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   One
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   I nodded at Christa, offering a smile instead of an actual hello as I breezed past her, glancing at my watch as I did so. It was nine-thirty. Not exactly the early start I’d planned for, but that was before Bethany. 
 
   I loved my sister, but Kayla had turned into my own personal matchmaker over the last two years. What I’d thought was dinner with her turned out to be a set up. I’d known it the moment she walked in, followed by the leggy brunette. Kayla gave me an anxious grin as she and her friend approached me. I felt my eyebrow rise suspiciously and then my attention was drawn back to the mystery women. I told myself I should be a gentleman and not stare at her chest, but it was impossible as the plunging neckline of the yellow dress she was wearing left little to the imagination. It was ampler than I generally liked, but I continued to stare nonetheless. Kayla introduced her as Bethany, a colleague at the new law firm she was working at. Ever since she moved to the city from Connecticut we tried to meet up for dinner when we could and this time she had something other than food and conversation on her mind. She was continuing her quest to bring me out of the romance rut I’d been in for the last two years. 
 
   Bethany smiled at me, reaching her hand across the table for me to shake. We engaged in small talk and I had to admit, I found her intriguing and her intelligence surprised me. At first glance, I assumed she was nothing but a pretty face. Probably good for a one-night stand, but not for discussing world politics. The more we talked though, the more apparent it was I shouldn’t be so quick to judge a book by its cover. A graduate of Harvard Law, she’d been a partner at Kayla’s new firm for three years, specializing in business law. I could see why my sister thought we’d be a good match. She appeared to encompass everything I looked for in a woman: beautiful and intelligent and the longer we talked, the less resentful I was becoming of Kayla for interfering in my life.
 
   When my sister’s phone rang halfway through dinner, she had to excuse herself, apologizing to an extent I figured she’d probably arranged the call as a way to leave Bethany and me alone. I should’ve been annoyed, but as I looked across the table into Bethany’s brown eyes, I decided I might not mind spending the rest of dinner without the company of my sister. 
 
   The conversation continued to flow with ease and when the waiter asked if we wanted to see the dessert menu, Bethany suggested we get cheesecake at a nearby bakery instead. I nodded in agreement and after paying the bill, I followed her outside.
 
   It’d been a warm night, not uncommon for May, and I was grateful I’d decided on jeans and a t-shirt. I knew Bethany was comfortable in her barely-there dress. I wanted to tell her with her natural beauty and smarts she didn’t need to try so hard. It was obvious someone had caused her to think this kind of attire was what she needed to please a man. There was no other reason to explain why a woman like her would feel the need to show off so much of herself otherwise. Unless, of course, I was completely off base and she simply liked dressing like that and in that case, I didn’t mind looking at what she was offering. 
 
   Once at the bakery, she surprised me by ordering our cheesecake to go, suggesting we go back to her place. She’d make coffee and we could have our dessert. I told myself I should say no. An invitation back to her apartment was asking for trouble. I may have a cup of coffee and a slice of cheesecake, but she was betting on much more. I could tell by the way her eyes locked on mine, by the way her smile raised just slightly higher on the right side. She was looking at me like a piece of meat, but I was used to that. In the past, I’d like being viewed that way, but now I found it to be more of an inconvenience than anything else. Tonight though, I found myself liking it. She hailed a cab and I watched as she climbed inside, the hem of her dress resting where her thighs and ass met, and I knew then she could be a good distraction from the perpetual ache that had consumed me since Natalie left. 
 
   I wish I could say there hadn’t been anyone since she’d gone. I’d told myself there could never be anyone else, not after what we’d been through and what she’d meant to me, but I had to find a way to dull the loneliness…to lose myself in someone else and pretend I was okay. There hadn’t been many. Only a few when the ache of missing Natalie was too much to handle.  I’d lost myself in those women only to compare them to her.  I wasn’t proud, but she’d made it clear she needed time away…away from me and the longer she was gone, the more obvious it was she wasn’t coming back. I had no one to answer to, even though each time I was with another woman, it left me with guilt that I’d betrayed her, proving that her hold on me hadn’t weakened. 
 
   I put that to the back of my mind as I followed Bethany into her apartment. It was nice. Top of the line furnishings and flawless décor. It smelled good too, like vanilla. She was doing well for herself, of that I was certain. At least I knew she wasn’t after my money. 
 
   Just as she’d promised, she made a pot of coffee and we ate our cheesecake and just like I’d predicted, we ended up in her bedroom not long after. We woke up the next morning, both of us late for work. We exchanged numbers and as I left, I thought I might actually call her again. 
 
   After a short walk back to my apartment, a quick shower and a change into a black suit, I grabbed my briefcase and headed to the office. 
 
   Every morning I was greeted with the gold script that donned my name: Taylor and Saben, and I wondered how I’d got here and how I’d achieved this success. I should be the happiest man in the world and I had been for a while, but sometimes I wondered if the success was worth it, considering it was partly to blame for what I’d lost. 
 
   I weaved through the office giving half-hearted greetings before arriving at my office. Court, my assistant, was already there. He eyed me peculiarly at my tardiness and while I wouldn’t have stood for this sort of insolence from anyone else, I did from Court because he wasn’t just anyone else. He’d been my right-hand man for five years and to keep his talents and loyalty under my services, I paid him much more than the status quo for office assistants. If I didn’t, there was no way he would stay. I’d tried keeping Anna Beth, but I couldn’t. She’d been offered her dream job at Microsoft a year before. I hated to see her go, but she had to and there were no ill-feelings at her departure. Since then, it’d been a revolving door of assistants, probably because I’d become a hard-ass to work for. Admittedly, I was hard on my staff. I didn’t have time to babysit. If they couldn’t cut it, someone else would. 
 
   Currently, the other desk sat empty and I was perfectly okay with that, except for the fact that meant all the responsibility fell on Court and he was starting to show his resentment. Leslie assured me she’d have a new assistant for me soon and I trusted her to deliver. I left those decisions strictly up to her ever since I walked into that fateful interview almost three years earlier, instantly intrigued by the stunning red head sitting across from my office manager. I could still see the look on Natalie’s face when our eyes met. She’d been timid, like a deer in headlights, and when I took her hand, I knew I had to get to know her better. I insisted we hire her even though she was probably the least qualified of all the other applicants. I didn’t realize how much that decision would change my life.
 
   “Late night?” Court asked, raising a suspicious eyebrow. His attitude towards me had become more cavalier with each passing year. When he first started, he never would’ve said boo, but now he was the first to question when I was late or anything else he found pressing. 
 
   “When did my personal life become your concern?”
 
   “When you missed a morning board meeting and Taylor bitched me out for five minutes.”
 
   His arms were folded across his chest and he was glaring at me. 
 
   “Shit,” I mumbled under my breath. “I forgot. My apologies, Court. I’ll speak with Taylor.”
 
   “Is everything okay?” 
 
   “It’s fine,” I answered, but I knew he was doubtful. 
 
   “Was she at least hot?” he smirked.
 
   “You assume I’m late because I was sleeping with a woman.”
 
   “What other reason is there?”
 
   “I’ll be in my office,” I said, ignoring Court and hanging up my suit coat before making myself comfortable behind my desk. 
 
   I looked through my schedule. I had a million things that needed to be done, but truthfully, I didn’t feel like doing anything. I stretched back in my chair, flashes of last night creeping into my thoughts. Bethany had been the perfect distraction, but that was last night and this was now and I felt myself reaching for the bottom drawer of my desk, her face greeting me when it opened. I picked it up, staring down at it. I’d taken it the night of our engagement party. To say she was beautiful would be an understatement. Natalie Vasser was the perfect woman and she’d nearly been mine.
 
   I propped the picture up on my desk and then opened the file on my computer I’d entitled Hawkeye. It’d been a few months since I’d looked at it, but it’d been calling to me and so I opened it up. Inside were the blueprints for a house I’d been designing for the past two and a half years, right around the time I decided to ask her to marry me. It was a work in progress. I never could call it complete. Every time I thought it was done, a new idea would enter my mind and I’d revise the whole thing. When we found out Natalie was pregnant, I’d eagerly opened the file and added a nursery. When we found out she’d lost the baby, I took it out. It was constantly evolving. If a member of the psychiatric field were privy to my thoughts, they’d probably tell me the reason I could never finish the project was because if I finished it, I’d have to finally let her go. In some messed up way, if I continued to work on the house I’d planned to share with her, she’d never really be gone. The whole situation was ludicrous and pathetic without a doubt and I quickly shut down the program. The house disappeared and was replaced with the blue screen of my desktop. 
 
   The knock on the door grabbed my attention and I looked up to see the other partner in the firm, Clark Taylor, standing in the doorway looking thoroughly pissed. 
 
   “Can I help you, Clark?” I asked and as he stepped into my office and shut the door, I wondered how I’d ever ended up business partners with such a prick. Cocky and arrogant with no basis and one of the biggest assholes I’d ever had the displeasure of meeting. 
 
   “I hope whatever it was that kept you from this morning’s meeting was worth it.” 
 
   “Something came up.”
 
   Clark sat down, leaning back in the chair and folding his arms. 
 
   “Something more important than the meeting with our shareholders?”
 
   “No,” I said seriously, staring back at him, settling on his beady eyes. 
 
   “Then where the hell were you?” 
 
   “Is everything all right?”
 
   “I handled it, but I don’t appreciate being made to look like an asshole.”
 
   I thought about bringing up the fact his incompetence nearly cost us our California office when we’d first acquired it, but I decided it wouldn’t do any good. Clark Taylor was an arrogant son of a bitch and nothing I said to him would change that.
 
   “Look,” I said, sitting up and leaning towards him across the table. “I apologize. It won’t happen again.”
 
   “Get your head out of your ass, Saben. I made you and I can I take you out just as easily.”
 
   “Is that a threat?” 
 
   “Consider it a warning.”
 
   “Get the hell out of my office,” I said and we were locked in an intense stare until he stood up and walked out. 
 
   If I didn’t feel like working when I first got to the office, the motivation was now at zero. I stood up and grabbed myself a cup of coffee, hoping it would take the edge off. Court looked busy and I was glad at least one of us was working. 
 
   I detested Clark Taylor, mostly because I blamed him for what happened with Natalie, but I knew he was right about one thing. I needed to get my head out of my ass. My mind was everywhere but where it should be and Natalie had crept inside again, not helping my situation. Perhaps I needed to make plans with Bethany again.
 
   I went back to my desk and I looked at the time. It wasn’t even eleven o’clock yet. It was too early to call Bethany already. I’d appear desperate and needy. I was anything but. The pleasure of her company sounded good though and so I grabbed my cell phone, looking up her number and hitting send before I could talk myself out of it. It rang a few times before she answered.
 
   “Bethany,” I began, making sure my voice was deep and strong. “I’m sorry we had to rush off so quickly this morning.”
 
   “Me too. I was hoping to spend a little more time together,” she said and I could hear the flirtation in her voice. This was a good sign. She was glad I’d called.
 
   “I actually feel guilty that we couldn’t have breakfast. I make an excellent omelet.” 
 
   It was a total lie. I could make omelets, but they were nothing to write home about. It sounded good though. 
 
   “I’m sorry I missed them.” 
 
   Her voice seemed to rise and fall almost like a song, a telltale sign that I made her nervous, but nervous in a good way. 
 
   “I was hoping I could make it up to you with dinner tomorrow. Are you interested?” 
 
   I waited for her response, which took longer than I was comfortable with. There was no doubt in my mind that she would accept my invitation eagerly, but there was a momentary hesitation.
 
   “I’m most definitely interested,” she replied and I was relieved when she agreed. 
 
   “I’ll pick you up at six o’clock then in front of your building if that’s all right.”
 
   “That’ll be fine. I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
   I could tell by the tone of her voice that she was smiling on the other end of the line. 
 
   “Me too. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
   The line went quiet then and I stared at my phone. I hadn’t asked a woman out on a second date in as long as I could remember.
 
   “Court,” I said, pushing the intercom.
 
   “Yes, sir,” he said in his usual shtick.
 
   “I need a dinner reservation for tomorrow at six-thirty.”
 
   “Any preferences?”
 
   “No. You know what I like.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Two.”
 
   “I didn’t know you were taking me out.”
 
   “In your dreams. Make the reservation,” I said and I could hear him laughing from outside the office. 
 
   I stretched back in my chair for a moment before deciding I should finally get to work. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Two
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   The creep had been staring at me since the moment he and his buddies took over the booth an hour ago. I’d known right away they were a table I’d like to avoid. I tried pawning them off on one of the other servers, but they all laughed at me and said, “Yeah right”. That was the bad thing about being a waitress in a college town: horny frat guys on the hunt for a quick lay. Most were tolerable and although I didn’t like to use my sexuality, I’d learned quickly that a little flirting usually meant for a bigger tip, which I was all for. If they were dumb enough to give me a few extra dollars because they liked the way I looked in jeans, that was their problem. My bank account needed all the help it could get.
 
   “I’m thinkin’ you should let me buy you a drink when you get off, Natalie.”  
 
   The creep grinned and not in a charming way as he stared at my nametag. I knew what he wanted and it wasn’t good conversation.
 
   “That’s sweet, but I can’t,” I said, hoping he’d drop it.
 
   “C’mon. It’s just a drink,” he continued, reaching up and grabbing my arm, which I promptly jerked back. I knew how much he’d had to drink, but I didn’t tolerate unsolicited hands on me and I shot him a harsh glare, not caring if he left me a big fat zero for my tip. I just wanted them gone so I could close out my shift and get home.  
 
   “No, thank you,” I said, setting their check down forcefully and walking away. I went to the bar where I kept my glass of water and grabbed a sip while I watched them lay some cash on the table and leave.
 
   I went over and cleared their table and went to the register to cash out. It was nearly eleven o’clock. I’d been on my feet since seven a.m. at the TV station before arriving at the restaurant at five for my shift. Luckily, tomorrow was the last day of my internship because trying to juggle it, work and school was feeling impossible. At this point, all I could think about was taking a shower and crawling into bed.  
 
   I clocked out a few minutes later, grateful I wasn’t responsible for closing tonight, and made my way out to my car, a five-year-old Civic that got me between Ames and Des Moines, but was definitely not a show piece. I was tired as I climbed into the driver’s side, turning on the ignition and pulling onto the highway, leaving the Ames Grill behind me. 
 
   The internship at KCCI had been unexpected and while it was a dream come true, it didn’t pay the bills. The job at the grill did and it fit with my schedule. It wasn’t glamorous, but I’d learned real life usually isn’t. I kept telling myself it would pay off in the long run…that I hadn’t given up the love of my life for some pipe dream of mine. 
 
   The light from a street lamp caught the bracelet on my wrist and I glanced down for a moment at the amethyst charm I never took off. There wasn’t a day I didn’t think about Drew or our life together. Our baby would’ve been almost a year and half now had things worked out differently. I’d be his wife and I thought I’d be happy too. I certainly wouldn’t be pulling into the Ames Apartments and making my way to the one-bedroom apartment I’d called home for the past two years. 
 
   I’d done my best to make the place comfortable and overall, I liked it. It was quiet and I could study without interruption. I suppose it’d paid off since I’d be graduating in a week. After that was anybody’s guess.
 
   I’d applied for positions in Chicago, St. Louis and Milwaukee amongst other places. The leads were promising, but only time would tell.
 
   I set my purse down and stripped off my clothes as I headed to the shower, one of the few perks of living alone. I tossed them into my room, but they missed the hamper. I continued on though and once under the hot water, I closed my eyes, letting it run over me for a long time before I washed my hair and body and got out. 
 
   I was tired and it was nearly midnight when I looked at the clock. I had to be at the station at seven for my last day. If I didn’t get to sleep soon, I’d probably never be able to wake up in the morning. 
 
   I changed into my pajamas and brushed my hair and teeth before crawling under the covers and turning out the light. I closed my eyes, begging my mind to slow down and let me sleep. Nights were hard sometimes though and tonight was one of those nights as I was consumed by thoughts of my life after graduation and of him. It’d been almost two years, but I still thought about him…every night. I thought about the way he felt beside me as we slept, the way he smelled, the way he consumed me with just a look into his haunting green eyes. I wished it wasn’t so hard not to think about him, but it hadn’t gotten any easier over the past two years. 
 
   We’d exchanged a few emails and texts in the beginning. He’d even called me after my first week of classes to see how it went, but it only made the separation harder and soon the contact faded. I never stopped missing him though and as my eyelids grew heavy, I wondered what he was up to and if he was okay. I wondered if he’d moved on, but what I hoped most was that he was happy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Three
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   I made sure not to make the same mistake two days in a row. I was the first one in the office and I got more done in that hour before Court showed up than I had the entire day before. I even called the shareholders and smoothed things over after missing the previous day’s meeting. All was well, despite Taylor’s temper tantrum. 
 
   “Morning,” I called out from where I sat in my office when I heard Court walk in. 
 
   “You’re here early,” Court said, standing in the doorway.
 
   “Did you make the reservation for tonight?”
 
   “Surcy’s at six-thirty. Did you doubt me?” 
 
   “Of course not, Court. You’re thoroughly reliable,” I said, looking up from the computer. “Thank you for the reservations.”
 
   “Don’t mention it,” he said and turned to walk away, but then stopped, looking at me peculiarly. “Who is this woman?”
 
   “Just someone my sister introduced me to,” I answered, looking back at my computer screen. I expected him to leave, but he didn’t. “Is there something else you need, Court?”
 
   “Natalie graduates on Thursday,” he said matter-of-factly and I felt my fingers freeze on the keyboard.
 
   “I wasn’t aware of that.” 
 
   I made sure to keep my eyes on the screen, trying not to let him see what the mere mention of her name was doing to me inside. 
 
   “I texted her the other day and she told me,” he said and I knew he was waiting for my reaction. He kept talking when I didn’t give him one. “I’m surprised she didn’t tell you.”
 
   “We haven’t spoken in a very long time,” I said flatly, but he continued to stand in the doorway. “I have a lot of work to do, Court. Thank you for taking care of the reservations.”
 
    It was the politest way I could think to tell him to get the hell out of my office and he got the hint because he left a second later, closing the door behind him. 
 
   I waited a few moments as I tried to push her from my mind, but I couldn’t get the sea of auburn hair or the smell of her perfume, light and fresh, from my mind and when I closed my eyes, I could almost feel her lips on my neck. 
 
   I clicked on the address bar, opening up Google and typing in Iowa State University. A moment later I was on their homepage and the first thing I saw was the announcement for the commencement. May fifteenth at two o’clock. It was two days away.
 
   I continued to stare at the screen, imagining her walking across the stage…wanting to see her accomplish this goal since it was the reason she’d left in the first place. I wanted to know if she was happy. 
 
   I clicked onto my email, opening up my contacts. My mouse hovered over her name. One message wouldn’t hurt. She’d know I was thinking of her at least. I clicked on it and the message opened. I began with the subject line: Hey.  I quickly erased it. That was too casual. After this long, it should be more than “Hey”. We weren’t even friends anymore. Hey was reserved for casual communication. Congratulations. Yes. Congratulations would work well for this situation. It was friendly, yet formal. 
 
   I moved to the body of the message then. I typed her name, but then I watched as the cursor blinked over and over. Every time I went to write something I couldn’t. I couldn’t have our first communication in almost two years be an email. I decided no communication would be better and I closed the email as quickly as I’d opened it. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I left the office early. A shower and change of clothes was necessary before a date. I’d never been to Surcy’s but I looked it up and I was grateful a suit jacket wouldn’t be necessary. A pair of tailored jeans and a gray oxford shirt would do nicely and after running some gel through my hair, I slid my wallet into my jeans and headed outside. 
 
   Bethany’s apartment was only a few blocks away so I decided to walk. 
 
   “I’ll be right down,” she said into the intercom when I rang her and it wasn’t long before she met me on the sidewalk. 
 
   “It’s nice to see you again,” I greeted her, kissing her on the cheek. I told myself to ignore the awkwardness. I’d expected it, considering the last time I saw her, she was still tucked naked under the sheets of her bed while I got dressed. 
 
   “Same here,” she said and I pulled back, surveying her body that was just slightly more covered than the yellow dress from our first meeting. Tonight her black and white striped tank dress came to a few inches above her knees and the scoop neck allowed for a preview of her generous cleavage again. Her hair was pulled back into a sleek ponytail at the base of her neck, a far cry from the sultry mane during our night together. 
 
   I offered her my arm and she slid hers into mine as we moved to the edge of the sidewalk. I hailed a cab and opened the door for her. I told the driver where to go and we headed into Manhattan traffic. 
 
   “Surcy’s? I’ve never been,” Bethany said as we drove.
 
   “My assistant recommended it,” I told her and she inched closer to me, resting her hand on my thigh. I shouldn’t be surprised at her forwardness. She’d slept with me the first night we met after all. Part of me wished she wasn’t so eager though. It was a turn off. I enjoyed fighting for a woman’s attention. If it came too easily, it wasn’t as rewarding.
 
   Natalie hadn’t been easy. I’d never had to work so hard for the affections of a woman as I did with her, which made the moment I finally had her one of the most rewarding of my life. The differences between her and Bethany were staggering, but it didn’t matter. Natalie wasn’t here. Bethany was and I could live with her being my distraction for the evening. 
 
   I knew Court wouldn’t fail me and once again he’d proven his worth when we stepped into the restaurant. I pulled out Bethany’s chair once at the table. She gave me an appreciative grin and I noticed how full her lips were. I hadn’t paid attention before. Perhaps it was too much wine or the fact I was only focused on one thing: filling a need that had been missing since Natalie left. 
 
   I ordered a bottle of some of their finest red wine and poured us each a glass when the server brought it to our table. 
 
   “How is it?” I asked her after she’d taken her first sip, setting the glass down and I focused on the lipstick stain left behind. 
 
   “Delicious. You’ve got good taste.”
 
   “I’ve been told that before.”
 
   “I’m sure you have,” she said and I wasn’t surprised to feel her foot brush against my leg. 
 
   My gaze moved from the impression of her lips on the wineglass up to her dark brown eyes that reminded me of a cup of black coffee. The physical connection with this woman was strong and my thoughts abruptly moved to my hands sliding under the little dress she was wearing and having the lipstick I’d just been staring at, smeared on my collar. 
 
   “I have to be honest,” she began, tearing me from my inappropriate thoughts. “I wasn’t expecting you to call.”
 
   “To be honest, I wasn’t sure I would.” 
 
   I wasn’t going to play around with this woman and I could see that she was taken aback by my response.
 
   “Why did you then?” she asked.
 
   “I thought I’d like to get to know you better. We didn’t exactly get the chance to talk much the last time we were together.” 
 
   A hint of red colored her cheeks and I had to admit I found the vulnerable side of Bethany attractive. 
 
   “No. We didn’t.” 
 
   The server brought over a basket of bread and took our orders before leaving us alone again.
 
   “How do you like belonging to one of the most hated professions?” I said with a grin to lighten the mood. She smiled back with a smile that was almost too perfect. 
 
   “I love it,” she said and I could tell she did by the way her face lit up when she answered. “And your sister has been a valuable addition to our staff.”
 
   “You don’t have to sing her praises on my account. She’s not here,” I said and I inched my hand across the table, taking hers for a moment. She seemed nervous as my thumb brushed the back of her soft skin, so different than the side she’d been showing me. I watched as her breathing seemed to pick up just slightly, her breasts moving up and down with each breath she took. “Are you okay?” 
 
   “I’m perfectly fine, Drew,” she said, but I could tell by the air in her voice that she wasn’t and that fact brought me a satisfaction I hadn’t felt in a very long time. I found myself leaning into the table so our eyes were locked. Her hand was growing warm in mine and her breasts continued to rise and fall as she tried to mask what I was doing to her. I knew Bethany was a strong woman, but she didn’t seem strong as she sat across from me. 
 
   The server came over then to refill our wine glasses, forcing our hands to separate. Bethany seemed to breathe again. I’d forgotten how much fun it could be to flirt with a woman who didn’t own my heart. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “Nice place,” she said, tossing her purse onto the couch when we walked inside my apartment. Dinner had gone well. Good conversation riddled with innuendos that logically led to an invitation back to my apartment. 
 
   “Thank you. Can I get you some wine?” 
 
   “I should say no. Between last night and tonight, I think I’ve hit my limit, but one more glass won’t hurt.”
 
   “I like that attitude,” I said as I walked into the kitchen. “Make yourself comfortable,” I called to her. 
 
   I poured us each a glass and when I returned to the living room, I saw she’d taken my advice and was sitting on the couch. I set the glasses down and then joined her. 
 
   “I’m in love with the color scheme in here,” she said, taking a drink as her eyes moved around the living room. “You’ll have to give me the name of your designer.”
 
   “Natalie Vasser,” I said, surprised at how low my voice was when her name came off my lips and my eyes moved slowly around the room we’d created together. I’d thought about changing it on more than one occasion, but could never bring myself to follow through.
 
   “Is she with a firm here in the city?”
 
   “No. She’s a graduate student at Iowa State,” I said and I could see the confusion on her face. “My former fiancée.”
 
   “Fiancée?” The puzzlement deepened on her face.
 
   “She and I redid the living room a couple of years ago. She said my apartment was too masculine. I was fond of the gray,” I said with a laugh in an attempt to lighten the mood, but she didn’t smile back.
 
   “You did say former because I’m not into helping someone cheat on their fiancée.”
 
   “Relax,” I said, resting my hand on her knee. “We broke up two years ago.”
 
   “Oh,” she said curtly and I felt her relax underneath my touch. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out.”
 
   “That’s life,” I said, wishing I felt as nonchalant as I sounded.
 
   “Very true and take that from someone who failed in the marriage department.”
 
   “You’re divorced then?”
 
   “For the past three years.”
 
   “Sorry to hear that.”
 
   “Like you said, that’s life.” 
 
   She moved slowly on the couch, inching closer to me and I turned my head so our eyes met. I could tell she’d been hurt. Maybe she was using me as a distraction just as I was using her. Whatever it was, when her perfectly manicured finger ran over my jawline before leaning into me, I didn’t stop her. Her lips were soft when they met mine and the kiss was tame at first. I reached up, my hands brushing her neck, wishing her hair wasn’t confined in the ponytail. I loved a woman’s hair. I loved tangling my fingers inside of it and I knew I had to free hers as soon as I could. 
 
   Her mouth opened and as my tongue met hers, I was surprised at how good she tasted. Our night together had been a blur, but I could tell by the way her tongue teased mine, she was not new to this. She handled me expertly, so unlike Natalie who’d been so innocent, but eager to learn and I loved nothing more than teaching her. 
 
   I found myself pushing my mouth against Bethany’s harder, trying to force the thoughts of Natalie from my mind. She wasn’t here. Bethany was. A beautiful woman willing to give herself to me was in my arms and I wasn’t going to think of the past as my hand found its way under her dress the way I’d imagined during dinner. 
 
   Her hands were on me then, undoing each button of my shirt slowly until she slid it off. Then she pushed me into the couch in a way that told me she was taking control. She crawled over me until both legs were on either side of me, inching her dress up so high that I could see her panties. A lacy red thong I knew she’d chosen purposefully. No woman wore underwear like that unless they planned on displaying it. I had to admit, she’d chosen nicely and I looped my thumbs around the sides as I began massaging her skin. A low moan escaped from her body as my fingertips moved over her. She was pressing her breasts towards me and then she reached up, pulling the straps of her dress off so her bra, the obvious companion to her enticing panties, was all I could focus on. It was gone a second later when she reached around, undoing it and pushing her bare breasts towards me. I could feel myself hard against the zipper of my jeans, begging for release as my hands untangled themselves from her thong and moved to her breasts. Quiet moans came from deep in her throat. I’d forgotten how good that could sound.  
 
   “Where’s your bedroom?” she whispered and I quickly lifted her off me, taking her hand and leading her down the hallway.
 
   Once inside, I couldn’t stop her. She reached for my pants, pulling skillfully until they were gone. Before I could do it for her, she’d slid her dress off and then pushed me onto the bed, straddling me. I reached up, pulling at her hair until it was free and spilling around her shoulders and then I tangled my hands in it, thrusting my tongue into her mouth. She moved her hips eagerly on top of me and I felt her inching out of her panties. 
 
   “I’ve got a condom if you don’t,” she whispered as she tugged at my earlobe. 
 
   “Hold that thought,” I said and she giggled, rolling off of me and I climbed off the bed making my way to the bathroom, shutting the door behind me.
 
   I started rummaging through one of the drawers, searching for the box of condoms I’d stashed inside. It’d been so long since I’d needed them, I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to find them now. I started searching more frantically, pushing through the razor refills, aftershave and old prescription bottles and then I felt a prick on my finger, causing me to yank my hand back. I pulled the drawer out further and I froze when I saw it. It was small. No wonder she couldn’t find it. She’d been distraught trying to find that earring and here it was now, somehow tucked away in a bathroom drawer, hidden for the last two years.
 
   I picked it up, holding it between my fingers. It was a simple white pearl. It had belonged to her grandmother and she had tears in her eyes as she searched for it. 
 
   “Calm down, Natalie,” I’d said, placing a hand on her back as she scoured her jewelry box. 
 
   “I can’t calm down, Drew. These earrings belonged to my grandma. I have to find them,” she’d said, dropping to her hands and knees as she searched the floor. 
 
   “We’ll find it,” I’d said, joining her, trying to find the small white pearl on the hardwood floor. She’d looked up at me and blinked, a tear falling down her cheek. I’d wiped it off and tried giving her a smile to reassure her and she’d smiled a little, but only for a moment before resuming the search. 
 
   We hadn’t found it though and she thought it was gone forever. Truthfully, so did I, but I had it now and all I could think about was her. I sighed, leaning against the wall, the earring still clenched between my fingers. 
 
   “Did you find one?” 
 
   Her voice tore through the memory I was lost in and my head jerked to the door. I’d forgotten about Bethany when I found the earring, but now I stared at the door, wondering how in the hell I could get rid of her. I shouldn’t have done it. I shouldn’t have called her again and I sure as hell shouldn’t have brought her up here. 
 
   I opened the door to see her standing there, a needy smile on her face as she looked me up and down.
 
   “Well? Are we in business or do I need to go back to the living room to get my purse?” 
 
   “I’m sorry, Bethany, but I can’t do this.”
 
   Her smile instantly faded into confusion.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “This was a mistake. I’m sorry,” I said, resting my hand on her arm and her confusion turned to anger. If looks could kill, I’d be dead. 
 
   “A mistake?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, walking past her and putting my pants and shirt back on. 
 
   She stood there for another moment before stomping towards me, grabbing her dress from the floor and sliding it on and moving briskly down the hall towards the front door. 
 
   “Let me walk you home,” I said as she gathered her purse. 
 
   “No.”
 
   “At least let me get you a cab then,” I said and she whipped her head around.
 
   “You’re an asshole, Drew.”
 
   “No. I would’ve been had I let this go any further.”
 
   “Fuck you,” she grumbled and then slammed the door. 
 
   I stared at it for a moment, listening as her footsteps echoed down the hallway and when they’d faded completely, I went to the counter in the kitchen and set the earring down. I stared at it, rolling it around in pointless circles, unable to push Natalie out of my mind. I glanced to the edge of the counter to my laptop and before I could stop myself, I was reaching for it, wondering if there were any first class tickets to Iowa available on this short notice.   
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Four
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   What the hell was I thinking? I’d seen more corn and cows since I’d left the airport than I’d seen in my entire life. I’d even passed an Amish buggy. It surprised the hell out of me as I turned the corner. I think I startled the driver too by the way he jerked the horse to the side of the road. I’d given him an apologetic wave, but he ignored me. I’d thought staying off the interstate would be a good idea. I’d wanted something more scenic, something different than the concrete valley I lived in. I’d gotten my wish and as I stared out at the fields of corn and silos, it was hard to believe I’d been in New York City only three hours before. 
 
   The car I rented was modest, albeit nice. A Subaru and I liked the way it handled. Perhaps I should look into one when my Range Rover died or perhaps I should screw practicality and get a car that matched my bank account. I had the money, but could never justify spending it on a fancy car when I lived in the city and hardly drove. It would just be for show, but what was wrong with that? I worked hard. I’d earned every cent in my bank account. I’d researched a few cars online. The new Audi R8 had caught my eye, but even I found the price tag obscene. Just because I had the money didn’t mean I should spend it on unnecessary frivolities, including a car worth six figures. Before Natalie, I didn’t think about money or how to spend it. I just did. She had more of an effect on me than I realized and I didn’t know it until she left. Money wasn’t happiness. She was my happiness.  
 
    I’d already driven twenty-five miles from Des Moines. According to my GPS, it was only fifteen more minutes to my destination: a simple Holiday Inn. The choice of lodging in Ames was limited. While I didn’t spend money on cars, hotels were another story. I enjoyed a nice place to stay, but luxury hotels were non-existent in this part of the heartland. The Holiday Inn was the best choice in the sea of budget lodging. I only had the room for a night so I would survive and then it would be back to New York. 
 
   I pushed my foot to the accelerator, watching the speedometer creep past eighty-five. I was bored and sick of driving. All I wanted to do was get to the hotel, but when I saw a sign saying Welcome to Ames: Home of Iowa State University, I knew the reason for my anxiety wasn’t because I wanted to take a shower and relax. She was the reason for it. Just knowing we were in the same zip code brought a sense of peace I hadn’t felt since I watched her walk away two years ago.
 
   I felt my stomach growl as I drove into town and I saw a sign for the Ames Grill, which claimed to sell the best burger in Iowa. I thought about stopping to see if their claim had any credence, but I kept driving. It was late and I’d grab something from a drive-thru instead. After hitting up Culver’s, I kept driving, finding the Holiday Inn soon after.
 
   I parked the Subaru under the awning and made my way inside. It was nearly seven o’clock and the girl behind the counter looked tired. She was cute, in a simple way. Her brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail, a few stray hairs framing her face. She must’ve heard my footsteps because she looked up from the computer she’d been concentrating on, a smile forming on her face as I walked towards her. I pretended not to notice her reaction. I wasn’t immune to the way women looked at me and I’d used it to my advantage. That was the past though. 
 
   “Can I help you?” she greeted me when I got to the front desk and I glanced down at her name tag.
 
   “Hello, Cassandra,” I said, smiling at her. “I’m checking in. The name’s Andrew Saben.”
 
   She didn’t move right away. I was more than aware that she was keeping her eyes locked on mine too long before she finally looked at her computer, hitting buttons on the keyboard in that loud, deliberate way I found irritating. 
 
   “One king sized bed?” she asked, meeting my eyes again and I nodded. “I’ll just need a credit card.”
 
   I reached into my wallet, pulling out my American Express and handing it to Cassandra. She ran the card and gave it back to me before laying a tri-fold pamphlet with my card keys on the counter. 
 
   “Take the elevator to the third floor and turn right,” she said.
 
   “Thank you,” I said, taking the keys.
 
   “If you need anything, I’ll be here all night,” she told me as I gathered my things and I watched as her cheeks flushed red. Her insinuation had been innocent, but I knew if I felt so inclined, I could convince her to join me in my room. She seemed quietly eager and her unassuming innocence was intriguing, but I wasn’t in the mood for another one-night stand. 
 
   “Good night, Cassandra,” I said, giving her a smile that I knew would tide her over and then I went back to park my car.
 
   I grabbed my bag and take-out and returned to the lobby. I knew Cassandra watched me as I went to the elevator, but I didn’t acknowledge her again. 
 
   The room was plain, but that came as no surprise. I kicked off my shoes and ate the burger while I watched the news. I turned it to the Royals game a few minutes in. The world was going to shit and baseball was a welcome distraction, even if it wasn’t the Yankees. 
 
   I changed and brushed my teeth before getting into bed. It was surprisingly comfortable and I pulled out my iPad, checking my email. There was one from Court regarding our latest project. I wrote him back and then turned off the tablet. 
 
   He didn’t know I was in Iowa. No one knew where I was. I told him I’d be gone for a few days. Personal matters I told him and as I turned out the light, I wondered what I was doing here anyway. What did I hope to accomplish? I knew I needed to see her though. It’d been almost two years and sometimes I would still see flashes of her dark red hair and as crazy as it sounded, I still caught hints of her shampoo. I’d wake up sometimes hoping she was still next to me. The bed was empty without her and it’d taken me too long to stop reaching for her at night. A woman had never affected me like her. I’d never loved anyone more. She was my weakness and no matter how I tried to forget her, she was always there. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Five
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   The commencement started at two o’clock. The sky was cloud covered and I hoped it wouldn’t rain. There were still a couple of hours left. It could clear up. Today was the day I’d put everything on the line for and it had to be perfect. 
 
   I placed the black graduation hat on my head. I’d never liked the look of them and today was no different. It still looked goofy, but then I concentrated on my reflection in the mirror and I was proud to be wearing it. I’d never worked harder than I had over the course of the last two years and I’d given up so much to be here. Even if my professional life didn’t work out the way I planned, at least I wouldn’t look back on my life with regrets. 
 
   I finished straightening my hat and applied lip gloss just as I heard an email notification on my phone. I picked it up and opened it, surprised to see a message from Kara, my former colleague from the TV station in New York. We’d stayed in touch since I left, but it’d been a while since I’d heard from her. I figured she just wanted to congratulate me, but as I opened the message and started reading, I realized she wanted to more than congratulate me. She wanted to offer me a job. 
 
   My eyes scanned the message quickly. Kara was now a weekend anchor at Channel 5 and she’d written, requesting my résumé so she could put me in the running to fill a few slots at the station. It’d be a combined position of research and reporting. It was the perfect job straight out of grad school and I could feel myself getting more excited as I thought about it…until the realization hit that the job was in New York. I loved New York. I missed it sometimes, but I didn’t know if I could go back there. Drew was there. The memories both painful and wonderful were there.  New York was my past and I was looking for my future. 
 
   I couldn’t think about the job right now though. I had a graduation ceremony to get to and so I closed my email, grabbed my keys and stepped outside, just as a little patch of sunshine broke through the clouds. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Six
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   I sat in the bleachers of the football stadium, a sea of black crowding the field. Somewhere in the mass she was there. While hundreds of feet still separated us, it might as well have been inches considering how far she’d been for the last two years. I couldn’t see her, but knowing she was there made me rub my hands together nervously. I tried listening to the speaker, but it was nothing but the typical graduation drivel about seizing the day. I was grateful when the president of the university finally took the podium to begin announcing the graduates. The undergraduates were called first, standing in unison as their degree was called. The graduate degrees were called next and I listened anxiously for the journalism college. It took too long, but it was finally called and my eyes focused on the group that was standing. Everyone around me was clapping, but I was too focused on trying to find her. The group wasn’t that large and when I caught a glimpse of deep red hair and the way it contrasted against the black gown, I knew it had to be her. My heart started pounding. I willed her to turn around so I could see her face. Turn around, Natalie. Turn around, I repeated subliminally, determined she hear me, but she didn’t. She remained straight forward, watching the speaker as the applause faded and then she sat down, but my eyes never left her. 
 
   I realized I was clutching the flowers I’d brought her too tightly. They’d be a rumpled mess if I kept that up, so I laid them down beside me and continued to watch her. I still didn’t have a plan for what I was going to say to her. Hell, I didn’t even know why I’d come here in the first place. 
 
   My time was up though. The graduates were tossing their caps in the air and if I wasn’t careful, I’d lose sight of her in the crowd. I kept my eyes on her the best I could as I made my way through the dissipating crowd. It wasn’t an easy task. I lost her a few times, but I managed to find her again. I couldn’t help but feel like a stalker. I should’ve called her instead of acting like a lovesick teenager. It was too late for that though. I hadn’t been thinking clearly when I booked my ticket and got on that airplane, but the moment had come. The words would come to me when I needed them because I couldn’t think of what I’d say yet. I’d know what needed to be said when I saw her, which would be any moment. 
 
   It seemed she was trying to get away from the crowd, looking for her family presumably. She still hadn’t turned around. How was that possible? In two years I hadn’t seen her face except in pictures and in my dreams and now that she was so close, it was as if she was determined to torture me. Turn around, Natalie. Turn around. She kept going though and I hung back.
 
   I think I spotted her family before she did. She went to them, hugging her mother first. I wondered if their relationship was different now. She used to find her mom difficult. I hoped that had changed. She went to her father next and then her brother and then my eyes focused on the man next to Wes and I felt my hand not holding the flowers ball up in frustration. It was Ethan and as soon as Natalie let go of her brother, she was in his arms.
 
   Emotions from the past came flooding back. Emotions I’d felt when she still belonged to him, when I could only watch and imagine what it would feel like to hold her and feel her mouth on mine. Remembering how it felt when I’d see them together and I wanted nothing more than to rip her from his arms. It was the same feeling that was coursing through my body now. 
 
   I felt the tension ease from my shoulders slightly when she pulled back and it was then I got the first glimpse of the face that had consumed my thoughts for the past two years. She turned her head to the side, her profile just as perfect as I remembered and my eyes focused on her neck as I remembered the way I used to run my tongue over it. Her skin always tasted so good, no matter the time of day or what she’d been doing. She smiled as she waved at someone and I focused on her lips then, closing my eyes as I thought about pressing my mouth against hers and pulling her body to mine. 
 
   When I opened my eyes, she’d turned away again. Curiosity had gotten the best of me. I should have left the past alone. She had moved on. She left to accomplish a goal, which she’d done, and now her life was exactly where she’d wanted it to be. I couldn’t come in and change what she worked so hard for. I hadn’t known what I would say to Natalie when I saw her again, but as she stood within reach for the first time in two years, I knew for certain what I wouldn’t say. I wouldn’t tell her that I was undeniably still in love with her.   
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Seven
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   I didn’t like crowds. I didn’t like having to battle my way to the sidelines where I knew my parents were waiting. As I listened to the speakers, I was filled with hope that maybe what they said was true. Maybe this was the beginning for me, but I feared it was all a bunch of hot air. Life wasn’t easy, no matter how hard you tried or how much you sacrificed. Still…I wanted to believe because this was the moment I’d worked so hard for and given up even more for. 
 
   When I finally spotted my parents, they were smiling. I could tell they were proud. They knew what I’d given up to come back to Iowa and achieve this, especially my mom. Even though we didn’t always see eye to eye, she’d been such a support to me over the last two years and I hugged her first.
 
   “I’m proud of you, baby,” she said as she squeezed me tightly.
 
   “Thanks, Mom,” I answered back before hugging my dad and then Wes. 
 
   Ethan was next to my brother and when I met his eyes, I knew he was proud too. Part of me would always love Ethan, even if I wasn’t in love with him anymore. He’d been my best friend before our lives changed and we moved to New York. I’d missed him after things ended between us, but when I moved back to Iowa, he’d followed not long after. I’d known he’d been considering a move back to Des Moines to work in a playhouse and a few months after I moved home, he came back. We’d become friends again and we’d moved on. 
 
   “Congratulations, Nat,” he said as he hugged me and I pulled back, smiling, just as my mom came over to me. 
 
   “We’ve got reservations for four. Shall we head over?” she asked, referring to my favorite hibachi place.
 
   “Yeah. I’m going to go say goodbye to a couple of friends. I’ll meet you there, okay?”
 
   “Don’t be late,” my mom said and I assured her I wouldn’t be. “You’re joining us, aren’t you, Ethan?” 
 
   I knew my mom wished Ethan and I would rekindle what we once had. I don’t think either of us was going to be able to convince her we’d both moved on.
 
   “Sorry, I can’t. I’ve got a show to prep for,” he said and I could see the disappointment on her face. “Speaking of which, I’d better get going, Nat. Again,” he said, hugging me once more, “congratulations.” 
 
   “I’ll give you a call later,” I said and he nodded, giving a subtle wave to my family and then disappearing into the crowd.
 
   “Don’t be too long. It’s going to be a pain getting out of here,” my mom continued.
 
   “I’ll only be a few minutes. I’ll be right behind you,” I said and she nodded before they headed towards the parking garage. 
 
   I hadn’t grown especially close to anyone during my program, but there were a few people I’d clicked with and I didn’t know when I’d see them again. I at least wanted to say goodbye before they disappeared into nothing but members of my social media circle. I headed toward the crowd. It’d be a miracle if I could even find them. 
 
   “Congratulations.”
 
   The voice behind me caused me to stop in my tracks. It was like a ghost from my past and I closed my eyes for a moment. It was impossible. It wasn’t him. It couldn’t be him. 
 
   Slowly, I took a breath and began to turn around, just to reassure myself it was only a voice in my head, a subconscious desire I’d had buried deep in my heart since the moment I’d stepped on that plane, leaving New York and him behind. More times than I liked to admit, I wished I’d turn around and find him there, just so I could see his face again…hear his voice again…feel his skin on mine just one more time.  
 
   I turned around, the green eyes that met mine forcing me to catch my breath and choke on my words. It wasn’t my imagination. He was here. He was standing right in front of me. The same black hair, the same green eyes, the same smile. I could reach out my hand and touch him if I wanted, but I couldn’t move. 
 
   “Drew.” My voice was a whisper and I was shocked I could even get any words out through the lump that formed instantly in my throat when I saw him. “What…what are you doing here?” 
 
   He stepped forward, pushing a small bouquet of flowers in my direction, catching that scent that had always been so distinguishably him as he came towards me. 
 
   “I had to come and congratulate you.”
 
   He stepped closer to me, holding out the flowers, which I was finally able to take as the shock started to wear off, although only slightly. 
 
   “Thank you.” My voice was still quiet and it was all I could think to say. 
 
   The silence settled in as we took each other in. He looked just as perfect as he always had. His black hair styled just right and his clothes meticulous as always, today in a pair of dark jeans, expensive no doubt, and a black button up shirt. Casual, yet dressy in only a way he could pull off. 
 
   “How are you, Natalie?” he finally asked as he looked at me, a smile that didn’t seem at all nervous on his face.  
 
   “I’m good,” I said, trying to smile in return, but it was hard because I was still having a hard time believing he was actually here. My heart was beating wildly and I was trying to match his composure. To see Drew nervous or flustered was a rarity, and as he stood in front of me looking as calm as I remembered, I was sure he could sense my nerves. 
 
   “And how’re you?” I asked. 
 
   So many times over the past two years I’d wondered how he was…if he was happy…if he’d moved on.
 
   “Just living the dream.” I could hear the sarcasm hidden in his voice. “You look beautiful,” he said and I felt the heat rush to my cheeks. I couldn’t say anything though. “I’m sorry,” he said, his eyes dipping for a moment before meeting mine again. “I can tell I’ve made you uncomfortable…”
 
   “No,” I interrupted quickly. I didn’t want him to think he’d made me uncomfortable. He’d never made me uncomfortable. I’d never been more comfortable than when he was around. “I’m just surprised…shocked actually. I didn’t expect to see you.” My voice trailed off and he stepped closer, his hand resting on my arm.
 
   “I wanted to make sure you’d done it,” he said, his eyes traveling over my gown. “And by the looks of it, you have.” He paused for a moment, and I felt my breathing quicken and my heart pound at how close he was to me. “I’m proud of you, Natalie.”
 
   “Thank you, Drew.”
 
   “And what’s next for you?” he asked.
 
   “I’m not sure. I’ve applied for a couple of jobs, but nothing’s definite yet.” 
 
   “It’ll work out. You’ll find your place,” he said and when I looked into his eyes, I knew he believed his words. I wished I had his confidence. “I’ve already taken up too much of your time. I should get going. I’ve got to head back to the airport.”
 
   “You’re leaving? So soon?”
 
   “I just came to congratulate you and…” he paused, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a small plastic bag, “I had to return this.”
 
   I took the bag, puzzled at what it could be, but as I reached inside, my hand flew to my mouth when I realized what it was. 
 
   “My earring!” I choked out, looking up to meet his eyes. He had a satisfied smile on his face. “I thought it was lost forever. Drew…thank you!” 
 
   My voice cracked as I reached for him, throwing my arms around him in gratitude. I never thought I’d see my grandmother’s earring again. It only took a second though for me to forget about the earring and focus on the feeling of him so close to me. He seemed to hesitate, but then his arms were around me too, holding me tightly. I felt a tear streak down my face. I told myself it was from the emotion of having my earring back, but I knew that was only a fraction of the emotion searing through me. The tear was because of him, because being in his arms was like coming home again.
 
   We could’ve been holding each other for a minute or an hour. I couldn’t tell because time seemed to stop while in his embrace. Somehow, we finally separated from each other and I quickly wiped the tear away. 
 
   “Thank you so much…for this,” I said, holding up the earring. “Where…where did you find it? We looked everywhere.” 
 
   Images of the night I lost it came flooding back. I was in a panic as I scoured the house, all the while Drew’s soothing voice in the background telling me everything would be all right. 
 
   “It was in the back of one of the drawers in the bathroom. I have no clue how it got there.”
 
   “Regardless,” I said, instinctively reaching for him and resting my hand on his arm, “thank you for returning it.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” he said and then it was quiet as our eyes stayed locked. 
 
   There was so much I should say to him, but I’d spent the last two years trying to move past the fairy tale I’d shared with Drew to focus on reality. It was best not to say too much.
 
   “And now that I’ve fulfilled my mission,” he said with a quiet laugh. “I have to get back to New York.”
 
   “Oh…okay,” I stammered. 
 
   I was shocked enough to see him and now he’d be gone as suddenly as he appeared. I hoped him disappearing would be like a Band-Aid, painful for a little while, but eventually the hurt would go away. I doubted it though. I’d tried pushing the ache of leaving him down as far as it would go, but it had never truly gone away. I was able to function, but he’d always been there and I knew as he stood before me, watching him walk away wouldn’t be any easier than when I’d walked away from him two years ago. 
 
   “Best of luck to you, Natalie,” he said and silence settled in again for a moment.
 
   “Thank you…for being here,” I finally said. 
 
   “I knew when you left, you could do anything…and you have.”
 
   He took my hand, raising it towards him, but then he stopped, his eyes staring at my wrist. I knew the bracelet had caught his attention. I wanted him to know I never took it off and that I thought about our baby…and us, every single day. I wondered if he did too. 
 
   His lack of composure only lasted a moment and then he kissed the back of my hand briefly before letting go so that it fell back to my side. 
 
   “Take care, Natalie,” he said and I thought I might’ve heard a crack in his voice. 
 
   I couldn’t respond because I was trying to catch my breath after feeling his lips on my skin and then he turned around, disappearing into the crowd, gone just as quickly as he appeared. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I saw the look on my mother’s face when I walked into the restaurant late. I hadn’t expected to run into Drew and I hadn’t planned on the ten minutes I sat in the car trying to compose myself. I hadn’t even said goodbye to my friends I was in search of when he appeared out of nowhere. After he’d left, I had to get away from the crowd and try and make sense of what had just happened. I’d sat in the driver’s seat, clutching the wheel with white knuckles, trying to hold it in, but it’d been impossible. I could still smell his cologne. I could still feel his arms around me and his lips on my skin and it was consuming me, just like he’d always consumed me from the moment we met.
 
   I tried to hold the tears in. That one had escaped as he held me in his arms, but I’d told myself no more could fall because I was the one who had chosen this. I was the one who’d walked away. I knew I needed to. I knew I had to do this for myself and I knew he needed it too, to deal with his own issues, but if it wasn’t for me, he would’ve found a way to make it work. I knew he would’ve, but I’d said no. I’d gotten on that plane to become the person I needed to, but what I hadn’t realized until I saw him again was that he was part of that person and I missed him. I missed him so much and I couldn’t hold the tears back anymore. They started flowing and I sobbed, resting my head against the steering wheel as I cried until my face was raw and the sound of my phone was the only reason I stopped. It was a text from my mom asking where I was. I’d texted her back that I’d be there as soon as I could. I’d dabbed at my eyes, trying my best to cover up the fact I’d been crying. It was no use though. My eyes were bloodshot and my cheeks were chapped. I’d always been an ugly crier and there was no disguising it. By the time I got to the restaurant, I figured the redness would calm down and if anyone questioned me, I could blame it on the emotions of the day and not on the fact Drew Saben had just walked back into my life.
 
   I’d put on a fake smile when I finally got to the restaurant. My family was already there and sure enough, my mom instantly asked me what was wrong. Like I’d planned, I lied, making up some rubbish about an emotional conversation I’d had with a friend. I guess it was plausible, because she didn’t ask me about it after that and I went through the motions of a happy graduate ready to take on the world, while on the inside I was an absolute mess. 
 
   My parents headed back to Cedar Rapids after dinner and I went back to my apartment. I was glad I’d insisted my parents keep the celebration low key, especially now. 
 
   I walked in, tossing my keys onto the table and draped the gown over the chair before changing out of the dress I’d worn and into a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, tying my hair up into a ponytail before going back into my small living room. I didn’t realize how lonely it was here by myself…without him and I suddenly wished I was back in the apartment we’d shared together in New York. 
 
   I walked back into my bedroom and over to the closet. I pushed aside the clothes that were crammed inside and reached for the shelf in the back. It was still there where I’d put it the last time I’d worn it. 
 
   I slid on the comfortable gray hoodie, even though it was eighty-five degrees outside. I wondered when he’d realized I’d taken it the day I left New York. I’d pull it out sometimes when I was missing him, needing to be close to him, as if his arms were around me. Today was one of those times. 
 
   I pulled it close and made my way back to the living room. My eyes focused on my computer and I hesitated for a moment before sitting down on the couch, reaching for it and resting it on my lap. I opened it up and clicked on my email, Kara’s message greeting me once more. The curser hovered over the reply button for a few seconds before I finally hit it. 
 
   My résumé had been updated for weeks now and I attached it to the email and then I started typing, not allowing myself to think about what I was writing. Was I really going to do this? Was I really going to tell her I might be interested in the job at Channel 5? Was I really considering going back to New York? Before I could answer any of those questions, I hit send and I had my answers.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eight
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   Going to Iowa was a mistake. Seeing Natalie again was a mistake. All I could think about was her. The way she smelled. The way she felt in my arms again. Everything about her that consumed me from our first meeting. I’d spent the past two years trying not to let her paralyze me, but ever since Iowa, I felt as if I couldn’t move. If I’d stayed in New York, I’d still be numb like I’d been since she left, but seeing her again had destroyed the anesthesia and I couldn’t get her out of my head. 
 
   I’d landed at JFK and went straight home and to the liquor cabinet, pouring myself a glass of my best Scotch. I drank it thinking I’d only have a glass to take the edge off. I didn’t stop till the bottle was almost empty and I was good and drunk, trying to get her the hell out of my mind and cursing myself for putting myself in the situation in the first place. The Scotch didn’t help though and I thought about finishing the bottle, but passed out on the couch before I got the chance. 
 
   I didn’t wake up until almost noon the next day and when I pulled myself off the couch I stared in the mirror. 
 
   Get a hold of yourself. Get over it and move on. 
 
   They were words I’d said to myself a million times since she’d left. I hadn’t heeded a damn bit of my own advice though and as I stared back at my reflection, I told myself today was the day I finally listened to my words. I’d seen her again. She’d done what she set out to do. The world was at her fingertips now and if my instincts were correct, she was with Ethan again. I was her past. She was my past and it was time I put our past behind us. 
 
   I took a shower and put on my best suit: a charcoal Armani number that cost nearly $2,000. It was an obnoxious sum of money to pay for material, but hell, I could afford it and what good was money if you didn’t spend it? I grabbed a navy tie and formed it into a perfect double Windsor knot before going back to the bathroom, styling my hair and then stared at myself in the mirror, a stern expression looking back at me. Last night was the last time I let Natalie consume me. 
 
   I am Andrew Saben and I am done living in the past. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Nine
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   Kara was excited I was even considering a move back to New York. She’d forwarded my résumé and I was surprised when only a few days later, she called me saying I was wanted back in New York for a formal interview. The company was even willing to foot the bill for the ticket and a hotel room. It would only be for two days and I told myself I didn’t have to take the job, but if I didn’t at least give it a shot, I’d regret it, and the whole purpose of me leaving New York in the first place was so that I wouldn’t have regrets in my life. It was an opportunity I couldn’t pass up, especially now, after seeing Drew again. 
 
   My parents, namely, my mother, seemed skeptical when I told them about the interview. I think she was happy when I left New York and came back to Iowa. She was afraid the big city would steal me away again, but she also knew I couldn’t pass this up. 
 
   Ethan was more understanding…excited for me almost. I was sometimes amazed we’d come as far as we had. The night he found out about Drew and me, I thought our relationship had been destroyed forever. I thought I’d lost my best friend and for a while, I had. Moving back to Iowa changed that though. We’d become friends again. We’d never rekindled anything between us, but I was glad to have him in my life again and I was grateful for his support when I told him about the job opportunity. He’d even offered to drive me to the airport.
 
   “How’re you feeling about going back to New York?” he asked as we drove in his SUV, a gently used Jeep Cherokee. It was red, just like his old Jeep used to be, the one he’d had to sell to make the rent shortly after we moved to New York City. I knew the color wasn’t an accident. He’d missed that Jeep and this was his way of getting it back in a way. 
 
   “I don’t know. It’s kinda weird, actually.”
 
   “What if they offer you the job? Will you take it?” he asked and I didn’t answer right away. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I answered honestly because I didn’t know if I would accept the offer. 
 
   “What about the other jobs you applied for?”
 
   “They haven’t called me yet. Channel 5 is the only place that has. I have Kara to thank for that. No matter what happens, the interview experience will be helpful.”
 
   “Are you going to see him?” Ethan asked and I was quiet again, looking down at my hands that I was suddenly rubbing nervously in my lap. Although Ethan and I were friends again, that didn’t mean I was comfortable discussing Drew with him. 
 
   “No. I don’t think so,” I said quickly, not bothering to tell him I already had. “I’m just there to do the interview. I’ll be back on Friday.”
 
   “And I’ll be there to pick you up,” he said as we saw the sign for the airport and he exited off the highway. 
 
   He pulled in front of the terminal and we got out. He grabbed my bag from the trunk and met me at the curb.
 
   “Knock ‘em dead,” he said, leaning in for a hug. “I’ll see you on Friday.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said, taking my bag from him, looking back once more before heading inside. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I had to connect in Philadelphia before landing in New York. It was pouring buckets when the plane pulled up to the jet way and I hoped the weather wasn’t an indicator of how my visit would go. 
 
   I’d been away from New York for two years, but it felt as if I’d never left as I navigated my way through the busy airport. It never ceased to amaze me how many people were constantly around. There never seemed to be a break and I knew I’d have a hell of a time flagging a cab down in this weather. 
 
   I did my best, but I must’ve lost my touch because I couldn’t hail a cab to save my life. I settled on the express bus instead, which took over an hour to drop me at Grand Central. I’d almost forgotten how much I hated New York traffic, but I was quickly reminded as I sat on a bus, which was the last thing I wanted to be doing after flying for three hours. 
 
   I tried not to let my attitude sour too much and before making my way to the subway, I decided a stop at Junior’s for a piece of carrot cheesecake was in order to settle myself down. I sat in Grand Central, watching an array of people pass by me and I was taken back to the first time Ethan and I had ventured out into the city. I’d been taken aback by the diversity, but now as I sat eating my cheesecake, I realized it felt good to be back. I’d missed New York and not only because of Drew. 
 
   When I was done, I found the subway I would need and made my way toward the Doubletree Uptown.  
 
   It was still pouring when I ascended back to ground level and I walked as quickly as I could, but it didn’t stop me from looking like a drowned rat by the time I entered the lobby. 
 
   I made my way quickly to the front desk, sighing heavily and giving the clerk my best Midwestern smile when she asked how she could help me.
 
   “Reservation for Natalie Vasser,” I told her and she started typing on her computer. I watched as her eyes moved quickly over the screen and then she started typing again, but then finally stopped, looking at me curiously.
 
   “Vasser, you say?” she asked me and I nodded.
 
   “Is there a problem?” I asked, my heart starting to beat from nerves. 
 
   “I’m sorry, but I don’t see a reservation for that name,” she said regretfully.
 
   “Are you sure? I have an interview with Channel 5 tomorrow. They’re supposed to be taking care of the reservation.”
 
   “I’m sure,” she replied. “We do have rooms available if you’d like one.”
 
   “What are the rates?”
 
   “$250 per night,” she said and I tried to stifle my gasp, hoping to mask the fact I was from the Midwest. I’d forgotten how insanely overpriced Manhattan was. 
 
   Even though I’d been working since I moved to Iowa, I didn’t have much in the bank and I hated to put anything extra on my credit card that I didn’t have to.
 
   “I just need a moment,” I told the clerk and grabbed my suitcase, pulling it into a corner of the lobby. 
 
   I pulled out my phone, debating on whether or not I should call Kara, but then I got another thought and I pulled up Court’s number, the phone ringing in my ear a second later.
 
   “Natalie! What do I owe this honor?” he exclaimed into the phone when he answered. 
 
   “I need your help, Court,” I began.
 
   “Is everything all right? You seem upset.”
 
   “That’s because I am.”
 
   “And how can I help?” 
 
   His voice was curious and far from jovial the way it’d been when he answered. 
 
   “I have an interview with Channel 5 tomorrow. They flew me out here for it, but it seems as if someone messed up the hotel reservation and now I’m stuck here at the Doubletree Uptown unless I want to shell out $500 for the next two days.”
 
   “Hold up,” he said crisply. “You’re in New York?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you didn’t tell me you were coming?”
 
   “No. I’m sorry, Court…I…I wanted to keep it quiet…for obvious reasons.”
 
   “You were planning a covert trip to New York and weren’t going to see me and now you want me to rescue you?” 
 
   “Yes. That’s exactly what I want. Please?”
 
   “It’s a good thing I love you or else I would’ve told you you’re shit out of luck,” he continued, but I could tell by the tone in his voice that he was only giving me a hard time.
 
   “You’ll come get me then? I can stay at your place?”
 
   “Yes, I’ll come get you and yes, you can stay with me.”
 
   “Thank you, Court.”
 
   “That’s right you’d better thank me. Now stay put. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
 
   The phone went dead then and I couldn’t help but smile. I hadn’t planned to see Court, but now that I was, I couldn’t wait to see my friend.
 
   I went back to the front desk clerk and told her I’d found other arrangements, and then sat in the lobby waiting for Court. I didn’t wait long because soon he was coming through the doors, a huge grin on his face. I hadn’t seen him since I left, except in pictures on social media, and he’d hardly changed. He had the same blond hair, only it was no longer spikey. It now hung across his forehead in a modern cut and he was dressed as impeccably as ever. I could tell he’d just come from work because he was wearing a pair of black slacks, a white button up shirt with a black and white tie and stylish suspenders. He closed the umbrella he’d been carrying, shaking the water from it.
 
   “Don’t you look pathetic,” he said, coming over to me. 
 
   I stood up, hugging him instantly, despite his less than flattering greeting. 
 
   “I’ve missed you too, Court,” I said, pulling back. 
 
   “You’re like a wet mop,” he said, picking up a piece of my damp hair.
 
   “I didn’t anticipate the rain.”
 
   “Well,” he said, picking up my bag, “we’ll go back to my apartment and you can clean up and we’ll order in. You’ll be your ravishing self in no time.” He hugged me again and then led me outside, opening his umbrella. “Welcome back to New York, Natalie,” he said and we stepped into the pouring rain. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The shower felt good. Even though it was summer, the rain that had drenched my clothes chilled me to the bone. I stood under the faucet, letting the hot water pour over me until I was warm again and then changed into a pair of yoga pants and a t-shirt when I got out. Court had ordered from a Thai place down the street and had just returned from picking it up. He kicked off his stylish loafers and then set out two plates on the small table overlooking the street. 
 
   Court’s apartment was small, but cute. He had one bedroom and he’d decorated it in all things vintage. He lived on the Upper East Side, not that far from where Ethan and I had lived. 
 
   “Feel better?” he asked as we dished up our plates. 
 
   “Much better,” I said, taking a bite of a spring roll. “Thank you for letting me crash here tonight.”
 
   “You don’t need to thank me. I’m glad you’re here, even if I am a little pissed off that you planned this stealth trip to New York with no intentions of seeing me.”
 
   “C’mon, Court. I’m only here for a couple of days and I wanted to keep it quiet. You know why.”
 
   He eyed me with a raised eyebrow. I knew part of him was hurt I’d planned to be in the city and not see him, but I also knew he understood.
 
   “I get it, Natalie. I’m just glad things worked out and I get to see you. I’ve missed you.” 
 
   He put one arm around me and squeezed me before we finished filling our plates and taking them into his small living room. I sat on the loveseat and he sat on the vintage chair, eating our food.
 
   “Did you just come from work?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.
 
   “I was there when you called.”
 
   “You didn’t tell him I was here, did you?” I asked nervously, part of me wishing he had, even though I told myself I hoped he hadn’t.
 
   “Would you be upset if I did?” he answered and I felt my stomach drop at the thought of Drew knowing I was in the city again. Seeing him back at my graduation had done a number on me. He was all I could think about and if I was going to nail my interview, I had to be in a Drew-free zone.
 
   “I wouldn’t be upset, but I hope you didn’t.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I didn’t tell him.”
 
   “Thank you. I can’t see him again. When he showed up at my graduation…that messed me up.”
 
   “Wait,” he interrupted quickly. “What’re you talking about?” 
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I’m trying to rewind what you just said about your graduation. He was there?”
 
   “He didn’t tell you?”
 
   “Hell no he didn’t. He said he had personal business out of town. I didn’t know you were that personal business,” he said, eyeing me curiously. “And now I know why you’re back.”
 
   “I’m here for an interview, that’s all.”
 
   “Keep telling yourself that.”
 
   “I’m not discussing this with you. Once you get an idea in your head, there’s no talking you out of it.”
 
   “Because I’m always right,” he insisted and I smiled over at him.
 
   “I’ve really missed you, Court.”
 
   “I know you have,” he said and we both laughed before my eyes drifted out the window. 
 
   I was here. I was back in New York and Drew was only a cab ride away. I closed my eyes, trying to rid myself of thoughts of him, but I knew it was impossible. I’d told Court Drew wasn’t what had brought me here, but we both knew that was a lie. There was only one reason I’d ever come back to New York and no matter how I tried to deny it, that reason was him. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Ten
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   “You look like hell, Court,” I said, noticing the bags under his eyes when he walked in. 
 
   I’d come in early and had been working on a project I’d been neglecting. I needed a break though and when I heard Court’s footsteps, I walked out of my office to see him turning on his computer.
 
   “Good morning to you too,” he said and I couldn’t help but take notice of his tone. He sounded tired and irritated. 
 
   “What got up your ass this morning?” 
 
   “Nothing. I was up late is all.”
 
   “Is everything all right?” I asked and he looked up at me with a smirk.
 
   “Just fine, Mr. Saben. If you must know, I was up late with Natalie.” 
 
   I hoped he didn’t see the way her name caused me to flinch. 
 
   “I presume everything’s all right with her,” I said, trying to keep my cool. 
 
   “She’s just fine and looking as radiant as ever.” The smirk grew bigger and I knew he had more to tell me. I hated the way Court liked to play games. “She’s here.”
 
   “Excuse me?” I said, the words coming out like a reflex. 
 
   “She didn’t want me to tell you, but since when do I do as anyone asks? She’s in New York. Currently in my apartment actually.”
 
   “Your apartment? Why?” I asked, my mind trying to wrap itself around what he’d just told me. 
 
   “She’s here for an interview at Channel 5. Her hotel reservation got messed up or something. She called me to help her,” he told me and I knew that was why he’d left so abruptly yesterday. Then I felt myself getting perturbed that she hadn’t called me if she was in trouble. She had to know no matter what had happened between us, I’d be there for her. She could’ve called me, but she didn’t, solidifying my thoughts after returning from Iowa. Our relationship was the past. It was best to remember that. 
 
   “Wish her luck for me,” I said, turning abruptly to return to my office. 
 
   “Why don’t you tell her yourself?” 
 
   His words caused me to stop in my tracks, clenching my jaw tightly before turning around to meet Court. His smirk was gone now, replaced with a straight line. 
 
   “I don’t think that would be appropriate,” I answered. 
 
   You went all the way to Iowa to see her graduate though.”
 
   “I see she told you about that.”
 
   “She did.” He stopped talking and stared at me. He was crossing the line of employee that was for damn sure. “I think that’s why she’s here actually. I mean…she didn’t say that, but it makes sense now that I know the whole story.”
 
   “She came here for an interview. Not for me. She didn’t even tell me she was coming. Hell…did she even tell you?”
 
   “No,” he said flatly.
 
   “Because she’s here for herself. Not for anyone else.” My voice was adamant, but I knew he wasn’t done.
 
   “Call her, Drew.”
 
   We remained locked in a harsh stare. 
 
   “We’re done. Natalie and I are done. She’s done what she set out to do and I’m done thinking about the past,” I said, repeating my mantra in my mind. “Now stop with the bullshit and get to work.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” he said sternly. He was being sarcastic and he stared at me for another second, before sitting down at his desk. 
 
   I went into my office, shutting the door and walking over to the window, staring out at the city. She was out there. She was mere miles away, but she might as well still be in Iowa because liked I’d told myself after seeing her again and like I’d told Court, I was done living in the past. 
 
   I needed a distraction. Too bad I’d messed things up with Bethany. I could use her talents at the moment. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Court’s disclosure about Natalie screwed me up the rest of the day. I’d told myself I wasn’t going to let her get to me, but it’d been a joke. I would’ve had to completely lose my mind if I thought I could actually succeed at that. I’d locked myself in my office, avoiding Court at all costs, and busying myself with work, but by five o’clock, I was done. I couldn’t hide from the thoughts anymore and so I turned off the computer, grabbed my briefcase and headed home and straight for the wine. 
 
   “To hell with it,” I said as I pulled out the corkscrew, opening my best bottle of merlot and poured a big glass. I took a long drink and then sat on the couch, flicking on the TV to the Yankees pregame show as I kicked my feet up on the coffee table. 
 
   I was on my second glass when my intercom buzzed. Annoyed, I got up to see who it was. I turned on the monitor, a feature I’d had installed a year before, and I liked being able to see who it was instead of waiting for their voice. When the screen popped up, I saw an image of my sister, Christina, standing outside my building in her running clothes, looking around as she waited for me to answer. 
 
   “Shit,” I murmured to myself when I realized I’d forgotten the plans we’d made to go running in the park. “Come on up. Door’s open,” I told her and then unlocked the door while I went to my room, quickly finding a pair of running shorts and a faded Yankees t-shirt.
 
   “Drew?” she called out as I was lacing up my Nikes.
 
   “I’ll be right out,” I called back and a few moments later, I was back in the living room. 
 
   “You forgot, didn’t you?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’re a terrible liar,” she said and I saw her eyes drift down to the coffee table and my wine glass sitting there. “Are you drunk?”
 
   “No. A glass and a half does not constitute drunk.”
 
   “Rough day?”
 
   “Let’s just go,” I said and she followed me out the door.
 
   We stretched for a few minutes before we started off in a steady jog through the park. This had become a regular thing for Christina and me ever since she’d come home. Running had become a big part of her rehab. She used it as something to focus on and a way to channel her feelings into something that made her feel good. 
 
   She’d moved to New York a year ago and for the first time in many years, I thought she was finally in a good place, something I never expected to feel…not after everything she’d been though. 
 
   “How’s work?” she asked as we ran. 
 
   “Fine. You?” I answered and kept running. She’d found a job in a doctor’s office doing the medical billing. It was consistent and structured and that was exactly what she needed in her life. 
 
   “It’s good.”
 
   “How’s Daniel?” I asked and I was relieved when I looked over and saw her smile. 
 
   “He’s good.” 
 
   “Have you set a date yet?” 
 
   “Not yet,” she told me. “It’ll be soon though. We just want something simple.”
 
   For the first time in her life, I thought she was in a healthy relationship. He’d proposed a few months before. I liked the guy and I didn’t think he’d hurt my sister and if he did, I’d probably kill him because she’d already been hurt enough. I didn’t know Daniel well though. He was a high school Spanish teacher and a safe bet for my sister. I think part of the reason she’d kept her life with him to herself was because she was still afraid to let us in after she’d spent so many years pushing us out. She seemed happy though and that’s all that really mattered.
 
   It remained quiet for a while with nothing but the sound of our sneakers hitting the pavement and our breathing filling the air. The lake came into view for the second time and then we started to slow, walking as we tried to catch our breath. 
 
   “Everything okay, Drew?” she asked after a few moments as we crossed a bridge while tourists in row boats floated beneath us. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m good,” I said, but she stopped once we’d stepped off the bridge. 
 
   Ever since we were kids, Christina had been able to read me no matter what I did. It seemed now was no different. “What?” I asked. She was staring at me, her hands on her hips.
 
   “There’s something off with you. You’re here, but you’re not.”
 
   “Sometimes I really hate having sisters,” I said and I started walking again, Christina following. 
 
   “You’re lucky to have us,” she said.
 
   “Yeah. Real lucky. You’re all determined to make my life a living hell.” My voice was sarcastic, but when I glanced at Christina, I could see my words had drudged up old feelings that we had worked hard to forgive and move past. “I’m sorry, Chris.” 
 
   I stopped, looking apologetically at my sister and she smiled a little, but she tilted her head to the side, her eyebrow raising the way it had since we were kids, which told me her brain was busy at work. 
 
   “Really, Andrew. What’s bothering you?” she asked and I remained quiet for a few moments until I blurted it out.
 
   “Just my past coming back to haunt me.”
 
   I started walking again and Christina was only a few feet behind before catching up to me. 
 
   “Stop being cryptic. What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   All three of my sisters were relentless, but Christina had always been the worst. 
 
   “Natalie’s in the city for a couple of days.”
 
   My words caused her to stop again and I reluctantly stopped too. 
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “I guess she’s staying with Court. She has a job interview or something.”
 
   “Are you going to see her?” 
 
   “No,” I answered quickly. 
 
   “You have to see her,” she said. 
 
   Her voice was serious and I could see the guilt in her eyes from the pain she’d caused Natalie and me. I tried not to hold animosity towards her. She’d been one of the main reasons I lost Natalie in the first place, but it wasn’t Christina’s fault. It was my fault. Everything that had happened with Christina and with Natalie was my fault. 
 
   “That ship sailed long ago. Now,” I said as I started jogging again, “I’m done talking about it.” 
 
   “Drew,” she protested as she caught up to me.
 
   “This conversation is over, Christina. She’s the one who left, remember?”
 
   I saw a flash of pain in her eyes. She more than remembered. She knew she was one of the reasons Natalie had chosen to leave. I knew she was afraid I hadn’t truly forgiven her and maybe I hadn’t, but it was the past. We were both moving on with our lives. 
 
   “Maybe if you talked again…you never know what could happen.”
 
   “If she wanted to see me, she would call.” 
 
   Part of me had waited for the phone to ring and see her name flash across the screen. She knew I’d been thinking about her. I’d gone all the way to Iowa to see her after all. One didn’t travel 1,600 miles for someone they didn’t care about, but I hadn’t heard from her since she got to the city, which only added to my resolution of no longer dwelling on the past and all the what ifs. 
 
   “My phone’s been silent since she got here,” I continued, looking into my sister’s eyes. “And that’s for the best. We’re no longer having this conversation.” 
 
   I gave her a look that told her we were finished with this and I picked up my speed to a pace I knew she couldn’t keep up with. I shouldn’t have told her. I should’ve kept my mouth shut, but part of me wanted my sister to see the way I missed Natalie…to see how Christina had hurt me, but I knew I had no right to feel that way. My world had unraveled because of my faults and no one else’s.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eleven
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   I’d never been so nervous in my life. It was a good thing I’d chosen the long sleeved white blouse to go with my burgundy pencil skirt. As I stood in front of the mirror of the bathroom, I could see small red blotches on my chest and neck. The collar of the blouse had hidden them from the interviewers. Thinking back on the interview, I thought it’d gone well. I thought I appeared cool and collected, but on the inside, I was a complete mess and the hives were proof of that. 
 
   I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself now that it was over, and then turned and headed back out into the hallway where I was surprised to see Kara and Ava waiting for me. 
 
   “How’d it go?” Kara asked eagerly and I pulled down the collar of my blouse and they both grimaced.
 
   “What the hell are those?” Ava asked, reaching over to touch one of the spots. 
 
   “Hives,” I said and they both started laughing. I had to join them because at this point, it was all I could do. “I don’t think anyone saw them though, so maybe I still have a chance.”
 
   “I’m sure you did great.”
 
   “I hope so,” I said hesitantly.
 
   “It’d be so nice to have you back here,” Ava chimed in and I had to agree I’d love working with them again, even though I still hadn’t sold myself on the idea of coming back to New York. I hadn’t been able to reconcile the fact that perhaps I could have my own life in Manhattan apart from Drew when my life in the city had always been with him. 
 
   “They said they’d let me know in a few days, but I’d better get going. I’ve got to get ready to head back to Iowa in the morning.”
 
   “Let us know,” Kara said, giving me a hug.
 
   “I hope we’ll see you soon.” Ava hugged me too. 
 
   “Thanks for recommending me, Kara,” I said.
 
   “You’re welcome. Let’s just hope it pans out.”
 
   “Yeah,” was all I could say since I still didn’t know how I felt about taking a job here. “Thanks again…for everything.”
 
   I hugged them once more and then made my way outside, hailing a cab and heading to Court’s apartment. He was still at work and we’d planned on having dinner together before I headed back to Iowa in the morning. It was only lunch time though when I arrived back at the apartment. I changed from the pencil skirt and blouse and into a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, tying my hair back into a ponytail while I threw my clothes into the washer so they’d be clean to pack.  
 
   I sat on Court’s couch, flipping through the TV and trying to keep my mind off the interview and off of Drew. I’d been in Manhattan almost two days and I hadn’t seen him, although I’d thought about him more than I wanted to admit. Being in the city reminded me of him and of our time together. Tomorrow I’d be leaving without seeing him.  All it would take was a phone call and that would change. 
 
   I reached for my phone, looking down at it for a few moments, pulling up his name in my contacts. I’d never been able to delete his number. My finger hovered over the send button. I didn’t even know what I’d say to him if I did call. At least I could hear his voice. That alone would be worth making a fool of myself. I couldn’t do it though and I set the phone down, standing up to check on my clothes.
 
   There was a Facebook message waiting for me when I sat back down on the couch. I hit the notification and I think I nearly fell off my seat when I saw who it was from. Christina Saben.
 
   It took a moment to regain the composure I’d lost when I saw her name. I couldn’t recall a name ever causing me so much turmoil and hurt. It’d been two years since she was part of my life and to be honest, I didn’t want her back in it in any way. I had meant it when I told Drew I wanted his sister to get the help she needed, but I’d never been able to fully forgive her for the way she’d treated me, probably because I never understood her animosity towards me or the loyalty Drew had shown her despite the way she’d hurt me. 
 
   I wanted to ignore the message. I wanted to say I didn’t care what she had to say, but I’d be lying. I was curious what she had to say to me after all this time and I finally clicked on the message, my eyes scanning her words quickly. 
 
   Natalie-I know I’m the last person you probably expected to hear from. A lot has changed since you left and Drew tells me you’re in the city. I would love to meet up and talk. After everything I put you through, I owe it to you. Please consider it. Christina
 
   I must’ve read the message ten times. It was the first bit of civil communication we’d ever shared and I was trying to decipher her motives. The message sounded genuine. It piqued my curiosity, but I didn’t trust her. She’d done nothing but cause me pain from the moment we met. 
 
   That was a long time ago though. She’d gone to rehab. Maybe she was different now and as I stared down at the message, I wondered why she thought she owed me anything. 
 
   I could ignore her. I could delete the message and block her from ever contacting me again, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I wanted to know what she had to say. I wanted to know why, after all this time, she finally had something to say to me and then I started laughing to myself. Perhaps this was her way of luring me out to murder me. I wouldn’t put it past her. She’d hated me that much. 
 
   I looked at the message again. She’d said Drew had told her I was in town, which meant Court had told him. I’d deal with him later though. The fact remained that Drew knew I was here and yet, he hadn’t called me. He hadn’t acknowledged me at all. Perhaps it was for the best, even though, if I was being honest, it broke my heart. 
 
   My heart had been broken from the moment I left New York. I’d left so I could accomplish my dreams and so Drew could concentrate on his work and family, but it didn’t mean I hadn’t missed him every day I was gone and seeing him at my graduation only made that wound bigger. I’d put on a brave front, pretending I didn’t miss him, but the truth was, I missed him every moment we were apart and I wondered if maybe things would’ve been different had Christina not been involved. I wanted to know what she had to say to me because there was definitely something I needed to say to her. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I sat nervously at the little table in Bryant Park. I’d picked up a lemonade and I sipped at it while my foot tapped anxiously as my eyes scanned the crowd. I’d written Christina back and we’d agreed to meet. She was supposed to be here fifteen minutes ago. I should probably leave. No good could come of this meeting and I should go before I could get wrapped up in the drama that always followed Christina Saben. 
 
   I started gathering my purse to go, but then I looked up, my gaze locking with familiar green eyes. She’d come after all and as she stood at the entrance to the park, I noticed her eyes looked softer than I’d ever seen them. She’d only ever looked at me with a suspicious glare. She was as striking as always. Tall and thin with the same dark hair as her brother. It was shorter now though and I watched as an anxious smile tried forming on her lips. I could tell she was nervous and if I was guessing, I thought she might even be more nervous than I was. 
 
   She started walking towards me and as she got closer, I wondered what I was supposed to do. Did I stand up and greet her with a handshake? A hug was definitely out of the question, but what would be the appropriate greeting for the hostile sister of my ex-boyfriend who’d done nothing but loathe me from the moment we met? I didn’t have time to decide because she was at my table a second later and I remained seated. 
 
   “Natalie…hi,” she began and I could tell the smile was wavering. “Thank you so much for agreeing to see me. May I?” she gestured to the seat across from me and I nodded. 
 
   She sat down and we were quiet for a few moments.
 
   “Did you want to get a drink or something?” I asked and she shook her head.
 
   “No. I wouldn’t be able to stomach it, not with the way I’m feeling,” she said with a soft laugh.
 
   “Are you sick?”
 
   “Nope. Just nervous as hell.”
 
   She looked up from the table she’d been staring at so our eyes met again. She looked so different than the last time we’d interacted…the night of the opening of the cultural arts center when she’d made no effort to hide her dislike for me at dinner. That was our last conversation and the last time I’d seen her was when she was lying in a hospital bed after attempting suicide. I never really noticed it until now because I’d only ever known the hostile Christina, but her face looked softer, kinder almost. There was a sense of peace in her eyes I hadn’t seen before.
 
   “How are you, Christina?” I asked her, surprised at the coolness in my voice. I thought I wanted to finally give her a piece of my mind and confront her for how she’d come between Drew and me, but sitting across from her now, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Something told me she wasn’t that person anymore. 
 
   “I’m…” she said, pausing for a moment to think. “Better.” The smile appeared on her face again and she seemed proud. 
 
   “That’s good to hear. I hoped you were all right.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Your time in Malibu was worthwhile then?” I asked and I wondered if she picked up on the bitterness I was trying to mask when I thought back to how Drew’s decision to follow his sister to California had been the breaking point in my life with him. 
 
   “I wouldn’t be here without going to Malibu…or without my brother. He saved my life.” Her voice was soft and she looked away for a second before looking at me again. I didn’t know how to respond, so I remained quiet. “That’s the reason I asked you to meet me…because I owe it to him and I owe it to you.” She paused again and I waited for her to continue. “I know you think he chose me over you and I know you don’t understand why and it’s time you know.”
 
   I could feel my heart picking up speed. I’d pleaded with Drew to tell me why he felt such a loyalty to his sister despite the way she treated us. I knew he’d been keeping something from me. He’d never tell me what. He simply told me to trust him. I knew he’d felt guilty about something, I didn’t know what though and I thought maybe now I’d get my answer. 
 
   “I kept a secret for a very long time,” she began and I could hear her voice cracking. She took a deep breath and part of me wanted to reach across the table and take her hand to comfort her. “Drew was the only one who knew about it…until I went to Malibu.”
 
   “Christina,” I interrupted, “you don’t have to tell me this.” 
 
   I was surprised at my words. I’d wanted to know for so long what had connected Drew and his sister, but as I watched her opening up, I could tell it was painful for her and despite our past, I didn’t want to see her hurting. 
 
   “I do need to tell you because I treated you horribly, Natalie. I blamed my brother for everything and if I couldn’t be happy, I didn’t want him to be happy either. It wasn’t his fault though even though I told myself it was.” 
 
   It grew silent again as she breathed in once more. Whatever she wanted to tell me wasn’t easy for her. 
 
   “I idolized Drew growing up. Ella and Kayla were older than us, so it was always Drew and I hanging out. When he went to college and left me behind, it was hard. I begged my parents to let me spend a weekend with him up at Cornell and they finally agreed towards the end of his freshman year. I was a junior in high school and I couldn’t wait to experience college life. Drew drove down and picked me up. It was the first time I was away from my parents. Drew liked to party, but he also took his schoolwork seriously. We spent the first night watching movies with his roommate who told us about a party at his friend’s fraternity. Drew said no right away, but I begged him to go.  I wanted to see what a college party was like and I wanted to hang out with college guys. He didn’t want to take me. He was adamant about not going. He knew my parents would kill him if they found out, but I wouldn’t leave him alone and he finally agreed.” 
 
   She stopped again, taking a breath before continuing in the same quiet voice she’d been speaking in. 
 
   “The party was just as crazy as I’d hoped and it didn’t take long for Drew to become preoccupied with a girl while I wandered the house. I must’ve looked like a lost sheep,” she said with a quiet laugh. “This horrible guy started talking to me. He was crude and gross and then this guy, Aiden, stepped in and rescued me from the creep. He was a nice guy and really cute and we started talking for a while. That, of course, led to making out and for whatever reason, I went with him to a bedroom. I thought we were just going to make out…” she stopped again as her voice cracked and she swallowed hard, trying to collect herself. “He wanted more though and even though I told him no…he didn’t stop. He was so much bigger than me. I couldn’t stop him.” 
 
   Her voice was trembling now and I forgot about everything in our past. Right now she was just a woman in need of comfort and I reached my hand across the table, taking hers in mine. 
 
   “I’d never been with anyone. I was a virgin and I begged him to stop, but he kept going and I knew no one would save me. No one could hear me crying and right then, I wanted to die.” 
 
   I wasn’t aware I was crying until I felt the tear slide down my cheek. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I said softly as she wiped her eyes. 
 
   “I thought that moment was the worst moment of my life, but it didn’t take me long to see it was just the beginning of so many horrible moments that I couldn’t escape from. Rape just isn’t a moment of hurt…it’s a lifetime of pain that never goes away.”
 
   “Christina…I…I’m so sorry…” I stuttered, not knowing what to say. What do you say to someone when they reveal their deepest secret to you? There’s nothing you can say. “And Drew knew?”
 
   “He found out and I begged him not to tell my parents. I thought he was going to kill Aiden, but Drew didn’t even know the guy and I’m so glad for that because I really do think he would’ve killed him and then Drew’s life would be over.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell your parents?”
 
   “Looking back as a thirty-year-old woman, I know I should’ve, but I was seventeen. I was scared. I was ashamed. I thought it was my fault and I didn’t want Aiden to ruin my life any more than he already had. If my parents found out, they’d be devastated. I couldn’t put them through that. They’d never trust me again. They’d lock me in my room and never let me out. I decided that night no one would ever know and the only reason Drew found out was because he found me crying back at his dorm and it just slipped out. I made him swear never to tell anyone. I told him I’d kill myself if he did and he never told. He kept his promise, even though it killed him not to tell. I thought I would be okay. I thought I could forget about it and move on, but it only got worse and that’s when I started pulling away from everyone and everything. My family thought it was just a phase…a teenager with too much angst, but Drew knew better and still, he kept my secret because he was afraid I’d hurt myself…and I probably would have if anyone found out. He could barely look at me after that because he knew I was hurting and I wouldn’t let him help me. His life went on and mine continued to spiral out of control until you saw me in my finest hour when I finally decided to follow through with my threat. That night at dinner when Drew’s art center opened…when I was told to leave…he told me it was time to confront what had happened and get help. He threatened to tell my parents and I finally got the nerve to end it. I’d hated who I’d become. I hated the way I’d treated you and my brother and everyone else. I just wanted it to end. I didn’t want to be a burden anymore…the Saben sibling who’d completely sucked at life. I thought it would be easier if I was gone.”
 
   “No, Christina. Your brother…he would’ve been devastated if he’d lost you. You should’ve seen him when he found out. It would’ve killed him if you’d died.”
 
   “I know that now. I know my value. I know what I’m worth, but I don’t think I ever would’ve realized it if I hadn’t hit rock bottom. But I did hit and I’m telling you…there’s no lonelier place. I’m so glad I’m not there anymore.” 
 
   “Me too,” I said, our eyes locking and I could almost feel the animosity between us fading away.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Natalie. I’m so sorry for how I treated you and I’m sorry that my brother lost you because of me.”
 
   “You weren’t the only reason,” I said, wanting to ease her guilt in some way. While she played a role and was the final straw, she wasn’t only to blame. 
 
   “I know there were other reasons, but I want to apologize for my part and I want you to know how much he misses you. He won’t say it, but I see it. He’s not the same person since you left. He still loves you…I know he does and you can’t leave without seeing him.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. Of course I wanted to see him. Seeing him at my graduation had caused every feeling we’d shared to resurface. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him since seeing him again. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I said hesitantly. 
 
   “Please, Natalie. At least think about it. Maybe I’m being selfish, but I feel terrible about what I’ve done and I won’t be able to forgive myself if you don’t at least talk to each other again.”
 
   I didn’t want to tell her that I had seen Drew since I left New York. I didn’t want to tell her he’d surprised me at my graduation. I didn’t want her to know how much seeing him had messed me up and I didn’t want to tell her how much I wanted to see him again. 
 
   “Forgive yourself, Christina. It’s nobody’s fault what happened, but thank you for apologizing and I’m glad you’re okay now.”
 
   A weak smile formed on her face and I could tell she was disappointed by my lack of response.
 
   “Thank you for seeing me,” she said, standing up and after a moment’s hesitation, I stood too. 
 
   “I’m glad we had this talk,” I said and then I did something I never thought I’d do. I reached for Christina, the woman who’d once despised me…the woman who’d hurt me…and I hugged her. We held each other for a moment and then she pulled back, a disappointed look on her face as she turned and walked away. 
 
   I sat back down, watching as she disappeared out of the park. Her story kept replaying in my head. I’d wanted to know what Drew was hiding and now that I did, I didn’t want to know because I wished it’d never happened. He held her secret for so long, trying to protect her and trying to honor her wishes. I could only imagine how it’d felt and now I understood why he’d felt such an intense obligation to her. For the first time, it all made sense and I knew it had hurt him too. I wished he would’ve confided in me. I wished he would’ve opened up, but it wasn’t his secret to tell. 
 
   I reached into my purse, pulling out my phone and pulling up his contact information. I stared at it for a few moments, thinking about everything Christina told me. Maybe she was right. Maybe I should call him. Maybe I should see him one more time.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twelve
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   The run with my sister was a bad idea and I had no idea why I’d told her about Natalie being in the city. It was all I could think about since I’d come back to the apartment. I’d showered and was now combing through a pile of work I’d brought home. I sat at the nook overlooking the park. This view was the main reason I’d chosen this place. I knew I was fortunate to live like this and to call this apartment my home, but it was lonely. Even after two years I thought about eating dinner here with her. I couldn’t concentrate on my work so I stood up, making my way into the kitchen where I poured myself a glass of Scotch. I was beginning to doubt if my liver would survive this resurgence of Natalie. 
 
   I took a long swig, trying to banish the memories of her, but I couldn’t shake my conversation with Christina. I knew she wanted me to call Natalie because she felt guilty about coming between us. Ever since leaving rehab, she’d spent her time trying to make amends to the people she’d hurt. She felt badly for how she’d treated Natalie and she felt responsible for us not being together now. She wasn’t responsible though. She’d been a part of it and while I did harbor some resentment, I didn’t blame her completely. She wouldn’t have turned into the person she had if it hadn’t been for me. If anyone was to blame, it was me. She was the person she was because of me. 
 
   She used to follow me around like a puppy when we were kids. Only being two years younger than me, she was always around, wanting to do whatever it was I was doing. It drove me crazy and I wished she’d leave me the hell alone sometimes. Still, she was my kid sister and I looked out for her. I knew she was crushed when I left for Cornell. She’d cried as we hugged goodbye after my family drove me to my new dorm. She’d made me promise she could visit me if she could convince our parents. I was certain she’d been relentless, but towards the end of the school year, my parents finally agreed. I wished so many times that my parents would’ve said no. Everyone’s lives would be so different if they’d only told her no. 
 
   I’d made the three-and-a-half-hour drive to pick her up after classes one afternoon and the next morning, we headed back up to Cornell. I’d never seen her so excited about something. I tried telling her college life wasn’t all that exciting, but she wasn’t buying it. 
 
   The first day had been fine. I showed her around campus and then we watched movies with my roommate. The weekend was going as planned until he told us about a party. I saw the way my sister’s eyes lit up at the mention of it. She’d turned to me, grinning hopefully.
 
   “Please, Drew?” she’d pleaded.
 
   “No. No way in hell. Mom and Dad will kill me if they find out I took you to a frat party.”
 
   “How will they find out? I don’t plan on telling them, do you?”
 
   “No, because we’re not going.” 
 
   I’d tried being assertive. Had Christina not been there, I would’ve jumped at the chance. A meaningless hook up sounded good this close to finals. I could use a way to ease my stress and a hot co-ed would be a perfect way to do that, but the fact was my sister was in town and I would not take her to a place only asking for trouble. 
 
   “Seriously, Drew? You’re so boring sometimes. I came here to have fun and all we’ve done is walk around campus and watch lame movies. Why can’t we go?”
 
   “Because you’re seventeen.”
 
   “That’s not a valid reason. It’s a party. What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
   If either of us had known how prophetic her words were, she wouldn’t have asked me to go and I would’ve stood my ground, but I finally gave in after her incessant nagging. 
 
   I should’ve said absolutely not when she appeared, ready for the party in a skirt entirely too short and a tank-top that revealed way too much. I didn’t like seeing my sister that way because I knew exactly what the guys would think of her the second we stepped foot in that door. Even though she was my sister, I knew she was pretty and there would be no shortage of attention given to her when we walked in. 
 
   “You need to cover yourself up a little more,” I’d said to her and she knew better than to argue with me. She pulled a shirt on that was still too tight for my liking, but at least her cleavage was covered. 
 
   When we arrived at the party, Christina stayed close to me for the first few minutes as she looked around, taking it all in. I watched the guys and I could see she already had some fans. 
 
   I grabbed a beer not giving a second thought to the fact I was nineteen. When Christina reached for one though, I grabbed her hand firmly.
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” I’d told her and just like the clothing, she knew better than to question me. I felt more like her father than her brother at that moment, although I knew there was no way in hell our father would allow her to go to a party like this. 
 
   We finally settled in and I started to relax. It was what I expected from a frat party, but it seemed innocent enough and so when I started talking to a hot blonde, I lost track of Christina. I was glad my sister was entertaining herself because I’d found someone all too willing to serve as my stress relief. Over a decade later, I didn’t even remember her name anymore. I couldn’t recall if I’d ever known her name. I was nineteen and not looking for anything serious. Names were unimportant, just as long as they were willing. 
 
   It wasn’t long before I had the cute blonde in a corner, my hands inching over her body and becoming entirely too familiar with each other. I knew I could’ve snapped my fingers and she would’ve done anything I wanted, but with my sister being around, I couldn’t disappear into one of the bedrooms. I wasn’t going to get laid tonight, but making out and feeling her hands on me would suffice. 
 
   I’d been so caught up with the blonde I didn’t realize how late it’d gotten. I hadn’t seen Christina in over an hour. I remember pulling away from the girl and going to search for my sister. The house was crowded and the music was loud. It’d be like finding a needle in a haystack. I told myself not to panic. It had been a terrible idea to come in the first place. My parents would have my head if anything happened to Christina so I was relieved when I finally spotted her head full of black hair, standing against a wall, arms folded while she stared at the floor, her foot tapping. 
 
   “Where the hell did you disappear to?” I asked her.
 
   “Does it matter? You seemed pretty engaged with that girl.” Her tone was sharp and she continued staring at the ground. 
 
   “Yeah and I had to stop to come find your sorry ass,” I snapped at her.
 
   “Shut up, Drew!” she spat back. “Can we go back to your dorm?”
 
   “Are you okay?” I remember asking her and she looked up at me, nodding quickly. 
 
   “I’m just tired and this party sucks.”
 
   She pushed by me and I followed her as we made our way through the crowd. She was walking so quickly I had to jog to catch up with her as we headed to the car. I unlocked it and she climbed in. 
 
   “What the hell’s wrong with you?” I asked as I started the car and pulled away from the curb. 
 
   “Nothing. I just didn’t expect a college party to be so lame.”
 
   “I told you it would be. You should’ve listened to me.”
 
   “Just drive. I wanna go to bed.”
 
   “Whatever,” I said, focusing on the road. 
 
   She went straight into the bathroom when we got back to the dorm. I swear she was in the shower for an hour. I’d changed into my pajamas and I needed to brush my teeth.
 
   “C’mon, Chris!” I said, banging on the door. “Get out! I need to get in there!” 
 
   She didn’t answer, but I heard the water turn off. It was another five minutes before she opened the door. She’d changed into her pajamas and her hair was wrapped in a towel. She brushed past me and I remember glaring at her as I went inside. When I walked back into my room, she was already curled up in the sleeping bag on the floor she’d been using. Her eyes were closed, but I doubted she was asleep. I wasn’t going to mess with her. I’d take her home tomorrow and her attitude would go with her. I stepped over her and got into my bed, turning out the light.  
 
   It didn’t take me long to fall asleep, but I woke up when I heard noises coming from the bathroom. I assumed it was my roommate coming home. He was notorious for getting in late or not at all, but when I opened my eyes, I saw Christina’s sleeping bag was empty. I waited for a while, but she didn’t come out of the bathroom. I decided to check on her. 
 
   “Chris?” I asked, knocking on the door, but she didn’t answer. “Christina? Are you all right?” She remained silent and I could feel my annoyance brewing. “Open the damn door!” I shouted, pounding on it with my palm to tell her I meant business. 
 
   There was no answer and I grabbed the knob, but it was locked. I didn’t have time for her shit. I reached onto the door frame for a bent paperclip that always unlocked the door, jiggling it in the slot for a few seconds before it popped open. I had my mouth open, ready to berate her for not answering, but then I saw her, huddled on the floor, knees to her chest, arms hugging them tightly, her head tucked inside, rocking back and forth and sobbing. 
 
   “Chris?” I asked, going to her quickly and kneeling in front of her. “What’s wrong?” She didn’t answer me, she just kept crying. “What’s the matter?” I asked, not knowing what else to say because I had no clue what her problem was. She didn’t answer, but she slowly raised her head so our eyes met. Her face was chapped and red, her eyes bloodshot. She looked like a mess. “Chris…talk to me!”
 
   “I can’t.” 
 
   Her words had been almost inaudible as she choked them out. 
 
   “Can’t what? What’s wrong?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Bullshit! What is going on?” 
 
   She started sobbing again and before I knew what she was doing, she was lunging at me, wrapping her arms around me. I sat paralyzed for a few moments as she cried into my chest. I held her tightly and we stayed that way until she finally started to calm down a little. 
 
   “Please talk to me,” I whispered as gently as I could and I waited for her to respond. 
 
   “I told him no,” she choked out and I could feel her getting worked up again.
 
   “Told who no? What are you talking about?”
 
   “I told him no, but he wouldn’t stop. He didn’t stop!” she cried out, sobbing again and I felt myself getting sick, realizing what she was implying. 
 
   “Did someone hurt you?” I asked, pulling her back and forcing her to look at me. Her eyes were open, but she couldn’t look at me. “Who hurt you?” My voice was more forceful this time, but she just blinked her eyes and quiet tears spilled down her cheeks. “What happened?” I tried calming my voice this time, hoping that would help.
 
   “I met a guy,” she began and I was afraid to say something, afraid it would cause her to stop talking. “We started making out. I went to a bedroom with him. It was stupid. I was stupid. I don’t know why I went.” She stopped talking and started crying again. I held her hand as we sat on the bathroom floor and I waited for her to continue. “I told him no, but he wouldn’t stop. He didn’t stop. I told him to stop.” 
 
   She was finally able to bring her gaze to mine and I’d never seen a look like that in someone’s eyes. They looked hollow as if a piece of her was missing. 
 
   “Did he…I mean…did he?” I asked through the lump in my throat, unable to ask my sister if she’d been raped. 
 
   She closed her eyes and nodded. I pulled her to me, and she started crying again. I felt a tear slide down my cheek as I thought about what she had been through. My little sister had been raped while I was busy hooking up. I should’ve been looking out for her. I should’ve refused to take her to the party. I knew better and yet I’d taken her and because of me, my sister had been raped. 
 
   I thought I might be sick as I felt the rage building inside of me. I wanted to kill whoever had done this to her. I wanted to find him and destroy him, but I had to calm myself. I had to take care of my sister right now. The bastard could be dealt with later. 
 
   “We have to get you to the hospital. We have to tell the police,” I said suddenly, letting her go and standing up.
 
   “No!” she yelled in protest. 
 
   “What do you mean no? We need to make sure you’re all right. The police have to go get this guy.”
 
   “No, Drew!”
 
   I stared down at her. She’d looked weak and helpless when I first found her, but she looked determined now. 
 
   “No one will know about this. Ever.” 
 
   Tears were streaming down her face, but her eyes stared into mine fiercely. 
 
   “Chris…I don’t understand. You have to tell.”
 
   “I said no! He already took this from me. He won’t take anymore! If I tell, my life is over. Everyone will know. Mom and Dad will know. They’ll never let me out of their sight. Your life will be over too. They’ll never forgive you for taking me to that party.”
 
   “I don’t care about that. I care about making sure you’re okay and catching the bastard. What if he does it to someone else?” 
 
   “I’m not going to the hospital and I’m not telling the police.”
 
   “You have to. He could have an STD or you could be pregnant. You have to get checked.”
 
   “Stop it, Drew! I’m not saying anything.”
 
   “Fine. If you don’t, I will,” I said, turning around quickly and I heard her scrambling to her feet and then I felt her grab my arm and jerk as hard as she could until I was facing her.
 
   “You won’t say anything to anyone and if you do, I’ll kill myself.”
 
   Her eyes were boring into mine and the way she looked scared the hell out of me. I knew she was serious. I could tell she would go through with it. 
 
   “I swear I’ll kill myself,” she said again. “Promise me, Drew. Promise you won’t say anything.” She stared harder into my eyes, pleading with me, but I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to promise her this. I didn’t want to agree to this. “Promise me, Drew!” she shouted again and I finally nodded. 
 
   “Promise,” I whispered and we didn’t say anything for a long time. “Are you okay?” I finally asked her and then I realized what a ridiculous question it was. “I’m sorry. That was stupid of me. Of course you’re not okay.” I shook my head. I didn’t know what the hell to say to her. 
 
   She didn’t say anything, but she walked into my arms, resting her head on my chest as she started crying again. I held her for a few minutes until she was calm again and then I led her over to my bed, turning down the covers and encouraging her to climb in. She laid her head on the pillow and I covered her up. Her face was still wet from her tears and I wiped them off with my thumb. 
 
   “Go to sleep, Chris,” I said softly.
 
   “It’s gonna be okay, Drew,” she choked out. “We’ll forget this happened. We’ll move on and I’ll be okay.” I nodded, but I knew it wasn’t going to be okay. “It’ll be just like it was before this happened. It’s gonna be okay.” 
 
   I knew she was trying to convince herself, but we both knew she wasn’t going to be okay. So many times since that night, I wished I could go back and change it all. I would’ve forced her to go to the hospital. I would’ve called the police myself, but I didn’t. I sat back and watched her until she was finally asleep because I was too afraid of losing her if I told anyone. I was the reason she’d been raped. It was my fault. I wouldn’t tell anyone. I’d keep her secret like she wanted, but I promised myself then I’d never let anything happen to her again.
 
   I’d kept her secret for over a decade and because of it, I watched her descend into a person I didn’t even know. I’d done whatever I could to keep her safe and make her better, but it’d done nothing but make her hate me and spiral out of control. She blamed me for it, just as I blamed myself. We rarely talked about what had happened after that night and if I tried to bring it up, she reminded me of the promise I’d made her and I remembered the threat she’d made and because of that, I stayed quiet, something I regretted every single second of my life. Maybe if I’d told when it happened, she wouldn’t have tried killing herself ten years later. Maybe a lot of things wouldn’t have happened. Maybe I’d still have Natalie. 
 
   That was the past though and I’d told myself I wasn’t going to live in the past. Christina was better now. She’d finally dealt with her past. My family had been there for her every step of the way and I was glad to be rid of the secret that had been hanging over us, even if the guilt remained. 
 
   I took one more swig of my Scotch and finished it off. I put the glass in the sink and started towards the living room to catch the start of the Yankees game, but then the buzzer went off, letting me know someone was at my door. I went to the video monitor, flipping it on and nearly stumbling when I saw a flash of deep red hair on the screen.
 
   She looked nervous, but more than anything, she looked beautiful. I lifted my hand to let her in, but I couldn’t do it. This woman had been my greatest love and my greatest heartache and I’d be a fool if I let her in again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirteen
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   My heart was pounding as I stood outside his apartment building. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing here or what I was going to say to him, I just knew I couldn’t leave New York without at least seeing him. I understood so much since my lunch with Christina. The last two years almost made sense now. I’d tried to understand why Drew felt so compelled to help his sister and now I did and because of that, I couldn’t go back wondering what if. Still, I wasn’t prepared to see him.
 
   As I made my way to his place, it was automatic, almost as if I’d never left and when I got there, I half expected to see Charlie, the doorman I’d grown so accustomed to while I lived there. He’d moved on though and a new man stood outside the door. He was tall and bulky and reminded me of a linebacker. He looked at me curiously as I approached. He opened the door though and I walked into the lobby, which looked exactly as I remembered. I stopped in front of the buzzer and took a deep breath before lifting my finger and finally pushing it. 
 
   My foot tapped nervously as I waited. I don’t know what I expected. Part of me hoped he’d answer right away. Part of me hoped he wasn’t home. And part of me wanted to run away. 
 
   A few moments passed and he didn’t answer. I pushed the buzzer again and waited for a few more moments before I realized he wasn’t home. If I really wanted to see him, I would’ve called him. Coming by his apartment was the safe route. I could go back to Iowa saying I’d tried to see him and it just hadn’t worked out. I could pacify myself because if I didn’t see him, I wouldn’t have to have my heart broken all over again. 
 
   Before I could dwell on it anymore, I turned around, making my way out of the lobby, the giant doorman opening the door for me as I returned to the Manhattan sidewalk, deciding a walk in Central Park would do me some good. Fresh air and a visit to one of my favorite places in the city was what I needed before I returned to Iowa. Even if I was offered the job at Channel 5, I realized I couldn’t come back. I couldn’t be haunted by memories of him everywhere I went, my heart aching each time I thought of him. 
 
   I walked to the corner and stopped, waiting for the signal to change so I could cross the street and when it did, I stepped forward, but was suddenly stopped when I felt a grip on my arm. It was strong and gentle at the same time and when I turned around, I was hit with a set of green eyes and I swear I felt my heart skip a beat. 
 
   “Drew,” I said softly and even though we were surrounded by people they all disappeared and it was just us. “I…I just came by your place.”
 
   “I know. I didn’t get to the door in time. I saw you just as you walked away.”
 
   “You saw me?” 
 
   “Video monitor. I had it installed last year.”
 
   “Oh,” was all I could think to say and then it was quiet for a few seconds before I felt him leading me away from the curb and under an awning. I was disappointed when I felt his grasp loosen and his skin was no longer touching mine. 
 
   “What brought you by?” he asked and I wondered how he seemed so collected. I was a mess inside having him so close. 
 
   “I…I thought…I wanted to see you… before I go home tomorrow.” 
 
   I couldn’t seem to find my words. I’d hoped I could be discreet and come up with an excuse that didn’t make me sound desperate to see him, when truthfully, I was desperate to see him again.
 
   “I’m glad you came by.” His words came out smoothly and his lips curled up into a smile. “Would you like to grab something to eat?” 
 
   “I’m supposed to have dinner with Court,” I answered and I saw his smile dip momentarily before the confidence returned.
 
   “I’m sure he’d accept a rain check.” 
 
   I felt myself nodding without a second thought. I knew Court wouldn’t mind if I canceled our dinner.
 
   “I’m sure he would,” I said softly, unable to break our gaze. 
 
   It grew quiet again and I could feel my heart beating faster. I knew he could tell what he was doing to me and as he looked at me, I wondered if he was having any similar feelings about me. 
 
   “Is that a yes then?” 
 
   “Yes,” I said and he smiled that satisfied smile I’d missed so much.
 
   “I need to head back up to my place really quick to grab my wallet. Do you mind?”
 
   “Um…no…that’s fine.” 
 
   I was stammering because the thought of seeing his apartment again, the apartment we’d shared, wasn’t something I was prepared for. Yes, I’d gone to his apartment, but I hadn’t really thought about what it would be like if he invited me up. 
 
   We walked in silence and then Drew said a cordial hello to the doorman before we made our way to the elevator. The gold doors opened and we stepped inside. The doors closed and the silence was deafening. I could hear my heart pounding in my ears and my instincts told me to reach out and take his hand, the way I would’ve done had this been two years ago. The desire to touch him was overpowering, but I couldn’t touch him. He wasn’t my fiancé anymore. My life with him was only a memory now and I was afraid of all those memories that I knew were going to come flooding back to me. 
 
   I was relieved when the elevator doors opened and I was greeted by the familiar hallway. Our footsteps echoed loudly as we walked towards the apartment and I couldn’t help but think about the first time I’d walked this hall…when he’d found me alone in the park and took pity on me, showing me around the city and making me fall in love with him. 
 
   I watched as he typed in the code and then opened the door, turning to me and gesturing me inside. It wasn’t intentional, but I breathed out deeply before stepping over the threshold. I couldn’t tell if Drew noticed. He had to know how I was feeling. He’d always been able to read me, but he didn’t say anything.
 
   When I left, I wondered if he’d redecorate. We’d had such a good time painting and picking out the new furniture. Drew had wanted to hire someone, but I’d insisted we do it together and even though he’d been skeptical, I knew he’d enjoyed it too. 
 
   Stepping into the living room, I felt a smile spread on my face because it was nearly exactly as I’d left it. The same teal and gray walls and the same furniture. It was like I was stepping back in time…as if I’d come home. I could almost imagine dropping my purse and heading straight to our bedroom where he would do all kinds of things to me that I had missed. But then I was brought back to reality and I knew I wasn’t home. I’d given it all up and it was like a punch in the gut. 
 
   “You didn’t change anything,” I said, looking around.
 
   “Why would I? We worked hard on this.” 
 
   He looked over to me and smiled and I smiled back.
 
   “Yeah, we did,” I agreed and the silence settled in again. He didn’t stop looking at me though and I could hardly contain what my body was telling me to do. My body wanted to go to him and wrap my arms around him to feel his body against mine, to remember the safety of his embrace. I knew I’d missed him over the last two years, but it startled me how much. 
 
   “What are you in the mood for?” Drew asked, his words causing me to blush. I knew he was talking about food, but I had other things on my mind. 
 
   “Anything,” I answered.
 
   “I’d offer to make you something, but to be honest, I pretty much stopped cooking once you moved out.” 
 
   He tried to laugh, but I could tell it wasn’t easy for him to think back on my leaving. 
 
   “Back to take out?”
 
   “Did you expect anything less from me?”
 
   “Not really,” I said, smiling over to him. “What’s your favorite place? Anywhere new?” 
 
   “There’s actually a new Mexican place that’s good. Would you like to try that?” 
 
   “I’m up for anything.” 
 
   “I’ll call it in then. What do you want?” 
 
   “Whatever. You choose,” I said and he looked at me skeptically, but then pulled out his phone and a moment later, he was ordering enchiladas with rice and beans. He slid his phone back in his pocket and turned to me. 
 
   “You’re okay with staying in?” he asked and I nodded. I knew I shouldn’t be here, but if I was being honest, it was where I wanted to be…here, in his apartment and not in a crowded restaurant. 
 
   “I’m fine,” I answered and he looked happy. 
 
   “In that case, can I get you some wine?”
 
   “Please,” I told him.
 
   He walked into the kitchen and I sat down on the couch. He returned a few moments later, setting a glass in front of me. I picked it up and took a sip. It was sweet, just as I liked it. He took a drink of the dry red wine he preferred and the silence crept in again. I didn’t know what to say to him. Just being in his presence was overwhelming enough. It was strange being with him like this. We hadn’t broken up because we’d fallen out of love. I’d never been more in love with him when I left, but the time wasn’t right for us and leaving him had been one of the hardest things I’d ever done. I’d never stopped loving him and being so close to him again I knew I was still in love with him and yet, I had to sit here and pretend I wasn’t. 
 
   “I didn’t expect to see you,” he finally began.
 
   “You knew I was in town?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.
 
   “I did know. Court told me,” he began. “How was the interview?”
 
   “I think it went all right. I should hear something in a few days.”
 
   “So, there’s a chance you’ll be coming back to New York?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe,” I said, shrugging my shoulders and then paused for a moment, staring down at the floor for a second before looking back into his eyes. “Would you be all right with me coming back?”
 
   He set his glass down on the coffee table and leaned toward me. 
 
   “I never wanted you to leave in the first place.” 
 
   Our eyes locked and I knew he could feel what I was feeling. I knew he felt the pull and I knew even though he was trying not to show it, his heart was beating as fast as mine. 
 
   The buzzer sounded then and both of our eyes turned to the door and I was finally able to catch my breath now that he wasn’t looking at me. He stood up and went to the door, granting access to the delivery person. I was glad he didn’t come back while he waited for the food to make its way up the elevator and to the apartment. I needed a chance to collect my thoughts and compose myself. Where was this going? What was I going to say to him? It was obvious nothing had changed between us. It was as if we’d hit pause and now we were picking up where we left off. 
 
   Drew paid for the food and then walked to the kitchen, setting it down on the table of the breakfast nook we’d shared so many meals at. I stood up and went over to him. He was getting us plates as I started opening the containers. As we moved around the kitchen, I was taken back to our life here and all of the times we shared. I glanced out the window to the incredible view of Central Park and then I felt him behind me. His presence was heavy and I wondered if he was standing there for as long as I thought he was or if it was just my imagination, wishful thinking more like it on my part. He reached around me, placing the plates and silverware on the table and then sitting down. I sat across from him and we began dishing up. 
 
   “You’re right. This is really good,” I said as we ate.
 
   “How are you, Natalie?” he asked me a few minutes later and I’d forgotten how much I liked hearing him say my name. 
 
   I stopped pushing the food around with my fork and looked up to meet his eyes again. He was gazing at me the way he used to, leaning back in his chair, his head cocked just slightly, a hint of a smile on his lips. I didn’t know how to answer his question. I was okay. My life was exactly where it should be at this moment, or that’s what I wanted to tell myself. I’d graduated and I had a possible job in New York City. I was right where I told myself I wanted to be and I did want all of it, but sitting across from Drew now, the presence of him consuming me the way it had from the moment we met, I knew something was missing and that something was him. 
 
   “I’m all right,” is what I settled on instead when I finally answered his question. 
 
   “And how have the last two years treated you?”
 
   “As well as can be expected. What about you?”
 
   “They’ve not been my most favorite years,” he said, leaning forward again and taking another bite and I wondered what he was implying. 
 
   “Is everything okay?”
 
   “It’s fine,” he said and I was surprised by the flatness in his voice. 
 
   “Are you seeing anyone?” I asked, surprising even myself that I’d asked the question. I knew he probably wasn’t. I didn’t think Christina would’ve left out that bit of information. He laughed a little, glancing down at his food again before looking at me once more. 
 
   “No, Natalie. I’m not seeing anyone,” he answered and it was quiet again for a few moments. “And you? I saw Ethan at your graduation. You two have reconciled then?” 
 
   “No,” I said quickly. “We’re friends.”
 
   “Friends?” he asked, raising a quizzical eyebrow.
 
   “Yes. He’s got his own drama, but I’m not part of it. We’re strictly friends.” I thought I saw a wave of relief wash over his face, but he didn’t say anything. “And how’s work?”
 
   “Same old stuff.”
 
   “And the California office?”
 
   “Still a thorn in my side, but it’s fine.”
 
   I tried not to read into his expression, but he seemed troubled when talking about work. I thought about pressing him further, but didn’t. 
 
   It was mostly silent as we finished eating and when we were done, he cleared my plate and we went back into the living room. I sat on the couch and he sat on the opposite end, leaving a cushion between us. My heart was pounding again, wanting to inch over until the gap was closed and I could rest my head against his chest while he held me, the way he used to, the way I’d missed. 
 
   “Why did you come here, Natalie?” he asked suddenly and I was taken aback by his words. 
 
   “I wasn’t going to,” I answered.
 
   “Then why did you?” 
 
   “Christina contacted me.” 
 
   This got his attention because I saw his back stiffen and he looked away, his eyes focusing on a picture across the room. 
 
   “What did she have to say?”
 
   “She wanted to apologize for how she treated me…and she told me everything,” I said softly and I waited to continue. He knew exactly what I was referring to and his eyes slowly moved from the picture to look at me, a subtle pained expression on his face.
 
   “What did she tell you?” 
 
   His voice was deep and low and I could tell he was nervous now. 
 
   “She told me what happened to her and what you did to help her.”
 
   “I didn’t help her,” he said quickly. 
 
   “She said you saved her life.”
 
   He looked away again, his eyebrows furrowing and his gaze focused back on the wall. 
 
   “I didn’t save her life. I’m the one who destroyed her life.”
 
   “No, you didn’t.”
 
   I didn’t think. I simply moved onto the cushion that was separating us and I took his hand, wrapping it in both of mine, trying to comfort him. 
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me, Drew? Why didn’t you just tell me why you felt you had to help your sister?”
 
   He closed his eyes for a moment, as if he was lost in thought and then slowly opened them, looking right at me.
 
   “Because it wasn’t my secret to tell.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fourteen
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   My body was aching being this close to her. I’d left the cushion between us on purpose. I’d sat on the couch to be closer to her, but the cushion had been my safety net. She’d destroyed that though and she was too close now. Her thigh was resting against mine and she was holding my hand. Her skin was so soft. It always had been. I could smell her too, that fresh, soft scent that had always been her and she was consuming me. 
 
   I’d been staring at a picture of the Flatiron building across the room, but I turned my head so our eyes met again. She looked sad and I hated knowing she was sad. She wanted to know why I hadn’t told her about my sister. So many times I’d wanted to tell her. I’d needed her to trust me and to understand I wasn’t choosing Christina over her. No one could ever come before Natalie, but the secret my sister and I shared was too powerful. She’d begged me not to tell. I hadn’t wanted to keep her secret, but like I’d told Natalie, it wasn’t my secret to tell. But, if I had told, so many things could’ve been avoided and instead of forcing myself to keep my hands off of her, I might be making love to her right now.  
 
   “She doesn’t blame you anymore,” Natalie began. Her voice was soft and gentle and I knew she believed what she was saying. 
 
   “I know she doesn’t, but I can’t help but still feel responsible. It destroyed both of our lives.”
 
   I knew she could feel the intensity in my eyes. She knew what I was talking about. There was no point in trying to mask the way I felt for this woman. I’d never had feelings for anyone like I had for Natalie. 
 
   “She seems better now though,” she said in an obvious disregard for my statement on the destruction of my life because she knew losing her had been what I’d been alluding to.
 
   “She is better,” I answered, but I could hear how flat my voice was. 
 
   Christina was better and I was grateful for that, but it didn’t mean a little piece of me didn’t harbor resentment that while my sister was finally moving on, I was stuck in the past, pining for a woman and wishing for the life I’d let slip through my fingers. 
 
   “I know it wasn’t your secret to tell, but I can’t help but think maybe if I’d known…” she began softly, but then her voice trailed off.
 
   “Maybe everything could be different,” I finished and I couldn’t help myself when I reached up with the hand she wasn’t holding and brushed my fingertips over her cheek as gently as I could. I watched as her eyelids closed slowly. She liked me touching her. I could feel it. I could see it on her face. She wanted this. I wanted this. I wanted to taste her, to feel everything about her again. I wanted to slowly strip every piece of clothing from her body. I wanted to be inside of her. I wanted to hear her cry out my name as I took her places only I could. I wanted to feel her body tremble beneath me, but mostly, I wanted to hear her tell me she loved me again. 
 
   Her eyes finally opened. She had the most exquisite eyes. Deep brown with hints of gold flecks around the iris. And I’d forgotten how flawless her skin was. Even without make-up she was pure perfection. My eyes focused on her lips then, so full and inviting and just the perfect shade of pink. I knew they were aching to feel mine again. She started coming closer to me, her face tilting up towards me. She was waiting for me to kiss her. Every ounce of me was screaming to do it, to finally dull the ache that had filled me every day since she’d left, but just as I could feel the warmth of her breath on my lips, I stopped, halting just before our lips met. 
 
   “I can’t,” I whispered and she pulled away, taking her hands from mine, ending all contact with our bodies and the rejected and embarrassed look on her face killed me inside. “I’ve missed you every second over the last two years. I can’t kiss you now and have you leave again. It’s too hard, Natalie.”
 
   Her hand went to her mouth and her eyes glistened. I thought she might cry. I didn’t want her to cry, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t kiss her because I didn’t know if I’d be able to handle her leaving again. She had a hold on me that I’d learned to manage, but one kiss from her before she disappeared to Iowa would fuck me up to an extent I didn’t want to think about.
 
   “I’m sorry, Drew. I shouldn’t have come,” she said quietly, standing up and gathering her things. 
 
   I remained on the couch, deciding what I should do. She couldn’t leave like this. She couldn’t go back to Iowa with this as her last impression of me because then she’d never even consider coming back to New York if she got the job and while I couldn’t kiss her now, if she came back, maybe things would change. I’d always held onto a sliver of hope that she would come back and we’d have the life that had nearly been ours. 
 
   “I’m glad you did come,” I finally said, standing up and taking her arm just as she’d turned to the door, spinning her around to face me. “This whole time you’ve been gone…I never stopped loving you.” 
 
   Her eyes locked with mine and then she blinked as one tear fell down her cheek. She quickly wiped it away. 
 
   “Please don’t say that,” she said, meeting my eyes once more and then she pulled her arm from my grasp and walked out. 
 
   I stared at the door for a long time. I couldn’t decide what hurt most: watching her leave the first time or having her so close once more and losing her again. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fifteen 
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   I hadn’t been able to get his words from my mind. This whole time you’ve been gone…I never stopped loving you. When I went to see him, I hadn’t expected those words. It’d been undeniable that our feelings were still there. Nothing had changed for me. If anything, my feelings for him were even stronger. I’d suspected he felt the same for me, but I’d never expected him to actually say it. I didn’t know what to say in response. He hadn’t been able to kiss me, but what was I supposed to do with his proclamation? He’d basically told me he was still in love with me and I was supposed to leave and pretend he hadn’t said it? He had said it and now it was all I could think about.
 
   I’d been back in Iowa for two days now. I hadn’t told Court what Drew had said to me, but he knew I’d seen him. It was the only way he’d forgive me for blowing off our dinner. He’d tried prodding me for information, but I kept it vague. He knew I’d left out most of the details, which of course, irked him. I’d gone to bed early, we’d said goodbye in the morning and I’d headed back to Iowa, not knowing if and when I’d ever return to the city again. 
 
   “How was New York?” one of my co-workers asked.
 
   I was finishing up the lunch shift at The Grill. It’d been uneventful, but served as a reminder that I did not want to be serving food to people for the rest of my life.
 
   “It was good,” I said, not offering up anything else. 
 
   They’d assumed I’d gone for pleasure, not for an interview. I’d only told my boss the true reason for my visit. She’d been supportive. She was used to it after all. Most of the employees were college students. She was used to the revolving door. She’d asked me how the interview had gone and I’d told her honestly that it could go either way. 
 
   I clocked out and made my way to my car, pulling out my cell phone. I’d been checking it more than usual, waiting for any word from Channel 5 and if I was being completely honest, I was hoping for something from Drew. I turned on the car to get the air going and then glanced down at my phone, seeing a voicemail notification. I could feel the nerves kick in when I looked at my missed calls and saw a number with a Manhattan area code. I hit my voicemail and waited. My heart pounded when I heard the voice of Daphne Delphene, the woman who’d led the interviews. Her voice was cheerful as she stated who she was and when I heard her say she’d like me to join the Channel 5 team, I sighed in relief. I’d done it. The job was mine if I wanted it. I’d given up Drew for this opportunity and now it was mine for the taking. I didn’t think I’d return to New York after walking away from Drew, but now I could if I wanted to. I set the phone down and stared ahead until my eyes drifted down to my bracelet. It would be so easy to say yes to New York, to go back to the city that had changed my life, to go back to the city where he was.  
 
   It wasn’t only about him though. I’d loved my time at Channel 5, working with Ava and Kara. I missed that and I missed Court too. Deep down, I loved New York and so I picked up the phone to call Daphne back. I half expected her not to answer, but to my surprise, she did. She told me the salary and while I wouldn’t be living in the lap of luxury, it would be enough to support myself and have the independence I’d craved. It was exactly what I’d wanted after graduation and I’d be a fool to turn it down and so, without thinking, I accepted the offer. I had two weeks to get myself to New York. I’d never been more terrified or excited for anything in my life.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Sixteen
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   I could tell Court had something on his mind the moment he walked into the office a few days later. Images of Natalie leaving the apartment had become the staple in my stream of consciousness. I’d planted the seed. She knew I hadn’t stopped loving her, but she’d walked away. I didn’t take that as a loss though. I was hardly defeated. I didn’t expect her to say it in return or come running into my arms, but maybe now she’d consider moving back to New York and maybe something could be rekindled, maybe not.
 
   “Have you heard?” Court said after he’d turned on his computer and walked into my office.
 
   “Heard what?”
 
   “Natalie got the job at Channel 5.”
 
   I stopped what I was doing, looking up from my computer screen, doing my best to mask how much this information intrigued me. 
 
   “I hadn’t heard. I’m happy for her.”
 
   “She’ll be here next week.” 
 
   “Has she found a place to live yet?” 
 
   “My couch until she can get her own place.”
 
   “Your couch?” 
 
   I raised a doubtful eyebrow at him and I saw him flinch a little. It was good to know that despite the friendly rapport of our working relationship, he still feared me a little. 
 
   “I hope that’s all right. I mean…she needs somewhere to stay,” he said. 
 
   Yes, she does need somewhere to stay. My apartment. 
 
   “Of course it’s all right,” I said, keeping my real thoughts to myself and I could feel him watching me. “Do you need something else, Court?”
 
   “No,” he answered.
 
   “Then I have work to do.”
 
   He didn’t say anything more. He went back to his desk and got to work and I turned back to mine. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
    
 
   “What did you do to Bethany?” 
 
   Kayla sat down across from me, placing her plate with her grinder in front of her. I’d kept myself busy all morning until she’d texted, asking if we could meet up for lunch. I hadn’t seen her since the night she set Bethany and me up and so I agreed. 
 
   “Bethany? That was three weeks ago.”
 
   “Exactly. And for the last three weeks she’s barely spoken two words to me. I’ve been meaning to call you to see what the hell happened, but I’ve been too busy with the trial I’m working on. Now that that’s over, I’m ready to hear what you did.”
 
   “Why do you assume it’s me?” I asked with a laugh.
 
   “Because I know you and I know the way you treat women.”
 
   “Then maybe you shouldn’t have tried setting me up with your boss.”
 
   “She’s not my boss,” Kayla interjected. “I thought she was a good fit for you, so how the hell did you mess it up?”
 
   “Do you really want to know?”
 
   “Yes, I want to know. I wouldn’t have asked otherwise.” 
 
   She was glaring at me the way she did when she was annoyed at me, but my mouth just curled into a smile.
 
   “The night you set us up,” I began, “I went back to her place and needless to say, we got to know each other quite well.”
 
   “Gross,” she shuddered. “I don’t need to know about your sexual escapades.”
 
   “Hey,” I said, pointing my fork at her, “you asked.”
 
   “Please tell me you didn’t have sex with her and not call her again.”
 
   “In fact, Kayla, I called her the next day and took her to dinner. When we went back to my place and I put the kibosh on any future mutual activities, she called me an asshole and walked out.”
 
   Kayla sighed, sat back in her seat and folded her arms. 
 
   “She’s right. You are an asshole.”
 
   “What? Why am I an asshole?”
 
   “Because you have no regard for anyone’s feelings but your own.”
 
   “Where is this coming from?” I said as I started to laugh. “I thought we were on the same team.”
 
   “We are. I’m just tired of seeing you unhappy.”
 
   “I’m perfectly happy.”
 
   “Bullshit. You haven’t been happy since she left,” Kayla said and we both knew who she was referring to. 
 
   “Natalie has nothing to do with this or my happiness.”
 
   “She has everything to do with your happiness.”
 
   I chose to ignore my sister and took a bite of my sandwich.
 
   “You need to stop thinking you’re somehow responsible for my happiness.”
 
   “You’re my baby brother. I don’t care how old we get. I will always look out for you and I care if you’re happy, so yeah…I make it my business because I love you…even if you are an asshole.” 
 
   Our eyes met and I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
   “I appreciate your concern and I’m sorry about Bethany, but regardless of what you may think, I cut things off with her to spare her feelings, not to hurt her.” 
 
   She sighed again and nodded. 
 
   “I know that, Drew. Truly, I do. I only wish you could find a way to stop comparing every woman you meet to Natalie.”
 
   “I don’t do that,” I scoffed, even though I knew I did exactly that.
 
   “Don’t patronize me, little brother. Yes, you do and I think it’s time you move on.”
 
   “I saw her,” I said abruptly.
 
   “Saw who?”
 
   “Natalie.”
 
   “Natalie? When? When’d you see her?” 
 
   “I went to her graduation.”
 
   “You went to Iowa?” She looked at me and when I nodded, she shook her head. “Shit. You’re worse off than I thought.”
 
   “Don’t try and understand because you can’t.”
 
   “I’m not trying to understand. Did anything come of it?” 
 
   “No,” I said. Besides reaffirming I was still completely in love with her. “She’s moving back to New York though. Just found out this morning.”
 
   “She’s moving back?”
 
   “Got a job at Channel 5 again. She was here only a few days ago. She met up with Christina.”
 
   “Shit,” Kayla said softly, leaning back into her chair again. 
 
   “She told Natalie everything.”
 
   “Everything?” 
 
   “Everything,” I confirmed.
 
   “So, now Natalie knows why you did what you did.”
 
   “She does.”
 
   “And does this change anything?” she asked me.
 
   “I don’t know. At least she knows though.”
 
   “When will she be back?” 
 
   “Next week, according to Court,” I told her.
 
   “What’re you going to do?” 
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Do you still love her?” she asked and I paused for a moment, not sure how to respond. I hadn’t said it to anyone since she left, but I looked into my sister’s eyes and I nodded. 
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   “Then win her back.”
 
   “It’s not that simple, Kayla.”
 
   “It is that simple. You need her. You love her. Make it happen.” She reached across the table, taking my hand. “She made you happy and I want to see you happy again.”
 
   Kayla was right. Natalie had made me happy and I wanted to feel that again. I wanted that happiness back. I wanted her back and I wanted our life back. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Seventeen
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   The first time I moved to New York City, I was hopeful, but also naïve. I hadn’t known what to expect and I never would’ve imagined my life would turn out the way it did. I never thought Ethan and I would break up or that I’d fall in love with Drew. My first time in New York, I learned you never know what life will throw at you, which is all I could think about as I made my second move to the city.  I’d taken a plane, having sold my car. I’d have no need for it and the $5,000 I’d gotten for it would definitely help with the move. 
 
   Court had met me at the airport, even though I told him that wasn’t necessary. He’d insisted though and I had to admit it was nice to see a familiar face when descending into baggage claim. 
 
   “Glad to be back?” he asked as we rode the subway. He’d helped me lug the two giant bags I’d brought with me. It hadn’t been easy, but I’d somehow dwindled my life’s belongings into two suitcases. 
 
   “I am. I’m excited to start the new job.”
 
   “It’s good to have you back in the city,” he said, giving me a squeeze as the car squealed along the tracks. 
 
   “It’s good to be back,” I told him and then turned to him. “Are you sure it’s okay that I crash on your couch for a while?”
 
   “Of course it’s okay. It’ll be good to have the company. When is your first day?”
 
   “Monday,” I told him, which meant I had five days to settle in and hopefully find a place before starting my job. 
 
   “I’ve already started looking at apartments that might interest you.”
 
   “You didn’t have to do that, but thank you. I don’t want to impose on you too long.”
 
   “You can stay as long as you need to,” he said and then paused for a moment. “Have you spoken to Drew at all?” 
 
   “No. Not since the day I went to see him. I’m assuming you told him.”
 
   “You’d assume right. I did tell him.”
 
   “How’d he react?” 
 
   “His usual stoic self. He tried not to show any reaction at all, but I can assure you, he’s glad you’re back,” he said and then looked at me. “And what about you, Natalie? How are you feeling about being back in the same city as Drew?”
 
   I didn’t answer right away. I wanted to be careful how I responded. It really didn’t matter though. No matter what I said, he’d know how I really felt…that the mere fact there was even a chance of rekindling some kind of relationship with Drew both excited me and scared me to death. 
 
   “I don’t know, Court. We went through so much. I don’t know what will happen…if anything even happens at all.”
 
   “I wish both of you would get over whatever it is you’re hung up on and just get back together.”
 
   I started laughing and he nudged me.
 
   “I wish it were that simple.”
 
   “You do still love him, don’t you?” 
 
   “I’m not saying anything that might incriminate me since you see him every day.”
 
   “You don’t need to say anything. That was all the answer I needed,” he said, grinning over to me just as the train came to our stop. 
 
   We lugged the suitcases off and made our way to ground level, walking the few blocks to Court’s apartment. As we walked up the stairs, my mind was taken back to when Ethan and I made the climb to our apartment. It’d been much different then. This was now though and when Court opened the door, I stepped inside my new home.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Court and I spent the next few days looking at different apartments. I found a few I liked, not far from Court’s place. Only one bedrooms or studios, but they were perfect for me. I was just waiting to hear back from the property managers, so until then I remained on Court’s couch, which wasn’t half bad actually. 
 
   Monday morning came and I woke up early to get ready for my first day. I chose a black pencil skirt and pink blouse and pulled my hair up into a high bun. It looked professional, while still cute, and I took a deep breath. I was as ready for my first day as I was going to get. 
 
   Court was sitting at the table, eating a bowl of cereal when I came out of the bathroom. His hair was a mess and he was wrapped in a black robe. 
 
   “I’m so glad I’m gay. Women take way too long in the bathroom.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said apologetically. “I didn’t realize I was in there so long.”
 
   “You’re fine, Natalie. I couldn’t resist the chance to ruffle your feathers on your first day,” he said and then I saw him looking me over. “And for the record, every second you spent getting ready was worth it. You look fabulous.”
 
   “You think so?” I asked nervously, smoothing my skirt.
 
   “Yes. You could wear anything and still be a knockout.” 
 
   His comment made me blush. I’d been told I was pretty my whole life, but I never really felt pretty, not until Drew. He’d made me feel beautiful. 
 
   “Thank you, Court,” I said as I gathered my purse.
 
   “Aren’t you going to have some breakfast?” 
 
   “No. I’m too nervous to eat.”
 
   “This is no way to start your morning, Natalie. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”
 
   “Thank you for your concern, Mr. Mayhew, but I’d rather be hungry than throw up all over my new co-workers.” He started laughing and I opened the door. “I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   “Break a leg,” he said and I waved, closing the door behind me. 
 
   I was at the station a half an hour later and I was glad to see Kara and Ava waiting for me. 
 
   “It’s so good to have you back,” Kara said, hugging me and then passed me to Ava for her embrace. 
 
   “It’s good to be here. I’m so excited,” I said as we started walking. 
 
   “You should be. You’re going to be great,” Ava told me as she led me down a hallway. “We’ll take you to HR first so you can finish filling out your paperwork and all the fun stuff.”
 
   We stopped in front of a door and she knocked. A voice told us to come in and when Ava opened the door, a woman gestured us inside. She introduced herself as Sally and she was nice as we went through all the formalities. Kara and Ava had excused themselves, but met up with me when I was done with Sally after almost an hour. 
 
   “Here’s your desk,” Kara said and then grinned. “I guess I should say cubicle.”
 
   “It’s great. It’s bigger than my last one,” I said, grateful to even have this job. 
 
   A woman appeared then and I recognized her as Daphne Delphene, the woman who’d hired me. 
 
   “Natalie. Hello,” she said, extending her hand to me. “Welcome.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, greeting her with a smile. 
 
   “I see Ava and Kara are helping you to get settled.”
 
   “They are. They’re being very helpful.”
 
   “Well, I’ll take it from here, ladies,” Daphne said.
 
   “We should probably attend to our own jobs,” Kara said, smiling over to me. 
 
   “We’ll catch up at lunch,” Ava said and then they turned and left, leaving me with Daphne. 
 
   “You’re all settled with HR then?” Daphne asked and I nodded. “Then, let’s hit the ground running.  There’s a story we’re working on, a city councilman who’s being charged with embezzlement. There are some new angles I’d like to explore and I’d like you to help me.”
 
   I smiled at Daphne. For a woman who hardly knew me other than my interview, I was grateful for her confidence in me. I didn’t want to sit around. I wanted to get to work and it looked as if Daphne was going to let me do that.
 
   “Go ahead and get your things settled and then meet me in the conference room in fifteen minutes. It’s just down the hall. You can’t miss it. Again, welcome to the team.”
 
   “Thank you, Daphne.” I smiled and she left. 
 
   I sat down at my desk, settling into the squeaky chair and turning on the computer. I looked around the cubicle as it booted up. It was bare and it definitely needed some livening up. Pictures or maybe a plant. The gray walls were too clinical. 
 
   The computer finally booted up, but that’s about all I could do since it required a password, which I didn’t have. I stood up and looked around, but my little corner of the station seemed almost lifeless and the people I did see seemed too busy to help the new girl with her computer problems. 
 
   I sat back down and then my eyes found a list of phone numbers taped to the wall of my cubicle and one of those numbers was labeled IT DEPT. I picked up the phone, dialed the extension and when someone answered, I explained my problem and was told someone would be right up. I looked at the time. Daphne expected me to meet her in less than fifteen minutes and I didn’t want to be late. 
 
   Just as I was worrying about my punctuality, I heard footsteps approaching and I saw someone walking towards me. He was cute with shaggy dark blonde hair, but I was surprised with his attire: loose jeans and a t-shirt. 
 
   “Are you Natalie?” he asked when he got to my desk. 
 
   “Yes. Today’s my first day and I can’t get my computer going.” 
 
   “That’s pretty standard. We try and prevent this from happening by setting this up in advance. Somehow you slipped through the cracks. Please don’t take this as a reflection of the service the IT department will provide you during your time at Channel 5.” He grinned down at me, revealing a less than perfect smile, but charming nonetheless. “May I?” He gestured to my seat and I stood up so he could sit. He started typing and then looked at me. “So, your user name is vassern. What would you like your password to be?” 
 
   “Amethyst,” I answered without hesitation, looking down at my bracelet. 
 
   “Your birthday’s in February then?”
 
   “No,” I answered quickly, but didn’t expound and he didn’t ask.
 
   “Okay,” he said typing it in and the desktop popped up. “I need to get your email set up. It’ll take me a few minutes.”
 
   “I’ve got to meet with Daphne pretty soon, so I’ll let you take care of that so I’m not late. Thank you for coming down so quickly.” 
 
   “Sure thing. I’m Holden Donnelly, by the way. Welcome to Channel 5.”
 
   “Thank you, Holden,” I said and he glanced up, smiling at me before I went to find the conference room. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The day went by quickly and I had a feeling as I gathered my things to go home at five o’clock, I would like this job. Daphne was kind, yet strong, and while she was sensitive to the fact I was new at this, she treated me like the rest of the team. Still, I was glad my first day was over and I’d survived. The butterflies were nearly gone and while I was eager to get back the next day, I was also ready to grab some dinner and relax before doing it all over again. 
 
   “Did the email work out for you?” 
 
   The voice startled me and I turned around just as I was nearing the front door. It was Holden and by the messenger bag flung over his shoulder, I could tell he was headed home as well. 
 
   “Yeah, it was great. Thanks so much for getting that set up,” I said as he walked up beside me.
 
   “No problem. That’s my job. One of the unsung heroes of Channel 5.”
 
   He laughed a little and then we started walking. Outside, it was a warm evening and too humid for my liking. I didn’t know which way Holden needed to be going, but he kept walking beside me. 
 
   “How was your first day?” 
 
   “It was great actually. Thanks for asking.”
 
   “You’re new in town?” he asked and I turned to him, smiling.
 
   “Sort of.”
 
   “Sounds interesting? What do you mean by sort of?”
 
   “I lived here a couple of years ago, then moved back to Iowa for grad school.”
 
   “Iowa? The land of farmer’s daughters,” he said, grinning at me. “But, you don’t exactly look like a farmer’s daughter.”
 
   “That’s because I’m not. My dad owns a construction company and my mom is in real estate. Not exactly farming. I can tell by your quick to judge stereotype that you are a local.”
 
   “If you mean local as in Manhattan, you’re wrong. I’m a Long Island boy myself.”
 
   “No wonder you’re so pushy,” I said with a quick laugh.
 
   “Now who’s stereotyping?” he asked as I stopped at a corner to cross the street. 
 
   “I’ll give you that one. Now,” I said, gesturing to the crosswalk, “I turn left here.”
 
   “I usually go right, but that could change if you want to take me out to dinner,” he said and I started laughing. 
 
   “Asking me out on my first day? You are bold.”
 
   “I didn’t ask you out. I was merely suggesting you might want to treat me to dinner as a thank you for taking care of all of your IT needs today.”
 
   “You expect payment other than your paycheck?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him.
 
   “It always helps to have the IT guy on your side.” He grinned back and crossed his arms playfully. 
 
   “Your little game is really pathetic.”
 
   “Perhaps it is, but are you willing to play?” 
 
   He was smiling playfully at me and I couldn’t deny he was charming. A quick dinner wouldn’t hurt and so I nodded.
 
   “I’ll play, but just this once and I’m not paying. Us Iowans still believe in traditions, namely chivalry.” 
 
   “Does this mean I have to get doors for you and pull out your seat too?”
 
   “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
   “Nor would I. Shall we?” he asked, extending an arm, inviting me to link mine with his as if he were from a hundred years ago. I just laughed and started walking. 
 
   We found a place not too far from the station, an Indian buffet and soon we were eating all kinds of foods I’d never seen before and engaging in small talk. Holden had gone to Penn State and returned home to New York after graduating. He was a year younger than me and it was his second year at Channel 5. I liked him, even if he was flirting mercilessly. I should’ve been kind and told him I wasn’t interested in dating anyone. I hadn’t been much in the mood for that since I left New York. I’d gone back to Iowa to focus on me, not to date anyone. What would be the purpose of that? I’d already found the love of my life and I’d let him go. If I wanted to date, it would strictly be for carnal reasons because emotionally, my heart still belonged to Drew. 
 
   I hadn’t been completely celibate since we broke up though. One night, about six months after I’d left New York, I’d gone to a club with some friends, got completely hammered and ended up going home with Carter, a guy I’d spent the night dancing with. He was insanely hot and when he started stripping me of my clothes back at his place, I granted him all access. I was lonely and I missed Drew to the point I thought I’d be sick sometimes. I thought losing myself in someone else would help me to forget him and dull the ache of not having him in my life anymore. It did anything but that. It only made me miss him more and realize that no one could ever compare to Drew. I cried silently after Carter fell asleep and when he tried calling me the next day, I didn’t answer. I had officially had my first one-night stand. 
 
   As I sat across from Holden, I realized I was doing the same thing. I was trying to live a normal life and go on as if the biggest part of me wasn’t missing. I was living the life of a carefree twenty-five-year-old, completely unattached and up for anything. To an outsider, I appeared to fit that mold, but inside, that wasn’t me at all. I never felt unattached from Drew. We’d been through too much to ever be completely separate. I’d carried a piece of him inside of me at one point and I’d never loved anyone the way I loved him. Still, it was simply a dinner with a new co-worker and in a city as big as New York, I needed all the friends I could get. 
 
   “Can I walk you home?” Holden asked once we were done and back outside. 
 
   “That’s not necessary, but thank you.”
 
   “What happened to your chivalry rule? No true gentleman would let an unaccompanied lady, and a beautiful lady at that, walk home unattended on the mean streets of New York.” He’d turned on a thick, sultry southern accent that made me smile. 
 
   “You have a good point. Turning down your offer would make me a bit of a hypocrite, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “Indeed it would,” he said and so I agreed. 
 
   He got in step with me and accompanied me on the twenty-minute journey home, stopping at the stoop of Court’s building. 
 
   “This is it,” I said, gesturing toward the apartment.
 
   “Not bad. It’s in a decent part of the city. Do you live alone?”
 
   “If you’re looking for an invitation to come up, the answer is no.”
 
   “C’mon, what do you take me for? You think I expected to come up?”
 
   “I don’t know what to expect with you, Holden. I hardly know you.” I smiled at him and he grinned back, shaking his head. 
 
   “I think you know enough,” he said, but I noticed the way his eyes traveled quickly over my body, even though he was trying to be discreet. “I was merely asking a question to make conversation.”
 
   “Well then, the answer is no. I don’t live alone. I’m staying with a friend until I can get my own place. I’ve put some offers on a few places and now I’m waiting to hear back.”
 
    “I wish you luck with that then,” he said, bringing back the southern gentleman from a little while ago. “And,” he continued, pausing for a second while he took my hand and kissed the back of it, “I will look forward to seeing you tomorrow.”
 
   I knew he was only being playful, but I felt my cheeks blush anyway.
 
   “Good night, Holden,” I said, smiling at him again and then turned to go in, but I noticed he didn’t leave until I was inside. 
 
   I shook my head as I walked up the stairs. I had no clue what in the hell had just happened with Holden, but it had been a nice end to my first day. 
 
   I dug in my purse and found my keys, but when I put them in the lock, I realized it was open. Court must already be home. I pushed the door open and saw him sitting at the table eating a sandwich and then my eyes drifted to the counter to the purple tulips and the giant bag of M&Ms. I made eye contact with Court, who smiled knowingly and shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “These were waiting outside the door when I got home. I wonder who they could be from?” he teased. 
 
   I ignored him and went to the flowers, finding the card amongst the petals and I saw my name written in handwriting I’d recognize anywhere. I tore open the envelope and pulled it out. 
 
   I hope your first day was everything you imagined it would be. Here’s to dreaming big and having it pay off. –Drew
 
   I must’ve read the words a hundred times and I knew Court must’ve thought I was insane for staring at the card for so long, trying to memorize the strokes of the pen. The day I left him, he’d told me to dream big. I’d done it and I was on my way to becoming the person I’d finally discovered I wanted to be, but as I continued to read his words, I realized how lonely it was without him beside me. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eighteen
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   The talk with my sister lit a fire within me. She’d made it sound so simple: Go out and get Natalie back. I decided tiptoeing around the awkwardness wouldn’t do anyone any good. I’d always believed in attacking problems head on and that’s what I planned to do. The situation with Natalie was a problem that I intended to fix. 
 
   I’d thought about her throughout the day. I knew it was her first day. Court had told me. I never asked about her, but he was more than willing to volunteer information unsolicited. He’d seen the man I’d become since she left and I was certain he was ready to see Natalie and I together again. 
 
   I’d hoped her day had gone well. First days were never easy and I started to recall her first day at my office. I was trying to reconcile why I was anxious to see the enchanting red head who’d captured my attention when I’d stumbled into her interview. I was an architect, not an office manager, which is why I left the initial rounds of hiring up to Leslie. She was a hard-ass, but that’s why she was good at what she did. I didn’t necessarily like her, but I respected her work ethic, which is why she looked at me as if I’d lost my mind when I told her to hire Natalie. 
 
   “The girl’s got no experience. She’s hardly got any job experience at all and you want me to hire her?” 
 
   I could still recall Leslie’s words to me shortly after Natalie had walked out of the most memorable interview I’d ever sat in on. I hadn’t been able to get the girl out of my mind. I’d never seen a shade of red like her hair before. It was red, but it wasn’t. It was deeper, appearing brown at times too. Growing up with three sisters, I knew they would’ve called it auburn or chestnut. Whatever it was, all I could think about during the interview was running my hands through it. 
 
   She’d worn a purple dress that surprised me. I was used to seeing women in androgynous suits in my line of work. My eyes had drifted to the neckline and the sliver of cleavage peeking out. I was certain she didn’t know it was showing, but I was more than aware of it. I tried imagining what she would be like once I’d pulled the sleeves down and peeled it from her body. 
 
   Her skin looked soft and my hands were aching to touch her. Her curves were something I wanted to feel against my body and I could feel myself getting hard as thoughts of this stranger consumed me. I had to get control of myself or I wouldn’t be able to stand up to shake her hand when she left and then all I’d think about the rest of the day would be missing the chance to actually feel her skin. 
 
   Luckily I had calmed myself enough to stand when Leslie abruptly ended the interview and I had been able to shake her hand. I think I held on longer than was customary, but I didn’t want to let her go. Her skin was as soft as it looked and I could only imagine what the skin on the hidden parts of her body felt like.  Needless to say, Natalie Vasser consumed me the rest of the day and I knew I had to see this woman again.
 
   “Yes. I want you to hire her,” I’d insisted and I wasn’t surprised to see Leslie’s face curl up in confusion.
 
   “Every other applicant is at least ten times more qualified.”
 
   “But I don’t want to work with any of the other applicants.”
 
   “You haven’t met any of the other applicants,” she countered, but when my lighthearted grin turned into a stern line, she knew not to argue anymore.
 
   “Offer Miss Vasser the job. She’s going to be my assistant. I have a good feeling about her.”
 
   I watched as Leslie tried to mask her disdain, but she failed tremendously. I knew she thought I was thinking with my hormones and I probably was, but even though the physical pull to Natalie had been unlike any I’d ever experienced, that wasn’t the only reason I wanted her hired. It was something more, something deeper. Our conversation had been brief, but even from our limited contact, I was taken with her personality. She seemed young and naïve, unjaded like most of the woman I’d met in my life. She was like a breath of fresh air in this polluted city. 
 
   Leslie didn’t argue anymore and when she told me the next day that Natalie had accepted the job, I was eager for her first day. When I got to work, Anna Beth informed me Court was showing the new hire around the office. This frustrated me, but I waited patiently and finally, they appeared, their laughter preceding them. When she saw me, she stopped smiling. She was nervous, I could tell that instantly and I was disappointed when her smile vanished. I intimidated her and I didn’t like that. She couldn’t be afraid of me because I wanted to be close to this woman. I smiled at her, trying to put her at ease. 
 
   “I was just showing Natalie around the office,” Court had said and then I nodded, turning my attention to Natalie. 
 
   “And what do you think of it?” I’d asked her, staring directly into her eyes.
 
   “It seems like a wonderful place to work, Mr. Saben.”
 
   Her voice was timid, but I’d never heard anything more delicious. She was innocent and polite. I didn’t like that she called me Mr. Saben. It made me feel old. I knew I was older than her. Seven years to be exact when I looked into her personnel file, but I didn’t want her to see me as that.
 
   “Again, as I told you yesterday, please call me Drew,” I told her, making my smile a little wider, hoping to make her comfortable. “I’m glad to have you as part of the team, Natalie.” 
 
   I’d never said truer words and her first day was the beginning of my kryptonite: the beautiful red head from Iowa. 
 
   I hoped her first day at the station had gone well, but not as memorable as her first day at Taylor and Saben. I had no doubt that she’d turned heads and caught the eye of her male and probably even some of her female co-workers. It was impossible for her to enter a room and go unnoticed. What made it even more special though was that she was completely unaware of her effect. 
 
   I thought about sending something to her work, but decided against that. It was her first day. She was getting her feet wet and didn’t need to appear as high-maintenance or entitled. I’m sure she wanted to keep a low profile and so I decided I’d deliver it to her myself and have it waiting for her when she got home. 
 
   I left early, telling Court I had some business to take care of. He knew I was probably full of shit, but he didn’t question me. I didn’t want to overdo to. It needed to be a simple gesture and so I went to a flower shop near Court’s apartment, easily deciding on purple tulips. I loved her in purple. She’d worn a purple dress the first day we met and then again the night of Thanksgiving. 
 
   That night entered my thoughts frequently. I enjoyed reliving when I’d followed her into my bedroom. There was a crowd of people in my apartment, but the only one I cared about was her. She’d gone to use the restroom and when she opened the door, I was waiting for her. It was a bold move, but I’d gotten to where I was because I was bold. Technically, she was still with Ethan, but I knew her heart was mine, even if she couldn’t admit it yet. I wasn’t proud to be longing for another man’s woman, but with Natalie, all bets were off. 
 
   It hadn’t taken long till my hands were around her small waist, lifting her onto the granite of the countertop. She was trembling beneath my touch and her breathing was heavy, her breasts rising up and down as she tried to control herself. It’d been too long since I’d felt her, since I’d made love to her that first time in Tokyo. I’d needed to feel her again. She was only inches from me and so I put my hands on that purple dress and started inching it up until it was bunched at her waist. Just the sight of her lacy black panties made me harder and when I hooked my thumbs around them, our skin meeting, her muscles flinched and I knew she wanted me inside of her. When the thong was gone, I tore at my zipper and then I looked into her eyes before pushing into her. She gasped as I filled her and her moan only made me want her more. It was just as incredible as I’d remembered. She was so warm and soft. It was as if we were made for each other. I never took my eyes off of her. I never blinked and neither did she. She wrapped her legs around me, pulling me even closer to her. She was trying to be quiet, but I knew it was hard for her. She bit her lip to stifle the moans, but they came softly with each thrust and as we continued to move, I knew she was about to erupt. When she could no longer contain it, she yelled out and I started to laugh, covering her mouth with my hand to silence her pleasure from our guests. The sounds of what I was doing to her made it even harder for me to keep silent myself. I’d never seen anything as beautiful as her when she started shaking, knowing I’d made her feel that way. She threw her arms around me just as I finished and for a few minutes, we remained like that, our breathing hard and labored. I could’ve died right then and been okay because I couldn’t imagine ever feeling any better than I did with her in my arms. I’d told her I loved her when we’d gotten ourselves together. She hadn’t believed me at first, but when I told her again, I think she did. I hadn’t intended to tell her. I hadn’t intended to fall in love with her that first day we’d met, but she’d made me fall in love with her just by being her. She went home with Ethan that night, but she came back to me and I’d welcomed her, wrapping her in my arms and praying she’d never leave. 
 
   And so because of those purple dresses, I knew the purple tulips would be fitting and I didn’t think the message would get past her either. 
 
   I filled out the card, trying to come up with a message that let her know I cared without being overly suggestive. After coming up with something fitting, I paid for the flowers and then went to Duane Reade. Natalie was a self-proclaimed chocoholic. I could’ve easily gone by Godiva and got her something ridiculously fancy, but that wasn’t the kind of girl Natalie was. M&Ms were her poison and so I purchased a large bag before making my way towards Court’s apartment. 
 
   It was nearly five o’clock when I got to the building, and after flirting with one of the tenants, I was able to follow the woman inside without ever having to be buzzed in. I didn’t know when Natalie would be home and so I knocked, hoping she might be there. The door remained closed though and I left the flowers and candy in front of it to greet her upon her return. 
 
   I assumed it wouldn’t be long before she came home. I wanted to be close in case she called or texted to thank me. Perhaps we could catch dinner or at least talk again. 
 
   There was a small café across the street. I found a table by the window, pulled out my laptop, ordered a coffee and logged onto the Wi-Fi to get some work done while I waited for her to get home. The server seemed annoyed I only got a coffee, but I’d make up for it with a tip that far exceeded twenty-percent to make up for his troubles. 
 
   I tried concentrating on my work, but my eyes would drift across the street, waiting for her. I’d been sitting at the café for over an hour. I couldn’t imagine she’d be this late on her first day, but then I caught a glimpse of a couple approaching the building. I knew immediately it was Natalie, but I could feel the jealously brewing in my bowels when my attention turned to her partner. He looked like a slob in his cheap department store jeans two sizes too large and a tacky graphic t-shirt. I couldn’t begin to guess when he’d had his hair cut last. Who the hell was this guy and what was she doing with him? She stood on the stoop and he remained on the sidewalk. I couldn’t see his face, but she was smiling at him and when he kissed her hand, I wondered if she was going to ask him upstairs. I was relieved when she didn’t and he turned and walked away while she disappeared into the building. My eyes watched the slug, his hands tucked into his pockets, seeming a little too happy for my comfort level, until he was out of view. I didn’t like seeing her with someone else and I refused to let myself think about what she had done during the last two years. 
 
   A few minutes passed and I knew she had to have found the flowers and candy by now. I’d give her five more minutes to contact me. If she didn’t, I’d head home, ending my pathetic stakeout. 
 
   When I checked the time again, it’d been six minutes and I decided to give up. My overture had been rejected and I didn’t intend to sit by and wallow in my humiliation. I packed up my laptop and stood up to leave, but just as I did so, my phone rang. I pulled it out, smiling to myself. It was her. Perhaps my plan hadn’t been a failure after all. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Nineteen
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   “Natalie.”
 
   He didn’t even bother with a hello. He simply said my name as if he was expecting me to call. 
 
   “Hi,” I said. My voice was softer than I expected and I cleared my throat, telling myself to get it together. “I wanted to call and thank you for the flowers and the candy. That wasn’t necessary.”
 
   “Yes, it was. I was thinking of you today and I wanted you to know.”
 
   “It was a very thoughtful gesture,” I said, my voice trailing off. I should’ve just texted him my gratitude, but I knew I’d called him because I’d wanted to hear his voice. Now that I had him on the line though, I didn’t know what to say aside from thank you.
 
   “How did your first day go?” he asked me.
 
   “Good. I think I’m really going to like it.”
 
   “That’s good to hear. You deserve this, Natalie,” he said and I remained quiet. “Can I interest you in dinner to celebrate your first day?” 
 
   His invitation surprised me. I didn’t expect him to ask me out, but he had and even though I’d already eaten, I found myself agreeing.
 
   “That sounds nice. I just got home, so I’ll need a few minutes to change. Where should I meet you?” 
 
   “I’ll come and get you. How long do you need?”
 
   “Ten minutes or so.”
 
   “I’ll see you soon then.” 
 
   Before I could reply, he’d hung up. I set my phone down and looked at Court who was eyeing me curiously. 
 
   “Going somewhere?” he teased.
 
   “Drew invited me to dinner to celebrate my first day.”
 
   “And you accepted?” he asked and I nodded. I could tell by the look on his face this information pleased him. 
 
   “I need to go change,” I told him as I rifled through my suitcase to find something to wear, finally deciding on a pair of jeans and a vintage gray t-shirt. I took my clothes to the bathroom and changed before taking out my hair that had been confined in the bun all day. It spilled in waves down my back and I touched up my makeup before sliding on my flip flops and making my way back to the living room. 
 
   “Nice choice, Natalie,” Court said, eyeing me. “Casual, yet screaming sex appeal. Mr. Saben will approve.”
 
   “Seriously, Court,” I sighed, sliding my purse over my shoulder. “That was not my intention. It’s jeans and a t-shirt for heaven’s sake.”
 
   My phone buzzed just then and I glanced at it to find a text from Drew telling me he was waiting outside. I was shocked to learn he was already here. It would’ve taken him at least a half an hour to get here from his apartment or office, but ten minutes after I’d called, he was outside waiting for me. 
 
   “He’s here,” I said to Court and even he looked surprised.
 
   “That was quick.”
 
   “Yeah, it was,” I agreed and then headed to the door. “I shouldn’t be long.”
 
   “Unless you end up back at his place.”
 
   “Goodbye, Court,” I said, choosing to ignore his dig and opened the door. 
 
   I was nervous as I walked down the stairs and when I stepped outside, he was there. I stopped at the top of the stoop. He smiled at me as our eyes met. I could tell he hadn’t been home after work by the slacks and dress shirt he was wearing. I’d always loved seeing him in his work clothes and I felt myself blush as I thought about all the times I’d undone the buttons of those dress shirts. 
 
   “Hey,” he said, pulling me back in from my thoughts and I made my way down the steps.
 
   “Hi,” I answered. “I didn’t expect you here already. How’d you get here so fast?”
 
   “If I’m being honest, I’ve been sitting in that café for the past hour.” He laughed and gestured across the street. 
 
   “You were waiting for me to get home?” 
 
   “I was.”
 
   “You know that makes you a stalker, right?”
 
   “Technically, I suppose you’re right.” 
 
   He smiled and I couldn’t help but smile myself at the thought of him waiting for me. 
 
   “And what if I hadn’t called you?”
 
   “Then I would’ve gone home with my tail between my legs.”
 
   “Then I’m glad I called. We both know how Drew Saben gets when he doesn’t get his way.” 
 
   I was surprised at how easily we were flirting, especially after how tense it had been the last time we’d been together…when he told me he hadn’t stopped loving me and I’d nearly thrown myself at him, wanting him to at least kiss me. 
 
   “I do become a tad disagreeable, so I’m grateful a foul mood was averted and I’m sure Court will thank you for it tomorrow as well.”
 
   “You’re assuming this little outing actually goes well.”
 
   “You bring up a good point, Miss Vasser. I’m being presumptuous, but I’m betting on history,” he said and I looked at him curiously. “I can count on one hand how many times we’ve been together and not had a good time.”
 
   He was right. If history was correct, getting together would be a good thing.
 
   “Let’s see if history repeats itself then,” I said and we started walking. 
 
   “What are you in the mood for?” he asked. 
 
   “Whatever,” I said. I wasn’t in the mood for anything since I’d just eaten.
 
   “You always were indecisive.”
 
   “Some things never change.”
 
   “And some things change too much,” he said and I felt my gait slow, not being naïve to his insinuation. “How about this place?” he said, stopping in front of a pizza parlor not far from Court’s apartment. 
 
   “That’s fine,” I said and held the door open for me.
 
   We were seated in a booth in the back and the waitress came over to us. She was young, at least a couple of years younger than myself, but the age difference didn’t seem to matter because I could see the way she was looking at him. It was a look I’d grown accustomed to while we were together. I’d never liked when other woman eyed him, but it hadn’t bothered me the way it was bothering me now. As I watched the pretty blonde doing her best to discreetly take him in, I could feel the jealously brewing inside of me. It never used to bother me this much before because I was secure in my relationship with Drew. I’d actually gotten a sick sense of satisfaction watching these women ogle him, but knowing he only had eyes for me. That wasn’t the case now. He wasn’t mine anymore and I wondered what he thought about the cute girl who was obviously into him. 
 
   We ordered our drinks and then looked through the menu.
 
   “Would you rather have pizza or a grinder?” he asked, his green eyes meeting mine over the top of the menu.
 
   “Pizza,” I answered, knowing I could pick at it, taking a few bites without leaving an entire uneaten grinder on the plate. 
 
   “Pepperoni?”
 
   “Sounds good,” I said and a moment later the waitress came over. Drew ordered for us and then the girl disappeared. Now there was nothing to focus on but each other. 
 
   “So,” he said, taking a sip of his Coke. “Your first day went well then?”
 
   “Better than I could’ve expected.”
 
   “What exactly is your position there?”
 
   “Research stories, going out into the field to report, stuff like that.”
 
   “So, I might see you on TV then?”
 
   “Perhaps,” I said and he smiled. 
 
   “I’ll be sure not to miss any Channel 5 broadcasts then,” he said and I felt my cheeks flush. “Does that embarrass you, Natalie?”
 
   “No,” I said quickly, although it was mostly a lie. “It’s just hard for me to believe I actually got the job. Let’s just hope I don’t screw it up.”
 
   “You won’t, Natalie. Believe in yourself because you’re actually quite remarkable.”
 
   His voice was low and gentle. Our eyes met and I realized how much I’d missed his encouraging words. He always believed the best of me, even when I didn’t believe in myself. It appeared that hadn’t changed in our two years apart. 
 
   The waitress brought our pizza over, setting it in front of us and then turned to Drew.
 
   “Is there anything else I can get you?” she asked him, not giving me a second thought.
 
   “We’re fine. Thank you,” I chimed in, my voice quick and curt and the girl and Drew both looked at me. 
 
   “I’ll be back to check on you later,” she said and then walked away.
 
   Drew was eyeing me, his left eyebrow raised.
 
   “You seem testy, Natalie. Is everything all right?” 
 
   “You’ve got to get sick of it,” I said and he cocked his head curiously. It wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation. 
 
   “Sick of what?” He was egging me on. I could tell by the smirk on his face.
 
   “The fact that every woman who looks at you undresses you with her eyes.”
 
   “Do I enjoy being objectified? Sometimes,” he said, winking at me. “I mean, you used to find me attractive.”
 
   I tried not to laugh, but I couldn’t help it and then I shook my head and picked at one of the breadsticks the waitress had set in front of us. 
 
   “I’d just forgotten what it feels like to be an afterthought.”
 
   “Natalie,” he said, his playful grin disappearing and he looked intently at me, “you could never be an afterthought.”
 
   The way he said it took me back to the way it used to be, when he told me every day how beautiful I was and how much he loved me. It was exhilarating, but crushing all at once because I realized how much I missed it. 
 
   I didn’t respond and he placed a slice of pizza on my plate before getting himself one.
 
   “And how’s work going for you?” I asked, hoping to refocus the conversation.
 
   “It’s the same.”
 
   “Are you working on anything right now?”
 
   “I’m always working on something,” he said and I nodded. It was true. His work was consuming sometimes and thoughts of his time away in California seeped into my thoughts.
 
   “Do you go to California much anymore?”
 
   “Every few months. Taylor and I alternate. It’s going well though.”
 
   “That’s good,” I said as I pushed the pizza around my plate. 
 
   “Natalie?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Are you okay? You’ve hardly touched your pizza.”
 
   “I’m not very hungry.”
 
   “You’re not?”
 
    “I grabbed something on my way home from work,” I admitted. 
 
   “And yet you agreed to come to dinner with me?” he asked and I nodded, but neglected to tell him I’d only agreed as an excuse to see him. “Did you go out with that guy who walked you home?”
 
   I felt my back stiffen at his question. He’d seen me with Holden as he sat across the street in the café. 
 
   “Yes,” I answered.
 
   “Can I ask who he is?”
 
   “Holden. He’s one of the IT guys at work. He offered to buy me dinner.”
 
   He didn’t say anything. Instead he took a long drink, but I could see how his jaw was clenched when he set the cup down.
 
   “Is something the matter, Drew?”
 
   He wiped his mouth with a napkin and then set it down, leaning towards me slightly.
 
   “Do you want me to lie and say no? Do you want me to tell you that it didn’t bother me seeing you with another man and watching the way he looked at you?” His face was serious, his eyes meeting mine so intensely I could almost feel it. “It did bother me, Natalie. This entire situation bothers me. I didn’t like it.”
 
   “What are you saying?” I asked as I felt him reach across the table and take my hand in his. 
 
   “You know what I’m saying.”
 
   It grew quiet and my heart pounded in my chest. I knew exactly what he was saying. I wanted to dive back in and pick up where we’d left off two years ago. I wanted him in my life again on a full time basis. I wanted to own Drew Saben’s heart again, but as much as I knew I wanted it, part of me was afraid. What if we couldn’t pick up where we’d left off? What if it wasn’t how we remembered? What if we’d become too different during our time apart? What if I had to live through losing him again? 
 
   “At least tell me it’s a possibility,” Drew said and I looked down at our hands, which he was gripping harder now and then my eyes drifted back to his. It just felt right. Being here with him. The way his hand felt in mine. It’s what I’d missed. It’s what I’d longed for the past two years. 
 
   “Drew,” I said softly, but I felt his thumb begin to stroke the back of my hand and I stopped. 
 
   “Nothing has to be decided now, but the only reason we broke up was because you went to school and my life went to shit, not because we didn’t love each other,” he said gently, still stroking the back of my hand. “Christina’s better now, the L.A. office is finally thriving and you’ve graduated. We said it wasn’t the time for us, but maybe now is. I’d like to think it’s worth another try.” His voice trailed off and his eyes drifted down to our hands again.
 
   “I do too,” I said softly and then his eyes came back to mine, a timid smile on his face. 
 
   “Then can we start trying on Saturday?”
 
   “Saturday?”
 
   “I’d like to take you out on a real date, not to a cheap pizza parlor.”
 
   “Okay.” I nodded and I watched as his nervous smile turned more confident. 
 
   “I’m glad we could come to this agreement, Miss Vasser.” 
 
   “As am I, Mr. Saben.” 
 
   He squeezed my hand gently before standing up and holding out his hand to me.
 
   “What’re you doing?” I asked.
 
   “I’m going to walk you home so you can relax after a hard day’s work.”
 
   “But what about dinner?”
 
   “You’re not even hungry, remember?” he said and I smiled up at him, taking his hand and standing at his side. “I asked you to dinner to accomplish one thing and now that I have, I don’t think you should be forced to consume food you don’t even want.”
 
   I laughed lightly and looked up at him.
 
   “You had this all planned out then?”
 
   “You know me, Natalie. Once I get an idea into my head, I don’t let it go easily.”
 
   “No, you don’t,” I said, trying not to let him see how much he was affecting me.
 
   “You should get home though. It’s been a long day and I shouldn’t have taken you away from a chance to relax.”
 
   “I’m glad you did though,” I admitted quietly.
 
   “So am I.” 
 
   Our eyes met and I felt the familiar stirrings in my stomach that had occurred from the first moment I’d laid eyes on Drew Saben. A nervous smile curled up on his lips as he reached into his wallet and left some money on the table.
 
   “We should get you home,” he said, his voice rich and soft and I nodded. 
 
   We walked to the door and he held it open for me. He’d always been a gentleman and I muttered a quiet thank you as I brushed past him. We started walking side by side back towards Court’s apartment, but we were quiet until we stopped in front of the stoop that would lead me inside. 
 
   “Thanks again for thinking of me today,” I said.
 
   “Thank you for coming out with me,” he replied and he paused for a moment before continuing. “I’ll get back with you with the details for Saturday if that’s okay.”
 
   “That’s fine,” I answered and then silence settled in for a few seconds.
 
   “I’m looking forward to this weekend,” he said, meeting my eyes and then I felt his fingertips brushing my cheek, warm and soft against my skin. I closed my eyes, soaking it in because I’d missed it so much and then I felt him close to me. He smelled so good and I opened my eyes just as his lips met my cheek. I held my breath as he lingered there and I wished he’d move just a couple of inches to the left so that our lips would meet. He didn’t though and when he pulled away, I had to stop myself from pulling him right back. 
 
   “I’ll see you on Saturday,” I said, my voice practically a whisper as I tried to compose myself. 
 
   “Get some rest, Natalie,” he said, touching my arm for a moment before it drifted back to his side and I forced myself to turn around and walk up the steps. I opened the door, but I turned around and gave him a little wave. He smiled at me and waved back and then I went inside before I knew I couldn’t.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   Maybe it was as simple as my sister said it could be, but I was doubtful. It’d been almost too easy, sitting across from her. She couldn’t have looked more beautiful, even though she probably didn’t think she did. While there was nothing as exquisite as Natalie Vasser in an evening gown, there was something about her in jeans and a t-shirt, the way she’d shown up when she agreed to meet with me. She reminded me of the simple girl I’d first laid eyes on and hadn’t been able to get out of my mind. 
 
   Saturday evening couldn’t come fast enough. I had it all planned out: dinner and then tickets to Kinky Boots. It was simple, but we needed to start simple. She enjoyed the theater and I’d heard good things about the show. I was certain Natalie would love it. I didn’t tell her exactly what we were doing, only that she should be ready by five-thirty and to wear something nice. 
 
   I hadn’t heard her voice since the day we’d gone to our non-dinner. I thought about calling her to tell her our plans, but I didn’t want to come across as needy. This thing between us was completely uncharted territory and I didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize it. Electronic communication was best, but I was looking forward to taking her hand and hearing her voice. 
 
   I’d woken up early. A jog through Central Park cleared my head. I’d always prided myself on being grounded. I was a focused man. I didn’t let external stimuli distract me. Unfortunately, that didn’t pertain to Natalie. When it came to her, my mind was a mess. I’d had it under control for the past two years, but now that she was so close, she’d consumed me again. I ran for an hour and when I returned, I took a long shower. This didn’t help my anticipation because my mind kept drifting to the times she’d been in this exact shower with me and every time I closed my eyes, I swear I could feel my body pressed against hers as the water ran over us. I grabbed the faucet and turned it cold before shutting it off completely. 
 
   I decided to pass the time with work, which was always a good distraction, and when the clock reached four-thirty, I got ready, choosing another one of my best suits. I styled my hair and put on the cologne I knew she liked and then I heard the intercom. I glanced at my watch. It was five o’clock and they were right on time.  
 
   “I’ll be right down,” I told the driver of the car I’d rented to take us to dinner.
 
   I made sure I had my wallet and then headed downstairs, exchanging a cordial greeting before the driver opened the door to the black Mercedes. I sat in the back as the car was maneuvered through Saturday evening Manhattan traffic, browsing through emails until we stopped in front of Court’s building. 
 
   I straightened my tie and stepped out, buzzing the number to his apartment. 
 
   “Come on up,” I heard his voice say.
 
   I went in, making my way up the stairs. I knocked and Court opened the door a few seconds later. It was strange seeing him in this setting and it felt awkward. First and foremost, I was Court Mayhew’s boss, but because he was Natalie’s friend as well, I knew he was something different than just an employee and seeing as how he was housing the woman I hoped to have a future with, I felt the need to get on his good side. I was certain Natalie would be confiding in him about our relationship, or what I hoped would become a relationship again, and I needed him on my team.
 
   “Court,” I said, extending my hand. I saw the way he looked at me and how he stared at my hand. I couldn’t tell the last time I’d greeted Court with a handshake, but tonight it felt appropriate, almost the way I’d greet her father if I could. 
 
   “Hello, Mr. Saben. How does the evening find you?” he said with a pompous grin and I felt the formalities vanish.
 
   “Cut the shit, Court,” I said and he motioned for me to come in. 
 
   I’d never been inside his apartment. It was nice and I wasn’t surprised to find it decorated impeccably. It was small though. Too small for Natalie to stay there for any extended length of time. 
 
   “I think she’s just about ready,” he said.
 
   I didn’t think sitting down and waiting would be appropriate and so I nodded and remained by the door even after he’d closed it. 
 
   “Can I get you something?” Court asked customarily, but I shook my head.
 
   “No, thank you though,” I replied and then my attention was turned towards the hallway when I heard footsteps approaching. She appeared a moment later and I was immediately taken by her. She was striking in a white dress. It clung to her body, stopping just below her knees, emphasizing every perfect curve so she looked like an hour glass. The dress was sleeveless, with a high neck. I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d done it intentionally. She knew my penchant for cleavage, hers in particular, and yet she’d covered it up. Regardless, I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. 
 
   She smiled at me and then brushed her hair from her forehead. She’d left it down and soft waves fell over her shoulders. Her make-up was simple and understated, but that was how she looked most beautiful. She didn’t need to do anything to enhance her features. She was already perfection. 
 
   “Hey,” she said and even though she was trying to play it cool, I could sense her nerves. 
 
   “Hi, Natalie,” I replied, crossing the room to meet her. 
 
   I wasn’t sure if I should or not, but I decided to kiss her on the cheek. It was the only way I’d be able to start the evening since laying eyes on her. At least if I kissed her cheek and felt her skin on my lips, that might satisfy me enough to have a coherent conversation with her. 
 
   “Ready to go?” she asked when I pulled away and I could tell the kiss had affected her. She’d held her breath as my lips touched her cheek and she’d only exhaled when I pulled back.
 
   “I am,” I answered and then I led her to the front door, my hand resting on the small of her back. 
 
   “And when can I expect the lady home?” I caught a whiff of her shampoo as we both turned our heads to look at Court. 
 
   “Goodbye, Court,” Natalie said with a soft laugh that made me smile. I’d missed so many things about her, but her laugh was one of the things I’d missed most. 
 
   He grinned at Natalie, but then turned his attention to me and for that moment, I wasn’t his boss. He was giving me a look of caution, one that told me I’d better not screw this up while at the same time saying I’d better not hurt Natalie either. I gave him my own warning, raising my eyebrow and telling him to stay out of our business. I opened the door and led her out with nothing but a simple nod to Court. 
 
   The Mercedes was waiting for us at the curb and she stopped when she saw it. 
 
   “What’s this?” she asked me.
 
   “This is what we call an automobile. It was first invented in the late nineteenth century and made readily available to the American public by Henry Ford.” 
 
   She glared at me and tried to keep a straight face, but her attempt didn’t last long. A smile came and I was graced with her laugh again. 
 
   “And where do you plan on taking me in this so-called automobile?”
 
   “Dinner and a show. Kinky Boots to be exact,” I told her and her smile grew bigger as I opened the car door, gesturing for her to get inside. 
 
   “That sounds lovely,” she said and she rested her hand on my arm and held it there for a moment as she locked her eyes with mine. I could feel the connection just looking at her. My breathing picked up and I knew hers did too. I wanted to pull her to me and forget about the last two years. I wanted to take her home and put the past behind us. I wanted to tell her that I loved her and make love to her until she couldn’t take it anymore. Thankfully, she withdrew her hand and got into the car. I took a deep breath and slid in beside her. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Dinner went just as I’d planned. It was a fancy place, or posh as Natalie might call it. She’d tried telling me she would’ve been fine with something less. I responded by telling her our first night out in two years deserved something special and she smiled because I knew she liked it, even if she pretended not to. I enjoyed doing nice things for her because she deserved only the best. I’d tried being discreet as she ate the salmon she’d ordered and sipped on her chardonnay, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. I was surprised at her eagerness to talk. She told me all about her new job and how much she was enjoying it. She said she liked her co-workers and I was fine with that, as long as it didn’t include Holden, the pretentious hipster. It was good to see her happy. Her eyes lit up when she talked about work and that brought me contentment I hadn’t expected. I knew leaving hadn’t been easy on her. It hadn’t been easy on either of us, but as much as it pained me to admit it, she’d been right. Asking her to stay would’ve been selfish. She’d have resented me. She knew better than me. I was only concerned with the moment, of knowing she was mine, of knowing she’d be there when I needed her. She’d been thinking of the future though. She’d been able to see past the moment and know we were both in a place that required separation for ourselves and for each other. We were now out of those places and I was anxious to see if we could get to the next place together.
 
   The show had been a success too. The seats were center orchestra, five rows back. She kept her attention focused on the stage, which, in turn, allowed me to focus on her. I thought about reaching over and taking her hand. Any other woman, I would’ve done it, no question, but Natalie wasn’t any other woman. I wasn’t looking for a quick lay. I was hoping to win her heart back and so, I found myself cautious of all my moves. 
 
   “You liked the show then?” I asked her once we were settled into the back of the Mercedes. 
 
   She was sitting close to me and the hem of her dress had inched up so I could see more of her leg than I’d seen in two years. I wanted to rest my hand on her thigh, wanting to inch up until I had her where I wanted her. Of course, I kept my hands in my lap and did my best to pretend I wasn’t having these kinds of thoughts about my former fiancée. 
 
   “I loved it. Thank you so much, Drew,” she said, turning her head to meet my eyes as we weaved through Manhattan. 
 
   “I’m glad.”
 
   “Really though, it wasn’t necessary. You don’t have to try and impress me. I already know who you are.” 
 
   She smiled at me, a gentle smile that told me she cared about me, regardless of my bank account. 
 
   “I’m not trying to impress you, Natalie. I stopped doing that long ago. I’m only trying to make you smile, which I’ve obviously succeeded at.” 
 
   I watched as red tinted her cheeks and she looked away for a moment before her brown eyes came back to mine.
 
   “Yes, you succeeded.” 
 
   It grew quiet for a few moments and then I started to get nervous. Should I take her home or ask her back to my apartment for a drink or just to talk? One thing was certain. I didn’t want the night to end. 
 
   “Would you like to come back to my place for a glass of wine or are you ready to head back to Court’s?” 
 
   She didn’t answer right away and I watched as she swallowed, obviously thinking about how she should respond. 
 
   “A glass of wine would be nice,” she finally answered and I smiled over to her and nodded. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   She was quiet when we entered the apartment, setting her purse down on the coffee table and looking around. I could tell it made her uncomfortable to be here. I knew her mind was flooded with memories.
 
   I took off my suit jacket and hung it on the coat rack before walking past her and pouring us each a glass of wine. Hers was white. Mine was red.
 
   “Thank you,” she said as she took it from me and we sat down on the couch.
 
   “You’re welcome,” I said and silence settled in for a few moments before I started to speak again. “It must be getting pretty cramped at Court’s place.”
 
   “That’s an understatement.” She laughed a little and then took a sip of her wine. “I actually have a possibility lined up. I have a final walk through on Monday for a place Uptown.”
 
   “We’ve spent all evening together and you didn’t bother to mention that?”
 
   “I didn’t think it was a big deal.”
 
   “It’s a very big deal, Natalie. What’s it like?” 
 
   “Nothing fancy. I obviously can’t afford anything like this,” she said with a laugh as she looked around my apartment. “But, it’s not bad for the city. One bedroom, one bathroom. It’s got nice hardwood floors. Would you like to see it?”
 
   “Are you inviting me to come with you on the walk through on Monday?”
 
   “I guess I am. Are you accepting?”
 
   “Most definitely,” I answered as I leaned back into the couch. 
 
   She followed suit and it almost felt like old times, the way we used to sit together on the couch, relaxing. The only difference was that if this was before, she’d be curled up beside me and I’d be touching her, knowing she’d be by my side all night and the first thing I saw when I woke up in the morning. 
 
   “Should we watch some TV?” I asked, but she shook her head. 
 
   “No,” she answered softly and she moved closer to me until our thighs were touching. “I like this. Just talking.” She took a breath and then I felt her hand on my leg. “I’ve missed this, Drew.” Her voice was soft and I knew it hadn’t been easy for her to say it to me. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
   Slowly, I turned my body to face her. This was the moment I’d been waiting for and I couldn’t mess it up. Our eyes met and I reached down and took her hand that was still resting on my leg. It felt so small against mine. 
 
   “I’ve missed you too, Natalie,” I said quietly, leaning in as I traced her jaw line with the fingertips of my free hand. “Every day we were apart, I thought of you.” 
 
   I could tell she was breathing harder now. I was too. I always fell apart when I was this close to her. My eyes focused on her lips then and I had to kiss her. 
 
   “I said the day you came by that I couldn’t kiss you because I was afraid of you leaving again. But now, I have to kiss you.” I leaned in closer, our lips nearly touching now. “I don’t know what the future holds for us, Natalie, but you’re here now and if I miss out on the opportunity to kiss you, even if it’s the last time I kiss you, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.” 
 
   “Then kiss me,” she whispered so softly, her sweet breath warming me and I closed my eyes, ready for the moment I’d thought about for so long. I pressed my mouth gently against hers. It was even softer than I remembered and after a few moments, I pulled back. She smiled shyly at me, but then she came back for me, pressing her mouth to mine again and this time as our lips began to move over each other’s, my tongue encouraged her mouth to open. I’d forgotten how good she tasted and as we got reacquainted, I could tell she was just as eager as me. She pressed herself closer to me, wrapping her arms around me. I could feel the want in both of us. It would be so easy for me to scoop her up and take her to the bed we used to share, but that could ruin everything. She was almost within my grasp again. I had to be careful. I couldn’t let her slip through my fingers again and so I pulled back, leaving us both breathless. 
 
   “Maybe it’s best if I do go home,” she said softly. I knew she was feeling exactly as I was, but neither of us wanted to ruin it by moving too quickly. 
 
   “It is getting late,” I agreed, even as we remained so close our lips were nearly touching 
 
   “It is,” she whispered and after a few more seconds, she stood up.
 
   “Let me take you home,” I said, but she shook her head. 
 
   “I’ll take cab,” she said and I knew not to argue.
 
   “At least let me walk you downstairs,” I insisted and she nodded, smiling slightly at me. 
 
   She reached for her purse and we made the quiet journey to the street. I stood at the curb, hailing a cab. It didn’t take long and soon, one pulled in front of us. I opened the door, leaning on it for a second before she got in. 
 
   “Thank you for tonight,” she said, touching my arm again. 
 
   “It was my pleasure.”
 
   “The walk through is at six o’clock,” she said, an eyebrow raising, almost as if she were asking if I was still coming. She should’ve known I wouldn’t miss it for anything.
 
   “I’ll be by Court’s place at five-thirty then.”
 
   She nodded and turned to get into the waiting taxi, but before she did, she reached up and kissed me on the cheek. 
 
   “Good night, Drew,” she said softly.
 
   “Good night, Natalie.”
 
   And with that, she got inside. I closed the door and stood on the sidewalk until the cab was out of view. I headed back up to my apartment, ready for the first night of contented sleep I’d had in two years, the feel of her lips still fresh on my skin. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-One 
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   I opened the door quietly when I got back to Court’s apartment. It was nearly midnight, but when I walked inside, he was sitting on the couch watching TV. I was disappointed in a way. I’d hoped he would be asleep. I knew if he was awake, he’d question me about everything and I didn’t think I was ready to be questioned. I was still recovering from the kiss.
 
   “You actually came home,” he said as I shut the door. 
 
   “Of course I did.” 
 
   “I had my doubts.”
 
   “Well, you shouldn’t have. It was just a date.”
 
   I set my purse down and headed to the suitcase to find my pajamas. I’d be glad when I no longer lived like a vagabond. I went to the bathroom and changed and after pulling my hair up in a bun and brushing my teeth, I went back into the living room.
 
   “You’re on my bed,” I told him.
 
   “You’re awfully pushy for a homeless person.”
 
   I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped my throat and I sat down beside him. 
 
   “Hopefully this time next week, you’ll have your place back.”
 
   “I’ll actually miss you. You’re not a bad roommate.” 
 
   “Thank you, Court,” I said, leaning over and giving him a squeeze. 
 
   “You’re wearing your poker face, Natalie. How was tonight?” 
 
   “It was nice,” I answered.
 
   “Nice? That’s it?” I knew he wouldn’t leave me alone. He never did. “I expected more than nice.”
 
   “It was more than nice, Court. Everything with him is more than nice,” I said, closing my eyes for a moment and when I opened them, he was looking right at me. “I miss him, Court.”
 
   “I know you do,” he said softly, taking my hand. 
 
   “I still love him,” I said and paused for a moment. “I never stopped loving him.”
 
   Court didn’t say anything for a few seconds, but he didn’t let go of my hand. 
 
   “I was with him the last two years…after you left and I can tell you, he never stopped loving you either.”
 
   “How was he?” I asked quietly. I was scared to hear the answer. 
 
   “Typical Drew, trying to act like he was okay, but he wasn’t. He worked a lot. He was kind of a dick actually,” he said with a low chuckle. 
 
   “Were there a lot of other women?” I asked nervously.  
 
   “Does it matter?” 
 
   “It shouldn’t.”  
 
   “Then why are you asking?”
 
   “I guess I just want to know.”
 
   “I don’t think there were many,” he said softly, looking away, not wanting to look at me and I couldn’t deny the twinge of pain I felt in my heart as I thought of him touching other woman, or sharing things with other woman I only wanted to think of him sharing with me. 
 
   “I can’t be mad at him. I’m the one who left after all.”
 
   “He was only trying to get over you. He was devastated when you left.”
 
   I nodded and I could feel a lump forming in my throat. I hated that I’d hurt him. I knew I had to do it though. He knew it too and I couldn’t fault him for dealing with it the way he had to. 
 
   “I was devastated too.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Natalie,” he said and it was quiet for a few moments before he spoke. “You look tired.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Then I’ll get off your bed and let you get some sleep.” 
 
   He stood up and I stretched out on the couch as he took the blanket I’d been using each night and draped it over me. 
 
   “Good night, Court.” 
 
   “Night,” he said as he turned to head to his room, but he stopped to look at me again. “Regardless of the past, Natalie, he loves you. Don’t forget it and don’t let it go again.” 
 
   He winked at me and before I could respond, he’d flicked out the light and left me alone. 
 
   Court was right. I couldn’t dwell on the last two years. It was the past. What he’d done was his business and what I’d done was mine. It didn’t mean he loved me any less. I couldn’t expect him to wait for me, not knowing if I’d ever come back. I was back though and tonight had been perfect, almost like we’d never been apart. 
 
   I was tired of beating around the bush. I’d wanted to be with Drew from the moment I left New York. There wasn’t a day I hadn’t thought of him, a day I hadn’t missed him, a day I hadn’t wanted him to hold me and tell me he loved me. Just like he’d reminded me, we hadn’t broken up because we’d fallen out of love and after tonight, there was no question I was more in love with him than ever. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   “Okay, Mom. I have to go now.”
 
   My mother had been talking to me the entire cab ride to Natalie’s. Ever since we almost lost Christina, she was overly protective of all of us. It’d been a wake-up call for our entire family, me especially. I hadn’t been good at keeping in touch with my family. I rarely visited and calls were almost nonexistent. When we returned from California and my sister’s treatment, the weekly phone calls began. Sometimes I called her, sometimes she called me, but somehow we always connected. 
 
   “Where are you going?” 
 
   She sounded almost offended I couldn’t continue the conversation. I loved my mother, but she’d spent the last five minutes telling me about her and my father’s trip to Stop & Shop. A good sale on pork chops wasn’t on my list of exciting topics to discuss, plus the cab had stopped in front of the building. I thought about trying to elude her question by making something up. She’d believe me if I said I had dinner with a client, but I liked teasing my mom and so I thought the truth was best. 
 
   “I’m actually meeting Natalie tonight,” I said, my voice nonchalant and casual as if it were no big deal.
 
   “Natalie? As in your Natalie?” I could hear the confusion in her voice.
 
   “Yes, Mom.”
 
   “Wait…when did this happen?”
 
   “I have to go, Mom.”
 
   “Andrew…don’t hang up, I’m so confused.” 
 
   I couldn’t help the smile that formed on my face. My mother had always been easy to bait and tonight was no exception. 
 
   “I really have to go. I’ll call you later.”
 
   “Andrew! You can’t just hang up without telling me what is going on.”
 
   “I love you, Mom,” I said. 
 
   “We’re not done with this conversation, Andrew,” she warned me and then hung up. 
 
   I knew she was probably already on the phone with Kayla or Christina trying to figure out what was going on. Neither of them would have any information to give her because neither of them knew anything. They’d know when and if there was something to know. 
 
   I slid the phone back in my pocket and told the driver to hold on while I went to get Natalie. It didn’t take long for her to appear after I’d buzzed Court’s apartment. I tried to contain my excitement at the sight of her. She was wearing a long black skirt and a fitted white t-shirt, whose V-neck allowed for a peek of her cleavage. It was very different than the neckline of the dress she’d worn to the theater and I had a suspicion it hadn’t been an accident. 
 
   “Hey.” 
 
   She smiled as she walked towards me and I was pleasantly surprised when she stretched up, greeting me with a kiss on the cheek. I’d been curious how things would be between us, but I didn’t have to wonder anymore. She was glad to see me and I was more than glad to see her. 
 
   “Hey,” I returned and then placed my hand on the small of her back, leading her to the cab. She spouted off the address to the driver and a second later we were heading towards the apartment. “How was work?” I asked her to fill the silence. 
 
   “Good.” Her voice was strong and I could tell by the tone she was telling the truth. 
 
   “What have they got you working on?”
 
   “Lots of things. I love it though.” She smiled at me again and I could see the happiness in her eyes. “What about you? How was your day?”
 
   “Just another day. Glad to be here though.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re here too.” 
 
   Her voice went down and I could feel the tension between us. It was a good tension, but one I wanted to disappear soon. We weren’t friends. We’d never been just friends, but now, I didn’t know what we were. 
 
   The cab stopped a few minutes later. I paid the driver and when we got out, I looked up at the building. It was classic New York, probably built around the turn of the century with faded red bricks and wrought iron fire escapes. 
 
   “I think the building is charming, don’t you?” she asked. 
 
   Charming wasn’t the word I was looking for. I wanted to tell her to stop this nonsense and move back in with me. I missed our life together. I missed sleeping next to her every night and coming home to her every day. I missed reaching over and touching her. There was nothing I needed more than to feel her skin on mine. 
 
   “Drew?” she asked, pulling me from my daydream. “What do you think?”
 
   “It’s in a decent neighborhood and that’s the most important thing.”
 
   “You hate it.”
 
   “I don’t hate it.” 
 
   “You’re a terrible liar. You do hate it, but at least reserve judgment until you see the inside.”
 
   She tugged on my arm and I followed her up the stoop. She pressed the intercom and the property manager allowed us inside. Natalie stopped in front of an apartment door that was already open on the second floor. A man was waiting for us inside. He introduced himself as Tom and he had to have been nearing fifty, but that didn’t stop me from noticing the way his eyes moved discreetly over Natalie until he noticed me. 
 
   The place wasn’t bad, although it was below what she deserved. She deserved the best, but I’d keep my comments to myself because I knew this was what she wanted. Natalie and Tom began their walk around the apartment. I thought about following, but figured that would be overstepping. It didn’t take long and then Natalie was signing some paperwork in the kitchen and pulling out her credit card. He wrote down the numbers and I hated to think of her losing her hard earned money. With first and last month’s rent plus security deposit, I knew she was out at least a few thousand dollars, money she shouldn’t be spending.
 
   Tom started gathering his things and I don’t think Natalie was even aware of the smile on her face as she looked around the kitchen. She shook his hand and then Tom gave me a polite nod before walking past me and out the door. 
 
   “I’ll be right back,” I said and before she could say anything, I was following Tom out. He was nearing the bottom of the stairs when I called out his name. He turned around and waited for me to finish my descent. 
 
   “What’s the matter? I thought everything was set?”
 
   “It is, except I want to pay her fees.”
 
   “Excuse me?” he asked and I reached into my back pocket for my wallet and pulled out my American Express card.
 
   “Please put the fees on this.” 
 
   He stared at the card for a moment and then looked back at me, almost as if he was going to argue, but he could tell I wasn’t going to have any of that and he took the card. He opened up the folder he was carrying and after writing my card number down, he handed it back to me. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said and he nodded.
 
   “Sure,” he answered and once he was gone, I went back upstairs. 
 
   “Where’d you go?” she asked the moment I walked in.
 
   “Just checking on something.”
 
   She turned around from the cupboard she was looking in and cocked her head, raising her eyebrows.
 
   “Checking on something? What could you be checking on?” 
 
   I could tell she was trying not to smile, but it started to creep up her lips and soon she was looking at me with a full-fledged smirk that I found incredibly enchanting. 
 
   “If you must know, I was looking over the lease.”
 
   “And why would you do that?” She straightened her body and folded her arms. The smirk was still there, but it was faltering. I secretly loved when she was angry with me. 
 
   “I was just having a look at it.”
 
   “Drew,” she said, coming towards me, but stopping a couple of feet in front of me. “I’m twenty-five-years-old. I’m perfectly capable of signing my own lease.”
 
   “I never said you weren’t capable. You’re more than capable, Natalie.”
 
   “Then what were you doing…really?” 
 
   She folded her arms again and the smirk was gone now. I couldn’t lie to her. She’d find out when the charge didn’t appear on her credit card.
 
   “If you really must know, I was giving you a house warming gift.”
 
   “A house warming gift?” The look of confusion on her face was adorable. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Apartments aren’t cheap,” I began, but she stepped closer and cut me off.
 
   “What did you do?” 
 
   “I only wanted to help.”
 
   “Help? How did you help?”
 
   I wanted to keep this light because I truly had no way to gauge how she was going to react to this.
 
   “I may have told Tom to put the fees on my credit card instead of yours.”
 
   “What?” she exclaimed, her beautiful brown eyes growing wide. “You did what?”
 
   “I wanted to help out.”
 
   “Drew,” she sighed, unfolding her arms and running a hand through her hair and I couldn’t help but stare as it fell back down, draping perfectly over her shoulder. “You can’t do that.”
 
   “Why?” I asked. It was a simple question which would require a simple answer.
 
   “Because.”
 
   “Because why?” I prodded, smiling at her, trying to get her to do the same, but she was staring down at the floor. Her eyes remained there for a few seconds before she looked at me again. There were tears in her eyes and I felt my smile fade immediately. 
 
   “Because we’re not together and…you…you just don’t do that kind of thing for someone who’s just a friend…or whatever the hell I am to you anymore.” 
 
   She was stumbling over her words. She’d always done that when she was upset or nervous. I felt terrible I’d made her feel that way and I couldn’t stop myself. I closed the gap between us and I brushed my fingertips over her cheek. She closed her eyes as she leaned into my touch and she reached up, resting her hand over mine and holding it against her skin. She was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. I wanted her back in my life. I needed this woman to be mine again. 
 
   “Natalie.” My words were soft and slowly, her eyes opened. The tears had pooled into the corners. They were on the verge of spilling over and I gently wiped them away with the pad of my thumb. “How can you not know what you are to me anymore? You are the woman I love. You’re the woman I never stopped loving.” I paused for a moment as I watched her eyes glisten again. “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t pretend that you coming back into my life is some kind of experiment, to see if what we had is still there. We know it’s still there, baby.  You know it and I know it.” 
 
   Gently, I cupped her face with my hands as I pleaded softly to her. I may have seemed like a desperate man, but I was desperate. I was desperate to have the love of this woman again, a woman who’d possessed me like no one ever had. “I lost you once and I won’t stand here and wait to lose you again while we try and figure this thing out. To me, there is nothing to figure out. I love you, Natalie. I loved you when you left two years ago and I loved you the whole time you were gone. I still love you and there won’t be a time I’ll ever stop.” 
 
   The tears she’d been trying so hard to fight fell slowly down her cheeks and then I felt her hand on my waist, her touch igniting my desire for her even more. 
 
   “I…” she began, her voice low and nervous. “I love you too, Drew, and I never stopped either.”
 
   I didn’t wait. My hands left her face and I pulled her to me so she was pressed against my body. I wrapped my arms possessively around her and then I pressed my lips to hers. My gentleness only lasted a moment before she opened her mouth, inviting me inside. She tasted even better than last time. I found myself inching her toward the wall, our mouths never losing contact and soon she was pinned against it. My hands were digging deep into her hair as I continued to get as much of her as I could and as I continued the assault on her lips I heard her moan. It was low and involuntary. I was doing this to her and I wanted to keep doing it. I wanted to hear more though. I wanted her calling my name and yelling in pleasure. I wanted to feel how much she loved me. 
 
   My hands found their way to her waist and I started inching her shirt up, praying she wouldn’t stop me. She didn’t and I felt her muscles quiver under my touch. She wanted this. She wanted my hands on her, which gave me the encouragement to keep going until I found my fingers brushing over the underwire of her bra. I pulled back suddenly, my body still pressing her against the wall, both of us panting, trying to catch our breath as my hand rested in the precarious position that would truly put everything back the way it was. I wanted to tear all the clothes from her body and just look at her.  I wanted to be inside of her. I wanted everything that was Natalie Vasser, but not like this. Not in a bare apartment with not even a speck of furniture. When I made love to her again, it would be perfect. 
 
   “Why’d you stop?” Her breathless voice was laced in frustration, but we remained just inches apart. 
 
   “I’m going to make love to you, Natalie,” I told her, my voice low and strong even though I was still trying to catch my breath and I could see her swallow hard from the anticipation. “But, not here. Not like this. I won’t cheapen this. We’ve waited this long, we can wait a little longer.”
 
   She swallowed again and nodded. I leaned in, kissing her again, tenderly this time though, trying to dampen the fire we’d lit, but all it did was fuel the flames.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   There was an unspoken anticipation when we walked into his apartment. It was nearly eight o’clock. I should be getting home and going to sleep. I had to be at the station by seven-thirty, but time meant nothing at the moment, not after the way he’d kissed me and especially not after what he’d said to me. 
 
   When he’d had me pinned against the wall, all I could think about was him tugging at my pants until they were gone, him undoing his zipper and hoisting me up so my legs could wrap around his body while we made love. I would’ve done anything he’d asked at that moment because that was what Drew Saben did to me. I lost all sense around him and it was now obvious he was the one with self-control. 
 
   Looking at it from a calmed perspective now, I was glad he’d pulled the plug and made us step back. He was right. My new apartment wasn’t the place. It was nothing but bare walls and God only knows how many bacteria. We were in his apartment now, the one we used to share and I was glad we’d waited. 
 
   He went to the wine refrigerator and it wasn’t long before he handed me a glass. I took a few sips, but the tension was too much. As I watched him take a drink, all I could focus on was his lips and how I wanted them on my body. He saw me gazing at him and when he set the glass down on the table, I did the same. I went to him, taking his hand and then stretched on my toes so I could reach him, resting my mouth on his and licking his lips slowly with my tongue. I could feel him tremble. I’d missed feeling the control I had over Drew Saben. The man who was always in control seemed to lose all sight of it when I touched him like this. 
 
   “I like the taste of red wine like this.” I was surprised at my boldness. It was as if the last two years were erased. 
 
   “Do you?” he whispered as our mouths lingered on each other’s and I could feel his breathing starting to pick up again. 
 
   “I do,” I said, kissing him again, slow and gentle, my tongue teasing him. I knew he wouldn’t be able to last long and soon he pulled away, staring intently at me.
 
   “I thought we were going to wait,” he said.
 
   “Until we were at a more suitable location. If you ask me, there couldn’t be a better place.”
 
   I saw the corners of his mouth curl up slightly and if I wasn’t mistaken, he seemed a little nervous. 
 
   “Miss Vasser,” he said, pausing for a moment and gesturing towards the hallway, “you understand what will happen if I lead you down that hall and take you into my bedroom.” 
 
   “I understand exactly what will happen,” I said, a teasing smile creeping up my lips. 
 
   “And you want that to happen?” he asked, the playfulness still there, but when I nodded, I knew the teasing was done and both of our smiles faded, our breath slowly picking up from the anticipation. 
 
   He didn’t say anything, but he took my hand and we started walking, my heart pounding in my chest the whole time until he pushed open the bedroom door and led me inside. 
 
   It had been nearly two years since I’d stepped foot in this room, but it was as if I’d never left. Aside from a new comforter, it was exactly the same and I was flooded with all of the memories.
 
   We stopped at the foot of the bed and I knew we were both nervous. He reached up, cupping my face with his hands and then he pressed his lips against mine, lightly at first, holding them there for a moment before he began moving his mouth over mine more deeply, pushing his tongue inside, trying to possess it. He was slow and deliberate until he pulled back, and his lips found their way to my neck, leaving a trail of wet kisses on my skin. I could hear the quiet moans escaping my throat and I knew he liked it when he could hear how he was making me feel. 
 
   I was almost paralyzed by his touch and then I felt his hands crawl under my shirt and I suddenly came to life again, my own hand finding its way to his body. 
 
   “Are we really doing this, Natalie?” he whispered in my ear.
 
   “I want this. I want us to be together again,” I said back, my voice low and breathless as his touch continued to burn my skin. 
 
   It was all he needed to hear. He pulled away, looking me in the eyes as he lifted my arms above my head and pulled my shirt off. I was only shy for a moment. It’d been so long since anyone had seen me so vulnerable, but then I remembered it was Drew and I wasn’t timid anymore. No one had ever made me feel as beautiful as he did and it was no exception as his eyes traveled my body. His fingertips were on my breasts a moment later, brushing over the mounds that were peeking out of my bra. I think I held my breath the whole time and then he stopped and turned me so I was facing away from him. I felt him undo my bra and slowly slide it off me. Neither of us moved for a moment, but I could feel his breathing. He was anxious, just as I was. I felt his lips on my shoulder then, making a path up my neck as he reached around, cupping my breast with his hand. I thought I felt my knees buckle for a second from the feel of him touching me like this, but then he spun me around again.
 
   “I’d almost forgotten how beautiful you are,” he said softly. 
 
   He brushed the backs of his fingertips over my cheek before kissing me, long and deep and so slow it almost hurt. I slid my hands under his shirt and inched it up until it was gone and he stood before me. He was even more perfect than I remembered and I reached up, touching his strong chest. I could feel his muscles quiver as I moved over his skin until I reached the waistband of his jeans. Slowly, I undid the button and slid the zipper down. I could tell he was having a hard time controlling himself, but he held it together as I released him from his pants and then his boxer shorts. I tried not to stare at him, but I’d never been able to wrap my mind around the perfection that was Drew Saben. 
 
   It was my turn now and he expertly removed the rest of my clothes. His eyes moved hungrily over my body and then his mouth was on mine again as he laid me down on the bed. It was soft and warm and as he crawled on top of me, I’d forgotten how much I loved the feeling of him on me, the weight of his body nearly crushing me.
 
   His hands moved over me slowly, touching me in ways I’d never thought I’d be touched again and I could tell he was enjoying the way I was twisting beneath him. I was ready to burst when I felt his knee part my legs and my heart was pounding in anticipation. He pulled back, hovering over me as he stared into my eyes. I wondered if he would say anything, but as he looked at me, I knew there was nothing that could be said. We were done with words. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   She moaned as we became one. I’d been dreaming of hearing that sound for the last two years. There was something spiritual about making love to Natalie. I’d nearly forgotten how it felt, but as she moved beneath me, I was reminded of what I’d been missing. Every inch of her was soft and perfect and I wanted to hear her call out my name the way she used to. It didn’t take long as I lost myself in her, pressing against her so that her breasts crushed against me and her legs wrapped around my body, matching my fervency until I could tell she was on the brink. Her breathing was harder and as I moved, soft moans escaped her mouth, only turning me on more. This woman was driving me to insanity, but then I felt her clench around me, digging her fingernails deep into my back and she called my name out in pure ecstasy, melting into my arms just as I found my release. I collapsed on top of her and her breath was like a hurricane in my ear as she tried to calm herself. I would stay like this forever with her if I could, but I eventually rolled off of her pulling her to me, her head resting on my chest as her arm draped across my stomach. Her skin was hot and damp, just as I remembered and her breathing was calming a little, but I knew it would be a while before we’d both fully recuperated.
 
   It was quiet for a long time and I ran my fingers through her hair as we lay together. Since the day she left, I imagined what it would be like to feel her like this again, curled up beside me after making love, simply being together. I’d thought of her every night, wanting her in bed next to me, and it was finally happening. I loved this woman. I was only complete when she was with me and she had to know.
 
   “Natalie?” I began quietly, afraid she might’ve fallen asleep and not wanting to wake her if she had. 
 
   “Yes?” she returned softly, moving herself even closer to me. 
 
   “I love you.” 
 
   She didn’t say anything right away, but then she propped herself up. She was even more beautiful now, her auburn hair all askew from our earlier activities.
 
   “I love you too.” Her hand reached up, brushing a piece of hair off my forehead. “I’ve missed you so much,” she said, but then paused. She smiled sweetly at me, the same smile I’d seen the first day we’d met, which made me love her all the more and I took her hand before she continued speaking. “Thank you for letting me go…but thank you for letting me come back.” 
 
   “How did I ever survive the last two years without you?” 
 
   I kissed her then, a slow and gentle kiss before pulling her to me again and laying back on the pillow, encouraging her to rest her head back on my chest while I stroked her back, causing goose bumps to explode on her skin. 
 
   “Do you ever think about what it could’ve been like…had things turned out differently?” she asked softly a few moments later. 
 
   “Every day,” I answered honestly because it was the truth. 
 
   “But, looking back on everything that happened…” she continued and I could hear the apprehension in her voice, “do you think this is how it was supposed to be?”
 
   I wanted to say no. I wanted to tell her we should’ve never been apart, but that would be a lie. She knew it and I knew it. If we’d tried to force things to work out when our world was falling apart around us, it wouldn’t have worked and it would’ve ended badly with her hating me. 
 
   “I do think this is how it was supposed to be,” I said, kissing the top of her head and breathing in her shampoo, a scent that caused memories of our life to come flooding back to me. “It wouldn’t have worked, Natalie…had we tried to force it because we didn’t want to let go.” 
 
   She was quiet for a few moments as her fingers traced my skin. I loved when she did that. 
 
   “Do you think about the baby?” 
 
   Her voice was so quiet I could barely hear her, but I did hear her and I could hear her sadness.
 
   “I think about the baby every day.” 
 
   My voice cracked because I hadn’t talked about it out loud since she left. It hurt to think about what we lost and since she’d left, images of her and our baby would often cross my mind. 
 
   “Me too. It still hurts.” Her voice trembled and I pulled her closer. “It’s nice to talk about the baby. I haven’t…not really…not since we last talked about it.”
 
   “Me neither,” I replied.
 
   “My mom asked how I was once, but that’s about it.” She paused for a moment, sighing quietly. “I don’t think anyone can understand unless they’ve gone through it. I missed talking about it with you.”
 
   “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help you.”
 
   “You’re here now though,” she said, propping herself up so she was looking at me. There was sadness on her face I hadn’t seen since we last talked about our baby. I hated when she hurt and I would do anything to take her pain away. 
 
   “I am here.” 
 
   I pushed her hair behind her ear and then kissed her, hoping she could feel that I was here for her and if it was up to me, we’d never be apart again. 
 
   “Would you mind if I stayed here tonight, Drew?” 
 
   She sounded nervous, as if she were afraid to ask me. If I had my say, she’d stay with me every night, just the way she had before our life together went to shit. 
 
   “You don’t ever have to ask me that question, Natalie,” I said, brushing my lips against hers again. When I pulled away, she looked relieved and that smile I would never grow tired of, formed on her mouth. 
 
   She settled in beside me again and I pulled her as close as I could. I rubbed her shoulder with my fingertips and it didn’t take long until she’d fallen asleep. Sleep didn’t come as easily for me though. I’d imagined having her beside me again like this for so long and now that she was here, I wasn’t going to waste time sleeping. I wanted to remember everything about this and I found myself simply watching her as she slept. She looked peaceful and I don’t think I’d ever seen her so beautiful. Natalie had been gone from my life for too long and now that she was back, I was never letting this woman go.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   Court didn’t ask any questions when I walked through the door at six-thirty a.m. He was already awake and getting ready. He smiled and winked as he buttered an English muffin. I tried not to blush too much as I grabbed a clean towel and got in the shower. I thought about Drew and last night and what we’d shared. I hadn’t expected it to happen. I hadn’t invited him to come on the walk through with me with the intention of doing what we’d done or deciding to give us another chance, but as I washed the last scent of him off me, I was anxious to see what would become of it all. 
 
   I blow dried my hair so it fell straight down my back and after applying my make-up, I put on a black skirt and a purple blouse and walked into the kitchen. Court had finished his breakfast and was scrolling through his phone. He looked up though when he saw me. 
 
   “There’s something different about you, Natalie.” I knew he wouldn’t be able to keep his mouth shut for long and I had to laugh at the way he raised his eyebrow in my direction. “You look absolutely radiant, my dear.”
 
   “Knock it off, Court,” I said, opening the fridge and grabbing a yogurt. 
 
   “I assume you spent the night at Mr. Saben’s?” 
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Is there anything else I should know?” 
 
   “Don’t do this, Court. You know what happened.”
 
   “Was this a one-time thing or can I expect that perpetually bad mood Drew’s been in for the past two years to finally go away?”  
 
   “I think you can expect a happy Mr. Saben this morning.”
 
   “It’s about damn time,” he said and I had to laugh again. 
 
   “One more thing you’ll be happy about is that I’ll be out of your place this week. I signed the lease yesterday,” I said with an excited grin.
 
   “You’re not moving back in with Daddy Warbucks?” 
 
   “No. I’ve got my own place.”
 
   “For now,” Court teased, but I didn’t argue with him. 
 
   “I’ve just got to scrounge up some furniture and I’ll be good to go.”
 
   “That is exciting news, Natalie. I’m like a proud father,” he sighed dramatically, draping his arm around me. “My little Iowa cornstalk is making it on her own in the big city.”
 
   I laughed again and untangled myself from him and then grabbed my purse and headed towards the door.
 
   “Hold up. I’ll ride with you for a bit.”
 
   Court gathered his things and followed me outside. We were only able to ride the subway together for a few minutes as we both got off and transferred to trains in opposite directions. 
 
   The station was already buzzing when I arrived. The morning show had just finished up and as I settled in, I had a feeling it was going to be a busy day. 
 
   I started going through some emails and then I heard footsteps approaching. I looked up to see Holden. I hadn’t seen much of him since my first day, only a few quick hellos as we passed each other in the hall, but other than a few smiles and waves, there’d been no more communication between us. 
 
   Our eyes met as he got closer. He was wearing what I had discovered was his usual attire, comfortable jeans and a t-shirt, usually with some kind of graphic on it. Today it was a reference to an old Nintendo game I assumed was supposed to be funny, but I didn’t get it. He pushed his dusty hair off his forehead as he walked and then stopped and leaned against my cubicle. 
 
   “Good morning, Natalie,” he began, flashing a wide smile at me. 
 
   “Good morning, Holden. How are you today?”
 
   “Very well, thank you.” I liked the playful banter we shared already. I hardly knew Holden, but I’d liked him instantly. “And how about yourself? You can’t seem to stop smiling this morning.”
 
   “I guess I’m just in a good mood,” I told him truthfully and for a second, my mind flashed back to last night. 
 
   “I can see that. You’re even prettier when you’ve got a constant smile on your face.” I felt my cheeks blush at his compliment, but I didn’t respond. “I’ve gotta run and fix Phil’s computer and we all know how he gets when he’s kept waiting,” Holden said with a slight grimace, referring to Phillip Titus, the veteran evening news anchor, who I’d already learned had a reputation for being a pompous pain in the ass. “But, I’ll check back around noon and see if you’re free and we can grab lunch. How does that sound?”
 
   “Um…” I began, wondering how I should respond. Drew and I were basically a couple again, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t be friends with Holden. I hadn’t connected with a lot of people at the station and since he was extending the olive branch, I wanted to take it. “Sure. Yeah…that sounds good.”
 
   “Try and contain your enthusiasm, Natalie,” he said with a laugh.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “I was just making sure I didn’t have anything to do, but lunch sounds great.”
 
   “Looking forward to it,” he said, smiling at me once more before he tapped his knuckle a few times on the side of my cubicle and walked away. 
 
   I turned back to my computer, but then a text message notification grabbed my attention. Pulling my phone from my purse, I smiled instantly when I saw it was from Drew. 
 
    
 
   DREW: I HOPE YOU’RE HAVING A GOOD MORNING. DINNER TONIGHT?
 
    
 
   I thought for a moment on how to respond. I’d already decided I would spend the evening trying to find some furniture. If I was going to move out of Court’s, furnishing my apartment had to be a priority. 
 
    
 
   ME: MY MORNING IS WONDERFUL. I HOPE YOURS IS AS WELL. DINNER WOULD BE GREAT, BUT MY NAKED APARTMENT NEEDS SOME FURNITURE. I’M GOING SHOPPING AFTER WORK.
 
    
 
   His response was almost instant.
 
    
 
   DREW: I’VE BEEN TOLD I’M AN EXCELLENT COMPANION TO FURNITURE SHOP WITH IF YOU’D LIKE SOME COMPANY.
 
    
 
   I smiled, thinking back to our not so excellent experience buying furniture together when we redecorated his apartment and laughed to myself as I responded.
 
    
 
   ME: WHOEVER TOLD YOU THAT IS A LIAR. I’VE BEEN FURNITURE SHOPPING WITH YOU AND YOU’RE NOT VERY GOOD AT IT, BUT I’D LOVE YOUR COMPANY ANYWAY.
 
    
 
   I waited with a smile on my face for his response, which came only a few seconds later. 
 
    
 
   DREW: YOUR INSULTS HURT, MISS VASSER, BUT I ACCEPT YOUR INVITATION. 
 
    
 
   I could feel my smile growing wider when I saw his message and I knew I’d be filled with the anticipation of seeing him all day.
 
    
 
   ME: I’M LOOKING FORWARD TO IT. MEET ME OUTSIDE THE STATION AT FIVE-THIRTY.
 
    
 
   DREW: YOUR DEMAND IS MY WISH.
 
    
 
   His message caused me to laugh and then another rang through a second later. 
 
    
 
   DREW: NOW GET TO WORK. WE CAN’T HAVE YOU GETTING FIRED.
 
    
 
   ME: YES, SIR. SAME GOES TO YOU. 
 
    
 
   I put the phone in my pocket and got to work. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   It was noon before I realized it. I’d been busy with Daphne and another coworker as we did some investigating for the story we’d been working on. We’d just broken for lunch and when I returned to my cubicle, I saw Holden waiting for me. He was leaning against the wall, his arms folded across his chest with a playful smirk on his face. 
 
   “Are we still on for lunch?”
 
   I winced, having completely forgotten about it until I saw him standing there. After my conversation with Drew and how busy I’d been throughout the morning, lunch with Holden had slipped my mind. 
 
   “You forgot, didn’t you?” The smirk left his face and his arms uncrossed as he stepped closer to me. 
 
   “No,” I said quickly, which was mostly a lie. “I didn’t forget. It’s just that I’ve been so busy this morning that it may have slipped my mind until I saw you standing here.”
 
   “I didn’t realize I was that forgettable. I guess I’ll have to do something about that,” he said with an easy laugh and I sighed, looking at him apologetically. 
 
   “I’m sorry. My mind was so scattered. I’m sorry if…”
 
   “Hey,” he said, reaching over touching my arm for a second before removing it. “I’m only messing with you, which is obviously an easy thing to do.” He laughed and I had to crack a smile too. “So, are we on for lunch or not?”
 
   “Yes. Definitely,” I said, pulling my purse over my shoulder and following him outside to a deli across the street that Holden said was good.  
 
   “This is one of the best salads I’ve ever had,” I told him once we’d started eating and he grinned at me after putting down his Reuben sandwich. 
 
   “It’s one of the oldest deli’s in New York actually. You can’t go wrong with anything here. I’ve got lots of hidden gems to show you. How about Chinese tomorrow?” 
 
   I started laughing and set my fork down. 
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   “C’mon. You’ve gotta get away from the office for a little while each day and I can tell you right now, you’re not gonna find a better lunch date than me.”
 
   I laughed again and I didn’t bother to tell him that I could think of one and his name was Drew Saben. 
 
   “You’re very sure of yourself, Holden.”
 
   “Life’s a bitch. You’ve gotta be.” 
 
   He was grinning over to me, one eyebrow raised slightly higher than the other.
 
   “I guess that’s a good attitude to have,” I said.
 
   I started eating my salad again and it was quiet for a few moments until I saw Holden’s mouth curl up into a grin again. 
 
   “I’m just gonna come out with it, Natalie,” he finally said. “I’ve got tickets to the Yankees game on Friday night. I thought since you’re new in town, you might want to join me. You interested in coming along?” 
 
   I felt my lips dip into a quick frown and I looked up to meet Holden’s eyes. 
 
   “That’s really sweet of you,” I began. I hated the look of disappointment that washed discreetly over his face when he realized what was coming. “Thank you for inviting me, but I’m not going to be able to make it.”
 
   He didn’t say anything right away, but then he forced a smile.
 
   “Well, that wasn’t how I expected this to go. I thought it was a sure thing,” he said with a low laugh.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I winced, smiling apologetically.
 
   “Another time then?” 
 
   I sighed quietly, knowing I shouldn’t lead him on. I guess I was hoping he was just super friendly and not into me. I should’ve known he was looking for more than friendship, which I found disappointing. I liked Holden and I was looking forward to having a friend at the office.
 
   “To be honest, Holden,” I began. “Since I’ve been back in the city, I’ve reconnected with my ex.”
 
   “Oh,” he said and I couldn’t tell how to read his face. He looked upset for a moment, but then he relaxed. “If things should change, the offer’s still out there.”
 
   “Thank you for understanding, Holden,” I said and he smiled at me. 
 
   “I should’ve known a girl like you wouldn’t remain single for long.” I couldn’t help the blush that spread on my cheeks and I moved the salad around the plate with my fork. “I should’ve asked you out sooner before the old flame struck again.”
 
   “If it makes you feel any better, the flame never really went out,” I told him with a sincere smile, hoping it’d somehow make him feel better.
 
   “He’s a lucky guy,” was all Holden said and he picked up his sandwich again. 
 
   “Drew and I…we have a complicated past…” I began, not knowing why I felt the need to somehow explain myself to him. I guess I was feeling badly about having to let him down. 
 
   “Natalie,” he interrupted. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me. I appreciate your honesty, even if it doesn’t quite help numb the blow of making a complete ass of myself.” He laughed and I could feel the normalcy returning. 
 
   “You didn’t make a complete ass of yourself and just so you know,” I said, smiling over to him, “if I wasn’t back with Drew, I would’ve said yes.”
 
   “So, there’s hope for us yet?” he teased, but I just laughed.
 
   “I hope we can be friends,” I told him.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “And you’ll fix my computer still?”
 
   “Now that’s asking a little much.” 
 
   He grinned over to me and we both laughed as we finished our lunch. The rest of the meal wasn’t as awkward as I would’ve expected and when we returned to the office, Holden headed to his department and I made myself comfortable in my cubicle for the rest of the afternoon, my eyes constantly drifting to the clock, anxious for the impending furniture shopping. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   I looked at my watch again. It was nearly 5:45. I was getting impatient. Not at the fact that she was late, but at the fact I was anxious to see her. No…needed to see her was more like it. 
 
   I hadn’t been able to get her out of my mind since she left my apartment just as the sun was rising. I hadn’t wanted to let her go. I wanted to lie in bed with her all day making love until we passed out, but she dampened my plans when she insisted she leave so she wasn’t late for work. I’d had my arms tightly around her body. I loved feeling her beside me. Her skin was so soft and she always smelled so good. Reluctantly, I’d let go though and watched as she put the clothes on that we’d thrown on the floor the night before. She turned her back to me, pretending modesty had overcome her, but when she turned her head enough that I could see her smiling at me, I knew she was doing it to torture me. I didn’t mind though. She could torture me like that any time. 
 
   I’d stood up myself, putting on a pair of boxers from my drawer and then slid my hands around her waist, spinning her slowly so she was pressed against me, seeming so small in my arms. 
 
   “I can’t tell you how happy you’ve made me, Natalie,” I’d said softly to her, leaning in and kissing her gently. I couldn’t do anymore. If I did, she’d end up back in my bed and probably fired for being late to her new job. 
 
   “Me too,” she said and I just looked at her for a few moments. God, she was beautiful. 
 
   She’d left the apartment and I begrudgingly got ready for work, heading into the office and busying myself on some plans for an office building in Newark. My eyes drifted to the clock throughout the day. The time was creeping by too slowly, but finally, five o’clock hit and I grabbed my bag. Court was still at his desk and he eyed me suspiciously. 
 
   “Can I expect not to be seeing Natalie again tonight?” he asked with a wry grin.
 
   “You are aware that you’re my employee, Court, aren’t you?”
 
   “Of course I am, Mr. Saben,” he mocked and I rolled my eyes at his petulance.
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow, Court,” I said and walked by him briskly until I heard him say my name again. 
 
   “Drew,” he said and I turned around to face him. “Don’t mess this up.”
 
   “Good night, Court,” I said, not responding to him. I didn’t need to respond though. Now that I had her back, there was no way I was going to mess it up.
 
   I could feel my impatience taking over as my foot tapped and I continued to stare at my watch as if that would somehow make her appear faster. I watched as dozens of people exited the building and each time the door would open, I prayed it would be her. I was just about to call her when the door swung open and she walked out. She was stunning in the pencil skirt that accentuated her curves and her hair bounced on her shoulders as she approached me. She was smiling, but she seemed nervous. We were both nervous. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said when she reached me. “I got held up.”
 
   “No worries,” I said reassuringly. “These things happen.” 
 
   I was acting cool, doing my best to keep the maniac I’d been while waiting for her at bay. He was gone because she was here now. I wanted to kiss her. It’d only been twelve hours since I’d tasted her lips, but it was too long. Cautiously, I leaned in and when she didn’t protest, I gave her a delicate kiss. As I started to pull back, I felt her coming with me as if she didn’t want it to end and so I pressed my lips down on hers a little longer, even sliding my tongue across them briefly. She tasted like cinnamon. 
 
   “We should probably get going. The store will only be open for a couple of more hours.” Her voice sounded breathless when we broke our kiss and I couldn’t help the feeling of satisfaction that washed over me from knowing I’d caused that reaction from her. 
 
   “Let’s go then,” I said and we started walking. I hesitated, but then I slid my hand into hers. I watched as she glanced down and then her fingers curled around mine. “Can I ask where we’re headed?”
 
   “Court told me about a consignment shop in The Bronx.”
 
   “A consignment shop?” Consignment meant used. Natalie deserved the best, not someone’s hand me downs. 
 
   “I can hear the doubt in your voice,” she said, suddenly stopping. There was a slight glare on her face. She was frustrated with me, but I found her adorable like this. 
 
   “Forgive me, Natalie, but I believe you deserve the best.”
 
   “The best costs money,” she said and the second I opened my mouth to offer to buy the furniture, she put a finger over it before I could get the words out. “And before you try and solve that by offering to buy it or whatever the hell you were about to say, don’t. I let it slide about the apartment, but this is not an argument you will win. I’ve got a budget and you can either come with me and keep your mouth shut unless you have something nice to say or you can go home.” 
 
   She was trying to be tough, but little did Natalie know, no matter how tough she tried to be, there was no way she could hide the delicacy of her being. There was fire in her eyes that I found incredibly sexy, but behind that fire, I could still see the softness. She loved me. I knew she did. She wanted this though and I had to let her be herself. She needed this. I could give her practically anything she wanted, but all she wanted was to show everyone she could do it on her own and so I nodded. 
 
   “I’m sorry if I sounded condescending or demeaning. That wasn’t my intention. I’d love to come with you.”
 
   “Thank you.” The fire started to go out and a soft smile spread on her face as she linked her hands with mine again. “Oh, and one more thing,” she said, raising a playful eyebrow at me. “We’re taking the subway.” 
 
   She started laughing because she knew how much I detested the subway, but I didn’t complain. I simply followed her because I’d follow her anywhere.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   "That wasn’t so bad, now was it?” she asked me after we left the consignment shop. 
 
   She was right. It wasn’t as painful as I’d expected. It hadn’t been painful at all because I was with her. She’d found a few simple pieces: a couch, a small table and even a bed frame. I was glad though when she’d informed me she would be purchasing a new mattress. That would be bought another time though. 
 
   It was almost eight o’clock when we were done and as we walked to the subway entrance I wondered if she’d be coming back to my apartment again tonight. After having her in my bed the night before, I didn’t want to go back to sleeping alone. 
 
   “It wasn’t bad at all, Natalie,” I said, reaching over and taking her hand and we walked in silence for a few moments. 
 
   “It’s getting late though. I should probably get back to Court’s,” she said and I stopped, causing her to stop too. 
 
   “Back to Court’s?” I asked and she knew what I was implying. 
 
   “I…I think I should,” she began softly, glancing down to the sidewalk for a moment before looking back up at me. I knew she could see the disappointment on my face. “I…I don’t want to mess this up by moving too fast,” she continued and I nodded, knowing she was right, even if I didn’t want to admit it. “Last night…” her voice trailed off for a moment as her eyes closed, “it was…it was…”
 
   “It was perfect,” I finished for her and she opened her eyes. She stepped closer and rested her palm on my cheek.
 
   “It was perfect,” she repeated quietly. “And let’s not mess with perfection just yet.”
 
   I knew she was right. It killed me that she was right.
 
   “I insist on at least walking you home then.”
 
   She smiled a slow, reluctant smile, but then nodded. 
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   I took her hand again, but instead of continuing to the subway, I pulled her to the curb and hailed a cab. 
 
   “You’re so pretentious.” She laughed, but I only raised a playful eyebrow at her as the cab pulled up.
 
   I opened the door and she climbed inside. I followed a second later and as we settled in the backseat, she inched closer to me and reached over, taking my hand, not letting go until we finally pulled up to Court’s building. 
 
   Natalie got out and I told the driver to wait as I followed her to the stoop. 
 
   “Thank you for coming with me and not being a pain,” she said and then laughed. 
 
   “Thank you for putting up with me.” 
 
   I smiled at her and then I reached up, touching her hair, my fingertips stroking her cheek as I did so. Her eyes closed slowly as I touched her and I knew she liked it. She wanted to come back to my apartment. She wanted to be with me tonight, but she knew this was the right thing to do, as hard as it would be to sleep alone tonight, she was right.
 
   “Good night, Drew,” she whispered. 
 
   “Good night, Natalie.” 
 
   I raised my other hand and cradled her face, staring into the eyes of this beautiful woman. She might not be coming home with me tonight, but I was going to take a piece of her with me. I pressed my lips to hers softly before I felt her mouth open, wanting more. I kissed her deeply and I felt her hands wrap around me. It didn’t matter who was watching. At that moment it was just her and me. I heard a quiet moan escape from her and I knew if I asked her again to come home with me, she would. I couldn’t though because she was right and Court’s words echoed in my mind. Don’t mess this up.  I wasn’t going to and so I slowly pulled back, leaving her breathless, pressing my forehead to hers as we calmed ourselves. 
 
   “I hope it’s not too long before I’ll see you again, Natalie,” I said quietly. 
 
   “Friday,” she said as her breathing started to slow. “Make me dinner, like you used to.”
 
   “Friday,” I repeated. “Six o’clock.” 
 
   We finally pulled away from each other and she smiled shyly at me, pushing a piece of hair behind her ear. She didn’t say another word and I watched until she was safely in the building. I turned back towards the cab and got inside, but instead of going home, I told the driver to take me to the grocery store. I had a meal to plan. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   I knew it was just my anticipation, but the week had moved slowly. Friday finally came though and I woke up with butterflies in my stomach. I hadn’t seen Drew since the night we’d gone shopping for my furniture. It’d taken all my strength not to follow him back to his place that night. I’d wanted nothing more than to spend the night beside him, but even though I knew we both wanted to floor the accelerator on our new relationship, we also knew we had to ride the brakes for a little while. I didn’t know how long I’d be able to keep it up, but I knew it’d been the right thing to do. Friday had finally arrived though and I couldn’t wait to see him. We’d talked on the phone every night, but his voice could never be a substitute for him. 
 
   “Natalie.” 
 
   I looked up to see Daphne coming towards me. She looked on edge, her mouth in a straight line and her eyebrows creased.
 
   “Is everything okay?” I asked her, looking up from the computer. I’d been doing some research on some alleged corruption in the mayor’s office, but stopped what I was doing when I saw her. 
 
   “No,” she said quickly, stopping by my cubicle. “Beverly’s sick.”
 
   She was referring to one of the field reporters, Beverly Stocic. I hadn’t had a chance to get to know her very well, but I knew who she was. She’d been covering a trial of a serial rapist that had been captured a year ago. I’d helped a little on the story, but it was her baby.
 
   “What’s the matter with her?”
 
   “She was getting ready to head out for the mid-day broadcast with an update from the courthouse and she just doubled over,” Daphne continued, obviously more concerned with the situation rather than Beverly’s well-being. “I think it’s just a bad case of diarrhea or something. I told her to take some Pepto Bismal and she’d be fine, but she insisted on going to the hospital to get checked out.” 
 
   I tried to stifle my laughter. I’d never had a conversation about diarrhea in the workplace and I was surprised at Daphne’s lack of sensitivity. 
 
   “Maybe it’s something serious,” I chimed in hesitantly and she sighed deeply. 
 
   “You’re right,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. I’m being…I’m being a complete bitch,” she admitted and it was silent as I waited for her to talk again. “We need someone to cover her report.” She stopped again and then looked directly into my eyes. “I need you to cover it.”
 
   “Me?” I asked, the surprise evident in my voice. 
 
   “I know you’re still getting your feet wet here, but you worked with Beverly on this and we hired you to be a reporter. You ready?” She folded her arms and raised an eyebrow at me, a slow smile rising on the left side of her mouth. I felt my heart start to pound from nerves and excitement, but then I nodded. 
 
   “I’m ready.”
 
   “Good. C’mon.” 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I sat in the back of the van, scouring the notes on Beverly’s iPad. The camera guy, Ollie, gave me some tips as he drove. I knew the material, but I was nervous as hell. I’d never been on TV, unless you counted the night we’d attended the opening of the arts center Drew had designed. It had only been a brief glimpse then, but in an hour, that would change. 
 
   My concentration was shattered when I heard my phone beep with a text message. When I pulled it out, I smiled, seeing it was from Drew.
 
    
 
   DREW: ARE WE STILL ON FOR TONIGHT?
 
    
 
   How could he even ask me that? 
 
    
 
   ME: OF COURSE WE ARE. I’VE BEEN LOOKING FORWARD TO IT ALL WEEK. 
 
    
 
   I wasn’t going to play coy and act as if I hadn’t been thinking about it. 
 
    
 
   DREW: ME TOO. HOW’S YOUR DAY GOING?
 
    
 
   I debated on whether or not I should tell him I was sitting in the back of the van on the way to my first big assignment, but then decided I should. He’d be disappointed if I didn’t.
 
    
 
   ME: GREAT. I’M ACTUALLY ON MY WAY TO THE COURTHOUSE TO COVER A TRIAL FOR THE MID-DAY SHOW.
 
    
 
   I waited for his response with butterflies in my stomach and I didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    
 
   DREW: THAT’S INCREDIBLE!
 
    
 
   I loved how he seemed so excited and I felt a smile pull up on my lips.
 
    
 
   DREW: IT’S ON AT NOON?
 
    
 
   I cringed knowing he’d watch it. There was no way he wouldn’t.
 
    
 
   ME: YES. DON’T WATCH THOUGH. I’LL PROBABLY MAKE A COMPLETE FOOL OF MYSELF.
 
    
 
   I knew he hated when I doubted myself so I could imagine the grimace on his face at my last text.
 
    
 
   DREW: THERE’S NO WAY I’D MISS IT. HAVE FAITH. YOU’LL DO GREAT.
 
    
 
   I knew he believed those words. I just wished I had that same faith in myself. 
 
    
 
   ME: THANK YOU. SEE YOU TONIGHT.
 
    
 
   I started typing I love you. It was almost automatic because I did love him. He loved me too. We both knew that. We’d both declared it again, but I didn’t know if we were at that point yet to be saying it at the end of our conversations. 
 
    
 
   DREW: LOOKING FORWARD TO IT. 
 
    
 
   I sent him a smiley face and then set my phone down to concentrate on my notes again. A few minutes later my phone beeped again with another text message from him.
 
    
 
   DREW: I LOVE YOU.
 
    
 
   He’d obviously been debating it too, but since he sent it, I knew that debate was over. 
 
    
 
   ME: I LOVE YOU TOO.
 
    
 
   A calm came over me as I looked at the exchange between us. There was something comforting about sharing this with him and knowing he was supporting me. It felt good to know as I stared into that camera, he’d be staring back.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   It was always crowded in Manhattan, but Ollie seemed to be an expert and somehow found us a parking spot. I took a deep breath before getting out, saying a quick prayer that I wouldn’t make a complete ass of myself on my first assignment and then met Ollie at the front of the van. He had his camera in hand and I followed him to the steps at the foot of the courthouse. He started setting up the camera and satellite while I went over my notes again. My segment was scheduled to start in a half an hour.
 
   “You wanna do a practice run?” Ollie asked, obviously sensing how nervous I was and I nodded appreciatively. 
 
   I felt a bit awkward rehearsing to a camera that wasn’t rolling, but I was glad he’d suggested it because the first run was not good. We did it two more times and by then I felt a little better. It was anybody’s guess how it would go once I saw that red light though. 
 
   “We’re on in five,” Ollie said and I felt the nerves kick into high gear.
 
   It was the fastest five minutes of my life and before I knew it, the camera was pointing directly at me and Ollie was giving me the signal to begin. The words just started pouring out of my mouth and I was on autopilot. I wasn’t sure if I was talking too fast or too slow. I wasn’t even sure what had come out of my mouth, but once I sent it back to the studio and Ollie gave me the all clear sign, I could finally breathe again. He was smiling at me when I was done and he gave me a thumbs up. 
 
   “How was it?” I asked as I felt myself cringe.
 
   “You did a great job, Natalie. Honestly.” 
 
   He smiled supportively and I breathed out deeply. I hadn’t made a fool out of myself after all.  
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Ava and Kara where waiting for me when I got back, both of them smiling like proud mothers. I couldn’t help but laugh at the looks on their faces. I hadn’t been able to spend much time with them since I’d started, but they obviously were making it a point to hunt me down after my first big break.
 
   “You were terrific,” Ava said as we walked towards my desk. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said timidly. “I was scared as hell.” I started laughing and I felt Kara touch my arm gently. 
 
   “You didn’t seem nervous at all. You did a wonderful job, Natalie. You looked amazing too. I’m sure you’ll be seeing a lot more of the camera now,” Kara said and I smiled, hoping she was right. 
 
   “You guys are too kind. I’m just grateful to have been given the chance, even if it was last minute. Speaking of that…any word on Beverly?”
 
   “Appendicitis. She’s having an emergency appendectomy as we speak,” Ava informed me.
 
   “That’s terrible. Daphne was joking it was just a terrible case of diarrhea,” I said and both of them burst out laughing. 
 
   “Leave it to Daphne,” Kara said, shaking her head as we approached my desk. 
 
   “What’s this?” Ava asked as I hung my bag up on a hook.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “This.” 
 
   I turned around to see her gesturing to a small bouquet of wildflowers on my desk. 
 
   “I have no idea,” I said softly as I picked them up, looking for a card or some other indication as to who’d given them to me. There was nothing though and then I felt a smile form on my face. It was typical Drew. Somehow he’d found a way to surprise me. 
 
   “Who’re they from?” Kara prodded.
 
   “I’m not sure, but I have my suspicions.”
 
   “Who?” Ava continued to press and I decided I should probably tell them Drew and I were giving our relationship another shot. 
 
   “There’s no card, but I’m thinking they’re from Drew.”
 
   Both of their mouths hung open a little at my words. 
 
   “Drew?” they both finally asked in unison and I nodded. 
 
   “We’ve reconnected and we’re seeing how things go. I told him about the assignment on the way to the courthouse. He must’ve had these brought over.”
 
   “Seriously,” Ava said with an eye roll. “I think you’re the luckiest bitch alive.” 
 
   We all started laughing and then Kara gave me a hug followed by Ava and they left to finish their work while I sat down to get settled, smelling the flowers and pulling out my phone.
 
    
 
   ME: THANK YOU FOR THE FLOWERS. THEY WERE EXACTLY WHAT I NEEDED TO SEE WHEN I GOT BACK.
 
    
 
   I decided to use the restroom and when I got back I saw he’d replied.
 
    
 
   DREW: FLOWERS?
 
    
 
   ME: THERE WERE FLOWERS WAITING FOR ME ON MY DESK WHEN I GOT BACK. I ASSUMED YOU’D SENT THEM. 
 
    
 
   I was truly puzzled now, unless he was messing with me, which I wouldn’t put past him. 
 
    
 
   DREW: WHILE YOU WERE ABSOLUTE PERFECTION ON THE SCREEN, I DIDN’T SEND YOU FLOWERS. 
 
    
 
   I sat for a few moments trying to figure this out. It was probably Daphne trying to make me feel good about my first assignment. It had to be her.
 
    
 
   ME: IT WAS PROBABLY MY SUPERVISOR. GOTTA GET BACK TO WORK. SEE YOU TONIGHT!
 
    
 
   DREW: SEE YOU SOON. 
 
    
 
   I looked at the flowers again, but not in the way I first had when I assumed they were from Drew. It was strange for sure, but I put it to the back of my mind as I tried to refocus and finish up what I needed to do before heading to Drew’s. 
 
   “I saw you on the mid-day.” 
 
   A voice startled me from my work and I looked up to see Holden standing there, hands tucked into his loose jeans. It looked as if he’d gotten a haircut and today’s t-shirt was vintage looking with The Ramones splashed on the front. 
 
   “Oh my gosh,” I said, feeling my cheeks flush and smiling shyly over to him. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be embarrassed. You did great. Everyone thought so.
 
   “You’re just being kind,” I said, not liking this attention on me. 
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   His face was serious and he pulled his hands from his pockets as he leaned against the wall of my cubicle. 
 
   “I don’t think you’ll be sitting behind this desk for too much longer.”
 
   “I hope you’re right,” I admitted. “I was terrified, but it was so much fun.” 
 
   I felt the smile spread on my face because it had been exhilarating. It was what I’d wanted to do…what I’d given up everything to do and I was happy it seemed to be panning out. 
 
   “You were a natural on the camera and I’m sure the male audience was appreciative of the new correspondent on Channel 5.” His playful grin caused me to blush again and I looked down for a moment, shaking my head. “I took a guess and thought you might like wildflowers.”
 
   My eyes whipped up at his last sentence. The playfulness was gone from his smile. He was still smiling, but it seemed more tender, shy almost. 
 
   “Those were from you?” I asked softly and he nodded. 
 
   “I guess I should’ve left a note or something, but I thought you might enjoy the mystery.” 
 
   “You had me stumped once I realized they hadn’t come from my boyfriend,” I said with a laugh, grateful to have solved the mystery of the flowers. 
 
   “I just wanted to congratulate you and let you know I thought you did a great job out there today. And what says that better than a friendly bouquet of flowers?” 
 
   “Thank you, Holden. That was really sweet of you and you guessed right. I do love wildflowers.” 
 
   “I’m glad you like them.” He smiled at me again and then I felt his hand on my shoulder for a moment before he removed it just as quickly. “I’ve gotta get back to work, but how about lunch on Monday? There’s this great greasy spoon I want to show you.”
 
   “We’ll see what Monday brings,” I told him and he nodded.
 
   “Enjoy your weekend,” he said and I smiled over to him. 
 
   “You too.” 
 
   And with that, he turned and walked away and I turned back to my computer. Six o’clock was fast approaching.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   “Look at our little Natalie. She’s all grown up. Who’d’ve thought when she walked in here that first day, she’d be doing this?”
 
   “Would you shut up, Court? I’m trying to listen.”
 
   After her text, Court and I went to my office to pull up the live stream of the noon broadcast. We’d sat through the top stories and the sports and finally at 12:20, the screen flashed to Natalie in front of the courthouse and I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. She was stunning and I’d never seen her more confident. She was made for this work and as much as it pained me to have missed out on the last two years with her, I knew she’d done the right thing. This was where she belonged and as inane as Court was being, he had a point. The girl I met that first day in my office was very different than the girl on the TV screen. 
 
   “She was actually really good,” Court said when I’d closed the window.
 
   “You sound surprised.”
 
   “I guess I am. I didn’t know what to expect, but she’s good, Drew.”
 
   “She’s amazing,” I answered and then Court patted me on the back before leaving the office. 
 
   It was hard to keep my mind on other things when I kept thinking about her, but I did my best. We’d be able to talk all about it tonight when I made her dinner. I’d decided on mushroom risotto and salad. It was easy enough to make and I knew she’d like it. She’d be at my apartment at six, which meant I had to finish up my work for the day by three in order to get everything prepared. 
 
   About an hour after the broadcast, I heard my phone go off and I saw a text from Natalie. I felt a smile spread on my face knowing it was from her, but I felt the smile fade when I realized she was thanking me for flowers I hadn’t sent. I may be good, but even I couldn’t get flowers to her office in less than an hour, although now thinking about it, I should’ve tried. She was puzzled, but seemed fairly certain it was her boss. That seemed odd to me. Bosses didn’t usually reward their staff for doing their jobs with bouquets of flowers. 
 
   I’d put it to the back of my mind when I heard the intercom buzz in my office.
 
   “What is it, Court?” I asked.
 
   “Christina’s here to see you.”
 
   I felt my brow furrow. I wasn’t expecting her. I actually hadn’t spoken much to anyone in my family since Natalie came back into my life. 
 
   “Send her in,” I said and a moment later, the door was opening and my sister walked in, shutting it behind her. 
 
   “Hey,” she said. 
 
   I never knew what to expect with Christina. Although she’d been doing well the past year and a half, there was always a part of me that was afraid that would all change.
 
   “What brings you by?” I asked her, standing from my chair and greeting her with a quick hug. “Is everything all right?”
 
   “Yes, everything’s great.” She smiled again and then we sat down in some chairs by the window overlooking the city. “I’m sorry to barge in on you like this.”
 
   “It’s fine. You rarely come by the office though, so I’m curious what brings you here now.”
 
   “Well,” she began as the smile grew wider on her face. “What are your plans for next weekend?”
 
   “As in not tomorrow but the following weekend?” I asked and she nodded. “I hadn’t really thought about it,” I told her, although I had thought about it and if it were up to me, every weekend from here on out would in some way include Natalie. 
 
   “Do you think you may be able to come to Danbury?”
 
   “Why?” I hated when my sisters beat around the bush. I wish they’d just come out with what they wanted to say instead of dragging it out like this. 
 
   “Daniel and I are getting married.”
 
   Her voice was soft and anxious and I felt my mouth open in surprise. More like shock actually. I knew they were engaged, but I hadn’t been made aware of any plans and now in a week, they’d be getting married.
 
   “You’re getting married…next Saturday?” 
 
   I saw the glee on her face dip when she picked up on my hesitation.
 
   “I know it’s short notice, but we just want to get married and we don’t want to wait.”
 
   “I didn’t even know you were making plans.”
 
   “We hadn’t really, but we want to do this. It’s not going to be anything fancy, just a small ceremony in Mom and Dad’s backyard. We’ll have some food and there’ll be some dancing. It’ll be very intimate.” 
 
   She looked happy as she told me of her plans and I reached over and took her hand. I’d seen my sister at her lowest point. I’d seen my sister completely broken. I’d seen her nearly destroy herself, but as I looked at her now, I knew Daniel made her happy and that was all that mattered. After I found her that day, huddled in the bathroom all those years ago, I didn’t think she’d ever be okay. I still had my doubts sometimes, but maybe this meant I could stop doubting if she’d be okay and know that she would be. 
 
   “It sounds great. Can I help with anything?” I asked her. She had to know I’d do anything for her. 
 
   “No. You’ve done enough for me.” She leaned over and wrapped her arms around me and I hugged her back. “Truly, Drew,” she said when she was sitting back in her chair, “you’ve done so much for me and I put you in an impossibly difficult and unfair position all those years ago and I made your life hell. I’m sorry.”
 
   I could see she was on the verge of tears and I quickly reached for the tissue box on my desk and handed it to her. 
 
   “No more sorries, okay? We’re done with that.”
 
   She nodded quickly and dabbed at her eyes. 
 
   “Did you ever talk to Natalie?” she asked cautiously and I nodded. “How’d it go?”
 
   “It went great. We’re, uh…we’re going to see if we can make it work this time.” 
 
   I don’t know why I was nervous to tell her that, but she smiled widely when I did.
 
   “That is wonderful news,” she said, hugging me again. “You’ll bring her to the wedding, won’t you?”
 
   “If that’s okay with you.”
 
   “Of course, it is,” she assured me. “It’s your turn to be happy too, Drew.”
 
   “I’ll talk to her about it tonight, but, yes, I’ll probably be bringing her.”
 
   “I hope so,” she said softly and then stood up. “I’ve got to head back to work. I ran over here really quick on my lunch break.”
 
   “Thanks for stopping by,” I told her, leaning in for another hug.
 
   “I love you, Drew,” she said as she wrapped her arms around me. 
 
   “I love you too, sis,” I told her and then she smiled once more and turned and left. 
 
   I shut the door behind her and went to the window, looking down onto the city. Two years ago, I thought my life was falling part, but now, things were suddenly starting to look up. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   I don’t think I stopped smiling the entire way to Drew’s apartment. It had been a perfect day, the kind that rarely comes along and when it does, you try and remember it so when you’re having a bad day, you know that things will always get better. I wanted to keep this day locked in my memory to remind myself why I’d wanted to do this in the first place. 
 
   He’d buzzed me right up when I got there and when I knocked on the door, it only took him a few moments to open it. He was smiling when he saw me and then motioned me inside. He closed the door and then took my purse for me, hanging it on the coat rack. 
 
   “It’s good to see you,” he said then, taking my hand and kissing me on the cheek. He smelled so good and before I could stop myself, I turned my head so his lips slid off my cheek and onto mine. It was an innocent kiss, but our lips lingered for a few moments until we pulled away. “I have to say, I didn’t expect that.”
 
   “Well,” I said with a grin, “a lot of things are happening today that I didn’t expect.” 
 
   “I’d say today is a good day then.”
 
   He smiled and took my hand, leading me into the kitchen, where dinner was waiting. He appeared to have pulled out all the stops. There were even candles on the table of the breakfast nook we used to sit at all the time together. The food smelled delicious and as he stirred the pan on the stove, I couldn’t help but think how good he looked too. I knew he’d spent the day in a business suit, but now he was relaxed in a pair of loose jeans and a black t-shirt, looking entirely too gorgeous. 
 
   “What are we having?” I asked, sidling up beside him. 
 
   “Mushroom risotto,” he told me and then lifted the spoon, holding out a taste to me. He blew on it gently, his sweet breath brushing over my cheek and then he held the spoon to my lips, our eyes meeting. I never thought risotto would cause my heart to beat so fast and then he slid the spoon into my mouth.
 
   “That’s good,” I said softly when he pulled it out. 
 
   “I’m glad you like it.” He reached up and touched my cheek before breaking our gaze and setting the spoon down. “It’s ready if you’re hungry.” 
 
   “I am hungry. I’ve hardly eaten all day.” 
 
   “Then sit down and I’ll get you a plate.” He smiled at me again and I went to the table. “Can I get you some wine?”
 
   “Yes, please,” I said and he came to me a minute later with two glasses, setting them down before returning to the kitchen. 
 
   He returned shortly after, putting two plates on the table along with a bowl of salad and then sat down across from me. 
 
   “Thank you for dinner,” I said as I dished some of the salad onto my plate. 
 
   “It’s my pleasure, Natalie. I’ve been looking forward to this all week.”
 
   “Me too,” I said softly, grinning at him and we ate in silence for a few moments, our eyes meeting every so often until his stopped and locked on mine, an easy smile curling up on his lips.
 
   “You were great today, Natalie.” His voice was soft and kind and I felt my cheeks warm at his compliment.
 
   “Thank you,” I replied. 
 
   “Really, you were terrific. It was like you’d been doing it forever.”
 
   “I was scared out of my mind.” 
 
   I laughed, pushing my hair behind my ear and then he reached over and rested his hand on mine.
 
   “You would’ve never known you were nervous. It was like you were born to do this with your life, Natalie.”
 
   I didn’t respond right away, but I turned my hand over so that I was holding his now.
 
   “It’s good to hear that…especially since…” I began quietly, but stopped for a few seconds before continuing. “Especially since I sometimes wonder if it was worth it…if giving everything up was worth it.”
 
   I dropped my gaze for a moment and he squeezed my hand, causing me to look up.
 
   “It was worth it, Natalie,” he said gently. “Seeing you on that screen today…seeing you like that…so confident and sure of yourself…it was worth it.” 
 
   I knew by the way he looked at me he meant what he said. The last two years had been hard on both of us. I knew he’d missed me as much as I’d missed him. I didn’t think we’d ever have our chance again. When I set foot on that airplane, I knew I was saying goodbye to my life with Drew, no matter if he’d hinted that someday we might find our way back together. He’d been right though. Somehow we’d been given a second chance.  
 
   “Thank you,” I said softly and then he leaned across the table, resting his palm against my cheek and then brushed his lips lightly over mine. The kiss was so soft and sweet and I closed my eyes, wishing he would do more, but he didn’t. His lips lingered on mine for a few more perfect seconds and then he pulled away, but he didn’t leave completely. His face was still just inches from mine, our eyes locking for another few seconds before he sat down, leaving me more breathless than he probably realized. 
 
   “Ya know,” he began with a playful smirk when we began eating again, “I felt a bit like a jackass when you thought the flowers were from me and they weren’t.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have felt like a jackass.” I smiled at him again, reassuring him that I wasn’t offended in the least. 
 
   “Did you ever figure out who it was?” 
 
   He looked at me curiously from across the table and I felt my stomach knot a little, knowing Drew probably wouldn’t like it when I told him the answer.
 
   “I did.”
 
   “And who was it?” he asked when I didn’t disclose that information. 
 
   “A co-worker of mine.”
 
   “Who was it? Kara or Ava?” he asked, leaning towards the obvious choices.
 
   “Holden.” 
 
   I saw the way his fork froze mid-air and his eyebrow raised, his head cocking to the side a little as he looked at me across the table. 
 
   “Holden?” he said, obviously having no trouble recalling who Holden was by the twinge of jealousy in his voice. 
 
   “Yes,” I said casually, not wanting Drew to make a big deal out of it. “He wanted to do something nice for me after my first broadcast.”
 
   “Something nice?” Drew’s voice was doubtful and I shook my head.
 
   “Yes, something nice. He’s a nice guy.”
 
   Drew didn’t say anything. Instead, he finished the bite that had been stranded on the way to his mouth when I revealed Holden was the mystery person behind the flowers. I was surprised by the awkwardness that was settling in and I didn’t like the quiet.
 
   “You know, Natalie,” he began. “Guys don’t do nice things like give flowers to a beautiful woman unless they’re interested in them.” 
 
   “You’ve developed quite a jealous streak over the past two years.” 
 
   I laughed softly and I could tell he was trying to hold back the smile that was fighting to pull on his lips. He eventually lost the battle and a half-grin spread on his face.
 
   “I won’t deny I’m jealous when another man is showering attention on you.”
 
   “He’s harmless, Drew. We had dinner my first day, but you have to remember that was before you and I came to our new agreement.” I reached for his hand and took it, stroking the back of it with my thumb and the other side of his mouth decided to join his smile. “And when he asked me out to the Yankees game last week, I politely turned him down and informed him I was reconnecting with an incredibly hot flame from my past.” 
 
   I batted my eyes playfully at him, but his smile faded.
 
   “And yet, he still had the gall to give you flowers, knowing you’re taken.” 
 
   “So, he’s got a little crush on me. There’s no harm in that. I’m actually quite flattered.” 
 
   I could tell he wasn’t appreciative of my teasing by the way his jaw clenched.  
 
   “Forgive me for not sharing in your delight, Miss Vasser,” he said, his voice low and deep as his eyes traveled over me slowly. “It doesn’t bring me any joy to think of another man desiring you.” 
 
   “You want me all to yourself then?” I asked softly, my eyes traveling over him now, liking every inch that I was seeing. 
 
   “From the moment I laid eyes on you,” he returned and our eyes locked. 
 
   I could feel my heart starting to pound in my chest as thoughts of him touching me consumed every inch of my being and I crossed my legs trying to calm the need to feel his touch. 
 
   Slowly, he stood up, my eyes meeting his again from where he towered above me. He held his hand out and I felt my breathing quicken as I placed mine inside. He pulled me up and it only took him a second to have me pressed against the wall, pinning me to it as his lips crashed against mine. He moved forcefully…roughly…to the point it hurt, but the pain felt too good to want him to stop. His tongue forced its way in and I couldn’t keep up as he explored every inch of my mouth while his hands moved over my body, eventually sliding under my shirt and traveling to my breasts, moving his fingers under my bra and teasing me to the point I literally felt as if I was on fire and nothing could save me besides him. 
 
   “While you were gone,” he panted heavily between kisses as his hands continued to explore, “I would torture myself by thinking of other men touching you like this.”  
 
   He started kissing me harder, tugging at my bottom lip with his teeth as he practically tore the shirt from my body and then pinned both of my hands above my head as he began kissing and sucking on my neck before letting my arms fall to my sides as he slid his hand under my dress. 
 
   “It killed me to think of someone else feeling you…tasting you…being inside of you.”
 
   I could hardly keep myself up as he slid my dress off my body, followed quickly by my bra and panties, leaving me completely naked and vulnerable. He surprised me when he broke all contact and stepped back, a wanting grin on his face as his eyes moved over my body. 
 
   “I never want another man to see you like this.” His voice was soft as he placed a finger on my lips and then began tracing it down between my breasts, over my stomach and then finally stopping. “You have no idea how truly exquisite you are, Natalie, and I want your beauty for my eyes only.”
 
   Knowing he wanted me this way empowered me and so I stepped forward, pulling the shirt off him and tossing it onto the floor before undoing the button of his jeans and forcing them off of him until he was just as naked as I was. 
 
   “And I want you only for me,” I said forcefully, pushing my finger hard into his chest. 
 
   A sexy grin spread on his face. It was obvious he liked when I asserted my dominance and he grabbed my hand, kissing the back of it.
 
   “Now that that’s been settled, let’s get on with this,” he said, reaching around me, lifting me up so my legs were wrapped tightly around him and he started walking. 
 
   I was biting playfully at his neck as we moved and I expected him to head down the hall towards the bedroom, but he didn’t and the next thing I knew, he’d stopped at the formal dining table, a beautiful piece of furniture made of solid oak that stretched to seat twelve people. As he laid me down on it, it was obvious this table would not be used for dining tonight. 
 
   “Here?” I gasped as he stood above me.
 
   “I didn’t think I could make it to the bedroom,” he said with a grin and I laughed. 
 
   “Good call.” 
 
   The laughter subsided and he stood above me, just watching me for a second before leaning down and tickling my belly button with his tongue before it began traveling up, leaving a wet trail behind until his mouth was on mine again. I was aching for him now, nearly unable to contain myself, feeling him so close to me. My hips were begging for him as I moved under him.
 
   “I love it when you move like this,” he whispered in my ear. “It tells me you want me as much as I want you.” 
 
   “I do,” I groaned, my motions quickening, encouraging him to make love to me. “Don’t make me wait any more.” I was desperate to feel him and he knew it. 
 
   “I love you, Natalie,” he said quietly as his warm breath tickled my neck before he put an end to my agony. I opened my mouth to tell him I loved him too, but I was lost in him instantly, and even though I couldn’t utter the words, something told me he knew. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   We were a far cry from the dining room table as we sat on the couch, Natalie leaning against the arm rest with her legs stretched out and her feet on my lap. Once we’d gotten settled, I’d picked them up and started rubbing them, the way I used to. It was easy falling back into old habits with her and in moments like this one, I sometimes forgot that we’d ever been apart. 
 
   She was wearing one of my t-shirts. It was entirely too long and it hung to the tops of her thighs, barely covering her underwear. After our exertions earlier, she didn’t want to change back into the restricting clothes she’d worn to work. I didn’t mind at all. I quite liked when she wore my clothes and as I glanced at her, her eyes were closed, a satisfied smile on her face. She was relaxed and happy and that was my ultimate goal.
 
   “Has your furniture been delivered yet?”
 
   “On Monday,” she answered, opening her eyes. “It’ll be good to really move in. I’m sure Court is itching for me to get out.” She laughed. I loved the sound of her laughter.
 
   “You could always stay here for the next few days,” I suggested, raising an eyebrow. 
 
   “I appreciate the offer, but we both know if that happens, I’ll probably never leave.”
 
   “Is that really such a bad thing?” 
 
   She laughed again and even though it was a playful banter, she had to have known I was serious. 
 
   “I’m not saying it won’t ever happen, but I need this for a while…you know I do.”
 
   “Of course,” I said and she smiled, almost timidly before closing her eyes again as I continued to rub her feet. It remained quiet for a few minutes and I stared at the TV, trying to endure the episode of Grey’s Anatomy she’d wanted to watch, but was now too engrossed in the foot rub I was giving her to pay attention to it. I wasn’t going to say anything though. She was here beside me and that’s all I’d wanted for the past two years. I’d watch anything she asked me to.
 
   “Natalie?” I asked a few minutes later and her eyes opened slowly. “How would you feel about going to Connecticut with me next weekend?”
 
   I’d just come out with it. I’d told Christina I wanted to bring her along and there was no point in beating around the bush. My sister was getting married and I wanted Natalie to come with me. 
 
   “Connecticut?” 
 
   My words had gotten her attention. She sat up straighter and her eyes that had been so peacefully closed were now open and looking at me.
 
   “Christina’s getting married. I’d like you to come.”
 
   If my first words had surprised her, I could tell she was even more so after the invitation to the wedding. 
 
   “She’s getting married so soon?”
 
   “Next weekend.”
 
   “You didn’t tell me.”
 
   “Because I just found out today. I guess it’s a spur of the moment decision and I’d love it if you came with me.”
 
   “You think your family would be okay with me coming?” 
 
   “Of course. Christina is very happy we’re trying to make this work again.” 
 
   She smiled a little at my words. It was good to see her smile when talking about my sister. For so long Christina had been a source of contention because of the secret she and I shared. The secret was gone now and we were moving forward. 
 
   “I’d love it if you could come with me.”
 
   I reached out, taking her hand and kissing the back of it. 
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   Her words were simple, but she smiled and nodded, which told me she was excited to come with me. 
 
   “I think my mom will be particularly happy to see you.”
 
   “Does she know about us?” 
 
   “A little. Not much, unless one of my sisters said something, which wouldn’t surprise me. They love to spill my business when they get the chance.”
 
   “Well,” she began with a grin, “I’ll only go with you if you tell your mom about us beforehand. I don’t need any surprises like the first time you took me home.”
 
   “Deal.” 
 
   I reached for her, pressing my lips to hers for a few moments before pulling away and I liked the way she was looking at me. 
 
   “I know I said I wouldn’t stay here while I waited for my furniture, but would you mind if I at least stayed tonight? I’m tired and don’t feel like trekking Uptown.” 
 
   “If you’re tired, we should probably get you to bed then.” 
 
   I waited for her reaction and when she raised a suggestive eyebrow at me, I took that as my cue. Gently, I moved her feet from my lap and stood up. I scooped her up and she draped an arm around my neck as I started walking to the bedroom. 
 
   “I was actually thinking a bath might be nice before going to sleep.” Her voice was soft in my ear, to such a point the last thing I was thinking about was sleeping. “Would you care to join me?” 
 
   “That’s a ridiculous question,” I said, grinning at her. “Of course I want to join you.”
 
   We entered the bedroom then and when I set her down, she bit playfully at my neck. I loved when she acted this way. 
 
   She stopped a few seconds later and took my hand, leading me into the bathroom. She started the bath, steam filling the room a few moments later and then she turned to me.
 
   “What? No bubble bath?” 
 
   “Sorry, Miss Vasser, but I haven’t owned bubble bath since you moved out.”
 
   “You may want to keep it on hand…ya know…in case I ever want to sleep over again.” 
 
   She winked at me and I went to her, sliding my hands under the oversized t-shirt she was wearing so that my palms rested on the smoothness of her stomach as I brushed my lips on the back of her neck. She spun around slowly so we were facing each other. 
 
   “I will go out first thing in the morning and buy a whole assortment of bubble bath to keep you happy,” I told her and she kissed me slowly.
 
   “I don’t need bubble bath to keep me happy. I just need you.” 
 
   I brushed her hair from her forehead and I smiled at her. I was never happy the way I was when I was with her. 
 
   “I love you, Natalie.”
 
   “I love you too,” she said gently, leaving my embrace and peeling her shirt off, sliding out of her panties before stepping into the water. She turned and held out her hand to me. “Are you joining me?” 
 
   I pulled my shirt over my head and tossed my pants to the floor, taking her hand. She didn’t have to ask me twice. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   The apartment was finally starting to feel like home. My furniture had been delivered on Monday and I spent the rest of the week coming home and making it my own. I’d found some cute curtains and a new bedding set that, thanks to Amazon Prime’s free two-day shipping, had arrived at my door Wednesday evening. Drew had yet to see the apartment since I’d put everything together. He’d been hounding me to come by, but I was adamant that he not see it until I was ready for him to see it. I was certain he already felt it was a slum and I wanted to prove to him that it wasn’t. I’d put the finishing touches on it the night before and as I sat at my desk, I finally thought it was time to invite him over.
 
    I picked up my phone, ready to text him, but I was missing the sound of his voice and so I thought a phone call would be better. As the phone rang, I wondered if he’d even pick up. He was hard to get a hold of during the day sometimes, but then I heard his voice in the receiver and I felt myself smile. 
 
   “What do I owe this surprise?” I loved how he didn’t even bother with a greeting.
 
   “I’ve been doing some thinking.”
 
   “You’ve intrigued me, Miss Vasser. What have you been thinking about?”
 
   “My apartment and how you need to see it.” 
 
   “Haven’t I been telling you that?”
 
   “You have, but it’s finally ready and I’d like to spend my evening with you…if you’re up to it.”
 
   “Of course I’m up to it,” he said and I knew we were both anxious to see each other. I’d put my decorating aside for an hour while we met to have dinner after work on Wednesday, but it had been quick and after we ate, I headed back to my apartment to work. I was ready for some quality time with him, just as I knew he was too. 
 
   “Can you meet me at my place at six? I’ll order in.”
 
   “See you at six then.”
 
   “Can’t wait,” I said and then looked up, surprised to see Holden standing there. “Hey, I’ve gotta get going, but I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   “I’m counting down the hours,” he said with a soft laugh, which made me smile.
 
   “Good-bye, Drew,” I said and then hung up and turned my attention to Holden. “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
   “I need to update some software on your computer.”
 
   “My computer is fine.”
 
   “I know, but the IT department has to go around periodically and update everyone’s computer and when it came up that yours is due, I volunteered to take care of it.”
 
   “Oh yeah? You’re that anxious to talk to me?” I said with a playful grin.
 
   “Actually, I am.” He winked at me and I felt my cheeks blush. “Mind if I sit down?”
 
   “Sure,” I said, standing up and I leaned against my cubicle while he started working. 
 
   “I wasn’t meaning to eavesdrop, but it sounds like you’ve got big plans tonight.”
 
   “I wouldn’t call them big plans, just my boyfriend coming over to see my new place all put together.”
 
   I liked referring to him as my boyfriend again. It felt nice leaving my lips. 
 
   “Things are working out then?” 
 
   “So far,” I said with a smile, but I couldn’t tell if he shared in my happiness. 
 
   “That’s good,” he said, nodding and staring at the computer as he typed. “This shouldn’t take that long. You only need a few updates.”
 
   “While you’re at it, can you add some kind of filter to my email so I can block all the weirdos who’ve been emailing me?” I said with a laugh and he looked up at me curiously, raising an eyebrow. 
 
   “Weirdos?” 
 
   “Ever since I did that broadcast, I’ve received some strange emails.”
 
   “What kind of strange emails?”
 
   “Just some guys asking me out on dates and telling me how beautiful I am,” I said with an eye roll. It had been an unexpected side effect of having my face and email address displayed across TV screens all over Manhattan. 
 
   “You don’t like the attention?” 
 
   “Not really. It gives me the creeps actually.”
 
   “Why’d you become a reporter then?”
 
   “Because I like it. I like researching and investigating and getting the news out to people.”
 
   “You can’t tell me you didn’t expect this kind of attention. You’re a beautiful woman, Natalie. It’s not surprising you’d have men contacting you.” 
 
   I felt my cheeks blush again. Holden was so bold. He didn’t hold anything back.
 
   “Regardless, I just want to do my job and not have to worry about strangers making passes at me.”
 
   “Sorry,” he said, with a shrug of his shoulders. It was obvious Holden didn’t have much sympathy for me and when I didn’t respond, he spoke. “You look upset. Did I say something wrong?”
 
   “No. Not necessarily.”
 
   “Then why are you looking at me like that?”
 
   “I guess I expected some sympathy or at least a different reaction.”
 
   He didn’t respond right away, instead he stood up from the computer, folded his arms and looked in my direction.
 
   “I’m sorry if my reaction isn’t what you wanted, but it’s the same with all the female reporters around here. You go on screen, cleavage showing, short skirts and batting your eyes at the camera and then you get offended when someone checks you out. It comes with the territory.”
 
   I think I felt my jaw hanging to the floor as I listened to him and then I thought back to my outfit the day of the broadcast. I’d worn a black dress complete with cap sleeves and a collar. There was no cleavage to be seen and yet he was acting as if I was a prostitute on the street corner, putting it out there and then getting upset when someone tried to pick me up. 
 
   I looked down at the clock. It was nearly one o’clock. I had a meeting with Daphne and the rest of the staff in our department and I had nothing more to say to him.
 
   “I’ve got a meeting to get to, Holden. Thanks for taking care of my computer,” I said curtly and before he could say anything else, I turned quickly and walked to the conference room.
 
   Ava was already there along with a few other people. Daphne hadn’t arrived yet though and I took a seat beside my friend, who I didn’t get to see nearly enough at work.
 
   “You look like your head’s about to explode,” Ava said, leaning over and whispering in my ear when I sat down. 
 
   “What’s up with that Holden guy?” I said quietly, the line still chiseled on my face.
 
   “Holden?”
 
   “The IT guy. The one with the shaggy blonde hair and stupid graphic t-shirts.”
 
   “What’d he do to rile you up?” she asked and after I relayed the story, she started to laugh. 
 
   “I didn’t think his comment was funny, Ava.”
 
   “No, it wasn’t, but your reaction is. C’mon. Cut the guy some slack. You turned him down and now he’s butt hurt. He’ll get over it.”
 
   I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped after her remark.
 
   “You have quite a way with words, Ava.”
 
   She grinned over to me and then we were both quiet as Daphne entered. It’d been nearly a week since my broadcast and if I was being honest, I was itching to do more, even if it meant more creepy fan mail. She began talking about the stories we’d been working on and then she turned to me when she began discussing a series of home invasions that had been happening in Queens over the past month. The station had different reporters covering it, but it had died down over the last week until another house was broken into and an elderly couple had been tied up. 
 
   “I want you on this story, Natalie,” she said and I felt my eyes grow wide.
 
   “Me?” 
 
   “Yes. Your work at the courthouse didn’t go unnoticed. You and Ollie can head out there and speak with the police.”
 
   “Sounds good,” I said, glancing at my watch. It was one-thirty. Hopefully I’d be done in time for dinner with Drew. 
 
   I made eye contact with Ollie and after Daphne dismissed us, I gathered my things and met him out front by the van. While he drove, I prepped for my interview. When we got there, I was nervous, but I spoke to the police force and did a segment for the late news that Ollie would take back to the station and edit before it aired. I tried not to watch the clock, but I was relieved when we were back to the station by five-thirty. I thanked Ollie for his help and then rushed back to my cubicle, grabbing my purse to get home, hopefully before Drew arrived. I doubted that would happen though as I made my way to the doors. 
 
   “Natalie, wait!” I stopped in my tracks when I heard a voice and I turned to see Holden coming towards me. 
 
   “What is it, Holden? I’m kind of in a hurry here.” I usually didn’t talk to people like that, but I didn’t feel I had much to say to him after his comment. 
 
   “I owe you an apology for what I said earlier. It was out of line and I’m sorry.”
 
   “Thank you, Holden,” I answered, making a step towards the door, but I felt his hand on my arm and I stopped, my eyes drifting to where he was touching me. I found it bold and it was definitely unwelcome. I quickly pulled my arm from his grasp.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, putting up his hands in apology. 
 
   “I’ve gotta go,” I told him again. 
 
   “What about lunch on Monday? My treat to make up for me being a dick,” he said and I heard myself sigh.
 
   “I don’t think so, Holden,” I said and I could see the confusion on his face. 
 
   “Why not?” he asked, a little more forcefully now and I tried not to show my annoyance. I didn’t think I needed to give an explanation, but obviously with him, I did.
 
   “At this point, I think it’s best if our relationship is purely professional. I hope you understand.”
 
   He didn’t say anything right away, but I saw his brow furrow. 
 
   “Yeah…I understand. Enjoy your weekend.”
 
   After seeing the look on his face, part of me felt guilty for being so harsh, but I knew it had to be said. I thought about apologizing, but I didn’t want to say I was sorry because I wasn’t sorry. This was my job, a job I’d worked hard for and I didn’t need negativity in my life. Work was going well and Drew and I were doing well. That was all I needed to focus on. I was at work to further my career, not to make any friends. 
 
   “Good night, Holden,” I said and then walked out the door, hailing the first cab I could find. 
 
   There was no way I was going to beat Drew to my apartment. It was a quarter to six and knowing him, he was already there, waiting for me and sure enough, he was when the cab stopped in front of my building. He was leaning against the wall in a pair of casual jeans and a gray t-shirt while he did something on his phone. He’d obviously gone home and changed before coming and I liked seeing this side of him. 
 
   He looked up when he heard the cab door close and he smiled when he realized it was me. 
 
   “A cab? I’m already being a good influence on you.” 
 
   He grinned as he approached me and welcomed me into his arms. It felt good as he wrapped me into his chest and I let him hold me as the cab drove away. 
 
   “I was in a hurry to get here. A cab was the best way.”
 
   “However it happened, I’m just glad you’re here,” he said as he pulled away, placing his hand on the small of my back as I led him inside. 
 
   “I’m sorry I kept you waiting outside.”
 
   “It’s fine, Natalie. I’m not worried about it.”
 
   “I’ll give you a key so you can come in should this happen again,” I told him as we walked up the stairs. “I’m glad to be home. It’s been a long day. Daphne sent me to Queens to do a story.”
 
   “So, will I be seeing you on the news soon?”
 
   “Tonight actually. Ten o’clock.” 
 
   I turned to see his reaction. He had a wide grin on his face and I knew he was excited. 
 
   “Can’t wait.” 
 
   He kissed me on the cheek, just as I put the key in the door.
 
   “Are you ready to see it?” I asked playfully and he nodded.
 
   “You know I’ve been dying to see it.”
 
   “Well,” I said, turning the knob and pushing it open, “here it is.” 
 
   I held the door open and he stepped inside. I watched from behind as he looked around. I was nervous waiting for his reaction. I knew it didn’t matter, but I cared what he thought. 
 
   “Not bad,” I heard him say as he folded his arms and continued to look around. 
 
   I went all the way inside, dropping my purse on the counter and then going to his side. He had a smile on his face and I knew even though it wasn’t what he wanted for me, he liked it. 
 
   “Not bad?” I asked questioningly and he turned to me, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “It’s actually very nice. You’ve got quite an eye for design, but then again, I’m reminded of that every day when I step into my living room.” I smiled at him and then he took my hand, kissing the back of it. “And while I’d rather you just move back in with me, I think I could get used to visiting you over here.” His grin was playful as one side of his mouth curled up higher than the other. “I’m hoping you might invite me to sleep over tonight.”
 
   “That could be in the cards, but we’ll see how the night plays out.” 
 
   “I guess I’ll be on my best behavior then.” 
 
   He slid his arms around my waist and pulled me to him. I laughed just as his mouth silenced me and we both knew there was no way I was letting this man leave here tonight. 
 
   He leaned in to kiss me, but then he stopped and I looked up to him to see him focusing on something behind me. He let go of me, a quizzical look on his face as he walked toward the couch and I cringed when I realized what he was looking at: the sweatshirt I’d taken from him when I’d left New York. It’d been chilly in the apartment the night before and I’d been wearing it, only to slip it off before bed, leaving it draped on the back of the couch. I’d completely forgotten about it when I asked him to come by tonight.
 
   “What’s this?” he asked, picking the sweatshirt up and smiling wryly to me. 
 
   “It’s a sweatshirt,” I said innocently and he started walking toward me.
 
   “It’s my sweatshirt. A sweatshirt I looked for repeatedly after it mysteriously vanished about two years ago.” He was only inches from me now and the teasing smile hadn’t left his face. “How in the world did it end up in your possession?”
 
   “I haven’t a clue,” I answered and then he took the sweatshirt, wrapping it around my waist and pulling me to him. 
 
   “You’re aware this was one of my favorite sweatshirts, aren’t you?”
 
   “Well aware.” 
 
   “I think you stole my shirt, Miss Vasser,” he said as my body pushed against him.
 
   “Perhaps I did,” I said, smiling back at him until my face turned serious. 
 
   “And why would you do that?” His voice was low and alluring as he pulled me even closer. 
 
   “Because I wanted to take a piece of you with me,” I answered softly, meeting his eyes and his smile faded. “So I could wrap myself in it when I was missing you.”
 
   “And did it help?” he asked quietly, running his thumb over my bottom lip slowly. 
 
   “Not really,” I said and then paused for a second before continuing. “Nothing helped while we were apart.” I drew my eyes up to his and he leaned down and kissed me sweetly. “Forgive me for taking your sweatshirt?” I asked when he’d pulled back. 
 
   “You’re always forgiven,” he said softly, kissing me again, only deeper this time. “And just so you know, I think it’s incredibly hot when you wear my clothes.”
 
   I laughed and then took his hand, showing him the rest of the apartment.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “I feel like I’m dating a celebrity.”
 
   Drew and I were lying in bed, his arm around me as I snuggled in close to him, my head resting on his chest. The ten o’clock news had just ended. I was embarrassed as we watched my segment, but my eyes drifted to Drew during the broadcast and he looked proud, his eyes glued to the screen. 
 
   “I’m not a celebrity,” I insisted.
 
   “Maybe not yet, but it won’t take long.”
 
   “I wish you wouldn’t make such a big deal about this.”
 
   “It is a big deal, Natalie. You’re really good and you don’t even realize it.” His fingertips traced my collarbone and then he kissed the top of my head. “I’m so proud of you.”
 
   “Enough about me. We’re always talking about me. How’s your work going? You never talk about it.”
 
   “It’s work, Natalie. When I’m not there, I’d rather not talk about it. I’ve waited all week for this and now that we’re finally here, like this, I’d rather talk about other things.”
 
   I knew better than to press him about work. Ever since I left Taylor and Saben when we were living together in his apartment, he’d kept work matters to himself and it appeared as if he hadn’t changed in that department. 
 
   “What do you want to talk about instead?” 
 
   We’d been innocently flirting all night, but other than a few kisses, it’d been a PG rating. I was tracing lines on his chest over his t-shirt while he began to run his fingers through my hair slowly.
 
   “I’ll talk about whatever you want to talk about.” 
 
   “And what if I don’t want to talk?” I continued to run my finger over his chest, but he suddenly stopped touching me. 
 
   “What is it you’d like to do instead, Miss Vasser?” 
 
   His voice was deep and I could hear the need in it as I sat up, meeting his eyes. He reached for me, brushing his fingertips over my cheek and I closed my eyes at his touch for a few seconds before opening them again and slowly crawling into his lap, straddling him so that my legs were splayed on either side of him. I pulled my shirt over my head, tossing it to the floor as Drew’s eyes searched my body. The slight smile on his face told me he liked what he saw. His hands wrapped around my waist. They were so big and strong and I felt safe as he held me. He pulled me close, kissing me between my breasts and then making a trail up my neck to my mouth, finally pressing his lips to mine, his tongue not waiting for an invitation. His hands felt good on my body and nothing ever tasted as good as Drew. 
 
   “I love you, Drew,” I whispered between kisses and he stopped, pulling back just enough so our eyes could meet. 
 
   “I’ll never tire of hearing you say those words to me,” he said and then consumed my mouth again before he pulled his shirt off, tossing it next to mine and I took it as my cue to get him out of his boxers. When I was done, he reached for me, pulling me to him. I closed my eyes as I found my way back to his lap and a deep moan escaped his body as I eased myself onto him. I started to move, but then I felt his grip tighten around me so I stopped. 
 
   “Just let me feel you for a second. I need to know you’re here,” he whispered as he buried his face in my neck.  I wasn’t sure how long we remained like that, but I was on the verge of combustion, feeling him inside of me. He started to move then, and I knew he was ready. We were both ready and relief washed over me as I lost myself in him. 
 
   “I love you, Natalie.” 
 
   His soft voice brought me back to the moment and I kissed him deeply. While he said he’d never tire of hearing me say those words to him, it was I who’d treasure those words for the rest of my life because after losing him for so long, four little words meant everything to me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   Three more hours and Natalie and I would be on our way to Connecticut for Christina’s wedding. Until then though, I would busy myself with the plans for the new office building in Newark. I hated this kind of design. There was no character. It was just an office building and I’d be glad when it was off my hands. The last building I worked on that actually took any thought was the arts center I’d worked on with Natalie. I’d struggled with that project, but in the end, it turned out to be one of my favorite designs and it wasn’t only because it’d drawn me to Natalie. 
 
   There was a knock on my door and I looked up, bothered that someone was interrupting me. I still had a few hours to work and I could get the Newark project finished if I could simply concentrate, something I was finding increasingly difficult lately. 
 
   “Enter,” I said flatly, but didn’t look up immediately when the door opened. The footsteps sounded heavy and I knew it wasn’t Court.
 
   “Saben.” Clark Taylor’s voice drew my eyes up. He sat down in a chair across from my desk without being asked. 
 
   “What can I do for you?” 
 
   My voice was cordial, but we both knew it was forced. Neither of us liked the other anymore. We used to be indifferent, but now it was simple tolerance. 
 
   “It seems we’ve been offered quite an opportunity.”
 
   I stopped what I was doing, raising an eyebrow at Taylor. His grin was a smug one.
 
   “And what would that be?” 
 
   “Ever been to London?”
 
   “Yes. Why are you asking?”
 
   “Remember Mr. Tashawa?” 
 
   “Of course I remember him. Would you get to the point? I’m trying to get this Newark project finished before the weekend, so cut the bullshit and just spit it out.”
 
   “He wants you for another project he’s funding in London.” 
 
   “When did this happen?” 
 
   “Yesterday.”
 
   “And why are you telling me?”
 
   “Because I’m the senior partner.”
 
   “And he wants me over you?” 
 
   I sat back in my chair, folding my arms across my chest in satisfaction. I could feel the smirk spreading on my face. I knew I was a better architect than Clark Taylor and I loved it when others realized it as well. 
 
   “Go ahead, Saben. Let it go to your head. I don’t give a shit either way. All I care about is the money and we both know how well it panned out for the firm last time.”
 
   He was right. That project had put a nice cushion into my bank account. Two years later, I was certain another Tashawa project would be even more fruitful.
 
   “What’s the project?”
 
   “A new high rise. Luxury apartments. London is booming right now. He wants a piece of it and he wants you to design it.”
 
   “When does the project start?”
 
   “He’s just about to finish securing the land, so he wants the planning to begin as soon as possible. He wants you to fly out to London and see the space, listen to his ideas and then present a design to him. If he likes what he sees, the firm’s got the job.”
 
   I didn’t say anything for a few moments. A project like this could take me to England for sizeable amounts of time. Natalie had just come back into my life and my job was one of the reasons she’d left in the first place. California hadn’t been good for us and I feared London would be the same. 
 
   “You’re not saying anything,” Clark said a few moments later. I could sense his impatience.
 
   “I’m mulling things over.”
 
   “What’s there to mull? There is no question. You’re going to London next week. You’re securing this project. This is an opportunity you, and more importantly, the firm, cannot forfeit. I’ll have Leslie make the arrangements.”
 
   He stood up then and walked out of my office, offering no chance for rebuttal. Taylor was right. This was an opportunity for myself and the firm to gain international recognition. I’d never designed a building outside of the country. London would cause others to take notice of Andrew Saben. I felt a smile creep up on my face as I thought about it. This had always been my dream, to be thought of as one of the greats like Christopher Wren and Frank Lloyd Wright. I knew to be classified among the legends was a ridiculous dream, but like I’d once told Natalie, if you’re going to dream, you have to dream big. I couldn’t dream any bigger than that and a building in London with my name on it would be pretty damn big. 
 
   I focused my attention back to the Newark building, which suddenly seemed even more insignificant. 
 
   I heard an email notification an hour later and I saw it was from Leslie with a flight itinerary attached. There was no turning back now. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   “You do know we’re only going for a weekend, right?” Drew was teasing me as he put my large duffel bag in the back of his Range Rover.
 
   “Yes, I know that, but I wanted to be prepared for all scenarios.”
 
   “There are no scenarios except the wedding.”
 
   “I just wanted to be prepared, okay?” 
 
   I folded my arms defensively, but then he slid his around my waist, pulling me to him and kissing me deeply as we stood on the curb outside of my apartment building. 
 
   “I do love teasing you,” he said when he pulled away and led me to the passenger door, opening it and holding my hand as I sat down. 
 
   “Well, you’ve got the next two hours to tease me.”
 
   “And I plan to take advantage of every minute, my darling.” 
 
   He grinned and then kissed my cheek before closing the door and getting in himself. 
 
   I was worried the two hours confined in a car would be awkward, but it wasn’t. We hadn’t been back together that long, but I’d found it easy to fall back into our old ways. We listened to music and he’d reach over and hold my hand occasionally. It was comfortable and it felt like old times. 
 
   Being summer, Drew’s hometown of Danbury, Connecticut looked much different than the last time I’d been there in mid-February. The streets had been lined with mounds of snow and the trees were bare. Now, the grass was vibrant green and the trees were full with leaves. It was warm and muggy too and I was grateful for the shorts and t-shirt I’d chosen, along with the ponytail keeping my hair off my neck. 
 
   It was almost six o’clock when we pulled into the driveway of his childhood home. There were other cars at the house. Drew told me there was going to be a cook-out the evening before the wedding. Aside from Christina, his family had always been wonderful to me. This didn’t do anything to quell the nerves I was feeling from knowing I would see them again. It would also be the first time I met Ella, his sister from Seattle, which only added to my anxiety. 
 
   “You look nervous,” he said when he turned the car off.
 
   “That’s because I am.”
 
   “Relax.” He placed a hand over mine and squeezed it supportively. “My mom is ecstatic you’re back in my life. They all are. Especially me.” 
 
   I turned so our eyes met and he was smiling genuinely. I reached up and rested my palm on his cheek. As I looked at him, there was no way this man understood how much I loved him. Even though I’d left, I’d never stopped loving him. 
 
   “Are you ready?” he asked and I nodded. 
 
   He got out and came around to my door, holding it open and offering his hand to me. I took it and stepped out into the heavy air. He held my hand the whole way up to the front door. He opened it and we walked inside. It seemed quiet and I followed him through the house. It looked mostly the same, but I noticed they’d gotten new furniture. I could hear faint voices and Drew must’ve known where they were coming from because he led me to the back door. 
 
   “We must be late,” he said as we walked outside to the waiting group of people. I quickly scanned the group, immediately recognizing Drew’s parents and Christina and Kayla, but the rest of the people were a mystery to me. 
 
   His mother, Janice, saw us right away and a big smile spread on her face. She stood up from the lawn chair she was sitting in and walked quickly over to us. I was surprised when she seemingly ignored Drew and turned her attention to me. 
 
   “Natalie! It is so wonderful to see you.” I had no time to respond before she’d enveloped me in a tight hug. “How are you, dear?”
 
   “I’m good. How’ve you been?” I asked her when she’d pulled away. 
 
   “Just fine,” she answered, still smiling at me.
 
   “I’m well too, Mother. Thank you for asking,” Drew piped in and his mom rolled her eyes at him, causing me to laugh. 
 
   “Oh, Andrew, get over it.” 
 
   He cracked a smile and then I felt Janice’s hand on my back, leading me towards Drew’s father, Kent, who was sitting next to a few people I didn’t know. I had an idea who the attractive young woman with jet black hair beside him was though. 
 
   Kent stood up and I was surprised when he greeted me with a hug. 
 
   “Glad you could make it,” he said when he pulled back and then the woman stood up. She smiled sweetly at me and extended her hand. 
 
   “It’s nice to finally meet you, Natalie. I’m Ella.”
 
   “Glad to meet you, Ella.”
 
   Drew appeared at my side then and gave his sister a hug. 
 
   “It’s been too long, El,” I heard him say and she seemed to squeeze him tighter before they pulled away from each other. “I’m glad you could make it on such short notice.”
 
   “Leave it to Christina,” she said with a laugh. “I wouldn’t miss it though.”
 
   “Speak of the devil,” Drew said as Christina and Kayla approached us. Christina was holding hands with a man I presumed was her fiancé, Daniel. He was tall with dark blonde hair that was kept short. He wasn’t classically handsome, but I could see why Christina was drawn to him. He looked kind and the way he looked at her, I knew he was the type of man she needed after what she’d been through. Daniel seemed gentle and devoted and something told me they would be happy together. 
 
   “Natalie!” It was Kayla’s turn to show me how excited she was to see me again by her exuberant bear hug. “I’m so glad you’re here. I don’t think I’ve seen him truly smile in two years.” 
 
   Her eyes drifted to her brother and then he looked at me. He didn’t argue with her, but instead, slid his arm around my waist and kissed me on the top of my head before letting go of me and greeting Christina with a hug. 
 
   Christina turned to me afterwards and when she smiled, I knew she was happy to see me, so unlike the way it used to be. 
 
   “Thank you so much for coming,” she said as we hugged.
 
   “I’m happy to be here,” I told her and then she turned to her fiancé. 
 
   “Natalie, this is my fiancé, Daniel Benson. Daniel, this is Natalie Vasser, my brother’s…” she said, seeming to hesitate when deciding how to introduce me.
 
   “I’m her brother’s girlfriend,” I finished and I thought I sensed a collective feeling of relief amongst the group that I’d actually stated the status of our relationship. 
 
   “Pleasure to meet you, Natalie,” Daniel said, extending his hand to me.
 
   “Likewise,” I replied. 
 
   “C’mon, you two,” Janice said, gesturing to Drew and me. “Let’s introduce you to the rest of the family.”
 
   We didn’t argue when Janice took my hand. I simply smiled and reached for Drew with my other hand as his mother led us away. 
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “Did my family scare you off?” Drew asked.
 
   We were lying in bed at the hotel. We’d gotten there late after spending the rest of the evening talking and eating with his family. I’d met a few of his aunts and uncles and cousins along with some family friends. It’d truly been a nice night and Drew barely left my side. All of his sisters were nothing but good to me and I was glad that Ella was more like Kayla than Christina.
 
   “No, they didn’t scare me off,” I said with a quiet laugh as I curled up next to him, resting my head on his chest as he tickled my back with his fingers. “Your family was wonderful. Ella’s very nice. I’m glad I could finally meet her.”
 
   “She’s great,” he said. “And she likes you too.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” 
 
   “She pulled me aside and warned me not to let you go again.”
 
   “What’d you say to that?” I asked, sitting up and looking into his eyes, giving him a playful smile. 
 
   “I told her I didn’t plan on it.” 
 
   His smile disappeared and then he pulled me to him, kissing me deeply for a few seconds and then he pulled back and I could see the playfulness from earlier was gone. He looked like something was on his mind and I could feel my brow crease in concern. 
 
   “Is everything all right, Drew?” I asked, gently running my fingers through his thick, black hair and a weak smile tried forming on the corners of his lips. 
 
   “There’s something we need to talk about,” he began and I could feel my heartbeat quicken, wondering what he was about to tell me. 
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   “Taylor came to me this morning.” He paused for a moment and I could tell he was nervous. “I’ve been commissioned for a new project.”
 
   “Oh yeah? What kind of project?” 
 
   “A luxury apartment high-rise.”
 
   “Sounds pretty swanky,” I said, trying to lighten the mood he appeared to be stuck in. 
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Why do you seem so nervous to tell me?” 
 
   “Because it’s in London.”
 
   I felt the smile leave my face and my mind started racing to the implications of his words. We’d just reconciled. Was he leaving again just as he had when the California firm opened? 
 
   “London?” I asked quietly. 
 
   “Yes. Tashawa is funding it and he personally asked for me. I’m flying out on Thursday to check out the site and speak with the developers. Then I’ll present my design and if he likes it, I have my first international building.”
 
   I watched his face as he told me. I hated the fact he was afraid to tell me. This was an incredible opportunity for him.
 
   “That’s wonderful, Drew!” I was surprised by the enthusiasm in my voice and I could tell by the look on his face, so was he. 
 
   “You’re not upset?”
 
   “No. Not at all. I’m happy for you. It’s incredible actually.” 
 
   “And the traveling doesn’t concern you?” he asked me and I knew it did bother me. I didn’t want to be away from him, but it wasn’t like California.
 
   “No. It’s not like you’re going to move there and there’s no way you can pass this up. You have to do this.”
 
   I watched as the worry seemed to melt from him and he smiled at me gently as his eyes moved slowly over my face. He brushed my hair back and then pulled me to him for a kiss. 
 
   “I was afraid you’d be upset.”
 
   “I’m not crazy about you being away, but this is an incredible opportunity for you, Drew, and you can’t pass up opportunities when you have them.” 
 
   Our eyes locked and he nodded, knowing what I was referring to…me leaving New York. 
 
   “You’re an incredible woman, Natalie Vasser,” he said softly, reaching for me and pulling me to him, brushing his mouth against mine and easing me back onto the bed, my head resting on the pillow as he settled on top of me, his lips finding their way to my neck, leaving warm kisses on my skin as his hands found their way under my shirt. “And I love you with everything I have.” 
 
   I knew he meant every word he said. Time and space may have kept us apart for a while, but our feelings had never changed. I actually loved him more now than I ever had because I knew what I’d lost and now that I had him again, I never wanted to let him go.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   She was stunning sitting beside me. She was always beautiful, but today she was particularly striking in a pale pink dress that showed off her toned legs. Her hair was pulled back in an elegant ponytail and she was wearing the bracelets I’d given her. One for her birthday after we’d met and the other one that represented the child we’d lost. All eyes had been on my sister as she and my father walked down the aisle, but I couldn’t tear my gaze from Natalie as Christina and Daniel said their vows. 
 
   The last decade had loomed with the secret we shared. There were times I never thought Christina would be okay. She’d reached the bottom too many times for me not to think that way, but now, those fears were gone. I knew she was happy with Daniel. I could see it on her face. Her face hadn’t been that peaceful since before everything happened…since before she came to visit me at college. 
 
   I still harbored guilt. That would probably never go away though. One does not get over the fact they were unable to protect someone they love from being hurt and even though Christina had forgiven me, I doubted I would ever fully forgive myself. All I could do was vow to protect those I loved now because it’d been the one thing I hadn’t achieved. Success. Money. Recognition. I had them all, but none of that matters when you’ve failed those you love most. 
 
   The justice of the peace asked Daniel to kiss his new bride and when he did, the small group gathered in the yard began clapping and when they pulled back from each other and turned to us, her eyes briefly met mine and her smile told me she was going to be okay. 
 
   “They look so happy,” Natalie said as Christina and Daniel walked down the aisle, hand and hand. I didn’t respond, but I pulled her to me when we stood up and kissed her on the temple. 
 
   There were tables set up and after getting a plate from the buffet, Natalie and I sat down, followed soon after by my parents and sisters. We made small talk about the ceremony and I couldn’t help but be thankful for what surrounded me. It was only recently that our family gatherings were like this. Christina had caused a rift for so many years, but now it was peaceful. Everyone was happy and having Natalie beside me only added to my happiness. 
 
   Christina and Daniel had their first dance and then she danced with my father before other couples started joining in. 
 
   “Care to dance?” I said, standing up and offering my hand to Natalie. 
 
   When she smiled, I saw a flush of red on her cheeks, but she placed her hand in mine and a few seconds later, my arms were around her waist and hers were draped around my neck as we swayed to Ed Sheeran’s Photograph. 
 
   “I’ve missed dancing with you,” she said as her eyes met mine, an endearing smile on her face. 
 
   “As have I,” I answered back, leaning in for a kiss that was too chaste for my liking. “You look absolutely stunning, Natalie.” 
 
   The red returned to her cheeks again and she looked away. It was only a second that her eyes abandoned mine, but it was still too long and when she brought her gaze back, the world was right again. 
 
   “It was a beautiful ceremony,” she said and I nodded.
 
   “It was,” I agreed and then we danced in silence for a few seconds, but I never took my eyes from hers. “I sometimes think about what our wedding would’ve been like…had things turned out differently.”
 
   I don’t know why I said it, but I did and I feared she would look away again. Her gaze held strong though and I didn’t like the look of sadness that appeared on her face. 
 
   “I think about it too,” she said softly. 
 
   “I would picture you walking to me in your wedding dress,” I continued quietly as we danced. “I imagined you smiling at me and I imagined holding my hand out to you, promising to love you for the rest of my life.”
 
   “It sounds like a lovely thought,” she said gently and I could see the tears in her eyes. 
 
   “I didn’t mean to upset you, Natalie.” 
 
   I stopped moving, but her hands remained around my neck. 
 
   “You didn’t, Drew,” she told me, but I could see the corners of her eyes were wet and I reached up, wiping at them gently with the pad of my thumb. “It sometimes hurts to think about what could’ve been, but I’m glad we have now. I’m glad I have you again.”
 
   I pulled her to me even closer, wrapping my arms tightly around her. For whatever reason, I’d been given another chance with this woman and she was right. We had now and that was important. The past hurt, but the future did not. 
 
   “You have no idea just how much I love you,” I told her and a hopeful smile spread on her face after the brief sadness.
 
   “Perhaps that’s a good thing.” 
 
   “It’s a very good thing,” I said, suddenly dipping her and kissing her deeply. She was laughing when I pulled her back up and there never was a more beautiful sound. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “Thank you for coming with me this weekend,” I told her when we were settled back into the hotel. 
 
   “I’m glad I could make it.” 
 
   She set her purse on the table and then sat down on the edge of the bed. I slid off my suit coat and undid my tie before joining her, taking her hand in mine. 
 
   “Your sister looked really happy,” she continued, but then stopped and I nodded. 
 
   “She did.” 
 
   “Do you think she’ll remain happy?” she asked and I turned to her. 
 
   “You’re worried she’ll regress, aren’t you?” She nodded.
 
   “I can’t help it,” she said softly. “Since we’ve been together again…things have been too easy. It feels like the bottom’s going to drop out at any moment.”
 
   “I don’t blame you…not with the past.”
 
   “I want Christina to be happy. I want her to be at peace after what she went through. I can’t even imagine what she went through…or what you went through for that matter.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what I went through,” I said quickly.
 
   “It does. We’ve never really talked about it,” she said and when I didn’t stop her, she kept talking. “It must be nice to see her with Daniel…to know he’ll take care of her…so you don’t have to worry so much anymore.”
 
   “I am relieved…in a way. When she got married the first time, she was still messed up. I know it’s different this time with Daniel,” I said and then paused as the last fourteen years raced through my mind. “I’ll never stop worrying about her though. I can’t, but,” I said, raising her hand to my mouth and kissing it, “but you, Natalie…you have nothing to worry about anymore, no matter what the future holds for my sister. That’s not us.”
 
   A relieved smiled spread on her face and then she leaned in, kissing me on the cheek before standing up and walking over to the mirror where she took out her earrings and then set them on the bureau before reaching up and freeing her hair from the ponytail. It spilled past her shoulders and I couldn’t help myself. I had to feel her. I went to her and our gazes locked in the reflection of the mirror. Gently, I brushed the hair off her neck and slowly began to undo her zipper in the back, encouraging the dress to slide off of her until she was standing in nothing but her bra and panties. As I ran my fingertips over her skin, I knew there was nothing as exquisite as her and how I’d survived two years of not touching her, I didn’t know. I placed a kiss on her shoulder and I could feel her breathing quickening. She was so easy to get a reaction from. She wanted me, but I doubted it was as badly as I wanted her. 
 
   “I’ve been waiting to touch you all day,” I whispered in her ear and when I glanced in the mirror at her reflection, I saw her eyes were closed. Gently, I turned her to me, cradling her face in my hands, pushing my lips to hers, a sweet moan escaping her. 
 
   “Touch me then,” she whispered and she didn’t have to tell me twice as I led her to the bed, lying her down and then stripping myself of my clothes, climbing onto her when I was done. My lips found her neck and I could feel her body reacting beneath me. There was nothing greater than knowing how I made her feel, feeling her losing control of herself as I touched her, wanting to take as much from her as I could. As I lost myself in her though, it wasn’t enough. No matter what I did, no matter how I touched her, it was never enough and when it was over I fell into her, burying myself in her hair as I held her tightly. 
 
   “You’re going to kill me one of these times, Natalie,” I panted into her ear. 
 
   “Then you’ll die a happy man,” she replied and I propped myself up to look at her, tracing her bottom lip with my thumb and smiling down at her. 
 
   “The happiest.”
 
   I kissed her deeply and I knew she was right. I could die right now and I’d be perfectly happy because she was the last thing I felt. Damn, I loved this woman. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   After our weekend in Connecticut, things were different. The fear that it was all going to come crumbling down didn’t seem to be looming over us and as I sat at my desk I felt completely happy for the first time in a long time.  I wasn’t even overly concerned that Drew was leaving for London in a few hours. He’d only be gone a couple of days and I’d be busy anyway. The time would pass quickly and as much as I knew I needed him, I was independent too. I’d proven that to myself and that would get me through his absence. 
 
   I’d meant what I said when he told me about London. I wouldn’t lie and say initially that my mind didn’t immediately go to the worst. That I didn’t think of California and of our baby and the hell his sister had put us through and what it’d done to us, but it only lasted a second before I was happy for him. I knew the passion Drew had for architecture. I knew how gifted he was and I didn’t want him to even consider not doing it because of me. 
 
   When I got back to work after the weekend, I continued working on the story in Queens. I’d also been sent out a few times to cover smaller stories. I was becoming used to the camera and the occasional creepy email from viewers. Life was good and it felt good to be happy. 
 
   “Natalie,” Ava’s voice sang as she poked her head into the editing room where I was working with Ollie to prep a story for the evening broadcast. “You’ve got a visitor.”
 
   “A visitor?” I asked, looking away from the monitor to see a large grin on her face. 
 
   “Tall and sexy. Dark hair and a smile that would melt the panties off any woman.”
 
   I started laughing and I heard Ollie sigh. 
 
   “This is a work place, Ava,” he said, keeping his eyes on the screen.
 
   “Lighten up, Oliver,” she said and then turned back to me. 
 
   “Drew’s here?” 
 
   “He is and he’s waiting in the lobby.”
 
   “Thanks, Ava,” I said and then I turned to Ollie. “Do you mind?”
 
   “Go ahead, but don’t come back if your panties melt.”
 
   Ava and I both started laughing and I stood up, thanking Ava again and then made my way to the lobby. He was standing there in a pair of jeans and a tailored black t-shirt, obviously ready for his flight. I hadn’t expected to see him until he got back. We’d said our goodbyes this morning after he’d slept over at my apartment after a nice dinner, but now he stood only feet away and I was grateful to see him again before he left. 
 
   He smiled when he saw me coming and I quickened my pace to get to him. 
 
   “This is a nice surprise,” I said, greeting him with a kiss on the cheek. 
 
   “I was on my way to the airport and wanted to see you one last time before I left.” 
 
   “JFK’s in the opposite direction.” I grinned at him and he simply smiled back at me. 
 
   “You’re worth the detour,” he said softly, brushing his hand over my cheek. “Now, I want nothing more than to kiss you right now, but I know that would be frowned upon at your place of work, so imagine I’m kissing you and I promise it’ll be even better when I get back.”
 
   I could feel the blush on my cheeks as thoughts of his arms wrapping around me while his lips moved over mine began to flood my mind. 
 
   “You’re blushing, Natalie,” he said and I smiled up at him.
 
   “I suppose I am. You have a way of doing that to me.” 
 
   He took my hand and kissed the back of it, holding his lips to it for a few lingering seconds until he let go, my hand drifting back to my side. 
 
   “I’ll call you tonight when I’m settled at the hotel.”
 
   “Have a safe flight and bring me back something good.” 
 
   He laughed at my request and then squeezed my hand before turning and heading to the door. I watched the whole time, an ache forming in my chest as I thought about being apart, but I tried pushing it aside. It was only for a few days and I had to get back to work.
 
   Ollie was waiting for me back in the editing room and he gave me a grin, asking if my panties had melted. I just shook my head, trying not to laugh before I sat down to finish. It didn’t take long and a half an hour later, we were both satisfied with the finished product. 
 
   It was nearly one o’clock and my stomach was growling. I’d completely worked through lunch and I decided to head to my desk to get my purse for a trip to the vending machine. A package of Doritos would have to do until I got home for dinner. 
 
   I turned the corner to my cubicle and was surprised to see a white paper sack sitting there with my name written on it. Curiously, I opened it and looked inside. A salad topped with grilled chicken was staring back at me. I could feel my stomach growling even more just at the sight of it. Whoever left this for me was an absolute angel.
 
   “How’s the salad?” 
 
   A deep voice came from behind me when I was halfway done. I’d been checking my email while I ate, but my head whipped around when I heard his voice. I wasn’t surprised to see Holden standing there, too close for my comfort. 
 
   “It’s delicious,” I said, wiping my mouth. 
 
   “You know, it’s customary to thank someone when they buy you something.” His eyes drifted to the salad and I felt my eyebrow raise. 
 
   “You bought this?”
 
   “I noticed you hadn’t eaten lunch yet. You and Ollie seemed busy in the editing room and I thought you might be hungry.”
 
   “That wasn’t necessary,” I said, closing the plastic lid to the salad. 
 
   “I told you on your first day there were a lot of great places I wanted to take you to, but since that hasn’t panned out, I thought perhaps it might be nice to bring one of those places to you. That salad is from Rizer’s Deli, just down the block.”
 
   “Again, thank you, Holden, but you really shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
   “Why not? I was trying to be nice. I thought maybe your boyfriend would’ve brought you something when I saw you two in the lobby. He doesn’t seem very thoughtful to me.” He was grinning, obviously trying to be funny, but I didn’t find him humorous at all. 
 
   “I didn’t see you in the lobby.”
 
   “You forget, Natalie. I’m IT. I’m everywhere.” 
 
   He laughed and pointed to one of the security cameras that was mounted a few feet away. 
 
   “You just sit up in your office and watch people?”
 
   “Not always, but it can be fun when we’ve got nothing else to do. We can’t hear sound, so we’ll ad lib our own conversations with the scenes we see being played out. It’s actually pretty funny.”
 
   “I don’t think it’s funny.”
 
   “You need to lighten up. You should come up sometime and try it.”
 
   “No, thank you. I’ve actually got work to do besides sitting around and mocking people.” 
 
   “We don’t mock. We try and read faces and expressions to make up scenes. Like in your scenario today, it looked as if your boyfriend had come by to drop something off, but it obviously wasn’t lunch.”
 
   “He was on his way to the airport,” I said quickly and then his eyebrow raised.
 
   “Airport?” 
 
   “Why are you so interested in this?” 
 
   “I’m only making conversation.” As Holden stared back at me, I felt myself sigh. “Is there a problem, Natalie?” 
 
   “Do you remember our conversation last week?”  
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   “I meant what I said and you shouldn’t be buying me anything.”
 
   “C’mon, Natalie. You’re still upset about that little spat? I was an asshole. I apologized. It was a completely douche bag thing of me to say and I’m sorry. I’m a good guy who said an asshole thing, but that’s not who I am. I may not know you that well, but you don’t seem to be the type of person to disregard someone because of one mistake.”
 
   Holden was right. I wouldn’t want to be judged on one mistake and at least he was aware that it was a mistake and wasn’t trying to hide behind it or make excuses. He was trying to make it better and I had to admit the chicken salad was delicious. It was definitely a good peace offering. 
 
   “Are you going to hold one jackass comment over my head for the rest of my life or can we get past it? I’m really not a fan of inter-office awkwardness.”
 
   I unfolded my arms, which had been crossed guardedly across my chest and I felt my reservations melting. 
 
   “You’re right,” I said, quietly.
 
   “Excuse me? What was that I heard? Did you say I’m right?” he asked playfully as he moved his finger up and down in his ear as if cleaning it out to make sure he heard me. 
 
   “Yes, you heard me correctly. I don’t dismiss people because of one mistake.”
 
   “Am I going to be your first exception?” he asked and I shook my head. 
 
   “No,” I said softly. “Maybe I did overreact a bit.” 
 
   “So, we’re good then?” he asked and I nodded. “Do you like music?”
 
   “What are you getting at?” I asked, although I already had an idea.
 
   “To show I’m really not the dick I appeared to be the other day, how about you and Ava or whoever you want to bring, come see my band play tomorrow night?”
 
   “You’re in a band?” 
 
   “I am. I’m a pretty amazing bass player.”
 
   “Well, that’s too bad for you because I only hang out with guitar players,” I said with a laugh.
 
   “My loss then,” he said, shrugging his shoulders.
 
   “What time is it and I’ll see what I can do?”
 
   “Eight o’clock at Club 41.”
 
   “All right. Maybe I’ll be there.”
 
   “That’s all I can ask for. Now, go finish your salad and get back to work.” 
 
   He grinned at me and then turned and left. I didn’t finish the salad though. Instead, I went to the staff room to put it in the fridge to save for dinner. With Drew on his way to London, I’d be dining alone and leftovers would be perfect. 
 
   I walked by Ava’s office when I was done and saw her working on the computer. I decided to interrupt her anyway. When I knocked on the open door, she looked up and gestured me inside.
 
   “How’re you doing?” she asked.
 
   “I’m good.”
 
   “Drew’s on his way to England?” 
 
   “Yeah, he came by earlier to say goodbye.”
 
   “You don’t realize how lucky you are with that man, do you?”
 
   “Believe me, after the last two years, I most certainly do,” I said, a smile forming on my face as I sat down in the chair next to her desk. 
 
   “When will he be back?”
 
   “Sunday morning,” I told her.
 
   “Not too long then.”
 
   “Not at all,” I said and then decided to ask her about Holden’s show. “Do you have plans tomorrow night?” 
 
   “Why do you ask?” She was eyeing me curiously.
 
   “Holden from IT told me I should grab some friends and come see his band play.”
 
   “He’s in a band?” 
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “I thought he was on your shit list.”
 
   “He was, until he made me realize I was being dramatic and overreacting. He seems like a nice guy and I could use a night out to kill some time. You game?” 
 
   She hesitated, but when she smiled, I knew she was in.
 
   “Yeah. I’m game.”
 
   “I’ll ask my friend Court too. What about Kara?” 
 
   “I’ll see, but it’s doubtful.”
 
   “Regardless, it should be fun,” I said, feeling myself getting a little excited about tomorrow. It’d been forever since I’d seen any live music. The music scene wasn’t exactly stellar in Ames.
 
   “I think so. Thanks for the invite.”
 
   She turned back to her computer and I walked out, back to my cubicle and back to work. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   Ava showed up at my apartment at seven o’clock. Unfortunately, Court couldn’t make it. I’d invited him, but he already had plans to go out with a guy he was seeing and Ava’s prediction had been correct and Kara couldn’t join us. Even so, it’d been a long day and even without Kara and Court, we were looking forward to a few drinks and some music. 
 
   “So, is it okay to laugh if Holden’s band totally sucks?” Ava asked as we entered the club. 
 
   “No. It’s not okay to laugh. We work with the guy. We have to at least pretend he was good or else he’ll hack our computers,” I said with a laugh as Ava led us to the bar. 
 
   She was bold as I watched her squeeze her way through the crowd, myself following close behind, and flagging down one of the bartenders. 
 
   “What are you having ladies?” he asked and we rattled off our choices. 
 
   I surprised myself and ordered a beer. It was simple and safe and once we had our drinks in hand, we found our places on the floor. A band was finishing up and after a few minutes, they walked off the stage. 
 
   “I can’t believe you got roped into this,” Ava said, taking a drink.
 
   “I didn’t get roped into anything. You know you wanted a night out just as much as I did. Why not try and bury the hatchet and watch his band like a good sport?” 
 
   “And Drew’s okay with this?”
 
   “Drew’s in London and I wanted a night out. This was a good excuse and like I said, we wouldn’t want to piss Holden off. He controls our computers after all.” I took a long swig of my beer and then I saw Ava eyeing me.
 
   “You’re so naïve, Natalie,” she started and I looked over to her, raising an eyebrow. “Holden only wants in your pants and when you turned him down, he turned into a prick. I don’t understand why you’re giving him another chance. I would’ve told him to go screw himself, but hey,” she said, taking a long swig, “that’s just me. You’re too nice, Natalie. See what being raised in the Midwest has got you?”
 
   “Please,” I said, rolling my eyes just as the next band stepped on stage. I looked up to see three other guys and then Holden, with his bass slung across this chest. Each of the band members began testing their instruments and then Holden looked up, scanning the crowd. His eyes landed on us and he smiled when he saw us just before he started playing a riff, followed by the rest of the band. 
 
   “I don’t think I’m going to have to laugh,” Ava shouted in my ear halfway through the first song and I had to agree with her. Holden’s band was actually really good and for the next hour, we danced with the crowd and put real life aside. I found myself disappointed when their set was done and Ava turned to me. 
 
   “That was surprisingly entertaining. I won’t be able to look at Holden from IT in quite the same way anymore.”
 
   “I know. I didn’t expect that,” I agreed. 
 
   “I need another drink,” Ava said, holding up her empty glass. “What about you, Natalie?” she asked, but I shook my head. I’d ordered another in the middle of the set and that was enough for me.
 
   “I’m good. I think I’m actually going to step outside for a minute to get some fresh air,” I told her. 
 
   While I’d had a great time listening to the band, the overabundance of people had caused the temperature on the floor to be higher and stuffier than I liked. Fresh air would do me some good.
 
   It was a warm night and too humid. Still, it felt better than inside. I reached into my purse for an elastic and pulled my hair up, instantly feeling cooler. I waited another few minutes before entering the club again. I looked towards the bar and saw Ava talking to someone. She looked thoroughly engrossed in whatever it was he was saying and by the way she batted her eyelashes at him, I knew she was on a mission. 
 
   “Hey.” 
 
   I heard a deep voice behind me and then I felt a grip on my arm. I was ready to punch whoever had grabbed me, but when I whipped my head around, I realized it was Holden. He looked as if the temperature in the club was getting to him too. His hair was pushed off his forehead, and I could see the sheen from the perspiration on his skin. 
 
   “You scared me, Holden,” I said and he looked at me apologetically. 
 
   “I’m sorry about that,” he said, releasing his grasp. “I thought you’d left. I saw Ava and she told me you’d stepped outside.”
 
   “Yeah. I needed a breather. It’s hot as hell in there.”
 
   “Tell me about it. Try dealing with it with lights blazing down on you.”
 
   “Did you get something to drink?”
 
   “Yeah. I always guzzle water after a show. Can I buy you a drink?”
 
   “No, thanks. I’ve had two beers. That’s my limit.”
 
   “C’mon. It’s Friday night. Have another.”
 
   “No,” I said with a laugh. “I’m a lightweight when it comes to alcohol. I’m done.”
 
   He nodded and I was glad he didn’t press the subject more. 
 
   “How was the show?” he asked when we headed inside and I felt terrible for not telling him my thoughts about it the moment I saw him. 
 
   “It was actually really good.”
 
   “You sound surprised.”
 
   “To be truthful, I am. I had no clue what to expect. You guys exceeded my expectations. It was a great show.”
 
   “I don’t think we’re too shabby.” He grinned and I had to smile back at his confidence.
 
   “Seriously. I’m glad I came.”
 
   “Me too,” he said.
 
   “I think Ava enjoyed it as well.” 
 
   Both of our eyes drifted to her across the room. She was standing even closer to Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome and then she gestured to me. I started towards her and Holden followed. 
 
   “Natalie, this is Michael. Michael this is my friend Natalie and our co-worker, Holden.”
 
   “Good to meet y’all,” he answered with a thick southern twang.
 
   “You too,” I said and before I could say anything else, Ava’s hand was on my forearm.
 
   “Can I talk to you for a sec?” she asked and I nodded, motioning to Holden that I’d be right back.
 
   She pulled me a few feet away from Holden and Michael, a huge grin spread on her face. 
 
   “I totally hate to ask this of you, but would you mind if I went with Michael? He’s visiting from Dallas and as you can see, he’s ridiculously hot. He’s asked me to come hang out at his hotel for a while.”
 
   “I don’t mind, Ava, but are you sure about this? You just met the guy. What if he’s a serial killer or something?”
 
   “He’s not. He’s here with his brothers. I met them all and they’re perfectly normal,” she said and I shook my head. Ava never ceased to amaze me and not in the good way sometimes. “Don’t give me that look, Natalie. Not all of us have gorgeous, rich boyfriends doting over everything we do. Some of us need to find our satisfaction elsewhere and it’s been entirely too long since I’ve had my needs met.”
 
   “You’re going to sleep with him?” I gasped.
 
   “Maybe. I haven’t decided yet, but I’ve been feeling especially sexually frustrated lately and I think Michael from Dallas could help me out in that department. I mean, did you see the size of his hands? I can only imagine what his…” 
 
   “Whoa!” I exclaimed. “I’m going to stop you right there.” I started laughing and she grinned over to me. “You do whatever you need to do with Mr. Cowboy, but do not give me the details about the size of any part of his body and you’d better be careful. I don’t like this.”
 
   “I’ll be fine and I’ll keep the details to myself. I’ll even be sure to text you later so you know I’m still alive.”
 
   “You’d better.”
 
   “Thank you for understanding,” she said, hugging me quickly. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” 
 
   “I’m fine. My apartment’s only a few blocks from here anyway.”
 
   “I owe you.”
 
   “Yes, you do,” I said with a laugh as she left my side and I watched as Ava returned to Michael, grabbed his hand and disappeared into the crowd. Holden looked over to me and made his way back to my side. 
 
   “You’ve been ditched?”
 
   “Totally.”
 
   “What are your plans then?”
 
   “I’ll head home. I only live a few blocks from here.”
 
   “Can I walk you home?”
 
   “I’ll be fine, but thank you.”
 
   “Let me rephrase that. I insist on walking you home. It’s after ten and a woman like you shouldn’t be walking alone on the streets of New York by yourself.” 
 
   I felt myself blush at his comment, but I didn’t fight him. If I was being honest, I would feel better having him walk me home. 
 
   “Fine,” I relented. “Thank you.”
 
   “My pleasure,” he said as we walked back out into the warm summer air. “I’m really glad you enjoyed the show. I was nervous as hell when I looked up and saw you’d actually shown up.”
 
   “You were afraid I wouldn’t?”
 
   “Yeah. After my fuck-up the other day, I didn’t expect you to. I still feel like a total shit for talking to you like that.”
 
   “It’s the past,” I said and we walked in silence for a few moments. “How long’ve you been playing bass?”
 
   “Since I was ten.” 
 
   “That’s a long time. How’d you get started on it?”
 
   “My dad played bass. I always wanted to be like him so as soon as I could hold it, he taught me.”
 
   “He must be proud of you. Does he ever come to your shows?” I asked and Holden didn’t answer right away. 
 
   When I turned to him, he was staring at the pavement, his hands tucked into his pockets, his dark blonde hair hanging on his forehead. 
 
   “No,” he finally answered, looking up to meet my eyes. “He died five years ago.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, stumbling on my words, feeling like a total ass. 
 
   “It was liver cancer, which wasn’t surprising. The old man drank like a fish.” He tried to laugh it off, but I could tell it was still painful for him. 
 
   “Truly, Holden, I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Thanks,” he said and it grew quiet again for a few moments until he started talking again. “What about you? Now that I’ve completely depressed us both, I’d like to hear about a happier family, which I’m certain you have.”
 
   “And why do you assume that?”
 
   “Because you’ve got that all-American feel about you. Let me guess…two parents that are still married, a nice little house to grow up in and you’ve never done a damn thing wrong in your whole life.” I had to laugh at his assumption.
 
   “Yes, yes and absolutely not,” I replied. 
 
   “I don’t believe that last comment.”
 
   “Well, you should. My parents have been married for almost thirty years. I did, indeed, grow up in a quaint little house in Cedar Rapids, but I’ve done plenty wrong in my life.”
 
   “Care to divulge your sins?”
 
   “To repeat a phrase, absolutely not,” I said with a laugh as I thought about all that had gone wrong in my life. 
 
   “Well, if you’re not telling, I choose not to believe you.”
 
   “Go ahead and think I’m perfect, but you’re going to be disappointed.”
 
   “I don’t think you could ever disappoint anyone, Natalie.” 
 
   The tone of his voice caused my cheeks to blush, not because I had any feelings for him, but because it sounded as if he had feelings for me. 
 
   “Are you going to be working on any new stories?” he asked and I was grateful for the subject change.
 
   “I am. Daphne’s throwing all kinds of stuff at me.”
 
   “Because you’re good at what you do,” he said and I gave him a thankful smile. “I’m not blowing smoke up your ass. You’re good. You look good on the camera and you sound even better. It’s the perfect storm.”
 
   “Now you’re just being generous,” I said and I saw my apartment building approaching.
 
   “I’m only giving credit where credit is due.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said softly, grateful to almost be home. “Here it is.” I stopped when we got to the stoop and Holden glanced at the building before looking back at me. “Thank you for walking me home. I appreciate it.”
 
   “The pleasure was mine,” he said with a soft smile as I reached into my purse to find my keys. When I pulled them out and looked up, he was just inches from my face, so close, I could feel his warm breath tickling my skin and before I could react to pull away, he was pressing his lips to mine, forcefully, his tongue pushing to get inside of my mouth. 
 
   “What the hell?” I exclaimed when I pulled back and pushed him away. 
 
   I expected a look of apology or humility on his face, but it was non-existent. I expected a sea of apologies, but I was greeted by a coy smile instead and I stepped back, distancing myself from him even more.
 
   “C’mon, Natalie. Don’t be mad.”
 
   “Of course I’m mad, Holden. I’ve got a boyfriend, you know that.”
 
   “Don’t blame me for you sending mixed signals.”
 
   “Mixed signals? What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “You came to my show. You let me walk you home. You basically put it out there for me and you get pissed off when I take it?”
 
   I took a deep breath trying to calm the anger that was flowing through my body. 
 
   “I put nothing out there for you. Did you not get the point when I turned you down the first time?”
 
   “Why’d you let me walk you home then?” he asked and I started to laugh.
 
   “Did you think I was going to invite you upstairs? Are you delusional? You know I have a boyfriend.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean shit. You can still fuck.” 
 
   My body felt as heavy as cement as I stared at him, wanting to smack the smug grin off his face. How the hell had I been so stupid? Ava was right. I was too nice. My Midwestern manners were completely useless here. In fact, they were a liability. 
 
   “I’m sorry you misunderstood my intentions. I thought you wanted to be friends,” I said as calmly as I could, just wanting him to get the hell out of my sight. 
 
   “I have enough friends.” 
 
   His stare was cold and I started racking my brain, wondering if somehow I had led him on. I thought he wanted to be friends or at least work acquaintances. I’d obviously been wrong. 
 
   “We’re done here,” I said, turning and walking up the steps to my building and unlocking the door. “And let me be perfectly clear, our relationship from this moment on is strictly professional. Don’t talk to me. Don’t look at me unless you’re fixing my computer. Better yet, get someone else to help me because what you did tonight, the way you spoke to me, that won’t happen again. I gave you a chance and you’re an even bigger asshole than I thought. Good night, Holden.” 
 
   His stare remained icy and the smirk stayed plastered on his face as I fumbled with my key. The door finally opened, but he didn’t say anything before I walked in. I closed the door quickly and watched him as he stood on the sidewalk for a few more seconds before turning and walking away. 
 
   I went as quickly as I could up the stairs, opening the door to my apartment and then locking it again the moment I was inside. I tossed my purse and keys on the table and then sprawled out on my bed. How in the hell did this night get so messed up?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   The site Tashawa had secured was ideal and provided easy inspiration. I’d spent a day with the developers and the ideas came quickly to me. Once back in New York, it’d be easy to develop the plans I’d present and hopefully they’d meet with Tashawa’s approval. 
 
   The temperature hadn’t risen above sixty-five in the middle of summer and there’d been a stellar pub right next to my hotel. London was a great city and I needed to bring Natalie someday. She’d love the food and the theater and a trip down to the seacoast would be something she’d like. 
 
   I was anxious to get back to her though. It was almost noon when my plane landed and I was grateful I’d cleared customs quickly and hailed a cab once outside the airport. It was overcast and muggy with a light mist falling, but the dreary weather didn’t dampen my resolve to get back to my apartment, shower and get to Natalie as soon as possible. 
 
   I was tired from the long flight, but it’d been three days since I’d seen her and she took precedence over sleep. I didn’t unpack when I got home. I left my suitcase next to my bed and took a quick shower. A half an hour later, I was on my way Uptown and to Natalie. 
 
   I hadn’t told her I was on my way over and when I rang the buzzer and she knew it was me, I could hear the eagerness in her voice. She’d missed me as much as I’d missed her.
 
   She was waiting for me as I walked towards her apartment. The door was open and she was leaning against the frame, completely unaware she looked hot as hell in unassuming yoga pants and a tank-top. Her hair was piled on top of her head and it was obvious I’d caught her in the middle of relaxing. From the smile on her face, I didn’t think she minded the interruption. 
 
   She didn’t wait for me to step inside. She wrapped her arms around me, resting her head on my chest as I held her. I inhaled her deeply. I’d missed this woman. 
 
   “I wasn’t sure when to expect you,” she said, finally pulling back and looking up at me with those deep brown eyes. Her lips were looking exceptionally inviting and I knew I wouldn’t be able to resist long. 
 
   “I just got home. I showered and changed and came straight here.”
 
   “I’m glad you did. I missed you.”
 
   She reached up and rested her palm on my cheek. Every time this woman touched me, I completely forgot about anything else. I was disappointed when her hand left my skin, but then she took it and led me inside.
 
   It smelled nice, like cinnamon and I saw she was burning a candle. She’d done a lot to the apartment and it was a far cry from what I’d seen that first day. I was glad she had this place. It filled a need of hers to be independent and I was okay with that for now because someday I planned for her to be back in my place, the way it’d been before she left. 
 
   I heard the door close and the click of the lock and when I turned around, I saw the way she was looking at me. She was in front of me a second later, grabbing my shirt and pulling me to her. When her lips met mine, it was all the invitation I needed. She tasted so good as our tongues moved together. She seemed delicate in my arms and I was overly aware of the way her breasts pushed against my chest. I needed to feel her. My hands found their way under her shirt. She was always so soft and I felt her melting into me as I cupped her breast with my hand. 
 
   “You seem awfully needy this afternoon, Miss Vasser,” I moaned through our kisses. 
 
   “It’s because I am,” she whispered back and then she took my hand, leading me quickly to the bedroom. 
 
   I smiled greedily as she stripped off her tank top and then started pushing my t-shirt over my head before fumbling with the button of my jeans. It didn’t take her long and once I’d pulled hers off as well, I scooped her into my arms, laying her on the bed. I removed the clip from her hair so it fell in thick auburn waves around her face. She was the most exquisite woman I’d ever seen. The corners of her mouth curled up at the ends. She was smiling and I knew it was because she was happy. Nothing satisfied me more than knowing she was happy and that I was the reason for that happiness. For as much contentment as I brought her though, it paled in comparison to what she did for me. She was my reason for everything.
 
   I leaned down, brushing my lips over hers, slowing things down, and I felt her arms wrap around me. I wanted to enjoy her and my hands moved steadily over her body, feeling the softness of her skin on mine. Her hips begin to move. She wanted me. Her body was relaying that. I wanted to taste her skin and so my lips began a trail down her neck and onto her shoulders. I found it impossible that someone could taste so good. As I made my way down her breasts, I could feel the urgency in her hips and I wasn’t going to be able to stand it much longer. I found my way back to her mouth and as I kissed her deeply, I inched her legs apart, settling between them.
 
   “I love you, Natalie,” I whispered into her ear and I eased myself into her. 
 
   She exhaled slowly as we became one, her hips beginning to move gently with mine. She didn’t say it back to me, but I knew she loved me. There was no doubt in my mind. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   I’d done my best not to think about Holden and I’d done a fairly good job with that, especially once Drew got home. He told me his trip had gone well. He seemed upbeat about the designs he was planning to deliver to Tashawa and I was glad one of us was feeling positive about our jobs because I couldn’t stop the nervous pit in my stomach when I got to work on Monday morning. 
 
   I was relieved when Daphne sent me out right away to cover a story. It wasn’t anything exciting, but I was glad to be out of the office and out of Holden’s reach. I hadn’t been on the job that long and I didn’t like having to avoid a co-worker like this. I hoped it would be a scenario that would pass and we’d move on, allowing for a normal work relationship. I just needed to get through a few awkward days and pray I had no computer issues. Spending the day out of the office would be one step closer to getting over this hump. 
 
   I thought it might pan out because I didn’t see Holden all day until I was getting ready to leave to join Drew at his apartment for dinner. He didn’t say anything as he passed me in the hall, but I wasn’t blind to the way he looked at me. His eyes were piercing and the smirk on his face made me uncomfortable. But still, he was quiet, merely raising an eyebrow and nodding his head in my direction. I didn’t acknowledge him and continued walking.  
 
   Drew was waiting for me in the kitchen when I got there, stirring something on the stove. By his casual attire, a pair of gray lounge pants and a white t-shirt, it looked like he’d been home a while.
 
   “Hey,” I said, setting my purse down and walking over to him. He left the stove and met me, greeting me with a kiss and then a hug that I held onto for a few quiet moments. It was good to be in his arms again.
 
   “How was your day?” he asked as I remained in his embrace. 
 
   “Fine,” I said, not wanting to discuss work and doing my best to push the encounter with Holden out of my mind. 
 
   He pulled back and took my hand, leading me into the kitchen. He went to the cabinet and pulled out a glass, filling it with my favorite white wine before making himself a Jack and Coke. 
 
   “Anything exciting happen today?” he asked me and I shook my head.
 
   “Not unless you count reporting on a property dispute in Westchester.” 
 
   He smiled and then took my hand again, kissing the back of it. 
 
   “I haven’t told you in a while, but I’m proud of you, Natalie. What you’re doing…I find it very brave.”
 
   “It’s not brave,” I said, feeling the blush on my cheeks.
 
   “I could never do it.”
 
   “And I could never design a building,” I said and we both laughed, but then he stopped, eyeing me the way he did sometimes. The smile on his face where one side of his mouth was just slightly higher than the other and the way he cocked his head as if trying to figure something out.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked suddenly.
 
   “I’m fine,” I answered quickly. “Why do you ask?” 
 
   “You seem a little off.”
 
   “I don’t know how to take that,” I said, laughing and pushing a piece of hair behind my ear. 
 
   “Don’t take it anyway. It’s just an observation on my part. I guess I’m not as intuitive as I think I am.” 
 
   He smiled and I smiled back, not bothering to tell him his intuition wasn’t giving him false information.
 
   “Did you get any more work done for the new building?”
 
   “I did. Quite a lot actually.”
 
   “You feel good about it then?” 
 
   “I do,” he answered and I could tell by his voice that he was confident.
 
   “So much so that you came home early to make me a fabulous dinner?” I asked, taking a sip of wine and then walking to the stove to peek into the pan.
 
   “Only if you call stir-fry fabulous,” he said with a laugh and I lifted the spoon to take a bite and then turned to him.
 
   “I would call this fabulous.”
 
   “It’s ready whenever you are,” he said, getting two plates out.
 
   “I’m ready now,” I said, dishing some up for each of us and then we made our way to the nook overlooking the park. 
 
   We made small talk as we ate and I did my best not to let thoughts of Holden cross my mind. When we were done, we did the dishes and then I sat on the couch while he excused himself for a moment. I kicked off my shoes and put my feet up on the ottoman as I looked around the apartment. I missed this place. I missed living with Drew. I missed sleeping next to him every night. Still, I wasn’t ready to make the jump yet. Although it had been easy to fall back into our old ways, I knew nothing was guaranteed. Having our own apartments took a burden off both of us. I had my own place to go to and he wouldn’t feel the need to take care of me the way he used to. Even so, I longed for evenings like this every night. 
 
   My thoughts were interrupted when I heard his footsteps and I looked up to see him entering the living room, a green box in his hands.
 
   “In my haste to get to your apartment yesterday,” he began with a grin, “I forgot to bring your gift.”
 
   He sat down beside me and placed the box in my hand. I immediately recognized the name on the lid in yellow script: Harrods. I looked at him quizzically. I knew Harrods was not a poor man’s store and he smiled as he waited for me to open it.
 
   “Harrods?”
 
   “You told me to bring you back something nice. I was only following orders.”
 
   “You didn’t have to bring me anything. I was only teasing when I said that.”
 
   “No, you weren’t. Now open it.”
 
   I couldn’t help the grin that spread on my face at his insistence and when I pulled the top off, I was greeted with a new Michael Kors purse. I didn’t want to know what he paid for it and if I told him it was too much, he’d only insist it wasn’t. I knew better than to argue with him and so I decided not to. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said, taking it out and looking it over. It would definitely be a notch up from the purse I currently carried: a black faux leather number I’d got on the clearance rack at Target back in Iowa. “I love it.” I leaned over, hugging him tightly. “And I love you.”
 
   “I’m glad you like it.” 
 
   I reached for my old purse and started transferring the contents of it into my new one. Drew turned on the TV and once I was done with the switch, I curled up beside him. He put his arm around me and started playing with my hair. We were quiet for a long time, but I never moved my arm that was draped across him. 
 
   “You’re too quiet, Natalie,” he said once a commercial came on. “It’s not like you to be so quiet. Are you sure you’re all right?”
 
   I didn’t want him to worry about me, but I also knew his intuition hadn’t failed him. It was the second time he’d brought it up and if I told him I was fine, it wouldn’t be the last I heard from him about it.
 
   “I just have a lot on my mind.”
 
   “Something I can help with?” he asked and I adjusted myself on the couch so I was sitting up. 
 
   Perhaps I should tell him about Holden. I knew I’d feel better and if I was honest with myself, I felt guilty for him having kissed me. I knew I hadn’t reciprocated, but still, if a woman had kissed Drew, I’d want to know. 
 
   “I wasn’t going to tell you this,” I finally began and I could see his eyebrows furrow in concern. 
 
   “But you are,” he stated. It wasn’t a question.
 
   “Do you remember that guy Holden that you saw me with in front of Court’s apartment?”
 
   I watched as he started to look more concerned.
 
   “Of course I remember him.”
 
   “Long story short, he made a comment that upset me at work…”
 
   “What kind of comment?” he interrupted.
 
   “After my first broadcast, I received a few unsavory emails from people who’d seen me on TV.”
 
   “I don’t mean to interrupt again, but before you go on, you didn’t tell me about these emails.”
 
   “Because I didn’t want to worry you.”
 
   “I wish you wouldn’t keep things from me for fear that I’ll worry. Nothing will ever stop me from worrying about you.”
 
   I could tell by the look on his face that he was hurt I hadn’t told him. I took his hand and placed it in my lap.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said as I rubbed the back of his hand. “It wasn’t that big of a deal. Just a few creeps with nothing better to do.”
 
   “What’d the emails say?”
 
   “Just commenting on my looks and a couple of dinner invitations,” I said and then smiled over to him. “Don’t worry though. I thanked them for watching Channel 5, but respectfully declined since I am in a very happy relationship.”
 
   I watched as a smile cracked on his face.
 
   “I kind of like knowing all these men are lusting after you and knowing you’re mine. They want you, but I’m the only one who gets to have you.” 
 
   His eyes trailed over my body and I knew what was on his mind. He came towards me, planting a few gentle kisses on my neck that distracted me from what we’d been talking about. When Drew’s lips were on my skin, that was all I could think about. No one else mattered. But then, he pulled back, taking my hand.
 
   “I’m sorry about that momentary distraction,” he said with a sly smile. “We can get back to that later though. Finish your story.”
 
    “Well, after I told him about the emails, I asked him about a filter on my email to keep that kind of stuff out and he basically said the female reporters ask for it by the way we dress and act. He was pretty much being a total pig.” Drew’s brow furrowed again and I knew he was curious how I’d handled it. “I told him we should keep our relationship purely professional and basically told him to eff off.”
 
   “Good. He sounds like an asshole. Why is this troubling you though? I’m proud of you for standing up for yourself. You shouldn’t have to deal with people like that at work.”
 
   “My story’s not done,” I told him and he looked concerned. 
 
   “Go on then,” he encouraged.
 
   “I guess he felt like a jerk and tried making up for it by buying me a chicken salad the day you left for London. He apologized and said he wasn’t the ass he appeared to be and he invited Ava and me to go see his band play.”
 
   “Did you go?”
 
   “We did,” I said and I could tell he didn’t like my response. “Don’t look at me like that, Drew. You were in London and I was bored. It was a night out and I wasn’t going to write him off after one mistake.”
 
   “You’re too forgiving, Natalie,” he said, but I saw a hint of a smile on his lips. “And that is one of the many reasons I love you.” 
 
   “I’m never going to get through my story, you know.”
 
   “I’m sorry. How’d it go at the show?”
 
   “It was actually a great show and Ava and I had a good time. Then she found this cowboy she ended up going home with and Holden insisted on walking me home since it was late and he didn’t want me walking alone.”
 
   “I’d have to agree,” he said, but then he saw the look on my face as I recalled the walk home. “You don’t seem to share my appreciation.”
 
   I didn’t realize how nervous I was to tell him until we got to this moment, but my heart was pounding. 
 
   “I don’t know what he was thinking. I swear I never encouraged him. He knows about you, but when we got back to my building, he kissed me.” The words just came out and his reaction was instant. His mouth formed into a stern line and his eyebrows creased fiercely. “It was completely unexpected and completely unwelcome. I’m sorry. He said I was giving him mixed signals, which I assure you I was not. He was expecting an invite upstairs and when I reminded him about you, he said it didn’t matter…that I could still…you know...” I said, my voice trailing off, not wanting to repeat what he’d said. “That I could still sleep with him.” 
 
   If Drew was upset before, he was livid now. I could see a vein throbbing in his neck and his jaw clenched tightly. 
 
   “Are you serious?” His voice was low and threatening and the look in his eyes concerned me.
 
   “Drew,” I said softly, trying to reassure him. “Don’t get worked up. I took care of it. I don’t think he’ll be a problem anymore. I laid into him and told him not to even talk to me anymore at work, but I…I was feeling guilty about what happened. I know it’ll blow over, but it doesn’t make it any less awkward. I haven’t been at the job long and I don’t need this hassle.”
 
   He took me in his arms and pulled me into him. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Natalie.” His voice was quiet and he kissed me on the head. 
 
   “I hope you’re not mad.”
 
   “I’m not mad. I’m concerned, but not mad. You’ll let me know if he continues to be a problem, won’t you?”
 
   “He won’t be a problem,” I said and then pulled back, resting my hand on his chest as I looked into his eyes. “Now, I’d like to get back to earlier when your lips were on my neck.”
 
   “Oh? You mean like this?” His lips were on my skin a second later, licking and biting playfully.
 
   “Yes. Just like that.” 
 
   I pulled him closer to me and the playfulness quickly subsided. His mouth was eager and soon it made its way up to mine, possessing it fiercely. I fell back into the couch and he crawled onto me. I loved the weight of his body on mine. It was a reminder that he was here and that’s what I needed right now. I pulled him to me harder, pushing my mouth against his, needing to taste him. I never wanted to let him go. He was the only man I could ever love. After all that we’d been through, I knew that without a doubt. There could never be anyone else. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   “Are you happy with your decision to move back to New York?” 
 
   It was my lunch break and I’d taken the opportunity to call and wish my mom a happy birthday. I was eating leftovers I’d brought with me from Drew’s place as I checked my email and spoke with my mom.
 
   “I am,” I said truthfully. “Did you see the clip I sent you last week?”
 
   I’d sent a link to the station’s website where my story on an altercation between a group of protestors and the police could be viewed. 
 
   “I did. You were excellent, honey,” she said. “How’s Drew?”
 
   I wasn’t sure how she felt about us getting back together. I knew she worried we were moving too fast, but I also knew my family liked Drew.
 
   “He’s great. He just got back from London where he’s being considered to design a new high-rise apartment complex.”
 
   “Impressive,” she said just as Ava approached me. I didn’t like the look on her face as she eyed me curiously. We made eye contact and I knew she needed to talk to me. 
 
   “Hey, Mom, I’m sorry, but I have to go. I just wanted to call and say happy birthday.”
 
   “That’s all right. Thank you for calling. I love you.”
 
   “Love you too,” I said and then hung up, looking over to Ava.
 
   She pulled up a chair and sat down beside me, the strange look still on her face.
 
   “Is everything okay with you and Drew?” she asked and it was my turn to appear puzzled. 
 
   “Everything’s fine with us. Why do you ask?” 
 
   She didn’t answer right away, but she looked around as if checking to make sure no one was listening. 
 
   “I don’t want to upset you, but I heard that you and Holden hooked up on Friday night after his gig.”
 
   I nearly spit out the water I was drinking, but instead swallowed it quickly.
 
   “Excuse me?” I asked, wanting to make sure I’d heard her correctly. 
 
   “Yeah,” she said uneasily, glancing down and picking at her fingers before looking back at me. “Gina, one of the girls in IT, was fixing my computer and she knows we’re friends. I guess she heard Holden telling some of the guys that you and him got very well acquainted on Friday night.” She almost flinched when she said the last sentence and I could feel my mouth hanging open. “I take it this is news to you.”
 
   “Most definitely,” I said quickly. “He walked me home after you left with Cowboy Mike and the bastard kissed me, but I put him in his place real fast. What the hell is wrong with that guy? He just doesn’t seem to get the hint. Now he’s spreading rumors about me in the office?”
 
   “Don’t get upset, Natalie,” she said as my voice picked up speed. “You and I both know it’s not true and to hell with anyone else. Don’t stress about this.”
 
   “Of course I’m going to stress. I haven’t even been here a month and he’s telling everyone I’m the office tramp. This is terrible. What if Daphne hears? I want to be taken seriously.”
 
   “I know you’re pissed off and you have every right to be, but try and stay calm.”
 
   “I’m perfectly calm,” I said, standing up. “And now I’m going to go find the asshole.”
 
   Ava didn’t try and stop me as I made my way down the hall towards the IT department. I passed one of the security cameras and it took all my effort not to flip the bird at it in case he and his cohorts were playing their stupid game. I took a deep breath when I got to the door and then pushed it open, trying to remain calm as I approached the desk of the first person I saw. The guy looked up and maybe I was just imagining it, but I thought I saw him checking me out, followed by a stupid grin. 
 
   “Do you know where Holden is?” I asked, hoping I sounded more rational than I felt. 
 
   “At lunch,” the guy said.
 
   “Do you know where he went?”
 
   “Not sure. Probably Rizer’s Deli. That’s his usual spot.”
 
   I didn’t bother with a thank you and then made my way to the lobby and outside. I walked quickly in the warm air towards the deli and when I got there, I saw him sitting outside doing something on his phone.
 
   He must’ve sensed me coming because he looked up as I approached. If he was worried, his face didn’t let on. A cocky grin spread on his lips and he placed his hands behind his head, leaning back in his chair.
 
   “Hello there, gorgeous,” he said smugly. “I knew you’d come to your senses eventually. I have to say you are looking spectacular today. I would suggest you undo one more button on that blouse if you happen to be on camera today though. Give the viewers what they want.”
 
   “Shut up,” I said forcefully, pointing at him. 
 
   “You’re being very rude today, Natalie. What seems to be the problem?”
 
   “You’re the problem, Holden.” I kept my voice down, not wanting to draw the attention of the other customers. “I know what you’ve been telling people and it’s going to stop.”
 
   “Calm down, Natalie,” he said, standing up and he seemed to tower over me. 
 
   “Why the hell did you tell people we slept together?”
 
   “It made for an interesting tale,” he smirked.
 
   “Are you delusional or something?”
 
   “People love a good interoffice affair, don’t you think? The guys seem very interested in what’s going on with me and the hot new red head. Let’s keep giving them a good show,” he said, reaching out and grabbing my arm as he pulled me closer to him. 
 
   Before I knew what I was doing, I’d reached up and slapped him across the face. He let go of my arm and held his hand to his red cheek. 
 
   “Keep your hands off of me,” I hissed at him and I wasn’t expecting the sly grin that spread on his face. 
 
   “After that little display, I can only imagine what you’re really like in the sack. I’ll bet you’re a firecracker. That boyfriend of yours is one lucky son of bitch to get a piece of ass like you every night.”
 
   I could feel my eyes brimming with tears. I’d never felt so demoralized in my life, yet this man stood here, demeaning me, making me feel cheap and I’d done nothing to deserve it. 
 
   “You look upset, Natalie,” he said, reaching for me again and I swatted his hands away. I couldn’t help but notice the peculiar looks from the other diners. 
 
   “I’ve worked hard for this job,” I began, my voice low and as stern as I could muster while praying the tears of frustration would not spill over. I didn’t want him to see me flustered. I had to be strong. “I’ve given up so much to get here and I won’t have you ruin it for me. Do you understand? I’ll tell you one more time that we simply work together. I want nothing to do with you. I don’t want you even to look at me anymore and you won’t be spreading lies about me anymore. If you do, I will go to HR and I will file a complaint about you.”
 
   I thought my threat would result in some kind of remorse or worry, but he didn’t seem fazed. The smirk remained on his face. 
 
   “Go ahead, honey. It’s your word against mine and I’ve been here two years. You’ve been here two seconds. See who they believe.”
 
   I felt myself tense. I didn’t know how to respond. I thought threatening to report him would do something to him, but it hadn’t. He was almost begging me to do it. He knew I didn’t want to. He knew it would do nothing but complicate things for me and make me look like a troublemaking newcomer. He held it over my head because he knew it was in both of our best interests to keep this between ourselves. 
 
   “Just grow up and leave me the hell alone, Holden,” I said and then quickly turned on my heels to leave. I could hear him laughing as I walked away and I quickened my pace as the tears finally fell. I wiped them away with the back of my hand. I’d thought Holden was a minor inconvenience, but it was now obvious he was much more than an inconvenience. He was a downright problem that I had to solve. Drew couldn’t know about this. I had to find a way to fix this by myself, but as I made my way back into the building, the feeling of helplessness was overwhelming.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Forty
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   It had been a while since I pulled up my Hawkeye file, not since the day after the fiasco with Bethany. Not since I’d seen Natalie again. Going to see her at her graduation had been a whim. I hadn’t had any expectations other than to simply see her. I hadn’t expected her to still be in love with me and I’d never expected she’d be back in New York and in my life again. She was back though and things were going well. 
 
   It’d been a slow morning and I felt the need to look at the blueprints again. I was fiddling with it now, deciding to add an office for Natalie. I had one and with the success I knew she’d become, she would need one too. We’d get her a nice desk and chair and her wall would be covered with the accomplishments I knew were in her future. It would open up onto a deck so she could sit outside and work if she wanted. It would be the perfect spot for her to focus. 
 
   Then, my eyes drifted to the spot I’d once had the nursery in. When we lost the baby, I’d absorbed it in the loft where I planned for us to keep our gym equipment, but with the way things were going, I was tempted to put the nursery back in. My cursor hovered over the area, but I couldn’t bring myself to click the mouse. I didn’t want to jinx things and so I left it alone, turning my attention to the front yard. I didn’t delve into landscape architecture much, but it was something I enjoyed and so I focused my attention to the garden we’d have in the backyard. 
 
   The intercom rang, ripping me from my thoughts and then Court’s voice rang through. 
 
   “Taylor’s headed your way and FYI, he looks as if he’s on a mission.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said, saving the file and then closing it out before leaning back in my chair for Taylor’s arrival. 
 
   The door swung open and he walked into my office. He shut the door behind him and then sat down, leaning forward and clapping his hands together, an obnoxious smile spreading on his face, which caused his already beady eyes to look even more squinty.
 
   “I don’t know what the hell you did, Saben, but Tashawa and the developers love your plans.”
 
   I’d submitted them only a couple of days before. I didn’t expect any feedback so soon, but apparently they liked what they saw. 
 
   “That was fast,” I commented and he leaned back into the chair, crossing his legs. He looked like a kid in a candy store.
 
   “That’s good. It means they’re set with your design, and you know what that means for the firm.” 
 
   He grinned and I knew exactly what it meant: a large commission for the firm and a hefty bonus for me. 
 
   “You’re welcome,” I said sarcastically and he just rolled his eyes. 
 
   “The developers are sending you the contract and the details. You should get the email either today or tomorrow. All you’ve gotta do is sign it and they move onto the next phase.”
 
   “All right. I’ll be on the lookout for it.”
 
   “C’mon, Saben. Show a little excitement. This is huge for all of us, especially you. I hate to say it, because you’re a pompous ass, but this could change your life.”
 
   “It’s just another job,” I told him flatly, although I knew it was hardly just another a job.
 
   “Yeah, keep telling yourself that,” he said, staring at me for a second before he stood up and headed to the door. “Nice work,” he mumbled before he walked out and I opened my Hawkeye file again, focusing on the blueprints that were most on my mind. 
 
   I wondered how Natalie was doing. It’d been a few days since she’d told me about the prick who took it upon himself to kiss my girlfriend, trying to take something that was not his. I wanted to walk myself over to Channel 5 and find the asshole and threaten to beat the shit out of him if he ever tried anything like that with Natalie again. I knew she’d kill me if I did that though. Natalie’s goal was to prove to herself and everyone that she was independent and if her jealous boyfriend showed up at her work to confront her co-worker, that would not sit well with her. 
 
   I was still trying to reconcile how I felt about the whole situation. If I was being honest with myself, a piece of me blamed Natalie for the event happening in the first place. I felt like a jerk for the thought even crossing my mind, but I’d be lying if I said I was fine with her decision to go see his band. While I knew Natalie’s intentions had been perfectly innocent, I knew Holden’s were not. Natalie had no idea her effects on men. I could see his feelings for her that day I watched them from the café. He’d been listening to her as she talked, but his mind was undressing her, imagining what it would be like to make love to her. Truthfully, I didn’t blame him because she’d had the same effect on me. She was a beautiful woman and completely naïve to that fact. She wanted to be his friend. She wanted to form a good working relationship. He had a very different idea though and because of that, the asshole had kissed the mouth that only I should have access to and it was taking all my willpower not to go after him. She told me she wanted to handle it on her own though and I had to respect her wishes. Still, she had to know I was thinking about her because I was.
 
   I picked up the phone and dialed her number. It was a crap shoot if she would even answer the phone. Sometimes she was at her desk and sometimes she was in the editing room while other times she was out on a story. I was relieved when I heard her voice pick up. 
 
   “Hello?” she asked and her voice sounded distracted.
 
   “Natalie, hey,” I began. “You sound busy. Did I catch you at a bad time?”
 
   “No. It’s fine. Is everything okay?” 
 
   “Everything’s great. I just wanted to hear your voice and see if maybe you’re free for lunch?”
 
   It was a spur of the moment decision, but I glanced at the time and saw it was noon. It would be a good excuse to see her.
 
   “Um…” she was hesitating and I didn’t like the sound of that. “Yeah…I can get away for a few minutes.”
 
   “Great. I’ll see you in a bit.”
 
   “Okay,” she said and I was surprised at the brevity of our goodbye. I didn’t let it bother me though and I left for her office. 
 
   I walked inside the lobby when I got there and the receptionist paged Natalie.
 
   “She’ll be right down,” the girl told me. 
 
   I thanked her and then stepped back and waited. She appeared a few minutes later. She looked distracted, as if her mind was somewhere else, but then our eyes met and she smiled. She looked as lovely as ever in a burgundy pencil skirt and white blouse. Her hair fell in loose waves and she had the new handbag I’d bought her in London on her shoulder. 
 
   “You look beautiful,” I said, kissing her on the cheek and then offering her my arm. 
 
   “Thank you,” she said and then linked her arm in mine. 
 
   “Where should we go?” I asked her once we were outside and she gestured to a food truck.
 
   “Is this okay? I don’t have a lot of time.”
 
   “We didn’t have to do lunch if you were busy.”
 
   “I wanted to. It’s good to see you.” 
 
   She stopped and gave me a hug. It surprised me and I wrapped my arms around her for a few seconds before she pulled back. 
 
   We both ordered a hot dog and a Coke and found a bench in a little park nearby. She was quiet as she ate, but she sat close to me and I found her reaching for my hand occasionally and inching closer to me. Still, she was quiet though and once we were done eating, we leaned back and I put my arm around her as she rested her head on my shoulder. I knew she had to go back to work in a few minutes, but I would stay like this with her as long as I could. 
 
   “I got some good news today,” I said softly. She’d been resting her eyes, but when I spoke, she opened them. 
 
   “Tell me about it.” 
 
   Her voice was a like a song to me and just the sound of it made me smile. 
 
   “Tashawa loved my design. He wants to use it.”
 
   She sat up, smiling the first genuine smile I’d seen on her face since I picked her up. 
 
   “That’s great, Drew! What does that mean?” 
 
   “I won’t know until I receive the contract, except of course for the lucrative bonus for me and the firm,” I said with a laugh. “That’s how I keep you cloaked in designer purses.”
 
   “You know I don’t care about that stuff,” she said, a concerned look on her face. 
 
   “I know that, babe,” I said, kissing her quickly. “I love to tease you.”
 
   “I know you do and I hate it.” She kissed me again and we both laughed. 
 
   “No, you don’t.”
 
   She leaned her head back on my shoulder and I started stroking her hair. 
 
   “I’m proud of you, Drew. You deserve this.”
 
   I didn’t say anything. I didn’t like when she praised me. It made me uncomfortable, but even so, it felt good to know she was proud of me. 
 
   I kissed her on the head and it was quiet again for a few moments. It was too quiet. She wasn’t herself. I knew something was bothering her. I hated when she kept things from me.
 
   “You’re being so quiet, Natalie. What’s the matter?”
 
   “I’m fine, Drew. Please don’t try and read into something that isn’t there,” she sighed and then she sat up. 
 
   “I can read you better than you think and I know when you’re not yourself.”
 
   “You know I appreciate how you dote on me, but I’m just busy with work.”
 
   “And what about Holden?” 
 
   I looked for a change in her facial expression at the mention of his name, but I didn’t see anything. 
 
   “Holden is under control. Everything is under control,” she said and then glanced at her watch. “I have to get back to work now, but thank you for lunch. You were exactly what I needed.” 
 
   She stood up and took my hand, leading me into an alcove, as far away from prying eyes as we could get. She wrapped her arms around me and kissed me. It wasn’t the quick peck I expected. She slipped me some tongue, kissing me deeply and thoughts of scooping her up and taking her home consumed my mind. I found myself trying to reach under her shirt so I could feel her skin, but just as I succeeded, she pulled back.
 
   “Now,” she said, grinning wickedly at me. “Did that help to dispel your worries?”
 
   “I’d believe anything you said right now.” 
 
   “Good. That’s exactly how I like it,” she said, standing up and straightening her skirt. “I’ve got to head back. I’ll see you later, okay?”
 
   I stood up and took her hand and we headed back across the street to the station.
 
   “Can I come over tonight?” I asked when we stopped outside the doors.
 
   “Come by after work. I may or may not open the door.”
 
   “You’ll open it,” I said confidently and a blush of red tainted her cheeks. 
 
   “I’ll always open it for you.” 
 
   She reached up, kissing me quickly, but with enough seduction to fill my thoughts with our impending night together. She pulled back and then walked inside, my eyes never leaving her until she was out of sight. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Forty-One
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   It had been two days since I confronted Holden. Aside from a glimpse in the hallway, I hadn’t seen him and I did everything I could to avoid him. I didn’t want to see him. I didn’t want any more conflict with him and I tried to ignore the looks I thought I noticed from a few of my colleagues, presumably from his false tale of our night together. It was always hanging over me though and I did my best to ignore it and pretend like I wasn’t constantly looking for Holden, making sure to avoid him, all the while putting on a show as if I wasn’t doing so. 
 
   Drew had noticed though. I hadn’t expected the lunch invitation, but I was grateful for it, even if he had suspicions that something was on my mind. He knew me, but I also knew he wouldn’t continue to press me when I told him I was okay. Luckily a few kisses and suggestions seemed to have gotten his mind off of what was troubling me and as I walked back to my desk after kissing Drew goodbye, I just prayed I’d get through the rest of the day without incident. 
 
   I sat down to get back to work, but then a folded piece of paper caught my eye and I grabbed it, opening it up to find a message in typed, block font. 
 
   Wish I could get some action like that at lunch. Thanks for the show. How about I get a turn tomorrow?
 
   I tossed the paper onto the desk, my heart pounding as I looked around the area quickly, wondering if Holden was around, wondering how he’d seen Drew and me at lunch. My eye caught sight of the security camera and I wondered if he was watching us outside or if he’d been watching at the park. Somehow he’d seen us and knowing he’d been watching made my stomach turn. A lump formed in my throat and it stung when I swallowed through it. I wasn’t going to cry though and I wasn’t going to go find him. That’s what he wanted. He wanted a reaction from me. He wanted to see me uncomfortable and I wasn’t going to give him that. 
 
   I picked up the note and went straight to Ava’s office. She was watching a video for the evening broadcast. I didn’t knock or ask if I could enter. I simply walked inside, closing the door behind me, causing her head to jerk around quickly.
 
   “What the hell’s the matter with you?” she asked and I sighed, sitting down across from her desk, handing the paper to her. She unfolded it, read it quickly and then looked up at me. “What is this?”
 
   “I think it was Holden. Drew and I went to lunch today. He had to have been watching.” 
 
   I watched as she read the note again, her eyebrows creasing in concern. I’d told her about the confrontation between Holden and me earlier in the week. She knew this wasn’t the first thing he’d done that was inappropriate and she knew how invasive this latest incident was.
 
   “You’ve got to go to HR, Natalie,” she said sternly. 
 
   “I don’t want any trouble. I just want him to leave me alone.”
 
   “If this is any indication, that’s not going to happen unless someone else steps in.”
 
   “God,” I sighed, resting my head on her desk for a second, taking a deep breath before I looked up. “What the hell is wrong with this guy?”
 
   “He’s an arrogant ass who needs to be put in his place.” 
 
   “I just want to do my job. I haven’t been here that long. I don’t want to be labeled a troublemaker.”
 
   “You can’t think of it like that, Natalie. You don’t deserve to come to work and be harassed every day. You’ve tried dealing with this on your own. Obviously, he’s not listening,” she said and then she looked at me curiously. “Does Drew know?”
 
   I shook my head, sighing again.
 
   “He knows about the night Holden kissed me, but that’s it. He knows something’s up though. He’s always asking me what’s the matter.”
 
   “Why haven’t you told him?”
 
   “I don’t want him to worry. I don’t want to make this a bigger deal than it is.”
 
   “You should tell him, Natalie.”
 
   “It’ll be fine. He doesn’t need to know.”
 
   Ava shook her head, obviously in disagreement with my choice. I knew I should tell Drew, but he’d overreact and worry himself sick over the whole thing. He had enough going on in his life. He was on the verge of the biggest project of his career and things couldn’t be better between us. I didn’t want to upset any of that.
 
   “You have to go to HR then. Take this note and tell them everything,” she said and she could see the apprehension on my face as a twisted knot began to grow in my stomach. “Natalie! This isn’t an option!” She was raising her voice and I nodded. 
 
   “You’re right,” I said, standing up and mustering all my courage as I picked up the note. 
 
   “Let me come with you,” she said and I nodded. Having her walk with me would prevent me from changing my mind. 
 
   We were quiet as we walked and I followed Ava without question. I was hoping Sally, the woman I’d spoken to on my first day would be there, but when we walked into the HR office, a woman I hadn’t met yet looked up at us from behind her desk. She was older, probably my mother’s age, with brown hair in tight curls as if she had it permed. She wore glasses and a burgundy pants suit. Her face didn’t appear the warmest, but I told myself it was probably just my nerves.
 
   “Bonnie,” Ava said, leading me in. “This is Natalie Vasser, one of the new correspondents. I’m not sure if you’ve had a chance to meet yet.”
 
   “I’m aware of who Natalie is,” Bonnie said and she finally smiled, allowing me to relax just slightly. “What can I do for you?” 
 
   Ava nudged me and I sat down at the chair across from Bonnie’s desk. Ava patted my shoulder and then she was gone. 
 
   “I’m not exactly sure what you can do,” I began, my voice laced with nerves.
 
   “Is there a problem?” she asked and I took a deep breath and then nodded before handing her the note.
 
   “What does this mean?” she asked after reading it and then I opened my mouth and told her everything that had happened. I couldn’t tell what her thoughts on my story were by the time I was done divulging what had happened. I knew she had to remain impartial, but she thanked me for coming in and we filled out a formal complaint. She assured me the complaint would be investigated and then we were done. I was trembling as I walked out of the room and I nearly stumbled into Daphne a couple of minutes later as I made my way back to my desk. 
 
   “Forgive my bluntness, Natalie,” she said with a gentle smile, “but you look terrible.”
 
   “I’m not feeling the best,” I said, hoping that would be the end of it. “I’ll be fine though.”
 
   “Are you sure?” 
 
   “Yes, but thanks for your concern.”
 
   “Will you be able to finish the day out?”
 
   “Of course,” I said quickly. Holden was not going to prevent me from doing my job. 
 
   “You let me know if you need anything though.” 
 
   “I will. Thank you, Daphne.” 
 
   She nodded and smiled and I was grateful when she was gone. Ava was waiting for me at my desk and I was glad to see her.
 
   “How’d it go?” she asked softly, neither of us wanting anyone to overhear. 
 
   “Fine, I think,” I answered and then quickly told her what had happened.
 
   “You did the right thing. Don’t doubt that for a second.”
 
   “I know, but that does nothing to alleviate the fear.”
 
   “You’ll be fine. Everything will be all right,” she said and then hugged me quickly. 
 
   “I need to get to work,” I said when she’d pulled away and she didn’t argue. She knew getting back to work is what I needed. 
 
   “I’ll check on you in a bit.”
 
   “I’m fine, Ava,” I said, but she knew I wasn’t and I tried to lessen her worry by giving her a smile. “Thank you.”
 
   She hugged me again and then left and I got back to work, diving into a story I was working on, needing to distract myself from the events of the afternoon. No matter what I did though, I couldn’t shake it and when the day was finally done, I couldn’t get out of there fast enough and for the first time since starting at Channel 5, I didn’t want to come back. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The buzzer rang and I knew it was him. It was just after six and when I opened the door to see him standing there, I instantly felt better. I always did with him. I took his hand and pulled him inside, not bothering to even say hi before I went into his arms, wanting to feel the safety of his embrace. When I was with Drew, everything was okay. It didn’t matter what was going on in the world, if he was with me, I was okay and that is what I needed right now. I needed to be okay and he would make me okay. 
 
   “Babe, what’s the matter?” he whispered as he wrapped his arms around me and I didn’t move for a few seconds. I just wanted him to hold me. “Natalie, are you all right?” I didn’t answer him, but I finally pulled away from him and stared into his eyes. 
 
   “Make love to me,” I said softly.
 
   There wasn’t a smile on my face and he knew I was serious. He reached his hand up, brushing his fingertips slowly down my cheek.
 
   “Natalie, baby, what’s come over you?” His voice was low and curious and I took his hand and led him to my bedroom. 
 
   “Don’t ask any questions. Just make love to me,” I said, reaching up and beginning to undo the buttons of his dress shirt, slowly one by one until I was looking at his bare chest, running my hands over his smooth skin. I could see his muscles trembling from my touch. His hand was on my chin a moment later, tilting my face towards his and then his lips were brushing tenderly against mine. His kiss became deep and slow, his mouth trying to possess mine. I wanted nothing more than for him to have me so I could forget about everything. All I wanted was him. 
 
   I could hear the quiet moans escaping my body and then his hands had inched under my shirt, pushing it up slowly until it was gone. He reached around and unclasped my bra and tossed it gently to the ground and he started kissing me again until he’d eased me onto the bed, pulling at my pants until they’d joined the rest of our clothes. He stood up and I couldn’t tear my eyes away as he unclasped his belt and this slacks fell to the floor. I didn’t wait for him to come back to me. I stood up and went to him, pressing my mouth firmly against his as my hands moved over his body until I led him back to the bed, pushing him gently down and crawling over him, straddling him as my mouth returned to his. His hands were on my body pulling me to him, pushing his tongue deep into my mouth. I needed to feel him and I couldn’t wait anymore. I sat up, a deep sigh leaving my lips, forgetting everything but him at that moment and how good he felt. My body started to move and I sat back, closing my eyes and losing myself in him. His hands were on my hips guiding me the whole time, deep grunts escaping him each time our bodies connected.
 
   “Natalie…” His voice was soft and guttural as he said my name and hearing him call for me only enticed me more. I needed this. I needed him and then I started trembling as I reached what I’d been searching for. I collapsed onto his chest, burying myself in his neck as he wrapped his arms around me, his breath wild and hot in my ear, both of us gasping for air. I felt his fingers digging into my back as he tried to calm himself and I didn’t move. I wanted to stay connected to him because with Drew everything was okay. 
 
   “Natalie, baby, talk to me please,” he said a few moments later as I continued to lay on top of him. 
 
   He eased me off of him so my head landed on the pillow, my hair fanning out around me. He propped himself up on his elbow and I could see the worry on his face. He traced my hairline and then his fingertips ran gently over my lips before reaching for my hand and kissing the back of it. “Not that I will ever complain about making love to you, but what was that about?”
 
   “I just needed you,” I said softly, and his eyes moved slowly over my face for a few moments before he kissed me gently and then laid down next to me. I cuddled up close to him and he started stroking my arm with his fingertips. I closed my eyes, focusing only on his touch and the next thing I knew I was waking up. I hadn’t even realized I’d fallen asleep, but when my eyes opened, the sun was setting and the bed was empty beside me. I could smell something coming from the kitchen and I got up, slipping my clothes back on before making my way out of the room. 
 
   He stood in the kitchen, stirring something in a pot on the stove. 
 
   “Hey, sleepyhead,” he said, smiling over to me. 
 
   “How long was I out?”
 
   “About an hour.”
 
   “An hour?” I asked. “Why didn’t you wake me up? I’m sorry.”
 
   “I didn’t wake you up because you obviously needed the rest, plus,” he said with a coy grin, “you look incredibly sexy when you sleep and I was enjoying watching you.”
 
   I just shook my head and smiled back, standing beside him and looking into the pot.
 
   “Mac and cheese?” I asked.
 
   “There weren’t a lot of choices in your cupboards. It was either this or grilled cheese. I feel like I’m back in college.” He grinned and started scooping some into a bowl for each of us. “You do realize you’re an adult, don’t you?”
 
   “I’m perfectly aware. This is just easier and delicious,” I said, scooping some into my mouth. 
 
   He kissed my cheek before taking his own bowl. We sat down on the couch and turned on the TV. We ate our dinner in near silence as we watched the Yankees game. I wasn’t much of a baseball fan, but I knew Drew was and I could care less about what we watched. When his bowl was empty, I took it from him and started doing the dishes. 
 
   “Come back in here, Natalie,” he called to me. “The dishes can wait.” 
 
   “I’ll just be a minute,” I said back to him and I finished up the last few dishes I was doing. 
 
   When I was done, I turned to head back to the living room. I stopped though when my eyes found him sitting on the couch, arms folded as he watched TV. I loved that man. I loved him to the point it hurt and I knew I would hurt him if I didn’t tell him what was on my mind. He was the one I should turn to and yet I was keeping him out even though I knew he’d want to know. I’d want to help him if he was hurting, but I was hiding things from him and I knew I couldn’t do that. 
 
   I took a deep breath, retrieved the note I’d found on my desk and then walked into the living room. It took him a second to realize I was there, but then he saw me and he must’ve seen my expression because his face softened and his brow furrowed in concern. 
 
   “Can I talk to you?” I asked and I could hear the nerves laced in my voice.
 
   “You can always talk to me,” he said, reaching for the remote and flipping the TV off, the room dead quiet after having been filled with the excitement of the ballgame. I sat down next to him and we both turned so we were facing each other. “What is it, baby?” 
 
   “I know you’ve been suspicious,” I began softly. “I know you’ve felt as if I’ve been keeping something from you since you keep asking me what’s wrong and the truth is, I haven’t been honest with you.” 
 
   I watched as worry washed over his face and he took my hand. 
 
   “What’s going on?” His voice was cautious and I took a breath before continuing. 
 
   “I had to file a complaint with HR against Holden today.”
 
   “Why?” Drew asked even before I finished my sentence. 
 
   “I thought I’d made myself clear after the night he walked me home, but I think there’s something wrong him because it started getting around the office that we’d slept together and when I confronted him…he was so arrogant and obnoxious. He was demeaning and callous and completely inappropriate. And then after our lunch today, I came back to find a note from him on my desk. Somehow he was watching us,” I said quietly, handing the note to Drew. 
 
   He read it quickly and then his eyes looked up to meet mine. I could tell he was furious. His hands balled up into fists and a vein throbbed in his forehead.
 
   “Has he touched you?” 
 
   His voice was deep and angry and I could tell he was trying to keep himself under control.
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “What do you mean not really?”
 
   “He grabbed me a little, but it wasn’t anything serious.”
 
   “If he put his hands on you, then it’s serious.”
 
   “Calm down, Drew,” I said, taking his hand.
 
   “I’m perfectly calm, Natalie,” he said, but he wasn’t. We both knew that. He was trying to keep himself in check, but he wasn’t doing a very good job of it. “What did your HR person say?”
 
   “She took a formal complaint and said it would be investigated.”
 
   “He’s still there, right?”
 
   “Yes, but it’ll be fine,” I said, trying to alleviate his concern, even though the thought of encountering Holden again made my stomach hurt. 
 
   “I don’t like this,” he said and I shook my head.
 
   “Please don’t worry yourself over this,” I told him and then it was quiet for a few long moments. 
 
   “Why didn’t tell you tell me about this?”
 
   “Because you’d worry…just like you’re worrying now.”
 
   “If you knew that, why are you telling me now then?” 
 
   “Because…because I didn’t want to keep it from you and because…I knew it’d make me feel better if you knew.”
 
   “You’re scared, Natalie,” he said.
 
   “I’m not scared,” I said, knowing that wasn’t entirely true and I knew he didn’t believe me as he reached for me, pulling me into his arms. 
 
   “You did the right thing by filing a complaint and just to be safe, I’m walking you to and from work until this settles.”
 
   “Now you’re just being ridiculous,” I said, trying to laugh, but he didn’t. 
 
   “Just let me do this…for my sake if not yours.”
 
   “If it’ll make you feel better, that’s fine.”
 
   “It will make me feel better,” he said, looking me in the eyes and the intensity I saw in them surprised me. “You know I’ll always be here for you. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
 
   “I know,” I said, smiling up at him and I could feel the tears threatening from the stress of everything that had happened and because this man loved me so much.
 
   “And if it’s all the same to you, I’m sleeping over tonight.” 
 
   “I won’t argue with that,” I said, settling back into his arms. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Forty-Two
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   Drew knew. I’d told myself he wouldn’t know, but he’d kept secrets from me and it’d torn us apart. I didn’t want that happening again. It felt better that he knew because I didn’t have to try and pretend I was okay. He knew I was worried about the situation with Holden and now he didn’t have to ask what was bothering me anymore because he knew. 
 
   I went to work as if everything was okay. Drew walked me to the office, kissing me and watching until I was in safely before heading to work himself. I kept to myself, trying not to notice the looks I saw from people I knew were acquainted with Holden. I wasn’t even sure he’d been approached about the complaint yet, but I looked around nervously, hoping not to run into him. I got to work right away and was glad when Ollie and I left to cover a demonstration in Central Park. It kept me out of the office most of the morning and when we returned, I helped him to edit the piece rather than hang around my desk where I was more inclined to have a run in with Holden. 
 
   As the end of the day neared, I was relieved I’d managed to avoid him all day and I could feel myself relaxing. My babysitter, as I was jokingly referring to Drew, would be here soon and so I gathered my things and headed to the restroom before going to the lobby to meet him, but when I turned the corner, I felt a grip on my arm and I looked up to see the icy stare of Holden’s blue eyes shooting back at me.
 
   “Holden,” I whispered, pulling my arm back, my heart pounding as he backed me into a secluded corner. 
 
   “I just had a little talk with HR,” he began, his voice low and gruff. “I can’t believe you actually went through with it.”
 
   “Excuse me, Holden, I need to leave,” I said, trying to stay calm. All I wanted was to get the hell out of here, away from him. 
 
   “You’re not leaving until I’m done talking to you.” He grabbed my arm again, his nails digging in deep this time. “You are going to march your sweet ass back into that office and tell them you made the whole goddamn thing up. I am not going to lose my job because of some bitch tease who can’t handle a little flirting.”
 
   “It wasn’t flirting,” I said quietly, trying to pull my arm from his grasp. 
 
   “You think I have nothing better to do than harass you? The whole goddamn world doesn’t revolve around you, ya know, but you certainly think it does. You’re not important here and you’ll never make it if you can’t hang with the big boys, so I’d better be getting an apology from you and from that bitch, Bonnie, in HR when I get here tomorrow. You are not the one in control here, Natalie,” he said, leaning in so close I could feel his breath on my skin.
 
   He released my arm and then stormed down the hall. I couldn’t move for a second as I stood against the wall, my heart pounding and my body trembling. When I heard someone coming, I rushed to the bathroom and locked myself in a stall, breathing in deeply, trying to keep it together. Holden was scared and he was trying to scare me too, which was obviously working since I was locked in a bathroom stall on the verge of tears. I wouldn’t let them fall though. Drew would know I was crying then and so I grabbed some toilet paper and dabbed at my eyes until they were gone. I’d told him about the complaint, but he couldn’t know about this. He’d completely lose his mind if he knew what had just happened. 
 
   It took a while, but I was finally together enough to leave the sanctuary of the bathroom stall. I knew Drew was waiting for me, but as I stared into the mirror, I knew I had to tell Bonnie what had just occurred. Holden was starting to scare me.
 
   I texted Drew to tell him I’d gotten hung up and would be down as soon as I could. He responded with a thumbs up and I made my way to Bonnie’s office. She was gathering her things to go home when I walked in. She set her bag down and looked at me curiously.
 
   “Natalie, how can I help you?”
 
   “I know you’re on your way out, but I was wondering how Holden handled being confronted with the complaint?”
 
   “I can’t discuss that. I’m sorry. May I ask why you’re inquiring about it?”
 
   “Because he just confronted me in the hallway,” I said quietly and I could feel the tears trying to betray me again. 
 
   “Sit down,” she said, closing the door so we could talk in private. “Tell me what happened,” she said once I was settled and before I started talking, a tear escaped. Bonnie handed me a tissue and I wiped it away quickly as I relayed what had just happened. When I told her how he’d grabbed me, she asked to see my arm and when I rolled up my sleeve, there were light purple marks from where his fingers had dug into my skin. I could see the concern on her face when she saw the evidence and she assured me that as soon as Holden arrived at work in the morning, he would be spoken with and most likely escorted from the building until the situation was resolved. We filled out some more paperwork and then we were done. We walked out together and she gave me a pat on the back and a warm smile before we went our separate ways. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Forty-Three
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   The internet was a wonderful thing. I’d dropped Natalie off at work and once at the office, I’d spent the morning being my own private investigator. Stewart Holden Donnelly, age twenty-four, born to Wayne and Priscilla Donnelly on Long Island. Holden wasn’t even his first name, but with a name like Stewart, I didn’t blame him for going by his middle name. That fact tripped me up for a bit, but I found him and discovered he’d graduated from Penn State two years ago with a Bachelor of Science in Computer Science. He was in his second year of employment at Channel 5 and his previous job before that was as a valet at a country club. He had two outstanding parking tickets and other than a misdemeanor in high school for marijuana possession, he had a clean record and he currently resided at 375 81st Street. Knowing he didn’t appear violent made me feel a little better, but not much. One thing was certain, the bastard wasn’t going to ruin things for Natalie. She’d worked too hard and we’d given up too much for him to step in and do anything to jeopardize our lives now.
 
   I hated the fact she’d been keeping it from me, shouldering the burden by herself. I’d known something was wrong. She was too quiet and too needy, not that I minded her constant touching or voracious sexual appetite, but I knew something was off. I was glad she’d told me, but now I was struggling with what to do with the information. I’d failed someone I loved once before and I would not allow that to happen again. I decided then a visit to Channel 5 would be on the docket after work. 
 
   My email chimed and I closed the window I was currently working in to see a message from Tashawa’s firm. There was an impersonal greeting and an attachment. I clicked on it and began perusing the details of the contract. It was formalities that I had grown accustomed to after this many years in the business, the legalities and compensation. When I saw the figures presented, even I did a double take. I’d never been offered such a substantial sum for my work. While the figures had surprised me, I had more pressing details I was searching for, namely the requirements and what was expected of me by the developer. I continued to scroll through the documents and then I found the section I was looking for. My eyes read through them carefully and when I was done, I sat back in my chair, my eyes drifting to the picture of Natalie that I now kept on my desk once more instead of hidden away in a drawer. The stipulations would not be good for us. Tashawa expected me to be there for a majority of the build, which was projected at nearly a year to complete. Basically, I was expected to move to London with only occasional trips back to New York to maintain my partnership here in the United States. This wasn’t good. Natalie would never come with me and I would never ask that of her. I’d tried putting my needs above hers in the past and it cost me two years with her. I couldn’t do that again, but then my mind drifted to the compensation and the fact that this building could virtually change my life. What I’d worked for my entire life was at my fingertips, but I couldn’t imagine letting go of what I’d have to to get it. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I tried not letting the contract distract me from the task at hand: finding the son of a bitch and telling him to leave Natalie alone. I’d left work early to make sure I didn’t miss him. I didn’t tell Natalie I was coming. She’d have a conniption if she knew I was going to confront Holden. I couldn’t let that stop me though. He’d crossed the line and he wasn’t going to bother Natalie anymore. 
 
   I stayed by the curb, leaning against a lamp pole, pretending to be busy with my phone, but the whole time, my eyes remained on the entrance to the building. I’d pegged Holden to be the type of man who didn’t put in extra hours at the office and my instincts about him being a worthless slacker were right because at 4:45, he walked out, wearing the same cheap jeans and another ridiculous graphic t-shirt like he’d worn the day he’d walked Natalie home as I sat in the café. Today it was Led Zeppelin. I doubted he even knew one song by the band. 
 
   He looked angry, a scowl plastered on his face. He’d obviously had a bad day at work and it was about to get even worse. 
 
   I waited until he was away from the entrance of the building and then I put my phone in my bag and walked towards him. 
 
   “Excuse me,” I said, and he looked up. 
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “You’re Holden Donnelly, correct?”
 
   “Who’re you?” he asked.
 
   “You know exactly who I am. You were watching my girlfriend and me at lunch yesterday after all.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “I think you do. You left her a note afterwards.”
 
   I watched as he squirmed for a second, but then his back straightened. We were nearly the same height, but he was spineless and I stood taller. 
 
   “I don’t know what Natalie told you…” he said, but I didn’t let him finish. I didn’t want to hear one more word from his sick mouth. 
 
   “She told me the truth.” 
 
   I kept my voice calm. It would be better that way and easier to intimidate him.
 
   “What is it you want from me?”
 
   “I want you to leave Natalie alone. Let her do her work.” 
 
   I stepped closer to him and I could tell I made him nervous. 
 
   “Chill the fuck out, man. It was some flirting. Just a little fun. It wasn’t as if she didn’t reciprocate.”
 
   I could feel my hands balling into fists, wanting to punch the smirk off his face after saying those lies about Natalie. Instead, I grabbed him by the collar, my anger getting the better of me. I hadn’t intended to put my hands on him, but I didn’t estimate the depth of my protectiveness over Natalie when I came face to face with the asshole. All I cared about at that moment was keeping him away from her. 
 
   “You don’t want to push me, Mr. Donnelly,” I said, my teeth clenched as I struggled not to destroy him. “You’ll regret it every time.”
 
   “Is that a threat?” he asked, pushing me off of him and straightening his shirt. 
 
   “Take it however you want to, but stay away from her.”
 
   “Fuck you, man.” 
 
   I watched as Holden turned quickly on his heels and it was all I could do to not go after him, pummeling him into the ground, pounding his face, but I just watched as he walked away. He knew now. He knew Natalie wasn’t alone in this. No one was going to hurt someone I loved again. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Forty-Four
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   I didn’t tell Natalie I’d confronted Holden and apparently he hadn’t either since the next time she mentioned his name was to tell me he’d been placed on paid leave. She seemed happy after that. I didn’t notice her mind wandering off as much. She seemed present again. She didn’t know the specifics of why they’d put him on leave, but a couple of days after she’d filed the initial complaint and after I’d spoken to him, she greeted me with a relieved grin as I waited for her to go home for the evening. She’d been all too eager to tell me the cause of her happiness and I was admittedly relieved knowing for the time being she could go to work without having to worry about Holden. 
 
   I wanted to take her out on Saturday night to celebrate the end to a painfully long week. She’d spent the morning cleaning her apartment and grocery shopping while I decided my day was best spent at the driving range. I was a terrible golfer, but I enjoyed it nonetheless and if Natalie preferred cleaning and shopping over my company, then I couldn’t think of a better way to spend it.
 
   It was a hot day, but that didn’t stop me from spending two hours taking my frustrations out on the golf balls. It cleared my head because all I could concentrate on was the ball and making contact. I couldn’t think about Holden or the fact I hadn’t told Natalie about the Tashawa deal yet. That couldn’t stay hidden forever and I knew I needed to tell her. I was just waiting for the right moment.
 
   When I was thoroughly drenched in sweat, I decided my afternoon at the range was over and I headed back into the city. I showered and hung around the apartment until it was time to pick her up. I’d managed to get tickets to Maroon 5 at Madison Square Garden and I could hear the excitement in her voice when she found out. She buzzed me in when I got to the apartment and when I walked up the stairs to the door, I saw it was open a bit. I pushed it the rest of the way open and stepped into her immaculate living room. The place was practically sparkling and a candle burned that smelled of lemon. 
 
   “Natalie?” I called out.
 
   “I’ll be right out!” she said back and I went to her fridge, pulling out a bottle of water before going back to the living room to wait. 
 
   “Ya know, your door was open a crack when I got here,” I said, projecting my voice loud enough that she could hear and with enough sarcasm so she’d know I disapproved.
 
   “It must not have closed all the way when I came back from taking the trash out.”
 
   “You’ve gotta make sure you lock your doors.”
 
   “I do, Drew.” 
 
   I could hear her sigh and I knew she was sick of my nagging. 
 
   “You’ve got to be more careful,” I said, and then stopped for a second before continuing, anxious to hear her reaction from what I decided to say next. “Why don’t you just move back in with me? Then I wouldn’t have to worry so much.”
 
   I heard her laugh and then I heard her footsteps and I looked up to see her coming towards me, my eyes unable to focus on anything but the short skirt she was wearing along with the V-neck shirt. I smiled to myself, wondering if she’d chosen the shirt on purpose because she knew what her cleavage did to me. 
 
   “Is there ever a time I see you and the first thing that comes to mind isn’t just how much I love you?” I said, meeting her and wrapping my hands around the back of her neck and kissing her deeply.
 
   “I hope not. I hope you’ll always feel that way about me.”
 
   “You know I will,” I said quietly, pulling back and pressing my forehead to hers so that our lips remained close, but not touching. “You look amazing.” 
 
   I ran my fingertip over the soft mounds that were peeking out of her shirt. I could feel her blush and I knew if I didn’t pull back, we might not make it to the concert because I was ready to swoop her up in a heartbeat and do nothing but make love to her until she passed out. There’d be time for that all night though and so I kissed her chastely and released her from my grasp. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   We’d gone back to my apartment after the concert. She smiled the whole time and as entertaining as the show was, my sights were on her. 
 
   “That show was amazing,” she said the moment we walked inside, tossing her purse on the table and wrapping her arms around my neck. “Thank you for tonight.” Before I could respond, she was kissing me deeply and my arms were around her. “After being around all those people,” she said softly, pulling back, her arms still draped around me, “I could use a shower. What about you?” 
 
   “I think I could use one as well,” I replied and a needy smile spread on her face. 
 
   I didn’t wait. I scooped her up in my arms and walked her to my bedroom, setting her down and a moment later we were both undressed, standing outside the shower while the water heated up. When it was ready, she turned to me, that smile still on her face as she took my hand, both of us stepping inside. The water felt good, but all I could focus on was watching it run over her skin. She closed her eyes, tilting her head back into the faucet. I picked up a washcloth and when I started washing her, her eyes opened. She liked when I touched her. I pulled her closer, my hands running over her skin and she moaned when I kissed her. She would do anything for me at this moment, but all I wanted was to feel her beside me. I kissed her deeper, pressing her body against the slick shower wall. Everything about this woman drove me wild and as I ran my fingers over the perfection of her body, I needed her. I couldn’t wait until the shower was over and I didn’t wait. I lifted her up until her legs wrapped around me, her body moving with mine and we lost ourselves in each other until she was trembling in my arms. She clung to me as we tried to catch our breath, the hot water running over us. 
 
   “I love you so much,” she panted and I folded her in my arms, hoping she knew how much I loved her too.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   She was exhausted. We both were after what we’d done, but now, in the darkness of the bedroom, it was calm. She lay on the pillow, her hair splayed out as the flickering from the fire I’d lit earlier danced across her face. I laid next to her, my head resting on my own pillow as I watched her sleep. She looked so peaceful. I’d tried to sleep, but even though I was tired, I couldn’t. My mind was on the contract for the new project. She knew nothing about it and I’d had it for days. Taylor and Tashawa both had been hounding me to sign it so the project could move to the next step. I couldn’t sign it yet though, not without telling her. 
 
   I reached up, brushing a piece of hair off her cheek and then my fingers stayed there, slowly stroking her skin. 
 
   “Natalie?” I whispered a few times until her eyes finally fluttered open. She smiled when her eyes focused on me. 
 
   “If you want to go again, I’m too tired.” 
 
   She laughed and I smiled back. While I would love nothing more than to make love to her again tonight, I had more pressing matters to attend to. 
 
   “I actually need to talk to you.” 
 
   I could see the concern on her face at my words.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “The plans I sent to Tashawa,” I said, but then hesitated when I saw the look on her face.
 
   “What about them?” she prodded.
 
   “He wants them. I was sent a contract a couple of days ago.”
 
   The smile grew instantly on her face, her eyes even squinting at the sides when she heard the news. She was excited for me, there was no doubt about that. 
 
   “That’s fantastic! Why didn’t you tell me right away?” 
 
   She put her palm on my cheek and I closed my eyes for a moment after feeling her skin on mine before opening them again and continuing. 
 
   “I wanted to discuss the contract with you first.”
 
   I watched as the earlier enthusiasm seemed to dip. She was concerned because she could sense my worry. 
 
   “Go on,” she encouraged me and I continued to stare into her brown eyes. 
 
   “It’s a sizeable commission. Both for me and the firm.”
 
   “That can’t be a bad thing,” she said with a little grin that quickly subsided when I didn’t return the smile. 
 
   “It’s not the money that I’m concerned with.”
 
   “What are you concerned with?”
 
   “Tashawa’s stipulations.”
 
   “What are they?”
 
   “He wants me in London for a majority of the build.”
 
   A noticeable pause settled over us.
 
   “And how long will that be?” 
 
   Her question was quiet and nervous.
 
   “The build is estimated at a year.”
 
   “So, basically you’d be moving to London for a year?”
 
   “I’d come home on occasion and it’s not permanent. There’s no uncertainty like there was with the California office.”
 
   She was quiet again and I could almost see her mind working, then a hesitant smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.
 
   “You’re going to do it, aren’t you?” she said.
 
   “I haven’t signed anything yet. I wanted to discuss it with you.”
 
   “You have to do it, Drew. There’s no question. This is an opportunity you can’t pass up, both monetarily and professionally. Our relationship should come second to this.”
 
   “Nothing comes second to you and me. Not anymore,” I said quickly and I knew she could tell I was serious because her smile faded.
 
   “I know that,” she said softly, stroking my collarbone while she looked into my eyes. “But, I won’t run away this time. I’m here and I’ll be here when you get back. I don’t want to go through the last two years again. I don’t want you to leave, but we can make it work, even if you are 6,000 miles away.”
 
   “Are you sure?” 
 
   I could see tears in her eyes as she leaned in, kissing me gently.
 
   “I am. It’s only for a year, right?”
 
   “365 days isn’t that long,” I agreed. “And you’ll come visit and I’ll come home whenever I’m able.” 
 
   “We’ll be fine.”
 
   “Your support means everything to me, Natalie.”
 
   She didn’t say anything though. She just smiled and kissed me and then curled up next to me as the weight I’d been carrying around on how to tell her finally lifted. She knew about the new project. She knew what it required and she seemed to support it, but I couldn’t imagine ever being able to leave this woman’s side again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Forty-Five
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   I was getting used to the fact that life gets its jollies from throwing curveballs. Just when you think you have it all figured out, Bam! It hits you in the face just to prove that you are not in control. Aside from Holden, I now had Drew’s news to prove that to me. 
 
   When Drew told me about his offer in London, it shocked me at first. This wasn’t in the plans. We’d just found each other again and now he was being pulled away, but then my rational mind kicked in and I was happy for him. It wasn’t just the prospect of distance that tore us apart before, but the storm of everything else going on in our lives: California, graduate school and Christina. We had none of those now. We just had each other and a year of commuting would be manageable. It had to be manageable because I didn’t want to think about him not being in my life again. 
 
   At least I had one bright spot in the uncertainty and that was the fact that Holden had been put on administrative leave while the company decided how to handle the situation. When I’d left the office after telling Bonnie, I was shaken. I was terrified actually. I still hadn’t told Drew what had happened, about when Holden confronted me by the bathroom, and he didn’t know the real reason he’d been suspended. All he knew was that Holden hadn’t been in the office in nearly a week, which made us both happy. He’d even relinquished a little and wasn’t insisting on meeting me after work, which I actually kind of missed. Seeing his face after a long day was a welcome sight.
 
    It’d been an interesting week since everything happened. HR was doing its best to keep it quiet, but I knew things were being said. It was obvious that Holden was gone and he had friends in the office that were putting their own spin on the situation. I’d spoken to HR more times than I could count and I prayed a decision would be made soon. Bonnie told me Holden would most likely receive a formal reprimand and have to attend sensitivity training. I didn’t care what he had to do. I simply wanted to be left alone to do my job. 
 
   The weekend had been a good distraction from everything. The concert had been amazing and the night with Drew had been even more so, but the weekend was over and it was back to work. Even though I was in a good mood, I was still on edge when I walked into the building. They wouldn’t keep Holden away forever and as I made my way to my desk, my eyes darted around cautiously, but I saw no signs of him. 
 
   I was still in the clear when I got to my desk. I signed onto my email and then started working on a few stories Ollie and I were putting together. My phone rang and I looked up to see it was Bonnie’s extension. 
 
   “Would you mind coming to my office for a moment?” she asked when I answered and my heart beat loudly in my chest as I made my way there. She motioned me inside and gestured that I should shut the door behind me. I did as she asked and then sat across from her desk.
 
   “You wanted to see me?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, Natalie,” she began as my heart continued to pound. “I wanted to inform you of the company’s decision to terminate the employment of Holden Donnelly.”
 
   I think I just stared at her for a few moments, my mouth opened in surprise as I tried to digest what she said. 
 
   “Holden was fired?” I asked softly and I couldn’t believe an ounce of me actually felt sorry for the guy. 
 
   “Yes, effectively immediately.” 
 
   “But…but you said he’d probably get a write up and sensitivity training. I don’t understand.”
 
   “During our investigation into your complaint, things came to light that affected the outcome.”
 
   “What things? Things besides me?” I asked hurriedly and I noticed the way Bonnie moved uneasily in her chair. 
 
   “I’m really not at liberty to discuss the matter while the police begin their investigation…”
 
   “Police?” I interrupted. “What are the police getting involved for?”
 
   “During our investigation, it was discovered that Holden had engaged in various cyber offenses and I’m sorry, but that is really all I can say at the moment.”
 
   I knew she wanted to tell me more, but I was satisfied simply knowing I no longer had to worry about Holden at work. 
 
   “I understand,” I said softly and then looked across the desk into Bonnie’s eyes, which were so much kinder than I realized during our first meeting. “Thank you for your help with everything.”
 
   “You’re very welcome,” she said and I smiled at her before leaving her office and walking back to my desk without checking for Holden. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The day passed quickly with Ollie and I heading out into the field for a few hours and after we finished editing the piece, it was nearly time to go home. I was anxious to see Drew and tell him what had happened and so I texted him to tell him I was heading home and that he should come by my apartment after work for dinner. He responded back right away and told me he’d see me around six at the latest. 
 
   I gathered my things and walked confidently out the door for the first time in a long time and headed Uptown towards home. It was nearly five when I walked through the door and I went straight to my room to change out of my restrictive work clothes and into a pair of shorts and a t-shirt. I pulled my hair up into a sloppy ponytail and then made my way to the kitchen. 
 
   I brought up the new Maroon 5 album I’d gotten hooked on at the concert on Spotify, and then got to work on dinner. I’d planned on grilled chicken and a salad. I smiled to myself, wondering if this would be a grown up enough meal for Drew after his mac and cheese crack, and then went to the cupboard for the marinade I wanted to use. I grabbed a bowl and started mixing it up just as I heard the door open and then shut and lock. I looked up at the clock on the stove.  He was early and I smiled. 
 
   “I only gave you my key in case you got here before I did! That’s breaking and entering, you know!” I called out to him as I continued to stir.
 
   “I know exactly what it is.”
 
   The spoon stopped mid-stir and a chill ran up my spine.  The voice behind me was not Drew’s and I thought I might be sick when I realized who it was. Slowly, I turned around to see Holden standing only a few feet away. 
 
   “How the hell did you get in here?” I managed to get out through the fear that seemed to have paralyzed my body.
 
   “It’s really not that difficult to get into your building and you left your door unlocked. You really shouldn’t do that. I mean, you are a single woman living alone. Not exactly a smart choice, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked, trying to stay calm as he started walking towards me. I stepped back, hitting the counter and when my eyes looked behind him, focusing on my phone that was still blaring Adam Levine’s voice throughout the apartment, he turned his head to see what I was looking at. He smirked back at me and then grabbed it, tossing it into the living room.  
 
   “I’m here to talk, Natalie.”
 
   “I’ve got nothing to say to you.”
 
   “Well, I’ve got something to say to you.”
 
   “Get the hell out of my apartment.” 
 
   My voice was deep and warning, but I could tell it did nothing to faze him and he only walked closer.
 
   “You’ve ruined my life. You understand that, right? Everything I’ve worked for is gone because of you.”
 
   “I didn’t do anything to you. You did this to yourself,” I shot back.
 
   “They’re saying I did some pretty terrible things.”
 
   “And did you?” I asked quietly and he started to laugh.
 
   “Of course I did. There’s no way even I can manipulate myself out of this shit, but the point is, no one would’ve known if you had kept your goddamn mouth shut.” He came even closer and I felt my eyes growing warm as he towered over me. “Truthfully, Natalie, when we first met, I never envisioned us here, like this. I just wanted some ass, which is the least you can give me after the hell you’re putting me through.”
 
   I blinked and a tear fell down my cheek as I realized what his intentions were. My stomach started to turn and I looked for any way around him. I was trapped though. He was over six feet tall and he was blocking the only exit from the kitchen. 
 
   “They’ll catch you. They’ll know what you did,” I said quickly and he just laughed again.
 
   “What does it matter? I’m fucked anyway. I might as well go out on top,” he said, and then grinned sadistically. “Unless, of course, you prefer to be on top.”
 
   “Please don’t, Holden. Please don’t do this,” I cried, but before I could say anything else, his hand was over my mouth, shoving me against the wall so his weight was crushing me. 
 
   I pushed as hard as I could, trying to shove him off of me, but his grip only got tighter. I was terrified as his fingers dug into my skin, my heart pounding so fast I thought it might fly from my chest, but I wasn’t going to let him do this to me. He wasn’t going to hurt me. It took all my strength, but I lifted my leg and kicked as hard as I could. He winced and then cowered, but he didn’t let me go. 
 
   “Bitch,” he grumbled and then his eyes met mine looking almost possessed. If I was terrified a second ago, I was petrified now. “You’re making me do this. You ruined my life, now I’m going to return the favor.” 
 
   He started fumbling with his zipper, eventually undoing it while he held me to the wall, the tears streaming down my face now. I felt his cold hands on my skin, pulling at my shorts.
 
   I closed my eyes and I started to pray. I prayed not to be alone. I prayed for someone to help me. I prayed for someone to save me. I prayed he would stop, but I realized no one was coming to my rescue. I continued to try and push him off me, but I was no match for him. If he was going to do this to me, I couldn’t stop him. This was my punishment. 
 
   I told myself not to give up…that I couldn’t give up. I tried pushing him off of me again, but he was too big. Just as I was about to accept defeat, I could feel Holden being lifted off of me. When I opened my eyes, I could barely see through the tears, but he was flying through the air, smashing against the counter and I saw Drew. I started sobbing at the sight of him and I watched as his fists pounded against Holden, over and over, harder and harder until I saw blood splattering the countertop. Holden was unconscious, but Drew kept going, pummeling him relentlessly. 
 
   “Drew!” I screamed out, but he didn’t stop. He didn’t even look at me. His fists just continued to smash into Holden’s face. “Drew! Stop! You’re gonna kill him!” I knew that was probably what Drew wanted to do. Right now I wanted him dead too, but I had to think beyond right now. “Drew, please! Stop!” I yelled again, rushing to him and grabbing his arm just as it was about to strike a knocked out Holden again. I held it with all my might, his bloody knuckles passing onto my skin as the tears streamed down my face. His strength was overwhelming, but then, slowly, he turned his face towards me and he looked possessed as we hovered over a lifeless Holden. 
 
   “Natalie,” he finally whispered and before I could say anything, I was in his arms and I knew I was safe. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Forty-Six
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   I probably would’ve killed him if she hadn’t stopped me. When I walked into her apartment and saw him on her, touching her, hurting her, all I wanted to do was destroy him. I’d pulled him off of her and without thinking, began to pound him. Men like him had no place in civilized society and I was going to make sure he never hurt anyone again. She’d stopped me though and as she held onto my arm I was waiting to drive into his mangled face, I saw the terror in her eyes. She was pleading with me to stop. Not because she was concerned for him, but because she was afraid for me. She was afraid I was about to do something I could never take back. I went to her, wrapping her in my arms and she clung to me fiercely, her tears soaking my chest. 
 
   “I’m here, baby,” I whispered to her as she continued to sob. “You’re safe. He won’t hurt you again.” 
 
   I continued to hold her as she cried and I reached into my pocket, calling 911 before focusing back on her. She was so small compared to him and when she calmed down a little, I pulled away, looking her over. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked, checking her body for any clue as to what he’d done to her. “Did he…did he…” I couldn’t bring myself to say it because if the answer was yes, I wouldn’t be able to take it.
 
   “No,” she managed to whisper. “Because you came.”
 
   My eyes were burning now and when I blinked, I couldn’t stop the tears from falling. Even though I’d stopped him in time, I’d still failed her. She shouldn’t have been alone. I should’ve insisted on meeting her after work. I should’ve listened to my gut instead of worrying about annoying her with my overprotectiveness. I hadn’t been able to help my sister and I promised myself that would never happen again. I’d broken that promise.
 
   “I’m so sorry, baby.” 
 
   I pulled her to me again and she wouldn’t let me go. She stayed in my arms until we heard two policemen walk in. They surveyed the room and one of the cops radioed for paramedics. 
 
   It was a blur after that. The EMTs came and tended to Holden who was slowly coming back to consciousness. They wanted to take Natalie to the hospital too, but she refused, insisting she was fine. We spoke with the police about what had happened, but we still had to go down to the station to give a statement. She was amazingly strong as she talked to the police. It was hard hearing the things he’d been putting her through and it hurt to know she hadn’t told me everything. I understood her motives though. She was probably afraid I’d go ballistic and she didn’t need me meddling in her work life. But still, I felt guilty that she’d felt the need to keep anything from me. 
 
   The cops knew what I’d done. My bruised hand and his face was proof of that. I kept waiting for them to arrest me on assault charges, but they didn’t, not yet anyway. I wouldn’t have cared if they had. It would’ve been worth every smash my fist made against his face. It had been a long night and finally after three hours, we went back to my apartment. 
 
   She was exhausted. I could sense her body giving out when we took a bath. She wanted to wash this night away and so I sat in the hot water with her, washing her body as she leaned into me. I never wanted to let her go. In my arms she was safe. No one could hurt her. 
 
   When we were done, I slid one of my t-shirts over her head and I tucked her into the bed. Her head rested peacefully against the pillow and she closed her eyes. Her hair fanned out around her and I just watched her for a moment, shuddering to think how this night could have ended if I’d gotten to her apartment even five minutes later. I’d made it on time though and I swore I’d never let anything happen to her again. I turned to go to my side of the bed, but she reached for me, grabbing my hand to stop me from leaving her side.
 
   “Don’t go,” she whispered and I stopped, turning to see her eyes open again, afraid for me to let go. 
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” I reassured her, kissing her on the top of the head and then I walked around the bed and climbed in beside her. 
 
   I was nervous to touch her. I didn’t want to upset her, but then she spooned into me and I knew she wanted me close. I put my arm around her and she pushed into me even more and we were quiet for a long time as I ran my fingers through her hair. I thought she’d fallen asleep, but then I heard her voice.
 
   “I don’t know what would’ve happened if you hadn’t come in when you did. Thank you.” Her voice was quiet and I could hear it trembling and then she turned so we were facing each other. 
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t keep you safe, Natalie.” 
 
   The thoughts of what might’ve been had I not decided to leave work early and if I hadn’t used the key she’d given me to unlock the door when she didn’t let me in after I’d buzzed the apartment started to pour in. There was no doubt in my mind he would have raped her and the guy was so apparently unhinged, I feared he would’ve done even worse. 
 
   “Don’t apologize, Drew,” she said fiercely, reaching up and brushing her fingertips over my cheek. “You’re the reason I’m safe. I don’t want to even think about what would’ve happened without you.” 
 
   “You’re my life, Natalie. I’ll always be here for you.” 
 
   A tear escaped her eyes, trailing down her cheek. I reached over and wiped it gently away. I hated to see her hurt. I would do anything to take away her pain if I could. 
 
   “I’ll be okay,” she said softly, a resolute look on her face. “I can see that you’re worried about me, but I’ll be fine. I won’t live my life in fear because of him. Life’s too precious for that.”
 
   I felt a tear stream down my own cheek this time and I smiled at her. 
 
   “You never cease to amaze me, Natalie Vasser,” I said softly. “And that is why I love you so much.”
 
   “I love you too.” 
 
   Her voice was quiet, but full of conviction and I wanted nothing more than to kiss her at this moment. 
 
   “Can I ask you a question?” I asked her and she furrowed her brow in curiosity. “I’d love to kiss you right now. May I?”
 
   A sweet smile spread on her face and she nodded. Cautiously, I leaned into her, my heart pounding as my lips neared hers and then I pressed them gently to hers, lingering for a few seconds before pulling back. We were both smiling and then she rested her head on my chest as I held her. 
 
   “I’ll never let you go,” I said softly. 
 
   “And I’ll never let you go,” she whispered back.
 
   Somehow, despite what had occurred tonight…what had almost happened, I knew she was going to be all right, just like she said she was going to be. She’d proven her strength to me so many times and I knew this would only make her stronger.
 
   She closed her eyes then and I watched her until I knew she was asleep. It was a long time before I fell asleep myself though because I was content just watching her. It’d been a long time since I’d prayed. Sometimes I didn’t think I even believed in God, but I knew there had to be because he’d brought her to me.  I kissed her cheek and then closed my eyes, thanking God for that. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Forty-Seven
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   Life is a series of moments. Some are big and some are small, but it’s those moments that shape who we are. Some moments are blurry and grainy, like an old black and white TV show. You can see it. You know you were there, but it’s not clear. And other moments hit you in the face in high definition, so bright and vivid that you could never forget them. I’d had many of those moments in my life, but there was no moment I wish I could forget more than the feeling of Holden’s hands on me and the fear that had consumed my mind when I thought there was no way out. I wasn’t going to let that moment define me though. I had too many bright moments in my life to let what he’d tried to do to me darken them. Still, even though I told myself I was going to be strong, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think about it, mulling over all the ways I could’ve stopped it or what I’d done to cause it. I assumed it was normal to feel that way. I’d heard victims of violence often blame themselves. I’d never understood how, but now I did and I had a new understanding of what Christina had gone through. 
 
   Drew was amazing. We stayed at his apartment and we spent the next couple of days together, lounging around the house, eating too much take out and he did everything he could to make me laugh. He told me his mission in life was to make me smile and just being around him accomplished that goal. 
 
   Going back to work crossed my mind. I didn’t want it to get around the office, but I also knew that was impossible. I’d told Ava and Kara because I knew they’d wonder where I was and Daphne and Bonnie from HR knew what Holden had done to me as well, but arrest warrants are public record and so I knew the talk had started at work. 
 
   The station told me to take as much time as I needed to recover, as they called it. I wanted to get back to my life as soon as possible though and so after three days, my alarm went off and I got myself ready for my first day back. I could tell Drew was apprehensive as I dressed myself in a long black skirt and purple blouse. He didn’t want me to go back. He wanted to keep me in his safe little bubble.
 
   “Are you sure you’re ready to go back?” he asked. “Perhaps you should take today and the weekend. Go back Monday.” 
 
   He followed me into the bathroom where I started doing my make-up. 
 
   “You can’t lock me up in this tower and never let me go, ya know,” I said, brushing on my eyeshadow. 
 
   “That’s actually not a bad idea,” he said and we both laughed as he came in behind me, sliding his hands around my waist, our eyes meeting in the reflection of the mirror. There was a little smile on his face, but he was still concerned.
 
   “I’ll be fine, Drew. Holden’s in jail. Nothing’s going to happen to me. I have to step back into the land of the living eventually and today’s as good a day as any, plus you have your work you need to get to.” 
 
   “Work can wait. You cannot.”
 
   He reached around and kissed me on the cheek, causing me to flush and our smiles met in the mirror once more. 
 
   “I’m sure Taylor and Tashawa are hounding you to get that contract signed,” I said and I could see the slight frown on his face. 
 
   “I’ll get to it,” he said and then squeezed me gently before letting go. “I am walking you to work though and there will be no argument about it.”
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of arguing with you.” I grinned as he climbed into the shower.
 
   An hour later, he was walking me inside the building. I told myself not to be nervous, but by my rapidly increasing heart rate, I thought I was probably losing that battle. 
 
   “Call me if you need anything,” Drew said once we were inside. 
 
   “I will, but I’ll be fine.”
 
   He wrapped me into a hug and held me there for a few moments. 
 
   “I love you, Natalie,” he whispered into my ear and then pulled back. “I’ll meet you back here at five, okay?”
 
   I almost told him I’d be fine getting myself home, but I knew he’d just argue with me and that was the last thing I wanted. 
 
   “See you at five,” I agreed and then he kissed me before walking outside. 
 
   I took a deep breath and then headed past security and towards my desk. I tried keeping my eyes forward, but I could see the way some people were eyeing me. I didn’t think everyone knew, but it was obvious some did and I didn’t like the way they watched me, wondering what had really happened between Holden and me. 
 
   I made my way quickly to my desk and busied myself with catching up on the emails I’d neglected while I was away, including a few pieces of mail from my creepy “fans” asking when I was going to be back on the air again and telling me they missed me. I tried not to take them too seriously, but after what happened with Holden, it was hard not to wonder what people were truly capable of anymore. 
 
   “Hey.” 
 
   I looked up to see Ava and Kara standing by my desk, looking at me with sympathetic eyes. I wasn’t prepared for the pity party and it was the last thing I needed on my first day back. 
 
   “Hey,” I said, trying to sound cheerful so perhaps they’d feel more comfortable. 
 
   “How are you?” Kara asked and then came over, giving me a hug from where I still sat in my chair. 
 
   “I’m all right,” I said, but I could tell by the looks on their faces they didn’t believe me. 
 
   “You sure?” Ava asked. 
 
   “Yes,” I replied and then I decided honesty was the best bet. “I’m okay. I appreciate your concern. Really, I do, but I just want things to be as normal as possible.” I stopped and sighed before adding, “I need normal.”
 
   I couldn’t read the looks on their faces. They almost looked offended, but I didn’t care. I didn’t want sympathy every time I turned around. If that happened, Holden and what he almost did that night, would never leave my thoughts. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Kara said softly. “It’s just that we’ve been so worried about you ever since we heard. We want to make sure you’re okay.”
 
   I knew they only wanted to support me and so I stood up, giving them each a tight hug. 
 
   “I know and thank you for thinking of me. Truly.”
 
   “You’ll let us know if you need anything, right?” Ava asked and I nodded.
 
   “Of course I will.” I smiled at each of them. “We’ll get lunch, okay? Now I have to try and get caught up.”
 
   They both nodded.
 
   “Lunch it is then,” Kara agreed and then they turned to leave me alone. 
 
   I sat back down at my computer and tried to get to work, but Ava and Kara’s visit was not the last distraction I had to deal with. Bonnie popped in to check on me as did Daphne. I assured them both I was all right and luckily each of their visits was brief, but their eyes were still heavy with worry and pity. Ollie treated me normally though and I wasn’t surprised by that. I wasn’t sure if he even knew what had happened. Ollie was quiet in that way. He stayed out of the drama and even though I’d be remiss in thinking he was naïve to what had happened, I was grateful he didn’t treat me any differently. Like I’d told Ava and Kara, I needed everything to be as normal as possible. Things could’ve turned out much worse and I didn’t want to dwell on the what ifs. 
 
   When we went to lunch, it was surprisingly ordinary, even though after a few minutes of awkwardness, we discussed what had happened. They were curious and I didn’t blame them for that, but after the talk, we moved onto other things, like the fact that Ava and Cowboy Mike had been keeping in regular contact. She hadn’t told me she’d hung out with him every day the rest of his stay in New York and when she talked about him, there was a spark about her that caused Kara and me to look at each other in surprise. Ava was usually a lost cause when it came to romance, but maybe this unconventional romance was just what she needed to get over that. 
 
   When lunch was over and we returned to the station, I was grateful when Daphne asked me if I was up for doing a field report on an imminent domain battle in Brooklyn. I assured her I was and I spent the ride there reviewing the subject the staff had been discussing a couple of weeks before. When we got done filming our segment, Ollie drove us back to the studio and when we walked back into the station I was surprised that aside from the expressions of concern earlier, it had been a typical day and I was glad for the normalcy I’d craved. 
 
   Ollie headed back to the editing room and I went to the lounge to grab a snack before joining him. 
 
   “He says he didn’t do it.”
 
   I was just outside the lounge when I heard the deep voice and something caused me to stop just outside, undeniably eavesdropping. I couldn’t help myself though.
 
   “He says it was consensual and when her boyfriend walked in, she turned it around that he was forcing himself on her.”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “I think he’s being screwed. Why the hell would Holden need to force himself on someone? He gets more tail than anyone I’ve ever met.” 
 
   Both of the men started laughing and I felt myself bite my lip as tears threatened to fall.
 
   “The worst part though is that she’s free to walk around here as if she’s totally innocent. Who the hell is she anyway? I mean, don’t get me wrong, she’s great to look at, but she’s been nothing but trouble since she got here. All women have to do is cry rape and a man’s life is completely ruined.”
 
   I didn’t wait to hear anymore. I was a fool for thinking I could return to work and everything would be okay. If these men felt this way, I was certain they couldn’t be the only ones. There would always be those who believed Holden and believed that I’d made it up. They wouldn’t respect me and they’d continue to talk behind my back and all the while I’d have to pretend it didn’t bother me when, in fact, it bothered me very much. 
 
   I walked quickly away from the lounge and into the bathroom, hiding in a stall while I tried to collect myself. I might be falling apart inside, but I couldn’t let anyone else see it. I had to be strong until I figured out what I was going to do. And so, I dabbed my eyes once more and then made my way to my desk where I did an excellent job of pretending I was okay. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Forty-Eight
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   I didn’t like leaving her at the office. I didn’t like the fact she’d gone to work at all. She’d made a joke that I couldn’t keep her locked away in a tower forever, but if it was a possibility, I might’ve considered it after what she’d been through. I’d be damned if anyone ever hurt her again. She’d been adamant about getting back to work though and as much as I wanted to stop her, I knew I couldn’t. I’d made my protest known, but I would also support her if returning to work was what she wanted. Natalie was an interesting combination of delicacy and independence, which was one of the reasons I loved her. I knew she needed me, but she was also strong-willed and going back to work was an example of that. 
 
   As I sat in my office toying with my Hawkeye file to avoid any real work, I knew I shouldn’t be worried. Holden was still locked up, although I didn’t know how much longer that would be. He’d have an arraignment and then bond would be set. Still, she was safe now and yet I worried about her.
 
   Court popped his head inside, causing me to look up from my computer. It was the first time I’d seen him since it happened. He’d been at a doctor’s appointment in the morning and I could tell by the look on his face, he was concerned. 
 
   “Good morning,” he said and I sat back in my chair. 
 
   “Morning,” I answered and he took it upon himself to walk into my office and sit down in the chair across from my desk.
 
   “How’s Natalie?” 
 
   “She’s good. She went back to work today.” 
 
   Natalie didn’t know I’d told him what happened. She’d probably kill me if she knew, but there was no way I couldn’t tell him. I had to explain my three-day absence and he was one of her best friends. I knew she’d tell him eventually, but for now, it was our secret. 
 
   “Do you think that was a good idea?” he asked me and I shook my head.
 
   “No, but we know how Natalie is. She should’ve waited a little while longer.”
 
   I saw him raise an eyebrow at me and I knew he was going to say something I probably didn’t want to hear.
 
   “You can’t treat her like a China doll, Drew.”
 
   “I don’t.” My tone was defensive and he smirked at me.
 
   “Yes, you do. You want to fix everything for her. You have since the moment she walked into this office.”
 
   “Bullshit,” I mumbled, even though I knew every word he said was true. 
 
   “I think it’s good she went back. You know what they say about getting right back on the horse again.”
 
   “She didn’t fall of a damn horse, Court.” 
 
   I could feel my jaw clenching as I tried not to completely blow up at him. 
 
   “I know she didn’t, but Natalie’s strong. She’s not going to let something like this stop her from being who she is and what she’s worked so hard for. We both know she’s capable of making tough decisions.” 
 
   I knew precisely what he was referring to: when she left. 
 
   “I know exactly what she’s capable of,” I sighed. “And that’s what terrifies me sometimes.”
 
   Court didn’t say anything, but he stood up and gave me a supportive pat on the back before walking towards the door, stopping and turning around before he walked out though. 
 
   “Not to change the subject, but would you please do something about that Tashawa project? Taylor rode my ass the whole time you were gone. Just sign the damn papers please.”
 
   “I’ll get right on it,” I told him and he walked out.
 
   I didn’t sign the contract though. I went back to my file and decided to work on the master bathroom this time. It needed to be bigger with an even bigger bathtub, maybe even one with a water feature. She needed some place to escape to when she needed to relax and I was going to create the perfect sanctuary. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Forty-Nine
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   I went about my business at work, doing my job and keeping to myself. After the conversation I’d overhead in the lounge, I didn’t want to add more fuel to the fire of speculation. There was more chatter around the office about Holden and what he’d been accused of. Hacking computers to steal personal information and stealing company money. Of course, he had his defenders, but at least some of the attention was diverted off me and for that, I was grateful, even though it didn’t make me feel much better.
 
   My mind was a sea of thoughts lately, thinking about the past and wondering about the future. I knew coming back to New York would change my life, but I never would’ve imagined it would change the way it had. I’d given up my life with Drew to even have the opportunity of this job. I’d missed him every day we’d been apart and since everything happened with Holden, I was beginning to wonder if it’d been worth it. I could’ve had those two years with Drew. We could’ve had two years of memories instead of two years of wondering what could have been had the situation worked out differently. I’d taken the chance though. I’d let him go and by some miracle, I’d gotten him back, but after all that had happened, part of me didn’t even want this job anymore.
 
   I don’t know if it was karma or fate or just a simple coincidence that as I sat at my desk working on a story and thinking about the current state of my life, a message came through on my personal email and when I opened it, it was the last thing I expected to see. I’d sent out letters of interest and applications months ago, even before I left Iowa, and hadn’t heard back from anywhere, but now I was staring at an email from WQNH in St. Louis. I quickly read through the letter and I was shocked to read they wanted to set up an interview. I must’ve reread the email fifty times just to make sure I was reading it correctly. Two weeks ago, I would’ve written back, politely thanking them, but regretfully declining. Everything had changed though and before I fully understood what I was doing, I was replying, asking for more information. It only took a half an hour for a response and they were asking if I was available to meet in two weeks.  I stared at the computer before replying that I should be available, but would let them know for sure in the morning. I hit send and then glanced at the clock. The day was nearly over and I decided to leave a few minutes early. Quickly, I packed up my things and without saying goodbye to anyone, I left the office and made my way to building 435 in the heart of the business district.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   As I approached Drew’s office, I saw Court sitting at his desk. I hadn’t told Drew I was coming and so Court wasn’t expecting me. When he looked up and met my eyes though, his smile was sad and I knew Drew must’ve told him what happened. 
 
   Court stood up and without a word, he wrapped his arms around me. 
 
   “He told you, didn’t he?” I asked quietly and when we pulled back, Court nodded.
 
   “Yes, but please don’t be mad at him.”
 
   “I’m not,” I said and it was the truth. I had nothing to be ashamed of.
 
   “How are you?” he asked delicately and I smiled at him, wanting to reassure him I was okay.
 
   “I’m all right,” I answered and I was grateful he just nodded, not pressing me, even though I knew he wanted to. “Is Drew in his office?”
 
   “Yes. Go right in.”
 
   “Thank you, Court,” I said, resting my hand on his arm, looking up to meet his eyes, a grateful smile on my face. “Not just for right now, but for everything since the day I met you. You’ve been a good friend…even though I haven’t always been.”
 
   His eyebrow raised curiously.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “Nothing. I just wanted to tell you that.”
 
   Court smiled at me and I was grateful for his friendship. He’d been one of the first friendly faces I’d met when I moved to New York and even when I’d gone back to Iowa, he’d kept in touch, checking up on me and making sure I was okay. He was one of the rare gems you don’t come across often, but when you do, you realize how lucky you are. 
 
   “Well then,” he said, hugging me again. “Thank you for that.”
 
   Our eyes met once more and then I went to Drew’s office door. It was open a crack and I peeked inside. He was hunched over, staring at something intently on his desk. His black hair was hanging off his forehead and I stood for a moment, just watching him. I loved this man so much.
 
   “Hey,” I said softly and he looked up quickly, a smile spreading on his face when he saw me. 
 
   “Natalie.” I loved hearing my name on his lips. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I need to talk to you.” 
 
   The smile faded and I saw the concern wash over his face. He stood up, striding quickly over to me. 
 
   “Is everything all right?” he asked in his overprotective way. I acted like it bothered me, but truthfully, I loved the fact he loved me so much that all he cared about was my well-being. 
 
   “I’m fine, Drew. Please don’t worry.” 
 
   I stood on my tippy toes, brushing my lips softly over his. I went to pull away, but he wouldn’t let me and I heard a low moan escape his lips as he kissed me deeper. He hadn’t kissed me like this since the night with Holden. I wasn’t sure if he was afraid or if I’d even been ready, but I was ready now and feeling him this close made me forget about my troubles. He had a way of making everything okay again. 
 
   “Sorry about that.” 
 
   He finally pulled back and laughed a low, seductive laugh, running a hand through his hair, shyly almost. 
 
   “Don’t apologize for my benefit,” I said and then he took both of my hands with his.
 
   “What is it you need to talk about? It must be important if you left work early and came all the way up here.”
 
   I didn’t want to worry him, but I also didn’t want to be too lighthearted about something that could possibly restructure the whole foundation of our relationship again. 
 
   “It is important,” I said seriously. “Can we go for a walk?”
 
   “You’re scaring me, Natalie.” He laughed a nervous laugh and I rested my hand on his arm. 
 
   “Don’t be scared.” I smiled to reassure him, but I don’t think it worked. 
 
   He started gathering his things, obviously deciding to call it a day, even though he normally would’ve stayed at work another hour. We said goodbye to Court and then made our way outside towards Battery Park. The sidewalks weren’t as crowded as they sometimes were and I was grateful for that. While I loved New York City, I sometimes longed for something different…something more open, with more space where we could focus just on us. I liked to take walks with Drew, but unless we were in Central Park at the right time, walking together could be a challenge. I wanted to be close to him, holding his hand and leaning my head on his shoulder as we walked, not dodging pedestrians. 
 
   “I got an email today that I wasn’t expecting,” I said after a few moments. I knew the suspense was killing him. 
 
   “Who from?” 
 
   “WQNH,” I said and I saw his confusion. “It’s a channel in St. Louis.”
 
   “What was it regarding?” he asked and I could hear the trepidation in his voice. 
 
   “They want me to come for an interview.” 
 
   I felt him halt for a second, pausing momentarily before resuming his steps.
 
   “I wasn’t aware you were looking for another job.”
 
   “I wasn’t. I applied there when I was still back in Iowa. It just showed up in my inbox today.”
 
   He waited a few seconds before he spoke again, but he took my hand and we continued to walk. 
 
   “Do you want to go?” he asked and it was my turn to hesitate. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I answered softly as the water came into view. 
 
   It was a quiet evening in Battery Park and we found a vacant bench, sitting down side by side looking out at the Statue of Liberty. I was reminded of a time I’d come here with Ethan. That seemed so long ago now. “I’m not sure what I want to do,” I continued once we were settled. 
 
   “Something’s obviously going on to the point that you would even consider it.” He put his arm around and pulled me close. “Talk to me, Natalie,” he said softly into my ear. 
 
   “Things are different now…especially after what happened.”
 
   “Of course things are different, but that’s not reason enough to leave.”
 
   “When I’m at work…I’m reminded of what happened. I hear his name being tossed around and I know there is speculation about what happened…about my role in it all. I see the looks some people give me. I know I shouldn’t let it bother me, but it does. It’s embarrassing,” I said, my voice cracking and he pulled me closer. 
 
   “None of this is your fault, baby.” 
 
   He kissed my temple and I closed my eyes as his lips touched my skin. 
 
   “I know it’s not, but I worked so hard for this job.” I sat up and turned my head so I was looking right at him. “I gave up the most important thing in my life to even get to this point…I gave up you and that’s something I can’t reconcile with this going on. This isn’t what I wanted. I never would’ve left if I’d known this is what would happen. Truthfully,” I said softly, “I never should’ve let you go at all. We could’ve made it work.”
 
   “Don’t, Natalie,” he said with quiet firmness. “Don’t do this to yourself. You cannot comprehend how proud I am of everything you’ve done. It took guts to do what you did and I won’t have you regretting your accomplishments.”
 
   I could feel the tears stinging the backs of my eyes and he pulled me into his embrace. He always knew just what to say whenever I was doubting myself. 
 
   “I’m proud of what I’ve done,” I told him when we separated and he held my hand in his lap. “But I want to enjoy what I’ve worked for and since that night, it’s becoming harder to do that.”
 
   “And you think a fresh start might offer you that?” 
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe.”
 
   It grew quiet again for a few long moments and I knew he was trying to formulate his response.
 
   “I think you should go for it,” he said and his answer surprised me. 
 
   “You do?” 
 
   “I do. The only thing I want in life is to see you happy. Maybe this is what you need.”
 
   “I don’t know if anything will even come of it.”
 
   “But you also don’t know what will come of it. You won’t know until you take the chance,” he said and then he paused for a moment before eyeing me. “Just to clarify…you’re not breaking up with me like last time, are you?”
 
   I started to laugh and wrapped my arms around him. 
 
   “No way in hell am I ever letting you go again,” I told him. When I pulled back, there was a content smile on his face.
 
   “I’m glad to hear that, Miss Vasser.”
 
   “So sorry to cause you any worry, Mr. Saben,” I said with a grin. “Plus, it might even work out since you’ll be in London a majority of the next year. I’ve gotta find a way to keep myself busy.” 
 
   I thought I saw a momentary dip in his smile, but then he nodded. 
 
   “Everything will work out, Natalie,” he said, putting his arm around me again and as I nestled into him, staring out into the water, something told me to believe him.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “I’m beginning to wonder why we have our own places,” Drew said as we walked into my apartment. After our talk in Battery Park, we’d stopped in Little Italy for dinner and then we’d ended up back at my place. There had been no discussion about it, it’d just happened, the way it seemed to with increasing frequency lately. There was rarely a night we didn’t spend with each other, either at his apartment or mine. “Half my clothes are here and we’re always sleeping over anyways.” 
 
   “I can’t argue with that,” I said as he followed me into my bedroom. 
 
   “Why don’t we just stop the charade then and move back in with each other.” 
 
   His grin was playful, but I knew he was serious. I had to admit, I couldn’t argue with that. I’d proven my point. I’d proven to everyone else and myself that I could take care of myself. I could now add the title of Independent Woman to my résumé while also admitting I was a woman madly in love with her boyfriend and didn’t want to live separately anymore, even if London and St. Louis may be coming between that in the near future. 
 
   “You really want me to give up living in this lap of luxury?” I joked, looking around my simple one-bedroom apartment. 
 
   “We could always move in here,” he winked as he started changing out of his suit. 
 
   “You’d move out of your swanky apartment that overlooks Central Park for this?” 
 
   “I don’t care where we live, so long as it’s together.” 
 
   He was unbuttoning his shirt now and I watched as he stripped it off, walking bare chested over to the dresser to pull out a t-shirt. 
 
   “Okay,” I said and he stopped in his tracks, turning to me, the shirt he’d just taken out still at his side. 
 
   “Okay?” he questioned and I nodded. 
 
   “Yes. Okay,” I reassured him. “If nothing pans out in St. Louis, I’ll move back in with you.”
 
   “You will?” 
 
   “I will,” I said and he put the shirt back in the drawer before walking slowly over to me, gently resting his hand on my arm and then brushed my cheek with his fingertips. I could feel my heartbeat quickening. I wanted him to come closer. I wanted to feel him against me, but he was being cautious. We hadn’t been together since everything happened with Holden. I think he was afraid to touch me, but I wanted nothing more. I prayed he could feel my want for him and then he came closer, slowly at first, brushing his lips softly against mine, testing the waters before diving in deeper when I didn’t pull away. He opened my mouth with his tongue then and possessed it with his as my fingers ran up and down his back. 
 
   We began making our way towards the bed and then he pulled my dress over my head while I undid his pants, dropping them to the floor. My knees were at the edge of the mattress now and he eased me down gently, resting my head against the pillows as he began planting delicate kisses on my skin. My body was coming alive beneath him, needing to feel him again. 
 
   “Are you ready for this?” he whispered into my ear and I nodded, meeting his eyes with mine.
 
   “I want to feel you again,” I said, moving my hips to let him know what I wanted. 
 
   Without words, I felt his knee push my legs open and then he entered me slowly to make sure I was okay. It didn’t take long for him to realize I was and soon I was lost in him and if it was up to me, I’d never find my way back. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fifty
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   I didn’t like the idea of Natalie going to St. Louis alone, but she’d insisted upon it. I think she wanted to prove that after what happened with Holden, she wasn’t going to live her life being afraid. As much as I wanted to push her about Court or myself accompanying her, I didn’t, and so reluctantly, I settled on riding with her to the airport to see her off. 
 
   She’d been nervous. I could tell by the way her leg bobbed up and down quickly in the cab on the way to JFK. I’d placed my hand on her knee and she turned, looking sheepishly at me, but her leg stopped moving and she leaned in closer to me until the taxi pulled up to the Delta terminal. She’d only be gone three days so she’d kept her packing light and only had a carry-on. 
 
   “You’ll do wonderful,” I’d told her as we stood at the curb, the cab waiting for me. 
 
   “Thank you.” Her voice was quiet and laced with nerves. I put my finger under her chin and tilted it until our eyes were locked. 
 
   “You can do this, Natalie,” I said gently and a few seconds later, the corners of her mouth pulled up into a hesitant smile. 
 
   “I can do this,” she repeated softly and then I leaned in, kissing her until I felt her nerves melting away. 
 
   “I love you,” I said when I pulled away. 
 
   “I love you too.” 
 
   I brought her to me, wrapping my arms around her and kissing the top of her head. 
 
   “See you on Saturday,” I said and then she smiled at me and I watched until she disappeared into the terminal. 
 
   That was yesterday morning though. It was nearly noon and I was waiting to hear from her. I knew she was having her interview at nine o’clock, St. Louis time, so I was expecting to hear back from her any moment. I was too preoccupied with thoughts of her to get any real work done and so I pulled up my Hawkeye file again. As I stared at the document, there was a finality about it I hadn’t felt since I started working on it. I’d created it to help me cope with losing her, but now that she was back, perhaps it was finally done, which was nothing I ever thought I’d say when I’d first started the project. 
 
   The ringing of my phone jostled me out of my thoughts and I picked it up quickly when I saw it was Natalie.
 
   “How’d it go?” I asked, not bothering with a greeting. 
 
   “It went well,” she said and I didn’t know how to read her voice. 
 
   “Do I get any more details than that?” I prodded and she was quiet, which I didn’t take as a good sign. “Are you there, Natalie?”
 
   “Yes, I’m here,” she answered, too softly for my comfort. 
 
   “Tell me how it went,” I encouraged and I heard her sigh.
 
   “They offered me a position.”
 
   Her words took me by surprise and it took me a second to find my voice. I had to be careful how I responded. I didn’t want her to think my surprise meant I didn’t approve, even though the thought of her moving was suddenly very real and very scary. 
 
   “That’s great news, Natalie,” I said, doing my best to mask the reservations in my voice. This was her moment and I didn’t want her to remember it with regret. “When do they want you to start?”
 
   “As soon as possible,” she said and I was taken aback. I hadn’t expected them to make her an offer so quickly and while I’d supported her when she told me about it, I didn’t think it would happen so fast. “They understand I have to tie up loose ends back in New York though,” she answered, her voice still soft and reserved. “That is if I even take the job.” 
 
   “There’s a possibility you won’t?” I asked, not expecting her last sentence. 
 
   “We’ll talk about it when I get back tomorrow,” she said. “I haven’t made any final decisions yet.” 
 
   The line grew quiet for a few moments and I wanted to know what she was thinking. I’d expected excitement, but all I was hearing was concern. 
 
   “I’m proud of you, Natalie,” I said and I imagined her smiling on the other end of the line. “I don’t think you’ll ever realize how amazing you really are.” I could imagine her blushing now and it was my turn to smile. 
 
   “Thank you,” she said softly, just as I heard a knock on my office door. and I rolled my eyes when I saw Taylor’s silhouette through the frosted window. 
 
   “I’m sorry to do this to you, Natalie, but Taylor’s here. Can we talk tonight?” 
 
   “Of course. I need to get something to eat anyway. I’ll talk to you tonight. I love you,” she said and after I’d said it back, the line went quiet.
 
   “Enter,” I mumbled and Taylor walked in looking thoroughly pissed off. 
 
   He shut the door and walked over to my desk, sitting himself down across from me. 
 
   “What can I do for you?” I said, not taking my eyes off the Hawkeye file that was still on my screen. 
 
   “For starters, you can sign that damn document that you’ve been sitting on.”
 
   “I said I’ll get to it and I will.”
 
   “When? When Tashawa gets sick of your bullshit and goes with another firm?” 
 
   “It’s my design and I’ll sign it when I’m ready.”
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you, Saben?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong with me.”
 
   “You’re sitting on a multi-million-dollar deal here. What the hell’s the hold up?”
 
   “Something came up.”
 
   “What could be more important than the contract?”
 
   I looked up and locked onto his beady eyes. It had felt good smashing Holden’s face in and I wondered if I’d get the same satisfaction doing it to Taylor.
 
   “There are more important things in life than money and this company and that’s all I’m going to tell you, got it?”
 
   “You aren’t the only one invested in this deal, Drew. We have employees who depend on us for their livelihood or do you only care about yourself?”
 
   “As if you care about anyone who works here aside from yourself,” I scoffed, but he didn’t flinch. “If you’re so worried about this situation, why don’t you present Tashawa with a design and you can handle it. Oh wait…” I said, leaning across my desk. “He didn’t ask for you, he asked for me.”
 
   A loud silence settled over us and we continued to stare at each other until he abruptly stood up. 
 
   “Get your head out of your ass and get the damn papers signed.”
 
   He left then, shutting the door behind him loudly. I didn’t move for a few moments, but then I stood up and went to the windows that lined my office, staring out at the city below me. I had everything I wanted and more than I deserved, but I’d learned the hard way that none of that mattered without her. Natalie had shown me what she was capable of, but I wondered if I’d ever truly shown her what I was capable of.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fifty-One
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   St. Louis had to be the friendliest city I’d ever encountered. Every person I spoke to was kind and more than willing to help. It reminded me a little of Iowa and I had a good feeling about the city. If I needed a fresh start, I could see myself in a place like this. 
 
   It had been tricky arranging the interview with WQNH. I didn’t want to tell Daphne just yet, in case the interview was a complete bust or if once I got to St. Louis I decided I was crazy to uproot myself once again and decided it was best to stay in New York. I felt guilty for not saying anything, but everything, including my emotions, were too up in the air to disclose anything to anyone at Channel 5, aside from Ava and Kara. I knew they didn’t want me to think about leaving the station, but I knew they understood too. They swore they’d keep their mouths shut and I put in for two days’ vacation to make the quick trip out to Missouri. 
 
   I suppose it’d been worth it, because not long after my interview, as I walked around downtown St. Louis, my phone rang and I was offered a position. I wasn’t sure how the interview had even gone. I thought it’d gone fairly well and I’d showed them clips of my work back in New York. I liked the people I interviewed with as well. They were different than the people back in New York. They smiled more or maybe that was just a result of being in the Midwest, but they didn’t intimidate me as much. They were understanding when I told them I would have to get back to them on Monday, after I’d gone home and thought over the offer they’d made me. The money was less, but the cost of living was substantially lower than in New York, so it would even out. There was a charm about St. Louis too. The downtown area was full of beautiful architecture and the streets were cleaner. It had a small town feel while also feeling very large. 
 
   Still, it wasn’t as easy a decision as I thought it would be. If Drew wasn’t in the picture, I’d jump at the chance, no questions asked, but Drew was involved and that changed everything. He’d be in London for a good portion of the next year anyway, so there was no reason to stay in New York when I could start fresh in St. Louis. 
 
   When Drew and I broke up before I went back to Iowa, it had been about so much more than thinking long distance relationships were doomed. I knew we could survive that. We’d been doing it when he’d fly back from California, but it wasn’t about commuting. We’d been in two very different places. That wasn’t the case now though. We were on the same page. Our lives were right where we wanted them and I was afraid to do anything that would mess that up. 
 
   When I’d told Drew about the offer, I could hear the hesitancy in his voice, although I could tell he was trying his best not to let me hear his worry. I knew he was proud of me, but also knew the thought of me relocating to St. Louis scared the hell out of him.
 
   I’d spent the afternoon at the Gateway Arch and walking around near Busch Stadium. I knew Drew would’ve loved to have caught a Cardinals game if he were in town. I was tired though and when I got back to the hotel room, I showered and changed into my pajamas even though it was only five o’clock. I didn’t plan on going anywhere until I left for the airport the next day and if I got hungry, room service was only a phone call away. 
 
   There was a knock on my door a few hours later. I didn’t move for a second. I hadn’t ordered anything and I hadn’t reported a problem with the room. I got up though, hesitantly making my way to the door just as I heard another knock and slowly, I put my eye to the peephole and instantly, a huge smile spread on my face.
 
   I flung open the door to find Drew standing there, looking dapper in his suit as if he’d just come from work, but work was in New York City and we were in St. Louis.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I exclaimed, wrapping my arms around him.
 
   “We need to talk,” he said and for a moment, I felt worry run up my spine. What had brought him all the way here when I’d be back in New York the next day?
 
   I motioned him inside, shutting the door behind him as he set a small bag and a long tube on the small table in the hotel room. He took off his suit coat and then walked over to me, sliding his arms around my waist and pressing his lips to mine, kissing me as if he hadn’t seen me in years rather than a couple of days. 
 
   “What’s going on with you? Why are you here? I mean…how?” I stammered.
 
   “Last minute air travel is a beautiful thing,” he said with a grin.
 
   “But why? I’ll be home tomorrow.”
 
   “This couldn’t wait until tomorrow. Now sit,” he said, taking my hand and leading me over to the bed. 
 
   I sat down and he went to the table, picking up the tube he’d brought with him. I had no clue what it was as he undid one of the ends and slid out a rolled piece of paper. 
 
   “What is that?” 
 
   “It’s something I’ve been working on for a very long time,” he said, sitting down beside me, holding the paper between us for a few seconds before he started to unroll it. My eyes started darting over the lines and grids and angles of the paper and it took me a moment to realize what it was.
 
   “Is this a blueprint?” I asked, continuing to stare at it.
 
   “Yes,” he said and then he got quiet. I turned my head to look at him. He was nervous. I could see it in his eyes. Drew Saben was never nervous, but he was now. “It’s the blueprint to the house I’ve been designing…the house I want to share with you.”
 
   “What?” My voice was a whisper as I moved my eyes back down to the paper and I started seeing words like bedroom, bathroom, office and then I felt myself tear up when I read the word nursery, which was attached right off the master bedroom. “Drew…” My hand was covering my mouth because I was choked up and I couldn’t speak anymore. 
 
   “I started designing this house before you left. I was always changing it when new things would come up…adding things like the nursery and then removing them and putting them back. I hoped to show it to you someday when the time was right, but then you left…” He paused for a few moments, drawing my eyes to his again. “And I kept working on it. I don’t know why really. It made me feel closer to you in a way, I guess…like maybe you weren’t really gone. I never thought it’d actually be done, but today, I realized it is.”
 
   “Why today? Why is it finished now?” I asked softly and he rolled up the paper, setting it down next to him and turning so that he was facing me, taking my hands in his. 
 
   “Because today I finally got it,” he said gently, pulling my hand to his lips and kissing it.
 
   “Got what?”
 
   “That you’re all that matters in my life and wherever you are is where I have to be.” My heart started to pick up speed and I swallowed through my tightening throat. “It’s always been you putting me first. You’ve always been the one sacrificing and now it’s my turn. I want you to take this job, Natalie, but I want to be here with you when you do.”
 
   “What…what are you saying, Drew?” I stammered as my mind started to race. 
 
   “I want to start this journey with you. Here. In St. Louis. Together.”
 
   “What about London?”
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “You can’t give that up?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because it’s your dream…” I said softly, but then he interrupted. 
 
   “No, it’s not, Natalie…you are my dream.” I couldn’t speak as the tears filled my eyes. He reached up, gently brushing my cheek with his fingertips, smiling at me. “I love you, Natalie. I’ll never stop loving you. I don’t need London. I don’t need the office in New York or California, but I do need you and I want to start our future. We can do that here. We can buy some land and build our house and have everything we want…each other and,” he said softly before pausing for a moment, “a family someday.”
 
   I blinked and the tears spilled slowly down my face as I saw him reaching into his pocket and then he was holding out a familiar blue box and I felt myself start to tremble. 
 
   “So, I have a confession to make,” he began with a quiet laugh. “I may have used the house key you gave me to snoop through your jewelry box to find this.” He took my hand and smiled sweetly at me. “I always hoped someday that you’d wear it again. After everything we’ve been through, I think it’s obvious that we’re supposed to be together, Natalie. I think we deserve it.” He laughed softly and I did the same until it was quiet again. “So, I’m asking you again if you’ll be my wife…to share your life with me…to let me love you every day of your life. Will you marry me and start our life here together?”
 
   My hand was shaking as he held it and his eyes were locked on mine. There was no doubt to what my answer would be and so I nodded. 
 
   “Yes,” I whispered because it was all I could manage to get out and then he steadied my hand the best he could and slid the ring on my finger. I stared down at it, remembering how good it’d felt to wear it the first time, but knowing this time it felt even better because I knew what it was like to live without this man and it wasn’t something I ever planned to do again. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fifty-Two
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   The past two years had been hell without her, but as I sat beside her now, holding her trembling hand, having placed the ring back onto its rightful owner, I knew those two years were only a memory now. 
 
   There were tears in her eyes and I could feel them in mine too. I loved this woman more than I ever thought I could love anyone. I had so much to be grateful for in my life, but none of that mattered without her. I could be penniless and as long as I had Natalie by my side, I’d be the richest man alive. 
 
   If I was being honest with myself, I never thought this moment was possible, even when she returned to New York. I thought we’d missed our chance, but as I sat next to her now, my ring on her finger, I knew it was only the beginning for us. She was going to be my wife and I’d get to love her every day for the rest of my life. 
 
   She stared down at the ring for a long time, but then she looked up, tears in her eyes and when she blinked, they fell slowly down her face. I reached up, wiping them away and then she drew closer to me, the same trembling hand I’d just put the ring on, lifting up and touching my cheek. She seemed almost nervous to touch me, her eyes moving slowly around my face.
 
   “Is this real, Drew?” 
 
   Her voice was soft and shaking and I nodded. She came even closer, every ounce of me consumed by this woman who I was going to be lucky enough to call my wife. Her lips brushed lightly over mine, tender and sweet, and then she pulled back, but still remained close. Our lips hovered there for a few more moments before she reached up, wrapping her arms around my neck and she started to kiss me again, slow and sweet, and it wasn’t long before we’d lost our clothes and found ourselves in the bed. 
 
   I wanted nothing more than to make love to my fiancée, to know this time it was going to be forever because forever was the only amount of time I’d accept with this woman. She was sheer perfection beneath me and I found myself once again in awe that she was mine. I hovered over her, waiting to possess her, but all I wanted to do was look at her for a few moments. 
 
   “I’ve waited for this…for so long…to know that you’ll be my wife.” My voice was quiet and I wasn’t ashamed to admit it cracked as I thought about spending the rest of my life with her. “My life…it’s nothing without you, Natalie.” 
 
   She smiled as she ran her fingertips over my jawline.
 
   “And mine’s nothing without you,” she said, her voice soft and sweet. 
 
   “Then I guess we’re nothing without each other.” 
 
   A slight laugh escaped me and she smiled, the most beautiful smile I’d ever seen because she was the most beautiful person I’d ever seen. 
 
   “Nothing,” she whispered and then her lips were on mine and I closed my eyes, wanting to remember this moment and everything about her.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   She lay asleep in my arms, but I couldn’t bring myself to join her. My eyes were on her, watching as she breathed in and out slowly. I thought I saw a smile on the corners of her mouth. She looked content and I could only hope to make her as happy as she deserved. 
 
   We’d made love, long and slow, neither of us wanting to rush. We’d spent too much time apart, but now we had nothing but time. There was nothing I loved more than having her in my arms and I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. 
 
   I didn’t regret my decision. Like I’d told her, London, New York, Los Angeles…none of that mattered if she wasn’t with me and I’d go wherever she wanted me to go. I could see us making a home in St. Louis and I knew we’d find the perfect spot to build the house I’d spent the last few years designing. I imagined some place out in the country, surrounded by trees. The complete opposite of New York City. 
 
   I could still see Taylor’s face when I told him my decision. It looked as if his head might actually explode, which brought a smile to my face. The bastard deserved it. 
 
   “You’ll regret this, Saben. Giving it all up for a woman. Have you lost your damn mind?” he’d said when I told him. 
 
   “The only thing I’ll regret is losing her again,” was my response and he slammed his hand on my desk before storming out of my office. 
 
   What I’d told him was the truth though. My only regret was losing her once and that wouldn’t happen again. Moving to St. Louis was a small sacrifice if it meant spending the rest of my life with her. 
 
   I hadn’t completely lost my mind as Taylor had suggested though. As I scrambled to make my flight to St. Louis, I’d contacted Tashawa’s office, signing over my design rights to him, obviously for a lower sum than if I was in London overseeing the build. I’d agreed to be a consultant if necessary. My building would be constructed in London after all, but I wouldn’t have to leave Natalie again and that’s exactly what I’d wanted.
 
   On the flight to St. Louis I decided I’d remain a silent partner in the firm, for now anyway, not wanting to take my name off the company I’d worked hard to make a success. Eventually there’d be a new partner named, but I’d close out my projects I was currently working on and then ease myself out of the daily life of Taylor and Saben.
 
   I’d worked my ass off to get to where I was and I’d be lying if I said part of me wasn’t asking me what the hell I was doing. Logically, it didn’t make sense, giving up what I was, but sometimes things don’t make sense. The feelings I felt for this woman lying in my arms didn’t make sense, but all I knew was that nothing in my life made sense without her and that was all the reasoning I needed. 
 
   I thought I had everything, but that was before Natalie Vasser walked into my office and changed it all. The truth was, I had nothing without her and I knew the moment she became my wife, I’d have everything. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   One Year Later…
 
    
 
   Natalie
 
    
 
   Life has a funny way of working out how you least expect it. When I was a little girl, I used to think about my wedding day, hoping to find my prince charming one day. As I got older though, I learned that life is not a fairy tale. Life can hurt and I hadn’t been immune to its pain. I’d been blessed in my life to love and be loved to the point it didn’t even make sense, but I’d also felt the pain of losing that love. I didn’t like to think of that time Drew and I were apart. I didn’t like to remember the pain and loneliness and as I looked at my reflection in the mirror, I knew those feelings were behind me. The future was before me and I was hopeful about what lay in store for us. While fairy tales might not be true, I knew unconditional love was, and I was about to start my life with a man who loved me unconditionally. 
 
   The dress was simple: a strapless satin number, form fitting with a slight flare at the bottom. My hair had been pulled into an elegant bun and my lace veil trailed down the middle of my back. I only wore three pieces of jewelry: the pearl earrings of my grandmother’s that Drew had returned to me, a diamond necklace he’d given me as a wedding gift and the most important piece of all: the amethyst bracelet, our baby not far from my heart as Drew and I began our life together. 
 
   I looked one more time in the mirror before taking a deep breath and picking up my bouquet. My heart was pounding as I made my way to the door. Not from nerves, but from anticipation. It had been a long and uncertain road, but we’d finally found our way here and I was more than ready to become Mrs. Andrew Saben. 
 
   We’d decided to keep the ceremony simple, choosing my grandparents’ farm for the setting. We only invited family and close friends. Drew, my dad and brother had turned a small section on the edge of the corn field into the perfect spot to exchange vows. I imagined him there now, waiting for me. I hadn’t seen him since the night before and I couldn’t wait to get to him. 
 
   My parents were there when I stepped out of the guest room I’d gotten dressed in. They looked at me in a way they never had and I saw tears in both of their eyes. My mom came to me first, hugging me and then pulling back and staring at me for a moment before speaking. 
 
   “You look so beautiful, Natalie,” she said, her voice cracking and I couldn’t say anything because I knew I’d start crying. 
 
   My dad came to me next, unable to speak. He pulled me to him and held me for a few long moments. 
 
   “I swear it was just yesterday we were dropping you off at kindergarten,” he finally said when he pulled back, smiling at me, the tears pooling at the corners of his eyes. “Look at you now. All grown up and getting married.” He choked up and it took him a few seconds before he could continue. “We’re so proud of you and the woman you’ve become. I know he’ll take good care of you.”
 
   I could feel the tears in my eyes now and I reached quickly for a tissue, dabbing carefully at my eyes. The ceremony hadn’t even started and I was already losing it. My dad’s words hit me though. Drew would take good care of me. He’d be there for me through anything. He’d be there on my worst days and he’d be there on my best. It didn’t matter because I knew he’d always be there because just as I’d hoped as a little girl, I had found my prince. 
 
   “I love you both,” I said, looking between my parents. “So much.”
 
   They wiped their eyes and then we all hugged for a few seconds. 
 
   “Are you ready for this?” my mom asked. I nodded and we linked arms, making our way to the door and to him. 
 
   We’d been blessed with a perfect day and I took it as a good sign as we stepped outside. The music started and everyone’s heads turned in my direction. As we started walking, I saw the familiar faces of my family and a few old friends. 
 
   I saw Court and Anna Beth, both smiling at me. When Drew opened his firm in St. Louis, it hadn’t taken much to get Court to follow. Court was more than Drew’s assistant and Court knew that. He’d been upgraded to office manager and I knew Court was part of the reason Drew’s new firm had done so well in St. Louis. I was surprised Anna Beth had made the trip to Iowa from New York though. It’d been a while since I’d spoken to her, but it meant the world that she had come. 
 
   Kara and Ava were there too. Kara had recently had her first child, a daughter, and things had finally turned around in the romance department for Ava. She and Cowboy Mike were still going strong. He’d even moved to New York to be closer to her. I was glad to finally see her happy. 
 
   Even Ethan had come. If it wasn’t for him, I never would’ve met Drew. As our eyes met, we smiled at each other. I hoped he would be as happy as I was one day and I was certain he would be, but that was another story all together.
 
   Drew’s family was all there too, smiling supportively as I made my way down the aisle. His mom was already wiping her eyes and his dad smiled sweetly at me. I could see his sisters were happy too and I made eye contact with Christina, who was just starting to show with the baby she and Daniel were expecting in six months. She was finally happy and I was grateful for that. There was a time I thought we could never be friends, but as I’d learned, life has an interesting way of working itself out.
 
   Then I looked up and saw him standing there, the sight of him causing butterflies in my stomach as big as the day we’d met. He was nothing short of perfection in a black tuxedo, his hair trimmed just right and styled to the point he looked as if he belonged in a magazine ad instead of waiting to become my husband. 
 
   He didn’t smile right away when our eyes met. I saw his lip tremble momentarily and then he was wiping his eyes before the smile finally came. I smiled back, my eyes as wet as his as we drew closer. My heart was thundering in my chest at this point and I was certain his was too. Our relationship hadn’t been perfect. We’d made mistakes. We’d hurt people, but in the end, we knew this was where we were supposed to be and I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.
 
   He took a few steps when we got closer, meeting my parents and me, holding his hand out, unable to wait any longer. 
 
   I let go of my parents and then kissed them both on the cheek. My dad took my hand and held it out to Drew. 
 
   “Take care of her,” he said, meeting Drew’s eyes and he nodded. 
 
   “With my life,” Drew promised and then he looked at me and I knew he would. 
 
   My father placed my hand in Drew’s then and goose bumps exploded on my arm when our skin touched. Those same green eyes that had haunted me every day since I stepped foot into his office four years ago, locked onto mine and he swallowed hard.
 
   “I tried imagining what you would look like…how beautiful you would be,” he said to me softly so only I could hear. “I didn’t even come close.” 
 
   The tears were at the surface again and try as I might, one spilled down my cheek. He reached his hand up, gently brushing it away. 
 
   “I love you,” he whispered. 
 
   “I love you too,” I somehow managed to get out and then he led me to the justice of the peace. 
 
   We held hands, standing side by side as the officiant began. He talked about love and marriage and the commitment to it, but I didn’t hear much because all I could think about was the fact that Drew was beside me. Through everything, we were here and in a few minutes I could call him my husband. 
 
   When it was time to exchange vows, Drew and I turned to face each other. He took my hands and as his eyes locked on mine and he smiled at me, I could feel myself relaxing, my heartbeat stabilizing and it was as if everyone disappeared and it was just us. 
 
   “When I thought about getting married as a little girl, I envisioned a perfect life,” I began. “When I grew up, I learned life can never be perfect. People cannot be perfect. We are not perfect, but when I’m with you, I feel perfect. You make my life perfect and I promise to love and honor you every day of my life and even beyond that. I didn’t think the kind of happiness you bring me was possible, but it is. You’ve given me so much. You’ve taught me to love myself. You’ve encouraged me to be the best I can and I am a better person for knowing you.”
 
   My voice was cracking as I tried to express my feelings to him. It wasn’t possible to verbalize what I felt for him. I could only hope he could feel my conviction. 
 
   “Natalie,” he began, looking right at me, his voice deep and steady. “The first day I met you, my life was changed forever. I was drawn to you. I wanted to know you. I wanted you in my life. I’ve never met anyone else like you and I’m thankful every day that our paths crossed. We’ve been through so much, but we always find our way back to each other because you’re mine and I’m yours…right now and forever. Before you, there was something missing. I was always searching for something. I didn’t know what was missing from my life…not until I met you. You were missing from my life and with you, I’m complete. This is my promise to you, Natalie. I’ll never stop trying. I’ll never stop watching as you leave. I’ll never stop losing my breath every time you look at me. I’ll never stop holding your hand. I’ll never stop opening your door. I’ll never stop choosing you. I’ll never get used to you. You are my life and I don’t deserve you, but you love me just the same. You are my life, my love, my only and that’s the one thing that won’t change. I cherish you above all else. Today, tomorrow and always.”
 
   Tears were falling down both our cheeks and he reached for my hand and kissed the back of it fiercely, holding it to his lips for a few seconds as our eyes locked. 
 
   “Please repeat after me.” The justice of the peace’s voice broke through the bubble we’d created around each other and we were drawn back to reality in which we were about to be married. “I, Andrew James Saben, take you, Natalie Leanne Vasser, to be my lawfully wedded wife.” 
 
   Drew took a deep breath, trying to fight the tears before opening his mouth to say the words that would change our lives. 
 
   “I, Andrew James Saben, take you, Natalie Leanne Vasser, to be my lawfully wedded wife.” 
 
   He smiled and squeezed my hands tightly. I squeezed back and smiled in return as I waited for my turn. 
 
   “Now for you, Natalie. Please repeat after me. I, Natalie Leanne Vasser, take you, Andrew James Saben, to be my lawfully wedded husband.” 
 
   I felt the lump form in my throat instantly. It would be a miracle if I could get through this without sobbing. I breathed in to calm myself and as I closed my eyes for a moment, so many memories of my life with him flooded my mind. Meeting his eyes that first day of my interview. The feeling of his hand in mine for the first time. When our lips first met. When I discovered his arms were my favorite place to be. When we lost our child and the way he’d held me until I was okay. The pain of walking away and the joy of finding him again and being given a second chance. When he saved me. When I realized my life is only better when he’s in it. And when I opened my eyes again to meet his, I couldn’t wait to speak the words.
 
   “I, Natalie Leanne Vasser,” I began, smiling up at him, “take you, Andrew James Saben, to be my lawfully wedded husband.”
 
   “Then, by the power invested in me by the state of Iowa, I pronounce you husband and wife,” the justice of the peace said, smiling at us. “Drew, you may kiss your bride.” 
 
   The smile on Drew’s face grew wider and he leaned in slowly, stopping just as our lips were about to meet. 
 
   “Here’s to forever,” he whispered.
 
   “And always,” I whispered back and then his lips were on mine for the first time as husband and wife, his arms wrapping around me as we shared our first kiss. 
 
   “May I present to you, Mr. and Mrs. Andrew and Natalie Saben,” the justice of the peace announced and our guests cheered. 
 
   Drew took my hand and we turned our heads so our eyes met, smiling at each other before taking our first steps into this new life together, the struggles of the past behind us and only the brightness of the future to look forward to.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Two Years Later…
 
    
 
   Drew
 
    
 
   Sometimes I like walking around the house, remembering it on paper and seeing what it’d become. When I started it, I never thought it’d see the light of day, but it’d been one more thing I’d been wrong about in my life. In the plans and when we first broke ground, it was just a house, but it had turned into much more than that. It was our home. 
 
   It was late and I was anxious for her to get home. St. Louis had turned out to be exactly what I’d hoped. Natalie started out field reporting and just as in New York, it didn’t take long for the higher ups to notice her and six months ago, she’d become co-anchor of the evening news at WQNH. After everything she’d worked for and everything we’d sacrificed, she’d done what she set out to do and each night as I watched her face on the TV screen, I couldn’t be more proud of her. 
 
   She was so different than the girl I’d met all those years ago when she walked into my office…young and timid and unsure what she wanted in life. Now she was a strong, successful woman and every day I loved her more. 
 
   The house was quiet as I walked around, which wasn’t always the case anymore. Babies have a way of changing that.
 
   Ten months ago, Natalie had given birth to our son. After the miscarriage, we were afraid to be too excited when we found out she was pregnant. She was on edge and I had to pretend I wasn’t, just to keep her from fretting. It wasn’t easy though because I was just as afraid as she was. Everything worked out though and the day James was born was the best day of my life. I’d sat by Natalie’s side the entire time she was in labor, holding her hand and doing whatever I could for her, wishing I could carry some of the burden for her. I felt helpless seeing her in such pain, but I’d never seen her more beautiful and when I held our son for the first time, I couldn’t grasp the feeling of knowing he was part me and part her and entirely perfect. When I looked at my wife, exhausted and overwhelmed, I’d never loved her more. We’d created a miracle and he’d changed our lives. 
 
   James and I had spent the evening doing our normal routine: dinner, bath and watching Natalie on the evening news. I don’t know why I got such a sense of satisfaction each time I would see her name flash on the screen or when she would introduce herself as Natalie Saben, but I liked her having my last name. I’d wanted her from the moment I met her and sharing a name solidified that I had her. James loved seeing Natalie on TV too. He would smile when he saw her on the screen and he’d reach out for her. I knew he missed her, but the beauty of her job was that they got to spend the entire day together since she didn’t go to work until late afternoon. 
 
   As for me, I’d opened an office in St. Louis. Nothing like Taylor and Saben back in New York and L.A., but it had done well and it was exactly what I wanted in my life now. I used to measure my worth by my work and the prestige that came from being a partner in a high-end New York City firm, but I’d learned that meant nothing and since moving to St. Louis, I’d never felt such fulfillment. I could never give up architecture. I loved creating something new, but ever since Natalie came back into my life and especially after the birth of our son, I didn’t want my work to consume me anymore. I chose the projects I wanted and when I didn’t want to take on anything else, I didn’t. I left that to the junior architects, which was one of the benefits of being the boss and I could focus my time on Natalie and on James. 
 
   I’d started exploring new avenues since moving to St. Louis as well, signing on as an adjunct professor, teaching a few architecture classes at the university. I found I liked sharing my passion for the craft with those just entering the field. The move to St. Louis had completely changed my life. 
 
   I sometimes missed the fast paced life of New York, but I wouldn’t trade it for what I had now. Our house sat far from the road, tucked in a forest of trees where we could have barbecues in the summer and watch the fireflies in the grass. It was a far cry from our apartment overlooking Central Park, which I hadn’t been able to bring myself to sell. Neither Natalie or I were completely ready to say goodbye to the city and we knew we’d always have a place to stay when we visited. 
 
   I liked the quiet though. I liked being able to hold her hand as we walked, instead of constantly dodging people. I liked seeing the sun without the interference of the skyscrapers. It was a different life, but it was a good life and as I looked around our home, I was happy. 
 
   I heard the door unlock then and I turned my head to see her walking inside. She smiled at me when our eyes met and she pushed her hair behind her ear as she slipped off her heels. I would never grow tired of looking at her.
 
   “You didn’t need to wait up for me,” she said, taking off her jacket and hanging it on the coat rack by the door. 
 
   “I wanted to,” I told her, meeting her halfway, sliding my arms around her waist, eager to kiss her. I didn’t wait and a second later my lips were on hers, never wanting to miss a chance to show her what she meant to me. 
 
   “That was a nice greeting,” she said with a raised eyebrow when I finally pulled away. “Is everything all right?” 
 
   “Everything’s fine. I missed you is all,” I told her, not mentioning the thoughts that had been running through my mind. 
 
   “I missed you too.” She looked up and smiled again, taking my hand and leading me upstairs. “How was James tonight?” she asked as we walked.
 
   “He was great.”
 
   “I hate leaving him at night.” 
 
   There was guilt in her voice and I stopped her before we reached the second floor, holding her hand as she stood a few steps ahead of me. 
 
   “You have all day with him. Don’t feel guilty,” I said, trying to reassure her. “You’re an amazing mother, Natalie. James adores you.” I kissed her hand and met her eyes again. “We both do.”
 
   I saw a hint of red on her cheeks as her smile returned and she stepped back down to meet me before wrapping her arms around my neck.
 
   “You always know what to say to make me feel better.”
 
   “And that’s why you can’t live without me.” 
 
   I grinned and she let out a light laugh before taking my hand and finishing our ascent. She stopped outside of James’s room, quietly opening the door, the gentle glow from his nightlight filling the room. We walked in slowly, careful not to wake him and then we stopped at the edge of his crib. He was sprawled on his back, his chubby arms stretched out and the gentle sounds of his breathing filling the room. I turned my head to watch Natalie. She was gazing down at him, a look of love on her face that I knew was reserved only for him. I loved how much she loved our son. Motherhood agreed with her and watching her with James only made me love her more. I could’ve never asked for a more perfect mother for my children. 
 
   I felt her hand on mine then and she looked away from James, meeting my eyes and smiling for a moment before she looked back at him, leaning down and kissing him gently on the forehead. He didn’t even stir and then I bent over the crib railing and kissed him too before we walked out of his room. 
 
   I was already in my pajamas and after brushing my teeth, I got into bed. Natalie was still washing her face, but a few minutes later, she came out of the bathroom and went to her bureau to get her pajamas. I watched as she slid out of the dress she’d worn and tossed it into the hamper. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her now that the dress was gone. She undid her bra, walking the clothes over to the hamper. She knew I enjoyed watching her like this and I was disappointed when she slid on her pajamas, a pair of my old boxer shorts and an oversized t-shirt. Her simple night attire made me smile. While she’d changed a great deal since we first met, she was still a simple girl from Iowa who didn’t need money or fancy things to make her happy. 
 
   She climbed in bed next to me and I reached for the lamp and turned out the light. It was quiet except for the soft humming of James’s monitor. Natalie curled up next to me, resting her head on my chest, her hair spilling over her shoulders as I wrapped my arms around her. 
 
   This life was simple, but this was our life and as long as we had each other and our son, we didn’t need anything else.
 
   “I love you, Drew.” 
 
   Her voice broke though the silence and I kissed the top of her head. 
 
   “I love you too, Natalie,” I replied softly and she didn’t say anything for a few more moments. 
 
   “Drew?” she began quietly and I propped myself up so I could look at her. 
 
   “What is it?” I asked her.
 
   “Tell me it’ll always be like this.” 
 
   I smiled and placed a kiss on her waiting lips before pulling back. 
 
   “I can’t tell you that,” I replied and I saw her brow furrow in confusion. “Because it’ll be better.” 
 
   She smiled sweetly and then her arms were around me again, holding me tightly for a few moments before I laid back and she settled her head onto my chest once more. I played with her hair and held her until she fell asleep and even then I didn’t let her go. I would never let her go. There was no way she could comprehend my feelings for her. From the moment she walked into my life, she’d owned my heart. Today. Tomorrow. Always. 
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   A Note from the Author
 
    
 
   Thank you so much reading the conclusion to Natalie and Drew’s story. I hope I’ve given you a satisfactory ending to their tumultuous journey. When I first wrote My Tomorrow, it was supposed to be a standalone novel where the reader decided what Natalie and Drew’s future held, but then with some prodding, a series was born. It wasn’t easy writing the second book. I always hate when things don’t pan out and I know I frustrated many of you ending The Heart of Tomorrow the way I did, so hopefully Natalie and Drew’s happily ever after has redeemed me. The Tomorrow Series may not be over though. A book to conclude Ethan’s story is definitely in the works and I’m also toying with some stories about some of the side characters, so stay tuned!
 
   I have to give special thanks to a few people who made this book possible. First off, I have to thank Emily for loving Drew and Natalie and encouraging me to write from both of their perspectives in this final book. I didn’t think I could do it, but you gave me the encouragement I needed to get it done. Thank you for making me believe I could do it. 
 
   Also to Sara for being a constant sounding board to talk about writing and real life. This book wouldn’t have been completed without you there to listen to my woes and for helping me find so many typos! 
 
   I also need to thank Nidhi for her constant encouragement and prodding! Thanks for continually telling me how much you were looking forward to the books in this series and for giving me your honest feedback! You’ll see some changes in the final draft thanks to your insight. 
 
   And finally to Beth who is Drew’s #1 fan. You were the first one to make me think I might have something special with him. Without you, there would’ve been no second or third book. 
 
   Besides the individuals, I have to give a humungous thank you to my readers! You are the best and it is because of you I continue to write. You have no idea what it means to me that you take time out of your day to spend time with characters I’ve created. You make me feel my writing is worthwhile and you are the reason I’m constantly striving to make my next book better than my last. Thank you for the words of encouragement and for sharing my books with your friends. Thank you for making me feel like I am good enough. 
 
   If this is not the first book you’ve read from me, you know music is my biggest inspiration. As always, I’ve included the playlist for Today, Tomorrow and Always. I hope you enjoy the songs as much as I do.
 
   Please check out the rest of my books, which are available on Amazon in both eBook and paperback format: 
 
    
    	After the Sky Fell Down (standalone)
 
    	Every Breaking Wave (standalone)
 
    	Here With Me (standalone)
 
    	The Home Series
 
     
     	Last Train Home (Book One)
 
     	Far From Home (Book Two)
 
     	Carry Me Home (Book Three)
 
     	The Long Road Home (Book Four)
 
     	Finding Home (Book Five)
 
    
 
    	The Tomorrow Series
 
     
     	My Tomorrow (Book One)
 
     	The Heart of Tomorrow (Book Two)
 
     	Today, Tomorrow and Always (Book Three)
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   I would be so appreciative if you might take the time to write a review for Today, Tomorrow and Always or any of my books on Amazon or Goodreads. Even if it’s just a sentence or two, reviews are incredibly helpful to authors. Thank you in advance!
 
   I love to hear from readers so please feel free to drop me a line at isbellmi@yahoo.com or stay up to date with my latest releases and news by liking my author page on Facebook or joining my Facebook group: Fans of Megan Nugen Isbell-Author. I also write on my blog occasionally: megannugenisbell.blogspot.com. 
 
   Thank you so much again for reading. I truly hope you’ve enjoyed the journey. Happy reading!
 
    
 
   Best regards,
 
   Megan
 
   


 
   
  
 



Today, Tomorrow and Always Playlist
 
    
 
   You Will Never Run-Rend Collective
 
   Smile-R5
 
   Today is Beautiful-David Dunn
 
   Love is Your Name-Steven Tyler
 
   I Will Wait-Mumford & Sons
 
   Dancing on My Own-Ben Clark
 
   Over You-Ingrid Michaelson/A Great Big World
 
   You Are in Love-Travis Atreo
 
   Made New-Lincoln Brewster
 
   Everything I Want-Matthew Puckett
 
   Why Don’t You Love Me?-New Hollow
 
   Welcome to New York-Ryan Adams
 
   Shark in the Water-The Cocktails
 
   500 Miles-Haley & Michaels
 
   Never Stop-Safety Suit
 
   King-Tamar Braxton
 
   Beautiful Drug-Zac Brown Band
 
   Take Me Home-Us The Duo
 
   Photograph-Ed Sheeran
 
   Love Me Like You Do-Ellie Goulding
 
   Hello-Adele
 
   Someone Like You-Adele
 
   Sane-for King & Country
 
   Made for You-Alexander Cardinale
 
   Perfect for Me-Matt Beilis
 
   Fly-Avril Lavigne
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