deep into his smiling face. She wasn’t sure if he was being flippant or if he was hiding something. 

“I would like to know who I am having dinner with,” she said with a little edge to her voice. 

“Okay, darling, if you insist. My name is Patrice Moreau, as I am sure you have already gathered, and I work in the department of antiquities both here in France and sometimes in Egypt. I don’t live in Paris. I live in a city called Reims, about an hour and a half from here. My job means I sometimes travel a lot, but at the moment I am home for a while. And as you also know, I have a sister called Marie-Claire, and she is currently in a relationship with your uncle. Except he’s not really your uncle, is he? More of a family friend. There, do you feel better now that you know a little about me?” 

Before she could speak, he continued, “I, of course, already know a lot about you. You are Athena Duncan, daughter of eminent archeologist Hamish Duncan, who died in a car crash in Crete just over eight months ago. Your mother also died in the crash, but somehow you escaped. You followed your father into archeology, and you have all the signs of being as brilliant as he was. Your mother was from a wealthy Greek family, and they named you after your father’s favourite Greek goddess–Athena, goddess of wisdom and war. Oh, and you are also the most beautiful and interesting young woman I have met in a long time, which is why we are here this evening. There, how did I do?” 

Athena didn’t know what to say. He had condensed the crashing loss of her parents into a couple of brief sentences, showing no softness or sympathy. She stared down at the table. “Have I offended you?” he asked. 

“No, you haven’t offended me. I’m just not used to hear someone discuss my parents’ deaths quite so precisely as that.” 

“I am sorry, Athena. Please forgive my bluntness. I can be quite direct at times.” 

“No kidding,” Athena muttered under her breath, taking a large gulp of wine. 

With that, the food arrived, and her mood lightened. The salad she ordered was amazing, and it was followed by an incredible chocolate mousse. The wine loosened Athena’s tongue, and she chatted away about her time at Oxford and digs she had been on. Patrice listened intently, watching her the whole time, but he didn’t make much conversation himself. Obviously not a man of many words, she thought. 

He looked thoughtful for a moment as if he were considering what to say. “As you know, I work in antiquities, and I am very interested to hear about some of the artifacts your father found over the years. Tell me about the things he has found recently, in the last couple of years particularly. Olivier tells me you are completing your father’s book. Is this what you will be writing about?”

Athena thought it was a very odd request. He was being very specific about what he wanted to know, and she wondered why he was asking. “Well, I’m not sure I’m going to be writing that book now. It was always going to be a joint project, and now that Dad’s gone I’m not sure my heart would be in it. Plus, I feel I only have half the story. He did leave some very detailed journals about his digs and the stuff he found.”

Patrice looked interested. “Did he visit Egypt in the past couple of years?”

Athena thought back. “Yes, about six months before the accident. Only for a conference though, not for a dig. Why do you ask?”

She watched an unusual expression pass over his face, as if he were guarding his true thoughts. “I was just interested. When one works in a particular area, it’s always interesting to hear about the people who find the artifacts. Did he keep anything at home of any value?”

She looked incredulous. This guy obviously didn’t know her father at all. “Absolutely not. Everything was carefully documented and ended up in museums.” She paused, feeling a little rattled. “What do you actually do for the department of antiquities?”

He took a sip of wine before he answered. “I am involved in cultural heritage and particularly the repatriation of antiquities. The Egyptian people have lost a huge part of their cultural heritage over the years, through the looting of tombs and through theft. There is a movement to return all these items to their native country, where they belong.”

Athena looked thoughtful. As an archeologist, she was well aware of the arguments both for and against repatriation of artifacts. She had a strange feeling that she needed to defend her father. She wasn’t quite sure what was going on, but this was no casual conversation, and she was starting to feel decidedly uncomfortable. 

Patrice glanced at his watch before looking up and giving her a captivating smile. “I have had a wonderful evening. I will get Henri to drive you home, but before you go, I have a question to ask you. Do you like opera? I have tickets for La Bohème tomorrow evening, and I wondered if you would go with me?” 

Athena’s eyes lit up. She had always loved going to the Paris Opera House, and La Bohème was her favourite. All thoughts of the danger of this man and his intrusive questions were lost in the anticipation of the evening ahead. 

“I would love to go!” she gasped a little too enthusiastically. 

“Wonderful! I can’t wait, darling.”

He walked her out to the car and asked for her address. He had a few words with Henri about dropping Athena at her apartment and then turned his attention to her. “Just one thing, Athena. I would prefer you do not tell your uncle or Marie-Claire about our evening tomorrow. It is best that they don’t know. They are both very protective of you, and they don’t think very highly of me.” 

Before she had time to protest, he lifted her chin and kissed her gently on her cheek. It was an innocent enough gesture, but Athena felt something stir deep inside her that she had never experienced before. It filled her with a mixture of fear and excitement. She wasn’t sure whether she should run away or let it consume her like fire. 

He stared into her eyes with a softness she hadn’t yet witnessed. “As I said earlier, those eyes will be my downfall. I will pick you up at 6:30 tomorrow. Thank you for this evening.” And with that, he turned the collar up on his jacket and strolled off down the street into the light mist that was forming. 

“Ready mademoiselle?” Henri’s voice snapped her back to reality. 

“Oh yes. Sorry, Henri. Thank you.” He opened the door, and she climbed into the expansive limousine. She felt so small in the car on her own and wondered why Patrice was not coming with them.
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The next day dragged on for Athena. She felt guilty about not telling her uncle she was going out with Patrice, but she reasoned with herself that at 24, she was an adult and capable of making her own decisions. She had stopped off at the café for a morning coffee where she had bumped into Patrice a day earlier, hoping to see him again. She chided herself for her disappointment when he did not come. For goodness sakes Athena, don’t be such a child. You’re going to mess this up with your neediness. She had a habit of talking to herself, as if she were her own moral compass. 

At 4 o’clock she headed for the doors. She wanted to make sure she was back in plenty of time to get ready. She knew exactly what she was going to wear, and she had gone over it in her mind several times during the day. It was the occasion she had been waiting for to wear that awfully expensive little black dress she had purchased with Marie-Claire on their shopping expedition. She would wear the black leather Italian pumps and one of her mother’s diamond necklaces with matching earrings.

She drew her hair up into a chic up-do and applied the nighttime make-up the assistant in the department store had helped her choose. Her hands were shaking a little, and she hoped she wouldn’t mess it up. To keep her shoulders warm, she would take the exotic cashmere and silk shawl she had picked up in India a few years ago. It had been outrageously expensive, but she had fallen in love with the fabric and blown all her spending money on it. She examined herself in the full-length mirror on the back of her bathroom door and was happy with the result. 

She was a little early; it was only 6:15. She wondered whether she should indulge in a quick glass of wine for Dutch courage, but she didn’t want to ruin her lipstick. She grabbed her black embroidered clutch and shoved in a credit card, lipstick, her phone, some tissues, and some cash. She wanted to pack a brush for her hair, but it would never fit in this purse. She squeezed a small comb in and figured it would have to do. 

While she was waiting, she took a quick selfie and texted her friends Juan and Mallory back in Oxford, “Hot date with a hot man,” she wrote. Juan replied immediately with lots of inappropriate comments and advice and a slew of equally inappropriate emojis, some of which she didn’t even recognize. 

At 6:30 precisely, the doorbell to her apartment rang, and she felt like her stomach did a backflip. She opened the door, and in her doorway stood a man so beautiful the angels would weep. Patrice was wearing a beautifully tailored tuxedo with a white shirt and black tie. He looked like he had spent as much time on his appearance as she had. Athena looked at him, thinking he could be a model in one of those expensive watch commercials.

He looked her up and down slowly and then looked into her eyes. “My God, Athena, you look like Audrey Hepburn.” 

“Is that good?” she asked a little nervously. 

“Oh yes, that is very good.” He looked genuinely astonished. 

“Well, you can thank your sister,” she laughed. “She transformed my wardrobe last week.” 

“My sister has excellent taste,” he murmured, “as do I.” And with that grasped her chin and kissed her on the cheek. The same feeling washed over her she had experienced the night before and she felt a little light-headed. 

“I think we should head out, Athena, before my desire to go to the opera leaves me completely.” She locked the door, and they both headed out into the cool Parisian air. 

Henri was waiting downstairs with the car. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, mademoiselle.” 

“It’s nice to see you too, Henri.” She smiled as she eased herself into the car. The dress was well-fitted, and getting in and out of cars was clearly going to be a challenge. Climbing into the car had exposed her legs, and she tugged at her dress to readjust it. She looked up to see Patrice staring at her legs, a look of amusement on his face. 

“Don’t worry, Athena. I have no intentions of ravaging you in my car.” Athena’s face coloured, and he drew his finger across her face. “I’m just teasing you,” he whispered. “You are too sensitive. Is it okay if I hold your hand?” Athena nodded, and he took her hand in his, entwining his fingers around hers. 

Athena looked at their hands together–his tanned and beautifully manicured, and hers small in comparison. The red nail polish she had applied glowed against her olive skin. “Don’t be nervous. You are going to have a wonderful evening. I will make sure of it.” His words touched her, and she smiled across at him. “There I go again, getting lost in those eyes,” he whispered. At that moment Athena thought he was the most romantic and exciting man she had ever met. She thought back to her experiences with boys at university and their awkward pick-up banter. It was nothing like this. She felt like she was being pulled deeper into his spell and she couldn’t stop herself from falling. 

Before long, Henri was pulling up in front of the Palais Garnier. It was a building Athena had loved since she was a child, and she always marvelled at the sumptuous architecture. As a child it had reminded her of a castle in a fairy tale, with the huge sweeping staircase fanning out at either side. They took their seats, which Athena noted were the best in the house. 

As the lights dimmed, Patrice took her hand and she prepared to be immersed in the whole experience. It was an incredible production and as usual, she cried at the sad bits. She was aware of Patrice watching her with a gentle look. She was also aware that she should not allow herself to cry too much as she would ruin her carefully applied make-up. She dived into her purse and retrieved a tissue to dab at her tears. At the end the audience stood and clapped and cheered and it was over. Athena felt like it had transported her to another world, and now it was time to leave. 

“Are you hungry, Athena?” She had to think for a moment. She had been so wrapped up in the opera she hadn’t thought about her hunger. 

“I think I am,” she said, a little surprised. Patrice laughed, then pulled out his phone and spoke to Henri. 

“Henri will pick us up outside and then we can get something to eat.” Athena watched multitudes of limos picking up people outside, and then finally Henri arrived. He ran around to open the door for her. 

“Did you enjoy your evening, mademoiselle?” 

“Oh, I did Henri. It was wonderful.  La Bohème is my favourite!” The older man smiled at her excitement. 

“Mine too,” he replied gently. 

Henri quickly drove them to the bistro they had visited the previous evening. The owner greeted them with the same enthusiasm. “Monsieur Moreau, wonderful to see you again so soon. And mademoiselle, such a pleasure.” 

Athena didn’t honestly taste the meal. She chatted on excitedly about the opera whilst Patrice sat quietly beside her, watching her with a gentle smile. At one point she said, “I’m sorry, Patrice. Am I talking too much?” 

“No, Athena. I am enjoying listening to you talk.” As the evening drew to a close, Patrice approached the owner and Athena watched him produce an expensive bottle of brandy. Patrice came back to their table. “I thought we would have our brandy at your place. Do you have glasses?” he asked casually. Athena felt something rise up inside her. She wasn’t sure if it was panic or excitement. They climbed into the car and Henri headed to Montparnasse.
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When they got to the apartment Athena watched Patrice talk quietly to Henri, but she couldn’t hear what he was saying. “Good night, mademoiselle,” Henri called to her as he climbed into the driver’s seat. “I hope to see you again soon.”  Athena echoed his sentiments and turned to Patrice, who was holding the double doors to her building open for her. It was a beautiful old building that Athena had loved from the moment she’d first seen it. She was always drawn to architecture rather than amenities and had chosen this apartment over one with a swimming pool because she loved the style of the building. They walked into the elevator, and Patrice took her hand and kissed it gently. She felt as if electricity was surging through her body and she wanted to pull her hand away, but she didn’t have the power to do it. 

When they got to the apartment, Patrice produced the brandy he had tucked away inside his jacket. Athena shed her wrap and put her purse in the closet, and then she went to the kitchen to find glasses. Luckily, the kitchen was well-equipped, and she found two brandy glasses on the top shelf of one of the cabinets. She brought them into the living room, where Patrice had seated himself on her couch. She noted he had removed his jacket and tie and he had undone his top button. He took the glasses from her and poured equal amounts in each glass. 

She looked at him cautiously. “I don’t normally drink neat brandy.” 

He smiled at her. “Like all good things, you have to do it slowly. If you drink it too quickly, it will burn your throat. Take a tiny sip and savour it.” 

She took the glass from him and followed his instructions. The first sip slipped down her throat and felt like fire, but she liked the way it made her feel. There was something about Patrice that made her feel like a child. He seemed so full of knowledge of the ways of the world. He was refined and elegant and would fit into any surroundings. Next to him Athena felt lacking in worldly knowledge, despite the fact she had travelled extensively all her life. 

“How does that feel?” he asked her. 

“It feels good,” she said shyly. 

There was something she needed to tackle, and she wanted to get it out of the way. Head-on was normally the best way to do these things, so she went for it. “I think you should know, Patrice, that I don’t do sex.” He had been drinking when she spoke, and he choked a little on his brandy. She could tell he was trying not to laugh. 

“What do you mean, you don’t do sex?  Have you never had sex before?” Athena could see he found the whole thing amusing, and she felt annoyed. 

“Oh, no. I’ve had sex before. Twice. I didn’t like it and I’m not doing it again, so if you have any ideas, please get them out of your head now.” 

He looked at her without smiling. “How old are you, Athena?” 

“You know how old I am. I’m 24.” 

He moved over to sit closer to her. “And what might have happened to you in your brief life to make you deny yourself the single most wonderful experience known to man. Tell me about your experiences.” Athena felt awkward and embarrassed, and she was wishing she hadn’t brought the subject up, so she stared at her hands and said nothing. 

“How old were the men you had sex with Athena?” 

“About the same age as me,” she said miserably. 

“And how old were you at the time?” 

“Eighteen the first time and 19 the second.” 

Patrice looked thoughtful and pressed her gently. “Tell me about it, Athena. Did they hurt you?” 

Athena didn’t like the way this conversation was going, but she felt she had to answer. “It was rushed and messy and yes, it was painful.” 

Patrice took her hand in his. “It sounds to me like you were on the receiving end of some very inexperienced partners, Athena. Lovemaking should never be rushed, and it certainly shouldn’t be painful. You just weren’t ready. I see it as a man’s role to make sure a woman receives the ultimate pleasure. Only then is she ready.”

Athena covered her red face with her hands. This was just all too embarrassing. Patrice moved towards her and gently pulled her hands away. “You are a beautiful young woman, Athena, and you are denying yourself a lifetime of pleasure. Would you like me to show you the kind of pleasure you can experience?” Athena stared at him. She desperately wanted him in a way she had never wanted a man before, but her words and her courage failed her. “I need you to say yes, Athena. Otherwise I cannot touch you.” 

The word slipped out of her mouth as an almost inaudible whisper. “Yes.”

“Okay, we are going to go slowly because I can see you are afraid. Come to me Athena, I want to kiss you.” Patrice stood up and took her hand. Slowly she moved from her space on the couch and took a step towards him. He gently caressed the side of her face with his hand, and then he slowly lowered his face until their lips were touching. 

He started by placing very soft kisses on her lips until she softened and opened her mouth to him. He explored her lips with his tongue, and she felt her core tightening and warming. She responded by echoing his moves and he moaned softly. It was the sweetest sound she had ever heard. “Does that feel good, Athena? I would like to take this slowly, but you are driving me crazy.” He stepped back and took a breath. “I’m going to remove my shirt. Is that okay with you?” She nodded, her mind in a haze of wanting. “Why don’t you unbutton it for me?” Athena’s hands were shaking as she unbuttoned his shirt. 

All the time he stroked her shoulders with his hands, reassuring her and coaxing her on. Once the last button was free, he removed his shirt in an effortless motion, and she stared at his chest. He really was a beautiful man. He obviously spent a lot of time at the gym, and she could clearly see the lines of his abdominal muscles. He held her close to him and she ran her hands over his naked back.

The movement energized her, spurring her on. He continued kissing her with a little more insistence, and she returned his attention eagerly. Her head was spinning, and she wondered if she was dreaming. None of it felt real. 

“I think it’s time we got you out of that dress. Is that okay with you?” The fact he was asking permission every step of the way gave her confidence, and the desire building inside her was pushing her past the point of no return. Athena turned her back to him. 

“It unzips at the back,” she whispered. Patrice pulled the zipper down silently and she stepped out of the dress. Amazingly, he took it to her closet in the bedroom and hung it on a hanger. 

“It’s a beautiful dress. We must take care of it,” he said as he returned.

She was still facing away from him, wearing expensive black lace panties and and a bra purchased on her shopping trip with Marie-Claire. She heard him approach her. “Turn around, Athena. I want to look at you.” She turned around slowly and looked at him, and his face betrayed his desire for her. “Oh, my God. I think you were made in heaven. Just look at you.” 

Her hair was still caught up in her smart updo, which gave him an unobstructed view of her beautiful olive-coloured breasts and smooth stomach. With one step, he covered her in an embrace that seemed to sweep over her. She could tell he was trying to be considerate and controlled, but she could feel the swelling in his pants as he pressed himself against her. 

He swept her up easily in his arms. “I think it’s time we went to your bedroom.” And with that, he carried her to her room. When he had been putting away her dress, he had turned on the soft side lights that cast a golden glow around the room. He gently laid her on the bed. “Are you warm enough, darling?” he asked. She nodded. Was he kidding? She felt like she was on fire, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. 

“Are you okay if I remove your underwear?” he asked, his voice heavy with emotion. She nodded, and he expertly removed her bra. He took her breasts in his hands and massaged them gently before lowering his face to her nipples and kissing them gently. He used his tongue to play with them and she felt her control dissolve. 

She raked her fingers through his hair and moaned softly. 

“It looks like you are enjoying that.” She didn’t respond but pushed his head down so he wouldn’t stop. He traced his finger down from her breasts to the top of her panties and gently put his finger under the top of the lace. She lifted her hips off the bed as he pulled at the fabric to make it easier for him, and he noticed the wetness between her legs that had been there since he kissed her. He smiled that slow, lazy smile. “I can see you are getting ready for me, Athena, but we are not quite there yet.” 

He stood up from the bed and unbuckled his belt, slowly unzipping his fly and removing his pants. Athena was a little shocked at his hardness. She had never seen a man naked like that before. Her previous sexual experiences had been pretty hurried, and nakedness had not been a necessity. Sure, she’d seen some pretty suggestive Greek statues, but not like this. The beauty of his naked form in the height of his desire dazzled her. 

He laid down beside her and began gently running his finger lower and lower until his hand was on her most sensitive part. She allowed her legs to drop open, and he rubbed her gently with his finger in small circles, making her moan in pleasure. She had masturbated herself to orgasm before, but a man had never made her come. His experienced fingers seemed to know just where to touch her to increase her pleasure, but then as her excitement was mounting, he would move them away from that exquisite spot and rub her gently up and down. He gently slid one finger inside and massaged the smooth, delicate tissues.

“You are so tight, my love. I can’t wait to be inside you, but first I am going to make you come like never before.” Keeping a finger inside, he returned to the spot that gave her the most pleasure and quickened his movements. Suddenly, in an eruption of emotion, she came, convulsing and crying out with pleasure. He kissed her hungrily “God Athena, you are such a turn on. I can’t control myself with you.” He reached down to grab the condoms he had brought with him and tore the packet open, sheathing himself quickly. “Okay, my darling, I don’t want to rush this. The last thing I want to do is hurt you and you have such a tight little pussy. Just relax and let me help you.” 

Athena was too far gone to worry about pain. He guided her hips onto a pillow and slowly pushed himself inside her, watching her face. She felt the fullness of him enter her, but he didn’t thrust, making sure she was comfortable with everything he was doing. He worked himself inside her slowly, and she could feel him rubbing against the sensitive spot that he had activated earlier. 

“It feels so good, Patrice,” she moaned. “Push harder, please push harder.” He started to thrust his hips, watching her face for any discomfort. As he thrust more quickly, she felt her passion rise again and before long she came again with tears glistening in her eyes. The sight of her ecstasy quickened his own orgasm, and his rhythmic thrusting became deeper and more insistent. With one final thrust, his face contorted, and his pleasure was complete. 

He stayed inside her, covering her face with soft, gentle kisses. “My beautiful girl. You are so perfect, and I am so lucky.” As she recovered, he leaned on one elbow and stared down at her seriously. “How was that Athena? Was that better than the other occasions?”  

“That was fucking amazing,” she squeaked. 

He threw his head back and laughed. “And this was the pleasure you wanted to deny yourself.” 

“I didn’t know it could be like this,” she said in amazement. 

“Well, there’s lots more to come. That was just the beginning of our journey.” Athena’s eyes glowed in excitement at the thought of a journey with Patrice. He kissed her and sat up. “Do you mind if I take a shower? I have to go soon.” 

Athena looked confused. “You’re going? You can’t stay?” He turned back gently towards her. “No, my love, I can’t stay. But we will do this again soon. I promise.” And with that he grabbed his clothes, and she heard the hot water turn on in the shower as he washed away the events of the evening. 

When he came back into the room he was dressed and looking much like when he’d met her this evening, except he was lacking his tie, which he retrieved from the couch. He came and sat on the bed next to her. “You look like a goddess lying there,” he sighed, kissing her gently on the lips. “I just need to say a few things before I go.” He took a breath before he started, making her a little uneasy. 

“You and I cannot have a relationship, Athena. At least not the sort of relationship you might want. I want to be very honest with you about what we can and can’t have. We can have amazing sex like we had tonight. We can have meals in our favourite bistro. We might have the occasional trip to the opera, but we cannot be seen to be dating or having a relationship. I will treat you like the goddess I know you are, but please know this is not forever. When it is time to say goodbye, we will do so with sadness, knowing that our love was always going to be short-lived.” 

Athena stared at him, dumbfounded. A stormy darkness covered her beautiful grey eyes. “Are you married?” she said flatly. 

“No, but I understand why you ask that.” 

Athena sat in silence for a moment. “Well, you certainly know how to sweep a girl off her feet, then drop her from a height.” 

He took her face in his hands. “I like you, Athena, very much. I think we could have some amazing times together, and you still have so much to learn.” He smiled. “Tonight was just a taste of what is to come.” Athena didn’t see how sex could get any better, but it intrigued her. “I will leave the ball in your court, as you English say. This is my number, and this is the only number you should try to reach me on.” He handed her a blank business card with a handwritten telephone number. “If you would like to see me again, you can call me. If not, I will understand. You are a beautiful young woman, Athena. Men should be lining up to date you.” 

“You didn’t pass them on your way in, did you?” she asked petulantly. 

“Now don’t be sulky darling, it doesn’t suit you,” he said in a rather patronizing way. As he headed for the door, Athena called after him. 

“Thank you for taking me to the opera, Patrice. It was an amazing evening.” He smiled at her over his shoulder and blew her a kiss. 

“You are amazing, Athena,” he called. And then he was gone. 

Athena flopped down onto the bed, feeling totally defeated. She felt foolish and naïve for having put her trust in a man who was only interested in a casual relationship. He could have at least told her that before they’d had sex, although she wondered if that would have really made any difference.

She was beginning to wonder if she could trust anyone in this world. She had adored her father, but it was becoming increasingly obvious that whatever he was hiding from her was a bigger deal that he had acknowledged. There was a nagging doubt in the back of her mind that he had done something that had brought about the accident, but it was almost too much to bear. She knew how much he loved her and her mother, and the thought that something he had done would put them in harm’s way seemed incredible.

In addition, Olivier was acting strangely, and she still hadn’t understood what caused his spat with Jack Latimer. What was it that Jack had said that upset her uncle so much, and what did he mean about protecting her father’s memory? Had he accused her father of something untoward? She couldn’t think of anything that her father might have done that would put him under a cloud of suspicion. 

Turning things over in her mind, she considered Patrice’s actions. Like Jack, he had shown a strangely intense interest in her father’s work and particularly the artifacts he had recovered. She wondered if the two things were linked and racked her brains about the events leading up to the accident. 

Patrice had asked if Hamish had travelled to Egypt, and she remembered him going to a conference for about a week, six months before he died. What stuck in her mind very clearly was the fact that shortly after her father returned from Egypt, he and her mother had a blazing row, and she could hear them yelling in his study. What was unusual was that she had never known them argue ever before this incident, aside from light-hearted banter. They were a devoted couple, but something had seriously angered her mother on this particular evening. 

A shiver ran through her as she considered the possibilities. Something must have happened during that trip to Egypt. Whatever it was had angered her mother and had put Hamish under suspicion from both Patrice and Jack Latimer. It had to involve artifacts, as both Jack and Patrice wanted to know about that in particular. 

There was a nagging thought at the back of her head that perhaps her father hadn’t been who she’d thought he was, but it seemed too awful to even consider. 

She showered and changed for bed, washing away the remaining vestiges of her passionate night with Patrice. She knew she had to get to the bottom of all this, but asking about it outright was getting her nowhere. She realized she would have to do some digging of her own to find out exactly what happened in Crete and what her father had been hiding from her. One thing was for sure: she knew she couldn’t trust anyone. 
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Athena turned the card over in her fingers thoughtfully. It had been three days since her night with Patrice, and she really wanted to see him again. He had awakened something in her that she hadn’t even known existed, and now she wanted to experience that feeling again. For months, all she had experienced was the intense grief of the loss of her parents. 

She could see that Patrice could become like a drug to her, and that thought disturbed her. She spent her days daydreaming about the amazing sex and the things they could do together, only to bring herself back to earth with a bump by reminding herself he didn’t want a “real” relationship and that he probably had an ulterior motive in getting involved with her in the first place. 

It was hard not to feel angry and betrayed, and she wished he’d told her he wasn’t interested in a relationship before the earth-moving sex. She also spent hours pondering why he was so secretive and the reasons behind it. He said he wasn’t married, and she believed him. She had no reason to doubt him; he had been honest about everything else. Or had he? 

She thought back to the way he questioned her about her father. She couldn’t help feeling there was a link between his work in the department of antiquities and his interest in her dad’s artifacts. He hadn’t asked her any direct questions, and this only infuriated her more.

At other times, she cursed herself for being so childish about it. Did she really want a relationship, anyway? She’d done pretty well without them in the past. She had never been a person who needed groups of friends or admirers around her. More often than not, she was too immersed in some piece of research or book to be interested in socializing. 

Much of her socializing until now had been with her parents. There were often balls to attend at Oxford, and then her mother’s famous dinner parties were always fun. Her mother always made sure there were a handful of young men to pay court to Athena, although she usually ended up in a quiet corner with her father and his friends discussing archeology. “The apple never falls far from the tree,” her mother would say in amusement. 

Her mother’s parties were an excuse for her to perform. Konnie had an amazing singing voice, which Athena had inherited. Music lessons from the age of three ensured she was also an accomplished pianist, and Konnie and Athena would entertain their guests with a selection of songs from Frank Sinatra and Ella Fitzgerald. Her father would sit in his chair in the living room, tapping his foot and beaming with pride. “My girls are both stars,” he would enthuse to his friends, to much agreement. 

A couple of days later Athena’s musical prowess came into the conversation at the dinner table when she was visiting Olivier and Marie-Claire. She had been careful not to mention her date with Patrice as he had requested, and she didn’t ask about him for fear it would alert them to her interest. 

She noticed that Marie-Claire was much quieter that night than was usual and she asked her if anything was wrong.

“I’m supposed to be holding a small dinner party at my apartment next week, and the entertainment I booked has let me down. It’s too late to find anyone at such short notice, but I really don’t want to cancel,” she said with a frown.

Although Marie-Claire and Olivier lived together mostly at his place, she had retained her apartment which was larger and more modern. It had a beautiful view and was furnished in a unique style. 

Athena thought for a moment before she said, “I might be able to help you out with that. I could play the piano and sing a few numbers. I’m not promising I’ll be any good. I haven’t sung or played since Mum died.”

Marie-Claire brightened immediately, “You would do that for me?”

“Of course. After everything you’ve done for me, it’s the least I could do. I only hope I’m good enough. I’ll definitely need to practice.”

Marie-Claire beamed. “Thank you, my love; you have saved my bacon, as you English like to say.” Athena laughed to hear her use the expression in her French intonation. “I have a grand piano which is never used,” she continued. “But it was tuned recently. I will give you some keys to my apartment, and you can practice as much as you like. It will keep you out of that dusty museum for a while.” 

“What was that about the dusty museum?” Olivier snorted from behind his paper. 

“Athena is going to sing at our dinner party, darling. Isn’t that wonderful?” 

Olivier looked wistfully at Athena. “You always did have a voice like an angel.” 

“Not like an angel; like a goddess,” Marie-Claire trilled, and she danced around the small apartment, happy that her soiree was going to be a hit. 

“What kind of music would you like me to play?” Athena asked. 

“I’m not sure, what do you think?” 

Olivier folded his paper. “You should sing some of the songs you used to sing with your dear mama, Athena. You two were always a hit.” Olivier had been present at some of their dinner parties at Oxford, before he met Marie-Claire. 

Marie-Claire riffled through her purse and came out with the keys to the apartment. “Ta-da,” she sang. Then she wrote the address of the apartment on a slip of notepaper. “I will call Victor, the concierge, and let him know my niece is coming to play the piano.” She smiled. It touched Athena that she used that term. They were not related, and yet they felt like family. 

The dinner party was only a week away, and the thought of it distracted Athena. She put Patrice’s card in the back of her purse and decided not to call. He can bloody well stew for a while, she thought. The next day she followed Marie-Claire’s directions to the apartment for a practice session. She talked to the concierge at the front desk, who treated her like an old friend. 

“Ah, you are Marie-Claire’s niece. She told me you were coming. I will take you up.” He pushed the call button for the elevator, and they travelled up 10 floors. He chatted amiably on the way, talking about the weather and his arthritis. Athena liked him a lot. When they got to the apartment, he helped her with the keys. “If you need anything, just press zero on the phone.” And with that, he was gone. 

Athena gasped as she walked into the apartment. It was open and airy with a magnificent view of the city. The grand piano sat in the corner of the living room. It was unquestionably a room built for entertaining, with large leather couches pushed against the walls. There was expensive artwork on the walls with beautiful Persian rugs on the hardwood floor. It was extremely comfortable, but it was easy to see that no expense had been spared. 

Athena knew that Marie-Claire came from a wealthy family, and this apartment confirmed that. She wondered how she and her uncle had maintained a relationship, as they were polar opposites, but it seemed to work for them. 

She sat down at the piano and took out some music from her bag. She had found a music store in Paris with copies of songs she used to play. She wasn’t sure she would need the music, but she definitely needed something to start with. She warmed up with a few scales and was happy to find she hadn’t completely forgotten everything. She did a few vocal exercises to warm up and soon found her singing voice again. 

Hours passed without her even realizing, and she amazed herself by really enjoying it. She decided she would start with some Frank Sinatra, which always went down well. She decided on “Fly Me to the Moon,” “Witchcraft,” and “Black Magic.” She thought she might also sing “The Nearness of You,” as she had always loved the Norah Jones version. She would also sing “The Way You Look Tonight,” which was her mother’s favourite. The first time she practiced it, her voice tightened, and the tears formed in her eyes, but after a couple of attempts she got through it. She would wait and see how she felt on the night. 

Athena locked up the apartment and headed out into the afternoon traffic. It surprised her at how much the music had lifted her spirits, and in a way, it made her feel more connected to her mother again. She really wanted warm and happy memories to replace the intense grief she had experienced when they first died had passed. Maybe this was the way forward. 

She hummed the tunes to herself on the Métro on the way home and an elderly man smiled at her. “Frank Sinatra,” he murmured. “All the girls loved Frankie.” She nodded in agreement and returned his smile.  

The days leading up to the dinner party passed in very much the same way. She loved the daily routine of greeting the concierge, Victor, and she learned something new about him every day. He, in turn, looked forward to the visits of the vibrant young woman, and he loved the way it cheered him up. In no time at all, a week had passed, and it was the day of the party. 

The dinner party was due to start at 7 p.m., and Athena agreed to be there earlier in the afternoon to let the caterers in and to do a last-minute rehearsal. She talked to Marie-Claire about what she should wear. “Well, you are an artiste, my love, so you should wear a full-length gown, I think.” 

Athena had nothing like that with her in Paris. They went to the apartment together and went through Marie-Claire’s beautiful evening gowns. Marie-Claire sighed at their beauty and chatted about every event she had worn them to. 

Finally, she pulled out a silky, teal-green gown that hugged the figure and came out to a small train at the back. The dress was quite low in the front and dipped down dramatically at the back. “Ah, this is the dress of a performer,” she raved. Athena wasn’t too sure. There didn’t seem to be enough fabric to cover her. “Wait until you try it on, darling. You will love it,” Marie-Claire assured her.

At that moment, Athena thought Marie-Claire reminded her of her mother. They were both exuberant women with a lust for life. Physically, they couldn’t have been more different, with Konnie’s soft, warm curves and Marie-Claire’s pencil-thin French chic. They had never met, and Athena wondered what they would have thought of one another. 

“Come on Athena, I can’t wait to see you,” Marie-Claire called impatiently. Athena studied herself in the mirror. Marie-Claire was right, of course. The dress was stunning, but very revealing. Athena was glad that she had enough boobs to fill the dress out a little. The back of the dress was held together with a thin strap of fabric to stop it falling off all together. 

She sashayed out into the living room. “Oh my God, Athena. Every man in the room is going to have an enormous erection!” she shrieked. Athena creased up with laughter as this unusual outburst from a woman who was normally the height of sophistication. “Your uncle will kill me when he sees you in that,” she laughed, “but what the hell, you have to wear it.” So it was settled. Athena would wear the erection dress with strappy black sandals and some of her mother’s jewellery. 

The day of the party, Athena arrived at the apartment just after lunchtime. She was carrying everything she would need for the evening and set it all out carefully in one of the bedrooms. She looked at the teal green dress hanging in the wardrobe and her mind wandered to Patrice. What would he think if he saw her in this dress? Would he want her all over again? 

She had thought little of Patrice in the past week, but the sight of the dress brought him back to the front of her mind. She remembered the amazing night they had spent and the disappointment she had felt watching him leave. She wasn’t sure she could put herself through that on a regular basis. She tried to shake him from her mind. She needed to be focused tonight so she could do her best for Marie-Claire. She wanted the evening to be a big success for her. 

The caterers arrived at two, and pretty soon wonderful smells emanated from the kitchen. They had agreed that Athena would eat early and then shower and get dressed, so she could play some background music while the other guests were arriving and eating dinner. She would then sing for an hour when everyone had finished eating. 

The head caterer, Violette, was a lovely, round lady with a jolly face. “Come and eat something, my love. You look like you need feeding up a little.” 

Athena laughed. “I don’t want to eat too much, or I won’t be able to sing.” Despite her words, Athena ate heartily as usual, much to the pleasure of Violette. 

“There is someone who knows how to do justice to my cooking,” she smiled. 

“Seriously, Violette. I think I’ve died and gone to heaven,” Athena exclaimed, finishing the last of the crème brûlée. 

After resting her aching stomach for 10 minutes, she rushed off to have a shower. The bathroom was as exquisite as the rest of the apartment, with big fluffy towels and wide expanses of marble. She knew that the guests would use the other bathroom, but all the same Athena made sure she cleaned up after herself. 

She put on her underwear and styled her hair in the same beautiful updo she’d worn the night she went out with Patrice. She couldn’t wear a bra with the dress, but it was couture, and it had cups built right into the fabric. She applied her smoky nighttime makeup carefully and put on the beautiful gown. Slipping her feet into an elegant pair of strappy sandals, she looked at herself in the mirror and gasped. The transformation was quite remarkable. She thought about her mother and hoped she would have approved. “I’m going to make you proud tonight, Mum,” she whispered. 

She stepped into the kitchen, where Violette was getting redder in the face by the second with the heat of the oven. She took one look at Athena and she sighed. “You are one beautiful girl,” she murmured. Athena blushed and thanked her. 

Athena went and sat at the piano and started tinkering away. She didn’t want to sing too much as she wanted to save her voice, but she ran through all her songs. She heard the door opening and saw Marie-Claire and Olivier coming in. Marie-Claire was wearing a beautiful silver cocktail gown and looked amazing as usual, and she had coaxed Olivier into a suit. He didn’t look particularly comfortable, but he did look dashing and handsome. 

Athena stood up carefully and walked towards them, kissing them both warmly. Olivier looked at Athena’s dress and looked like his chin might hit the floor. He looked at Marie-Claire. “Is that one of yours?” he asked hoarsely. 

“Yes,” she laughed, “but Athena has more to fill it. Close your mouth, Olivier; it’s not attractive,” she teased. 

Olivier’s face softened. “You look beautiful, my dear. I’m just not used to seeing you looking so grown up.” Athena rubbed his arm gently and smiled. 

“Okay,” said Marie-Claire. “Action stations. Let’s see how things are doing in the kitchen.” And she hustled off to talk to Violette. 

Olivier smiled at Athena. “She is in her element. We should do this more often. I know it makes her happy, even if I can’t stand this kind of thing.” 

Athena bit her lip. “You’re just like my dad. Just make sure you don’t talk about archeology all evening or she will kill you.” 

Olivier regarded her thoughtfully. “I feel you are coming out from behind a cloud, Athena. It’s a beautiful sight, and I’m very happy for you.” She hugged him tenderly. He was right, of course. Her encounter with Patrice had distracted her from her grief, and even though she knew he wasn’t right for her, she somehow felt stronger than she had for a long time. Perhaps the fact that she hadn’t caved in and phoned him had given her confidence. He was, after all, a powerful and enigmatic man, but she had resisted his charms, and she had no intention of going back on that.

She made her way back to the piano and played some jazzy background music as she knew the guests would arrive soon. Her uncle found a comfortable chair and sat down, smiling to himself. He was so proud of her tonight, and he knew her parents would have been too. 

The doorbell rang and Marie-Claire opened the door with enthusiasm to her first guests. Athena didn’t really notice the guests coming in, as she kept her attention on the piano. The guests would soon be seated in the dining room, enjoying Violette’s excellent rack of lamb. 

Athena had a glass of water next to her to keep herself hydrated while she sang. As she played, she listened to the cheerful conversation in the next room and the clinking of glasses and plates. Marie-Claire was in her element, buzzing around like the perfect hostess. 

It sounded like dinner was coming to an end and the guests sauntered into the living room, some with coffee cups and some with glasses of brandy. They all acknowledged Athena warmly and she in turn smiled and greeted them. She didn’t know any of the guests, but she had heard Marie-Claire talking about their exceptionally talented niece, so they all knew who she was. They had rolled the rugs up to make a small area for dancing. Athena really hoped people would dance, as it always made for a really lively party.

As soon as everyone was seated, Olivier tapped his glass with a spoon. “I want to welcome you all here tonight. I realize we don’t do this kind of thing often enough, and perhaps after tonight we will.” There were a few gentle cheers from some of the guests. “It will relieve you to hear that I’m not going to make a speech, but I do want to formally introduce my extremely talented and beautiful niece, Athena Duncan, who will entertain us tonight.” His words caught in his throat as he said, “I love her more than she will ever know.” With that everyone clapped, and she felt tears rising in her own eyes. She blew Olivier a kiss and took a deep breath. As she started singing the first bars to “Fly Me to the Moon”, her eyes were drawn to a tall man walking in from the dining room. She tried not to let her face change its expression, as she realized it was Patrice.
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Patrice sauntered over to a couple on one of the leather couches and chatted to them. He apparently had no intention of acknowledging Athena in any shape or form. She finished her first song, and everyone clapped. The evening was getting lively, and she continued her Frank Sinatra repertoire, which everyone seemed to love. 

Every now and again she shot a look over to where Patrice was sitting. He looked amazing, as usual. More casual than some of the other guests, but still impeccably dressed in dark pants and a white shirt. His beautiful dark hair shone as he paid his attention to the couple on the couch.

As the couple got up to dance, he walked over to Olivier, who was sitting alone in his chair, tapping his foot. Patrice pulled a chair up beside him and sat down, and he then directed his stare towards Athena. She was determined that his presence would not put her off. Her mother always said, “the show must go on darling,” and she was right. This was Marie-Claire’s evening, and nothing was going to get in the way of that, not even an obnoxious prick with a big ego. 

Three couples were dancing, which blocked his view and his intense stare, for which she was supremely grateful. After all the lively Sinatra songs, she slowed things down a little. She went straight into “The Nearness of You,” and some of the couples continued in a slow dance. Athena followed it up with Someone to Watch Over Me, another one of her mother’s favourites. 

Finally, it had been her intention to finish with “The Way you Look Tonight.” She had rehearsed it really well, but now that it was time to sing it in front of other people, she wasn’t sure if she could do it. She decided to lay it on the line for people, so she got up to speak. Athena nodded to Olivier, who tapped his glass with his spoon and the chat died down. “I’ve had so much fun singing for you tonight. I hope you forgive my rustiness, I haven’t sung in public for a long time.” 

“You were brilliant,” Marie-Claire called from the dining room and everyone clapped enthusiastically. 

She continued, “I wanted to finish tonight by singing one of my mother’s favourite songs that is very dear to my heart. Both my parents passed away several months ago, so I’m not sure if I can get through it, but I’m going to give it my best shot.” There was a gentle applause and Athena sat down to sing the first few lines:


Some day, when I’m awfully low,

When the world is cold

I will feel a glow just thinking of you...


With that, Athena’s voice froze as she felt the heat rising in her throat with threatening tears. The song had taken her right back to her family living room in Oxford, with her mother’s beautiful voice warming the evening. 

There was a buzz of sympathy around the room, and Olivier got up to walk to the piano to rescue her, but he was headed off by Patrice, who came and sat down on the piano stool next to her. The electricity between them was palpable, but Athena kept her head down as she tried to fight back the tears. 

He turned and spoke to the people in the room. “I think Athena forgot to mention that this is supposed to be a duet.” He smiled. “Athena, please play the introduction again.” She looked at him, stunned. “Go ahead,” he whispered. 

She put her hands on the keys and played the introduction again. Staring at Patrice and they started the song together. His voice was beautiful, and he could sing in perfect harmony with her. They made it to the end of the song, and everyone erupted in cheers and applause. 

He gently took her hand and led her around to the front of the piano where she gave a small curtsey. Her uncle rushed forward and kissed her, tears glistening in his eyes. Turning to Patrice, she mouthed a silent “Thank you,” and he mouthed back “You are very welcome”. 

The guests started to mill out shortly afterwards. They all wanted to embrace Athena and told Olivier how lucky he was to have such a talented and beautiful niece. Olivier beamed proudly. Athena wasn’t sure if Patrice had left without saying goodbye, and she sauntered into the kitchen to find Violette. The little chef was thrilled to see her. “You certainly wowed them tonight,” she laughed. “I saved you some crème brûlée.” She smiled with a wink. 

“You are an angel,” Athena sighed.

Athena grinned and went off into the dining room to sit down and eat. She definitely did not want to get crème brûlée on Marie-Claire’s beautiful dress. The dining room had been lit by candlelight for the party and the candles were burning down, making dancing shadows on the walls of the room. Patrice came in quietly and closed the door. He sat down at the opposite side of the table and gazed at her. 

“I can’t eat if you stare at me,” she said, feeling disconcerted. 

“I can’t help but stare at you,” he whispered. “Who could not stare you in that dress? It defines you. You are truly a goddess.” 

She dipped her spoon in the delicious dessert and carried on eating. It was divine, and she wasn’t going to let him put her off enjoying it. “Well, thanks for stepping up for me back there.” She smiled. “I shouldn’t have tried to sing it; it was too much.” 

Patrice looked across at her as she put down her spoon. “I couldn’t bear to see you struggle, darling. I could see the pain you were in.” 

Athena took a breath. “Yes, well, sometimes grief just gets you like that. You think everything’s ticking along just fine, but it’s always waiting to consume you when you least expect it.”

He was quiet for a while. “I was hoping you would have called me,” he finally said. 

Athena looked down at her painted nails. “Well, I was going to, but I changed my mind.” 

He looked puzzled. “What made you change you mind?” 

Athena looked across at his beautiful face. “I decided I’m worth a lot more than you have to offer. I appreciate your honesty and the fact you were upfront with me, but I’m sorry, Patrice. That’s just not who I am. My parents valued me and it’s my job now to make sure I value myself. Did you think I’m the kind of girl who’s going to sit around filing her nails, waiting for you to decide if you have the time to see me?” 

He looked a little taken aback. “But I would value you, Athena. I do value you.” He looked pained and older than she remembered. 

She looked at him seriously. “Patrice, it would have been so easy for me to get pulled into your little game. Fancy restaurants, nights at the opera, hot sex, but that’s not really who I am. I want what my parents had, and you can’t offer any of that.”

“Maybe we can try it your way—” he started.

“No, I’m sorry, that’s my final answer. You’re just not right for me. Not now, not ever.” And with that she picked up the empty dish and spoon and took it to the kitchen. She felt proud of herself, even if she did feel a little wobbly. 

“How was that?” Violette grinned. 

“It was amazing. I’ve decided I want to hire you for my own personal chef.”

Violette looked thrilled. “I would cook for you anytime, my dear. You know good food when you see it.” 

Athena laughed. Her uncle had been right. There was a dark cloud lifting from her, and a relationship with someone like Patrice would not help that process. She would have been sucked into the role of the dependent girlfriend waiting for him to call her on a whim, and that was not what she wanted for herself. 

She felt she had taken an important step in her life, and the feeling of liberation gave her an enormous rush. It was time to move forward. 

She walked back into the living room where Olivier and Marie-Claire were cuddled up together on the couch enjoying a glass of brandy. “We are going to stay here tonight, Athena. Would you like to stay too?” 

“That would be wonderful.” She felt exhausted, and she didn’t relish the journey back to Montmartre. It was way past midnight. “Has Patrice gone already?” she asked casually. 

“Yes, he left a few minutes ago,” Marie-Claire yawned. “That was a surprisingly nice thing he did tonight,” she said thoughtfully. “I can’t remember the last time I heard him sing.” 

“He has a great voice,” Athena said genuinely. 

“Yes, private music lessons did that,” said Marie-Claire. “Only the best for my big brother.” 

Athena looked confused. “Your big brother. I thought he told me he was younger than you?” She tried to sound relaxed. 

“In his dreams,” Marie-Claire snorted. “He is two years older than me.” 

Athena did a quick math calculation in her head. She knew that Marie-Claire was five years younger than her uncle, and he’d turned 50 last year. That made Patrice 47!  Oh my God, Athena thought. He’s old enough to be my father. No wonder he was so experienced in the sack. 

“Are you okay?” Marie-Claire asked. “You’re looking a little pale.” 

Athena pulled herself together quickly. “I’m fine. I’m just tired.” 

Her uncle nodded in agreement. “I know how you feel. I’d forgotten how exhausting socializing is.” He smiled fondly at Athena. “I was so proud of you tonight, my love. You really have grown into a beautiful young woman. Your parents would have been so proud. Now let’s go to bed before I collapse.”
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Athena woke early the next morning, despite her late night. The guest room she slept in was a beautiful shade of pale grey, and the watery morning light spilled through the light drapes. She loved to watch Paris waking up, so she pulled open the drapes and went back to bed. She could sit in bed and look out of the window with her knees hugged up to her chest. She had come to an important decision as she drifted off to sleep, and she was ready to tell her uncle about it.

She padded softly into the kitchen and put some coffee on. She knew Marie-Claire would look for it as soon as she woke up. She was hoping she might find some remnants of last night’s meal as she was feeling really hungry, but someone had tidied everything away. 

Heading back into her bedroom, she pulled on the jeans and t-shirt she had worn the previous day. Grabbing her purse and the spare key, she headed out, intending to find the nearest boulangerie to grab some freshly baked croissants for breakfast.

She greeted the overnight concierge, as Victor had not yet arrived for the day, and headed out onto the quiet street. She left the main route and turned left, following the smell of freshly baked bread. Her father had said she could always sniff out her next meal, and he wasn’t wrong. 

Ahead she saw the sign for the local boulangerie, with customers already coming and going. Success! She stopped in her paces when a black limo swept around the corner and came to a stop beside her. The rear window rolled down, and she saw the beautiful, if rather dishevelled, face of Patrice looking up at her. He opened the door without smiling. “Get in, please, Athena. There are some things we need to discuss.” 

Athena looked at him in disbelief. “I’m not getting in the car with you. I’m going to buy breakfast for Marie-Claire and Olivier,” she said, and she continued determinedly on her journey. 

He swiftly jumped out of the car and grabbed her by the elbow. “I asked you to get in the car,” he said menacingly, trying to keep the control in his voice. 

“And I said NO!” she said in a much louder voice, pulling her elbow away as if he’d struck her. She could see Henri’s worried face in the limo, and she felt sorry for him. It wasn’t his fault he worked for a jerk. 

She was scared, but she was trying to think if anything she had learned in kickboxing would come in handy. It amazed her that someone she couldn’t get enough of a few short days ago was now becoming so repugnant to her.

“Athena. I haven’t slept. I haven’t eaten. Please get in the car. We need to talk. It’s very important.” He was pleading now. She wasn’t about to soften, and she wasn’t going to show fear. 

“Now you listen to me, Patrice. As I told you last night, I am not interested in you and I never will be. You either let me go or I will scream at the top of my voice. There are a lot of people around who will hear me, and then what will happen to your precious privacy?” 

He looked defeated and released her elbow. “So, you’re not even going to listen to me?” 

Athena squared around to face him again. “I found out how old you are last night. Don’t you think you’re a little over the hill to be chasing girls in their twenties?” Patrice recoiled, looking deeply wounded, so she took her opportunity while she was ahead. She turned on her heels and sprinted the rest of the way to the boulangerie.

When she got inside, she was breathing heavily, but she was okay. An older woman who was there to buy her morning bread looked concerned. “Are you alright?” she asked. “I saw that man grab you.” Athena smiled with relief. It was good to have an ally in a situation like this. 

“I’m fine, but he’s not taking no for an answer.”

The woman nodded knowingly. “Where do you live?” Athena told her the address of the apartment. “Okay, you wait here. I am going to call my husband and we will walk you back to your door.” 

Athena looked relieved. “Are you sure it’s no trouble?” 

The woman shook her head. “We have a daughter about your age. I can’t bear to think of her being bothered by a man who is old enough to know better.” 

Athena whispered her gratitude and waited with the woman while they both purchased their bread. Before long, the woman’s husband appeared, and Athena was relieved to see he was pretty big and beefy. He looked like a good deterrent to the most enthusiastic pursuer. 

She watched the woman explain to her husband what had been happening, and she pointed to Patrice’s car, which was still parked a short distance away. He smiled and beckoned Athena out. He held out his hand and introduced himself. He seemed excited to be a part of the plot to defeat Patrice. 

“Okay, you take my arm and Cecile will walk on the other side of you. We will get you home safely.” 

Walking three abreast, they made their way down the street, and with that Henri started up the engine of the black limo and drove slowly away. 

“We’re going to take you all the way home in case he comes back,” Cecile assured. In five minutes, they reached the apartment building and Athena was profusive in her thanks. 

“Don’t worry about it, my dear. We hope one day someone will do the same for our girl.” And with that they strode back down the street arm in arm, carrying their fresh bread. 

Athena ran into the building and was relieved to see Victor was now at the desk. “There is my best girl!” He grinned in delight. Athena reached into her bag and pulled out a warm pain au chocolat wrapped in brown paper. 

“This is for you,” she said sweetly. 

When she unlocked the door to the apartment, she could see that Marie-Claire had surfaced. She was smoking in the kitchen, wafting the smoke out of the open window whilst taking sips of the coffee that Athena had put on before she left. 

“Oh, there you are, darling,” she drawled. “I thought you were still asleep.” 

Athena shook her head. “No, I’ve been up for ages, who do you think put on the coffee? And I’ve brought breakfast,” she said triumphantly, holding up the bag from the boulangerie. 

Marie-Claire squealed, eyeing the bag of croissants and fresh bread. Then they both laid the table with Marie-Claire’s beautiful white china and crisp white napkins. 

Olivier emerged, freshly showered, and kissed them both in turn. His eyes lit up when he saw the wonderful spread of fresh baked goods on the table. 

“Oh, I’ve been up all night baking this for you, darling,” Marie-Claire quipped. 

Olivier raised his eyebrows. “I find that very hard to believe,” he snorted as she elbowed him playfully. Athena loved to watch them interact together. They might not always see eye to eye, but their love was easy to see. 

As they all settled into breakfast, Athena spoke up. “I’ve come to a decision. I think it’s time for me to go back to Oxford. It’s time to go home.” 
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TWO WEEKS LATER SHE looked around her small apartment with a sigh of regret. She had been so sad when she arrived in Paris, but now she had turned the corner and she was moving forward with her life. Athena hated leaving anywhere. Saying goodbye to people was always difficult, and it was going to be especially hard to say goodbye to Olivier and Marie-Claire.

She had been accepted to study for her doctorate when she returned to Oxford, hopefully spending part of her time working as a research assistant for one of the professors. More importantly, she was also going to start work on the book she had planned to write with her father. She could use some of the research into the artifacts he’d found as part of her doctorate studies. It would also give her the opportunity to go through the journals from his digs. Hamish Duncan had carefully documented everything he found and where each artifact had ended up. There was a trail for everything, and if there was anything mysterious going on, she would find it in these journals. 

She was also looking forward to seeing her friends Juan and Mallory again. So much had happened since she’d last seen them, and she couldn’t wait to fill them in on all her news. 

As she packed her bags, she thought about the times she had spent in that small space. Her mind wandered to that night with Patrice, and she considered it without regret. It had been a magical evening, and she had learned a lot about herself that night. She had learned how easy it was to be taken in by a smooth talker, and she wondered how she could have been so naïve. 

She realized he had taken advantage of her when she was at her most vulnerable, but she did not hate him for it. She had learned more about sex in one night with Patrice than she had learned in five years at university. She smiled to herself and her stomach gave a little flip as she thought about it. There was certainly a lot to be said for experience. 

She was relieved she had not seen Patrice since that awkward morning after the party. She had been afraid he might turn up at the apartment and make a scene, but there had been no sign of him, and no messages from him on her phone. 

As she sat in the now-empty apartment, she realized this would not be her last adventure in Paris. It was after all just au revoir and not goodbye. She heard the honking of a car horn and she hauled her bags downstairs to Olivier’s waiting car. They loaded the bags in the back of the car and the three of them set out for Charles de Gaulle Airport. 

It was a place she had been to many times with her parents, but now she was leaving on her own to start a new chapter in her life. Olivier found somewhere to park, and they seconded a luggage cart. They hurried into the terminal building to get Athena checked into her flight. When it was time for her to go through security, she hugged and kissed them both. “I’m not going forever,” Athena said, choking back tears. 

“Please look after yourself,” Marie-Claire fussed. “You will turn heads in Oxford in those beautiful French clothes. Make sure you wear them. Don’t go back to your scruffy ways!” 

Olivier held her close to his chest. “Remember, we are always here for you. We may not be blood relatives, but we are your family now.” Marie-Claire nodded tearfully in agreement, and they watched Athena until she disappeared from sight into the security hall. 

Athena was grateful that her flight was on time. She hated waiting around in airports as it only prolonged the agony. In no time, she was handing her boarding pass to the woman at the desk and wheeling her carry-on down the ramp. Once on board, she put on her seatbelt and took a deep breath. She was on her way home.

[image: Paragraph Squiggle outline]

AN ATTRACTIVE DARK-haired man sat in the viewing area, watching Athena’s plane taxi down the runway and take off. He ran a hand through his hair and stood up out of his seat with a sigh. He picked up his phone and dialled. 

“Hello, this is Patrice Moreau. Athena Duncan is just about to board a plane to London. She’s heading back to Oxford.” He listened for a few minutes. “No, I realize this isn’t ideal, but I couldn’t do anything about it. You will have to take over from here. I hope I can trust you to do the right thing. Remember, we are in this together.” He listened again before responding. “I don’t know if she’s involved. If she is, she is a talented actress. She certainly fooled me.”

Ringing off, he frowned and called his chauffeur. “Henri. You can pick me up at the front of the building in five minutes.” 
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Athena watched as the cab driver unloaded her luggage from the back of his vehicle. She thanked him and paid him what she owed him and started up the steps to her apartment. Opening the door with her keys, she threw her luggage in and headed for the kitchen. The house felt empty and still, and not like home at all. 

She opened the fridge and was thrilled that Juan had stocked it with milk, bread, and some other necessities. A white card with his distinctive script was propped up against a bottle of chardonnay. Welcome home, darling. Let’s share this and you can fill me in on all the gossip. Athena smiled to herself. 

Seeing Juan again was something she had been looking forward to. She pulled her phone out of her bag and dialled his number. She listened to his distinctive voice as he answered. “Hello, Juan Perez speaking.”

Athena put on her sexiest gruff voice. “Well hello, big boy. Are you up for a good time?” There was a stunned silence and then he yelled. 

“Athena! When did you get back, baby? Oh God, I’ve missed you. It’s been so dull without you around.” 

Athena laughed, basking in the warm welcome.  “I have to do some grocery shopping, so why don’t I call into the gym on my way back through.” Juan was suitably thrilled, so she headed off to put away some of her clothes. She felt deflated by what she had to do. Coming back from a major trip always meant laundry and organizing and putting things away, and she really wasn’t in the mood for any of it. Throwing her bags into her bedroom, she grabbed her purse and headed out the door. 

After collecting her car from storage she headed into Oxford to buy groceries. It was strange how things always got back to normal so quickly. As she headed into the gym to see Juan it felt like she had never been away. Everything looked the same and smelled the same. Even the Oxford traffic was the same. She trotted up the stairs to the viewing platform to watch Juan in action. He was partway through a kickboxing class and he was putting a variety of people through their paces. 

Athena remembered the first time she had met Juan, when she was still an undergraduate. They had brought him in to teach a class on self-defence after a series of attacks on students. He made a big impression on the group of female students who came to his classes, including Athena. He was easy to like, with his beautifully chiselled features and his smooth talking. 

When he posted a flyer for ladies' kickboxing, Athena had thought it seemed like fun and went along with a few other girls. One by one, most of them dropped out, but Athena stuck with it, finding a new best friend along the way. She loved how powerful kickboxing made her feel, and she appreciated it kept her fit. She really hated going to the gym under normal circumstances, but this was something she could do that exercised her mind and her body. 

Juan spotted her on the viewing platform as his class came to an end and he waved and blew her a kiss. She pointed to the exit to let him know she was heading down to meet him, and she caught up with him running out of the gym. She ran into his arms and he threw her into the air and spun her around. Setting her back down, he kissed her forehead and held her face in his hands. “Let me look at you, beautiful girl. You look amazing! You’ve definitely got your groove back.” 

Out of all her friends and acquaintances, Juan had been the one who’d stuck by her when things were really tough after her parents died. He’d listened to her angry rants, held her on the floor as she sobbed, and held her hair back as she threw up when she tried to kill her grief with alcohol. Juan’s parents had died in Chile several years ago, and although he never talked about it, he seemed to be the only person who understood her loss.

“Do you have a break now?” she asked him. 

“Better than that, princess. I’m done for the day. Let’s head out and get something to eat.” They walked down the hallway with their arms around each other like a couple of love-struck teens. Anyone seeing them might assume they were in a romantic relationship. They climbed into Athena’s navy-blue VW beetle and Juan threw his training gear on the back seat. Theirs was an uncomplicated relationship that had stood the test of time. 

“Okay, what’s it to be?” Juan said. “Chinese, Thai? It’s my treat to celebrate your magnificent homecoming.” 

Athena shot him a wry smile. “Don’t be absurd Juan. We’ll split the bill, just like we always do.” 

He gave her a grateful grin and grabbed her hand. “I’m so glad you’re home Thena.” Only he was allowed to shorten her name like that. 

He wanted to take her to a new Thai restaurant that had recently opened. They tumbled into the restaurant, giggling like a couple of idiots, and the other diners looked up from their tables. They were soon seated in a booth and Athena looked round in appreciation. “This is pretty swish, Juan. Is the food good?” 

Juan raised his eyebrows. “Still thinking about filling your stomach at every opportunity, I see.” 

Athena laughed at her friend. “Listen, I’ve just come back from Paris, where I have eaten some amazing meals. I expect that lifestyle to continue now I’m home.” 

Juan studied her face in the dim lights. She looked so much better than she had when he’d kissed her goodbye several months ago. The lines of grief had left her face and there was now a hopeful sparkle in her eyes. “So, you need to tell me all the goss. You texted me that you had a hot date. Did you get laid?” 

Athena just smiled at him in a secretive way and tapped the side of her nose. Juan exploded. “You did! You got laid, you lucky bitch! Tell me all about it.” 

Athena clapped her hand over his mouth. “For God’s sake Juan,” she hissed, “now everyone in the restaurant thinks I’m a slut!” She blushed as she felt everyone’s eyes burning into her skin. 

Juan took it all in his stride as usual as he addressed the room. “Nothing to see here folks. Just get on with your meals. Thank you!” Athena couldn’t help but laugh at his comical performance. She would have asked him to tone it down, but she knew he didn’t know how. 

The server arrived with two very extravagant cocktails that Juan had ordered, complete with coloured umbrellas and a variety of fruit. “Good grief,” she said. “All that’s missing is the pink flamingo.” 

Juan grinned. “You know you love the kitsch as much as I do, babe.” She had to admit, life was a lot more colourful when Juan was around. He grabbed her hands and looked at her knowingly. “Okay, I want an intimate account of all the sexual encounters. Leave nothing out, not even the messy bits.” 

Athena giggled. “It was only one encounter, actually. But it was a good one.” 

“Only one!” he spluttered. “It must have been bloody good to sustain you for six months!” 

She smiled gently at him. “Well, I was kind of preoccupied for the first few months.” 

Juan stroked her face with his finger. “I know, babe. You were really sad when you left. I’m so happy you’re back to your old self again.” Athena kissed his hand and placed it back on the table. 

“Not my old self Juan. Brand new kick-ass Athena!” 

Juan hooted in celebration throwing his arms in the air dramatically and knocking his glass over in the process; the other diners turned again, a little annoyed. “I think we are going to get kicked out of here in a moment,” she said as she tried to suppress a giggle. 

“Okay, I’ll be good,” he said. “Let’s not waste any more time. Tell me about the sex.” 

Athena gave him a blow-by-blow account of her encounters with Patrice from the first meeting. It was so great being able to talk about it with someone. Juan was always a wonderful audience for this kind of thing, and he gasped and laughed in all the right places.

When she told him about her last encounter with Patrice, he looked worried. “Oh my God, Athena, he sounds like a nut job. I think you had a lucky escape. I can see I’m going to have to go over self-defence with you again. You are too damn hot to be out in public if you can’t defend yourself.” 

She had to admit the incident had rattled her. It had surprised her that Patrice had not tried to contact her again, as he had her cell number. She wondered if she was a little hurt. If he were that obsessed with her, surely he would have made some attempt to contact her. 

They left the restaurant a little the worse for wear, having consumed several more elaborate cocktails. “I’m definitely not driving,” she said as she stumbled out into the cool evening air. 

“I could give it a go,” Juan laughed, even though Athena knew he had never learned to drive. 

“No, I think we’ll be safer in a cab. I’m going to have an early night. I feel wasted. It’s probably jet lag.” 

Juan snorted. “It’s more likely that you’re totally hammered, Athena. Nothing changes–you still can’t hold your liquor.” 

Athena gave him the middle finger. “Come on, pretty boy. Let’s go find a cab.”

They shared a cab, and she waved as she entered her apartment and watched as it drove out of view. Walking into the living room, she turned on the side lights, casting a golden glow around the room. She loved her apartment. It had been a bolt hole after her parents had died and she had found she wasn’t able to live in the family home. There were too many memories there, and just walking into the place had brought on panic attacks. She had shacked up with Juan for a while until she found this place. 

She went into the bedroom and pulled fresh linens from the closet to make up her bed. The place had a bit of an unlived-in feel about it, but she knew it would be back to normal in a few days. Once she had put on the sheets, she pulled on her white cotton nightgown and flopped into bed. It felt good to be back in her own little space. 

She had a couple of months to get herself together before the university year started. It would be a new start for her, albeit in familiar setting. She would use her time wisely to prepare herself for a life of academia again.

She picked up the photograph of her parents from her nightstand and kissed it. “Goodnight, you two.  Wherever you are.” And with that, she turned out the light and went to sleep.
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Two months later, Athena was tumbling out of bed bright and early, full of excitement. She believed in having a big breakfast, following in her father’s footsteps, and she took bacon and eggs out of the fridge before putting two pieces of toast in the toaster. 

It was the start of a new term, and she was going to get started on her doctorate and see if she had secured a position as a research assistant for one of the profs. Those jobs were hard to come by, but Athena came with the famous Duncan name and great recommendations. She didn’t like to think she had progressed because of her father’s reputation, but it came in handy sometimes. 

Her friend Mallory had been away visiting her parents for the summer, and she was really looking forward to seeing her again. She had known her since her first year at Oxford, and she was really her only female friend. Mallory had started with a classics degree just like Athena, but then she had moved onto focusing on history for her master’s. She wasn’t interested in doing a doctorate, but she had secured a position in the history department. Athena’s parents had loved Mallory too, and she had accompanied them on holidays to Crete a few times. She hadn’t gone with them for that final fateful trip, and Athena was thankful for that. 

Athena had an orientation meeting that morning for all new doctorate candidates, and as she made her way into the university, a sense of calm descended over her. She had been coming to this place all her life, first with her father as a child, and then as a student herself.  It didn’t matter how long she had spent there, she never failed to be enchanted by the beautiful buildings and the special atmosphere that filled the place. Her orientation was in one of the lecture halls, and then she was going to head to the admin block to see if she had been lucky enough to secure a research position. She didn’t need the money, but the experience of working under an experienced professor would be invaluable. She knew she still had a lot to learn. 

As she entered the admin building, she was happy to see many of the staff she had been familiar with for the past several years. She soon located Betty, who she remembered from when her father had worked there. Betty beamed at her. “Athena, you’re back!” She gave the older lady a warm hug. Betty’s eyes sparkled as she said furtively, “It’s your lucky day, Athena. You have the research position you wanted. In fact, this professor asked for you personally. He’s just joined us from Harvard.” Betty smiled. 

“What is he like?” Athena asked. “Do you know?” 

Betty’s eyes twinkled. “Well let’s just say he’s very... he’s very popular,” she said and laughed girlishly. Athena looked intrigued as Betty turned to leave. “You’ll find out, Athena!” she called over her shoulder as she left.

Looking at the paper, Athena realized Betty had only written a room number and not the professor’s name, but when she turned back to ask, Betty was deeply involved in a rather heated telephone conversation, so she figured she would just find out when she got there. 

Athena was to meet her new boss in his office, and she headed there now. On the way she bumped into Mallory, who screamed in welcome. “Atheeena! It’s so good to see you!” The girls hugged warmly and talked animatedly. 

“I’m sorry I wasn’t around when you got back. Juan did call me and said you looked great.”

Athena smiled. “Yes, Juan’s been keeping me busy. I’d forgotten how exhausting he can be.”

Mallory laughed. “Why do you think I went away for the summer? While you were gone he tried to drag me into every inappropriate nightspot in Oxford. He said I needed educating. I needed a rest after all that!”

“Oh Mall, I’m sorry,” Athena said, giggling.

She suddenly remembered she was on her way to meet her new boss. “I can’t stop and chat now. I’m on my way to meet my new prof. I got that research position.” 

Mallory clapped her hands in congratulations. “Who did you get?” she said breathlessly. 

Athena looked at the folded piece of paper Betty had just given her. “She didn’t give me a name, just a room number, 403.”

Mallory’s face turned pale. “Room 403? Oh my God, Athena! You’ve got Dr. Hottie!” 

She creased up with laughter. “What are you talking about Mallory?” 

She drew her to one side to whisper. “Everyone has the hots for him, from first-year students all the way up to the older profs–men and women,” she giggled. 

“Well, apparently he asked for me particularly,” Athena said, slightly puzzled. Mallory looked like she was going to spontaneously combust. 

“What’s his real name, Mall? I can’t very well call him Dr. Hottie.”

“It’s Latimer. Dr. Jack Latimer.”

Athena’s face fell. “Oh my God, I know this guy. I met him at my dad’s book launch last year and I think he had a falling-out with my uncle. What the hell is he doing here? I thought he was working for the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston.”

“Well, I think we can safely say you’re in for an interesting year!” 
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Athena found the right room and knocked on the door. The new name plate was already on the door, so she knew she was in the right place. “Come in,” a smooth American voice drifted out, and Athena opened the door and entered. She was familiar with the professors’ rooms in the classics department, of course. Her father had a room there for many years, but she was grateful it was in a different part of the building. Too many memories. 

As she walked in, the familiar smell of books and beeswax furniture polish filled her nostrils. This room was remarkably similar to many of the others. An old leather chair for the prof, with a couple of additional chairs for students who came in for tutorials. Bookcases were stuffed with leather-bound tomes, and there was an oriental rug on the floor. 

Jack Latimer had his back to her, but he spun around as she entered. He was dressed rather casually for an Oxford professor, with khaki pants and a worn denim shirt unbuttoned at the neck. She realized he had lost none of his hotness since she’d last seen him, and she took a deep breath.

He was wearing tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses, which he removed when he saw Athena. His smile was broad, and Athena noticed again how his eyes crinkled up at the sides. 

He strode across the room with an outstretched hand. “Athena! It’s wonderful to see you again.” 

Athena looked puzzled. “Dr. Latimer, I really wasn’t expecting to see you here in Oxford. I thought you worked in Boston.”

He looked a little embarrassed for a moment, as if he weren’t sure what to say, and then he collected his thoughts. “Yes, well, this position came up, and it was too good to turn down. I really enjoyed being in Oxford last time I was here, so I couldn’t resist. Good for the resume and all that.”

Realizing he was still holding her hand, he released it and ran his hands through his hair, looking away. “Anyway, you must call me Jack. I want to hear all about your plans for your doctorate.” 

She relaxed a little as he offered her a chair. “Well, I’m very keen to learn from you, Dr. Latimer. Sorry, Jack. I’m also keen to help you in any way I can. I have lots of experience. As you already know, I’ve just returned from working with my uncle at the Louvre, in the department of Egyptian antiquities.” 

“Yes, your uncle is another one of my heroes.”

It surprised Athena to hear him say this, as it hadn’t seemed that way in Paris. It had seemed more like they were mortal enemies. She wondered if she would ever get to the bottom of what they were arguing about that day, now that Jack was in Oxford. 

“Well, he’s not really my uncle, but he was one of my parents’ closest friends, and he definitely feels like family; the closest thing I have to family, anyway.” 

She realized she was rambling and quickly closed her mouth. Jack Latimer observed her with a deep tenderness in his eyes and she felt herself blush. He spun around and put his glasses back on. 

“I’m sorry, Athena, I don’t mean to stare.” He absentmindedly shuffled the papers on his desk. 

Athena found herself looking at his neck and the way his soft brown hair curled as it touched the collar of his shirt. She felt that same longing in the pit of her stomach that she had felt when she met Patrice, and she had an overwhelming desire to reach out and touch his hair. 

Sitting on her hands to keep them out of harm’s way, she admonished herself silently. For goodness’ sake girl, put those hormones away. You do not need this right now. 

He stirred himself from his daydream and turned to face her, a little more composed. “As I said in Paris. I am so sorry about your parents. I can’t even begin to imagine how hard it’s been for you. How are you coping with it all?”

It wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have with him, but she figured if they were going to be working together, she needed to be up front. “Well, it’s been just over a year and I suppose I’m coping okay.” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “I’ve discovered that grief is a bit like waves on the beach. It’s always there. Sometimes the waves are gentle, and you just let them wash over you.”

He was nodding seemingly fascinated by her explanation.

“Other times it hits you like a tsunami, and you hold onto the nearest rock and hope you’re still going to be standing in the morning.” 

“And tell me, who has been the rock you cling onto when the tsunami comes?”

“Well, I have two great friends who have been amazing, and obviously Olivier and Marie-Claire, and then there are several people here at the university who knew my parents and who have been very kind.”

“But no actual family?”

She shook her head. “No, no family as such.” She stared out the window for a few moments before she said. “Look, do you mind if we talk about something else?”

“No, of course not. I’m sorry if I’m being intrusive. I really just wanted to know how you were.”

He changed the subject and they talked about Athena’s ideas for her doctorate and her time working in the Louvre and the different digs she had been on with her father. 

She also told him about her plans to finish the book she had been working on with her father, and that she hoped to use some of her research in her doctorate. He seemed really interested in the journals and asked if she would bring some of them in so they could go over them together. 

“I’m happy to help you with the book in any way I can,” he said. “I know how important it must be to you. Your father had a fascinating career; some of his finds were quite extraordinary.”

He moved on to tell her about his work at Harvard and his own experiences, and before they knew it, it was lunch time. Jack looked shocked when he looked at the clock. “I’m really sorry Athena. I’ve kept you far too long. You should have stopped me.” 

She laughed. “It’s okay. I was enjoying the conversation too, but I am hungry.” 

He smiled at her. “Why don’t you grab some lunch and come back around one, and we can talk about how we are going to move forward.” She nodded in agreement and headed off to find Mallory. 
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BACK IN HIS OFFICE, Jack Latimer sat back in his chair and smiled in recollection as he mind drifted back to a time some eight years before. He was a master’s candidate who had come to Oxford to study under the legendary Hamish Duncan. It had been an unusually warm October evening in Oxford after a shower of rain, and on that particular night, one of the many Oxford balls was taking place. People were milling about in their finery and the sound of soft laughter had reached the window of his room. Feeling restless and tired after a full day, he’d headed outside to get some air. 

There, on the grass in front of him, was a beautiful young girl with long raven hair. Her dress was an ethereal grey, and she danced in circles barefoot on the grass, laughing with her head back. As she spun around, her dress billowed out around her like a cloud of diaphanous mist. 

Suddenly she stopped, and she spun her head around to look directly at Jack. She was breathless from her wild dance and her mouth was slightly open in an inviting smile. Her soft grey eyes were filled with a luminescent quality that penetrated his soul. 

At that moment he felt like time had stopped, and he stared at her with wide-eyed wonder, unable to speak. Unexpectedly he heard a women’s voice with a thick Greek accent: “Athena! What are you doing? You will ruin that dress. Come on, my love.” And with that the girl took off across the grass towards her parents. 

“Athena,” Jack murmured. “I’ve come back for you.”

[image: image]

ATHENA CAUGHT UP WITH her friend on one of the picnic benches. Mallory had already bought sandwiches and coffee for them both, and she was spreading it out on the bench. She looked at Athena’s glowing face and put her hands on her hips. “Well, don’t you look like the cat who got the cream! Tell me all.” 

Athena laughed and told her friend about her morning. She also told her about the strange incident in Paris, when Jack was arguing with her uncle.

“And you never found out what it was about?”

Athena shook her head.

“Oh well. You know what these academics are like. They’d argue about the colour of milk.”

“No, it was nothing like that. Somehow I feel it was a lot more serious, and it involved my dad.”

“Your dad? Athena, you don’t still believe there was something sinister about your parent’s accident, do you? You have to move on from that.”

“I don’t know, Mall. There’s just a lot of weird stuff that I need to get to the bottom of.”

Mallory rolled her eyes. “Honestly, I think you’re going to have enough on your plate this term.”

She nodded. “You’re probably right. And you were right about one other thing too. Dr. Hottie is seriously hot. I’m going to have to watch myself.” 

Mallory sighed. “Oh, I feel so sorry for you. It must be terrible.” 
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Athena’s afternoon went in a blur. She loved working with Jack. He was so knowledgeable, and his excitement for archeology reminded her of her father. She shared his enthusiasm, and it was great to be with someone who understood her passions. At 4 o’clock, Jack looked at the clock. “Well, you’ve been here all day, I really should let you go.” 

She looked a little regretful. “Are you sure there’s nothing I can do for you before I leave?” 

Jack looked thoughtful. “Well, not unless you know of some place I can live. I’m in temporary accommodation right now and it’s really not working out for me. I need my own place, but it’s so hard to find somewhere with reasonable rent that’s close to the university.” 

She thought for a while and then slapped her hand against her forehead. “I can help you with that!” she exclaimed. “I need a renter for my house right now. I guess the previous tenants left while I was in Paris. I have it in the hands of a rental agency. I’ll give you their number and they can arrange to show you around.” 

He immediately looked interested. “Can’t you show me round?” 

She drew a sharp breath. “I don’t normally do that,” she whispered. “It’s difficult for me. It’s my family home, and I haven’t lived there since my parents died. Too many memories.” Her voice trailed off and she looked at her feet awkwardly.

Jack regarded her sadly. “Would it help if I bought you dinner afterwards? No pressure, of course.” 

Athena thought for a moment. He seemed like a nice guy, and she definitely wasn’t getting the warning signals she’d gotten from Patrice. She was also aware that he was her new boss, and she really should make an effort. It had been over a year since her parents had died, and she should be able to do this now. Like everything else, it was probably just a case of getting on with it.

“Okay,” she blurted. “I’ll meet you at the house at 6:30.” She quickly scribbled down the address for him and headed out the door. 

Jack went to his window as he watched her run across the quad. Her long hair bounced behind her as she ran elegantly in her heels. As she reached the edge of the grass, she quickly turned her head to his window and fixed her eyes on him. He darted back into his room, breathing heavily, smiling at being caught again. 

[image: Paragraph Squiggle outline]

WHEN ATHENA GOT BACK to her apartment, she quickly phoned the rental agency before they closed. They confirmed they had cleaned the house, and it was ready to show. They wondered why she wanted to show it herself, but she explained a friend was interested in it and she would let them know the result. 

She went to the kitchen and climbed on a chair to retrieve the spare keys from the tin where she kept them. She looked down at the colourful key chain and the fob they had bought in Crete on their last visit as a family. Tossing the keys in her bag, she made a quick cup of tea before she left to calm her nerves. As she pulled her phone out of her bag, she realized she had three missed calls. She scrolled back through to see the numbers, but realized they were blocked numbers. Probably just some telemarketer, she thought to herself. 

At 6:15, she jumped into her VW Beetle and headed off to the house. She hadn’t been there for many months, and she’d avoided driving past it by taking a different route every day. She didn’t want to be reminded of the happy times they’d had there together as a family. She felt her stomach turning over as she approached the street and she tried to take some calming breaths. I really shouldn’t be doing this, she thought. It’ll probably end in tears, and then I’ll make a complete fool of myself.

Jack Latimer was waiting outside the house when she pulled up, and he smiled and gave her a brief wave as she got out of the car. She noticed how handsome he looked, standing on the top step waiting for her in a pair of faded jeans and a pale green shirt. 

She wasn’t sure if the feeling in the pit of her stomach was desire or whether it was just the apprehension of entering the house again. He greeted her warmly, and she pulled the keys from her purse. “I’m really grateful to you for showing me around, Athena,” he whispered.  

She put the key into the lock, “Well, here goes,” she said, as she stepped into the hallway. She took a deep breath, but the house no longer smelled like home. It had been painted, and the previous tenants had implanted their own set of smells on it. Some of her parents’ furniture remained, and she had put the rest into storage, along with a lot of personal items that she’d never had the courage to go through. 

Olivier had come from Paris and had helped her to pack everything into boxes. It had been an agonizing process for both of them, with lots of tears and plenty of hot tea. The worst thing had been going through her mother’s clothes. Her mother was a flamboyant woman who had a colourful wardrobe, and Athena had no idea what to do with any of it. In the end, she had just packed it all into boxes and put it in storage. She couldn’t bear to give it to charity. It just didn’t seem right at the time. 

Athena showed Jack the downstairs rooms leading him through the kitchen, dining room and formal living room. In the corner of the living room, her mother’s grand piano stood covered in a white dust sheet. She walked over to it and dramatically pulled the sheet off in one smooth movement. She looked across at Jack. “Do you play?” 

Jack laughed. “I’m afraid I don’t have a musical bone in my body, but I heard you were very talented. Your father talked about you all the time.” 

Athena frowned. “Well, I won’t be playing this piano ever again. I might as well sell it. Someone might enjoy it.” 

They went upstairs to the bedrooms and then she showed him where the electrical panel was and how the heating worked. “You can have an open fire when it’s cold,” she told him. “It’s always really nice at Christmas.” 

She realized that she was reliving the times she’d spent there with her family. She felt so lost and alone; the house felt like an empty shell in the same way that she was.

Jack voice broke her unhappy thoughts. “I bet your father had lots of interesting antiquities in the house. Did you find anything unusual when you were clearing out?” 

Athena looked at him strangely. It was the same question Patrice had asked her. “Well, Dad always put the stuff he found in museums. He kept nothing of value. He had an extraordinarily strong moral compass where that was concerned. I remember how angry he used to get if he thought people were profiting from antiquities. When Olivier and I cleaned everything up, we found nothing of any significance. Olivier would have known if it was worth something. Just trinkets, really. We packed them away in storage with everything else.”

He looked lost in his own thoughts, and she ran her hand over the smooth fallboard of her mother’s piano, remembering her mother’s rich singing voice. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine her sitting there in one of her colourful evening gowns, entertaining her guests with her beautiful voice. 

She turned her back on Jack, not wanting him to see the tears that were forming in her eyes. There was nothing she could do to stop it. Large wet droplets ran down her face and landed on the ebony wooden surface as her shoulders shook in silent sorrow.

He must have realized what was happening because he walked to her and in one movement spun her around and took her in his arms, holding her tightly. Wrapped in his embrace, a warmth spread through her body, and she noticed how good he smelled. She couldn’t work out whether she felt arousal or just plain grief. She sobbed into his chest as silently as she could, feeling ashamed and hating herself for allowing this to get the better of her again. She sometimes wondered if she’d ever get over it.

Eventually he spoke. “I’m so sorry, Athena. I shouldn’t have persuaded you to bring me here. I will never forgive myself for making you cry.” He looked genuinely dismayed as he stroked her long hair. He reached into his pocket and withdrew a clean men’s handkerchief. 

Athena smiled through her tears, looking up at him with sad eyes. “I didn’t think people carried these things anymore. My dad used to have some with his initials on them.” 

“Well, call me old-fashioned, I guess.” And with that, he dabbed at her tears and handed her the hankie. “You can keep it for now,” he said softly. 

She thanked him and tried to pull herself together. She felt very peaceful in Jack’s arms, but she realized she mustn’t get sucked into feeling this way, especially not when she was feeling so emotional. 

“Was that a tsunami?” he asked quietly, looking at her with concern.

She laughed through her remaining tears. “Oh no. That was just a gentle wave. Believe me, you’ll recognize the tsunami if it ever hits. I only hope you never have to witness it.”

She pulled away from him, trying to find some normalcy and asked, “Well, what do you think? Do you like it? It’s close to the college. You could walk, actually.” 

“I love it, I think it will be perfect. Thank you for everything.” As they turned to go, he added. “I hope you will feel able to visit me here. I don’t want to take it if you would feel uncomfortable about that.”

Athena nodded, but she wasn’t convinced she would be visiting him any time soon. They locked up, and she headed out to her car. She told him to contact the rental agency in the morning to make all the arrangements and went to unlock her car. “Wait a minute,” Jack called after her. “I still owe you dinner. Where would you like to go?” 

She wasn’t sure if she would be particularly good company, but she realized he was in a strange country and she wanted to be friendly. “Well, what kind of food do you like?” she asked. 

He thought for a moment and then replied, “I have been known to eat anything. If you’ve spent a lot of time on dig sites, you get used to eating what’s on offer. It’s usually hot and brown and unrecognizable.” She laughed, very familiar with how those things went.

Jack looked embarrassed. “Also, I don’t have a car yet,” he confessed. “I will have to get used to driving on the wrong side of the road again.” 

“Actually, it’s the correct side of the road,” she retorted. “Everyone else has it wrong. Come on, jump in. I’ll think of somewhere.” 

She ended up driving out of Oxford to a charming country pub where she sometimes went with Mallory. It wasn’t the kind of place she visited with Juan, as it wasn’t his scene, but she and Mallory enjoyed sitting in front of the enormous log fire, putting the world to rights with their easy conversation. 

Dusk was setting in, and the pub glowed with a welcoming soft light. They found a nice table close to the fire and made themselves comfortable. Jack seemed to like the place. “This is great.” He smiled. “We have nothing like this back home.”  

Athena found Jack very easy company, and he chatted away about his childhood in rural Illinois and his out-of-place ambitions to enter archeology. He had lots of funny stories and he kept her entertained all evening. She felt like she had known him forever, and she couldn’t remember a time when she had enjoyed herself so much. Unlike Patrice, she wasn’t aware of any hidden agenda or undercurrents with this man. He just seemed so genuine, and so unbelievably hot! 

She really wanted to ask him about the argument he’d had with Olivier in Paris, but the time didn’t seem right, and she didn’t want to ruin the evening. 

She didn’t drink because she was driving, but Jack enjoyed a couple of pints of the local “warm” beer. It was dark outside when they headed out to the car. He told her where he was staying, and she headed in that direction. She desperately wanted to extend the evening and felt bold enough to ask if he wanted to come back to her place for a nightcap, but he graciously refused, and she dropped him off, rather reluctantly, at his place. He touched her hand as he left the car, thanking her for the lovely evening, and she was left to drive home alone, feeling a little rejected.  

That strange feeling in her stomach had only increased as the evening had worn on, and the warmth had spread to the inside of her thighs, sending touches of electricity through her body. Maybe I’m not his type, she mused to herself, or maybe he’s gay. Oh, no. Juan would be in there like a shot.  She resolved not to tell Juan about Jack, just in case. 

“Trust you Athena!” she muttered to herself. “You’re falling for a gay man who has absolutely no interest in you.” She felt angry with herself for falling so hard for someone so quickly after Patrice.

She had come out of that encounter as a resolute warrior woman who didn’t need men, and now here she was fawning like an idiot. As she pushed her door key into the lock, she resolved to do better the next day. If she was going to work with this guy on a daily basis, she needed to get her shit together and fast. 

[image: image]

JACK SIGHED AS HE STEPPED into his room and retrieved his phone from his jacket pocket. He quickly dialled a number and waited for someone to answer. 

“It’s Jack. Yes, I spent some time with her today. I’m pretty sure she knows nothing about it. It definitely wasn’t in the house, but she has some stuff in storage. The ironic thing is I’m going to be renting her house, so I’ll have plenty of time to poke around. I just don’t want to make it too obvious.” 

He listened intently. “Yes, yes, I understand. Now listen to me, I don’t want her to get hurt, she’s already been through enough. There must be a way we can do this without her getting involved. Yes, okay. I’ll speak to you if I get any more information. Just remember we’re working together on this one. I don’t want you taking over the operation like you tried to last time. We both have our own agendas, Patrice, and I’m going to be making damn sure I stick to mine.” 

Jack rang off and flopped down on his bed. “God, I’ll never live with myself if anything happens to her,” he said grimly. 
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After breakfast the next morning, Athena put a lot of thought into what she should wear. She didn’t want to look like she was blatantly trying to attract him. Remembering Marie-Claire’s advice, she ran her hand through her closet and caressed all the beautiful clothes she had bought in France. She decided on a smart grey pencil skirt with a collarless white blouse, and a soft turquoise cardigan. She added a pair of black leather heels and a snazzy necklace before fixing her hair into a tight updo. After carefully applying her makeup, she examined the results of her efforts in the mirror. She was pleased with what she saw and blew a kiss to herself in the mirror. “Gay or not, Dr. Jack Latimer, you’re not going to know what’s hit you,” she muttered as she strolled to her car. 

It was a bright, sunny day, so she wore a pair of oversized sunglasses to protect her eyes. As she walked across the quadrangle, she was unaware of the stares of appreciation she was drawing. She bounced up the stairs to Jack’s office and knocked on the door. 

Before he could answer, a young female student brushed past her, looking a little flustered and red in the face. She was a pretty little thing, and Athena thought back to her first months at university and how she’d tried so desperately to fit in.  

She found Jack sitting at his desk with his head in his hands, looking weary. He turned around and shot a look at Athena, and his expression changed. “Wow, good morning Athena. You look.... ready to start work.” She wondered about the long pause but busied herself around the office, carrying on where they’d left off yesterday. 

Jack interrupted her flow of thoughts. “I need to ask you a favour. An extra duty, so to speak.” 

She turned to face him. “Yes, of course, what is it?”

Jack looked thoughtful for a moment, wondering how to phrase his request. “I need you to be here if I have students in my office for tutorials if that’s okay. It will be good practice for you if you ever want to pursue teaching yourself.” 

Athena thought back to the flustered young girl who had exited his office this morning and concealed a smile. “Did you have a bit of trouble this morning, Jack?” she laughed. 

Jack looked agitated. “It’s everywhere I go. It drives me crazy. A student asks for extra help and before you know it, I realize it’s not the kind of help I’m prepared to give. I don’t understand why this happens. Other people don’t seem to have this problem. I guess I must invite it in some way.” Athena smiled at his confusion. “You will tell me won’t you, if you think I’m sending out the wrong signals, because obviously I don’t have a clue.” 

She turned to face him, emboldened by his confusion. “You’re an extremely attractive man, Jack. You must realize that.” 

He looked back at her, stunned. “Athena, there are a lot of attractive profs on campus. They don’t have these problems. I’ve always thought of myself as average at best.” 

Athena looked at him unsympathetically. “Oh, please Jack. They call you Dr. Hottie, didn’t you know? You’ve only been here a few days and already you have a reputation for being the campus heartthrob.”

“Oh my God,” he murmured. He looked deeply embarrassed as he picked at the cuff of his shirt. “What do you think I should do?” he asked her, looking a little desperate. 

Athena thought for a moment. “Well, I know kickboxing; I could kick your front teeth out, then you wouldn’t be such a catch.” He threw his head back and laughed, and Athena enjoyed the moment. He truly was an everyday Adonis. Once he’d composed himself, he looked at her with admiration.

“Kickboxing, eh? Can’t say I ever imagined you doing that.” 

Athena wrinkled her nose at him. “It’s great for stress reduction and general fitness,” she said in a fake haughty voice. 

“I must remember that. I can see I’m going to have to watch myself with you.” Athena was enjoying the flirtatious route that the conversation was taking, and she felt the excitement rising in her again. 

He stared at her for a moment too long before quickly changing the topic. “I’m moving into your place at the weekend. I’m so grateful to you for showing me your house, and I had a great time at the pub. We could do that again sometime if you would like.” 

Athena smiled at him. “I would like that very much.” They were both silent for a moment, and then her phone rang and she excused herself. She talked on the phone for a few minutes and then rang off. 

“That was really weird,” she said. “That was the storage unit where I keep my parents' things. They’ve been broken into. Only my stuff was disturbed, but they think nothing has been taken. They’re going to call the police, but they want me to go over there and look at my things to see if anything is missing.” 

Jack looked concerned. “Do you want me to go with you?” 

She shook her head. “No, it’s okay. I’ll go after work.” 

Jack looked at her seriously. “Be careful, Athena,” he warned. 

“Oh, I’m sure it will be fine. It’s probably just some druggie looking for stuff they can sell on.” Jack returned to his desk and shuffled some of his papers around with a look of concern.  

[image: Paragraph Squiggle outline]

ATHENA FINISHED WORK a little early and drove over to the storage unit that afternoon. The couple who owned the business were waiting for her, looking stressed. “We’re so sorry, Ms. Duncan,” the wife started. “We don’t understand how they got into your unit. It was all secure.” 

Her husband spoke up, “Police said it looked like a professional job.” 

Athena reassured the couple and then made her way to the unit. She hadn’t been there since she and Olivier had packed everything away after the funeral, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to be there now. When she walked into the unit, everything looked tidy, except every box had been opened, and it looked like the boxes had been riffled through. 

She had no way of knowing if they had taken anything, because she honestly couldn’t remember what was there in the first place. She looked sadly at the cardboard boxes and realized she would really have to tackle all this stuff at some stage. There was no point in just leaving it all here to slowly rot away. 

“Boxes full of memories,” she whispered. She had a quick look and then she noticed a box of her mother’s clothing. She grabbed an orange silk poncho off the top of the box. It was the one her mother had been wearing when they’d flown to Crete on that last holiday. She held it to her face and inhaled, but there was no trace of her mother’s heavy scent of Chanel No. 5. 

She turned to see the owner’s wife gazing at her sadly. “I was the same when my dad went,” she whispered. “Couldn’t get rid of his stuff for months. Do it in your own time, love. Don’t rush yourself. You’ll know when you’re ready.” Athena was touched at the woman’s sentiments. She sometimes forgot she wasn’t the only person suffering grief in life. She was just one member of a huge club that nobody really wanted to belong to. 

When she got back to her apartment, she had a quick shower, and then she phoned Juan. They had arranged to go out with Mallory that weekend, and she wanted to firm up the arrangements. Athena wanted to make sure Juan wouldn’t take them anywhere too outrageous where Mallory would feel uncomfortable, but it seemed he’d already done that while she was away. They decided on a local wine bar, tasteful and low-key. “Well, I will just have to go on somewhere else afterwards,” Juan sulked. Tasteful and low-key didn’t suit his flamboyant nature. 

When she rang off, her phone rang again almost instantly. It was Jack, which surprised her because she hadn’t known he had her number. Then she remembered she had given it to him over a year ago, when they’d met at her dad’s book launch. 

“I just wanted to see how things went at the storage unit,” he said. 

She assured him that everything was fine, and it didn’t look like anything had been taken. “It made me realize that I need to sort all those things out.” 

“Well, if you want some help, I’m here for you. You know that right?” His soft American voice sent shivers down her spine. He had the kind of voice she could listen to all night. She thought he could have a career reading audio books if the archeology didn’t work out for him, or perhaps narrating documentaries about the Amazon rainforest. 

“Hey, listen. I’m at a bit of a loose end tonight, and I wondered if you wanted to go out.” 

“Sorry Jack,” she replied. “I’m a bit tired and I don’t feel like going out tonight. Another time, maybe.” 

He sounded disappointed at her refusal and tried again. “Well, I would ask you round here for a drink, but I’m not really set up for that at the moment. Maybe I could bring a bottle of wine and a takeout round to your place.” 

She thought of Jack’s handsome face and his soft voice. It didn’t matter how tired she was, she couldn’t refuse him. She gave him her address, and he promised to be round within the hour. 

As promised, the doorbell rang at seven sharp and there he was, clutching a plastic bag of goodies and two bottles of wine. “How did you get here?” she said, looking around. 

“I got myself fixed up with a new car today.” He smiled. “But I can’t promise that I’m driving on the correct side of the road.” She laughed and invited him in. As usual, he looked casually gorgeous, and his hair was freshly washed from the shower. “This is a really nice place,” he said, looking around appreciatively. 

“Yup. It’s small, but it makes me feel safe. I couldn’t rattle around in that big house on my own, too much ancient history.” 

He smiled, recognizing the irony in her statement. They laid out the food on her coffee table and she went to fetch some wine glasses from the kitchen. She plugged her iPod into the speaker dock and played some Frank Sinatra. Jack smiled when he heard the first bars of “Fly Me to the Moon.”

“Wow, I’ve not listened to this in years. Frank was one of my mom’s favourites.” 

“Mine too,” she said. 

They finished the takeout, and Athena took the debris to the kitchen. Jack helped her carry everything and together they loaded the dishwasher, then they headed back to the living room and poured some more wine. They had chatted all evening, but now there was a lull in the conversation. Frank was singing “The Way you Look Tonight” and Athena felt herself getting a little teary. 

Jack gently took her hand and surprised her with his question. “Do you like to dance, Athena?” 

She smiled back at him, her eyes glistening in the light. “I love to dance. I’ve been dancing for longer than I can remember.” 

He stood up. “Well, in that case, would you do me the honour of dancing with me now?” 

She rose in a haze of emotion and he took her in his arms. They moved together like a couple who had danced together for years. Athena had danced with many people over the years, some good and some terrible, but she had never felt the kind of togetherness with someone as she did with Jack. His hand on her back was firm as he led her expertly. The track ended, and she rested her head on his chest. 

“Thank you,” she whispered. 

Jack sighed. “You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to do that.” 

She looked at him, puzzled, as he brushed the hair away from her face. She desperately wanted him to kiss her, but he just stared deeply into her eyes. She had no idea what he was thinking, but the moment felt intense. She felt like he was staring into her soul. Drawn to him, she leaned forward to kiss him, but he turned his face away and spoke hurriedly.

“Well, I promised you an early night, so I’m going to head out.” Jack’s voice broke the moment as he moved away from her. 

“But we haven’t finished the wine yet,” she protested. 

“Oh, we can do that another time. Now get yourself to bed.” And with that, he kissed her gently on the cheek and was gone. 

Athena seriously regretted telling him she was tired. She re-corked the wine and put the remains in the fridge and padded off to get ready for bed. Her phone rang, distracting her attention, and she searched around in her coat pocket to find it. She answered it just in time. “Ms. Duncan?” the voice said on the other end. “Yes,” said Athena, and with that, the line went dead. 
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It was Saturday morning, and Athena was grateful at the opportunity to stay in bed. She felt like her feet hadn’t touched the ground since she’d returned from Paris, and she was looking forward to a day of not doing very much before heading out with Juan and Mallory that night. She lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, trying to piece together the events of the previous evening. 

It vexed her that Jack hadn’t made a move on her. They had seemed incredibly close, but then nothing. She reflected that Jack was so different than Patrice. He struck her as an honourable man with high ideals. Maybe a bit too honourable, she thought.

She smiled ruefully to herself. Before Paris, she’d gone out of her way to avoid sexual confrontations with men. Now she had turned into a nymphomaniac. Whatever Patrice had switched on in her, she definitely wasn’t able to find the off switch, particularly where Jack was concerned. 

After breakfast, she went to her spare bedroom, which was really just a dumping ground for stuff that had no home. Spying the box she wanted, she picked her way through the chaos and hauled it out, trying not to fall over anything.

Placing the box on the floor, she removed her father’s journals that she had packed away all those months ago. She was amazed that for someone so disorganized, her father had been fastidious about his journal keeping. He liked to write everything in the same type of book, with a hard cardboard binding and a marbled interior. They were quite expensive, and he bought them from a specialist shop in Oxford. He always bought several at once, so he would never be without one. 

The journals had been carefully dated and they spanned a period of almost thirty years. She touched them reverently, realizing that these books represented his life’s work, and now they were entrusted to her. It was quite a responsibility, and she wanted to ensure that whatever she wrote did justice to the kind of man he was and his vision for archeology. 

She realized he would never again be able to share the stories behind these artifacts, and that saddened her immensely. She only hoped that he had left enough details in her journals to document their journey. Of course, in more recent years she had been present for many of the finds, so they would be easier for her to write about. 

Hamish had been quite the artist, and he had illustrated his journals with drawings of the artifacts he had found, as well as some personal drawings. Picking up a journal that would have been written when she was about three years old, she was stunned to find a pencil drawing of a small child wearing a large sunhat, digging in the sand. Under the picture her father had written, “my wee bairn,” and she realized it must have been a drawing he had made of her when they were on one of their summer digs. 

Her childhood had been so unique, and up to this point she hadn’t appreciated what a gift it had been. She started to put the journals in date order, with the intent of going through them chronologically and making notes on what she would include in the book.

She was absorbed in thought when her phone rang, and she jumped up to answer it.

“Hi Athena. I thought I’d let you know that I’m all moved in, and I wondered if you wanted to come around this evening. I could cook for you as a thank you for letting me have this place. It’s amazing!” He sounded excited, and Athena was genuinely happy for him. 

“Oh, I can’t tonight, Jack,” she said regretfully. “I’m going out with a couple of old friends.” 

He sounded disappointed. “Well, some other time, I guess. Where are you going?”

“We’re just heading off to a local wine bar, one gay and two gals.” 

Jack laughed at her description. “It sounds like fun. Well, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. I’ll try to call you tomorrow.” And with that he rang off. 

It disappointed her that she couldn’t take him up on his offer, but she wasn’t about to bail on Mallory and Juan. Mallory particularly didn’t get out enough, and Athena knew she had been looking forward to it. Also, she wasn’t sure about how she felt about having dinner with Jack in her old family home. 

She was excited to get ready that night. It was her first proper night out back in Oxford and she wanted to make an impression, even if it was only for Juan and Mallory. After trying on several things, she decided on a tight-fitting white t-shirt with a plunging neckline that showed off her cleavage, and a black pencil skirt with cute little black leather boots. 

To top it all off was her pièce de résistance, a buttery soft black leather jacket which had been outrageously expensive, and her oversized sunglasses. She wasn’t sure about her hair, so she ended up leaving it down, taking a couple of bands with her in case she changed her mind as the evening wore on. She spent a lot of time on her makeup, topping everything with a scarlet red lipstick. She looked at herself in the bathroom mirror and gasped. “Wow, that’s pretty edgy.” She couldn’t wait to see the look on her friends’ faces. 

She got a cab to the wine bar, where they were both waiting for her. She was definitely not going to be driving tonight. Juan and Mallory were already seated at a table when Athena made her entrance. Juan got up and pretended to faint on the floor. Athena pulled him to his feet, laughing. “Why are you always so dramatic, Juan!” 

He whistled loudly. “My God, Athena. That French guy must have screwed some style into you, ‘cause I’ve never seen you look like that before.” 

Athena made a face at him. “It has nothing to do with him, and everything to do with me,” she said pointedly. 

“Well, whatever,” he said. “You are so hot right now baby, you’re smoking.” 

Mallory exploded in fits of giggles and looked at her friend appreciatively. “Juan’s right, you know. You look amazing.” Athena hugged her hard, and they turned their attention to the food and drink. The server brought a couple of carafes of wine to the table, and the friends ordered a selection of appetizers.

The bar was pretty busy, and the small dance floor was already packed with couples dancing close together to the live music of a local jazz ensemble. Athena looked across to the small stage where the group was playing and instantly recognized the four young men as friends from her undergrad program. She had known them since she was eighteen and they had played various venues in Oxford as impoverished students to make ends meet. She was thrilled to see they were still together, and she gave them a friendly wave. Their group featured Edward the pianist, Sebastian on the drums, William on the double bass and Josh on the alto sax. 

Seeing Athena, Edward beckoned enthusiastically to her to come over, so excusing herself from her friends, she headed to the stage. Taking a break from playing whilst Josh took over the lead, he caught her in his arms and gave her a warm hug. “Athena, you look fantastic. I had no idea you were back from Paris. How are you? You look really well.”

Athena had always enjoyed the company of this particular group of guys, and she had actually sung with them a few times for college parties. 

“Could we persuade you to do a couple of numbers with us?” Edward pleaded. “It always goes down well when we have a singer.”

Athena looked uncertain. “I don’t know Eddie. I’m here with Mallory and Juan, I don’t want to abandon them. Besides, I haven’t practiced with you for ages.”

Edward looked incredulous. “We all know the great Athena Duncan doesn’t need to practice. You remember those impromptu performances we used to give in the student union bar. You were always amazing. Pretty please. Just two songs.”

Athena relented and agreed, provided they stuck to a couple of songs she had just performed in Paris, which were still fresh in her mind. They decided on “That Old Black Magic” followed by “Witchcraft,” which both went down really well with the audience. The guys were reluctant to let Athena go and eventually she agreed to perform a little party piece that she used to do regularly with Edward, “Baby It’s Cold Outside,” even though it was more of a Christmas song. 

Sitting with him on the piano stool, they sang as if it were only yesterday they had performed together, rather than some three years ago. She was so engrossed in the song she didn’t notice that Jack Latimer had slipped into the bar and was watching her intently from his barstool.

After many hugs and kisses, the guys eventually let her get back to her friends, after first making her promise she would consider performing with them again. Juan and Mallory were enthusiastic about her performance, as were a group of men on the neighbouring table who were trying to send drinks her way. Juan put his arm around Athena protectively, indicating she was taken, even though she wasn’t, really. 

The food was taking a long time to arrive, but they wasted no time in laying into the wine. Juan was his usual loud self, but it didn’t really matter as the whole place was buzzing. 

Athena kept looking over to Mallory to make sure she was okay. Mallory had had a pretty sheltered upbringing, and the efforts Juan and Athena made to draw her out of her shell didn’t always work. Anyway, she seemed pretty happy, and she was nodding her head in time to the music and listening to Juan drone on about a girl with enormous breasts in his kickboxing class. Mallory loved Juan, but he was a bit too much for her sometimes. 

Eventually the food arrived, and they devoured it. “Thank God,” Juan moaned. “We really need to soak up some of that wine we’ve consumed.” 

Athena agreed. “I know. I’m feeling a bit wobbly already.” She felt better after getting some food inside her, and Juan wanted to dance, so she followed him to the dance floor. “Come on, Mallory, dance with us,” she encouraged, but Mallory shook her head. 

“I’m fine. You two go and have fun.” 

As usual, Juan was a complete exhibitionist on the dance floor, shaking his body and holding Athena close to him. True to his Latin roots, he danced really well, and his body was lean and muscular from years of kickboxing. 

Lots of men stared at Athena with hungry eyes, but Juan held her to him with a display of possession. To be fair, he had always been very protective of her, and although he wasn’t interested in her sexually, he wasn’t about to let any sleazeball come and proposition her, especially after what happened in Paris. 

Athena was getting hot, so she shed her leather jacket and left it with Mallory. Juan took her back in his arms and dipped her low on the dance floor, and Athena exploded in giggles. Suddenly there was a voice behind them that she recognized, “Do you mind if I cut in? I would really like to dance with Athena.” Spinning around, she saw Jack standing behind her. 

“Jack,” she squeaked. “How did you find us?” 

Jack put his hands up in amazement. “Lucky guess!” 

Juan was looking both confused and impressed by this new member of their party. “Athena,” he yelled over the music, “why don’t you introduce me to your friend.” She smiled at Jack and made the introductions, and they shook hands. 

“Now,” said Jack, “about that dance.” Juan held up his hands in defeat and made his way back to torment Mallory. Jack held Athena in his arms and looked into her face. “You look very different tonight.” 

She laughed. “Do you approve, or is it too much?” She was very aware that she’d consumed several glasses of wine and her head was buzzing. 

“I always approve of you,” Jack said cryptically. “I saw your performance,” he said in her ear. “You were absolutely amazing. I was stunned. I had heard you were talented, but I had no idea.” She blushed, not really knowing what to say. 

The music slowed, and he pulled her tighter as they danced to a slow number. Athena allowed her head to rest on Jack’s chest as she felt the music flow through her body. As she turned, she could see her two friends giving her the thumbs up and chatting excitedly. Mallory was obviously filling Juan in on Dr. Hottie. 

After a couple of dances, Juan approached them on the dance floor carrying Athena’s jacket. “I’m going to take Mall home,” he said. “She’s feeling tired. You stay and enjoy the rest of the evening.” The friends hugged and Juan kissed Athena gently on the cheek. “Love you, Thena. I’ll speak to you tomorrow.” Mallory waved and with that they were gone. 

Jack looked concerned, “I didn’t mean to break up your party,” he said. 

“Oh, that’s okay,” Athena reassured him. “I expect Mallory has had enough. She can only take so much of Juan. He’s good in small doses.” 

Jack grinned. “He’s quite the character!” 

“Oh, yeah. He’s a character alright.” And then she added thoughtfully, “But he’s been a true friend, especially when I lost my parents. He’s an orphan, too. He understands these things.” 

Jack nodded. “One of your rocks.” 

“Yes, definitely one of my rocks,” she agreed.

They danced for a little longer and then he asked her, “Would you like to stay a while longer or shall I take you home?”

Athena was concerned “Are you okay to drive?” 

Jack held up three fingers in a salute. “Scout’s honour. I haven’t touched a drop.” 

Athena sighed. “Okay, if you don’t mind, I think I would like to go home now. I’m wasted.” 

She was a little unsteady, so he put his arm around her waist, and they made their way out to Jack’s new car, Athena giggling as she fell against him. She was surprised to see it was a beautiful, classic Jaguar, silver blue with leather seats. “Wow,” she murmured. “That’s quite the ride.” 

Jack laughed. “I know. I went out to get something practical and came home with this!” He helped Athena into the passenger seat and then made his way across to the driver’s side. “That’s another thing about this country,” he joked, “they put the steering wheel on the wrong side.” Athena giggled and let her head rest against the leather upholstery. Jack’s car smelled wonderful, just like him. She closed her eyes and hoped the spinning sensation would soon stop. 

Pretty soon they were back at Athena’s apartment, and he was helping her out of the car. She struggled with her keys and he finally took them from her and let them both in. He settled her on the couch and then he headed to the kitchen. “Shall I make you some coffee?” he shouted. 

“Oh, that would be lovely,” she murmured, almost too quietly for him to hear. He found everything he needed and came in carrying a tray with two cups and a cafetiere of coffee with some cream and sugar. Athena looked up at him. “You’re an excellent man, Jack Latimer,” she said unsteadily, slurring her words slightly. 

He smiled at her with a look of amusement on his face and poured her coffee. Helping her sit up, he handed her the coffee, making sure she had two hands around it before he let it go. “Are you okay, Athena?” he asked her. 

She looked across at him with a knowing smile on her face. “You mean do I get shit-faced like this often? Not so much these days. I never could hold my booze.” She giggled to herself as she thought of all the occasions in the past when she had overindulged. 

Jack interrupted her private joke. “I don’t want to leave you until I know you’re going to be okay.” 

She looked at him thoughtfully. “I don’t mind if you stay the night, Jack. In fact, I can’t think of anyone I would rather spend the night with.” 

Jack got up from the couch abruptly, running his hands through his hair. “Athena, you’ve had too much to drink. I wouldn’t dream of it. I think it’s probably best if I go.” 

Athena looked sad. “I’m sorry, Jack. I didn’t mean to upset you.” She felt like she would cry. Nothing worse than a miserable drunk, she thought to herself. 

“Of course you didn’t upset me, sweetheart. I’m just trying to do the right thing.” And with that he rushed back to her, pulled her gently up off the couch and held her in his arms. He took her face in his hands and said, “This is how I feel about you,” and then he let his lips find hers and kissed her. His lips were soft and gentle, but there was also an urgency and longing about him. Athena felt like she never wanted to come up for air. 

He pulled her away from him, looked into her eyes and said, “I’m going to go now. I want you to drink your coffee and go to bed and I’ll check on you tomorrow, okay?” He strode out of the apartment and back out into the night air.

Athena sat on the couch, breathing hard for a few moments. Her entire body felt like it was on fire, and she knew it wasn’t just the wine. Something else had taken over. A desire so hard that it actually hurt. She couldn’t believe he’d just walked out on her when she felt that way. “What kind of man are you, Jack Latimer?” she shouted to the empty room. “Some kind of evil torturer, I think,” she said dramatically, and with that she headed off to the bathroom to throw up.
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That night Athena was haunted by bad dreams again. It had been happening since her parents’ accident, and no amount of counselling seemed to rid her of them. She woke up in a pool of sweat and thought about the day of the accident. In her mind she ran through the events of the day, just as she had a million times before. They had spent a pleasant morning at the villa, and Athena had enjoyed a leisurely breakfast and a swim in the pool. 

Konnie had wanted to visit a taverna in the hills where her parents used to take her, and they set out. Their route took them up a windy road that zigzagged back and forth as it gained altitude. As usual, Athena sat in the back of the car with her parents in the front. Her mother was chattering away, excitedly about the taverna, and the people she had met there in the past. 

Athena remembered looking behind her at a car driving very close on their tail. His lights were on full and she couldn’t see the driver. She remembered speaking to her father about it and he told her not to worry, that he would pull over and let him pass when he got the opportunity.

Suddenly, out of nowhere, there was a truck approaching them at speed on their side of the road, forcing Hamish to pull out to the left. As he pulled out, the car behind sped up, leaving them no room to manoeuvre. Athena remembered hearing her mother scream, and in a panic she opened the back door and threw herself out onto the road, hitting her head on the hard tarmac. Her last recollection was of the sound of screeching brakes followed by a loud bang, and then silence. Athena blacked out and was found by a passing motorist who alerted the police. 

There was no sign of the dark-coloured car that was following them or the truck that had pulled into their lane. The police took Athena’s statement in hospital and suggested that maybe she had imagined the other vehicles. She had a nasty head injury, after all. However, Athena remembered what she had seen that day quite distinctly. She had always felt there was more to the accident than the police were letting on, but she’d never gotten to the bottom of it. Olivier listened to her story, but even he told her she needed to let things go. There was nothing she could do to bring her parents back.

Athena pulled off her sweat-drenched nightdress and headed to the shower.  It was Sunday morning, and she wasn’t sure how long she had slept. She let the hot water run over her and wash away the memories of that terrible day, her tears mixing with the water as it washed away down the drain. She shut off the water and wrapped herself in her fluffy white bathrobe, towelling her long hair dry. 

She walked into the living room and looked at the two coffee cups, and then she remembered Jack. She put her face in her hands as she recalled what had happened the night before. “Oh God, I literally threw myself at him,” she said miserably to herself. So much for being warrior woman, she thought.  I just came across as a stupid drunk. 

Then she felt angry. She hadn’t invited him to come along; he had just turned up out of the blue. It wasn’t her fault she was already wasted. If she’d known he was coming, she wouldn’t have drunk so much, and besides, if he couldn’t accept who she was, he should just bugger off. 

Athena wandered out into the garden, aggressively pulling the heads off the dandelions that were invading her patio space. She heard her phone ring and headed back inside. It was Juan. “Good morning, darling! How are you feeling? Is Dr. Hottie still with you?” 

Athena grimaced. She wasn’t sure she could take Juan’s particular brand of humour this morning. “No, he’s not,” she said a bit sharply. “He scarpered when he realized I was a pathetic drunk.” 

Juan was incredulous. “You mean he didn’t bang you looking like that? What kind of man is he?” 

Athena picked miserably at her nail polish. “I don’t know, but not the kind who’s prepared to shag a drunk woman, obviously.” She softened a little. “Anyway, did you and Mall get home okay?” 

“Oh, yes, we were fine. I’m pissed ‘cause I had twenty quid riding on the fact that you were going to get laid last night. That’s the second time Mallory’s taken money from me.” 

Athena giggled. “Well, I’m glad my sex life–or lack of it–provides you with an outlet for your gambling addiction.” He rang off, and she put the phone down on the kitchen counter. She needed to eat something greasy, so she headed off to the fridge to find the fattiest bacon she had. What she needed was a good fry-up. 

She felt a little better after she had eaten and glanced at the kitchen clock. It was 11:30, and she wondered what to do with her time for the remainder day. She was keen to carry on working through her father’s journals, so she finished drying her hair with the hair dryer and went to brush her teeth. 

As she was coming out of the bathroom, the doorbell rang. She headed down the hallway and looked through the glass panel. Jack was standing outside, looking as gorgeous as ever. Her stomach gave a little leap, and she thought about pretending she wasn’t in, but he had already seen her. 

She opened the door and smiled weakly. 

“How are you feeling?” he said. “Not too much of a hangover, I hope.” 

Athena grinned up at him. He looked too good for her to stay mad at him for long. Letting him in, she realized she was still in her bathrobe. Her hair was still damp, and she was makeup-free. 

“That’s a different look for you,” he commented. 

“I am an enigma,” she retorted cynically. “You never know how you’re going to find me.” 

Jack regarded her thoughtfully. “Are you mad at me because of last night?” 

Athena heaved a sigh. “No, Jack. I’m just a belligerent drunk. I should know better by now.” 

He was staring at her in her bathrobe with a thoughtful intensity, and she was feeling decidedly flushed. 

“Would you come here please Athena? I think we left some things unfinished last night.” 

Athena was surprised at the insistence in his voice. He was normally so soft and gentle. She walked towards him as if in a trance and he took her roughly in his arms, kissing her open mouth with a firmness that made her knees go weak. 

“You’re driving me crazy, Athena,” he said hoarsely. “Last night you were very drunk.”

“I was,” she muttered breathlessly.

“And I was trying to do the right thing, God damn it. Do you know how much effort it has taken me to resist you?” 

Pushing her against the wall, his lips sought out hers again, his tongue teasing and exploring her mouth. He trailed gentle kisses down the side of her neck to her collarbone, using his teeth gently on the delicate skin. “I want to make love to you,” he growled huskily. 

It was a few moments before she found her voice. “Yes, please.”  

He lifted her gently off the floor and she instinctively wrapped her legs firmly around his waist. By now her bathrobe was wide open, and he clutched her naked ass with his smooth hands. “Let’s go sweetheart,” he whispered into her neck, carrying her into the bedroom. Setting her down beside the bed, he kissed her again before pushing her robe off her shoulders and onto the floor. “So beautiful,” he murmured. 

She tugged at his shirt insistently and after loosening a couple of buttons, he pulled it over his head without bothering with the rest. She took in his tanned, muscular chest with a sprinkling of golden hair and her eyes widened. Leaning forward slightly, she placed gentle kisses on the rise of his chest, and she felt the vibration of his groan against her lips.

Still standing, his hand slipped down the length of her soft stomach until it slid over her sex. She instinctively stiffened against him and shivered, but when his thumb grazed over her clit, she felt the familiar rush of excitement building. He continued to stroke her, watching her head fall back and her eyes close. She could feel the strength of his hand supporting her back, so she didn’t fall backwards. 

“Do you feel that, Athena? Do you feel what I can do to you?” 

She moaned in response and her legs trembled, so he held her more closely. 

“You’re almost there, baby. Give it up for me.”

The gentle insistence of his voice sent her over the edge and she suddenly cried out, her body convulsing as she unravelled in his arms, finally sagging against him. Lifting her gently, he lay her down on the bed as she stared up at him, her beautiful grey eyes dark with desire. She watched with fascination as he undid the top button of his jeans before unzipping them and slipping them off. His boxers followed, and she found she couldn’t tear her eyes away from him.

He lay down beside her, supporting himself on one elbow and smoothing her hair away from her face. Holding her face in his hands, he leaned down and kissed her passionately before kissing down lower and lower, to the tops of her breasts before gently taking one nipple into his mouth and sucking hard. Her body contorted against the powerful sensation and he laughed, gently blowing over the sensitive area before taking it back into his mouth. 

She moaned, moving her hips towards him, asking him to move lower without words. As his hand moved down and found her, she raised her hips into his hand insistently. Finding her wet and ready, he slowly eased a finger inside, before withdrawing it and easing it back in again. 

“I want you so much Athena. Since the first time you walked into my office. Since long before that. I feel like I’m on fire for you. I can’t sleep without seeing you in my dreams.” His words were coming out as a stream of gentle murmurs of adoration. 

Moving his position so he was hovering over her, he eased her legs apart, settling into the space he created before scraping his teeth gently over her throat and brushing his thumb over her nipple. Moving his hand lower, his thumb circled her clit whilst he eased a finger back inside her, building an unforgiving rhythm. As her second orgasm tore through her body, he slowed his movements before moving so he was kneeling between her legs. 

She could see how hard he was for her and she took him gently in her hands, working up and down with long strokes. He moaned, gently stroking her hair. “Don’t do that too much, baby,” he laughed. “I want to come inside you.” He reached down to his discarded jeans and pulled out a packet of condoms. Tearing the packet with his teeth, he quickly sheathed himself and laid her back down. Feeling down towards her wetness, he slid a finger inside her again and then two, as Athena moaned softly to herself. 

When he felt she was ready, he gently pushed himself inside her, looking down at her beautiful face. “Wow, you are so tight, honey. It feels so good,” he moaned in pleasure.

Instinctively moving with him, Athena felt the excitement rising in her again as she felt him rubbing against a sensitive area that ignited her. His thrusting became more rhythmic and faster, and she felt herself lose control again. She cried out his name again. “Oh, Jack, it feels too good. I’m going to come again.” Just as Athena reached her peak, Jack thrust faster, and then his face contorted into an expression of blissful ecstasy, and he called her name.

They laid together for several minutes as he remained inside her, panting. Athena felt like colours were dancing in front of her eyes, as if she were on some psychedelic trip. Jack gently withdrew and carefully removed the condom. He went off to the bathroom and wrapped it in some tissue before disposing of it in the trash. Coming back, he lay on the bed and cuddled up close to her, covering her with the sheets to keep her warm. They didn’t speak for several minutes, both of them enjoying the afterglow of the moment. 

Finally, Jack broke the silence. “You okay, honey?” Athena smiled up at him shyly and stroked his face.

“Mmm. I’m more than okay. That was ... that was. God, I don’t even have a word for how good that was!” 

Jack grinned down at her, starting into her beautiful grey eyes. “Those eyes, baby,” he murmured. “If I live to be a hundred, those eyes will haunt my dreams.” 

She ran her fingers down the length of his face before broaching the question she’d been dreading. “Is it okay if you stay for a while?” she asked, half-scared to hear the reply.

“I’m not going anywhere, sweetheart,” he whispered. “In fact, if you want me to leave, you’ll probably have to kick me out.” 

She visibly relaxed when she heard those words and snuggled into his chest. She must have fallen asleep, because when she opened her eyes again it was just before four. Jack was staring down at her with a mellow look on his face. “You were sleeping.” He smiled. She was relieved he was still there and hadn’t sneaked away while she was asleep. 

Athena sat up and stretched. “I’m starving,” she said. 

“Now there’s a surprise,” he laughed. “Do you want to go out or shall we order in?” 

“I’d rather just stay here with you.” 

Jack stroked her face. “I’m so happy to hear you say that,” he said. They decided to order a pizza, so Athena went to grab her phone and dial the number. She looked at the missed calls on her phone, all from her anonymous callers. She showed the readout to Jack. 

“This has been happening a lot lately,” she told him. 

Jack looked concerned. “I think if might be a good idea to change your number, Athena. I can help you with it tomorrow if you like.” 

Athena pulled a face. “Oh, but it’s such a fuss to do that. It’s probably nothing.” 

Jack frowned at her. “I’m serious, honey. You don’t know what kind of weirdos there are out there.” His protectiveness made her feel warm inside. For so long she had longed for someone to make her feel that way. 

“Okay, I promise I’ll do something about it tomorrow, if it makes you feel better.” 

He looked relieved. “Okay,” he said playfully. “How long do you think that pizza will take, because I have a feeling I’m going to need to make love to you again pretty soon.” And with that, he dove under the covers and kissed her stomach as she giggled with joy.
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Later that evening, they decided that Jack should go back to the house. He wanted Athena to go with him, but she wasn’t ready to sleep back in the house again. He said he understood, but he really hoped there would come a time when she could be with him there. He really liked the house and thought it would be great to share it with her. They also decided they wanted to keep their relationship to themselves, at least for the next little while. “I’m not sure how the university will feel if they find out I’m banging my research assistant,” he joked. 

“I don’t know how I’m going to keep my hands off you tomorrow,” she purred in his ear. 

“Well, luckily my office door has a lock on it,” he said, winking at her. 

Athena kissed him goodnight and closed the door. She stood there for a while, basking in her newfound happiness. She couldn’t believe something like this could happen to her after all the heartbreak of the last year. It made it feel good that Jack had known her father and that they’d liked each other. She wondered why she couldn’t remember Jack from when they’d first met, but as he’d said, she was younger then.

She went into the living room and lay down on her couch, thinking about the events of the afternoon. As promised, he had made love to her a second time, rolling her over and taking her from behind. It felt amazing to have him so deep inside her, and another earth-crashing orgasm had left her breathless. Jack had looked at her in amazement. “You’re insatiable, honey.” 

“Only for you.” She smiled back at him. She was looking forward to experimenting with Jack in a way she never had before. She made a mental note to read more erotic chick lit novels to come up with some new ideas to try out. It was all happening so fast, like a runaway train that was gaining momentum. 

The next morning, she heard her phone ringing before she was properly awake. She rushed into the kitchen and grabbed it, seeing the call was from Jack. “Good morning, sweetheart,” he purred softly down the phone. “I thought I’d call you up for a little early morning phone sex before we head out for work. Tell me what you’re wearing.” 

Athena giggled. “I’m not wearing anything,” she whispered. “I’m completely naked. And what makes it worse is that I am totally wet for you right now.” 

Jack groaned. “Oh no, that’s not fair baby. I think I’m going to have to drive over there right now and help you out with that.” 

Athena was enjoying herself. “What would you like me to wear for you today?” The phone went silent for a while, but she could hear him breathing. 

“Do you have any stockings?” 

“I do. Would you like me to wear those for you?” She was really getting into her role here. 

“Yes, I would definitely like you to wear the stockings today, and that grey skirt you wore last week, but no panties. We will not be needing the panties today, okay?” 

Athena wondered if she had the nerve to go through with this, but the whole thing was giving her an almighty thrill. “Okay, whatever you say. Stockings, but no panties. I’ll make sure I’m there on time today.” 

Jack growled. “Make sure you are or there may have to be consequences.” 

Athena could feel the heat rising in her. She never could have believed phone sex was so powerful. “What kind of consequences were you thinking?” she continued.

“Well, I might just have to bend you over my desk and make love to you.” Jack’s voice was barely audible. 

“Then I will make sure I am really late,” Athena whispered. “Goodbye, Dr. Latimer. See you soon.” And with that, she hung up the phone. 

Athena rushed to shower and stood under the hot water. The aching heat between her legs was driving her crazy. God, he’s turned me into a sex addict, she thought. She pulled out the stockings from the back of her underwear drawer and the garter that went with them. As she rolled them up her legs, she realized she was a little nervous about the “no panties” request. She had never been out in public without panties, and she realized how exposed she was going to feel. She understood this was part of the game. Jack wanted to see if she had the nerve to go through with it for him. “I’m going to slay you, Jack Latimer,” she whispered to herself as she carried on dressing. 

She pulled her grey skirt over her stockings and picked out a black lacy bra from her drawer. She pulled on a black cashmere short-sleeved sweater, and finished it all off with a modest string of pearls. Slipping into her black leather pumps, she pulled her hair up into a tight updo and pulled her tortoiseshell glasses from her purse. She looked at herself in the mirror and was suitably impressed. “If this doesn’t rock his world, nothing will,” she said to her reflection. 

It felt a little uncomfortable sitting in her car in no panties. She had slipped some in her bag, so she could put them on later, after the game with Jack was over. Jack was already in his office as she headed over the lawn of the quadrangle and he watched her from the window. She knew he was watching her, so she wiggled her ass a little as she walked, glancing up to his window provocatively. 

She climbed the stairs to his office, feeling a little anxious. She wondered if she would encounter another flustered young student coming out of his office. She knocked on the door. “Come in,” Jack called in a serious voice. 

Athena walked in and looked at him with enormous eyes through her glasses. “Good morning, Dr. Latimer,” she smiled sweetly. He turned to face her; his beautiful face was serious, and he was wearing his glasses. Wow, he’s doing this really well, she thought. Just the look on his face got her heart racing. She felt the now-familiar hot wetness return between her legs, although she was still anxious about the no-panties rule. 

“I think you are a little late this morning, Ms. Duncan,” he reproached. “Did you follow my instructions?” 

Athena couldn’t help but smile. “To the letter, Dr. Latimer.” Jack walked around her with a slow, appreciative smile and then he stepped over to his office door and turned the key in the lock, turning to face her. 

“We discussed the consequences if you were late, didn’t we, Ms. Duncan?” He was smiling now and staring into her eyes. 

“I believe we discussed that, Dr. Latimer,” she said breathlessly. 

Jack pulled off his glasses and pulled her to his chest. He got down onto his knees and gently ran his hands up under her skirt. Athena tried to keep a straight face, but she could hardly contain herself. She put her hand behind her head and pulled out the tight updo, shaking her head so her hair fell in waves around her shoulders. She looked down at Jack with a wild look on her face as he continued his journey up her legs.

“I think we might want to remove this skirt. Ms. Duncan. We don’t want to ruin it, do we?” Jack carefully unzipped the back of her skirt and she gently wiggled her hips until it fell to the floor. She carefully stepped out of it and kicked it over to the side of the room. Jack gasped as he realized she had indeed carried out his instructions. He couldn’t contain himself any longer, and suddenly his hands were all over her. 

He lowered her into his aged leather chair and gently pushed her legs apart. Athena was vibrating with anticipation. Pulling her forward slightly, he knelt down in front of her and smiled up at her beautiful face before sinking his face between her legs. Athena had never done this before, and she was stunned at the sensation of his tongue dancing over her most sensitive area. She reached out and grabbed the arms of the chair as he explored her with his tongue, teasing and coaxing her. 

Athena felt her orgasm rising in her as he licked her faster, exploring the entire length of her pleasure zones. Suddenly she exploded into orgasm, biting her hand and trying desperately not to make too much noise. Tears streamed down her face, but her expression was one of utter joy. Jack looked up at her with a look of satisfaction and she stroked his hair. He grabbed a tissue from his desk and wiped away the tears from her face with great tenderness. 

She looked at him in wonder. “No-one’s ever done that to me before,” she gasped. 

“Oh, sweetheart,” he whispered softly. 

Straightening up, he got back into role again. “Come here, Ms. Duncan. You know what’s expected of you now.”  The sound of his voice sent shivers of anticipation through her entire body. She approached his large oak desk, facing it and bending over so she was completely exposed. She heard him unzip his pants and approach her from behind. He felt down the length of her wetness, before pushing himself gently inside her. He began to thrust, moaning softly behind her. Grasping her hair and winding it around his hand, he pulled her head back so she would look at him. “Athena, you are a wicked girl. What are you leading me into?”  Thrusting faster, she felt her orgasm rising again. 

“Please don’t stop,” she begged, “please don’t stop.” Jack thrust into her a few more times and groaned in pleasure. The sound of his voice excited her, and she felt her climax rising again. Jack was not far behind her and he collapsed over her, nibbling her shoulders and making her squeal. He straightened up, carefully removing his condom, and grabbed some tissues from his desk. 

“I think we need to get you cleaned up, honey,” he whispered. “That was the most erotic experience of my entire life.” She straightened up to face him and held him in a tight embrace. 

“Jack, how do you make me feel so good?” she whispered. 

“I don’t do that, sweetheart,” he laughed. “You do that yourself.”

They realized that time was ticking on. So, they quickly dressed and straightened themselves up. Athena grabbed the spare panties she had put in her purse earlier and pulled her hair back into the tight updo. Jack unlocked his office door, and they took their positions as if nothing had happened. Athena’s heart had not yet returned to its regular slow pace, and she didn’t think she was going to be able to concentrate on her work. Throughout the morning he came across and planted tender kisses on the back of her neck, making her shiver, before retreating back to his desk.

Jack had to give a lecture in the afternoon, so he left her alone in his office. She went down to grab a coffee and ran into Mallory, who squealed with delight. “How’s it going with Dr. Hottie?” she laughed. 

“It’s fine,” Athena said flatly, concealing her true feelings. She wondered when she had become such a talented actress.  She felt bad not being able to talk to Mallory, but she’d agreed with Jack. They needed to keep this to themselves. Especially considering the intensity of their relationship. 
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Athena kept her promise to Jack and called her mobile provider after work. She explained that she had been getting nuisance calls and that she needed to change her number. They were very sympathetic and walked her through the process. Athena knew how inconvenient it would be to have to tell everyone her new number, but she figured she didn’t have many contacts, anyway. 

She and Jack had agreed that afternoon that he would come around after work and she would cook for them. She had picked up some groceries on her way home and planned to cook salmon. She was a reasonable cook, and she enjoyed being in the kitchen. She put on some music and poured herself a large glass of white wine. The thought of spending the entire evening with Jack made her tingle all over, and she couldn’t wait to see him again. Her one night with Patrice paled in comparison to what she had now, and she wondered what had attracted her to the arrogant French man in the first place. She certainly would not dwell on it. She had more important things to think about. 

Jack arrived at 6:30 sharp. He produced a beautiful bouquet from behind his back for Athena. She pulled him in and hugged him tightly. “I love them. Thank you!

“Dinner’s just about ready,” she said. “Make yourself comfortable.” 

Pouring himself some wine, he sat down at the table while she piled food onto plates. “This looks great.” He smiled. “I wish you would come over to the house at the weekend and let me cook for you.” 

She looked at him thoughtfully. “Well, I suppose I could try it. The only problem is, I have these dreams, and I’m concerned being at the house will churn up all the memories and just make them worse.” 

He looked worried. “What kind of dreams do you have?” 

She chewed a mouthful of salmon and washed it down with some wine. “It’s about the accident. I just keep reliving it over and over. Did you know I was in the car when it crashed?” He nodded sadly. “I was always convinced there was more to that accident than the police thought. They ran us off the road, Jack. Deliberately!” 

Jack put down his fork and looked at her intently. “Why don’t we finish eating and then you can tell me what you remember. It might help.” 

She looked unconvinced. After all, she had spoken to countless therapists since the accident, and her dreams continued. She tried to change the subject and lighten the mood, and after dinner they cleared up together before heading into the living room and settling on the couch with the rest of the wine.

Pulling her close to him, he snuggled her in and held her in a tight embrace. After a while he spoke. “Why don’t you tell me what you remember?” 

Athena started at the beginning and told him all about their last day together, including the accident, just as she had told therapists countless times before. “If I hadn’t jumped clear, I would have been killed as well. In those first few months I can’t tell you how many times I wished I’d died alongside them.” 

He pulled her in tighter and made a sad sound. “Oh, sweetheart. You don’t think that now though, do you?” 

She smiled up at him, shaking her head. “Things are so much better for me now.”

“So, the police didn’t investigate the car that was following you?” 

She shook her head. “I couldn’t really give them enough information. I didn’t even know the colour. I only remember it was a dark colour, and the lights were on full.” 

Jack looked thoughtful and stroked her hair. 

“There were other things as well,” she continued. “Several months before the accident, my dad went to Cairo for a conference. When he came back, he wasn’t the same; something was wrong. I came home one night, and Mum and Dad were arguing; they never did that. I heard her tell him he’d put us all in danger. I think something happened in Cairo, but I never found out what.” 

She lay down on his lap, looking up at him with intense grey eyes. 

“You don’t need to talk about this, if it’s too painful,” he said.

“I feel comfortable talking to you because you understand about these things. I’m really concerned Dad had gotten himself into something he shouldn’t have. I always thought he was one of the good guys, but there’s a lot that just doesn’t add up.” 

“Athena, I’m sure your dad was one of the good guys. His integrity always impressed me.” 

Athena’s face clouded over. “You haven’t heard the worst yet. My inheritance was obscenely large. Far too much money for an academic to leave. Olivier said my dad had just been a canny Scot, but I’m not so sure. I know my mum’s family had money, but even so. Jack, they left me just over ten million, plus the property in Oxford and the villa in Crete. You tell me where that kind of money came from.” 

Jack’s mouth dropped open. “That is a heck of a lot of money.” 

She nodded sadly. “I haven’t used any of it, apart from buying this little place. I just feel sick about it. I don’t know where he got it from.” 

She was silent for a while before she said, “You know something, don’t you Jack? I heard you arguing with Olivier in Paris. Please tell me what it was about.”

He rubbed his face with his hands and sighed. “I’m trying to track down an artifact that was stolen from the Egyptian Museum in Cairo at around the time your father was there for the conference. A gold breastplate from the 19th dynasty; priceless and extremely rare.”

She felt her head spinning as she realized what he was implying. “You think my father stole it?” she whispered.

“I don’t necessarily think he stole it. But he was definitely involved in some way. Did you know he came home from that trip on a private plane?”

She looked at him, stunned. “What do you mean, a private plane? He couldn’t afford a private plane. He wouldn’t even fly business class. Only cattle class for dad, always.”

“We think the plane belonged to a wealthy Egyptian friend of his by the name of Youssef Hassan. Have you ever heard of him?”

Athena racked her brain, trying to remember. “His name rings a bell, but my dad knew so many people. He had a lot of Egyptian friends, I don’t remember them all. Have you spoken to this Youssef guy about all this?”

“No. Unfortunately, he seems to have gone missing. He’s a very wealthy man, and it’s easy to disappear in a country like Egypt. He could be anywhere. We’re hoping nothing bad has happened to him. He may hold the answer to all this.”

Her mind was reeling, and she could feel tears pricking in her eyes. None of this was making any sense, but what was really bothering her was Jack’s involvement in all this. He’d obviously had no intention of telling her any of this had she not broached it herself. Did this mean their relationship was just a ruse for him to get close to her? She’d had those same suspicions about Patrice, but Jack had seemed so honest and principled.

“Who are you working for?” she said, trying to stay calm. “Is the Oxford job just a smoke screen?”

“No, the Oxford job is genuine, but I also still work for the museum in Boston. That breastplate belongs to them. It was on loan when it was stolen.”

“I think I’d like you to go now,” she said firmly. “I need to digest all this, and I can’t do that if you’re here.”

He looked stricken. “Please don’t do this, Athena. I know I haven’t been completely honest with you, but you have to understand I’ve been trying to protect you from all this. I thought if I could recover the breastplate and get it back, you would be none the wiser. I just wanted you to have good memories of your father.”

“Jack, just think about all this. The father I adored may have been complicit in the theft of a priceless artifact. The accident that happened in Crete might not have been an accident at all, in which case my poor mother was killed because of all this, and two men I thought cared about me were actually just trying to use me to recover a lost treasure. Who am I supposed to trust in all this?”

“What do you mean, two men?” he asked, looking perturbed. “Who’s the other one?”

“There was a man in Paris. He was interested in my dad’s work as well. I thought he liked me... God, I’ve been so naïve. I could forgive myself for being taken in by one man, but two!” she said angrily.

He grabbed her shoulders and looked at her seriously. “I will go if that’s what you want, but you should know one thing. The way I feel about you has absolutely nothing to do with any of this. Nothing at all.”

Kissing her on the forehead, he grabbed his jacket from the couch and made his way to the door. Athena wanted to run after him and tell him not to go, but she knew that would be the wrong thing to do. She needed time to think about all this, and she needed to do that alone. 
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JACK DROVE HOME SLOWLY, mulling over the events of the evening. He had believed from very early on that Athena was not involved in any of this mess. She was too innocent, too naïve. He was well aware a lot of these master thieves were expert scam artists as well, but somehow he was convinced she wasn’t trying to dupe him.  He knew better than to go on gut feelings, but at the moment, that was all he had.

He parked his car on the street outside the house and let himself in. He really loved this house, and he wanted Athena to love it again too. He had been sure if he cleared up what had happened, she would recover and get her life back on track again, but now she was mad at him, and with good reason.

Picking up his phone, he dialled. “Hi, Patrice. It’s Jack. She gave me some information about the accident, but I don’t think its anything we didn’t already know. Also, I had to tell her what my involvement is in all this.”

“I thought we’d agreed she’d be safer if she knew nothing.” Patrice responded.

“She already had her suspicions. She asked me outright, I couldn’t just lie about it. She knew I’d had a spat with Olivier.” Jack paused for a moment. “There was something else. She talked about some guy in Paris who obviously got close to her and was asking questions. Was that you?” 

Patrice hesitated before he answered. “Yes, that was a lapse in judgement on my part.”

“What do you mean by a lapse in judgement exactly?” Jack said icily.

“It was just one night. She’s a very beautiful young woman, I’m not made of stone. She made it very clear she wanted nothing further to do with me. You, on the other hand, seem to be getting closer to her by the day. I’m concerned your ability to do this job is clouded by your passion.”

Jack was silent for a moment, trying not to let his anger get the better of him. “I’m perfectly capable of doing my job, I can assure you. Not that it’s any concern of yours. I agreed to work alongside you, but I certainly don’t work for you, please remember that. My allegiance is to the museum in Boston. They own the artifact, after all.”

“Yes, and my allegiance is to the Egyptian government and the people of that country. Don’t you think they’ve lost enough of their heritage over the years?”

Jack was silent for a moment before he asked, “Was it you that turned over her storage unit?” 

“Well, it wasn’t me personally, but I had it done. They found nothing, unfortunately.” 

Jack was irritated. “It shook her up, Patrice. You shouldn’t have done that. And she’s been getting hang-up calls. Is that you?” 

“No, that definitely wasn’t my team, but that is concerning. They are getting closer to her and that’s not good. You need to make sure she’s alone as little as possible.” 

Jack had no idea how he was going to do that now she had blown him off. He wasn’t even sure she wanted to see him again, so ensuring her safety was going to be a lot trickier.

Patrice paused for a moment and then he said. “You know Jack, it has to be in Oxford somewhere. We haven’t been able to find a safety deposit box or anything else. Hamish didn’t share any information with Olivier, which was strange; they always talked a lot. Of course, it didn’t help that you went to Paris and pissed Olivier off like that.” 

Ending the call, Jack wandered into the living room and flopped down on the couch. He had no idea how he was going to gain Athena’s trust again. He couldn’t blame her for reacting the way she did; he hadn’t been completely honest with her, after all. 

He was also eaten up with jealousy about her tryst with Patrice. Just the thought of her with someone else made him feel violent. The only reason he’d agreed to do this job in the first place was because of her. When it had been suggested that she might also be involved in the theft of the breastplate, he had passionately defended her, convinced that she couldn’t possibly do such a thing. 

He knew that where Athena was concerned, he was led by his heart and not his head, but having become close to her, he was more convinced than ever that she knew nothing. 
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Athena had watched Jack drive away with a huge sense of loss in the pit of her stomach. It had started off as such an amazing day, but now all that excitement had been replaced with feelings of doubt and mistrust. She had been so convinced that Jack was right for her. Everything about him seemed perfect, and he seemed enamoured with her, but now it appeared he had been using her in the same way Patrice had. 

She had to admit he had been honest when she asked him outright what was going on, and at least now she knew she hadn’t been going crazy for all these months. Now she had more questions, and she was pretty sure some of the answers lay in her father’s journals. She realized she had to take matters into her own hands. She had as much chance of finding this missing artifact as Jack, because she had all her father’s original documents. If there was chance she could find it and clear his name, she was going to go for it.

She needed to do this in a methodical way with a clear head, so she tried to push aside her doubts about Jack. She would deal with that later – right now, she was on a mission. She loved mysteries and puzzles, and it was going to take all her research expertise to get to the bottom of this.

As well as her father’s journals, she also had the contents of his study in several banker’s boxes. Her dad was a bit of a pack rat who kept copies of every letter he ever sent or received, and she knew he had correspondence going back to the year dot. What’s more, it was probably not filed in any particular date order, so she would need to start by sorting everything and trying to find more recent stuff, up to maybe two years ago at most. 

Luckily, she had not stored all these things in the storage unit, because it had always been her intention to finish the book they had started together. As it had been her plan to make the book more anecdotal in nature, she’d thought some of her father’s correspondence might be useful.

Looking at the clock, she realized it was only just after eight. She decided to put in a couple of hours of work sorting and dating, and she found a set of desktop paper trays that would help her organize everything. She thanked her lucky stars that her father was old school in his correspondence, and everything was meticulously dated. 

She pored through the documents, carefully assigning them to a tray based on the date of the correspondence. She was trying not to get too involved and read the contents, but it was hard to resist. Some of her father’s letters were fascinating and included correspondence from museums all over the world. 

She was just about to finish for the night and head to bed when a letter on top of the unsorted pile caught her eye. It was a handwritten letter written by someone with beautiful penmanship who obviously enjoyed using an ink pen. Athena loved this kind of thing, and she instinctively reached for the letter and started to read it. 

The letter had been written just after her father had returned from Cairo, and after the usual pleasantries, the contents became more disturbing. The sender was obviously worried about his personal safety, but more concerning was the fact that he was warning Hamish about his own safety, and that of Athena and her mother. 

She read:

I understand that you did what you did to protect the cultural heritage of the Egyptian people, but please have no doubt that these are very dangerous people indeed. I only hope we covered our tracks sufficiently that they will not find you or your family. I myself will be going into hiding for a while until such times that it is safe again. 

Take care, my old friend.

Youssef

Athena put her hand on her chest and could feel her heart beating heavily and rapidly. She realized that this must be the Youssef that Jack had been talking about, who had gone missing. Leaving the letter, she crossed the room to the journals and picked up the most recent one. Leafing through it revealed nothing unusual. There were some notes from a dig in Sicily two years before the Cairo incident, with drawings of some of the findings. Somehow Athena knew that there would be nothing about the missing breastplate in these journals.

She flicked through to the last page and noticed something odd about the marbled back panel. It was raised, as if something was underneath it. Examining it, she could see it was securely stuck down, but there was definitely something under the back cover. 

She went to the kitchen and returned with a sharp knife, which she ran down the inside spine of the journal, cutting through the back cover. Carefully sliding the knife between the marbled paper and the back cover, she made an opening big enough to remove what was inside. She gave the journal a quick shake, and an envelope floated out and landed on the floor.

Turning the envelope over revealed her name in her father’s distinctive, spidery handwriting. She opened the envelope with shaking hands and began to read:

My darling girl,

If you are reading this letter, I fear that all is not well. You probably know by now that I became involved in something that has put our family in grave danger. Please know that I did what I believed to be right at the time. Your mother and I brought you up with a strong moral compass, and I know had you been with me, you would have done the same. 

You may be in danger my love, and you will need to be very careful who you trust. In the past few months, I have realized that not everyone is who they seem to be. Because of this I have told no-one of what I have done besides a trusted friend in Egypt. I now fear he too is in danger.

I do not wish to commit too much to this letter in case it falls into the wrong hands, but all I will tell you is you need to find Gussie. When you find him, all will become clear, and you will know what you need to do to put things right.

I love you beyond words,

Dad

She stared at the letter for several minutes with tears coursing down her cheeks. Seeing her father’s handwriting had brought him back into sharp focus. She could almost see him standing in front of her, with his gentle smile and his soft grey eyes, and at that moment she missed him so much it was physically painful. 

She folded the letter, intending to put it back in the envelope, but as she looked inside, she noticed a small key. Holding it in her hand, she realized it was quite ornate, and looked like it might open a box or perhaps a trunk of some sort. She’d never seen it before and had no idea what it fitted. 

Taking the letter and key with her, she headed into her bedroom, intending to get some rest. Tomorrow she was due to work for Jack, and she was concerned how that was going to go. What she did know was that her dad had told her to be careful who she trusted. Did that include Jack? And what about Olivier? What she did know was finding the answer to all this would not be easy.
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Athena got very little sleep that night. She tossed and turned, thinking about her father’s words and the key and about the mysterious Gussie who she needed to find. The only problem was, she had no clue who Gussie was. The name was strangely familiar, and she wondered if it was one of her father’s friends from the university. There were still plenty of people at Oxford who knew Hamish Duncan, and she could ask some of them if they knew anyone by the name of Gussie, but could she trust them?

When her alarm went off at 7 a.m., she felt like she’d spent the night in the boxing ring. Her sheets were tied up in a knot and the duvet was on the floor. Climbing out of bed in a sleep-deprived daze, she headed off to make a pot of tea and get ready for work.

Unlike the previous days, there would be no dressing to impress Jack Latimer today. Instead, she found a pair of clean jeans and donned a white button-down shirt with ballet pumps. It was smart enough for academic life, and she would probably blend in just fine. What she wouldn’t do was stand out, and that suited her just fine.

As she was eating breakfast, she considered how she was going to play things with Jack. She couldn’t completely ignore him, because she did work for the guy, after all. Not only that, she couldn’t prevent that thrill of excitement at the idea of seeing him again. As much as she was upset that he hadn’t been upfront with her, just thinking about him still got her pulse racing, and that bothered her. If she could just downright hate him, life would be a lot easier. 

The problem was she dearly wanted to be able to trust him, to tell him about the letter and the key so they could solve this thing together. How do you know if you can trust someone? she silently asked herself.  It wasn’t really a dilemma she’d ever had to face before. She was naturally open and trusting of most people she met, and she had always tried to see the good in people because up to that point there had been no reason for her not to. Now she was up to her neck in goodness knows what, unable to trust anyone. 

As she headed up the stairs towards Jack’s office, she was in fighting spirt. She felt regretful that only yesterday she had been heading up for some sexy fun, and now the mood would be quite different. At least it would as long as she could stay mad at him.

She had tucked the letter and the key inside her bag, and she had vowed to keep it on her person at all times. There was no way she was going to let it slip into the hands of the people her father had been keen to avoid, potentially the people who were involved in her parent’s deaths.

“Good morning, Jack,” she chirped as brightly as she could as she walked into his office. She made her way over to her desk without making eye contact. 

He had been working at his own desk but got up and made his way over to stand beside her. “Athena, how are you today?”

“I’m fine, thank you,” she said a little sharply. “I’m ready to start work, so if you don’t mind, I just want to get on.”

She could feel his eyes on her face as she looked down at her work, desperately trying to keep things professional.

“You look tired. You’re not okay at all. For God’s sake, talk to me Athena, please.”

She turned in her chair to face him and realized he looked pretty tired as well. Perhaps he had suffered the same kind of sleeplessness, and she secretly hoped he had been pining for her. Not helpful, she thought. 

“I just had a bad night, but I’m fine, really,” she lied.

He looked a little agitated and he roughly pulled his chair up next to hers. “Okay, we are not going to do this. I understand you are mad at me, so yell, swear, call me all the names under the sun, but don’t shut me out like this. I can’t bear it Athena, it’s killing me.”

He looked genuinely upset, but she felt so conflicted. “The problem is, now I’ll never know if you made a play for me to get information about my father or if you actually liked me. That’s what hurts the most.”

He pushed his chair away from him and knelt in front of her. “I’m on my knees, Athena, asking for you to forgive me. What does your heart say? Do you really think I got involved with you just to get information out of you?”

“I want to trust you, Jack. I’m just not sure if I should.”

“You can trust me, Athena. I’m one of the good guys. I promise.”

She looked down at him pleading with her, and her heart melted. She realized if she didn’t trust him it would mean living without him in her life, and that would be too much to bear. She’d suffered so much loss already, she didn’t want to lose him too. 

Sighing, she rubbed her face with her hands, aware that she was exhausted. “You can get up now, Jack, you’re forgiven. Just don’t do something like that to me again. I hate it that everyone keeps things from me.”

He stood up and pulled her to her feet, wrapping his arms around her and nuzzling his nose in her hair. “I promise you sweetheart, one day all this will be over, and you will be able to live again.”

Wrapping her arms around his waist, she let out a huge sigh. She had to admit to herself that everything felt okay when he was around. As upset as she was with him, she needed him. He was fast becoming her anchor in the same way that her parents had been, and although she had not known him long, it somehow felt like he’d been in her life forever. He seemed so right for her, whilst Patrice had been so wrong. She just couldn’t see that at the time.

Pulling away from him, she could see his face was a lot more relaxed. It had been as hard on him as it had on her, and that comforted her. “I have lectures all day,” he told her. “Could we get together tonight, maybe?”

She nodded. “Yes, after you left last night I did some sleuthing of my own, and I have some things to show you.”

He looked concerned. “Athena, this is serious stuff. I don’t want you getting involved in something that might put you in danger.”

She put her hands on her hips and squared up to him. “Now you listen to me, Jack Latimer. This is my father’s reputation on the line, and if I can do anything to sort out this mess and clear his name, I’m going to do it, so don’t get all patronizing with me.”

He grinned and put his hands up defensively, “Not patronizing, just protective, but I can see you’re more than capable of looking after yourself.”

“Too right. Just you remember my kickboxing skills.”

Pulling on his jacket, he headed for the door, before turning and shooting her a sly wink. “Oh, I’ll remember that. I won’t be turning my back on you, that’s for sure.”
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LATER THAT EVENING, Athena was poring over her father’s journals when the doorbell rang. Jack had promised to bring Thai food from the local restaurant, and she had the plates warming. As he came in, he whistled at the sight of all the paperwork strewn over every surface. 

“Wow, what is going on here? It looks like serious stuff.”

“It is serious stuff, and we’re going to have to eat at the coffee table. I’ll just get the plates.”

When she came back, he was looking over the piles of paper and journals. “Now, don’t touch anything! I have a system, even though it might not look like it.”

Once they had finished eating, they cleared up and Athena explained about her father’s correspondence and how she had ordered it by date. Jack was most fascinated by the stack of journals she had also put in order, and he asked her permission to look at one.

Looking at the detailed drawings and the handwritten descriptions, he sighed. “This is pure gold, Athena. I can’t believe how well he documented everything. It’s amazing! Is this going to be the basis of your book?”

She frowned. “I’m putting the book on hold for now. I can’t even think about writing it with all this hanging over my head. This has to be my focus right now.”

“Just remember I have a job to do too. Let me do what I need to do, please.”

“Are you saying don’t get in your way?” she said with narrowed eyes.

“No, I’m saying don’t put yourself in danger. You’re too precious.”

“But it’s okay for you to put yourself in danger, I guess.”

“We are not going to fight about this,” he insisted. “Now, what did you want to show me?”

She headed over to her bag and pulled out a large envelope. “I’ve been carrying this around with me,” she said. “I didn’t want to leave it here. It’s too important.”

First she handed him the letter from Youssef, and he read it with a look of deep concentration. “Well, that answers one question. He did go into hiding. Did you find anything else from him?”

She shook her head. “Not yet. But as you can see, there is a lot to go through.”

Next she handed him the letter her father had written to her that she found hidden in the journal. She told Jack how she’d sliced open the cover when she could feel something under the paper, and he looked suitably impressed.

He read the letter with a sad expression, and Athena thought he looked quite emotional. He looked up at her with damp eyes. “This must have been hard for you to read,” he said.

She nodded and stared off into the distance. “I miss him so much, Jack. I miss them both.”

“He obviously loved you very much,” he murmured. “Tell me what you made of this letter.”

She took a breath and shook herself back to reality. “I don’t think he did something illegal. It looks more like he was trying to put something right that he didn’t agree with.”

Jacked nodded in agreement. “And what about this reference to Gussie. Do you know who that is?”

“I’ve been racking my brains about that. The name is so familiar, but I just can’t come up with anything. I was going to ask some of his university friends, but you saw what he wrote about not trusting anyone.” Her voice trailed off before she continued, “I was afraid to trust you.”

He put his hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “I want to clear your father’s name just as much as you do, I promise you that.”

She opened her hand and showed him the ornate key. “This was in the envelope as well.”

He took it from her and frowned, holding it up to get a better look. “Do you know what it fits?”

“I have no idea. That’s another puzzle he left me, I’m afraid.”

They sat together on the couch, both deep in thought about the tangle of clues that lay in front of them. Finally, he broke the silence. “You know, I still feel the answer is at the house. There has to be a clue there somewhere.”

She looked incredulous. “Olivier and I went through the house. I think we would have found something then.”

“But back then you weren’t looking for something. You were just getting on with that awful job after the funeral. Both your minds were elsewhere. I have a suggestion.”

She looked across at him, intrigued. “What is it?”

“Come and stay with me at the house over the weekend. Bring some of this stuff with you and we will see what we can work out. Maybe being in the house will jog your memory and bring this Gussie guy out of the woodwork.”

She looked doubtful. “I’m not sure, Jack. I found it really hard when I showed you round that night.”

“But I’ve made some changes and I think you’ll feel a lot more comfortable. If it doesn’t work, we can head back here, but at least just try. Please.”
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For the rest of the week, Jack made sure he spent as much time with Athena as possible. She had an evening out with Mallory and Juan on Wednesday, but he wanted to ensure she was with people as much as possible. He didn’t like the fact that she was spending the nights without him, but he knew he couldn’t avoid that at the moment. 

Athena, in turn, was loving Jack’s attentiveness, now convinced more than ever that she had been right to trust him.

She had relented and told Juan and Mallory about Jack, but she had sworn to them to secrecy, telling them Jack’s job was on the line if anyone found out. She trusted them both implicitly. Although Juan had been known to shoot his mouth off, she knew she could rely on him to keep her secret safe. She didn’t, however, tell them about the missing artifact.

They were both so excited for her. Mallory was especially giddy about the thought of Athena being with Dr. Hottie. Athena also told them she was going to be spending the night with him at the house over the weekend. 

“Wow, that’s a big step for you, Athena. Are you sure you’re up to it?” Mallory asked. 

Athena looked concerned, but she nodded her head. “There’s only one way for me to find out, and that’s giving it a go. Hopefully, Jack will be enough of a distraction and it won’t be a problem.” 

Mallory giggled, “I think it’s safe to say he will be a distraction, you lucky girl!” 

Eventually Jack persuaded Athena to spend Friday and Saturday night with him at the house. She drove her little VW to the familiar street and parked behind Jack’s silver Jag. Her heart was in her mouth as she made her way up the steps with her overnight bag along with a box of journals and paperwork. She had also brought along a couple of bottles of wine and Jack had promised her a wonderful meal. 

She rang the doorbell nervously, and he appeared at the door grinning, unable to hide his excitement. Pulling her inside, he wrapped his arms around her, giving her a tight hug. “Hey beautiful,” he whispered, kissing her passionately. He held her face in his hands, looking serious. “How are you feeling?” 

She put her hand on her chest. “Anxious. Better now I’ve seen you.” 

He stroked his finger down the side of her face. “You need to let me know if any of this is too much. I know how hard it is for you, but will you please try something for me? Will you stop thinking about this as your family home and try to think of it as a different house? There are lots of houses up and down this street that have the same layout. Maybe you could imagine you’re visiting a neighbour’s house.”

She laughed softly. “I’m not sure about that. I don’t think my visualization skills are that good, but I’ll give it a go.”

He helped her in with the box of paperwork and took her bag upstairs, and she wandered into the living room with a gasp. He had really changed things up. It looked beautiful, and very unlike the somewhat chaotic family home she remembered. Jack had a great sense of style, and the room sported two classy leather couches. 

He had lit a fire in the grate, even though it wasn’t an especially cold evening, and the soft glow lit the beautiful artwork on the walls. It was uncluttered but comfortable, unlike when she had lived there, and she noticed he had moved the piano to the bay window. 

“How on earth did you move the piano?” she asked in wonder, as he came back downstairs. 

“I had to enlist some help,” he grinned. “Do you like it?” 

She looked around, murmuring appreciatively. “I love it. It looks so different. I can’t believe you’ve done all this in such a short time.” 

He seemed pleased at her reaction. “I really wanted it to look different for you. I thought it would make you feel more comfortable here. Someone else’s house.” Athena was touched that he had gone through so much trouble for her. She felt more at ease there than she had for a long time. 

She could smell something wonderful coming from the kitchen and she wondered what Jack had cooked for her. He hurried off to grab a glass of wine for her and asked her to sit down. “Can’t I help you in the kitchen?” she asked. 

“Absolutely not. It’s my turn to cook tonight.” He came back carrying a couple of large glasses of white wine. “Dinner’s almost ready,” he said, “but why don’t we have a drink first.” He clinked his wineglass to hers. “Here’s to you, sweetheart. New beginnings.” She loved the soft drawl of his voice, which reminded her of a famous American movie star. 

Taking a large gulp of her wine, she felt its warming effect, and she heaved an enormous sigh, visibly relaxing. 

“Are you feeling okay?” he asked, a little concerned. 

She nodded, stroking his face with her hand. “I’m always okay when I’m with you. I’m not sure what it is about you. You just make me feel so at ease with myself.” 

Taking her face in his hands, he kissed her with a soft urgency, allowing his tongue to explore her mouth and she moaned with pleasure. 

“How long until dinner?” she purred throatily. 

He looked at her in amusement. “Not long enough for that baby. We will have plenty of time afterwards, I promise you. In fact, we have all weekend, and I have lots of things planned.” 

She looked up at him with wide eyes, full of excitement. “And what might these things entail?” 

“That would spoil the surprise,” he whispered. “Now come on, let’s eat. If I don’t get up now, I won’t be able to restrain myself.”

He pulled himself away from her reluctantly, and pulled her to her feet. “Come on. Take a seat at the table and I’ll bring in the food.” She walked into the dining room and noticed Jack had moved in a beautiful trestle table that was laid for dinner. There were candles burning on the table, creating flickering shadows on the walls. 

He had certainly pulled out all the stops in the kitchen. He came out with dishes of creamy Tuscan chicken, scalloped potatoes, and a Caesar salad. Athena’s mouth fell open in amazement. “Oh my God. Where did you learn to cook like this?” 

He laughed. “You haven’t tasted it yet. It might be awful.” 

She shook her head. “Nothing that looks this good could be awful.” She was right; the food was delicious. 

The wine flowed and their conversation was easy and relaxed. Athena couldn’t believe how much she was enjoying herself. After dinner, they both cleared the dishes away and loaded the dishwasher, before heading to the living room with the rest of the wine. 

Snuggling together on the couch, Jack said huskily, “Would you like to see what I’ve done to the bedroom?” 

She sucked her bottom lip nervously. She guessed that Jack had taken the bedroom her parents used to sleep in, with the en-suite bathroom. She wasn’t sure that she could face being intimate in a room that held such memories for her. 

Jack could sense her uncertainty and held her face in his hands. “Remember, it’s someone else’s house. At least come and look. If you’re not comfortable, we won’t stay.”

She allowed him to lead her up the stairs, noticing the black and white photographs he had displayed on the walls. They were shots of places she was familiar with; some of Cairo, some of Athens and other parts of Greece. The subject matter was mostly ancient ruins taken at unusual angles, as if the photographer had been laying on the floor looking up. She recognized the Temple of Aphaia on Aegina, and the Temple of Athena Nike on the Acropolis. How apt, she thought.

He led her down the hallway to the door and pushed it open, allowing her to go ahead in front of him. Pushing open the door, she could see immediately that he had painted the room. One wall was dark grey and the remaining three were an ethereal silver. 

A beautiful sleigh bed was positioned against the dark grey wall, covered with exquisite white linens. She could see he had excellent taste. More black and white artwork covered the walls, and the room had a monochrome feel to it. He was right; it was nothing like the room that her parents had shared just a few short years ago. Something pared down and minimalistic had replaced her mother’s love of colour and flowery décor, whilst still seeming comfortable and inviting. 

“How are you doing?” he whispered from behind her. She turned and smiled at him. “It’s beautiful, Jack. It looks so different.” He breathed out a sigh of relief. Stepping into the room, she noticed he had also painted out the master bathroom in the same way. 

Satisfied that this was not her parents’ room, she sat on the edge of the bed and smiled. “I think I’m going to be okay. This is very different. Who took all the photographs? They’re beautiful.” 

He smiled at her from the doorway. “I did. I really enjoy photography. I’d like to take some of you if you’d let me.” 

She looked a little embarrassed. “Oh, I don’t think I’m a very good subject.” 

He walked towards her slowly. “I don’t know if I would do your beauty justice, but I’d sure like to try.” He paused for a moment. “Not right now, though. I have other things in mind.”

Athena felt a rush of excitement tingle through her body, as if she had been touched by lightning. Her breathing quickened as Jack approached her and pulled her to her feet. Stroking her long raven hair, he crooned in her ear, “Athena, do you know what you do to me? I am unravelled every time I look at you. You are my beautiful obsession, and I can never get enough of you.” As he spoke, he was gently kissing her neck, whilst unbuttoning the front of her shirt. Pulling her shirt off, she was left standing in her white lacy bra and her Levi’s, and he pulled back to take a closer look at her.  

Smiling seductively at her, he said, “There’s something I want you to do for me. I would like you to take a shower, and I want to watch. Is that okay with you?”

It might have sounded indecent coming from someone else, but the way Jack was asking set her pulse racing. She nodded her assent and watched his eyes grow dark with desire. 

“Go into the bathroom and get undressed, and then get in the shower,” he instructed. “I’ll come in in a few minutes.” She followed his directions, stripping off her clothes before turning on the warm water. The shower was big enough for two, but she knew right now he just wanted to watch her. The fact that he enjoyed voyeurism did not bother her. She knew how much he loved looking at her, and this just seemed like an extension of his adoration. 

Once she was in the shower, she tipped her head back, letting the water run through her hair and down her back. Soon she heard the bathroom door open quietly, and she was aware of Jack’s presence in the room. She noticed he had removed his shirt, and he leaned against the bathroom vanity with his arms spread out, watching her. 

The steam was building up in the shower, clouding up the glass, so using her hand she wiped away the condensation to give him a better view. Then she turned, so she was no longer facing him, and imagined she was just having an everyday shower. 

Closing her eyes and tilting her head back, she shampooed her hair, before moving on to apply shower gel to her body, soaping herself all over. She was trying to make it as sensual as possible for him, lingering on her breasts and her thighs. She heard him groan softly, and then she heard him unzipping his jeans.

Turning around, she rested the palms of her hands on the glass and watched him undress, stripping off his jeans and boxers. His body was tanned and muscular, and she observed him in awestruck wonder, with hungry eyes. He approached the shower glass and put his hands up to match hers, staring into her eyes. He wasn’t smiling, but he was looking at her with a passion that burned into her soul. 

Eventually he opened the shower door and stepped in beside her, gathering her up into his arms with a fierce intensity. Pushing her back against the cold tiles, his hands were all over her soap-covered body, stroking and caressing her wet skin. Turning her around, he reached down between her legs and she leaned back against him with her foot up on the raised tiles, opening her legs to give him full access to her. He explored her sticky wetness with his fingers, stroking over her most sensitive areas. Feeling her climax rise, her face contorted, and she let out a scream, shuddering with pleasure. 

He quickly bent her over, placing her hands on the walls of the shower, and plunged deeply into her, murmuring with appreciation. After several deep thrusts, he gave out a throaty cry, and she felt his body relax and melt into hers. They stayed like that for a few minutes, with the water running over her back and down her face. Eventually he pulled out, helping her to straighten up and then turning her around he held her to his chest. She could hear his heartbeat thundering in her ears, matching her own. 

Finally, he reached over and turned off the water. “I have no words, Athena,” he whispered, his voice thick with emotion. “No words.” He stepped out and wrapped a white towel around his waist, helping her out onto the rug. Her body was shaking, and he wrapped her in a fluffy white towel, holding her close to his chest. 

“I feel a bit wobbly,” she giggled. 

“No kidding,” he laughed. “Come on, let me dry that beautiful hair of yours.” He took a smaller towel and tenderly rubbed her hair until he was satisfied. Then, he led her back into the bedroom, handing her a robe to put on. 

“Shall we go downstairs and sit by the fire?” he suggested. “I could do with a brandy after that.” He slipped on a pair of pajama bottoms and led her by the hand to the stairs. She had overcome her fears of returning to her family home, and for now that was enough. 
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When she woke the next morning, she felt a little panicked, unsure where she was. She looked across to see Jack’s beautiful face watching her and instantly relaxed. He looked concerned. “Are you okay? You looked scared for a minute.”

She nodded. “I am now.” She had slept heavily after the brandy and was relieved that she hadn’t been woken by a nightmare. She had been concerned that being in the house would stir things up, but Jack’s presence calmed her in a way she couldn’t explain. 

They made their way downstairs for breakfast, and Athena helped Jack in the kitchen. She put coffee on for Jack and then asked, “Do you have any tea?” 

He looked at her incredulously. “You didn’t think I was going to ask an English girl to stay overnight and not have tea in the house, did you? Earl Grey okay?” 

“Perfect.” She smiled. 

“I even have a teapot,” he boasted. “I’ve spent time in England before, you know. I know how important the tea thing is.” She nodded, remembering that he had spent time with her father when he was doing his master’s. 

Heading into the dining room, she carried butter and marmalade, and Jack followed with a plate of fresh toast. “Where did you stay when you worked with my dad?” she asked. 

“Oh, I had digs on the other side of town. It wasn’t great, but it was all I could afford at the time.” 

She nodded carefully applying a thick layer of marmalade to her toast. “How long were you in Oxford for?” she inquired. 

“About six months,” he replied. “I remember it was cold and damp.” 

Athena laughed. “Yes, the great British weather. You can’t beat it, can you?” 

He nodded. “I definitely prefer warmer climes. Spending a lot of time on digs in hot countries can turn you a bit soft when you have to return to reality.” 

“I know,” she agreed. “Whenever we came back from Crete, I was always cold for a month.”

She shuddered a little, recalling the last time she had returned from Crete. Olivier had been waiting for her at the airport when she flew in after the accident, and she remembered collapsing in his arms, unable to stand. 

Waiting for her parents’ bodies to be repatriated, trying to arrange a memorial service, going to see the lawyer; it was all too much for her 23-year-old self. Luckily, her parents had lots of friends from the university who were only too happy to help, and she allowed other people to take control, unable to function coherently for several months. 

Jack seemed to sense she was distressed, and he grabbed her hand. “Where are you, Athena?” he asked quietly. She looked across at him with tears sparkling in her eyes. “I was just remembering the last time I came back from Crete. For the first time in my life, I came home alone, and it’s kind of been that way ever since.” 

Jack pulled his chair closer to her and held her face in his hands, speaking firmly. “No, Athena. You are not alone now; you have me. You will find I am very difficult to get rid of.” 

Wiping her tears with the back of her hand, she gave a weak smile. “I don’t think I will ever want to get rid of you.” 

He pulled her into his chest, stroking her hair. “Then everything is good. Come on, drink your tea. I am reliably informed it is a cure for everything from heartaches to heartburn.”

“I really miss Crete,” she continued. “I haven’t been back since the accident. An old Greek couple who knew my parents look after the place for me, but I would really like to go back. I just don’t know if I’m strong enough. So many memories; good and bad.” She looked across at him. “Would you come with me when the time is right?” 

“I would be honoured to go with you,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. 

She smiled with a sense of renewed calm. Maybe next summer, once university is done for the year, she thought to herself. 

After they had cleared away the breakfast things, he asked her what she would like to do. She thought for a moment and then she asked him, “Have you ever been to Burford?” 

He shook his head. “I honestly didn’t do much exploring the last time I was here. I didn’t have a car, and I didn’t have much money.” 

She smiled. “Well, Burford is lovely, and it should be far enough away that we won’t bump into anyone we know.” 

He laughed, pulling her into his arms. “I quite like the idea of sneaking around with you. You are my secret obsession after all.” 

She shot him a secretive look. “Well, perhaps we should both wear dark glasses and trench coats, just in case.”

They took Athena’s car to Burford, as she was familiar with the route. They enjoyed the pleasant half-hour drive and were pretty soon pulling into the beautiful little town. They spent a wonderful day wandering around the various antique stores and enjoying the laid-back pace of the town. They had an amazing lunch at The Royal Oak Pub before heading to the local butcher to buy some steaks for dinner. 

Jack was thrilled to see how relaxed Athena was while they were out. She was so funny and animated, and he was proud of the double take men gave her as they passed by. She was completely oblivious to the effect she had on the opposite sex, and only had eyes for Jack, clasping his arm tightly and landing gentle kisses on his cheek at every opportunity.

By the time they got back to Oxford, both the light and the warmth had disappeared from the day, and Jack set about lighting the fire in the grate, as Athena got to work in the kitchen prepping the vegetables and pouring them each a glass of red wine. 

She wandered into the living room, holding the wine and watching Jack as he crouched down in front of the fire with an intense look on his face. Pretty soon the flames were dancing, and he pulled away, satisfied that he had done his job. 

“You must have been a boy scout,” she giggled. 

They settled down on the couch with their wine, contently snuggled together, watching the fire dance in the grate. 

“I’ve been meaning to ask you. Did you go through the attic when you cleared the house? There’s a padlock on it. Do you know where the key is?”

She looked puzzled for a moment, and then she remembered the padlock that her dad had fitted to stop anyone opening the attic space. “I don’t know,” she muttered. “Olivier and I tried to find it, but it wasn’t on any of the key fobs. In the end, we just left it. We had too much other stuff to do.” 

Jack looked intrigued. “So, you’ve never been up there?” 

She shook her head. “To be honest, I didn’t want to go up there. It’s full of old Christmas decorations. My mum was crazy about Christmas. She used to put up so much stuff Dad said the house looked like a bazaar.” Her face clouded over. “I didn’t want to go through our Christmas things. It would be too painful. If you want to go up there, go ahead. I can’t do it.”

He hated himself for asking her and ruining their day, but it was the only place left to look. He was drawing a blank. Pulling her close, he murmured into her hair. “Sorry, baby. I shouldn’t have said anything. You have that sad look again.” 

She shook her head. “It’s okay, really; I’m fine. I’m going to start dinner.” Rising up from the sofa, she wandered dejectedly into the kitchen and started chopping up mushrooms. He noticed how her demeanour had changed and he silently berated himself. 

Coming up behind her, he wrapped his arms around her shoulders, gently kissing down her neck. Her body relaxed, and she purred softly. “Do you want to talk, or do you want to make love?” he asked her quietly. Turning around, she answered him with her lips, holding his head roughly and pulling him closer to her. 

Opening his eyes, he realized that tears were streaming down her face. “Oh no, baby. What is it?” 

She gulped for air, trying to control her breathing. “All those Christmases. I’ll never have another family Christmas with them again.”

Her sobs were escalating, and she could feel control slipping away from her, as she slipped deeper into the familiar abyss. “I want to forget Jack. Please help me forget. Make love to me and help me forget.” 

He looked uncertain. “Honey, I can’t. Not when you’re this upset.” Her grey eyes looked wild and frantic as she looked at him pleadingly. She clawed at the buttons of his shirt with uncontrolled hands. 

He scooped her up, and with her legs wrapped around his waist, he carried her back into the living room, laying her down on the Persian rug in front of the fire. She lay silently in front of him, breathing heavily with her eyes streaked with tears, as he unbuttoned her shirt and quickly removed her jeans and her panties. Pulling his own partially-unbuttoned shirt over his head, he struggled out of his jeans and boxers. 

All the time, she was watching him with eyes that reflected the depth of her grief. Finally, he lay on top of her, covering her with the warmth of his body, kissing her face and whispering in her ear. “Tell me what you need, Athena. Tell me, honey.” 

Her voice came out in a throaty whisper. “I need you. I need to feel you inside me.” He pushed himself into her gently and she automatically brought her legs up and wrapped them around him. He was amazed at how wet and ready she was, despite her anguish. Thrusting into her, he heard her moan softly, and she grabbed his head, pulling it forward. She kissed him urgently, thrusting her tongue into his mouth as if she were possessed by some strange force. All the time she was drawing him deeper into her, as if she couldn’t get him deep enough to extinguish her pain. Finally, he felt her climax with a savage cry, and he followed her through, collapsing down on top of her. Feeling her sobs heaving from beneath him, he pulled out and drew her to his chest, encircling her and rocking her as she wept. Feeling tears in his own eyes, he buried his face in her soft black hair and held on until the sobbing stopped. 

“I’ve got you, Athena,” he whispered. “I’ve got you and I’m never going to let you go. I’m so sorry, baby. I’m so sorry.”

Calmer now, she stroked his hair gently. “It’s not your fault, Jack,” she said, barely choking out the words. “You make it better. You make it right. I don’t know how, but you just do.” She didn’t know how long they stayed entwined together, but it felt like an eternity. 

Eventually she pulled free and looked calmly into his eyes. “Thank you, Jack. I know I’m scary when I get like that.” He looked at her, amazed by her insight. He realized that she was achingly familiar with the intensity of her own grief, and he wondered how often she had become overwhelmed in this way. She was a complete enigma to him; vulnerable and yet strong, wild and yet calm, totally sensual and at the same time completely innocent. 

“So am I right in guessing that was a tsunami?” he asked.

“Yes, that was a tsunami. But now I have a new rock.” She smiled.

He helped her get dressed again, and then he pulled on his own jeans. She wrapped herself around him again, unwilling to lose that connection. “I must look a mess,” she mumbled into his bare chest. 

He grabbed her chin and examined her face. “I wouldn’t say a mess, but your makeup is pretty interesting. Still beautiful though, baby. Always beautiful.” 

She looked unconvinced. “I’m going to wash my face and get changed, then I’ll help you with dinner.” And with that, it was over. She had let it go and moved on, in the same way she had countless times before. He was amazed at her resilience. 

When she appeared back in the kitchen, she looked like a different person. The sorrow had left her face and had been replaced by her regular calm demeanour that he so loved. She had washed her face and applied new makeup, and she was wearing just a long white button-down shirt and no underwear. He smiled at her, seductively. “I like that look.”  

“Well, I figured we wouldn’t be going out again tonight, and hopefully you haven’t invited any of the neighbours over.” She grabbed her wineglass and took a large swig, allowing it to warm her through from the inside out. He could see why she used alcohol in the way she did. It was a crutch to help her forget for a short time. He hoped in time he could wean her off it, although she was unbelievably cute when she was drunk. 

She looked at him seriously with tight lips. “I’m sorry I lost it back then. I hope I haven’t scared you off.” 

Taking her in his arms, he sighed. “You have every right to lose it once in a while. I’m only glad I was here with you. I can’t bear to think of you being that sad when you’re alone.” 

“I’m much better than I used to be. At least it doesn’t happen very often now. It used to last for days.” She noticed that he had cooked the steaks, and she helped him take the food into the dining room. “I haven’t been much help,” she said apologetically. 

“I forgive you. I’m sure I can think of some ways you can make it up to me.” With balance restored, they ate happily, teasing each other in a familiar way. 

Athena was amazed at him. Most men would have run a mile when she fell apart like that, but it didn’t seem to have fazed him at all. 

“I want to take some photographs of you in that shirt. It’s very sexy,” he said. “Is that okay with you?” 

She shrugged her shoulders. “I think your ancient ruins make a better subject,” she laughed, “but, if it makes you happy, I don’t mind.” 

After dinner, he took her upstairs to the bedroom and set up his camera. She was clearly self-conscious and not used to having her photo taken in this way, but he joked with her and she soon settled down. He got her to pose and then carried on talking to her, making her laugh and snapping away. 

Then he asked quietly, “Can I take some without the shirt? I promise they’ll be tasteful.” She looked a little uncertain. 

“Well, as long as you won’t sell them all over the internet. I don’t think I’d ever live that down.” 

He looked shocked, “For my eyes only, honey. No-one else will be looking at them, I promise you. Do you honestly think I would ever agree to share you with anyone?”  Reassured, she unbuttoned her shirt. 

“Do I at least get to wear underwear?” she grumbled.

He shot her a wicked grin. “For now, at least.”

Jack had a photographer’s eye. Like Athena, he had been trained to observe carefully and to appreciate exquisite form and beauty, and he couldn’t have wished for a better subject than Athena. He knew the shot he really wanted, but he was going to have to work up to that. He draped her with sheets and made sure she was comfortable with what he was doing. 

Finally, he said to her. “Would you go take a shower, baby? Just like you did yesterday, please.” His voice was gentle but insistent, and she felt the familiar desire rising through her body like warm molasses. She turned on the water and stepped into the shower and he followed her in with the camera, placing it down on the vanity so she could see he wasn’t taking photographs. He was happy just to watch her for a while until she was comfortable, and she forgot about the camera. 

She faced the stream of warm water and it sprayed into her face and down her front. “Close your eyes Athena, and pretend I’m not here.” he said, his voice husky with desire. She could sense that he was taking shots, but she tried to focus on what she was doing, soaping her body and her hair, and rinsing with water. The clicking of the shutter stopped, and he was beside her again. The passion in his face almost knocked her off her feet. The humour had left his eyes and had been replaced by a look of pure adoration. Together they chased away any remaining sadness she felt and replaced it with the joy they only found in each other’s arms. 
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Sunday proved to be a damp and misty October day, so they spent the morning sitting on the couch drinking coffee and going through Hamish’s journals. Athena took one end of the couch and Jack took the other and they sat in companionable silence like bookends, both engrossed in what they were reading. 

Athena felt that with every journal she read, she learned a little more about the kind of person her father was. His excitement about the artifacts he found and the people he met along the way was just as evident in his most recent journals as it was in the ones written at the beginning of his career. 

She was most interested in the entries that talked about events that happened when she was a small child. Her memories of those times were fuzzy and fragmented, and reading about them helped to solidify them in her mind. 

She really enjoyed the pencil sketches that were scattered throughout his work, and she was touched that drawings of her through the years featured heavily. 

She was just finishing one that covered a period when she would have been about four years old, and she spotted a small drawing in the corner of the page. Under the picture her father had written, Athena and Gussie, Best of Friends. She stared at the pictured and everything suddenly became clear. She remembered who Gussie was.

“Jack,” she screamed, scaring him and making him jump. “I’ve found Gussie! Look!”

She held up the journal with the small drawing and he peered at it, looking a little confused. “I can’t quite make it out. Where is Gussie?”

“There,” she said, pointing to the stuffed toy in little Athena’s arms. “Gussie’s not a person, Jack. He’s a pig!”

“A pig?”

She explained that when she was very young, her parents had bought her a pig backpack when they were in Paris. His name was Gussie, and he accompanied them on every trip and to every dig site for years. Because he was a backpack, Athena would often stuff treasures inside him, whether it be a handful of sand or a dead lizard.

Over the years Gussie became very dirty, having been dragged around every corner of the world. 

“When I started school, I wanted to take Gussie with me,” she explained, “but Mum didn’t want me to take something that dirty and scruffy to school. The night before school started, Gussie strangely disappeared and was replaced by a fluffy puppy. I never did find out what happened to Gussie.”

“Did you find him when you went through the house? Could he be in the storage unit?”

She shook her head. “There’s no way. If I’d found Gussie he wouldn’t have ended up in a storage unit. I missed that pig for years.”

“It has to be something to do with that key, Athena. Could there have been a secret box in one of the closets maybe, or a secret hiding place your dad used, perhaps in a desk or something?”

She closed her eyes and racked her brains, but she couldn’t come up with anything, and she shook her head. “I can’t think of anything,” she said sadly.

“Don’t worry, you’ve solved one piece of the puzzle. Now we know who Gussie is. We just have to find him. Let’s take a break for now.”

He got up, kissing her on the forehead. “I want to download those photos I took last night,” he told her. 

“Can’t I come too?” she asked sadly. 

“Not yet.” He grinned. “I want to look at them first. I’ll delete anything I’m not happy with; I don’t want you freaking out on me.” 

She looked at him with feigned shock. “As if I would!” 

She saw him disappear out of the door, calling behind him, “I’ll call you when I’m ready for you.”

“Promises, promises,” she called after him. She was still engrossed in her father’s journal when he called down the stairs to her.

“You can come up now.” 

She found him in the small bedroom that was once a guest room, and that Jack had converted into his home office. He had a large monitor, and on the screen was a shot of Athena looking at the camera and smiling. He looked really pleased with himself. “They’ve come out really well. Come, take a look.” 

She wandered into the room uncertainly. She had felt quite exposed having her photo taken so many times last night, and now she wasn’t sure she wanted to see the results. He pulled a chair up beside him and held out his hand to her to join him. As he flicked through the photos for her, she was astonished. 

“My God, Jack. They’re amazing. How did you make me look so good?”

He laughed, pulling her in for a kiss. “I didn’t make you look good. You’re simply the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen. It is impossible for me to take a bad shot of you.” 

She blushed stupidly and looked down at her hands. Engrossed in what he was doing, he didn’t notice her embarrassment. 

Finally, they got to the shots of her in the shower and she became anxious. However, they were not at all pornographic. The steam on the door of the shower and the angle he took them from meant they were tastefully erotic. He was visibly thrilled. “I’m going to print some of these and frame them,” he said, his voice full of excitement. “You are going up on my bedroom wall, baby!” She looked across at him, smiling at his enthusiasm. 

“Your talent knows no bounds, Jack Latimer. Archeologist. Photographer. Beautiful. Sex-god.” 

He raised his eyebrows at her. “Sounds like someone is a little turned on by all this nudity. I can see I’m going to have to help you out with that.” 

They raced into the bedroom giggling, but when they got there, she looked at him shyly. “I want to try something I’ve never done before, but you must tell me if I’m doing it wrong.” He looked into her eyes, confused for a moment, and then he understood. “You want to give me a blow job?” he gasped in wonder. 

She nodded, feeling her face go pink. “As long as you don’t mind me practising on you.” 

He allowed her to strip off his jeans and his boxers, and then she looked up at him. “Lying down or standing up. What do you think?” 

Her wide-eyed innocence was sending him crazy with desire. “I think you might be more comfortable if we sit on the bed to start with.” He sat down with his back against the headboard, and she knelt down beside him, gently stroking his hardness up and down. She hoped that her reading this week was going to help her out. She had discovered that Cosmopolitan was an amazing source of knowledge.

She gently licked her tongue up and down before placing him inside her mouth as he groaned softly. Curling her lips carefully around her teeth, she worked on just the very end of him, paying attention to where he was most sensitive. He spoke to her gently, instructing her on what he liked. 

She kept glancing up at him under her lashes to make sure he was enjoying it, all the while gently stroking the insides of his thighs. Once she felt a little braver, she took more of him in her mouth, grasping him with her hand and working up and down with a steady rhythm. 

“Athena, I’m going to come,” he warned her in a husky voice. 

She didn’t stop but continued her rhythm until he exploded into her mouth. She wasn’t sure how that was going to feel,  and she eased off the speed until he put his hand on her head to stop her. 

She looked up at him, mesmerized by the look on his face. He looked like he had completely fallen apart on her; it was not an expression she’d seen before, and she found it fascinating. She crawled up his chest and whispered in his ear, “How did I do?” 

Crushing her to his chest, he sighed. “That was absolutely amazing. It was better than amazing. I don’t think I have the right vocabulary for it right now. I’m probably not even coherent,” he said, laughing. 

She smiled a little uncertainly. “I’m happy for you to tell me how to improve.” 

He looked at her gently and stroked her face. “If that was your first time, you’re obviously a natural, but I am thrilled to keep working on your skills.” He winked slyly at her. “Now, how the hell am I ever going to sleep again remembering your beautiful eyes looking up at me while you did that? That will be permanently etched on my memory.” 

Happy with his response, she snuggled into his chest. She couldn’t believe what she’d just done, but she was so happy that he’d enjoyed it. Jack was definitely taking her down roads she had never travelled on before, but she was more than happy to get lost with him.
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Later that evening, she headed back to her apartment. She had survived two nights in the house with Jack, and apart from one breakdown, she felt she had done surprisingly well. They had engaged in photography, voyeurism, and she had given him her first BJ, all in one weekend. What’s more, she had an amazing time, and she felt closer to Jack than ever. She wasn’t sure how she was going to get through the working week being in such close proximity to him all the time.

He phoned her later that evening, sounding a little forlorn. “It feels so empty here without you. I wish you were here all the time.” She echoed his sentiments, but she knew she wasn’t ready for that yet; they weren’t ready for that. As much as she adored him, it was too soon. Things had taken off with Jack so fast, but she knew one thing for sure. He had restored more calmness in her life than she had experienced since before the accident, and that had to be a good thing. 

As she lay in bed that night, she thought about the journey that had brought her this far in her life and how it almost felt like the circle had been completed. Jack knew her before she knew him, and he knew her father. It was almost as if some cosmic force had sent Jack into her life to help her get herself back together. It was time to let things go and to leave them in the past. “Ancient history,” she mumbled to herself as she drifted off to sleep.
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ON MONDAY MORNING, she headed across the quad as usual towards Jack’s office. The weather had turned colder, and the leaves were blowing off the trees, scattering themselves across the grass like an orange carpet. As Athena entered the office, Jack stood up. Pressing her against the door so no-one else could enter, he kissed her passionately, making her feel quite weak. “Good morning Athena,” he growled huskily.

“Good morning, Dr. Latimer,” she said, adjusting her glasses that he had knocked onto her nose. “You’re obviously feeling chipper this morning. I guess you slept well.” 

He smiled. “Well, actually my dreams were haunted by a mysterious girl with grey eyes. I’m not sure what she was doing, but I distinctly remember her looking up at me under those dark lashes.” 

Athena went pink, knowing full well what he was referring to. “You’re making me feel quite flustered,” she said, flapping her hand like a fan. 

He allowed her to sit down at her desk, and then he came up behind her and whispered in her ear. “I hope I’m seeing you tonight. I’m really looking forward to a repeat performance. I know you’re keen to work on your skills.” 

She was trying not to laugh at his overtures. “Well, I guess you could come round for dinner if you’re really desperate.” 

He stroked his finger down her face and nibbled her ear. “I’m not just desperate, Athena. I’m frantic.” 

She looked at him sternly. “Work, Dr. Latimer. You’ve got a pile of papers to mark over there.” 

He saluted her. “Yes, ma’am.” 

They settled down to work eventually, and when she went off to fetch coffee for them both, she didn’t notice that he had taken the envelope out of her bag and removed the small key before replacing it just as it was. 

Jack had to teach in the afternoon, which was just as well. They agreed that he would come over at seven, and she left at just after four to buy some groceries. 
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JACK LEFT SHORTLY AFTER and headed to the local hardware store. “I need some bolt cutters,” he asked the assistant. The young man came back with a very sturdy-looking pair, and Jack paid. 

Climbing into his silver Jag, he drove home with the bolt cutters on the passenger seat. This was really going to be his last resort; if he didn’t find it tonight, he didn’t know what they were going to do. He hadn’t felt good about taking the key from her purse, but he didn’t want her to know what he was up to.

Stepping into the house, he went straight to the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee, before heading out the garden door to the shed. He remembered seeing a step ladder when he first moved in, and he was definitely going to need it.

It wasn’t easy maneuvering the ladder through the narrow hallway and up the stairs, but somehow he managed it without breaking anything. Tucking a flashlight in his belt, he made his way up the ladder with the bolt cutters. It was obvious that the tiny key he had retrieved from Athena’s bag would not fit this lock, so he attacked the hefty padlock that was keeping the attic trapdoor closed. It wasn’t easy work, but eventually he cut through the shackle on both sides, and the padlock fell away onto the floor. 

Climbing further up the ladder, he pushed the trapdoor open and poked his head inside the dark and eery attic space. He felt around for a light switch and found a cord, which when he pulled it illuminated the entire space. Pulling himself up with his arms, he found himself in the attic. The floor was not boarded out, so he was going to have to tread carefully, so he didn’t fall through the bedroom ceiling. He could see areas where sections of wooden board had been placed with various boxes on top of the boards. 

Negotiating his way across the rafters, he wedged himself close to the boxes and looked through them. Athena was right; there wasn’t very much up there. Opening up the box closest to him, he realized it contained old photographs, and he started to go through them. There were photos of Hamish and Konnie at various dig sites in Greece and Egypt and alongside them in some of the photos was a small child, no older than two or three. The raven black hair and the wild grey eyes were unmistakable, and he stroked his finger across the photo. He could have spent hours just looking at these photographs, but he didn’t have much time, and this wasn’t what he was looking for.

Grabbing the next box, he realized it contained Christmas ornaments, some of them in small white boxes and others wrapped up in tissue paper. He assumed it was the thought of this box that distressed Athena the other evening. He could totally understand how her family’s Christmas decorations would be a trigger for her. She would never celebrate another Christmas with the parents she loved so dearly. He thought about his own parents back home in Illinois, and his heart broke for her. 

He unwrapped some of the decorations and realized they belonged to a child. There was a small smiling cherub, and a teddy bear in a Santa hat as well as a beautiful glass cat. These were obviously Athena’s from her childhood. The small boxes had been carefully dated, one ornament for each year of her life. A family tradition interrupted by tragedy.  He resolved to put the box to one side, so she could have them when she was ready. These were her childhood memories, and at some stage he hoped she could love them again. He allowed himself to imagine them decorating a tree together, with a fire burning in the grate, but then shook himself back to reality, realizing he had to focus on the task at hand.

He was frustrated and felt he was drawing a blank. Perhaps she’d been right, nothing but Christmas decorations. 

He shone the flashlight around the attic space and into the corners. In the far corner, pushed under the roof trusses, he noticed a small wooden trunk with an ornate lock, and his heart started to beat faster. He carefully picked his way across the beams, not wanting to fall through the ceiling to the room below. 

Pulling the small key out of his pocket, he fitted it into the lock and let out a breath when it turned. Carefully he lifted the lid and looked inside. He was disappointed at first, because it looked like it was just more photo albums, but as he removed them he felt something soft underneath. There, at the bottom of the chest, was a dirty, well-loved pig. He had found Gussie.

Turning the pig over, he located the zipper and felt around inside until his hand touched something cold and metallic. Pulling it out of its hiding place, he looked at it in wonder as its surface reflected the light, sending a shower of rainbows around the empty space. “Oh, Hamish,” he whispered sadly to himself, “what the heck did you get yourself into?”

Re-wrapping the precious object in tissue paper, he stuffed it inside his shirt, turning off the light and heading back down the ladder. He closed the attic hatch and picked up the broken lock, making his way back downstairs with the ladder. 

Pulling out his phone, he dialled. “Patrice. You’re never going to believe it. I’ve found it!” 

He listened to Patrice for a while, nodding, even though Patrice couldn’t see him. “I know I was going to take this back to Boston, but there’s been a change of plan. I’ve already spoken to the directors of the museum and they’ve agreed to allow it to go back to Cairo on a permanent loan basis. It’s going home, Patrice.”

Patrice sounded quite emotional. “That’s wonderful news, Jack. You’re doing the right thing.”

“Okay, you find me a private flight and call me back. I want to be picked up here with full security all the way through to Cairo. Someone will need to meet me at the airport, and we’ll need an armed guard to the museum. I’m not taking any chances with this.”

Patrice assured him he could arrange all that within the hour and said he would call back as soon as he had made the arrangements. Before he rang off, Jack had one more question.

“Patrice, who is going to watch out for Athena while I’m out of the country?” 

“Don’t worry about Athena,” he responded sharply, “I will make sure no harm comes to her. Just do your job and don’t worry. She will be fine. Let me take care of that.”

The thought of leaving her in Patrice’s care filled him with jealousy, but he knew he had no alternative and he had to trust the Frenchman’s ability to his job and protect her.

Hanging up, he immediately dialled her number. “Sweetheart, it’s me. I’m really sorry I won’t make it over tonight. I think I’m coming down with something.” Jack listened to her concerned voice. “No, I don’t want you to come over, you might catch it. I’m going to go straight to bed. I’ll see you soon, honey.” He paused for a moment. “And Athena, please look after yourself, baby. Goodnight.” Hanging up, he looked sadly at the phone before rushing upstairs to pack a bag.

Once he was ready to leave, he took a piece of writing paper out of his desk drawer, together with an old-fashioned ink pen, and started to write. He sealed the letter in an envelope and after writing her name on the front in beautiful script, he tucked it into his inside jacket pocket. He hoped to God that she would understand that everything he was doing was for her safety. With one last look around the house, he made his way out into the cool October night to the black SUV that had pulled up outside.
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BACK AT THE APARTMENT, Athena felt suddenly deflated. Poor Jack, she thought, I wonder what’s wrong with him. She hoped it was just one of those 24-hour viruses that was going around, and that he would be fine tomorrow. She looked sadly at the food and the bottle of wine she had bought for their evening together and decided to put it all in the fridge for when he was well. She would just make herself some toast and brew a pot of tea. 

She walked into the living room and looked out on the street. She noticed there was an unfamiliar black car parked under the streetlamp. Thinking no more of it, she closed the heavy drapes and padded off to the bathroom to take a shower. 
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The next morning, Athena dressed carefully for work. She hoped that Jack was well again and that he could come around that evening as they had planned the night before. She made her way across the quad as usual and climbed the door to his office, but when she got to the door, she found it was locked. Her heart sank; Jack must be still sick, she thought. 

Coming down the stairs, she caught up with the porter. “Good morning, Ms. Duncan. How are you today?” She smiled at the older man, who she knew from when her father worked there. 

“I’m good, Terry, but I wondered if you knew where Dr. Latimer is?” 

He looked at her, surprised. “Oh, I thought you knew. He had to leave on urgent business. He is going to be away for a while. He left the key to his office for you. Here it is.” Taking the key, she went back up the stairs and unlocked the office. On her desk was a white envelope with her name in Jack’s careful handwriting. Pulling off her coat, she tore open the envelope and sat down to read it:

Darling Athena,

I have found your friend Gussie and I will be away for a while. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to share this with you, but my main priority in all of this has been your safety, I hope you understand that.

I am not sure how long I will be gone, but it is probably best if you do not try to contact me while I’m away.

I would feel a lot happier if you would agree to stay with either Juan or Mallory while I’m gone. It is important that you are not on your own. I’m sorry to leave so suddenly, but please trust me.

Above all, trust me.

Your Jack

X

Athena turned the letter over, completely confused. Last night he had told her he was sick, but he had clearly left in a hurry. Why would he lie to her when there was clearly nothing wrong with him, and why hadn’t he told her he’d found Gussie?

Diving through her bag, she pulled out her father’s letter and checked the envelope. The key was gone. He had taken the key without telling her and had found Gussie and the artifact, and where had he taken it? A thousand thoughts raced through her mind at once. Had he taken it back to Cairo, to Boston, or had he completely fooled her and was on his way to sell it to the highest bidder?

She thrust the letter into her bag and sat down at her desk with her head in her hands, feeling a combination of rage and grief coursing through her veins and bubbling to the surface. 

She got up, unable to focus on anything, and made her way over to the department of history. Finding Mallory at her desk, she asked her if she could go for a quick coffee. 

“Well, I’ve only just arrived,” Mallory said, “but, I suppose it would be okay.” The girls made their way down to the refectory and found a quiet corner, and Athena asked her friend if she could stay with her for a few days and told her what had happened. Mallory looked suitably stunned. 

“Of course you can stay with me. So, you had no idea yesterday that he was going anywhere?” 

Athena shook her head. “None whatsoever.” The girls sat in silence for a moment. 

Mallory frowned. “It’s too weird for words.”

Athena looked at her friend seriously. “Mall, there’s something going on that I haven’t told you about, but we can’t talk about it here. I’ll explain everything when I come over tonight.”

Athena hugged her friend and let her get back to work. Deciding she couldn’t stay in the office, she picked up some work to take home with her and left. Back at her apartment, she kept checking her phone to see if there was a message from Jack. She had to stop herself from trying to call him several times. He had been very clear that she shouldn’t try to contact him. 

The day went slowly for Athena, and in the afternoon she threw some clothes into a bag together with a couple of bottles of wine and some snacks and headed over to Mallory’s place. Mallory lived on the top floor of an old, terraced house, close to the university. Luckily, she had two bedrooms and was more than happy for Athena to stay with her for a while. 

Opening the door, she looked at Athena with wide eyes. “What the heck is going on, Athena? You look like hell.”

Juan had already arrived and once they had all settled on the couch with a bottle of wine, Athena told them the entire story. Juan was thrilled, and he looked like he was watching a particularly riveting episode of CSI. Mallory on the other hand looked completely traumatized, and Athena wasn’t sure if she was going to faint or throw up.

“Do you think the bad guys are going to come and get us?” she said with a look of terror.

“No bad guys are going to get my girls!” Juan said emphatically, making Mallory look a little happier. 

Juan then tried to cheer everyone up by giving his various theories of where Jack might be, which ranged from him being a member of the mafia to him being a leader of a satanic cult who needed the artifact for a satanic ritual. None of this was very helpful, but it was enough to distract them for a while. 

They decided to watch a movie together, but when Juan suggested Indiana Jones, both girls vetoed the suggestion. They ended up watching Must Love Dogs, which he said made him want to vomit, but he watched it anyway.

They consumed both bottles of wine that Athena had brought with her, and it was past eleven when they put Juan in a cab and both girls collapsed into bed. 

As soon as she put her head on the pillow, the thought of Jack and his whereabouts sprung back to the forefront of her brain, preventing her from sleeping until the early hours. Despite the late night, Mallory was up early for work the next day, and Athena walked sleepily into the kitchen, rubbing her eyes.

“Are you coming in today?” Mallory asked. Athena shook her head. 

“No, I brought home some work to do. I can’t bear the thought of sitting in that empty office wondering where the hell he is.” 

Mallory looked sadly at her friend. “So, I guess you’ve not heard anything then?” 

“No, not a word,” Athena said grimly. “I wonder if I’ll ever hear from him again, to be honest. He has what he came for.”

That evening, Athena went for a private kickboxing session with Juan, feeling the need to burn off some of her restless energy. He put her through her paces, and she enjoyed being able to refocus her mind on something other than Jack Latimer. After the session, they went for a drink and Athena sat gloomily staring at her glass of wine. Juan tried to cheer her up by telling her some highly inappropriate jokes, but he could see his level of humour wasn’t working its usual magic. 

By Thursday evening Athena was feeling desperate. There had been no word from Jack, and she kept thinking she would never see him again. She needed to get some things clear in her mind, and she decided to go to the house and see if there were any clues as to where he was. She knew she shouldn’t, but she was becoming frantic with worry. 
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The morning after his conversation with Patrice, Jack boarded a private flight to Cairo. He had travelled down from Oxford late that night with full security as requested and booked into a hotel on the airport grounds, where he bunked with an armed guard; not something he made a habit of doing. Patrice had been his usual efficient self, ensuring the flight was booked and arrangements made. 

Travelling on a private jet arranged by the Egyptian government cleared the way for him to bring the artifact into the country with no issues. 

This was not the first time Jack had been involved in the repatriation of stolen artifacts, but he always found it extremely stressful until the item had been safely delivered. Every time they called him to work on this kind of mission he swore it would be his last, but his passion for the task meant he found it hard to say no.  

He’d already had his suspicions when he’d visited Oxford the previous year for Hamish’s book launch. When Patrice had contacted him a few days later with news of the accident, he realized just how dangerous the situation was. He had been in awe of Hamish Duncan, and his death had hit him particularly hard, not least because he remembered the captivating young girl dancing on the grass and how her life must her been shattered. 

The flight was just shy of five hours long, and Jack settled into his comfortable seat, allowing his mind to drift. He was exhausted, but he tried to stay awake with his hand on his precious cargo, even though this was a private flight. No expense had been spared in getting him to his destination in comfort and the food provided far exceeded anything on a regular flight. 

He thought about the last few weeks he had spent with Athena, and how they had been the happiest in his life. She was the reason he was in Oxford, after all, so when he was told she was in danger, taking the job had been an easy decision. He had deceived her again, taking her key and finding Gussie without letting her know, and he hoped she would understand. He could only hope that Patrice would be good to his word and keep her safe while he was gone. Once the breastplate was back in the museum, all her worries would be over. 

He drifted in and out of a fitful sleep, each time waking with a jolt and checking his bag was still beside him. Finally, the pilot announced that they would soon be arriving in Cairo and that the temperature was a balmy 30°C. A little warmer than Oxford, he thought to himself. Cairo International Airport was a zoo as usual, with people rushing everywhere, but he didn’t have to worry. 

He was escorted swiftly through passport control with full government clearance and ushered into a black armoured vehicle for his journey to the Egyptian Museum in downtown Cairo, where he knew there were several anxious people waiting to meet with him. 

Jack was very familiar with this beautiful building, which glowed with a rosy hue in the late afternoon sun. He noticed his driver was packing a sidearm as he escorted Jack into the building. Taking in the welcoming committee that stood in the cool foyer, he realized his arrival had been much anticipated. They escorted him to a large office where he was greeted by the museum director along with the Egyptian minister of antiquities. 

Both expressed their gratitude to Jack for his part in locating the breastplate and bringing it home and to the museum in Boston for allowing them to retain it on permanent loan. Carefully pulling the artifact out of the protective case, a hush descended as he reverently handed it over to the museum director. It never failed to amaze him how these objects had survived through the millennia and yet were still breathtakingly beautiful. 

There was a ton of paperwork to complete, and Jack had a meeting with some government officials early the next day, so he headed back to his hotel. Patrice had done him proud and booked him a suite at the Fairmont, but he wasn’t able to enjoy it. He felt exhausted from the stress of bringing the breastplate from England, but it was more than that. The thing that was at the forefront of his mind was Athena’s safety. Patrice had assured him that she would be safe, but he wouldn’t feel happy until he was back in Oxford and he could take care of her himself. 

He also had no idea how she was going to feel when she realized he hadn’t been completely honest with her. All this time he had rationalized it to himself that he was only doing it to keep her safe, but he had no way of knowing if she would see it the same way. The feelings he had for her that he had kept hidden for several years had only been intensified by their physical relationship. To lose her now would break him, and he didn’t want to even consider the possibility of that happening. He knew he had to stay positive and get back to her as soon as he possibly could. 
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Athena used the spare keys to unlock the house. She had to find out what had happened to Jack, but she didn’t know where to start. She figured there may be some clues back at the house, so it seemed like a good place to start. She shivered as she walked into the house alone. She had felt okay while Jack was there, but now it felt cold and empty, just like when she and Olivier had gone back after the funeral. 

She made her way into the kitchen and looked around. He had left everything neat and tidy. There were no dishes in the sink, or anything to indicate he had left in a hurry. She reluctantly took the stairs to the upper floor. She never enjoyed going upstairs in an empty house as it made her nervous for some inexplicable reason, but she really needed answers. She looked in all three bedrooms. Jack’s bed was neatly made and there were no clothes in the hamper. She looked into the other two rooms containing his office and his home gym. In the office, his desk was tidy, and she looked at the stack of papers in the tray. There were no clues to tell her where he had gone or why. 

Peering into his wardrobe, she realized that many of his clothes were still there. That must mean he intended to return, she thought. That had to be a good thing. 

Frustrated, she headed back down to the living room and plopped down onto one of the leather couches. Putting her head back, she closed her eyes and tried to think. 

Suddenly she felt an icy hand cover her nose and mouth. “Don’t make a sound, Athena.” A familiar French voice was speaking from behind her. She felt herself gripped with panic, as she realized it was Patrice and he was holding a gun.

Keeping his hand on her mouth, he silently came around beside her. “If you promise not to scream, I will remove my hand,” he said darkly. She nodded her head, frozen with fear. He took his hand away just a little, ready to replace it if she had other ideas. She stared at the gun in his hand, which he was pointing up to the ceiling. 

It was a moment before she could speak and then she said, “Are you going to kill me?” 

He smiled that familiar snake-like smile. He seemed amused by her fear, like he was toying with her. “No darling, I am not going to kill you. I am here to save you. Now, please stay there and don’t move.” She looked at him incredulously as he wandered around the downstairs rooms, looking for something. 

He noticed the large closet under the stairs and opened it. It was a large space that had always been full of junk when her parents lived there, but now it only held Jack’s vacuum cleaner, and a couple of dumbbells. He returned to the sofa and grabbed her elbow. “In here, quickly,” he hissed. He pushed her in and then went in behind her, turning on a small flashlight he found in his pocket. “You should make yourself comfortable,” he told her. “We could be here for some time.” Athena wondered if it was actually his intention to rape her, but he didn’t seem interested in her. He was clearly preoccupied with something else. 

Athena felt anger rising in her throat. “Patrice, what the fuck is going on?” she hissed. 

He looked at her seriously. “Athena, you and I are in grave danger right now. I know this isn’t easy for you, but I need you to trust me, and do as I say. You need to stay quiet and not move.” 

He was damn right; she didn’t trust him. The last time she had seen him, he was pursuing her in the limo when she went out to buy bread that morning. Now, he was in Jack’s house with a gun in his hand. Her thoughts immediately went back to Jack. 

“Patrice, do you know where Jack is?” 

“Yes, of course I know where Jack is. He’s not here.” 

She looked at him with shock. “What have you done with Jack? Have you killed him?” 

He tried to restrain a laugh. “Athena, what is it with you thinking I’m going to kill someone. I’m one of the good guys, as unlikely as that may seem to you. Now please shut up, or I will have to tape your mouth, and I don’t want to have to do that.” 

Suddenly she heard breaking glass coming from the back-garden door. He stared at her with intensity and mouthed “Not a sound.” She heard heavy footsteps coming into the hallway and two male voices speaking Arabic. She could understand most of what they were saying, although they were jabbering. 

“I can’t believe it’s taken us this long to find his house,” the first voice said. 

“Well, we were following the wrong person to start off with. Now we know we are in the right place,” replied his accomplice. 

“What about the girl? Where is she?” Athena felt herself go pale. 

“She doesn’t live here now. I hope for her sake she knows nothing about this, or we will have to deal with her as well. I don’t know how she escaped that day in Crete. It was a miracle.” Athena put her head in her hands. These people were responsible for the death of her parents. Patrice touched her arm with his hand and gave her a sad smile. Perhaps he was one of the good guys after all. 

As they made their way down the hallway, suddenly Patrice burst out of the closet, striking the nearest man over the head with his gun. He fell to the floor with a groan and Patrice tackled the second intruder. Unable to stay put, Athena poked her head around the door and saw Patrice struggling with the man. He was much bigger than Patrice and was holding him around the throat. Athena noticed his face was turning blue. Without thinking, she grabbed one of the dumbbells from the floor and struck the guy from behind as hard as she could. There was a sickening thud as the metal made contact with his skull and he collapsed to the floor. 

Patrice was leaning against the wall struggling to breathe, so Athena rushed over and loosened his tie and his top button. Patting her arm gratefully, he took heaving breaths until he gained his composure. Once he could speak again, he was on his phone speaking to someone in French. “I have them both here; they are out cold. Yes, the girl is fine; she is with me.” 

Within minutes, several men in dark suits arrived at the door and Patrice let them in. They handcuffed the two intruders and dragged them out into a waiting van, and Patrice and the men talked to each other rapidly in French. Although Athena’s French was excellent, she was losing track of the conversation as a thousand thoughts whirred in her head. Finally, they left, and the house was plunged into a reverberating silence.

Patrice looked at her. “Where does Jack keep his brandy? I think I need one.” 

She rushed to the kitchen and found the brandy and a couple of glasses and came back to the living room, where Patrice was flopped out on the couch. He looked exhausted and a lot older than she remembered from that night in Paris. She poured out the amber fluid and handed it to him before pouring one for herself. She was desperate to know what was going on, but she was almost afraid to ask, fearing what she would hear. 

Patrice took a large swig of the brandy, and the colour slowly returned to his face. He regarded her thoughtfully. “You saved my life, Athena. And I was supposed to be here to save yours.” 

She kept thinking this was just another bad dream and that any moment she was going to wake up, so she continued to stare at him. Eventually she found her voice. “Patrice. Please tell me what just happened.” 

Taking a deep breath, he told her everything. Apparently, when her father was in Cairo there had been a series of anti-government riots. The riots resulted in looting, and some priceless artifacts had been stolen from the Egyptian Museum. One artifact was an exceedingly rare gold, jewelled breast plate that had been recovered from the tomb of one of the pharaohs.

Hamish Duncan had been furious about the thefts and had tried to find out who had taken the items. He had good connections in Cairo, having been there so many times before, and he discovered an organized gang notorious for this kind of thing had taken the artifacts. They had cleverly disguised the well-planned robbery as just another looting. 

Hamish made it his mission to find the artifacts and ensure they were returned to the museum. With the help of Youssef Hassan, he tracked down the address of one of the criminals, and someone Youssef hired broke in and stole the breastplate back. At the time Cairo was in political turmoil, so instead of returning the piece to the museum, Hamish must have returned to England in Youssef’s private jet and hid it in their attic, intending to return it when things calmed down.

Athena felt her eyes growing wider as Patrice carried on with his story. The gang knew it was someone from the convention who had taken the breastplate, but they weren’t sure who it was. They narrowed it down to a few possibilities and decided to scare them into telling them where it was. After attacking a couple of poor delegates who had no idea what they were talking about, they were left with Hamish. Crete seemed a better proposition than England, so they set up an ambush, meaning to interrogate him. Sadly, they blundered the attempt and Athena’s parents were killed in the process.  Her eyes filled with silent tears at this information.

“Since then, they have been trying to track the piece down,” said Patrice. “And that’s when I got involved. My team investigates the theft of rare antiquities, and we have known about this gang for a long time. While you were in Paris, I was trying to find out if you knew anything about the breastplate and where your father might have hidden it.” 

Athena’s mouth dropped open. “So, that’s why you had sex with me? You were just trying to get information out of me.” 

He smiled gently at her and took her hand. “No, darling, that was not supposed to happen. I guess I just lost control, I’m sorry. You are pretty irresistible, you know.” She wasn’t sure how to take this information, so she said nothing. “That morning after your uncle’s party when I was trying to talk to you, I wanted to tell you all this, but you were having none of it.” 

She stared across at the face she’d once admired. “I thought you were just trying to get me back into bed.” 

“I know. I ruined everything, and I almost jeopardized the entire case. A beautiful woman can do that to you sometimes, you know.” The amusement was returning to his eyes again; he was apparently feeling better.

“So where does Jack fit into all this?” she asked. 

“The piece belongs to the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, where Jack works. He has some experience in this kind of work and we were trying to work together, although with different objectives. Jack’s original instructions were to take it back to Boston, but he managed to get them to agree to a permanent loan so the piece can remain in Cairo. I can’t tell you how happy I am about that.”

Athena was stunned. “So where is he now?” 

Patrice smiled. “He is in Cairo, returning the breastplate to the museum. He should be back tomorrow. He couldn’t tell you where he was going in case it put you in danger. It’s been really difficult for everyone, Athena.”

She understood all this, but she still felt angry with Jack. He hadn’t trusted her enough to tell her where he had gone, he’d taken her key without telling her. What other secrets was he hiding from her?

Patrice noticed her face drop. “You are in love with this man, aren’t you?” 

She looked at him with tears sparkling in her eyes. “I thought I was. Now I don’t know what to think.” 

“Well, if you want to take some advice from an old Frenchman, I think you should allow him to explain. He has been frantic with worry over you. I think you will find he feels the same way. Give him a chance, Athena, for both your sakes. You deserve some happiness.” 

He stood up to go. “Are you staying here tonight?” 

She shook her head. “No, I’m going to go back to my apartment. Where are you staying?” 

“I am staying at a hotel in Oxford and then I will fly back to Paris tomorrow. Let me give you a hug. I am forever in your debt for saving my life.” He hugged her gently before kissing her lightly on both cheeks. “Jack Latimer is a very lucky man,” he whispered as he walked out into the night. 
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Athena drove back to the apartment feeling as if she had entered another dimension. All the information Patrice had shared with her seemed so hard to believe. Had her refined and quiet father really been an archeological badass? And what should she think about Jack? She was too tired to even think about it, and when she got home, she collapsed on her bed fully dressed and passed out with exhaustion.

The next morning, she woke up early and jolted upright in bed. Looking down at her crumpled clothing, she remembered the events of the night before and clasped her hand to her head. Stripping off her clothes, she headed into the shower and let the hot water run over her body, trying to make sense of all the thoughts that were swimming about in her head. As desperately as she wanted to be with Jack, she wasn’t sure if she could ever trust him again. 

She had no intention of going to the university that day, so she dressed in jeans and a t-shirt and tried to keep busy with some research work. She realized she was reading the same line repeatedly, and in frustration went off to make herself another cup of tea and grab some chocolate biscuits from the cabinet. As she walked out to the kitchen, the doorbell rang, and her stomach flipped over. She could see Jack through the glass as she made her way to the door.

As she opened the door he burst into the house, gripping her in a tight bear hug. He looked pretty rough with heavy bags under his eyes and a light growth of stubble on his chin. He didn’t seem willing to let her go, so she just let him stand there silently. 

Finally, he pulled back and looked into her eyes with a desperate look on his face. “I’m so sorry, honey. I know I deceived you, but I was so afraid something would happen to you.”

She took him by the hand and led him gently into the living room, pushing him down onto the couch. Fixing him with an icy stare she said. “You went into my bag and took my key without asking.” 

He nodded solemnly.

“And you found Gussie, and you didn’t tell me.”

“Yes,” he said hoarsely. 

“Then you disappeared, and I had no idea where you were. I am beyond mad at you, Jack Latimer.”

He put his head in his hands and looked completely devastated. She knew there was no way she was going to be able to stay mad at him.

“Stay here,” she said firmly. “You look like you could use some coffee.” 

She padded off to the kitchen to put on the coffee, and when she returned, Jack still had his head in his hands. He looked so forlorn she couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. She went to sit with him and put her arm around his shoulder. He looked like he’d been to hell and back over the past few days. 

“Athena, don’t think the worst of me, please honey. I can’t bear it.” She gently rubbed his back with her hand, as if he were a child. She felt remarkably calm, considering all the things she had learned in the past 24 hours, but then Jack always had that effect on her. 

Finally, she spoke. “Jack, there’s something I need to tell you. I am unbelievably mad at you. I wish you’d trusted me and told me what you were doing, but the problem is I’m in love with you.” 

He looked up at her with wild eyes, his face bursting into a wide grin. “You’re in love with me?” She nodded with a smile. He fell upon her, kissing her face and pushing her into the couch. “I love you too. I’ve always loved you, ever since that first time I saw you eight years ago. I was so afraid you would think I only started a relationship with you to get information. Please tell me you know that’s not true.” 

She ran her hands through his matted hair. “I know that’s not true.” The stress that he had been holding onto fell away from his face and in its place was pure bliss. “Okay, Jack Latimer,” she said seriously. “I am going to make you something to eat, and you are going to take a shower, because you really need one, and then you are going to tell me about eight years ago, since I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

Kissing him on the forehead, she headed off to make him breakfast, pulling bacon and eggs out of the fridge. She heard the water come on in the shower and then, smiling to herself, she turned and walked out of the kitchen. 

Wandering into the bathroom, she stood and stared at the beautiful man in her shower standing under the hot water. After a few minutes he realized she was there, and he turned to face her, placing his hands on the glass door. Shedding her t-shirt and jeans, she placed her hands on his and stared into his eyes, returning their intensity before climbing in beside him. 
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HE SAT AT HER DINING table looking like a new man. He’d used one of her disposable razors to shave, and he smelled of her shower gel and shampoo. He tucked into the large plate of bacon and eggs she’d prepared for him as if he hadn’t eaten for a week. She smiled across at him, devouring his food, feeling totally at peace with the world. 

Her concerns about her father were unfounded. He was the good guy, after all. And as for all that money; it turned out that Olivier had been right all along. Hamish Duncan had taken his wife’s inheritance and made some very shrewd investments on the stock market. Athena was free to use her bequest without the spectre of guilt hanging over her. 

Jack put his hands behind his head and sat back with a smile of satisfaction on his face. Athena Duncan loved him, and all was right with his world. It was more than he ever could have hoped for. Now he just had to spend the next few months persuading her to marry him. 

She looked across at him suspiciously. “You look like you’re planning something.” 

He smiled a slow, seductive smile. “Oh, I’m definitely planning something, sweetheart,” he teased. 

She walked towards him and parked herself in his lap. “Okay, Jack, I’m dying to know. Tell me about eight years ago.”  He stroked her face, looking into her soft grey eyes, ready to tell the story he had replayed in his mind over and over again. 

“I was new in Oxford, doing some research for my master’s, under the supervision of the great Hamish Duncan. It was like a dream come true to be working with him. It was an unusually warm October evening, although it had rained earlier in the day and the grass was still wet. I was working late, not really knowing anyone in Oxford.” 

Athena was mesmerized by his story, and she pulled herself off his lap and into a chair to watch him as he spoke. 

“It was the night of one of the regular university balls, and I came out to get some air, watching people wandering around in their fancy dresses and suits. Then I saw her; the most beautiful creature you could ever imagine. She was quite young; I reckon about 16. Her black hair was flowing down her back and she had her head back laughing, with a wild look about her. She was dancing in circles with bare feet and her arms outstretched, and her grey dress flowed around her like a cloud. She looked like she had been transported there from another realm. Suddenly she stopped and fixed me with those eyes; those beautiful grey, ethereal eyes, and I felt like I was being sucked into the eye of the storm. She smiled at me for a moment, and it was as if time momentarily stopped, and then her mother called her, and she was gone.” 

He watched Athena as the memory of that night came flooding back to her. She stared at him in dumbfounded wonder. “Jack, I remember that evening. I remember you. You were gorgeous even then. I was totally crushing on you.” 

He caressed her hair and continued. “Of course, I knew when your mother called your name you were Hamish’s daughter. I promised myself there and then that one day I would come back and find you and I would make you fall in love with me, and that you wouldn’t run away from me like you did that night.” 

Athena felt tears pricking in her eyes as she looked at him in amazement. “You did it, Jack. You made me fall in love with you. Although I have to say it wasn’t that hard. You had me when I walked into your office that first morning. I had an irrational desire to reach out and stroke your hair.” 

He looked at her with feigned shock. “Well, I wish you had sweetheart; it would have saved us both a lot of time.”

He got up and headed out to the hallway, where he had deposited his travel bag. “I have a couple of things for you,” he shouted.

He came into the dining room hiding something behind his back and made a big show of pulling out a dirty, grey pig.

“Gussie!” she cried, with tears in her eyes. “I thought I’d never see him again.” She hugged him to her chest as if he were the most precious thing on earth.

“Look inside,” he said excitedly.

She unzipped the pig and pulled out something wrapped in tissue paper. It was a beautiful gold replica of the breastplate in a smaller size, made into a necklace. She gasped when she saw it, and he helped her put it on.

“I knew you’d be mad that you didn’t get to see the real thing, so I bought this for you for now.” 

She hugged him, thrilled with her gift. “I love it. It’s totally unique.”

“Just like you then,” he said, touching the beautiful piece on her neck.

“There’s one last surprise,” he continued. “The Egyptian government is beyond grateful to your dad for what he did. They are very aware of the sacrifice he made, so in his honour they are naming the new wing of the museum after him, and they would like you to fly out for the naming ceremony to cut the ribbon. Flying first class courtesy of the Egyptian government and staying in the best hotel. What do you think?”

It was all too much for her to take in, but she knew there was one condition she needed to make. “I would love to go, but only if you’re going too. From now on I am going nowhere without you, and you are going nowhere without me. Is that a deal?”

He pulled her into his arms. “You drive a hard bargain, Ms. Duncan, but I think that’s a deal I can definitely live with.”
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Epilogue
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Athena opened her eyes and looked at the sun streaming through the shutters. Beside her, sprawled out on the bed, face down, and barely covered with a sheet, was the naked body of her beautiful husband. She smiled and gently ran a finger down the length of his spine as he stirred, looking up at her with one eye open. “Don’t tell me you’re ready again. I’m shattered,” he mumbled. 

She laughed, kissing him on the forehead. “I was just going to tell you I’m going to have a swim before breakfast. Do you want to join me?” 

He grabbed her, pulling her into him and tickling her. “You mean to say you don’t want my body?” 

She nibbled on his ear. “I always want your body, Jack. I just thought you might appreciate a rest. This is only the second day of our honeymoon. I don’t want to wear you out too soon.” 

He pulled himself onto his elbows and stared down into her grey eyes. “What are you going to wear to go swimming?” 

She knew where he was going with this and with a tight-lipped smirk she said, “I’m not going to wear anything. Our villa is completely private; you know that.” 

A slow smiled spread across his face. “In that case, I won’t join you at the moment. I think I’ll just sit out on the balcony and watch.”

“More voyeurism. You’re such a perv, Jack!” She laughed at him. 

“Ah, but I’m your perv, darling, and the voyeurism only materialized since you came along. You’re a terrible influence on me,” he whispered into her hair. 

She grabbed her robe and made her way down the staircase. She was delighted to be back in the place that held so many happy memories for her. She knew that the new memories she was making with Jack would, in time, chase away the bad ones that she had been holding in her heart for so long. 

She opened the French doors and walked out onto the beautiful terrace which surrounded the pool. Orange and lemon trees encircled the area in terracotta pots, and she took a deep breath of the arid Greek air she loved so much. 

Slipping out of her white cotton robe, she entered the pool from the semi-circular steps and swam slow rhythmic lengths of the pool. The pool was not heated, and the water was cool against her body, hardening her nipples. After several lengths, she returned to the curved steps and slowly rose out of the pool, water dripping from her hair and running in rivulets down her back. Glancing up at the bedroom balcony, she noticed the figure of her husband, his arms stretched out on the railings, staring at her intently. Wetting her lips with her tongue, she ignored him and strolled over to one of the loungers, covering it with a towel before lying down in the early morning sun. Water was glistening on her olive skin, and she closed her eyes in blissful repose.

A few minutes later she heard soft, anticipated footsteps walking towards her, but she kept her eyes closed, pretending he wasn’t there. He covered her body with his, and she felt his hardness against her soft stomach. “I thought you needed to rest, Jack,” she mumbled softly.

“How can I rest when there’s a goddess in my pool? You drive me crazy, Athena.” She opened her legs and drew her knees up, allowing him the access she knew they both needed. Entering her gently, he whispered in her ear, “I love you, Athena. I love you so much.” The warmth of his love filled her heart with joy, as she arched her back against him. 

After they were both satisfied, he plunged into the pool, leaving her to bathe in the warm glow his touch had left. Her mind went back dreamily to their wedding just a few days before. It had been an intimate ceremony, right after university had finished for the year. They had permission to marry in one of the smaller chapels at the college in the presence of Jack’s parents from Illinois, Olivier and Marie-Claire, Juan and Mallory, and a handful of colleagues who’d been close to her parents. It was a joyful occasion with an abundance of laughter and tears. Athena surprised her husband by wearing a beautiful ethereal-grey dress, embroidered with a shower of silver stars. As she walked into the chapel on Olivier’s arm, Jack’s mind was taken back to the first time he saw her, a wild and uninhibited teenager dancing on the grass. Looking at her now as she made her way towards him, his eyes filled with tears as he realized his most unlikely dreams had come true.

The next day, she had taken two white roses from her wedding bouquet and wrapped them carefully in tissue paper. The rest of the bouquet they took with them to the tiny churchyard in the small Oxfordshire village where her parents were buried together and laid it on the grave. 

She heard Jack getting out of the pool, and felt him dripping water on her, pulling her from her daydream. She smiled sleepily at him. “What are you thinking about, baby?” he asked her softly. 

“Our wedding day,” she said. “It was so beautiful.”

He sat down beside her, rubbing himself with a towel. “I’m so glad you said yes. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t.” 

She looked at him, bemused. “Jack, there was never any question that I would say yes, was there?” 

He grinned. “Well, I hoped not, but you were never a sure bet. I couldn’t believe my luck.” 

She laughed. “Now Jack. What woman in her right mind would turn down Dr. Hottie?” He stroked his finger around the outline of her face. 

“Except you’re not just a woman, are you? You’re a goddess, Athena.” 

After breakfast they had a pilgrimage to make. It was not one that Athena was looking forward to, but it was one she knew they had to make. Jack drove their rental car slowly up the winding hillside as she anxiously gripped the dashboard, staring out of the window. Suddenly she said, “Stop! This is it.” 

He pulled over at a safe place to stop, and holding hands, they carefully crossed to the other side. Someone had erected a small white cross at the side of the road, and Athena wondered who had done it. Perhaps the old couple who looked after the villa had marked the spot. Jack handed her the pair of white roses that she had brought with her from her wedding bouquet and kissing them both, she knelt down and laid them at the foot of the cross. Tears streamed down her face as he gripped her shoulders firmly. She straightened up, and he enclosed her in his arms, allowing her to weep quietly into his chest. Finally, she spoke. “There. We did it. Thank you, my love.” 

Holding her hand, he took her back across the road to their car. Once they were both safely back inside the car, he looked across at her beautiful face. “Are you okay, sweetheart?” 

She smiled at him through the remains of her tears. “Of course I’m okay, Jack. I’m always okay when I’m with you.” 

They continued their pilgrimage to the Taverna Fantastiko. Athena had been determined to complete the journey that her parents had been unable to. In her mind it felt like doing this would finally allow her to put it all behind her. 

Set high up in the hillside, the Taverna had a wide sweeping view of Rethymno and the ocean beyond. Out on the terrace, the tables were set with crisp white linens, and Athena was surprised to see the elderly couple who cared for the villa, along with Olivier and Marie-Claire. “Surprise!” Marie-Claire trilled rushing towards Athena for a warm embrace. “Don’t worry darling. We won’t ruin your honeymoon. We are booked into a hotel,” she assured Athena.

Olivier stepped forward and held her in his arms. “Jack suggested we come today to toast your parents. It seems very fitting, my love.”

The owner of the taverna came forward with a bottle of champagne and glasses. He had also known Konnie and Hamish and was keen to be involved in the tribute. He carefully poured the champagne before holding up his glass and looking out across the valley. “Konnie and Hamish, memory eternal,” he announced in Greek. 

They shared a wonderful meal together in the warm afternoon sun, and the sound of Greek music echoed across the valley. Staring across at Jack, Athena reached over and grasped his hand, squeezing it tightly. 

He smiled across at her, his eyes full of emotion. “Hey beautiful. You did great today; they would have been so proud of you.”

She left her seat and crawled into his lap, burying her face into his chest. “You did it, Jack. You arranged all this. I never could have got here without your support.”

He kissed the top of her head and stroked his hand through her long dark hair. “And how do you feel? Are you ready to move on, do you think? What about that book, are you going to work on it now?”

She looked thoughtful for a moment. “I am, but I’ve decided to change the concept slightly.”

“How so?” he said, looking intrigued.

“I’m going to call it Journeys with my Father and I am going to write about all the adventures we had together growing up. Reading those journals made me realize what amazing stories I have to tell.”

He nodded approvingly. “That’s a wonderful idea.”

She pulled away from him and looked at him thoughtfully. “I have this theory. Do you want to hear it?”

“Always.”

She closed her eyes and took a breath, as if she were clearing her mind. “I think you were heaven-sent.”

He looked at her curiously. “Like an avenging angel?”

She laughed. “No, not an avenging angel, that’s too dark. More like a guardian angel, I suppose. I needed you so desperately, and the fact that you knew my dad, and you already knew me in a way, it just all fits. I think my parents sent you to me, so I would be happy.” 

“Okay, I’ll go along with that, so long as I get to keep you.” 

“Oh, you definitely get to keep me. How does forever sound to you?”

“Forever could never be long enough with you, Athena.”

The music from the terrace speakers changed from traditional Greek to the honeyed tones of Frank Sinatra singing “Someone to Watch Over Me.” Jack pulled her to her feet to dance and the waiters excitedly moved the tables to make more space. Olivier and Marie-Claire joined them on the impromptu dance floor as both couples swayed to the dreamy piece. 

For Athena, the darkness had passed, and as one story drew to a close, a new one began. It was a story of love and hope, intertwined with a little ancient history.
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