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Angie’s career is over.

She's crashed and burned, her health is deteriorating, and she has no idea what the future holds. After twelve years of playing the same role on a popular TV series, her career has fizzled. Her Q-Rating is down, her looks are fading, and a brain tumor has left her future uncertain.

Bryson's personal life is as empty as the home he lives in.

Lost and alone, billionaire Bryson Kingston is surrounded by teams of people. He owns a successful business and lives in an impressive mansion, yet his heart is hard as stone. He’s convinced there's something inherently wrong with him. Nobody ever sticks around—his parents are gone, and his sister keeps running away. When Angie stumbles into his life, he makes the mistake of letting her into his heart.

One is afraid of commitment. One is afraid of being alone. Can they heal one another to find their happily ever after? Or will Angie run away before Bryson can convince her to stay?
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Chapter 1
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Angie clenched her teeth and seethed. She was still reeling from the news. It was as if she was no longer relevant. “Well, I’m off the show, Mom.”

“How is that possible? You’ve been a part of that show for twelve years. Are you sure it’s not a mistake?”

“It’s not a mistake. I was taken aside yesterday by my agent. They didn’t even have the decency to do it themselves. With only one season left, it’s like a giant slap in the face. How could they do this to me? Do you want to hear the best part? They’re not replacing me with another actress. Nope. They’re also not killing my character off. No, instead they’ve decided to completely obliterate any dignity I’ve got left. Can you believe that they’re replacing me with a dog! A dog of all things.” Angie grumbled beneath her breath, desperately trying to hold back the better part of a few choice words. If anything, she was a lady. 

“A dog?”

“Yes, a dog. A cocker spaniel. Can you believe it? I gave that show twelve years of my life, and this is how they thank me.” Angie was beside herself. She’d never been so humiliated.

“Oh, cocker spaniels are cute.”

“Mom!”

Her mother clarified. “You’re as much a part of that show as anybody. The Kate Decker Mysteries wouldn’t have lasted this long otherwise. As the spunky and sassy sidekick, you’re the comic relief of the series. Everybody adores your character.”

“I know, right? I brought Kelly Davenport to life. I live and breathe my character. Do you think they care? And with only one year left, they couldn’t let me keep my spot on the show?” She sighed. The heartache was bigger than she was ready to tackle.

Her mother tried to offer up suggestions. “What about a lawyer? Don’t you have a contract? And honestly, wouldn’t Janie Dove stand up for you? Surely, if the lead actress spoke up...”

“The contract is on me. I broke the terms of it a while ago. And as for Janie, I think she’s trying not to ruffle feathers. The first time I called her she avoided me. The second time, she finally picked up and gave me some half-hearted drivel. We’re not as tight as you might think. Twelve years of working together can do that. Besides, this doesn’t have to do with anybody but me.” As much as she hated to broach the truth, it stared her in the face. Angie Longacre had ignored the obvious for too long. 

“What part?” Her curiosity piqued. 

Angie flinched at the embarrassment. She hated to say it aloud. “My weight is the issue. When I started the show, I was a size fourteen, which was massive by Hollywood standards. I wasn’t supposed to go above a size sixteen according to the waiver I signed. I think the only reason they let it go is because of my... Well, the medication added too many pounds to my frame. I’m having a hard time taking it back off. They looked the other way as I blew past a size sixteen and had trouble squeezing into a size eighteen. When I hit a size twenty, they used my exit clause and canceled my deal.”

“Oh, Angie. I’m sorry. A size twenty?” 

She could almost hear her mother cringe. 

“Maybe I hide it well, but probably not. You’re my mother. You probably don’t notice it as much. Let’s face facts, size eight is considered large these days when it comes to filming. If you’re a ten, they’re throwing the word plus-size at you. They don’t live in the same world as everyone else, where the average size of a woman is fourteen. I’m on television, and the camera adds pounds.” The truth was the truth, as hard as it was to admit. 

“I know, sweetheart, but surely they understand what you’re going through...” her mother started. “And you’ve got such a pretty face.”

Angie barked at her mother. “Do you know how much I hate that phrase? It’s like saying the rest of me isn’t worthy.”

Her mother recoiled. “You know I don’t mean it that way—” 

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to snap. I’m overwhelmed. They’ve been with me all along, even with my health scares, but there comes a point when it comes down to a business decision. Anyway, apparently viewers started to complain as my weight climbed. On top of it, my Q-Rating fell. Once it drops below twenty, things change.”

“Oh, sweetie. I’m sorry. What are you going to do?” her mother asked.

Angie paced with the phone pressed to her face. “I don’t know. I just got the news yesterday. I sat on it and brooded, but I need to wrap my head around the reality. I’m going to take some time for myself and figure out what’s next. It might be time to leave acting behind.” 

“Why not come home for a visit? I’d love to see you. It’s been too long since you’ve been home. We’ll go shopping, have a spa day, and lunch. I’ll see if your sister can make it, too. We’ll make it a girl’s weekend.” 

“Thanks, Mom. Maybe later, okay? I need time to lick my wounds first.”

Angie said her good-byes and sank down into the sofa. She knew she’d been lucky when their show took off the first year it aired. It broke the anticipated ratings and was immediately signed for another year. Now, twelve years later, her part in the show had ended. 

Picking up the pieces meant she had two options. She could jump into reality television with other has-been actors and actresses, apply to be on a few game shows to hold her over, or get out. The amount of work that would be available to her at this point was miniscule and probably not worth the effort. Not that starting over was any great prize. 

She had no idea what she’d do next. Not one iota. 

***
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There was never a career other than acting in her mind. She knew from the time she was a child that she was meant to be on a stage. She’d always been a natural in the spotlight, and even settling into the side stage lights meant she was still on stage. As her figure bloomed early on, she was told she’d never make it in Hollywood. Agent after agent told her the same thing, until an older woman named Margie with full-hips and the patience of an angel took her under her wing. 

Little did they know when she was sent on that audition pilot, that she’d be pulled into the series for twelve years. 

Margie got her there, but when the chips fell, she was also the one to tell her the news. As kind as she was, even Margie said it might be time to move on. She didn’t see a lot of job offers for someone her size. 

Angie’s soft, full curves were feminine. Unfortunately, society wasn’t used to a larger woman on their screen, except for a few that paved a path themselves, but they were few and far between. Usually, the big girl was the joke of the story. 

Angie’s role was different. She was smart, savvy, and witty. Sure, there was some comic relief, too. After all, it was a show about solving murders, but people laughed with her character, not at her. 

Her character, Kelly Davenport, would be sent away to tend to her ill mother who had broken her hip. When she mentioned it to her mom, the cackle from the other side of the phone didn’t sit very well. 

“To tend to her mother?” Angie’s mom needed to catch her breath. “Seriously? If only they’d known when your real mother broke her hip, you were too busy on your show to come and help.”

“Hey, I sent an in-home nurse and caretaker. You were never alone,” Angie snapped in defense. 

“I’m just saying it’s a tad ironic, don’t you think?”

“Whatever...” 
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Bryson Kingston stood at the top of his empire and stared out the window. The chopper’s blades made a racket as it slowly came in for a landing on the helipad. How long would his sister be home this time? She spent her life jetting around the globe, trying to undo the internal guilt she felt for the wealth that’d been bestowed on them. Philanthropy was one side of it, specialized neurosurgery in far off corners of the world was another. 

He’d never shared her need to wash off the filth of money, as she liked to call it. Yet, she thought nothing of being piloted directly to his home in a private whirly bird. Funny how that works. She’d pamper herself with the best spa treatments, arrange to have the finest apparel, then complain about how too much money didn’t do anybody any good. ‘They needed to do the right thing and give more of it away.’

She could give away as much of her money as she wanted, but the moment she came for his, the conversation was over.

A slender finger with a trail of blond hair sticking out the back of a baseball cap slipped out of the helicopter. She darted for the house as the aircraft lifted off again. She’d shipped her things ahead and didn’t come with baggage in hand. Only a small belt bag was looped around her waist.

Bryson turned away from the window and made his way down the stairs to greet her. The slider doors that led to the sitting room should be opening in three, two, one...

“Bryson, I’m home,” she called out. 

He rounded the corner and flashed her a grin. Regardless of their different choices in life, seeing Holly meant that for a second in time he could be around his family. The rest of it ceased to exist. “Hey, baby girl. How was the flight?”

“You’re going to call me that when I’m fifty, aren’t you?”

“Old habits die hard,” he teased. He opened his arms and wrapped them around his sister. “You’re going to vanish pretty soon. Didn’t they feed you in Cambodia this go around?” 

“They fed me well when I was there, but I then chartered to Egypt to do a surgery. You know how it goes. I’m never in one place too long. I’m just active. I can’t help that I shed weight quickly. Besides, it’s not like I always get the luxury of central air. I sweat off half of the weight I manage to put on.” 

“Well you look amazing, as always. It must be Mom’s cheekbones you inherited. You look just like her these days,” he said.

“Sometimes when I look in the mirror, I can still see her face.” There was a gentle sadness in her voice. Enough time had healed most of the wounds. “This precious boy of no more than four had a tumor that would have taken him if he didn’t have the surgery, but it was a tricky one. It was almost as dangerous to remove it as to leave it. It was a difficult choice for the family. Breaks my heart. His little body looked so fragile, and the tumor, blood vessels were wrapped all around it. Thankfully, we were able to remove most of it and give them hope.”

“Not all of it?” 

“Sometimes you can’t.” Holly sighed. “I hate to leave anything behind, but there are times you need to think of the outcomes that matter the most. I couldn’t risk it, or it could have made things worse.”

She had a gift. And while nobody forced her into medical school to become a brain surgeon, her passion to help those suffering drove her to be the best. Instead of taking a lucrative position in a big city hospital or having a practice that billed insurance companies for gobs of money, she used her skills for good. 

At the drop of the hat, she’d take off to parts unknown to help those with the most complicated cases. Or she’d fly out to help those who couldn’t afford the extravagant costs associated with the hospitals of wealthier countries.

“Do you want to stay in or go out for supper?” he asked. 

“Whichever gets me a big, fat ribeye faster,” she teased. She nudged his rib with her elbow. “Have you been taking time out for fun, or only working like usual?” 

He shrugged. Bryson wasn’t interested in the kind of fun she had in mind. Sure, he’d go auto racing, jetting through water on a speed boat, or flying through the country side on his favorite motorcycle but when she said it like that, she meant something else. “I’m busy.”

“Do you really want to be alone forever?” she asked. “When was the last time you went on a date?” 

“Where’s lover boy?” He answered with a question instead. 

“Still in Chile. I’ll meet up with him in a few weeks when he wraps up this segment.” 

Bryson turned toward the garage. “Come on, let’s go get some grub. I’m sure they can squeeze us in over at the Prime Cut Chop House. Unless you’d rather hit Johnny’s Tavern.” 

“The Chop House sounds perfect.” She side-eyed her brother. Totally uncalled for. Johnny was her ex.

They went to the garage and got into his Ferrari F8 Tributo. 

“How much did this one set you back?” she asked. 

“Judging me so soon?” he answered with a groan. 

She shook her head. “Not judging.”

“Three hundred thousand.” He gunned the engine. “Isn’t she a beauty?”

“Do you know what three hundred thousand dollars could do to help others?” Holly glared out the window.

“There it is. Listen, you do your thing and I’ll do mine,” he growled. “Can we
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